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/ would like to write a poem, 
But I have no words; 
My grammar was ladies' waists, 
And my schooling, skirts. 

A student in a 1934 class for women workers, 
from Concerning Workers' Education. No. 3 
(Washington. D.C.: Federal Emergency 
Relief Administration, 19341 
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What dreams may grow, as young vines 
planted in the spring, 
Their roots thrust down in deepest soil of truth; 
Till workers all the fruits of understanding bring, 
Borne from our borders in the hands of youth. 

Hilda Worthington Smith 





To Hilda Worthington Smith (1890-1984) and 
Barbara Mayer Wertheimer (1926-1983) 
with our love, respect, and appreciation. 





Foreword 
Dorothy Sue Cobble

Sisterhood and Solidarity: Workers’ Education for Women, 1914-1984, edited by 
Joyce L. Kornbluh and Mary E. Frederickson, is a pioneering and revelatory 
work of  scholarship. I congratulate Temple University Press for making this 
neglected gem available digitally. The volume beautifully captures the cen-
trality of  education to U.S. women’s labor movements and reveals the deep 
faith of  these movements in the intellectual and political capacities of  work-
ing people. Workers’ education for women deserves more attention: it trans-
formed the lives of  elite and non-elite women in surprising and significant 
ways, fueled democracy and social justice movements, and eroded power 
differentials and prejudices based on race, class, and culture. In Sisterhood and 
Solidarity, current and coming generations of  scholars, activists, and educa-
tors will find a newly relevant past from which there is much to learn.

The book emerged in a moment of  promise for working women, with 
labor’s ranks feminizing, comparable worth campaigns led by public-sec-
tor unions in full strike, and SEIU District 925 in the midst of a national 
campaign to organize office workers. Key national unions and university 
centers across the country boasted flourishing educational programs for 
women, and the AFL-CIO had backed a series of  regional residential sum-
mer schools for women workers. A new cohort of  labor women was eager 
for their history, the editors of  Sisterhood and Solidarity believed, and ready to 
“rediscover the movements led by women, like workers’ education.”  The 
book would be “both a collection of  stories about earlier generations and a 
playbook for what could come next.”

The editors assembled a stellar group of  authors, among whom were 
some of  the best known labor and working-class history scholars of  the 
time, including Joyce Kornbluh herself, whose books include Rebel Voices: 
An IWW Anthology (1964) and Rocking the Boat: Union Women’s Voices 1915-
1975 (1996), with Brigid O’Farrell; Barbara Mayer Wertheimer, founding 
director of  Cornell University’s Institute on Women and Work and author 
of  We Were There: The Story of  Working Women in America (1977) and Labor 
Education for Women Workers (1981); and Alice Kessler-Harris, now a retired 
Distinguished Professor Emerita at Columbia University and author of  
multiple prize-winning volumes. Also contributing essays, and bringing 
the fresh perspectives of  young scholars just embarking on their careers, 
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were Mary Frederickson, Rita Heller, Robin M. Jacoby, Susan Stone Wong, 
and Marion Roydhouse. Lyn Goldfarb, a young filmmaker, labor educator, 
and women’s studies graduate, was working on With Babies and Banners, the 
award-winning documentary about the crucial contributions of  women to 
winning the 1937 UAW Flint Michigan sit-down strike. 

The first chapters of  Sisterhood and Solidarity bring to life the vibrant era of  
workers’ education stretching from the 1910s to the 1940s. Jacoby’s study of  
the Women’s Trade Union League (WUTL) School for Women Organizers, 
founded in 1914, serves as an excellent entree into this heady moment of  
reform possibility. Illuminating essays follow on the multicultural educational 
efforts of  the International Ladies’ Garment Workers’ Union, the extensive 
interracial grassroots programs of  the YWCA’s Industrial Division, and the 
justifiably renowned Bryn Mawr Summer School for Women Workers, the 
eight-week residential school held from 1921 to 1938. A second cluster of  
chapters shows how the emancipatory vision of  the Bryn Mawr Summer 
School spread, inspiring other all-female residential experiments such as 
the Southern Summer School for Women Workers, the Summer School for 
Office Workers, and the New Deal’s nationwide program of  rural camps for 
unemployed women initiated by Hilda Worthington Smith, the charismatic 
educational theorist and first director of  the Bryn Mawr Summer School. 

The volume concludes with Barbara Wertheimer’s essay on the renas-
cence of  educational programs for women workers in the 1970s and early 
1980s and an engaging set of  interviews with four leading figures of  the 
mid-century movement: Alice Hanson Cook, Marguerite Gilmore, Esther 
Peterson and Larry Rogin. The editors interweave visual and other mate-
rials throughout, giving the anthology a lively, non-academic feel. They 
feature poems, lyrics, and letters by and from students who attended the var-
ious schools, open each chapter with an original graphic from the schools’ 
archives, and include a marvelous gallery of  photographs at the end.

Several of  the essays are especially suggestive of  the intellectual riches pos-
sible when educational experiments for women workers are foregrounded. 
The Y’s Industrial Program emerges as something of  a figure in the carpet, 
a largely hidden but fundamental shaper of  the broader interracial labor 
and civil rights movements it helped launch. Thousands of  girls attended 
its camps and participated in its self-governing clubs, all overseen by an 
autonomous division within the Y dedicated to workers’ rights, industrial 
citizenship, and racial justice. The Bryn Mawr Summer School is revealed 
as yet another site of  transformative power in individual lives and a place 
where friendships and understandings crucial to inclusive social movements 
and policy happened. The CCC camps for unemployed women (or as both 
its adherents and its distractors called it, the “She-She-She Camps”) exerted 
an outsized influence on the labor and the women’s movement as well, not 
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least through the agency of  such famous alumna as lawyer, feminist, and 
civil rights icon Pauli Murray, who met and became life-long friends with 
Eleanor Roosevelt after the First Lady visited Murray’s camp in upstate 
New York. 

Those coming to this history for the first time will be well served by the vol-
ume’s “Selected Bibliography.” The women’s educational efforts recounted 
here were but one stream of  a larger global movement to reform society 
and democratize education in the early twentieth century. During those 
years, trade unions, workers’ movements, and socialist parties in the United 
States and elsewhere founded dozens of  schools, lyceums, and study circles 
for workers. They sought alternatives to the anti-worker Social Darwinist 
philosophies and economic theories they saw prevailing in elite institutions 
of  higher learning. They believed new ways of  understanding the world 
were crucial to solving the great social and economic questions of  their day. 
Influenced by John Dewey and other educational theorists, they also wanted 
new pedagogies of  peer-based and experiential learning. 

Two of  the most comprehensive (and still unsurpassed) classic surveys of  
these early worker educational initiatives, Marius Hansome’s World Workers’ 
Education Movements, Their Social Significance (1931) and Theodore Brameld’s 
Workers’ Education in the United States (1941) are listed in the “Selected 
Bibliography.” The editors also offer an excellent sampling of  the research 
of  later generations on popular education and on U.S. labor and women’s 
movements. In addition, readers may want to dip into the small but grow-
ing literature on workers’ education published since this volume appeared. 
Karyn L. Hollis, for example, explores the Bryn Mawr Summer School for 
Workers as an antecedent for twenty-first century feminist and activist ped-
agogies and a site for working-class women’s literature in Liberating Voices: 
Writing at the Bryn Mawr Summer School for Workers (2004). A special issue of  
International Labor and Working-Class History 90 (Fall 2016) edited by Michael 
Merrill and Susan J. Schurman features historical studies of  the workers’ 
education movements in Europe, the United States, Latin America, and 
Africa as well as essays on India’s Self-Employed Women’s Association and 
other female-led contemporary movements who judge emancipatory edu-
cation as necessary to democratic movements and governance. 

I find putting the story of  U.S. working women’s education in a global 
context quite revealing. M. Carey Thomas, the president of  Bryn Mawr, 
is rightly given credit for her role in establishing the Bryn Mawr Summer 
School in 1921. But there is another part of  the story having to do with 
the influence of  the WTUL and of  international women trade unionists 
that is often missed. In 1913, the WTUL wrote to all the elite women’s col-
leges: since their beautiful, leafy campuses were empty in the summer would 
they consider opening their campuses to wage-earning women for summer 



Foreword: Dorothy Sue Cobble

study? Not a single college, including Bryn Mawr, replied in the affirmative. 
The WTUL pursued other educational options, including the scholarship 
program at the University of  Chicago, which Jacoby thoughtfully details 
in her contribution to Sisterhood and Solidarity. But the dream of  a residen-
tial summer program would not die. At the conclusion of  the 1919 found-
ing convention of  the International Federation of  Trade Union Women, 
WTUL president Margaret Dreier Robins took several international dele-
gates with her to lobby the elite women’s colleges and persuade them of  the 
importance of  summer schools for wage earning women. 

Their visit produced results, as a 1921 letter from Robins to Jeanne 
Bouvier, a leading French trade unionist, tells: 

“Dear Jeanne, you will rejoice with me in knowing that the visit we 
made to Bryn Mawr College during those wonderful ten days of  
our First Congress in 1919 has had a most far-reaching effect. This 
leading college for women recently announced that it is prepared to 
open a ‘Summer School for Working Women in Industry.’  Do you 
not agree that this is most significant? For years some of  us have 
been dreaming of  this happy day. But our educational leaders also 
had to see the vision and it was during that momentous 1919 visit 
of  our international workers that the vision came to the faculty of  
Bryn Mawr College. Now Dr. Thomas, president of  Bryn Mawr, 
will open the school this summer … a happy augury of  the day 
when the industrial worker may look to the colleges for cooperation 
in solving the problems of  industry and equally important when 
the great heritage of  learning, of  poetry, of  science, may be the 
common heritage of  all.”

Thirty years later another international effort directly inspired by the Bryn 
Mawr School set in motion a series of  events, the reverberations of  which 
are still being felt. Immediately after the creation of  the anti-communist 
International Confederation of  Free Trade unions (ICFTU) in 1949, a group 
of  women associated with its affiliates, including Esther Peterson, a faculty 
alumna of  the Bryn Mawr Summer School, proposed that the organization 
sponsor an international summer school for trade union women in cooper-
ation with the United Nations Economic and Social Council (UNESCO). 
The ICFTU agreed and in June 1953 52 women labor leaders from 25 
countries across the globe, including the United States, Turkey, Mexico, 
Tunisia, and India, attended the two-week residential program at a cha-
teau outside Paris. The democratically run school with its participatory, stu-
dent-centered curriculum and its pedagogy of  self-governing small-group 
learning reflected the Bryn Mawr influence. 
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The demands emerging from the women at the school were bold and 
pointed. They proclaimed their opposition to hierarchical relations between 
men and women and called for “democracy in the home” as well as on the 
job and in the union. The ICFTU, they declared, needed to change in fun-
damental ways. They wanted a union movement that recognized the work 
of  the home and that paid attention to the full range of  human needs and 
problems. The labor movement must acknowledge women’s “role as home-
maker” as well as “wage-earner” and recognize women as “human beings 
with human problems.”  Education and individual development must be 
part of  any movement for societal transformation.

They won the right to form a Women’s Committee in the ICFTU to imple-
ment some of  these changes and move women into leadership. In 2006, when 
the ICFTU joined with other trade-union bodies to become the 168-million 
member International Trade Union Confederation (ITUC), the Women’s 
Committee persisted. It was instrumental in electing Australian trade union 
leader Sharan Burrow as the ITUC’s first female President in 2006 and in 
2010, its first female General Secretary, the organization’s highest office. The 
roots of  her triumph ran deep. They stretched back to the 1953 International 
Women’s Summer School, which in turn rested on a long history of  women’s 
emancipatory educational endeavors around the world.

In 2018, as I write, a new generation of  educators, activists, and research-
ers is revaluing workers’ education, driven in part by the global rise of  fem-
inism and of  female-led and female-majority worker movements. There’s a 
new appreciation of  the need for spaces where workers can recognize their 
own wisdoms; learn from the considered insights of  others, past and pres-
ent; and together rethink how to change society for the better. 

Sisterhood and Solidarity was one of  the first volumes, and remains one of  the 
few, to call attention to the importance of  workers’ education for women. 
Let us hope there will be many more.

Dorothy Sue Cobble is Distinguished Professor of  History and Labor Studies, 
Rutgers University.

Notes

1. E-mail correspondence, Mary E. Frederickson to Dorothy Sue Cobble, 
18 April 2018.

2. Letter, Margaret Dreier Robins to Jeanne Bouvier, April 8, 1921, Boite 
23, Fond Jeanne Bouvier, Bibliothėque Historique de la Ville de Paris, 
Paris, France. This paragraph and the three following draw on Dorothy 
Sue Cobble, “International Women’s Trade Unionism and Education,” 
ILWCH 90 (Fall 2016), 153-163.
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Preface 

The essays in this collection survey a number of innovative workers' 
education programs for women that span the years between 1914, 
when the National Women's Trade Union League initiated its Train
ing School for Women Organizers, and the present. Our aim is to 
document and to analyze the contributions these programs made to 
labor history, women's history, and social history. The historians and 
labor educators writing here explore the relationship of female work
ers' education to changing patterns of women's work, to the trade 
union movement, to the meaning of feminism in the context of work
ers' education, to class conflicts within these programs, and to the 
changing nature of workers' education in the labor movement today. 
We also include some of the rich documentary material—essays, 
poems, plays, oral histories, and photographs—that was produced as 
part of these programs. 

The reader will find in this volume new interpretations of the Bryn 
Mawr Summer School for Women Workers, the Southern Summer 
School, and the Affiliated Schools for Workers—organizations de
signed specifically as female workers' education programs; analyses 
of groups like the National Women's Trade Union League, the Young 
Women's Christian Association, and the New Deal-sponsored educa
tional camps for jobless women that turned to workers' education to 
achieve their goals; and discussions of workers' education programs 
that were carried out within unions. Finally, we point to the impor
tant connections between the pre-World W7ar II programs for women 
workers and the contemporary programs initiated by unions and 
universities. 

By creating this anthology, we have in many ways given structure 
to a movement that had very little cohesion. The education programs 
for women workers documented in this collection had a multiplicity 
of specific goals. However, each program sought to provide experi
ences tha t would give women workers needed information, personal 
and organizational skills, and support for their participation in the 
labor force and in workplace organizations. 

The cross-class coalitions of women who organized and staffed 
these programs envisioned the expanded participation of women in 
the labor movement as a means of democratizing organized labor and 
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strengthening the role of trade unions within American society. 
Early education programs for women workers built on the activism of 
middle-class women in social reform organizations, in the suffrage 
movement, and in campaigns to extend opportunities for women in 
institutions of higher education. Although the women differed in 
identifying themselves as feminists, the programs reflected the col
laboration of women educators, social reformers, feminists, YWCA 
and settlement house staff along with representatives of unions and 
the worker-students themselves. 

The founders of the early programs helped shape the workers' 
education philosophy that classroom learning must lead to social 
action. They developed new educational methods that linked the 
learning setting to the community context, and aimed to increase the 
participation and power of women in the public sphere. They ex
perimented with teaching techniques—new for tha t time and 
accepted in ours—of involving adult women students in an informal, 
nonhierarchical learning process that afforded a critique of tradi
tional teaching methods. 

These early education programs for women workers were testing 
grounds for relating group work to education and involving partici
pants in defining their own educational levels, developing their own 
curricula, and sharing in the governance of the projects. The founders 
of the programs drew on the work of progressive educators such as 
John Dewey, Eduard Lindeman, William Kilpatrick and James Har
vey Robinson as they helped students learn from their experiences, 
relate "schooling" to the "real world," and integrate their learning in 
a process leading to social change. 

By focusing on individual growth as well as systematic change— 
the synchronization of personal and political transformation—many 
of these education programs offered a wholistic approach to social 
reconstruction. As women attempted to transcend the dichotomies of 
their private and public lives, the workers' education programs 
helped them to use their individual experiences to develop a political 
analysis. This concept and process were later used by women's con
sciousness raising groups in the 1960s that dealt with women's fam
ily relationships and affirmed for a new generation that "the personal 
is the political." 

Workers' education for women flourished in twentieth-century 
America because it offered a way of mitigating conflicts between class 
and gender. For middle-class women it provided one way to become 
involved with the labor movement. For working-class women, the 
programs offered opportunities to interact with women of a different 
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race, ethnic group, or region on common personal, workplace, union, 
and community issues. 

Initially developed in a period when relatively few working-class 
women finished high school and when there were few unions tha t 
organized unskilled or semi-skilled women workers, the early pro
grams combined economics, labor history, and public speaking with 
classes on l i terature, art , music, and women's heal th issues. Later 
programs, developed for women workers with more formal schooling 
and in the context of a stronger labor movement, included more 
functional courses designed to empower women within their unions 
and communities. 

From the earliest years to the present period, workers' education 
programs for women have advocated an increased response by gov
ernment to the needs of women workers. Efforts to overcome eco
nomic barriers through legislation began with support for protective 
legislation and a minimum wage tha t would benefit women workers 
a t the bottom of the pay scale. After World War II, the focus shifted to 
support for an Equal Pay Act, affirmative action, an Equal Rights 
Amendment, and legislation tha t would outlaw such practices as 
sexual harassment and protect the health and safety of women work
ers as well as men. 

Women have had to overcome discrimination and institutional 
barriers in unions as well as in workplaces. The early programs were 
developed a t a t ime when conservative leaders of the AFL openly 
excluded women from union membership on the grounds tha t their 
unskilled labor would deflate the wage scales of males. Union hiring 
practices also reflected this discrimination. In 1924, only eight 
national unions hired women organizers, and even the garment and 
clothing workers' unions with huge female memberships counted few 
women on organizing staffs or in elected positions. 

Fifty years later, in 1974, when the Coalition of Labor Union 
Women (CLUW) was founded, there were still no women on the 
AFL-CIO Executive Council, and only two international unions were 
headed by women presidents. Today, when only seven million women 
belong to unions or to labor associations out of twenty-three million 
organized workers, organized women hold only 12 percent of all 
elected positions in unions, and only 7 percent of the elected and 
appointed positions in union offices on a national level. Current 
programs aim to give women union members the information, skills 
and support to become more active in workplace organizations and to 
run for office a t all levels of their unions. 

Contemporary programs continue to bring working-class and mid-
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die-class women together around common concerns. Black and His
panic women are attending in greater numbers, coordinating work
shops, and running for leadership positions in their unions and 
communities. The need to organize more women workers remains 
constant, and female workers' education continues to respond to 
these issues through programs sponsored by individual unions, by 
the Coalition of Labor Union Women (CLUW), and by university 
labor extension programs. 

Today, the female workers' education movement serves as a bridge 
to the contemporary women's movement. Throughout the schools and 
educational programs, issues are discussed that affect women's per
sonal as well as public lives. Child care, sexual harassment on the job, 
health and safety, reproductive rights, birth control, domestic vio
lence, rape, substance abuse, assertiveness training, goal setting, the 
relationship of racism to sexism, and alternative family structures 
are discussed along with workplace issues of job discrimination, 
affirmative action, the opening of nontraditional jobs for women, 
comparable worth, on-the-job training and laws guaranteeing equal 
rights. 

Over the past seventy years, education programs for women work
ers have played a unique role in developing working women's collec
tive potential and individual concerns. As Sylvia Maniloff wrote to 
her union newspaper almost forty years ago, her program "taught me 
how much there is to learn and that I am going to make not an end but 
a beginning." At the end of the 1982 Southern Summer School for 
Women Workers, cosponsored by the University and Colleges Labor 
Education Association (UCLEA) and the national AFL-CIO Educa
tion Department, postal worker Betty Tsang touched on a continuing 
theme: "If I learned nothing more this week except that I am not 
alone, that there is a bunch out there making waves, causing 
changes, being heard, and at the same time being themselves— 
sincere, people-oriented and union-minded women, I'd still be proud." 
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The history of educational pro
grams for women workers in 
the United States effectively 
begins with the efforts of the 
National Women's Trade Union 
League (NWTUL generally 
known as the WTUL) in the 
early twentieth century.1 The 
pioneering ventures of the 
WTUL, of which its Training 
School for Women Organizers 
was the most influential, 
reflected a combined commit
ment to principles of feminism 
and trade unionism as well as a 
profound belief in the efficacy 
of educational solutions to so
cial problems. Moreover, the 
WTUL's educational activities 
and especially its training 
school embodied many of the 
goals, tensions, limitations, and 
achievements that character
ized subsequent programs de
veloped to offer women workers 
specific skills and general en
richment. 

When the WTUL was found
ed in 1903, women workers 
were characteristically young 
and single and tended to think 
of themselves and to be re
garded by others as only tem
porary members of the work 
force. As both a cause and an 
effect of this pattern, women 
workers were overwhelmingly 
clustered in the least skilled 
and lowest paying jobs and 
were almost totally ignored by 
the labor movement.2 The 
WTUL, whose membership con
sisted of leisure-class and work

ing-class women brought 
together by a shared concern 
for the plight of women work
ers, responded to the situation 
of women in the industrial 
labor force through three differ
ent but chronologically and 
conceptually overlapping sets of 
activities. It sought to organize 
women workers into trade un
ions; it lobbied for legislation 
tha t would regulate the hours, 
wages, and working conditions 
of women; and it developed 
educational programs aimed at 
women workers, trade union 
men, and nonworking women 
on the special problems of 
women workers and the value 
of organization and legislation 
on their behalf. 

Within this tripartite pro
gram of unionization, legisla
tion, and education, for reasons 
both external and internal to 
the WTUL, education emerged 
by 1913 as the WTUL's domi
nant focus. From its inception 
and throughout its existence, 
the WTUL sought to identify 
and respond to the educational 
needs of women workers, and it 
was in this arena that the 
league had its most prominent 
successes and its greatest im
pact. Its programs for women 
workers were designed to im
bue working women with the 
motivation to unionize and to 
provide them with the skills 
necessary to function effectively 
in the labor movement. To this 
end, local leagues offered in-
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struction in parl iamentary pro
cedure, public speaking, and 
the writing of business letters; 
several leagues developed li
braries of works on industrial 
questions; and most local 
leagues sponsored periodic lec
ture series on trade union prac
tices. One of the WTUL's ear
liest and most innovative 
educational ventures was the 
formation of free English 
classes for immigrant women, 
accompanied by the creation of 
a special primer so that the 
women could learn the value of 
trade unionism along with 
English.3 

Most local leagues also spon
sored various social, recrea
tional, and cultural activities, 
and these were seen as part of 
the WTUL's educational pro
gram of enriching the lives of 
women workers while winning 
them to the cause of trade un
ionism. Local league meetings 
usually included refreshments 
and entertainment, such as 
music, dancing, travel slides, 
and literary recitations. 
Leagues often sponsored annual 
balls, and in the summer 
months most of them organized 
picnics and excursions. The 
Chicago WTUL even ran a 
small summer camp for its 
trade union members. Various 
leagues offered music, drama, 
art, and creative writing 
classes, and the Chicago 
WTUL's chorus, which per
formed at Hull House functions 

and at WTUL national conven
tions, was reported to be one of 
that league's most successful 
activities. Despite some in
stances of class and political 
tensions that developed, these 
activities were vital and impor
tant aspects of WTUL pro
grams. They met real needs of 
women workers, they human
ized the labor movement fc* 
many women, and they 
reflected the WTUL's commit
ment to a world of "bread and 
roses" for women workers. 

Within this context of per
ceived needs and attempted re
sponses, the WTUL's most 
ambitious and historically sig
nificant educational program 
was the Training School for 
Women Organizers it began in 
1914.' The league had few mod
els for any of its activities, but 
in this case it was truly a 
pioneer, for the school was the 
first residential workers' educa
tion program established in the 
United States. Even after other 
similar programs were begun 
in the early 1920s, the WTUL 
school remained unique be
cause its curriculum included 
fieldwork as well as academic 
classes.5 The school did not 
have a very long history; finan
cial programs and the disrup
tion caused by World War I led 
to its temporary suspension in 
1915 and again in 1918, and it 
was permanently closed in 
1926. Nevertheless, despite its 
limited existence and achieve-
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ments, the WTUL's training 
school occupies an important 
place in the history of workers' 
education, for its goals and res
idential format provided an in
fluential model for subsequent 
programs. 

The impetus for the school 
was the need for more female 
labor organizers. WTUL lead
ers, especially the league's lei
sure-class president, Margaret 
Dreier Robins, had come to see 
the creation of a larger pool of 
women organizers as an essen
tial prerequisite for increasing 
the number of unionized 
women workers. The fact that 
the WTUL national office re
ceived requests for women 
organizers from groups in nine
teen states between 1911 and 
1913 made the WTUL lead
ership feel there was not only a 
need for women organizers, but 
a greatly increased demand for 
them as well. Ten years of 
organizing work had also 
shown WTUL members that 
the scarcity of female organiz
ers contributed to the tendency 
of gains won by women workers 
through strikes to disappear, 
because solid unions were not 
sustained in the aftermath of 
the crises that produced the 
strikes. 

With these perceptions in 
mind, Robins introduced a 
proposal at the WTUL's 1913 
convention to create a training 
school for women organizers. In 
her presidential address she 

stressed her conviction that 
"the best women organizers 
without question are the trade 
union girls."6 The problem was 
tha t "many a girl capable of 
leadership and service is held 
within the ranks because nei
ther she as an individual nor 
her organization has money 
enough to set her free for 
service."7 Grandly characteriz
ing the WTUL as "representing 
. . . the hope and aspirations of 
the great women's working 
group of America, organized 
and unorganized," Robins urged 
that "if we are to serve our 
time as we ought to serve it," 
the league should undertake to 
provide the funds and training 
necessary to enable more 
women with leadership poten
tial to become organizers and 
labor leaders." 

The proposal met with an en
thusiastic reaction, and Robins 
immediately appointed a com
mittee to formulate plans for 
instituting a training program 
for women organizers. To head 
the committee, Robins 
appointed Mary Anderson, a 
member of the Boot and Shoe 
Workers' Union who had left 
her factory job in 1910 for a 
full-time position with the Chi
cago WTUL as an organizer 
(and who eventually became 
the first director of the 
Women's Bureau when it was 
created as part of the Depart
ment of Labor in 1920). The 
full planning committee con-
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sisted of three other trade 
unionists and three "allies," as 
leisure-class members of the 
WTUL were called.9 

Once the committee had 
worked out a preliminary plan, 
the WTUL wrote to trade un
ions and labor federations 
throughout the United States, 
soliciting their reactions to the 
proposed school, whose students 
would be selected by the WTUL 
national executive board on the 
basis of recommendations from 
unions and local leagues. The 
responses were uniformly en
thusiastic, and the training 
program advocated by the plan
ning committee became the 
basis of the school's curriculum 
throughout its history. 
The training was to consist of a 
year's residence in Chicago, 
where the students would be 
instructed in labor history, in
dustrial relations, labor legisla
tion, the theory and practice of 
trade agreements, English, 
public speaking, and par
liamentary procedure. Field-
work was to be divided between 
organizing and administrative 
activities. Under the supervi
sion of the WTUL and union 
officers, the students were to 
gain experience in the plan
ning, conducting, and publiciz
ing of union meetings, the re
cruitment of unorganized 
workers, the handling of em
ployee grievances and negotia
tions with employers, and the 
writing of reports, articles for 

the press, and business letters. 
The students would spend time 
in the offices of the WTUL and 
the Chicago Federation of 
Labor, where they would be ex
posed to basic bookkeeping pro
cedures and general office prac
tices. This aspect of their 
fieldwork was to give them in
sight into the bureaucratic 
functioning of labor organiza
tions. 

It was understood from the 
beginning that the program 
would be one of full-time study 
and fieldwork. Financially, this 
meant that all students would 
have to be on full scholarship, 
for the WTUL realized that the 
wage levels of women workers 
made it inconceivable that ap
plicants would have savings to 
cover a year of unemployment. 
Since operating the school 
would involve overhead costs as 
well as the student schol
arships, the decision to insti
tute the training school sig
nified the willingness of the 
WTUL to make it a major 
financial priority in the 
league's budget. This decision 
was yet another demonstration 
of the WTUL's optimistic belief 
in the connection between 
education and unionization. 

The school actually began in 
the winter of 1914 with the 
arrival of the first three stu
dents: Louisa Mittelstadt, a 
brewery worker from Kansas 
City; Myrtle Whitehead, presi
dent of a 400-member, all-
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female local of the Crown, Cork 
and Seal Operatives' Union in 
Baltimore; and Fannia Cohn, a 
garment worker from New 
York, who was president of her 
ILGWU local (Local 41 of the 
Kimona, Wrappers, and House-
dress Workers' Union). 

Louisa Mittelstadt, who was 
secretary of the Kansas City 
league and a member of the 
WTUL national executive 
board, was a very capable but 
extremely diffident young 
woman.1" Upon hearing of her 
selection as one of the first stu
dents in the program, she wrote 
a short letter conveying her 
"appreciation and thanks for 
giving me this honor" and 
earnestly promised to make 
"every effort to realize your 
hopes."11 The Kansas City In
dustrial Council, a local federa
tion of trade unions, subsidized 
the first four months of Mittel
stadt's year in Chicago, and the 
WTUL was quite pleased by 
this indication of support for its 
school from an American Fed
eration of Labor body. 

Myrtle Whitehead, who had 
been working in a bottling 
plant since she was eleven 
years old, was partially spon
sored by the Baltimore WTUL, 
She was eighteen or nineteen 
when she arrived at the school 
and was characterized by Stella 
Franklin, the national WTUL 
secretary-treasurer, as "a splen
did girl with plenty of go and 
good humor and common 

sense."'- Margaret Dreier 
Robins shared Franklin's posi
tive response to Whitehead, but 
she revealed her deeply pater
nalistic attitudes toward young 
women workers when she de
scribed Whitehead to an impor
tant WTUL benefactor as "one 
of the dearest children, spon
taneous, and full of spirit and 
an ardent little Methodist."13 

It may be because she was a 
Socialist, but it is nonetheless 
surprising to find virtually no 
mention of Fannia Cohn in 
WTUL documents concerning 
the school at its inception or 
assessing it in retrospect, for of 
all the students who attended it 
throughout the years, she was 
the one who achieved the 
greatest prominence in the 
labor movement.14 She has been 
described as "a sensitive, 
slightly irritable woman," and 
compared to the other students, 
her personality and her politics 
may have made her more aloof 
and independent, not as openly 
grateful to the WTUL for the 
opportunity it was offering her, 
and less accepting of the WTUL 
values and attitudes she en
countered at the school.1S 

An indication of the atmo
sphere in which Cohn found 
herself and the only comment 
about her in WTUL records 
during the period she was at 
the school comes from the min
utes of a staff meeting held 
shortly after she arrived in 
Chicago. Presumably in re-
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sponse to a request from her, 
the staff delegated Alice Henry, 
the editor of Life and Labor, to 
put Cohn in touch with leading 
Socialists in Chicago. This 
prompted Margaret Dreier 
Robins to make a series of 
remarks that "dwelt upon the 
necessity of getting our revolu
tionary spirits to do construc
tive work."16 Robins, who had a 
very proprietary atti tude 
toward the WTUL in general 
and the school in particular, 
was willing to have Socialists 
in "her" organization, but she 
was skeptical of their revolu
tionary theories and accepted 
them as colleagues only when 
they proved their willingness to 
do what she considered to be 
constructive work. By 1918, 
Cohn had apparently met 
Robins's criteria, for in a fund-
raising letter she praised Cohn 
as "among the finest of our 
women leaders . . . a woman 
who is able to move to the best 
possibilities in them the rank 
and file of our poorest 
workers."17 

WTUL allies provided much 
of the instruction during this 
first year, with supplementary 
sessions on trade agreements 
and judicial decisions affecting 
labor conducted by Chicago 
area (male) labor leaders. A 
University of Chicago professor 
taught a class on public speak
ing one evening a week, and 
this class and the sessions on 
trade agreements and labor leg

islation were open to other 
women workers as part of the 
educational program of the Chi
cago WTUL. The public speak
ing class was especially popu
lar, attracting more students 
than could be accommodated. A 
sense of the way this particular 
class offered relaxing camara
derie along with serious skill 
building comes from the follow
ing account: 

Mr. Nelson is a modern, up-to-
date man with no professional 
taint. . . . He makes the girls 
really get on their feet and say 
something clearly and to the 
point. He is death on digres
sions and long-windedness and 
altogether the class is a splen
did thing. . . . Not only are the 
new speakers developed but the 
practiced ones are corrected. 
Miss Henry has been rebuked 
for lack of clearness, Mrs. 
Robins for being too tense and 
Agnes Nestor for being too 
talky. You can imagine how 
this is enjoyed by the lesser 
mortals and how it encourages 
them.'" 

As part of their fieldwork, 
Mittelstadt, Whitehead, and 
Cohn attended shop stewards' 
meetings, distributed leaflets 
for a union organizational 
drive, and participated in a 
meeting at Hull House called 
by "the women of Chicago" to 
protest police treatment of pick
eting waitresses on strike at 
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Henrici's, a well-known Chi
cago restaurant. WTUL leaders 
felt this Hull House meeting 
was an especially valuable ex-
pei'ience for the students, for it 
"gave the girls a particularly 
fine opportunity of seeing the 
League getting that publicity 
and cooperation with citizens 
which is one of the distinctive 
features of our work in labor 
troubles."19 

Even though the WTUL had 
been able to accept only three 
students for the first year, 
there was a general sense that 
the school had gotten off to an 
encouraging start. All three 
young women completed the 
course and went on to become 
full-time organizers. Fannia 
Cohn initially remained in Chi
cago, working as a general 
organizer for the ILGWU, and 
she was instrumental in union
izing striking workers at the 
Herzog Garment Factory into 
Local 59. She subsequently re
turned to New York, serving as 
a member of the ILGWU 
national staff until her death in 
1962. 

The other two had much 
shorter careers as labor activ
ists; by 1918 both had given up 
their organizing work for mar
riage and motherhood. Myrtle 
Whitehead spent 1915 as an 
apprentice organizer in New 
York under the supervision of 
Melinda Scott, who was then 
president of the New York 
WTUL and had had consider

able organizing experience with 
garment workers in New York 
and New Jersey. Whitehead 
then spent most of the follow
ing year as an organizer for the 
Philadelphia and New York 
leagues. She also, however, be
came engaged that year and 
resigned her position with the 
WTUL in November 1916, just 
prior to her marriage."" Louisa 
Mittelstadt returned to Kansas 
City, where she worked as an 
organizer for the Kansas City 
Industrial Council and the 
Brewery Workers' Union until 
her marriage in 1917 or 1918. 
By 1922 she was the mother of 
three children and was very 
pleased to be living in a home 
on the outskirts of Kansas City 
where her children "could grow 
up in the open air."21 Because of 
the demanding nature of labor 
organizing, it is not coin
cidental that over the years the 
women most active in the 
WTUL and in the labor move
ment were almost invariably 
single, either by choice or by 
happenstance. 

The school staff consistently 
attempted to devise programs 
of study and fieldwork that 
took into account each student's 
previous academic background 
and her experience in the labor 
movement. In 1916 the school's 
year-long program was divided 
into four months of academic 
work and eight months of 
fieldwork. This plan was fol
lowed until 1922, when finan-
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cial problems caused the WTUL 
to reduce the training program 
to a six-month course—three 
months of classes and three 
months of fieldwork. A few stu
dents who did not need the 
fieldwork component of the 
program came only for a period 
of academic study. One such 
student was Julia O'Connor, 
who was president of the Bos
ton WTUL and of the Tele
phone Operators' Union of Bos
ton when she came to the 
school for four months of 
academic work in the fall of 
1916. A few others did the re
verse and participated only in 
the fieldwork program; one of 
these was Irene Goins (who 
Margaret Dreier Robins, in 
another unconsciously patroniz
ing comment, characterized as 
"an extremely fine colored 
woman"), who in 1917 worked 
under Mary Anderson's direc
tion organizing black women 
workers in the Chicago 
stockyards.22 

In response to a suggestion in 
1920 from Julia O'Connor and 
Rose Sullivan, another tele
phone operator who attended 
the school in 1919, the school 
staff decided to add a "short 
course" to the school's program. 
Five students came for an in
tense three-week session in 
January 1921; shortly after re
turning to her job, one of them 
wrote the director of the school 
that what she had learned in 
the three weeks had enabled 

her to settle "an organizational 
dispute" that she would not 
have been able to handle pre
viously. Explaining the effect of 
being at the school for even 
this short time, she wrote, "It 
put pep and some very vital 
facts into my head at a time 
when I sure needed it."23 

After the experience with the 
first group of students in 1914, 
it was decided that the school's 
academic goals would be best 
served by having the students 
take classes at local educa
tional institutions wmenever 
possible. The WTUL broached 
this idea to administrators at 
schools ranging from the Uni
versity of Chicago to Crane 
Junior College and generally 
met with a favorable response. 
Most of the schools were will
ing to allow WTUL students to 
attend as auditors, but the Uni
versity of Chicago stipulated 
that they would have to enroll 
as special students, which 
meant taking courses for credit. 
Not knowing whether their stu
dents could handle the pres
sures of examinations and 
grades, WTUL officials were 
annoyed at the University of 
Chicago's insistence on this 
policy.** However, since of all 
the schools in the area, only 
the University of Chicago 
offered a course on "Trade 
Unionism and Labor Prob
lems," which the school staff 
felt would be useful to the 
WTUL students, it was decided 
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to try placing selected students 
in the course. 

Dora Lipschitz, a garment 
worker from Philadelphia, and 
Jul ia O'Connor, the telephone 
operator from Boston, enrolled 
in the course for the fall quar
ter of 1916, and there was 
great rejoicing at the league 
when they passed their first 
exam with grades of C + and 
B + , respectively. A WTUL 
staff member wrote the news to 
Margaret Dreier Robins, jubi
lantly pointing out that the col
lege students had averaged a C 
on the same exam.2" 

The presence of WTUL stu
dents in classes at the Uni
versity of Chicago provided an 
additional dimension for the 
regular students' study of labor 
problems. Professor Paul Doug
las, the instructor of the "Trade 
Unionism and Labor Problems" 
course, reported in 1920 that 
not only were the WTUL stu
dents taking his course that 
year doing "distinctly credit
able work thus far," but fur
thermore: 

/ am very glad that they have 
been in the class. They have 
brought a reality into the dis
cussions which has enlivened 
the subject for the other stu
dents and had. enabled the col
lege students better to under
stand the point of view of the 
working woman. It is an excel
lent thing for our students to 
have two such intelligent 

women with first hand knowl
edge of the facts, associated 
with them.-" 

Another professor's report on 
the same two students (Bella 
Caspar, a feather worker from 
New York, and Kathleen 
Derry, a boot and shoe worker 
from Canada) indicated that 
while their work showed "the 
lack of an early education," 
they were both "good, earnest 
students, thoroughly intent 
upon their work"; in fact, he 
wished his regular University 
of Chicago students "were half 
as much in earnest as they 
are."27 

After 1920, virtually all the 
WTUL students took some 
courses at the University of 
Chicago. However, since most 
of them had very limited educa
tional backgrounds, their 
attendance in college classes 
was supplemented by intensive 
tutorials with WTUL staff 
members. Of the four students 
who attended the school in 
1923, one had gone through the 
tenth grade, another had 
reached the seventh grade, and 
the other two had not finished 
elementary school.28 Prior to 
each class the students would 
meet with the director of the 
school, and together they would 
go over the reading assignment 
paragraph by paragraph, dis
cussing the meaning of indi
vidual words and summarizing 
the main points of the assign-
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ment. As a result of these ses
sions, the students were able to 
participate in classroom discus
sions "on about the same level 
as students who have had a 
great deal more schooling."29 

The same intensive tutoring 
was given to help students pre
pare term papers and English 
compositions. The combination 
of these tutorials, the student's 
native intelligence, and a lot of 
hard work on their part en
abled all four of the 1923 stu
dents to write term papers for 
the University of Chicago 
course on labor problems that 
received B's and to move from 
initial grades of D's to B's on 
themes written for an English 
class. Taking these college 
classes expanded the students' 
intellectual horizons, and dis
covering that they could do col
lege level work gave them a 
new confidence in their own 
abilities. 

The high point of academic 
achievement by a WTUL stu
dent was an independent study 
of Canadian minimum wage 
laws done by Kathleen Derry, 
the Canadian boot and shoe 
worker who attended the school 
in 1920-1921. The project was 
suggested to her by Professor 
Paul Douglas after she had 
taken his labor problems course 
in the fall. He supervised her 
research, and they produced a 
coauthored article that was 
published in the April 1922 
issue of the Journal of Political 

Economy. The WTUL extended 
Derry's scholarship to allow her 
the time necessary to complete 
this work, and the league's 
pride in her accomplishment 
was echoed by Douglas, who re
marked, "If anyone needed an 
argument for workers' educa
tion, it was at hand in this 
piece of work, done by a girl 
who left school early and 
had but scant advantages 
afterwards."30 

Despite the WTUL's pride in 
the student's academic achieve
ments, it always kept firmly in 
mind that the goal of the school 
was to train young women for 
leadership positions within the 
labor movement, not to make 
them into college students. The 
league encouraged the students 
to keep in touch with their own 
trade by attending meetings of 
Chicago locals of their unions. 
It also stressed the educational 
value of attending meetings of 
the Chicago WTUL, the Chi
cago Federation of Labor, and 
various public lectures and 
forums on topics relevant to the 
labor and women's movements. 
The WTUL considered these 
meetings and the sessions with 
WTUL personnel and male 
labor activities on industrial re
lations and union practices to 
be as important as the stu
dents' course work in more 
academic settings. 

Despite valiant fund-raising 
efforts, inadequate finances 
hindered the school from its in-
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ception. In the ten and one-half 
years it was in operation, the 
league spent approximately 
$50,000 on the training pro
gram, virtually all of it donated 
by people outside the labor 
movement.31 Most of these sym
pathetic individuals were 
women, and WTUL fund-
raising appeals stressed the no
tion of cross-class sisterhood in 
requesting contributions. In a 
typical fund-raising letter de
scribing the school, Margaret 
Dreier Robins wrote: 

/ am very happy to be able to 
add that all the money which 
we have received for this work 
has come to us from women. It 
seems to me so significant of our 
time that women of all groups 
should get together, should 
learn to understand each other 
and should be of service one to 
another.32 

Some of the fund-raising let
ters also mentioned the need to 
provide health care for the stu
dents. As Robins wrote to one 
WTUL benefactor, "No one who 
does not know intimately the 
terrible drain upon the physical 
strength and vitality of our 
young girls can have any con
ception of the universality of ill 
health among them."33 The 
league did what it could to 
arrange for medical and dental 
care for the students, but se
rious health problems caused 
the premature departure of 

three students who began the 
training program.34 Robins felt 
it would have been beneficial 
for all the students to have a 
month's rest before coming to 
the school and deeply regretted 
tha t such an arrangement was 
"of course quite out of the 
question."35 

One of the ways the WTUL 
provided for the physical well-
being of the students was to in
clude recreational activities in 
the school's program. It was 
grateful to the YWCA for 
allowing WTUL students to 
take swimming and exercise 
classes free of charge, and in 
the summer months the school 
staff arranged excursions such 
as picnics in Chicago parks and 
boat rides on Lake Michigan. 
An indication of the league's 
continuing concern with the 
students' health and of the 
school's precarious financial 
status is that in 1922 an 
arrangement was made with a 
"first class" woman physician 
who would see WTUL students 
for the special rate of $3.00 for 
a full examination and $1.00 to 
$2.00 for ordinary office consul
tations; the school staff was 
pleased with this arrangement 
and hoped "that somehow we 
can meet these small bills."36 

Given the limited financial 
resources of the school, the 
WTUL national executive 
board took very seriously the 
process of awarding the few 
scholarships it could offer. The 
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board, guided by recommenda
tions from members of local 
leagues and union officials, 
based its selections on its 
assessment of the applicants' 
intellectual abilities, union ex
perience, leadership potential, 
and seriousness of purpose. The 
league's desire not to antago
nize the AFL was a major fac
tor in the board's decision not 
to award a scholarship to one of 
the 1923 applicants who was a 
member of the United Shoe 
Workers of America, a group 
tha t had seceded from the AFL-
affiliated International Boot 
and Shoe Workers' Union.37 

The board did, however, re
fuse to go along with racist ten
dencies in the AFL. One of the 
1923 applicants it did accept 
was Marjorie Kemp, a black 
post office worker from Chi
cago; league officials recognized 
that racial prejudice might 
make finding fieldwork place
ments for her difficult, but they 
considered her a "splendid" 
young woman, one who had 
taken "exceptional interest" in 
the activities of her union and 
who, with the benefit of train
ing, would be in a position to 
do "pioneering work among a 
group as yet scarcely touched 
by organization."3" 

Predictably, the students did 
not always fulfill expectations, 
despite the care that went into 
their selection. Two students 
were asked to leave the pro
gram in 1917: one partly be

cause of health problems but 
largely because she did not 
"give evidence of possessing the 
qualities of leadership" consid
ered essential;39 the other be
cause her prior experience in 
union activities proved too lim
ited to give her the "back
ground to profit by the course 
of training as outlined for the 
School."4" The Boston WTUL, 
having highly recommended 
this student, protested the deci
sion to remove her from the 
program after four months, but 
the school officials stood by 
their negative assessment.41 

A compromise was offered to 
another student who told the 
school director that she had re
cently become engaged and was 
to be married the following 
month. Upon hearing this 
news, the WTUL executive 
board decided it could not jus
tify continuing her scholarship 
after her marriage. The board 
acknowledged that "being a 
married women is not in itself 
any disqualification for either 
an organizer or student organ
izer," but it felt it must antici
pate the reality that "very few 
young brides care to face the 
great amount of evening work 
that organizing involves, or the 
possibility of being sent away 
from home at short notice and 
for indefinite periods."4- The 
student, Margaret Haray, an 
Hungarian immigrant garment 
worker from Chicago, was told 
that her scholarship would be 
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continued for another month 
and that she could use the last 
two weeks of her grant for her 
honeymoon. She was invited to 
return to the training program 
after her marriage, but at tha t 
point it would have to be at her 
own expense, an option WTUL 
officials must have realized she 
was unlikely to be in a position 
to accept.43 

On the basis of past experi
ence, WTUL leaders were being 
realistic; but at the same time, 
this case illustrates their 
tendency to accept prevailing 
views about the incompatibility 
of careers and marriage for 
women. As single women, most 
of the WTUL's most active and 
committed members often had 
ambivalent feelings about 
women who gave up active 
roles in the WTUL and/or the 
labor movement for marriage. 
News of such "defections" 
tended to produce mixed feel
ings of pleasure and regret in 
WTUL leaders. When reporting 
that Alexia Smith, a student at 
the school in 1923-1924 and 
subsequently an organizer for 
the WTUL, was resigning her 
position with the league in 
order to marry, WTUL national 
secretary-treasurer Elisabeth 
Christman commented, "While 
I adore brides and weddings, I 
find myself wishing that Alexia 
could have remained with us a 
while longer!"'4 

Another problem that 
emerged was conflict over the 

orientation of the fieldwork 
program. Although the stated 
goal of the school was to train 
women to be union organizers, 
the fieldwork assignments in 
fact emphasized bureaucratic 
and administrative skills and 
did not provide the students 
with much supervised experi
ence in day-to-day organizing 
work. 

Dissatisfaction with the 
fieldwork program was first ex
pressed by the six students at 
the school in the fall of 1916. 
The students, in a memo to the 
national executive board, 
affirmed their belief in the 
"purpose and the possibilities of 
the School," stated that they 
considered "the academic work 
valuable and entirely worth
while," but asserted that they 
found "the opportunities for ex
perience and practice in field 
work, the most important phase 
of the School's work . . . to be 
practically negligible."'5 As far 
as they were concerned: 

Not a piece of work has been 
done by the students who are 
partly or entirely on field work 
that can be construed as experi
ence in organizing work. We 
submit that office routine work 
is distinct from organizing work 
and that training in the former 
makes no contribution to the 
value of the latter:'6 

This astute and pointed crit
icism did not, however, lead to 
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lasting changes. The WTUL 
national executive board dis
cussed the memo and decided to 
ask Mary Anderson, a WTUL 
organizer, to direct the student 
fieldwork.47 She took charge of 
this aspect of the training pro
gram in 1917, adding the stu
dents to the group of women 
she was coordinating in an 
at tempt to unionize the approx
imately 15,000 women workers 
in the Chicago stockyards/8 

Anderson, however, left Chi
cago the following year, and 
the changes she had effected in 
the fieldwork program ap
parently did not survive her 
departure.49 

In 1925 Helen Hill, an ally 
who served as director of the 
school in 1924—1925, voiced res
ervations quite similar to those 
expressed by the 1916 students, 
claiming it was a "farce" to 
think the fieldwork was provid
ing the students with experi
ence in organizing. Her year as 
director had convinced her that 
"office and academic work we 
can do and have to some extent 
done; insofar as whatever we 
have taught is transferable, we 
may have increased the poten
tiality of whoever from our stu
dents may become an organ
izer, but we are not training 
organizers."50 

Hill felt the WTUL would be 
justified in claiming it was 
t raining organizers only if the 
fieldwork actually required the 
students to at tempt to unionize 

a group of unorganized work
ers. "Real training," from her 
point of view, would consist of 
picking a target group of work
ers and then having the stu
dents go through the following 
procedures: exploring legisla
tion and union practices perti
nent to the industry in ques
tion, making a preliminary 
survey to obtain names of 
workers in a given shop or 
shops, visiting them to discuss 
the advantages of unionizing, 
producing and distributing 
leaflets, and conducting a series 
of meetings. Such a program 
would provide the students 
with genuine organizing experi
ence and, ideally, would pro
duce a new, viable group of 
trade unionists. 

As these perceptive assess
ments of the t ra ining program 
indicate, there was a serious 
gap between the WTUL's pro
fessed goals for the program 
and the kind of t raining it was 
actually providing. The league 
was not consciously betraying 
its commitment to organizing; 
the bureaucratic emphasis of 
the fieldwork program simply 
reflected the current orienta
tion of the WTUL. By the time 
the school was established, the 
league, locally and nationally, 
had come to focus its time and 
money on educational programs 
and legislative activities it 
hoped would move women 
workers toward unionization, 
rather than on the actual un-
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ionization of women workers. 
Accordingly, the students at 
the school were being taught 
those skills which would be 
useful in these activities; the 
fieldwork program, reflecting 
the background and the experi
ences of the school's leaders, 
was producing women better 
trained to be labor union ad
ministrators than militant or
ganizers of other working 
women. 

A final problem worth noting 
was at least one instance of 
considerable student dissatis
faction with the atti tudes of the 
school staff. The 1916 memo 
mentioned above, in addition to 
its criticism of the fieldwork 
program, indignantly com
plained about the staff's patro
nizing attitudes. Contending 
that "the School as it is being 
administered at present must 
fail of its avowed purpose—the 
training of trade union girls for 
leadership among their fellow 
workers," the students listed 
the following practices as 
reasons for their point of view: 

1. Because initiative and the 
qualities that make for lead
ership are neither permitted 
nor encouraged to develop. 

2. Because past experience and 
knowledge of the movement 
are discounted and ignored; 
we resent being made over. 

3. Because the treatment 
accorded us as students in 

the School has not been that 
of equals and co-workers in 
a great sense, but rather that 
of distrust and condescen
sion. 

4. Because on no matter, great 
or small, are we considered 
capable of making a decision 
for ourselves, although every 
one of us has for many years 
been not only permitted but 
forced by circumstances to 
meet her own problems and 
make her own decisions.*' 

It is especially interesting to 
note that these complaints were 
directed at women who had 
once been in the position of 
these students, women whose 
leadership potential had been 
developed through their in
volvement with the WTUL. 
These complaints, then, were 
not an instance of class tension 
between middle-class allies and 
working-class unionists, for the 
WTUL personnel most closely 
involved in the administration 
of the school at the time were 
primarily trade unionists who 
now held staff positions with 
the league.M The charge of pa
tronizing behavior, which the 
students had no reason to in
vent, undoubtedly reflects in 
part inevitable generational 
differences, but more impor
tant, it also reveals a tendency 
of league leaders, whatever 
their class backgrounds, to de
velop the self-righteous atti-
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tudes that characterize most so
cial reformers. 

The financial problems that 
beset the school from its incep
tion in 1914 ultimately made it 
too great a drain on WTUL re
sources. The combination of a 
steadily decreasing budget and 
the development of other 
worker education programs in 
the 1920s led the 1926 WTUL 
convention to vote to discon
tinue the school. The league 
came to this decision reluctant
ly and expressed hope that 
some of the school's functions 
would be carried out less for
mally by the local leagues. 

Financial constraints had 
allowed the WTUL to accept a 
total of only forty-four students 
into the training program. Of 
these forty-four, however, at 
least thirty-three went on "to 
serve the labor movement in 
some capacity."55 Information 
about the specific career pat
terns of individual students is 
incomplete, but of the twenty-
three about whom some in
formation exists, sixteen 
worked as organizers for trade 
unions or for the WTUL for at 
least some period of time. The 
seven others may also have 
done some organizing work, but 
they are known to have been 
union staff members, govern
ment officials in labor-related 
agencies, and/or active in local 
leagues of the WTUL. While 
league leaders deeply regretted 

the limited number of schol
arships they were able to offer, 
they were extremely proud of 
the school and considered it a 
significant aspect of the WTUL 
during the years it was in op
eration and in retrospect. 

Overall, the school should be 
regarded as a qualified success. 
It served only a small number 
of students, and the fieldwork 
program was not designed to 
provide them with the best 
possible training in organizing 
skills and techniques. Nonethe
less, as the first full-time, res
idential workers' education 
program, its establishment was 
an important event in the his
tory of workers' education in 
the United States, and the 
WTUL school influenced the de
sign of subsequent programs.51 

In terms of the WTUL's his
tory, the decision to establish 
the school and to devote to it 
the resources tha t it did signi
fies the WTUL's increasingly 
indirect approach to the un
ionization of women workers, 
an orientation tha t streng
thened the league's identity as 
a social reform organization but 
weakened its links to the labor 
movement. However, the fact 
that 79 percent of the students 
who attended the school 
attained positions of greater re
sponsibility and prestige within 
unions or related organizations 
is an indication tha t the school, 
albeit in a very limited way, 
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did indeed serve to increase the status of women in the labor 
pool of women labor leaders movement, 
and thereby to improve the 

Hundreds of young women nee- 1914, Life and Labor, the jour-
dle workers on strike in East nal of the NWTUL, published 
Coast and Midwest cities re- these two reports of sexual 
counted their experiences to harassment and the need for 
Women's Trade Union League union organization under the 
members and supporters. In heading "Girls' Stories."55 

Girls' Stories 

Rosie's Story 

The boss from our shop was always fresh with the girls. He liked to 
see us blush, so we made a society, called "The Young Ladies' Educa
tional Society," and we was not to stand the freshness of the boss. But 
we was afraid of him, and so we couldn't help each other. Once he 
touched me, very fresh like, and I cried, and he said, "Let's be good 
friends, Rosie, and to show you how good I means it, you take supper 
mit me in a swell hotel, with music and flowers, see?" And I says, "So! 
Supper mit you—swell hotel! Well, I ask my ma," and he said, "Don't 
you do it. You say you going to sleep at a friend's house," and I was 
scared and I said, "Oh! What you mean," and I was trembling so I 
couldn't nearly do my work, and when my ma sees me, she says, 
"What's the matter, Rosie?" and I says, "Nothing," because she's sad, 
my ma is, 'cause I have to work so hard and can't have no education, 
and she says, "Rosie, you got to tell your ma what's gone wrong," and 
we both cried together, and so the next day I went to another shop, 
and I told the first lie I ever told in my life. I told the boss I come from 
another city. I liked this new boss; he was not so fresh and I had a seat 
by a window, and my ma and me, we was so happy we laughed and I 
told her about the nice shop and fresh air, and then the next day the 
boss he come to me and he says, "I'm sorry, Rosie; we like your work, 
but your other boss telephoned he no discharged you and so we can't 
keep you here." 
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Becky's Experience 

Well, we had troubles in our shop. The boss, he put a girl at a padding 
machine, which is awful hard work, the needles they break all the 
time, and, mind you, a $9.00 job it is, and he only gives her $6.50. 
Then there is another girl, a pale, quiet kind, and she doing a $6.00 
job and gets only $4.00. And this quiet girl, I know just how she feels 
in her heart , as she sits there sewin'—it's so hopeless, it is—such poor 
pay, and a big family at home needin' money—and then when the 
boss comes around, he says to her, cross-like, "Thinkin' of the boys 
again? You girls can't work, thinkin' of the boys. Out late last night, 
was you?" And I know just how she feels when she hears that , and so I 
says to him, "Those two girls in this shop got to have more pay," and 
he says to me, "You mind your own business, making trouble here. 
You're satisfied with your pay, ain't you?" and I says, "Yes, I'm 
satisfied with my pay, but the other girls' pay is my business, too." He 
got mad, and he says to me, "Get out." And so I quit workin' and go 
home, and they told me after I was gone everybody in that shop quit 
workin', too, and says they won't do a stitch until I comes back. And so 
the boss he had to send for me, and we had a shop meetin' and a 
committee goes to the boss, and he raises the wages of the girls. Now 
we're organized fine, and everybody in our shop belongs to the union. 
But I know a shop where the girls don't belong to the union and my 
friend, she tells me the conditions is awful bad in her shop. So we are 
going to change places. She gets $8.50 and I get $10.00, but I don't 
care. I want to help organize these girls and see what's wrong in that 
shop. And besides, my boss, he hates me so. Gee! did you ever see a 
boss smile? He smiled at me today! Ain't it cute! Don't it jus t make 
you sick! 

Submitted in 1914 to Life and women and girl workers" sup-
Labor by a reader, this life his- ported by the WTUL. The edi-
tory underscored the need for tors also applauded the young 
"the strong organization of the writer's call for the vote.56 

How I Escaped from the Factory 

Grammar school had just closed for the usual summer ten weeks' 
vacation, and I entertained fond hopes of entering the high school at 
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the close of the vacation, having passed my examinations success
fully, but hopes of a high school education for me were soon to explode 
like bubbles. 

My father, who had been employed as a machinist in a large factory 
had the misfortune of having several pieces of lead and steel enter his 
eyes, and the doctors were of the opinion that he would never be able 
to see again, and for weeks lay on a bed while my mother, sisters and 
brother took turns of supplying ice cold compresses to the almost 
sightless eyes. 

My father recovered his eyesight, however, and because of the 
enormous expenses incurred, and loss of work, it was necessary for 
me to help finance the family. 

I was about fourteen years of age and the oldest of five. 
I shall never forget the day my father came to me and told me he 

had secured a job for me in the same factory in which he was em
ployed, and expected me to be ready in the morning to go to work at 
6:30 A.M. 

I had been sitting on our front door step, quietly dreaming and 
planning my future career as a professional nurse with a high school 
diploma. 

After my father proceeded to leave me, I got up too stunned to reply. 
It seemed as if an iron clamp had suddenly been pressed around my 
head. I said, "Alright, father," and walked and walked, not knowing 
or caring where the walk might lead. 

Finally I arrived at the dark winding river which flowed near our 
large manufacturing concerns, and came very near wishing the river 
would swallow me up, so rilled was I with disappointment, and so 
weary and tired trying to think this new thing out. 

I managed to get back home about eight o'clock and, going straight 
to bed, gave vent to my disappointment by sobbing bitterly, until 
from sheer exhaustion I went to sleep. 

The following morning mother came and woke me up at 5:30 A.M. I 
immediately arose, trying to conceal from mother and father just how 
badly I felt, but I couldn't deceive mother. She knew my ambitions 
and plans, I felt her ever watchful eyes on me all the time I ate 
breakfast. I had the feeling that she would question, but she very 
wisely said nothing. Just before leaving for work, however, she gave 
me a new sailor hat to make me feel brave I suppose. At another time 
I would have been delighted, but I was still too grieved and dazed, and 
the sailor hat brought no comfort. 

Father and I walked to the factory together, and I was on the verge 
of tears all the way. I had hard work to keep from sobbing. I had never 
seen the interior of a factory, and upon entering, the machinery 
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seemed so large, formidable and black, the floors so black, too, and the 
walls and ceilings so dirty and dusty that it satisfied my ideas of a 
prison. 

I was assigned to a printing office, connected with the factory. The 
odor of poisonous inks and oils was unendurable. 

I was immediately set to work running a Gordon press at slow 
speed for about a week, and learned to feed the machine so accurately 
and well tha t the very next week I was put on full speed, receiving the 
sum of three dollars a week. 

The actual work was not hard; the hours were very long. Jus t as 
soon as an order had been printed, we would sit down in some 
uncomfortable corner and wait half an hour or an hour for another 
order to be printed. 

After a few months the factory went into a trust, and we all felt the 
change before three weeks had gone. 

We found, for instance, that we had departed from the old system 
into one of speed, speed, speed. We also had a timekeeper over us, 
which meant we were to have printed by 6:00 P.M. twelve thousand to 
fifteen thousand envelopes a day. This meant that we must repeat the 
one and same motion twelve or fifteen thousand times a day. 

I used to be tired and weary about two in the afternoon, with energy 
and snap all gone. This was partially due to the poor ventilation we 
had. 

There were about forty of us in all, men and women, boys and girls 
in this printing room breathing this bad air. 

The only ventilation we had was open windows; but most people 
are aware that open windows give haphazard ventilation. We 
couldn't have even so much ventilation in winter. When one of the 
girls opened a window for a breath of fresh air, someone would surely 
call out, "Close that window. Do you want to freeze us to death?" So 
the windows generally remained closed. The air we breathed as a 
result was a mixture of carbonic gas and paper dust and floor dust. 
The floor was swept daily with a broom, never dampened, though we 
often begged the sweeper to "please dampen the broom." 

Many of the men chewed tobacco, and would usually expectorate on 
the floor. If we admonished them they swore at us. 

During my observation of them, two of these men, who were in the 
habit of thus expectorating on the floor or in the sink, were obliged to 
lay off on account of tuberculosis. 

One day I plucked up courage enough to ask the boss for a "raise." 
I was granted $3.60 a week. I thought I ought to have more, and 

upon saying so, "the boss" informed me that, since we were working 
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for a trust, it was up to him to run his department as economically as 
he could. 

That meant, I inferred, getting as much speed as he possibly could 
out of us—as reports and figures had to go to headquarters and be 
compared with reports and figures of the other five factories in the 
trust. 

With the increase in speed, the dispositions of the girls changed. 
We became, as a whole, an irritable, unhappy company. 

One day a paper came amongst us for our signatures. The paper 
agreed to give us Saturday afternoons for a holiday every week if we 
would agree to come back a quarter of an hour earlier each noon to 
work. 

We all signed, for we all wanted Saturday afternoons off. 
I never counted the cost of signing that paper then, but I did later. 
Three quarters of an hour for a dinner hour. Think of it! It meant 

rushing home, swallowing your food whole and rushing back. 
My home was a mile away from the factory, and I had to climb a hill 

to reach it, but a great many of the girls had farther than that to go. 
I used to have severe attacks of indigestion; and the weariness and 

headaches began to tell. I grew thin, pale and lifeless and had all I 
could do to keep up with the speed. 

When I could manage to work all day, I could hardly walk home at 
night. The hill climbing became almost an impossibility. Many times 
I prayed to die; I was too miserable to live. 

I managed to plod along this way about three months when one day 
an accident occurred to one of the boys. 

The young fellow was an apprentice, and had just "set up" a press 
for printing labels. Some of the labels, dropping on the floor, he 
stooped to pick them up, when the flesh of the upper part of his arm 
was drawn into the machinery and ground to pieces between two 
unprotected gears. I saw the accident, and went to his assistance with 
the result tha t a week from the day the young man was injured I 
entered a hospital, not as a nurse, but a general helper. 

The interns of the hospital noticed my transparent, colorless 
appearance, and took a blood count and found I was on the verge of 
serious anaemia. Therefore my work was made lighter and a diet 
prescribed. I took walks in the open air, took the prescribed tonics and 
today I am a full-fledged state registered nurse, happy and well. 

I never pass a factory without thinking and praying for those 
employed there. Women in industry are increasing faster than their 
birth rate, and girls are becoming unfit for motherhood because of the 
speed and grind of factory life. 
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The factory exists to produce dividends for the stockholder; that is 
all. 

Give the working girls pure air to breathe, give them a living wage, 
and less hours of labor. 

I often wonder whether we are always going to have laws in the 
interests of workers combatted by capitalists. So many courts are in 
the habit of declaring laws in the interests of workers unconstitu
tional. 

There are eight million women today working for wages. They are 
not working for starvation wages because they want to; women are 
not working ten hours a day because they want to. 

Speed the day when we shall have the minimum wage, eight-hour 
law, compensation and liability act, and the righting of an unjust 
industrial situation and the vote giving the working girl the chance 
to voice her own sentiments. 

My experience as a factory girl has convinced me tha t women in 
industry need the vote for their protection. 

—Unsigned, 1914. 

Written by a student at one of both women in industry and 
the early sessions of the women "working in the homes 
WTUL's Training School for of union men." Organized 
Women Organizers, and pub- under labor's banner, the au-
lished by Life and Labor in thor argues that women could 
1916, this essay reflects a become a powerful political and 
rarely articulated concern for economic force.57 

At the League's Training School 

"SCHOOL FOR WOMEN ORGANIZERS." 
Up I sprang from the dining-room floor where I was engaged in 

putt ing down a carpet. I was all excitement, for here was something 
valuable—a golden opportunity, perhaps—and how near I had come 
missing it! For tha t copy of the "Mine Workers' Journal" which 
contained the article under the caption "School for Women Organiz
ers" was about to be hidden away. Clearly opportunity had knocked 
more than once, for the paper was an old copy and this article had 
missed my eye before. 
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Hurriedly and excitedly I read this extract from an address made 
by Mrs. Raymond Robins: 

"* * * If we are to serve our time as we ought to serve it, represent
ing as we do the hope and aspirations of the great working women's 
group of America, organized and unorganized, we have to make 
possible an equipment to train and send forth organizers. * * * Will it 
be possible for the National Women's Trade Union League to estab
lish a training school for women organizers, even though in the 
beginning it may be only a training class, offering every trade union 
girl a scholarship for a year? The course of study ought to include the 
philosophy of trade unionism, the history of trade unions in America, 
England and Europe, a study of all current labor legislation, current 
history of the woman movement and the need of full citizenship for 
women, lessons in parliamentary law, a study of the methods of trade 
union offices, including the office of the American Federation of 
Labor at Washington, and field practice in more than one city under 
the leadership of the trade union organizers of the Women's Trade 
Union League. Am I right in thinking that this is the great need of 
the hour in the industrial development of America? If I am right 
surely the delegates to this convention will find the means to estab
lish a training school for women organizers so that we may be 
equipped to do our work. * * *" 

At once I clipped the article and went on about my many Saturday 
duties, but all through the day the thought of that woman, of whom I 
had never heard before, was uppermost in my mind. Was it that 
through this bit of news, found by the merest accident, I was to gain 
the opportunity I had long desired? I, too, had felt the need, in a 
somewhat different way, of women trained for service in the indus
trial world; and here was a woman who had expressed this need 
excellently, and from her words surely this thing could be done. 

But who was this Mrs. Raymond Robins and where could she be 
found? The writer evidently took it for granted that his readers knew 
all about the Women's Trade Union League. I agree that they should. 

When my father came home from the mine that evening, I shared 
the news with him, saying, "If I only knew of such a school, I'd go 
there." 

"Would you quit teaching?" he asked. 
"I would go to that school," I declared, evading the question. "I 

would go as soon as school closes this spring for I can't help but feel 
that such a school would offer more of the vital things of life than we 
get at the Normal University." 

But would it mean the end of my teaching profession? Would it 
mean giving up all that that had meant and might mean to me? I was 
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not talking now, I was dreaming—dreaming of another school in 
which I might some day come to teach. 

"Oh, I must learn more about it," I presently exclaimed. 
It must seem strange indeed to you who have long been familiar 

with "Life and Labor," to know that it was a very difficult thing for me 
to get information about the Women's Trade Union League and to 
locate that woman, Mrs. Robins. But life in the coal camp and mining 
town, even in Illinois, affords little opportunity for one to come in 
touch with the big movements of the day. The "Mine Workers' Jour
nal" was the only trade union publication with which I was familiar. 
My reading was largely confined to educational journals which give 
nothing, of course, of the activities of the big school of industrial 
democracy. 

It was John Mitchell, a former leader of the mine workers, who put 
me on the track of the woman I was seeking. Without delay I began to 
bombard the National League headquarters with letters. We got 
acquainted. 

The opportunity was given me, at the League's national convention 
in New York City last summer, to tell those present about the women 
I know. I was afraid I could not make the women of the League 
understand. The working women in the larger industrial centers had 
always claimed their thoughts and energies. Could I get them to see 
that the women in the isolated mining camp or small industrial 
communities were a large and important part in the development of 
an industrial democracy? 

How happy I was to learn that another had been dreaming dreams 
akin to mine. Mrs. Robins could see the women of whom I spoke and 
she could see them in the future, intelligently active in labor affairs. 

As I look back upon it now tha t wee, but valuable, bit of news I had 
read tha t Saturday was the key which unlocked to me a big new 
world, the world of women in industry, and led me on to that splendid 
New York convention which sent me back into my little world with a 
larger, a clearer and a richer vision. I saw my work before me and I 
must make ready for it. Would the word come, would I be given that 
opportunity? 

October 1, 1915, it came. That scholarship, that wonderful oppor
tunity, was mine. 

And I am here in Chicago. And how happy and proud I am. I feel 
that there must be hundreds, yes, thousands, who if they knew, 
would envy me. I am here, for the present the lone student in this 
"School for Active Workers in the Labor Movement," as it has since 
been renamed, for we know that some of us will be organizers, some 
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writers or lecturers, some will use their talents in other ways. This 
big work of women and labor needs many sorts of service. 

We must gather into our movement the women working in small 
groups in the towns and the women, who, though they can hold no 
union card, are working in the homes of union men, and have a voice 
in political affairs; for all these women constitute a potential force 
both in the political and economic world, and organized, they will 
contribute much of strength and value to the cause of labor. We need 
them and they need us. Think what it would mean if when our 
representatives appear before the state legislature asking for such 
legislation as the eight-hour day and the minimum wage, we could 
have the voice of all these women heard in the legislative halls. The 
"doubting Thomases" would be convinced that women want these 
things and I feel sure that these women will be instrumental in the 
passage of such laws. 

My field work in the fall came to a sudden close after I had been in 
Chicago only two weeks and it became necessary for me to go to a 
hospital for an operation. But with the beginning of the new year I 
began my studies at the University of Chicago. I am now getting the 
background, the setting, if you will, of present day labor activities 
and I am coming to have a more wholesome regard for history than 
ever before. And following this will come the study of labor problems. 
Besides this work at the university there is a wealth of material in 
the League's very valuable library. I cannot read these books fast 
enough. Then there are night classes for all the League girls in 
Chicago, one of these being a very interesting and important class in 
industrial history. And among the most interesting meetings I attend 
are the meetings of the Chicago Women's Trade Union League once a 
month, and the bi-monthly meetings of the Chicago Federation of 
Labor. 

And now that I am here I cannot feel that I have lost any of the 
value of the teaching profession nor have I sacrificed any of its 
possibilities. Many there are to teach in that great institution, the 
public school, but to some of us it is given to teach in this equally 
great institution, the school of industrial democracy. 

—Agnes Burns, 1916. 
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Notes 

1. Modeled on a British or
ganization with the same 
name, the American Women's 
Trade Union League was 
founded in 1903 by a coalition 
of social reformers and trade 
unionists. It remained in exis
tence until 1950, but the steady 
decline in its membership and 
financial base tha t began in the 
mid-1920s makes the organiza
tion's first two decades the most 
interesting and important part 
of its forty-seven-year history. 
Its headquarters were in Chica
go until 1930 and after that in 
Washington, D.C., and while 
the number of branches or local 
leagues fluctuated over the 
years, they were consistently 
concentrated in the East and 
Midwest. The New York, Chi
cago, and Boston leagues, the 
first ones to be established, 
were the strongest and most ac
tive locals throughout the 
WTUL's history. 

For a fuller discussion of the 
WTUL, see Robin Miller 
Jacoby, "The British and Amer
ican Women's Trade Union 
Leagues, 1890-1925: A Case 
Study of Feminism and Class" 
(Ph.D. diss., Harvard Univer
sity, 1977); Nancy Schrom Dye, 
As Equals and as Sisters: 
Feminism, Unionism, and the 
Women's Trade Union League 
of New York (Columbia: Uni
versity of Missouri Press, 
1980); and Philip S. Foner, 

Women and the American 
Labor Movement, 2 vols. (New 
York: Free Press, 1979 and 
1980). 

2. For further discussion of 
this pattern and the position of 
women in the industrial labor 
force in the early twentieth 
century, see Alice Kessler-Har-
ris, "Where Are the Organized 
Women Workers?" (Feminist 
Studies 3 [Fall 1975]: 92-110), 
and Leslie Woodcock Tentler, 
Wage-Earning Women: Indus
trial Work and Family Life in 
the United States, 1900-1930 
(New York: Oxford University 
Press, 1979). 

3. Rich and reasonably 
accessible primary sources de
scribing these local and na
tional programs are the WTUL-
written "Women's Department" 
in the Union Labor Advocate, a 
monthly labor journal pub
lished in Chicago, and, from 
1911 to 1921, Life and Labor, 
the WTUL's own monthly jour
nal. A complete copy of the 
primer may be found in the 
WTUL papers at the Schle-
singer Library of Radcliffe Col
lege; excerpts from it were pub
lished in the January to April 
1912 issues of Life and Labor. 

4. The name was changed in 
1915 to the School for Active 
Workers in the Labor Move
ment. The school's goals did not 
change, but the new name 
more accurately reflected the 
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kind of training the school 
offered. 

5. By the time the WTUL 
school closed in 1926, some of 
the resident worker education 
programs which had come into 
existence were: summer schools 
for women workers at Bryn 
Mawr, Barnard, and Sweet 
Briar; a summer program for 
women and men at the Uni
versity of Wisconsin; and year-
round sessions at Brookwood 
Labor College in Katonah, New 
York, and Commonwealth Col
lege in Mena, Arkansas. For 
brief surveys of these and other 
workers' education programs, 
see Spencer Miller, "Summer 
Schools for Workers" (American 
Federationist 32 [July 1925]: 
569-71), and Mark Starr, 
Workers' Education Today 
(New York, 1941). 

6. "The Fourth Biennial Con
vention," Life and Labor 3 
(July 1913): 210. 

7. Ibid. 
8. Ibid. 
9. They were Melinda Scott, 

who was national vice-
president and a member of the 
New York WTUL and the 
United Hat Trimmers Union; 
Leonora O'Reilly, a working-
class member of the New York 
WTUL; Stella Franklin, a Chi
cago league activist, who was 
national secretary-treasurer 
and a member of the Stenog
raphers and Typists Union; 
Laura Eliot, a New York ally; 
Amy Walker, a Chicago ally; 

and Mrs. Henry D. Faxon, an 
ally who was president of the 
Kansas City WTUL. 

10. Mittelstadt had been 
secretary of the Kansas City 
league since its inception in 
1911 and was elected to the 
WTUL national executive 
board at both the 1911 and 
1913 conventions. The charac
terization of her as diffident is 
based on letters written by her 
between 1911 and 1914; these 
are in the WTUL papers in the 
Library of Congress and the 
Schlesinger Library. 

11. Mittelstadt to Stella 
Franklin, December 6, 1913, 
NWTUL Papers, Library of 
Congress, Washington, D.C. 

12. Franklin to Executive 
Board members, February 27, 
1914, Rose Schneiderman Pa
pers, Tamiment Library, New 
York University, New York, 
N.Y. 

13. Robins to Mrs. Willard 
Straight, February 15, 1916, 
NWTUL Papers, Schlesinger 
Library, Cambridge, Mass. 

14. Cohn became a member 
of the ILGWU staff in 1919 and 
worked for the union until her 
death in 1962. She served as 
education director for most of 
that time, but was also the ex
ecutive secretary and a vice-
president in the course of her 
career. She gained a national 
reputation for her role in the 
development of workers' educa
tion programs, founding the 
Workers' Education Bureau of 
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America and helping to estab
lish Brookwood Labor College. 

15. See Alice Kessler-Harris, 
"Organizing the Unorganizable: 
Three Jewish Women and 
Their Union," Labor History 17 
(Winter 1976): 14. (Kessler-
Harris 's discussion of Cohn 
does not include mention of her 
attending the WTUL school.) 

16. "Staff Meeting Held 
March 12 [1914] to discuss 
work of National League and 
especially plans for the Na
tional Training School," Rose 
Schneiderman Papers. 

17. Robins to Straight, 
February 22, 1918, NWTUL 
Papers, Schlesinger Library. 

18. Franklin to Executive 
Board Members, February 22, 
1918, NWTUL Papers, Schle
singer Library. 

19. Ibid. 
20. Whitehead's life had a 

tragic ending: her husband was 
killed in an accident a few 
months after their marriage, 
and she died very unexpectedly 
shortly after the birth of a child 
in May 1917. Her mother took 
the baby to raise, and WTUL 
members kept in periodic touch 
with the grandmother through
out the 1920s. At the time of 
Whitehead's death, the WTUL 
established a fund for the 
child's education, but, like so 
many of the league's undertak
ings, the fund proved to be one 
of those good intentions that 
was never very fully realized, 

for only about $200 was 
accumulated. 

21. Alice Henry to the Alum
nae of the Training School, 
June 29, 1922, Rose Schneider-
man Papers. 

22. Robins to Straight, 
February 22, 1918, NWTUL 
Papers, Schlesinger Library. 

23. "Report from Secretary of 
Educational Department," 
February 11, 1921, NWTUL 
Papers, Library of Congress. 

24. See "Report of Associate 
Director of the School for Ac
tive Workers in the Labor 
Movement" (pp. 3-5), June 
1917, NWTUL Papers, Schle
singer Library. 

25. Olive Sullivan to Robins, 
October 27, 1916, Margaret 
Dreier Robins Papers, Univer
sity of Florida, Gainesville, Fla. 

26. "Extracts from Reports of 
Professor Douglas and Profes
sor Nelson," NWTUL Papers, 
Schlesinger Library. 

27. Ibid. 
28. See Elisabeth Christman 

and Penn Shelton Burke to 
Members of the Executive 
Board, November 30, 1923, 
NWTUL Papers, Library of 
Congress. This information on 
the educational backgrounds of 
these students in 1923-1924 
was the only indication of the 
prior schooling of students who 
attended the WTUL school. 

29. Ibid. 
30. Quoted by Alice Henry, 

"Report of the Education De-
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partment" (p. 3), June 5, 1922, 
NWTUL Papers, Schlesinger 
Library. 

31. This estimate is based on 
reports indicating that the 
WTUL had spent slightly over 
$28,000 on the school by 1920 
and over $35,000 by early 1923. 
These figures were found in un
titled, undated documents in 
the NWTUL Papers at the 
Schlesinger Library. Since 
twelve more students attended 
the school between 1923 and 
1926, another $8,900 was spent 
on scholarships ($750 per stu
dent). Taking into account 
overhead costs, as well as this 
sum expended on scholarships, 
$50,000 is probably a conserva
tive estimate. While the WTUL 
never received much financial 
assistance from the AFL, its 
policy was to use AFL contribu
tions only for WTUL organizing 
work. 

32. Robins to Mrs. William 
Cochran, August 31, 1916, 
Margaret Dreier Robins Papers. 

33. Robins to Straight, Octo
ber 5, 1916, Margaret Dreier 
Robins Papers. 

34. In one case the student 
was able to return to the school 
several months later, and there 
was a dramatic change in her 
after she had had the operation 
she needed and some time to 
rest. According to Robins, "It is 
almost impossible to realize 
tha t this healthy, quiet, and 
serene young woman is the 

same human being who was up 
in the heights and down in the 
depths, high strung and physi
cally and nervously ill when 
she came to us!" (ibid.). 

35. Ibid. 
36. "Distribution of the 

Scholarship Fund," NWTUL 
Papers, Schlesinger Library. 

37. See Christman to Maud 
Swartz, April 12, 1923, 
NWTUL Papers, Library of 
Congress. 

38. Ibid. See also Christman 
to Members of the Executive 
Board, July 5, 1923, NWTUL 
Papers, Schlesinger Library. 

39. Emma Steghagen to 
Members of the Executive 
Board, January 9, 1917, 
NWTUL Papers, Library of 
Congress. 

40. Steghagen to Members of 
the Executive Board, January 
11, 1917, NWTUL Papers, Li
brary of Congress. 

41. See ibid.; Mabel Gillespie 
to Steghagen, January 27, 
1917; and Steghagen to Gilles
pie, n.d.; NWTUL Papers, Li
brary of Congress. Florence 
Adesska, the student in ques
tion, returned to Boston, where 
she did very effective organiz
ing work for the ILGWU, an in
dication that the school staff 
was not always correct in its 
judgments. 

42. Christman to Members of 
the Executive Board, July 12, 
1922, NWTUL Papers, Library 
of Congress. 
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43. The letter cited in n. 42, 
which is an explanation of the 
situation and of the action 
taken in regard to this case, 
was written while the student 
was on her honeymoon. It is 
the only document referring to 
the case, and the fact that it 
does not indicate tha t she was 
planning to return is probably 
a good indication that she did 
not complete the training pro
gram. There is unfortunately 
no evidence of her reaction to 
the executive board's decision. 

44. Christman to Members of 
the Executive Board, May 23, 
1927, Margaret Dreier Robins 
Papers. 

45. Agnes Burns, Dora Lip-
schitz, Lilly Brzostek, Mary 
Thompson, Florence Adesska, 
and Jul ia O'Connor to the Ex
ecutive Board of the National 
Women's Trade Union League, 
November 1916, WTUL Papers, 
Library of Congress. 

46. Ibid. 
47. The minutes of the ex

ecutive board meeting simply 
state that a "full discussion" of 
the memo took place and that 
it was decided to appoint Mary 
Anderson as head of the 
fieldwork program ("Minutes of 
the Executive Board Meeting," 
November 4-5 , 1916, NWTUL 
Papers, Library of Congress). 

48. See Robins to Straight, 
February 22, 1918, NWTUL 
Papers, Schlesinger Library. 

49. Anderson moved to 
Washington, D.C., in early 

1918 to accept a government 
appointment to the Women's 
Division of the Ordnance De
partment, and she remained in 
Washington to become head of 
the Women's Bureau of the De
partment of Labor when it was 
created in 1920. 

50. Helen D. Hill, "Report on 
Training School," n.d. (summer 
1925, from internal evidence), 
NWTUL Papers, Schlesinger 
Library. 

51. Burns et al. to Executive 
Board, November 1916, 
NWTUL Papers, Library of 
Congress. Despite their com
plaints, these students were not 
fundamentally alienated from 
the WTUL, for all six of them 
remained active in the organ
ization in the years that fol
lowed. 

52. The associate director, 
however, was an ally who had 
formerly served as head resi
dent of a settlement house in 
Baltimore, and it may well be 
that she was the primary 
target of the students' criti
cisms, even though they do not 
explicitly say so in their memo. 

53. National Women's Trade 
Union League, Twenty-fifth 
Anniversary Program (Chicago, 
1929), p. 15. This summary in
dicates that, by 1928, three of 
the forty-four students who had 
attended the school had died 
and that thirty-two (or 78 per
cent) of the remaining forty-one 
had been active in the labor 
movement. Of the three de-
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ceased students, I can identify 
only Myrtle Whitehead, but 
since it is known that she 
worked as an organizer for a 
period prior to her death, I am 
counting her in the total of 
activists. Discounting the other 
two who died, then, 79 percent 
(actually, 78.57 percent) of the 
students went on to serve the 
labor movement. 

54. There were especially 
close ties between the WTUL 
and the Summer School for 
Women Workers established at 
Bryn Mawr College in 1921. 
The program was run by a joint 
administrative board consisting 
of an equal number of college 
and industrial women, and 
most of the latter were trade 
union members of the WTUL. 
The Bryn Mawr school, which 
ran for eight weeks and 
accepted about 100 students 
each summer, offered an 
academic program similar to 
tha t of the WTUL's school, but 
it did not include neldwork and 
it was not nearly as trade 
union oriented as the league's 
school in Chicago. The Bryn 
Mawr Summer School re

mained in existence until 1938, 
when it moved to New York to 
become the Hudson Shore 
Labor School, a coeducational 
institution with year-round 
programs. 

For further information, see 
Helen D. Hill, The Effect of the 
Bryn Mawr Summer School as 
Measured in the Activities of its 
Students (New York: American 
Association of Adult Education, 
1929); Gladys L. Palmer, The 
Industrial Experience of Women 
Workers at the Summer 
Schools, 1928-1930, Bulletin 
no. 89 (Washington, D.C.: U.S. 
Department of Labor, Women's 
Bureau, 1931); and Hilda 
Worthington Smith, Women 
Workers at the Bryn Mawr 
Summer School (New York: 
Affiliated Schools for Women 
Workers in Industry, 1929). 

55. Both from Life and Labor 
4, no. 8 (August 1914), pp. 2 4 3 -
44. 

56. From Life and Labor 4, 
no. 9 (September 1914), pp. 
268-70. 

57. From Life and Labor 6, 
no. 3 (March 1916), pp. 38-39. 
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The history of workers' educa
tion in the International 
Ladies' Garment Workers' Un
ion (ILGWU) mirrored the his
tory of the American workers' 
education movement. Born of 
the necessity to teach workers 
the rudiments of trade union
ism, the ILGWU's educational 
programs flourished in the 
burst of idealism and hope that 
followed World War I. For a 
few short years, it appeared 
that the ILGWU's Educational 
Department and other workers' 
education enterprises would be 
the vanguard of a new move
ment dedicated to the creation 
of an economically and socially 
just society. As the 1920s pro
gressed, however, idealism and 
hope gave way to conservatism 
and defeatism, and the workers' 
education movement floun
dered. Workers' education 
reemerged during the success
ful unionizing drives of the 
1930s and 1940s, but it had 
changed to reflect the hard-
nosed realism of the new labor 
movement. Workers' education 
had become labor education, 
and the link between education 
and social action was broken. 
Whereas workers' education 
had aimed to teach workers to 
build a new and better world, 
labor education endeavored to 
instruct them to manage in the 
world in which they lived. In 
the 1920s, workers' educators 
believed that workers' educa
tion would become the soul of 

the union movement. By the 
1940s, labor education had be
come a union fringe benefit. 

The workers' education move
ment and the ILGWU's Educa
tional Department shared a 
similar concern for women 
workers. At the outset, the 
workers' education movement 
was composed of middle-class 
intellectuals, radicals, and re
formers, many of whom were 
women. The architects of the 
ILGWU's Educational Depart
ment were two women from 
middle-class backgrounds. In 
designing workers' education 
programs, these educators paid 
particular attention to what 
they saw as women workers' 
special needs and desires. 
When workers' education be
came labor education, union 
leaders denounced this special 
concern as naive and sen
timental. 

The history of the ILGWU's 
Educational Department serves 
as a guide to the workers' 
education programs developed 
by other garment unions. In 
1919, for example, the United 
Cloth Hat and Cap Makers, the 
Furriers ' Union, and the Fancy 
Leather Goods Workers formed 
the United Labor Education 
Committee in New York City. 
For a few years the committee 
offered garment workers classes 
and lectures. In 1921, the com
mittee sponsored the first work
ers' education conference in the 
United States, from which the 
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Workers' Education Bureau 
grew. In 1920, the Amalga
mated Clothing Workers of 
America organized an educa
tional department and 
launched a short-lived workers' 
education program. These un
ions, however, did not develop a 
continuing commitment to 
workers' education. During the 
next two decades individual lo
cals sponsored occasional edu
cational activities, but without 
the backing of the national un
ions these programs were little 
more than undersubscribed and 
underfinanced copies of the 
ILGWU's more successful ven
tures. Until the late 1940s, the 
ILGWU was more than the 
leader of the workers' education 
movement in the garment in
dustry; it was the movement.1 

The ILGWU initiated its 
program of workers' education 
because, as the Chicago Cloak-
makers declared in 1910, the 
principles of unionism were 
like "a sealed book" to the 
majority of foreign-born needle 
workers. Most of these workers 
were women, and, although 
many had socialist sympathies, 
few had trade union experience. 
As early as 1905, Secretary-
Treasurer John Dyche urged 
locals to teach their members 
the importance of the union 
label.2 

The signing, in September 
1910, of the first collective bar
gaining agreement in the in

dustry added urgency to the 
need to inform members of the 
duties and benefits of unionism. 
Louis D. Brandeis, the Boston 
attorney and later justice of the 
Supreme Court who had negoti
ated what became known as 
the "Protocol of Peace," insisted 
that the ILGWU conduct an 
educational campaign to win 
workers away from the "radi
cal" ideas they had acquired as 
a result of "a generation of mis-
education." Thousands of work
ers learned about unions as 
participants in the 1909 "Upris
ing of Twenty Thousand" and 
the 1910 Cloakmakers General 
Strike. If the Protocol was to 
work, the workers had to be 
taught that arbitration and 
conciliation, rather than class 
struggle, were the basis of 
American unionism.' 

The 1914 ILGWU convention, 
agreeing that the educational 
programs then available to 
workers were too sporadic and 
unsystematic to be useful, de
creed that the time had come 
"to dwell particularly upon the 
more solid and preparatory 
work of education and not to 
devote much time to the mere 
superficial forms of agitation 
and propaganda which have 
been the main features of our 
educational work in the past." 
During the winter of 1914— 
1915, ILGWU president Ben
jamin Schlesinger initiated a 
joint program with the Rand 



From Soul to Strawberries 41 

School to provide classes in 
trade union history, methods of 
organization, and English. The 
national leadership, however, 
did little else during the next 
two years to implement the 
convention's request. ' 

In the meantime, individual 
locals, especially New York 
Waist and Dress Makers' Un
ion, Local 25, devised ambitious 
programs that laid the founda
tion for the International's fu
ture educational work. In 1915, 
Local 25 appointed Juliet 
Stuart Poyntz its educational 
director. Under her guidance, 
the first Unity House was 
established in Pine Hill, New 
York, to serve as a recreational 
retreat for union members and 
their families. Poyntz also or
ganized Unity Centers at local 
public schools, where workers 
attended shop meetings, union 
lectures, and courses in English 
and physical t raining taught by 
Board of Education teachers.5 

Prompted by the activity of 
its locals, the International cre
ated its own comprehensive 
educational program in 1916. 
In stating its objectives, the 
convention alluded to the past 
concerns of Brandeis, the Chi
cago Cloakmakers, and John 
Dyche. The aim of the program 
would be to enlighten "the 
great masses of our organiza
tion upon general labor ques
tions" and "on the functions, 
aims, possibilities and limita

tions of a trade organization." 
The report continued, 

They [ILGWU members] are to 
be taught about the contents of 
our existing agreements with 
employers, their rights as well 
as their obligations under the 
agreement. In short, this part of 
the educational system is to en
lighten our members upon all 
matters concerning labor, and 
make of them a well disciplined 
and reliable body of men and 
women who cannot be misled 
and incited by anybody who de
sires to do so.6 

The General Executive Board 
appointed a five-member 
Education Committee, 
appropriated $5,000 for its 
work, and designated Juliet 
Poyntz as its part-time director. 
Poyntz expanded the number of 
Unity Centers and Unity 
Houses and established a 
Workers' University at 
Washington Irving High School 
in New York City. There, work
ers could take advanced courses 
in labor problems, economics, 
American history and govern
ment, literature, and psychol
ogy. The 1918 convention de
monstrated its approval of the 
work by increasing the Educa
tion Department's appropria
tion to $10,000. By late 1918, 
when Poyntz resigned and was 
replaced by Fannia Cohn, the 
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basic direction of the ILGWU's 
program had been charted.7 

Juliet Stuart Poyntz and 
Fannia Mary Cohn deserve 
joint credit for founding the un
ion's educational program. 
Poyntz was the more original 
thinker, but her tenure at the 
ILGWU was short. From 1918 
until a few months before her 
death in 1962, Cohn dedicated 
herself to explaining, expand
ing, and promoting workers' 
education. At first glance, two 
women could not appear more 
different than the attractive, 
college-educated midwesterner 
Poyntz and the short, stocky, 
Russian-Jewish immigrant 
Cohn. Yet both women were 
born into the comforts of the 
middle class, both chose to 
abandon their social position in 
order to champion the workers' 
cause, and both believed that 
workers' education was essen
tial to the personal and politi
cal liberation of the working 
class. 

Poyntz's background and 
education were typical of many 
women in the workers' educa
tion movement, but her com
mitment to revolutionary poli
tics led her to leave the field 
early in her career. Born in 
1886 to a middle-class family in 
Omaha, Nebraska, Poyntz came 
east to attend Barnard College. 
A brilliant student, she was 
awarded a fellowship by the 
General Federation of Women's 
Clubs to study at Oxford and 

the London School of Econom
ics. She joined the Socialist 
Party in 1909, and besides 
teaching history at Barnard 
and working with the ILGWU, 
she headed the Rand School's 
Labor Research Department. In 
1917, she left the Socialist Par
ty to join the newly organized 
Workers' Party. The bitter dis
putes between the Communists 
and Socialists in the ILGWU 
forced her to resign her position 
in the union. In the early 
1920s, she helped to organize 
the Communist Workers School 
in New York City, but she left 
shortly thereafter to become a 
top party official and candidate 
for public office.8 

Cohn was born in 1885 in 
Kletzk, Minsk, Russia. Her 
prosperous family had Cohn 
privately educated in prepara
tion for a professional career. 
Attracted to radical politics, 
Cohn joined the outlawed 
Socialist Revolutionary Party 
in 1901. Three years later she 
emigrated to New York City. 
For Cohn, socialism was a basic 
creed, an article of faith. Un
like Poyntz, however, she 
eschewed doctrine and formal 
party affiliations. As a result, 
she was able to work with both 
Socialists and Communists 
within the ILGWU.9 

Cohn's American relatives 
offered her a chance to study 
pharmacology and eventually 
to join their drug supply com
pany. However, in 1905, deter-
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mined to dedicate her life to 
the labor movement, Cohn 
abandoned her studies and took 
a job in a garment factory as a 
sleevemaker. "I realized then 
that if I wanted to really 
understand the mind, the 
aspirations of the workers," she 
wrote years later, "I should ex
perience the life of a worker in 
a shop." She began her life as a 
union official with her election 
in 1909 to the executive board 
of Local 41. In August 1915, 
she reached the high point of 
her organizing career when she 
headed the first successful 
strike of Chicago's dress and 
white good workers.10 

Cohn gained a union-wide 
reputation because of her suc
cess as an organizer. She was 
elected the first woman vice-
president of the ILGWU in 
1916. A year later, she was 
appointed organizing secretary 
of the General Education Com
mittee. Cohn and Poyntz did 
not work well together. Cohn 
lacked Poyntz's popularity and 
easy rapport with the immi
grant women who Cohn consid
ered her natural constituency. 
Despite these difficulties, from 
1918 to her death in 1962, 
Cohn worked ceaselessly to 
promote the ideas Poyntz 
originated." 

The ILGWU's desire to school 
its members and leaders in the 
responsibilities and duties of 
unionism prompted the estab
lishment of its educational 

program but, in itself, does not 
explain the strength of the un
ion's commitment to workers' 
education. This commitment 
grew naturally out of the 
ILGWU's particular philosophy 
of trade unionism and from 
Poyntz's and Cohn's perceptions 
of the needs of women trade 
unionists. "Social unionism," as 
the ILGWU's philosophy was 
dubbed in the 1930s, moved 
beyond Samuel Gompers's for
mulation of "pure and simple" 
unionism by addressing not 
only the economic concerns of 
workers for higher wages and 
shorter hours but also the 
workers' need for recreation, 
education, health care, and 
housing. 

Social unionism tied the 
building of a union to the crea
tion of a new and better social 
order. In so doing, this philoso
phy reflected both the practical 
needs and the political ideals of 
its immigrant constituency and 
provided the theoretical under
pinnings for workers' education 
in the ILGWU. In 1923, the 
ILGWU's educational commit
tee summarized this credo as it 
applied to workers' education: 
"The International Ladies' Gar
ment Workers' Union was prac
tically the first labor organiza
tion in America to recognize 
the t ruth that in addition to 
providing for the economic 
needs of its members, a Labor 
Union has other functions; 
among the most important of 
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these is that of providing for 
their spiritual needs."12 As de
fined by Poyntz and Cohn, 
"spiritual needs" encompassed 
the workers' wishes for a gen
eral and wide-ranging educa
tion, for individual self-
improvement, for social and 
intellectual respectability, and 
for recreation. 

Most pressing of these 
"needs" was the immigrant 
workers' desire for an educa
tion. Cohn, in particular, be
lieved that workers should not 
be deprived of the joys of a 
liberal education because of 
their age, their lack of formal 
schooling, or their class. Adult 
workers, as much as the sons 
and daughters of the upper 
classes, deserved exposure to 
art, literature, music, drama, 
philosophy, and history. On 
Saturday afternoons or Sunday 
mornings, union members could 
take classes in these subjects at 
the Workers' University; these 
were often taught by the same 
professors who lectured during 
the week to the children of the 
elite at such institutions as 
Columbia University. But 
"spiritual needs" could also be 
more mundane. Within the 
ILGWU there were hundreds of 
foreign-born men and women 
who required instruction in the 
basic skills of reading, writing, 
and arithmetic. Under a special 
arrangement with the New 
York City Board of Education, 
public school teachers came to 

local Unity Centers to teach 
the three R's in the evenings or 
on weekends.1'1 

Poyntz and Cohn also recog
nized, especially among the 
young women garment work
ers, a longing for respectability. 
The very name "trade union" 
often conjured up in the minds 
of these women a picture of 
middle-aged men sitting in 
smoky taverns drinking and 
arguing interminably over the 
tactics of union organizing. 
Male unionists criticized their 
female counterparts for their 
reluctance to take part in union 
activities and for their unre
liability as union members. But 
Poyntz and Cohn recognized 
that these women workers 
wanted their union to be more 
than a rallying point in the 
battle for economic justice; they 
wanted it to be a community in 
which they could learn, meet 
friends, and have fun. They 
also wanted it to be an institu
tion of which they could be 
proud. Poyntz realized that 
through workers' education, the 
longings of these women could 
be met and, as a result, their 
loyalty to the union could be 
strengthened. Unity House, the 
vacation home in the Catskills, 
was described by Poyntz as a 
"center of spiritual inspiration," 
a place where: 

The girls grew to realize that a 
trade union has a very powerful 
influence beyond the purely eco-
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nomic field. Ties of friendship 
made then held. Devotion to the 
ideal of trade unionism ac
quired then strengthened many 
a Unity girl to continue her 
struggle as a chairman of her 
shop against an ignorant and 
deceiving employer. The union 
has found a soul.''1 

In 1917, Poyntz designed the 
first Unity Center, located in a 
public school building, with the 
same objectives in mind. In 
addition to attending their shop 
meetings, union members could 
join friends for a cup of coffee 
and a roll in the cafeteria, con
sult a nurse, listen to a concert, 
dance or exercise in the gym, 
take remedial courses, or 
attend a lecture in Yiddish on 
the history of the ILGWU. 
Poyntz realized what such cen
ters could mean to young gar
ment workers. She wrote: 

The Unity Center seemed to the 
workers not a public school, but 
their own home, a home where 
they found cheer and familiar 
faces, a beautiful, clean, well 
ventilated home, well lighted 
and hung with beautiful pic
tures, a great change from the 
dirty, ill ventilated meeting 
rooms, often above a saloon, 
where trade unions most usu
ally meet for want of a better 
place. The very entrance into the 
public school of a trade union 
raises it from the position of a 
social outlaw to that of a vital 

and recognized social group. . . . 
It provided a possibility of 
growth and development of the 
body and of the mind of the in
dividual worker through his 
collective organization.15 

An educational program de
signed so carefully to reflect 
and serve the needs and desires 
of individual workers posed a 
dangerous dilemma. How did 
one draw the line between 
individual and individualistic 
needs, between self-improve
ment and self-aggrandize
ment? Education is tradition
ally viewed as offering class 
mobility, but if one of the aims 
of the ILGWU education pro
gram was to facilitate entry 
into the middle class, the pro
gram risked betraying the very 
union that sponsored it. More, 
in seeking to cater to the im
migrant worker's demand for a 
general education, the union 
risked accepting another 
bourgeois educational tenet— 
"Knowledge for Knowledge's 
sake." Why should a trade un
ion sponsor a program that 
threatened to inculcate its 
working-class members with 
the skills that might enable 
them to leave their class and 
thus their union? These ques
tions plagued the workers' 
education movement from the 
outset. The architects of the 
ILGWU's educational program 
were the first to address them. 

For Cohn and Poyntz, the 
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answer to the dilemma lay in 
the motto chosen for the 
ILGWU's program—"Knowl
edge is Power." The difference 
between workers' education and 
what Cohn scornfully dismissed 
as "individual education" was 
its aim—the building of a 
stronger union. Cohn wrote in 
1921: 

The subject for study in work
ers' classes must be selected 
with the definite object of giving 
the students the mental and 
moral equipment which will 
best enable them to be useful to 
their class and which will in
spire them to disinterested ser
vice to the labor movement. . . . 
To give such service, we must 
receive a specialized training 
which will strengthen and 
broaden character, develop dis
crimination, and create in us 
the ability to form sound judg
ments when we are confronted 
with serious problems. Labor is 
reaching out toward a new life, 
and educational training such 
as this is a necessary step 
toward its attainment. 

The ILGWU developed a curric
ulum which reflected Cohn's 
goal. Courses tha t would enable 
workers to "form sound judg
ments" were emphasized. At 
the Workers' University in the 
early 1920s, classes in econom
ics, political science, and trade 
union and industrial history 
outnumbered those in art, liter

ature, music, and remedial 
subjects.16 

The ultimate justification for 
workers' education was its abil
ity to contribute to the creation 
of a new and better social 
order. The link between work
ers' education and progressive 
social change reflected the po
litical consciousness of the 
ILGWU's educational planners 
and its membership. The social
ist inclinations of a large num
ber of garment workers and 
their leaders had led them to 
conclude that the aim of union
ism was the rebuilding of socie
ty. Poyntz and Cohn believed 
that workers' education was in
dispensable to achieving this 
goal. Through workers' educa
tion, ILGWU members would 
become more aware of society's 
problems and possible solu
tions. By demonstrating the im
portance of unionism in society 
and in the personal lives of 
members, workers' education 
would create union loyalty, 
which in turn would contribute 
to a stronger union. The strong
er the union, the more forceful
ly and successfully it could 
struggle to create a new order. 
Fannia Cohn put it simply: 

It has always been our convic
tion that the Labor Movement 
stands, consciously or uncon
sciously, for the reconstruction 
of society. It dreams of a world 
where economic and social jus
tice will prevail, where the wel-
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fare of mankind will be the aim 
of all activity, where society will 
be organized as a cooperative 
commonwealth. . . ." 

Juliet Stuart Poyntz under
stood the relationship between 
workers' education and social 
change to be more subtle. For 
her, the creation of a better in
dividual through workers' 
education and the achievement 
of a new and just social order 
were inexorably joined. "Body, 
mind, and will must be 
strengthened for the more effec
tive participation in the great 
struggle. . . . The worker must 
become more truly and deeply 
than now a person, not only for 
the sake of his individual 
happiness and fulfillment but 
also for the sake of cooperative 
accomplishment."18 

The ILGWU's workers' 
education program offered a vi
sion: trade unions—whose 
members developed, through 
workers' education, social con
sciousness, understanding of 
economics and politics, and the 
determination to struggle col
lectively—would bring about 
the restructuring of American 
society. This vision inspired 
workers and educators alike, 
and it addressed the contradic
tions inherent in the very name 
"workers' education." By link
ing progressive, even radical, 
social change to workers' 
education, the ILGWU demon
strated that education need not 

be thought of merely as a 
means to escape the working 
class or as an inculcator of mid
dle-class values and beliefs. 
Workers' education would make 
the worker a better individual. 
Only the best individuals, 
acting in concert, could create a 
new order. 

The architects of the 
ILGWU's educational plan left 
the outlines of the new society 
tantalizingly vague and failed 
to provide a blueprint showing 
how workers' education would 
necessarily lead to it. In retro
spect, their logic is less compel
ling than their vision. At the 
outset of the movement, these 
weaknesses mattered less than 
the ILGWU's accomplishments. 
The union had devised a 
theoretical framework for work
ers' education and had begun a 
program which would provide 
the movement with its first 
full-scale working model. Final
ly, it is significant that most of 
the credit for this achievement 
goes to two women who, in de
veloping a workers' education 
philosophy and program, be
lieved that they were reflecting 
the feelings and ideas and serv
ing the needs of the union's 
women members. 

Poyntz and Cohn built the 
ILGWU's educational program 
upon the desire to create a new 
and better world. For a brief 
time following the First World 
War, it appeared that this de
sire was about to become a 
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reality. The Russian Revolu
tion, the rise of the British 
Labour Party, the smaller re
volts in Germany and Eastern 
Europe, and the wave of strikes 
which swept across America in 
1919 seemed to presage a 
worldwide movement for social 
and economic justice. In the 
United States this yearning for 
social change was called "social 
reconstruction." The workers' 
education movement was a 
product of these heady and ex
hilarating times. Those who 
rallied to the banner of work
ers' education defined social re
construction as the restructur
ing of society by the working 
class; the aim of workers' 
education was to educate the 
workers for this momentous 
task.19 

The American workers' 
education movement burgeoned 
in 1921 with the launching of 
the Workers' Education 
Bureau, Brookwood Labor Col
lege, and the Bryn Mawr Sum
mer School for Women Work
ers. The ILGWU's educational 
department assumed an impor
tant role in all of these enter
prises. Cohn and the other 
Workers' Education bureau 
organizers hoped that the 
bureau would become the 
movement's centerpiece. The 
bureau was designed to encour
age and coordinate programs 
and activities and to develop 
and disseminate a philosophy of 
workers' education. The 

ILGWU also provided Brook-
wood, the first residential labor 
college in the United States, 
with students, scholarships, 
and moral and political 
support.-" 

Cohn was less than enthu
siastic about the summer 
schools for women workers. In 
1914 she had attended the 
National Women's Trade Union 
League (NWTUL) school in 
Chicago. Later she wrote of her 
experience there: 

/ found the economics very 
orthodox and of the kind I had 
long ago almost forgotten. The 
professors themselves admitted 
that I did not need it. Their in
struction in how to organize 
women was also of no use to me 
as I had had more actual ex
perience from my activities in 
charge of strikes. 

More than the conservatism 
of the curriculum and its seem
ing irrelevancy, Cohn resented 
the middle- and upper-class 
women who ran the NWTUL. 
She characterized them as 
"mere do-gooders" and told an 
interviewer in 1948 that her 
experience at the school had 
convinced her of the futility of 
working with such women. 
Cohn's attendance at the 
NWTUL's school reinforced her 
belief that workers' education 
would succeed only when pro
vided by trade unionists for 
trade unionists. In the winter 
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of 1921, Mary Anderson invited 
her to serve on the organizing 
committee for the Bryn Mawr 
Summer School for Women 
Workers, but Cohn declined. 
Throughout the 1920s and 
1930s, however, despite Cohn's 
reservations, the ILGWU's edu
cational department provided 
scholarships to send union 
members to both the Bryn 
Mawr and Barnard summer 
schools.21 

The conflict between Cohn's 
feelings and actions toward the 
summer schools extended to her 
position on feminism. Late in 
her career Cohn was labeled by 
her detractors as "an old-
fashioned feminist," and she 
was lumped together with the 
very summer school women she 
disdained. Yet Cohn considered 
herself a trade unionist rather 
than a feminist. Her deep con
cern with women workers arose 
from her commitment to the 
trade union rather than to the 
women's movement.22 

Throughout the 1920s and 
the 1930s, Cohn wrote dozens 
of articles in which she ex
pounded her belief that women 
needed trade unions and trade 
unions needed women. During 
the same period, she wrote to 
AFL president William Green 
to urge him to accelerate the 
federation's efforts to organize 
women workers. Her message 
was simple: in an industry 
where women dominated the 
labor force, unionism would fail 

without strongly committed 
and loyal women members. For 
this reason, Cohn worked care
fully to design workers' educa
tion programs that would 
attract women. In paying atten
tion to what she considered the 
special needs of women—be 
they a clean meeting room or a 
class in literature—Cohn's aim 
was to foster trade unionism. 
While she remained suspicious 
of the middle-class and feminist 
character of the summer 
schools, she sent workers there 
because she believed that the 
schools shared this basic goal.23 

Even as the delegates to the 
first Workers' Education 
Bureau's convention assembled, 
the first students walked across 
Bryn Mawr's and Brookwood's 
idyllic campuses, and the 
ILGWU announced plans to ex
pand its programs and create a 
new extension division, the 
spirit tha t had animated these 
enterprises began to wane. The 
strikes of 1919 had been lost, 
and the labor movement was in 
retreat. The "red scare" had 
driven many radicals under
ground, and increasing num
bers of prewar progressives 
abandoned the arena of reform. 
In politics, Harding's normalcy 
replaced the tattered remnants 
of Wilson's idealism.24 

Not surprisingly, the ILGWU 
Educational Department, as 
leader and guide for much of 
the workers' education move
ment, was among the first pro-



50 • From Sou! to Strawberries 

grams to feel the effects of this 
waning of spirit. By the mid-
19203, the program that had 
been so carefully designed by 
Poyntz and Cohn to reflect the 
needs and desires of the 
ILGWU membership seemed 
out of step with the realities of 
the decade. Fewer and fewer 
students enrolled in the Educa
tional Department's programs. 
Classes in Marxism and public 
speaking could not compete 
with the allure of the burgeon
ing consumer culture—movies, 
radios, and Sunday auto trips. 
The idealism inherent in work
ers' education and the symbol 
of the worker as society's savior 
seemed hopelessly dated when 
compared to the cocktails, 
cynicism, and the Charleston 
tha t had become the cultural 
hallmarks of the age.25 

The decade was particularly 
difficult for the ILGWU. Be
neath the veneer of prosperity, 
garment workers were forced to 
cope with automation, seasonal 
unemployment, static real 
wages, and an absence of fringe 
benefits. They also found their 
union under attack. Embold
ened by their successes in 1919 
and buttressed by friendly 
courts and legislatures, em
ployers devised a number of 
antiunion strategies ranging 
from the run-away shop to a 
nationwide antiunion campaign 
piously called the "American 
plan." Within the union, Com
munists and Socialists waged a 

bitter and sometimes violent 
battle for control.26 

During the mid and late 
1920s, Cohn alone kept work
ers' education alive in the 
ILGWU. Under such harsh con
ditions, however, it was inevi
table that the program would 
change. The nearly bankrupt 
union often had no money for 
books, supplies, teachers, or 
even Cohn's meager salary. 
Cohn struggled on, compiling 
reading lists of books the union 
could not afford to buy, staging 
the occasional musical or play, 
arranging for concerts and lec
tures, and teaching the few 
classes the department 
offered.27 

Cohn was horrified by the 
virulent battles between the 
Communist and the Socialist 
factions. She was determined to 
keep the Educational Depart
ment above the fray. As a re
sult, both sides viewed her with 
suspicion, and in 1925 she lost 
her bid for a fifth term as an 
ILGWU vice-president. She 
continued as the department's 
executive secretary, but with
out the prestige and political 
clout her vice-presidency had 
conferred. Within the ILGWU, 
Cohn and workers' education 
were synonymous. As her im
portance within the union de
clined, so did that of the de
partment she headed.28 

Cohn's attempt to keep work
ers' education above politics 
had still other, more important, 
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consequences. The link between 
workers' education and social 
action that had so vitalized the 
department during its early-
days was strained by the gen
eral conservatism of the 1920s. 
Cohn's efforts to remove politics 
from workers' education further 
weakened this connection. 
Given the highly charged polit
ical climate within the union, 
Cohn understandably preferred 
lectures on art appreciation to 
courses on political economy 
that might, at any moment, 
erupt into violent shouting 
matches between members of 
opposing factions. The belief 
that workers' education would 
train workers to create a new 
world became increasingly 
tenuous as classes in the social 
sciences were replaced with 
trips to museums and Broad
way shows. Whereas Cohn had 
once designed programs to help 
unionists deal with the world 
in which they lived, she now 
increasingly offered entertain
ments to help them escape it. 
Ironically, despite Cohn's 
efforts to remove politics from 
workers' education, the depart
ment suffered from its past. 
When the Socialist faction 
emerged victorious in the polit
ical struggles of the late 1920s, 
the new leadership shied away 
from workers' education for 
fear that it embodied the polit
ical utopianism they had come 
to associate with their Com
munist rivals.29 

Cohn's personal situation 
reflected that of the department 
she headed. She often com
plained of "extreme loneliness," 
of being misunderstood and 
neglected. The obsessive zeal 
and stubborn self-centeredness 
which enabled her to carry on 
alone during these years dis
couraged close friendships. 
With the exception of Theresa 
Wolfson, who lent a hand 
whenever her busy schedule 
allowed, Cohn had no sustained 
support from within her own 
union. Her few allies came 
from outside the ILGWU. The 
Brookwood staff—notably A. J. 
Muste, Helen Norton Starr, and 
David Saposs—provided 
teachers, educational material, 
and moral support whenever 
possible. There was never 
enough. Cohn, depressed and 
dispirited, wrote to Helen Nor
ton, "To be a woman active in 
the labor movement is a very 
difficult task." But she realized 
tha t her lonely position was 
less attributable to her sex 
than to her union colleagues' 
low regard for workers' 
education.3" 

The decade which began so 
promisingly for the ILGWU 
and its educational department 
ended with both nearly de
stroyed. The union lost over 
half its membership, most of its 
treasury, and its preeminent 
position within the trade union 
movement. Its Educational De
partment abandoned most of 
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the programs and philosophy 
that had once made it a leading 
force in workers' education." 

The 1920s was a bleak time 
for workers' education in the 
other garment unions as well. 
By the mid-1920s the educa
tional activities in the Hat and 
Cap Makers, Furriers' , and 
Fancy Leather Goods unions 
had petered out. Only the 
Amalgamated Clothing Work
ers of America (ACWA) created 
an educational department 
that , for a short time, rivaled 
the ILGWU's in the scope and 
depth of its programs. The men 
who ran the ACWA's educa
tional program did not, howev
er, share the ILGWU's commit
ment to workers' education. For 
men like J. B. S. Hardman, the 
ACWA's first educational direc
tor, the aim of workers' educa
tion was to equip workers, "in
dividually and collectively, for 
a successful stand for what is 
theirs."'- When workers' educa
tion failed to accomplish this 
goal, the men of the ACWA 
abandoned it. 

In 1916, two years after its 
founding, the ACWA endorsed 
workers' education. Its General 
Executive Board made clear 
that it saw trade union educa
tion as a means to an end. The 
board declared that education, 
like union organizing, "is a 
means for a great purpose, the 
carrying out of the historic mis
sion of the workers as a class." 

Like their counterparts in the 
ILGWU, the ACWA's leaders 
believed that workers' educa
tion would lead to progressive 
social action by educating 
workers and by binding them 
more closely to their union. 
Education would make workers' 
"lives worth living" and would 
"tie them to their organization 
with those sacred bonds of love 
which though invisible are 
most powerful and cannot be 
sundered."" 

Beginning in 1920 the 
ACWA's Educational Depart
ment launched a number of 
ambitious programs, J. B. S. 
Hardman, aided by Paul Blan-
shard and David Saposs, super
vised the creation of Active 
Workers' Schools in New York 
City and Rochester, New York. 
In style and program, these 
schools resembled the ILGWU's 
Unity Centers. An ACWA 
member could attend formal 
academic classes in the social 
sciences and humanities, lec
tures by well-known radicals 
and reformers, remedial courses 
in the three R's, debates, con
certs, dances, and plays. Within 
two years, similar programs 
flourished in a half-dozen cities. 
By 1924, all but a few of these 
ventures had closed their doors, 
and the ACWA's Educational 
Department had essentially 
ceased to function." 

The factors that had led the 
ILGWU to abandon workers' 
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education during the 1920s— 
the political climate, the state 
of the union movement, the de
cline of worker-student in
terest—played only a small 
part in the ACWA's action. The 
ACWA gave up on workers' 
education because workers' 
education failed to live up to 
the goals its leaders had en
visioned for it. Countless lec
tures on "the Industrial Situa
tion and Its Outlook," endless 
lessons on "Social Problems," 
and impressively staged May 
Day pageants had created 
neither class consciousness nor 
class action. As far as the 
ACWA was concerned, until 
workers' educators could trans
late study into action, workers' 
education was merely adult 
education. Fannia Cohn was 
willing to support this type of 
education, but J. B. S. Hard-
man and the ACWA were not. 
Workers' education did not 
reappear in the ACWA until 
the 1940s. It did so not because 
the philosophical problem of 
translating education into so
cial action had been solved, but 
because by then the ACWA had 
forsaken its commitment to the 
radical restructuring of Amer
ican society.13 

With the coming of the New 
Deal, the ILGWU and its Edu
cational Department revived. 
For both, this revival led to a 
transformation. David Dubin-
sky, the ILGWU's president, 

took advantage of the impetus 
provided by the National In
dustrial Recovery Act to launch 
an organizing drive in sixty 
cities. By the end of 1934, the 
ILGWU had quadrupled its 
membership. Unlike their elder 
sisters, these "NRA babies" 
were native born and unfamil
iar with either radical political 
thought or the mechanics and 
philosophy of trade unionism. 
As had his predecessors, 
Dubinsky sought in his union's 
educational program an anti
dote to the membership's igno
rance and a method to ensure 
its loyalty.36 

Cohn sought to oblige 
Dubinsky, but she was re
buffed. In January 1935, the 
Educational Department was 
reorganized. Dubinsky 
appointed Mark Starr, an Eng
lishman, as educational direc
tor. Starr was the son of a min
er and was himself a hod 
carrier's helper in the mines 
of Somersetshire. He became a 
union activist and an ardent 
follower of the socialist Kier 
Hardie. Acquainted with work
ers' education first as a student 
and then as an employee of the 
National Council of Labour 
Colleges, Starr came to Amer
ica to join the faculty of Brook-
wood Labor College in 1928. 
Jul ius Hochman, a Brookwood 
graduate, ILGWU vice-
president, and, in 1935, chair
man of the Educational Com-
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mittee, recommended Starr to 
Dubinsky. Cohn retained the ti
tle of executive secretary, but 
she was increasingly relegated 
to marginal activities.37 

Starr attributed his appoint
ment to Dubinsky's desire to 
appeal to the "NRA babies." 
The ILGWU president believed 
that Cohn, with her heavily 
accented English and her im
migrant background, could not 
do this as well. Cohn's person
ality undoubtedly played a role 
in her ouster. Dubinsky was 
heard to have said on numer
ous occasions that he would 
rather lead a general strike 
than deal with Cohn. However, 
the real significance of the 1935 
reorganization, which Cohn 
failed to recognize or under
stand, lay in its repudiation of 
the workers' education philoso
phy that she and Poyntz had 
developed.38 

Benjamin Stolberg reflected 
the views of the union's lead
ership when he criticized the 
original Educational Depart
ment. Cohn and Poyntz de
signed a program, he explained 
in his history of the ILGWU, 
that catered to the sentimental 
desires of women workers and 
centered on "the romantic con
cept of the Worker as the Re
deemer of Society." This "old-
fashioned feminist" approach to 
workers' education, Stolberg 
continued, appealed to middle-
class female do-gooders but was 

irrelevant to the needs of a 
modern trade union. Thus the 
new ILGWU Educational De
partment discarded the special 
concern for women workers 
that Cohn and Poyntz had so 
carefully nurtured and dis
missed "Miss Cohn" as "a mis
sionary who must be judged by 
her good works among the hea
then, not by the quality of her 
theology."39 

The new workers' educa
tion—or, as it was increasingly 
called, "labor education,"— 
hearkened back to the dictums 
of Dyche and Brandeis. It 
aimed to create "a well disci
plined and reliable body of men 
and women." "What is good for 
the union is good for the mem
bers" replaced Cohn's and 
Poyntz's intricate cataloging of 
unionists' intellectual and emo
tional needs. More important, 
the link between workers' 
education and progressive so
cial action was broken. Labor 
education in the ILGWU was 
designed to serve the union, not 
the world. Occasional vague 
references to creating an in
formed and intelligent citizenry 
were all that remained of the 
fervor for social reconstruction 
of the 1920s. The new members 
were to be taught about union
ism not so they could be forged 
into a fighting force for a new 
and better world, but so they 
would loyally follow their lead
ers. The public was to be edu-
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cated about the union not to be 
introduced to a progressive 
blueprint for social change, but 
so that it would accept the un
ion as part of the existing 
order.4" 

The work of the Educational 
Department after 1935 was 
roughly divided into three 
parts: recreational and cultural, 
traditional classwork, and the 
Officers' Qualification Course. 
The recreational and cultural 
division sponsored baseball, 
basketball, soccer, and bowling 
leagues, tennis and track and 
field teams, swimming and 
calisthenics lessons, choruses, 
orchestras, and dramatics. The 
offerings of the division com
bined what Cohn had called the 
members' need for "individual 
enrichment" with the public re
lations Dubinsky desired. An 
ILGWU mandolin ensemble 
presenting folk music on a local 
radio station, a fashion show 
staged jointly with the Metro
politan Museum of Art, a union 
all-star baseball team battling 
the Sing Sing prison team, and 
the long-running musical re
view "Pins and Needles" all 
contributed to the new image of 
American unionism that the 
ILGWU sought to project. No 
longer were garment workers 
foreigners spouting radical poli
tical doctrines in strange 
tongues. The young and attrac
tive men and women who sang 
"Britannia Waives the Rules" 

at a White House command 
performance of "Pins and Nee
dles" in 1938 symbolized the 
new ILGWU members. They 
were fun-loving, intelligent, ail-
American workers pursuing 
wholesome and self-improving 
activities.41 

As the recreational and 
cultural activities expanded, 
systematic study classes, with 
two exceptions, dwindled. The 
New Members Course was de
signed to create union loyalty. 
Members were informed of 
their duties as unionists and 
introduced to a dramatized ver
sion of the ILGWU history. The 
Officers Qualification Course 
was created in 1937 when the 
ILGWU convention ruled that 
candidates for paid office who 
had not previously served must 
complete a prescribed course of 
study. Students attended four
teen to eighteen two-hour ses
sions where they were intro
duced to the bureaucratic struc
ture of a modern union and to 
the intricacies of the garment 
industry. Subjects included how 
to keep union accounts, how to 
run a strike, and how to settle 
the price of neckwear.42 

Critics complained that the 
courses ignored theoretical con
siderations. Where, they asked, 
were the classes in the humani
ties and social sciences that 
had once sought to stimulate 
workers to think about Amer
ican society? Mark Starr 
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answered with the depart
ment's new credo: 

There is in workers' education 
the possibility of creating the 
perpetual student—the member 
who knows more and more but 
does less and less; the member 
who can argue about the fine 
points of disputed doctrines but 
does not know how to serve as 
the chairman of a meeting, for] 
make a lively two-minute 
speech Then too workers' 
education has sometimes pro
duced members who felt that 
they personally were so ad
vanced in their views . . . that 
they could sit down and wait 
for the rest of the world to catch 
up to them . . . but who had lit
tle interest and no advice to 
offer concerning an immediate 
program, of action." 

The workers' education move
ment of the late 1930s and 
1940s followed a course similar 
to the ILGWU's. The ACWA re
vived its Educational Depart
ment in 1946. Its work, like 
that of the Textile Workers' 
Educational Department, close
ly resembled the activities de
veloped by the ILGWU. By 
1950, labor-management educa
tional programs in state and 
private universities and union 
educational departments had 
replaced the Workers' Educa
tion Bureau, Brookwood, and 
most of the summer schools. 
The intellectuals, radicals, and 

feminists who had once flocked 
to the banner of workers' 
education had long since de
parted. Professional educators 
and trade union bureaucrats 
ran the movement, and its goal 
was in keeping with the char
acter of the unions and univer
sities that sponsored it: workers 
were taught to manage within 
the existing social order, not 
how to change it." 

Mollie Friedman, a delegate 
from the ILGWU to the 1918 
American Federation of Labor's 
convention, closed her report on 
her union's educational activi
ties by declaring, 

In 1913 I came to New York 
City. I knew nothing about the 
trade union movement of Amer
ica or any other trade unionism 
in the world. When I was asked 
to join the union I felt I had to 
join it, but now I feel that I 
would give my life for an organ
ization that will educate its 
members. 

Thirty years later, a Reader's 
Digest article described the 
ILGWU's Unity House as a re
sort hotel in the Poconos where 
members could swim, dance, 
canoe, play tennis and basket
ball, enjoy the latest movies, 
hear arias sung by Metropoli
tan opera stars, and watch 
shows put on by Danny Kaye. 
The article continued, 

At mealtimes fa union member} 
could choose from many delica-



From Soul to Strawberries 57 

cies in the 1000-seat dining 
room. So splendid is the table 
that many a veteran dress oper
ator will remember the early 
days in the sweatshops and get 
off the favorite Unity House 

gag-
rrWe used to say, come the 

revolution we'll eat strawberries 
and cream. This is the rev
olution. And I'm tired already 
of strawberries." 

These two quotations epitomize 
the history of the ILGWU's 
educational program from 1914 
to 1950.45 

Cohn and Poyntz believed 
that what made workers' 
education unique was tha t it 
reflected and made possible the 
workers' desire to create a more 
equitable and just social order. 
The pragmatists of the 1930s 
and 1940s contended that this 
was never the desire of the vast 
majority of garment workers, 
but rather the dream of two 
middle-class feminists. Dubin-
sky and Starr believed that 
Cohn and Poyntz had misread 
the workers and the time. 

As education director of the 
Ladies' Waist and Dressmakers' 
Local 2587, ILGWU, Juliet 
Stuart Poyntz described her vi
sion of the role education could 
play in transforming the lives 
of women union members and 

Worse still, they felt, was tha t 
these two women were imbued 
with a fallacious belief in the 
ability of education to lead to 
social change. The factional 
struggles of the 1920s con
vinced the ILGWU's leaders 
that a membership educated in 
the humanities and social sci
ences led to organizational 
chaos rather than to a bright 
new world. 

The union's leadership did 
not find it ironic tha t what 
Poyntz had once described as 
the "soul" of the union was by 
the late 1940s a $4 million 
"vacationland." The new resort 
symbolized what the leaders 
saw as the goal of unionism—a 
larger slice of the pie achieved 
through negotiation and com
promise. In their scheme, work
ers' education was to be a 
source of happiness, not the un
ion's soul. Workers' education 
could never again hope to 
arouse the passionate commit
ment of a Mollie Friedman. She 
might have been willing to give 
her life to rebuild society, but 
not to watch Danny Kaye. 

the mission of the union itself. 
In this article, published in Life 
and Labor, she traces the de
velopment of the earliest union 
education programs for women 
workers.46 
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The Unity Movement—The Soul of a Union 

We have heard tales from across the seas of wonderful institutions 
which have been developed in certain countries of Europe for the 
creation of a higher culture among the workers: the great Maison du 
Peuple in Brussels, which made every possible effort to bring the best 
modern inspiration to the labor movement and enrich it there. In 
France, the great cultural organization among the sewing girls, the 
Association of Mimi Pinson, as it was called, for whom the best in ar t 
was none too good. 

We sometimes think these things cannot be done in our unim
aginative America. And yet the so-called Unity Movement among 
the dressmakers of New York may, perhaps, humbly claim some 
distant relationship to its Parisian prototype. In the shops of that city 
are produced the dresses of a nation, as in Paris, the dresses of a 
continent, while an army of eager, thirsty young souls sits at the 
work table, here as there, dreaming, as they stitch, of all tha t life has 
in store. Through years of sacrifice these workers have built up for 
themselves a wonderful organization comprizing about 25,000 mem
bers and controlling the industry in New York City. But they dream 
not alone of better prices and shorter hours; they dream also of more 
joy in life, of more to learn, to see, to know. They are interested not 
only in higher wages, but in what those wages will buy. They are 
eager for the best in life and literature and art, and through their 
organization they are determined to gain these good things for them
selves. 

Girls Want Department of Education 

It was as a result of a genuine and widespread demand among the 
girls working in the industry for more enlightening and educational 
activity in their organization that the Ladies' Waist and Dressmak
ers' Union established a special department of education a year ago. 
From this educational effort has grown up a unique movement in this 
and other organizations, which we may call for the want of a better 
name, "The Unity Movement." 

It all began with Unity House. Last summer, the union leased a 
beautiful residence in the Catskills, formerly the property of a Wall 
Street broker, and organized there a summer center of recreation and 
education among its members. This new home was christened Unity 
House, because it was part of an attempt to draw together the mem
bership of the union with ties of greater solidarity and unity. 
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House Becomes Inspirational Center 

Unity House succeeded beyond all expectation. Under the able lead
ership of our comrade, Marie McDonald, it developed less as a mere 
vacation place than as a center of spiritual inspiration. The girls 
grew to realize that a trade union has a very powerful influence 
beyond the purely economic field. Ties of friendship made then held. 
Devotion to the ideal of trade unionism acquired then strengthened 
many a Unity girl to continue her struggle as chairman of her shop 
against an ignorant and deceiving employer. The union had found a 
soul. 

Unity House seemed too good to the workers to leave behind them 
in the mountains, and they hoped fervently through the winter 
months that somehow, somewhere, it might be possible to find a 
Unity House in the city. This dream came true in January, when the 
union secured the use of an entire school building for every purpose of 
its organization. To the fine building on East Twentieth Street, which 
is christened the Unity Center, the union brought its entire life and 
activity, and began there a development of real educational work. 
Not only were regular shop meetings held there, often as many as 
twenty in an evening, but all sorts of other activities were developed. 
A cooperative cafeteria provided warm sustenance before the shop 
meeting, and prevented the impatience which had before spoiled the 
attempts of the workers to discuss their business in an organized 
manner. A nurse of the Joint Board of Sanitary Control gave physical 
and medical advice several evenings a week to workers in need of it. 
The two auditoriums provided space for general meetings and for 
concerts and lectures, the gymnasium for dancing and physical 
training. 

In addition to these activities a beginning was made in labor 
education. Several classes were organized on such subjects as "Labor 
Problems," "History of the Labor Movement," "Literature," under 
the guidance of the ablest and most popular lecturers in Yiddish and 
English. The success of these classes and their popularity justifies a 
development on a larger scale during the coming season. A library on 
social and economic questions as well as for literary pursuits will 
complete the framework of this workers' university. Simplicity and 
clarity has been the chief aim of the classes. The most complicated 
subjects were taught in language simple enough for the average 
worker in the shop to understand and appreciate. The instruction 
given related to the facts and problems of his own industrial life and 
was in no sense an at tempt to train him away from his own class. 
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Attendance Proves Center Popular 

That the Unity Center filled a real need in this great organization is 
indicated by the fact that in six weeks 10,000 different individuals 
had attended 350 shop meetings there, and that at social affairs, 
concerts, etc.; during the same period, there had been an additional 
attendance of about 7,000. The Unity Center seemed to the workers 
not a public school, but their own home, a home where they found 
cheer and familiar faces, a beautiful, clean, well ventilated home, 
well lighted and hung with beautiful pictures, a great change from 
the dirty, ill ventilated meeting rooms, often above a saloon, where 
trade unions must usually meet for want of a better place. The very 
entrance into the public school of a trade union raises it from the 
position of a social outlaw to that of a vital and recognized social 
group. The school provides physical facilities and the space for the 
development of all the wonderful latent social, cultural and other 
possibilities of labor organizations. It makes upon society a claim for 
opportunity in the name of its most vitally important group. It pro
vides a possibility of growth and development of the body and mind of 
the individual worker through his collective organization. 

The same idea is being followed out in the development of the 
Unity House this year. An arrangement has been made with the 
Interstate Park Commission whereby a reservation of land will be 
granted to the union for the purpose of a summer house, and the 
Commission is even ready to build at its own expense a beautiful 
camp on the style of the Bear Mountain Inn, surrounded by smaller 
cabins for sleeping purposes. This camp will be situated on the shore 
of a beautiful three-mile lake, Cedar Palm, surrounded by fir clad 
mountains. The central headquarters, measuring about 50 x 100 
feet, will contain a large dining room, seating over 200, and a great 
hall which can be used for lectures, concerts and gatherings of all 
descriptions. These will be open to the air and the mountain view on 
all sides and will have glass doors which can be closed in case of rain. 

This new and greater Unity House will have accommodations for 
between 200 and 500 people. It will respond with great elasticity to 
the demands of this kind which are placed upon it. It will be within 
easy distance from New York, the round trip costing only $1.00. It 
will be a two or three hour trip up the Hudson by boat to Bear 
Mountain, and thence by bus for several miles up into the mountains. 
Until the new headquarters are completed, the state has provided for 
the use of the union at a moderate rental a large house in a beautiful 
location, which is now being completely remodeled for this purpose. 
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Park to Be Made Real Playground 

The whole development of the State Park is one of especial interest, 
for here are being worked out on a large scale some remarkable 
projects of collectivism. This fine tract of land in the foothills of the 
Catskills, on the shore of the Hudson, is being developed by the 
Interstate Park Commission as a real playground of the people. In 
addition to the thousands of picnickers who every summer find rec
reation at Bear Mountain, provisions are being made all through the 
park for colonies of vacationists. 

For all these camps, which together serve many thousands, a 
central economic organization is being perfected whereby trans
portation and food supply are guaranteed with cheapness and reg
ularity. The state, through a special agent, buys food and camp 
furnishings on a huge scale and at a basis of lowest market cost for all 
the organizations participating in the advantages of the park. 
Buying as it sometimes does $75,000 worth of food in a single deal, it 
is able to bring to these organizations the advantages of real co
operation. Scattered through the park are various beautiful pavilions 
which contain thousands of tons of ice cut on its own lakes by the 
hired workers of the Commission and sold in the park at cost. 

A special force of men is constantly at work hewing the trees and 
building them into charming woodland camps. While all the camps 
are attractive, it is being planned that that of the waistmakers shall 
be the finest in the park, as befitting an organization of such a size. 

Such is the Unity Movement in all its diversity. The prospects are 
that very shortly this educational idea will extend rapidly beyond its 
present bounds, not only in New York but in other industrial centers 
of this country, for it meets a real need of the worker. It brings to his 
service all the vast social and educational resources of the commu
nity; it lifts him to his proper position as a citizen of the community 
entitled to share in these resources, and it brings to him a vision of 
labor with an idea, a hope and ideal. 

—Juliet S. Poyntz, 1917. 



oz from 5oul to Strawberries 

Garment worker Edith Berko- Women Workers. The song was 
witz, a member of the ILGWU, sung frequently at ILGWU 
wrote this song in 1932 when meetings and songfests for 
she was a student at the Bryn many years.47 
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'We Shall Be Free." Source: Edith Berkowitz Parker 

The following three stories 
were the response of some trade 
union women to Life and 
Labor's offer in 1920 of prizes 
for articles on the subject. The 
three stories included here 
were awarded prizes because 

"each answers the 'why' so defi
nitely and so individually." 
They were written by members 
of the Philadelphia WTUL, the 
Office Employes' Association, 
and the Typographical Union.48 
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Why I Joined My Union, 
and What It Has Done for Me 

Found It a Partnership 

FIRST PRIZE 

I was a lace worker in Philadelphia when I "joined my union." A 
business depression and lay off of two-thirds of our forces compelled 
me to seek a new job. I had grown so accustomed to spending the day 
at the old place that I felt wronged in some way by this order of 
ejectment, and it did upset my line of least resistance. Having 
learned only one line of work, to go to another meant much effort and 
low wages even if "paid while learning." 

Naturally I turned to a place where I could follow the same trade. 
The only such place I knew was called a "closed shop." Just what that 
meant, I did not know, but it was said no one could work there 
without joining the union. I secured a price list from a person who had 
worked there, and used it to back up my arguments tha t our prices 
were about as good as theirs, and we wouldn't join any union. It was 
enough to have a forelady yelling at a person, I thought, without 
having anybody or everybody, just girls like ourselves, telling us 
what to do. 

With my small knowledge of "unionism," of course I did not know 
that it was organization in other departments and in other shops that 
necessitated uniform prices in order to hold the workers. 

It being the usual policy to secure a job first and later to learn the 
details concerning hours, amount per week, and rate per piece or 
dozen, when pay day came, I followed custom and awaited develop
ments. 

A week passed, and no one mentioned unions or gave orders, and 
the forelady did not yell, but everybody attended strictly to business. 
My first pay convinced me that a better system of giving out and 
completing work existed. It was more just and less exacting. The 
spirit of the girls was more independent and less slavish. This better 
system had enabled me to do better on what seemed cheaper work. I 
liked the place better than I had the other and asked for admission for 
a friend as soon as there should be room for her. 

Another week passed, and I began to hope they would forget about 
the union. But no; just about quitt ing time a girl bent over me and in 
a cheery voice said, "I came to see if you wanted to join our union." I 
stopped my machine and studied her face. Only kindly comradeship 
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was expressed there. "I did not come last week because we always 
wait till a girl gets a pay or two to give her a chance." I smiled at her 
frankness and after a few questions paid the dues and so became a 
member of a labor union because I had no further arguments against 
it. The Lace Finishers' Protective Association it was. Later, I think 
the Lace Finishers joined hands with the Menders' Union, and they 
with the Lace Weavers, and so finally became a part of the A. F. of L. 

I soon learned that the union was a kind of partnership in which 
every advantage or injustice affected all concerned in exactly the 
same measure. We were a firm selling our time and labor under a 
contract of equal responsibility. Because of this fact, we took pride in 
turning out good work and refused to stand for a careless worker. But 
we stood firm when the worker was not at fault. 

Finding that complaints kept coming concerning work from a cer
tain part of the room, we insisted that the long neglected windows be 
cleaned to allow more light, and the complaints ceased. We demanded 
that the men's toilets be separated from those used by women, that 
proper repairs be made, and the vermin that had bred for years be 
destroyed. These and other improvements we could insist upon only 
as a union. 

The improved system brought about by the union resulted in an 
increased efficiency in the workers that was of even greater value 
than the actual wage gain. This because it enabled many to reach out 
with courage in other ways, such as evening study courses, and so 
move on to other business and accomplish things long held in their 
hearts. 

True, some sleep on and fail to get a vision of the possibilities or 
take advantage of opportunities. But after fourteen years as a union 
member I feel nothing else boosts one like this partnership in our 
business life. It not only increases our efficiency and courage, but it 
instills a spirit of comradeship that is greater than our love of gold. 
Witness the amazing struggles in times of strikes when to scab on the 
others would bring money to avoid starvation. Yet loyalty holds firm 
in all honest hearts. 

Leona Huntzinger, 1920. 
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Freedom in the Shop Appealed to Her 

SECOND PRIZE 

When I was about fourteen my father passed away. A year later 
conditions got so tha t I was compelled to go out and earn my own 
living. 

At home I often heard my folks talk of shops. I could not imagine 
what they meant. I often wondered what kind of places they were or 
where such things could be located. Father had worked in a tailor 
shop and had talked much of how the people in the shop wanted to 
form a union because prices and conditions were not satisfactory. I 
was too small to understand this, though. 

My first position was as errand girl in the basement of a depart
ment store. I studied every move they made. I was a stranger in tha t 
world, and when I was taken to my post, I worked as if it was an 
honor. As I became acquainted with the girls, I found that they were 
afraid of some one they called a boss. The girls would gather in groups 
and as soon as they saw a boss, away they flew. I remained and 
sometimes talked to the boss. 

I said to the girls, "Are we not the same human beings as the 
bosses? You work more than girls of your age really can, which is a 
result of your weakness." I asked a boss why the girls were so afraid of 
him. He said, "Maybe their work is not done properly, or not done at 
all. Jus t do your work and all will be well." This interested me and 
made me think. 

The days were hot and the girls did not like to work Saturday 
afternoons. They were the ordinary everyday type of girls who looked 
more dead than alive. They recalled to me what my father had once 
said of organization. I told the girls to get together and appeal to the 
firm for the half day. In a body a great deal can be done. I had the idea, 
but did not know what to do, or how. But I said, "I'll go to the firm." I 
went to the president's office and found all the heads of the firm there. 
I asked them if it was any more than fair to let the employees off 
Saturday afternoons, and whether they wanted sick and lazy workers 
instead of workers healthy and ready to do all work necessary. They 
listened, but did not answer. Later I was discharged and told that 
when they needed me they would send for me. 

Then my friends asked me to join the Ypsls, (Young People's 
Socialist League.) Here I became interested in lectures and started to 
read a little, but I still kept the idea of getting together. I became 
more and more informed on what the working world is composed of. I 
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got a job in another department store. Here I stayed longer, but kept 
on telling the girls to get together. I was laid off because of my 
affiliation with the Ypsls. 

Later I learned what was meant by a union. I read on the subject 
and found it to be something worth while to all working people— 
especially young girls. 

About 1918, I began to want to take an active part in the labor 
movement. I did what I could in the Ypsls. Young as I was, I spent a 
day at the polls during every election for three years. This gave me 
more food for thought as I saw the way the politicians went about 
their work. 

In January of tha t year I was arrested by my brother and taken to 
the Juvenile Court. Here I saw only children, young girls and boys. I 
was told by the attorney and detectives that unless I made up my 
mind to keep away from the radicals, I would not be released for three 
years. At the court I became acquainted with the different social 
workers, who were doing all they could for the betterment of the 
children. 

I spent one month in the Juvenile Home. The inmates were all 
working girls. Most of them worked in factories. Whether they were 
found guilty or not, they were convicted and sent to what they called 
an industrial t raining school, where they teach the girls to make good 
use of themselves. But I couldn't see that anything for the betterment 
of the girl was really accomplished. Working conditions, which really 
caused the downfall of the average girl, were never considered. A 
young girl is sent to work before her mind is mature enough to 
consider what confronts her in the working world, and the employers 
never thought of the value of the girl herself. 

This made me think more and more of a union. I asked the officer, 
"Do you think the working conditions of these girls should be investi
gated before you let them go? Would it decrease your work?" 

"Well," she said, "the girls are well taken care of here. They are 
sent to a training school. When they get out they are ready to make a 
decent living for themselves." 

"It looks to me," I said, "as if they are worse." 
We did not talk any longer. She called me a Red and tha t was the 

end. 
A month later I was released and paroled for two months. I had 

some new ideas about labor. How wonderful it would be, I thought, to 
be able to have something to say regarding your own environment. 

I got a job with a dental instrument firm. Here I carried bundles to 
the post office. They were quite heavy. Once the owner's wife was in 
the office when I had five heavy bundles to carry. She looked at them, 
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but seemed not to care. I cried out, "If we had a union, I would only do 
the work in the office and not carry these bundles." I was fired. 

Later the Boston Store strike occurred. I got a job there and went 
out to strike with the rest. It was interesting to see how the very ones 
who contributed, in a way, toward the welfare of the people would 
directly send sluggers to attack them. This showed me the great need 
for an organization of workers, if only to protest against that sort of 
thing. Also, I began to see that in order that any good for anyone may 
be accomplished, labor must be represented. It is the leading factor of 
society today, for practically the entire life of a person depends upon 
labor. 

I am a member of the Office Employes' Union, and am working 
with the tailoring industry. The Amalgamated Clothing Workers 
had done a great deal for its members. When the slack time came in 
the clothing industry this year the employers were prevented from 
laying off their workers by the thousands because of the agreement 
the Amalgamated had made with companies. By this arrangement, 
every one gets his share of whatever work is going. It is due to the 
foresight of the union. 

Freedom in the shop, and not to be under any obligation to a "boss," 
is worth much. The chance to develop leadership is open to all. Many 
have become great leaders only through the freedom which the union 
offers. All of which is, I am sure, of greater advantage than dollars, as 
well as a help in making them. 

—Jennie La Zar, 1920. 

Sanitary Conditions and a Real Pay Day 

THIRD PRIZE 

My reason for joining a union was the bright prospect of work in a 
union office with sanitary conditions, a real pay day, and real gentle
men and ladies as co-workers, contrasted with the dreadful condi
tions endured for three years in non-union offices. 

At the age of fourteen, my sister Alice and I were taken to a dark, 
dirty shop to learn to set type. Windows opened on a court and light 
was poor at best. When too dark to see, gasoline torches were used. 
Poor light caused me to have granulated eyelids. The floor had a thick 
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coating of tobacco spit. The towel was so black and thick it could stand 
alone. Often there was neither soap nor water to wash up with. 

The first few weeks we received no pay, later we were to have $1.50 
weekly, but that was not forthcoming on pay day and often was 
several weeks behind. One of the workers said her mother counted on 
the $1.50 she would bring home to buy something for Sunday. The 
money was not paid and she quit. Father came around and insisted 
we be paid. Sometimes part of it was collected. When too much was 
owing us we were laid off for a time. I went around to other offices and 
worked, but the first boss always came and tried to get me back. 

Hours were 7 A.M. to 6 P.M., or later, until work in hand was 
finished. I was sent on errands, and down a business street with oil 
cans for oil. That hur t my pride. The proprieter and his wife both 
worked. The wife frequently had us race with her. I can understand 
now that it was to speed up production. 

An occasional tourist was put to work. So little money came in that 
two of the tourists were taken home with the boss to board out salary. 
One tourist tired of that and had a telegram sent to himself saying his 
mother was dead and succeeded in getting out of town. The other 
frequently slept in a waste paper box and crawled out when we 
arrived at work. The office was frequently moved, to locations each 
worse than the former ones. They could not understand it was 
cheaper to pay rent than move a printing office. The proprietors kept 
moving their home until finally they took a single room and arranged 
to get meals at a hotel in exchange for printing. The office was moved 
to a hotel basement, but was only allowed to remain a week. The next 
move was to a building full of barrels of salt from fish. The odor was 
bad and the vibrations of the presses shook the building. 

My sister quit and found work in a union office. That was the first I 
knew a union existed and that conditions were better there. Sister 
Clara started to learn and was put to feeding Gordon presses, fur
nishing the power with one foot while she stood on the other. This 
made her very sick. 

At this stage such a gloom possessed me that it showed in my face. 
Father sued for my money, I being a minor, and then I lost out in that 
office for good. It was then that I had the chance to finish my appren
ticeship in a union office. The thought of a real pay day and better 
working conditions brought smiles to chase away the gloom. I joined 
the union as an apprentice, not telling father until after I was initi
ated, because he would object to it. Union membership was not 
required at that time, but I wished to cast in my lot with successful 
people. 
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My early views of non-union conditions have not been altered by a 
quarter century's observation. Most non-union offices operate with 
beginners. One large office in Chicago conducts a school to teach 
printers, tha t it may have help. The help leave as soon as they know 
anything. Open shops are not friendly to women workers. I would 
have been crowded from a trade years ago had I not joined a union 
that believes "an injury to one is the concern of all." 

A union card is a guaranty that one has graduated at the trade, 
while the open office stunt is to start one in at a small salary and raise 
when they think the worker is worth more, not wishing to give credit 
for time worked in other offices. 

Proprietors have a strong organization; so should the workers. The 
Typographical Union has business headquarters on a par with the 
bosses themselves. Our best diplomats are sent to t reat with the 
bosses, and they obtain raises in salary for us without any effort on 
our part, save our standing solidly behind the committee. Now, had 
each individual to t reat separately for a raise, few would even be 
given a hearing. 

The Typographical Union has a beautiful home at Colorado 
Springs for sick and aged members, an old age pension, a mortuary 
benefit, sick benefit society, rates in hospital for the sick, and lots in 
various cemeteries. It also conducts a school. 

—Venus M. Heath, 1920. 
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The Young Women's Christian 
Association (YWCA) played a 
crucial role in the development 
of workers' education for 
women in the United States. At 
its peak, the YWCA's Indus
trial Department had an in
terracial membership of almost 
60,000 women workers, brought 
together by the common experi
ence of their industrial employ
ment. The association's experi
ments in workers' education 
began during World War I and 
continued to develop through 
the 1930s. Through the YWCA 
women workers attended local 
classes and regional workers' 
education conferences planned 
by the industrial membership. 
The Industrial Department 
maintained close contacts with 
the developing independent 
women's summer schools, 
which recruited extensively 
from the association's vast 
membership. For many work
ing "girls," YWCA Industrial 
Clubs provided a gateway to 
full participation in the labor 
movement. Workers' education 
programs within the associa
tion became important vehicles 
for a workers' growth into ac
tive union involvement. Like
wise, for middle-class YWCA 
"secretaries," the YWCA In
dustrial Department focused 
enthusiasm for social reform 
and channeled it into a growing 
movement for women's workers' 
education.1 

In the years between 1904 

and World War I, the YWCA 
redirected its focus from provid
ing minimal social services for 
poor women to scrutinizing the 
social consequences of indus
trial capitalism and demanding 
far-reaching economic and so
cial reforms. The moving force 
behind this transformation was 
Florence Simms, a young mid-
westerner who had worked 
with industrial women in 
Michigan and who was 
appointed as the first YWCA 
National Industrial Secretary 
in 1904. In the early years of 
the YWCA's industrial work, 
Simms advocated the study of 
the social and industrial prob
lems of working women and 
recommended teaching indus
trial women about the protec
tive regulations being legis
lated in their behalf.2 

After 1908, the industrial 
group gained autonomy within 
the national organization, and 
YWCA Industrial Clubs within 
factories, laundries, stores, and 
mills became self-governing 
units run by the local mem
bership. As the newly organ
ized Industrial Department 
began to address wage issues, 
industrial health standards, 
working conditions, and protec
tive legislation, more and more 
working-class women began to 
participate. By 1914 there were 
375 Industrial Clubs; by 1918, 
over 800 local clubs had an in
dustrial membership of more 
than 30,000.3 At the urging of 
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the Industrial Department, the 
1911 National YWCA Conven
tion passed resolutions support
ing a minimum wage and lim
ited working hours for women. 

During this period, an inter
necine competition developed 
between the Industrial Depart
ment and other factions within 
the YWCA. The national or
ganization was closely tied to 
Protestant churches and re
quired church membership as a 
prerequisite for association 
membership, and there were 
many local association mem
bers who continued to carry on 
traditional YWCA evangelism 
in factories, primarily through 
noontime Bible meetings, voca
tional training, and general 
adult education. Nevertheless, 
under Simms's leadership, the 
Industrial Department moved 
in new directions; it hired staff 
members trained in the social 
sciences, maintained indepen
dence from employers whenever 
possible, and assisted industrial 
women in raising questions 
about working conditions. As 
Simms wrote, "We began to 
change from the type of work 
in which we were doing for 
girls, thinking for them, to tha t 
in which we began to feel the 
solidarity of the whole human 
family."4 

During World War I the In
dustrial Department extended 
its programs for women work
ers by establishing Industrial 
War Service Centers in newly 

developed industrial areas and 
in the industrial sections of 
large cities. Called "Blue 
Triangle Houses," over 300 
YWCA-run hospitality centers 
provided rooms, food, recrea
tion, and fellowship to women 
employed in defense industries, 
women visitors to military 
camps, and women waiting at 
wartime ports. The only admis
sion requirement for women in
dustrial workers was that they 
take a pledge stating: "It is my 
desire to serve to the best of my 
capacity in the ranks of the 
Women's Industrial Army. I 
pledge my loyalty by promoting 
in every way possible the spirit 
of service and good-will in my 
work and community."5 Thus 
the YWCA initiated thousands 
of women into the work force 
by emphasizing the importance 
of labor unity and the critical 
significance of women's war
time participation in the in
dustrial sector. 

As the "women's industrial 
army" increased in size, the 
YWCA sought to sharpen pub
lic awareness of the need for in
dustrial health and safety reg
ulations for workers. At YWCA 
War Service Centers, newly 
hired women defense workers 
found a place to sleep and a hot 
meal in the company of sister 
workers; there they began to 
formulate concrete demands for 
the eight-hour day and the six-
day week, equal pay for equal 
work, and collective bargaining 
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rights. Under YWCA auspices, 
committees of women workers 
and War Service Center staff 
educated new workers about 
protective legislation and con
tacted individual employers to 
inform them of particular 
health and safety issues affect
ing women workers. 

Middle-class women, con
cerned about the increasing 
numbers of women workers en
tering industrial employment 
because of the war, came to the 
Industrial War Service Centers 
to assist in programs for 
women workers. At the centers 
they heard about the employ
ment policies of their capitalist 
friends (or even husbands). Dis
turbed by what they learned 
through the YWCA about wage 
levels and working conditions, 
these women demanded routine 
factory investigations and bet
ter conditions for industrial 
workers. Industrial Department 
staff members believed that 
during this period many 
women, both workers and mid
dle-class sympathizers, discov
ered "the power of a woman in 
the world's work, the realiza
tion of her worth, and of the 
necessity of women's standing 
together."6 

After World War I, the 
YWCA sought to carry over 
into peacetime the spirit of 
cooperation and fellowship 
among industrial workers and 
the sense of responsibility on 
the part of professional women 

and women of leisure. At the 
war's end, Simms argued for 
accelerating the YWCA's in
dustrial efforts, saying that "we 
have a very great responsibility 
upon us because we have now 
the favor of the public and the 
ear of the public. I know of no 
other organization that is creat
ing a program like this, and we 
seem to be the logical people to 
carry on." She believed that 
solving the industrial problems 
of the postwar world would re
sult in the establishment of a 
new social order permeated 
with justice for women and 
workers.7 In fact, the War Ser
vice Centers and the concept of 
cross-class cooperation among 
women formed the backbone of 
the YWCA's industrial work in 
the postwar period. 

During World War I, in addi
tion to expanding its industrial 
work and increasing the partic
ipation of middle-class women, 
the YWCA also substantially 
extended its work among black 
women workers. Although 
black women began to turn to 
the YWCA in greater numbers 
during the war, minority 
women had a long history of 
YWCA membership in segre
gated branches of the organiza
tion. Fourteen black student 
groups had affiliated with the 
YWCA in 1907, and southern 
student work in that year 
reached 2,300 young women 
(out of a total of 14,000 black 
women in secondary schools 
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and colleges). The first city 
associations for black women 
began in 1907 in New York, 
Washington, Baltimore, and 
Brooklyn.8 

Four years later, after the 
"mushroom growth of all col
ored Associations," work was 
being carried on in over twenty 
cities across the United States. 
Despite chronic short staffing 
and constant demands for more 
trained secretaries to meet the 
needs of women in the black 
community, two women carried 
the weight of coordinating all 
YWCA work among black 
women. They wrote in 1911 
that "in nothing do we find 
greater satisfaction than in the 
knowledge that the crying need 
of colored women is finding 
some response," and they 
emphasized "the necessity of 
having definite provision in the 
budget for colored city work, 
which now appears as a pro
visional clause."9 

In 1912, the first industrial 
survey of black women workers 
revealed "a picture full of deep 
shadows." In Winston-Salem, 
North Carolina, investigators 
reported "a story too dark, too 
depressing, too long, to be un
folded here." Later in the same 
year, black women workers 
from five states and the District 
of Columbia (women came from 
as far south as Alabama) 
traveled to New York City for 
the first conference of black city 
workers.10 

During World War I, YWCA 
work among black women be
gan to receive much-needed 
support from within the asso
ciation. A field supervisor was 
named for the South Atlantic 
states, and thousands of black 
women took advantage of the 
services available at local 
YWCAs and at the Blue 
Triangle Houses established for 
the use of defense workers and 
women friends and relatives 
visiting military camps. By the 
end of the war, after working 
with "an undercurrent of race 
prejudice which is dangerous," 
YWCA fieldworkers had estab
lished dozens of new centers 
across the country, with 57 
black Industrial Clubs compris
ing an industrial membership 
of over 2,000; more than 7,000 
black industrial women 
attended the meetings of these 
clubs without officially joining 
the YWCA." 

As the YWCA Industrial De
partment broadened its focus to 
encompass new groups of 
women workers, Florence 
Simms, in her capacity as 
National Industrial Secretary, 
led a women's commission, with 
representatives from the 
National Consumer's League, 
the American Association for 
Labor Legislation, and the 
National Women's Trade Union 
League (NWTUL), to Europe to 
investigate conditions of 
women's work and to confer 
with European women who 
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were also interested in bridging 
what Simms described as "the 
chasm between capital and 
labor."12 As these women toured 
European industries, factories, 
unions, and shops, they were 
deeply shocked by the desper
ate conditions faced by women 
workers. The women of the 
commission pledged to continue 
to work together to improve the 
working lives of industrial 
women in both Europe and the 
United States. 

As a group, members of the 
commission endorsed a set of 
minimum industrial standards, 
including the abolition of child 
labor, the eight-hour day, a 
minimum wage, equal pay for 
equal work, and the right to 
collective bargaining. The 
YWCA had endorsed most of 
these standards prior to the 
war, but the National Board 
had balked at collective bar
gaining, an issue that provoked 
considerable controversy among 
the more conservative board 
members of the association. 
Early in 1919, plans had been 
made to call a meeting of repre
sentatives of industrial women 
in the YWCA to formulate a 
statement about the conditions 
of women in industry. This pro
nouncement was to be pre
sented at the first International 
Congress of Working Women 
convening in Washington, D.C., 
late in 1919.13 

In Simms's absence, plans to 
hold a small meeting of a few 

industrial women had esca
lated, and in the fall of 1919, 
sixty-five delegates, represent
ing 30,000 women workers in 
twenty-six states, traveled to 
Washington, D.C., to attend the 
YWCA's first National Confer
ence of Industrial Women. This 
assembly of women workers in
cluded unionists and nonunion-
ists, Protestants, Catholics, and 
Jews, the politically active and 
the nonpolitical. Many of these 
women represented new con
stituencies brought into the 
association through the Indus
trial Department. The state
ment these industrial repre
sentatives prepared included a 
blanket endorsement of collec
tive bargaining and a recom
mendation that the YWCA 
work for passage of protective 
legislation for women workers.14 

Impressed by the indepen
dent action of the industrial 
women and motivated by their 
endorsement of a formal set of 
resolutions, Simms began to 
lobby vigorously for the Nation
al Board's approval of collective 
bargaining as part of the 
YWCA's industrial platform.15 

In so doing, she encountered 
fierce opposition from many 
wealthy YWCA board women 
and touched off two years of 
heated debate. Reactions by 
members of the National Board 
ranged from enthusiasm to hor
ror. One YWCA staff member 
recalled that many board 
women were shocked at the in-



82 ' Citizens for Democracy 

human aspects of American in
dustrialization, and "they felt 
guilty about their own priv
ileges and determined to take 
some action." These women 
took a stand that was "in some 
cases a threat to their marriage 
and family life, but they stood 
firm because they were con
vinced it was right." Others, 
however, were more shocked by 
collective bargaining than by 
the working conditions of the 
industrial members. Some 
women opposed collective bar
gaining because of their own 
point of view, others because of 
their husbands' stance on the 
issue. When Simms visited in 
board members' homes, she was 
often challenged by their 
spouses. One staff member re
counted the story of Simms and 
two of her colleagues being in
vited to the home of a board 
member whose husband was a 
railroad executive. After din
ner, the host "harangued us 
about our 'socialist beliefs.'" 
Simms finally lost her temper 
and said, "Mr. , if we do 
have a revolution, it will be 
people like you that bring it 
on." That finished, she put on 
her hat and majestically led 
her party out of the house.16 

At the YWCA's national con
vention in 1920, women on 
each side of the collective bar
gaining issue engaged in long 
and arduous debate. For two 
days over 2,000 women argued 
back and forth. Delegates rep

resenting women workers in 
the association addressed a 
YWCA convention for the first 
time and spoke for the adoption 
of the entire set of industrial 
standards, including collective 
bargaining. A Pennsylvania 
silk worker addressed the con
vention, pleading, "I beg of you 
to be the leaven among the 
girls in industry and help them 
rise to better conditions."17 

National Board members, clear
ly divided on the issue, argued 
on both sides. One wealthy 
board member suggested that 
the word "agreement" be sub
stituted for "bargaining," a 
proposal soundly rejected by 
the industrial membership. 
Another board member pro
tested that as YWCA members 
"we [are] losing our religion 
and [are] in danger of Com
munism," and a third resigned 
in the middle of the convention. 
Finally, a middle-class member 
of the board argued that "we 
are having a power put in our 
hands that we must use. Do not 
be afraid of it."18 

Eventually sentiment turned 
in favor of the Industrial De
partment 's position. The 
strength of Simms's negotia
tions with the National Board, 
the zeal of working-class and 
middle-class leaders within the 
Industrial Department, and 
finally the threatened with
drawal of the industrial mem
bership from the association 
provided the necessary impetus 
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for inclusion of a collective bar
gaining plank in the YWCA's 
set of standards for women in 
industry. 

Mixed reactions met the 
YWCA's acceptance of a com
prehensive set of standards for 
working women. The NWTUL, 
long suspicious of the domina
tion of the YWCA by middle-
class women, praised the 
women of the Industrial De
partment for winning a signifi
cant victory. On the other 
hand, wealthy women within 
the organization looked to the 
Industrial Department with in
creased suspicion. One member 
voiced her fear of "radical 
socialism," a trend she had 
found "even in certain depart
ments of our Association that 
we love so much."19 But the 
more than 30,000 working-class 
women within the association 
hailed the endorsement as a 
victory and as a measure of 
their growing power within the 
national YWCA. 

In addition to recommending 
that the YWCA endorse collec
tive bargaining, women work
ers at the YWCA National In
dustrial Conference in 1919 
had proposed that the entire 
membership participate in edu
cational programs designed to 
analyze social and industrial 
issues. Industrial women 
wanted these programs to be 
available to the association's 
board women, business clubs, 
and student groups in order to 

"prepare for citizenship and for 
our part as a Christian organ
ization in helping solve the 
industrial problem."2" This pro
posal resulted in increased co
operation between college stu
dents and industrial workers 
within the YWCA. As part of 
this movement, industrial 
women addressed college 
groups about the problems of 
women in industry, and after 
1921 college students, under 
the direction of YWCA indus
trial secretaries, took industrial 
jobs for a six-week period to ex
perience at first hand the work
ing conditions in factories and 
mills. Finally, joint study 
groups of industrial and college 
women were formed in many 
cities where there had been lit
tle previous contact between 
women who worked in industry 
and middle-class students.21 

From the beginning of the In
dustrial Department, Florence 
Simms had preferred "educa
tion" to "agitation" and had 
argued that "knowledge must 
precede reform." The Industrial 
Department's gradual efforts to 
educate middle-class women 
about industrial issues had 
proved generally successful, 
and YWCA leaders consistently 
emphasized the "solidarity of 
interest uniting the women of 
leisure and the wage earners" 
in solving social and economic 
problems. To conservative 
board members who supported 
the YWCA in local communi-
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ties across the country, the im
plementation of educational 
programs for women workers 
appeared to be another logical 
step in the process of slowly im
plementing a new system of so
cial justice.22 

Within the Industrial Depart
ment itself, workers' education 
was viewed as a means of 
training leaders among indus
trial women and providing the 
necessary skills working 
women needed to push for in
dustrial reforms and to build a 
new society. YWCA staff mem
bers and women workers had 
supported the development of a 
working women's educational 
movement as early as 1916, 
when the NWTUL proposed 
that women's colleges open 
their doors to working women 
during the summer months. 
Two years later, YWCA indus
trial secretary Ernestine Fried-
mann, later the assistant direc
tor of the Bryn Mawr Summer 
School, designed a program for 
Industrial Clubs tha t empha
sized training the "natural 
leadership of the industrial 
group" and sought to supple
ment traditional YWCA educa
tional courses in basketry, 
home economics, and nursing 
with classes on "Women and 
Industry," the "Industrial Rev
olution," the "New Place of 
Women in Labor," and "Politics 
and Economics."21 

Experimentation with work
ers' education in local associa

tions had ramifications 
throughout the Industrial De
partment. Women began to ask 
for courses that would help 

- them understand the historical 
context of their lives and the 
particular economic realm in 
which they lived and worked. 
The demands of women work
ers resulted in the development 
of a series of courses for women 
workers in economics and his
tory. Initially this new educa
tional direction drew criticism 
for not being traditional YWCA 
"Bible study," but later a con
sensus was reached that "this 
kind of course was even more 
needed than the other."24 In 
keeping with the collective 
goals of workers' education, 
YWCA secretaries felt strongly 
that YWCA classes in lead
ership, training, public speak
ing, parliamentary law, and 
writing should be designed to 
help a worker function better 
in workers' groups and coopera
tive enterprises, not to favor an 
"ambition for excellence in per
sonal performance."2"' 

Lucy Carner, who succeeded 
Florence Simms as National In
dustrial Secretary in 1923, 
argued that the YWCA's most 
continuous and widespread edu
cational work among industrial 
women was done as young 
women learned to manage local 
clubs, departments, and region
al and national organizations. 
Women who would not enroll in 
a "class" learned organizational 
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skills as they elected officers 
and planned and executed pro
grams. But she admitted that 
workers' education had re
directed the focus of local pro
grams and that "the few girls 
who had discovered the joy and 
responsibility of real study are 
making classes in economics 
and history and psychology the 
thing of which an industrial de
partment has a right to boast 
and without which it feels a bit 
ashamed." In Carner's view, 
the finest thing was tha t the 
new educational interests of 
women workers were not being 
enjoyed simply for themselves, 
"but were being used as tools 
by increasing numbers of girls 
who in the process of education 
have caught the vision of a bet
ter social order."26 

As workers' education pro
grams spread through the 
YWCA, the Industrial Depart
ment transformed its summer 
conferences for industrial 
women, which had been held 
annually since 1912, from rec
reational camps into intensive 
educational sessions on indus
trial and social issues. After 
1920, five conferences were 
held each year in the East, 
South, and Midwest. A total of 
800 to 900 American women 
attended these programs 
annually. Women came to the 
conferences as representatives 
of their local Industrial Clubs 
and were instructed to re turn 
home ready to share what they 

learned and with proposals for 
new Industrial Club programs 
and activities. Industrial dele
gates administered their own 
conferences, invited economists 
and labor specialists to lecture, 
and led discussions on the spe
cific labor problems they faced 
as women workers.27 

Designed to meet the needs 
of the large number of women 
workers who could not leave 
their jobs or home communities 
for long periods, these ten-day, 
abbreviated summer schools for 
women workers were attended 
by a total of over 15,000 women 
workers in the years between 
1920 and 1940. Union mem
bers, the unorganized, recent 
immigrants, native whites, and 
urban black women came 
together and worked to under
stand their common concerns as 
women and as workers.28 

Former YWCA secretary Lois 
MacDonald saw the industrial 
conferences as providing a 
strategic educational opportu
nity to reach unorganized 
women workers, most of whom 
were "out of touch with any 
other agency which is in
terested in education and group 
development among industrial 
women."29 Nationally planned 
but regionally executed, these 
summer educational programs 
for women workers provided 
women from industry, and 
eventually from domestic ser
vice, with the opportunity to 
enjoy "freedom from the ever-
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present rush" in a course of 
study focused on labor legisla
tion, issues of women's work, 
industrialization, occupational 
health, and trade unionism. 
Through the YWCA confer
ences, women had the oppor
tunity to analyze their own 
industrial experiences and to 
participate in working out their 
own educational programs.30 

By the mid 1920s, as the 
women's workers' education 
movement expanded, a debate 
about the authenticity of work
ers' education programs within 
the YWCA began to surface. 
Lucy Carner took a circum
scribed view of the work done 
in her department, writing in 
1925 that: "It would not be 
honest to leave an impression 
that the Industrial Department 
of the YWCA is doing intensive 
or prolonged educational work. 
Few departments could be so 
described."31 

But Lois MacDonald, writing 
in the American Federationist 
in 1927, the year she was in
volved in founding the South
ern Summer School for Women 
Workers in Industry, argued 
tha t whether the YWCA In
dustrial Department provided 
"worker's education in the tech
nical sense of the term, is too 
academic a question to be of 
much concern." She emphasized 
that both the industrial confer
ences and the YWCA's educa
tional work in local Industrial 
Clubs were unique workers' 

programs, "made out and 
almost entirely executed by 
workers," and tha t the YWCA 
was in touch with more indus
trial women than any other 
organization. MacDonald was 
cautious about the incremental 
nature of the work. Few ex
pected a ten-day summer 
course to transform a hosiery 
worker into a union organizer, 
but MacDonald concluded that 
the YWCA conferences, "real 
workers' education or not, were 
important exper iments] in 
education for workers, educa
tion which looks toward a new 
day when all workers shall be 
united."32 

Despite the fact that the 
YWCA never established its 
own school for women workers, 
such as the Training School for 
Women Organizers sponsored 
by the NWTUL, the associa
tion's experiments in workers' 
education reached more work
ing women, and affected more 
women's lives, than did the 
educational efforts of any other 
contemporary organization. At 
peak membership, in 1930, the 
number of working women in 
local associations with Indus
trial Departments was 57,556. 
Out of this group, more than 
15,000 women received special
ized leadership training 
through summer conference 
programs.33 By contrast, the 
NWTUL's Training School for 
Women Organizers admitted 
only three to five students a 
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year, the Bryn Mawr Summer 
School reached 100 women each 
summer (for a total of about 
1,500), the Southern Summer 
School had a total of only 350 
students, and Brookwood Labor 
College and Vineyard Shores 
accepted under a dozen women 
each year. Workers' education 
programs within the unions 
reached thousands of women, 
but by the mid-1920s these 
offered women workers little 
except training in union admin
istration. 

Of all the workers' education 
programs established in the 
1920s, only those carried out 
within the YWCA reached 
women at the grassroots level 
on a year-round basis. The 
YWCA Industrial Department 
brought women into an organ
ization firmly established with
in a specific community. And 
for those industrial women who 
left their local organizations to 
attend a summer conference or 
a women's summer school, the 
YWCA provided a ready forum 
for discussion, support, and the 
dissemination of new ideas 
when they returned home. 

What could, and often did, 
happen to women in the YWCA 
is eloquently illustrated in the 
life history of Jennie Spencer of 
Roanoke, Virginia. Born in 
1917, Spencer became keenly 
aware of her family's working-
class status when at age eleven 
she recognized that "my home 
wasn't as nice as the other chil

dren's and that while they had 
oranges everyday and money to 
spend, I didn't have these 
things." Spencer quit inviting 
her schoolmates home and "felt 
like an outsider." In her second 
year of high school, Spencer's 
father came out on a Norfolk 
and Western Railroad strike, 
and she had to drop out of 
school. She got a job with the 
American Viscose Corporation 
working as a reeler. Spencer 
had always wanted to go to the 
Roanoke YWCA, but "thought 
it was a place for the rich girl." 
Finally, some of her co-workers 
invited Spencer to attend their 
YWCA Industrial Club. 
Spencer joined the YWCA "and 
began to be happy again." She 
found that "the girls there were 
just like me; they had had to 
quit school to go to work to 
help their family out. They 
worked in the same mill as I 
did, we all made the same 
amount of money and their 
families weren't any better edu
cated than mine." 

Gradually, Spencer became a 
leader within the Industrial 
Club in Roanoke; after a year 
she was selected club secretary, 
and two years later her friends 
from American Viscose voted 
her their president. When still 
new to the YWCA, Spencer was 
named a delegate to an indus
trial conference held at Camp 
Merrie Wood. Each morning 
during the conference Tom Tip-
pett, from Brookwood Labor 



88 Citizens for Democracy 

College, spent an hour discuss
ing unions, but Spencer still 
"thought the YWCA was a so
cial club, and . . . wasn't the 
slightest bit interested in any
thing that was said." From a 
union family, Spencer was not 
antagonistic toward the labor 
movement; she "just didn't 
think unions concerned me, and 
when I later began to think a 
little, I was afraid of strikes," 
Within the supportive atmo
sphere of the Industrial Club, 
Spencer continued to develop 
the self-confidence needed to 
examine her own attitudes 
about the labor movement and 
other difficult social issues. At 
their meetings, Roanoke's 
YWCA women followed the 
guidelines of the YWCA 
national convention, and as a 
result they frequently discussed 
"the race question." Spencer re
corded tha t "it didn't take me 
long to lose my race prejudice 
because I was tha t timid easy 
going kind, and injustice to hu
man beings to me was a terri
ble thing." 

The YWCA's industrial pro
gram brought women like 
Spencer into contact with other 
young women of similar back
grounds. Working together, 
these women gained a sense of 
common purpose and the 
strength to develop their own 
programs, meet and recruit new 
members, elect local officers, 
and serve as delegates to re

gional and national meetings. 
Through the YWCA, thousands 
of young women were intro
duced to new ideas and differ
ent ways of viewing the world. 
With a strong national pro
gram, unassailable moral 
credentials, and firm footing in 
local communities, the YWCA 
could facilitate a woman's rejec
tion of conventional racial 
mores and validate the role of 
women in the labor movement. 

For Spencer, exposure to the 
labor movement through the 
YWCA occurred slowly, as she 
attended the Industrial Depart
ment's workers' education pro
grams over a period of several 
years. In May 1936, the 
Roanoke unions sponsored a 
workers' education conference 
and Spencer attended. Tom Tip-
pett was again on the program, 
and the following evening he 
addressed the local YWCA In
dustrial Club. "I don't know 
what he said," Spencer recalled, 

but all at once I realized that it 
was my duty to myself and my 
fellow men to join the union 
and take part in the things so to 
make life more as I think it 
should be, regardless of what 
might develop, whether difficult 
or not. I knew I was a worker 
and I belonged on the workers' 
side. 

Following the Roanoke work
ers' education conference, 
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Spencer became chairman of 
Pioneer Youth in Roanoke, and 
as an organizer of local youth 
clubs for union children she be
gan attending the union meet
ings of the Viscose workers. 
Soon she joined the union. 
Pioneer Youth "expanded into 
clubs all over town," and 
Spencer and the women in the 
YWCA Industrial Department 
established a summer camp for 
thirty children outside of town. 
In the fall of 1936, Spencer ran 
for recording secretary of her 
local. During the election "one 
or two people objected to a 
woman having the office, as 
this was something new." But 
Spencer won by a large margin 
because she "had become well 
known to the membership by 
working with their children." 
As an officer, Spencer carefully 
followed events when her local 
transferred its affiliation from 
the American Federation of 
Labor (AFL) to the Congress of 
Industrial Organizations (CIO). 
As she put it "fO]ur contract 
expired and we just couldn't get 
Green [AFL president William 
Green] to negotiate for us. 
CIO's door laid the 'welcome' 
mat down and we walked in." 

Under her local's new con
tract, Spencer sat in on griev
ance negotiations and once 
traveled to Pennsylvania with 
three other union members to 
meet with representatives from 
the other five locals covered by 

the same agreement with 
American Viscose Corporation. 
But Spencer "had many un
pleasant experiences in the un
ion," and during the period 
when her spirits "had been 
broken, all except a single 
thread," she almost left the 
labor movement. She wanted to 
return to the YWCA and "de
vote more time to the union" 
within the Industrial Depart
ment, where "a girl can be hap
py for her work is appreciated 
and encouraged." But a close 
YWCA friend repeatedly lec
tured her not to quit, and final
ly Spencer decided to continue 
her union work. 

Although she became "much 
stronger as a result of staying 
on," Spencer found herself 
"usually in the minority on 
policies" and, as a result, un
able to enjoy much of her local 
union work. But the union ful
filled Spencer's need for "the 
humani tar ian work which is 
my religion." Eventually, she 
learned to "keep fighting and 
not let things break your spir
it." After four years as an ac
tive union member, Spencer 
had negotiated grievances, re
corded minutes, picketed local 
department stores selling 
Japanese rayon, marched down 
the main street of Roanoke in a 
strike parade with local furni
ture workers, and brought a 
carload of women to the picket 
line each day. Finally she saw 
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her local begin to "accept the 
idea of girls being active," and 
Spencer saw herself as one who 
had chosen "to go through life 
fighting labor's battle." 

Spencer recorded her history 
in 1940, in an essay she called 
"My Transition."34 Her story 
embodied all tha t the YWCA 
Industrial Department sought 
to do for young women workers 
across the United States. Con
vention resolutions on equal 
pay, minimum wage, limited 
hours, and the hard-won plank 
for collective bargaining were 
directed toward making things 
easier for women like Jennie 
Spencer in communities like 
Roanoke, Virginia. The Indus
trial Department had designed 
workers' education conferences 
to expose the Jennie Spencers 
of the country to the ideas of 
labor educators like Tom Tip-
pett and to give them the skills 
they needed to become local un
ion officers. 

Finally, the association's In
dustrial Department wanted to 
continue serving women after 
they became active trade un
ionists. Union women could, 
and did, return to the Indus
trial Department to obtain 
essential support and en
couragement. Within the 
YWCA, appreciative friends 
could help mend broken spirits 
and then send women back to 
their unions with the strength 
to continue their fight for in
dustrial justice. 

As women in the YWCA be
gan to integrate workers' 
education into their programs, 
they recognized the need for 
their more serious students to 
obtain training tha t went 
beyond what was available 
through the Industrial Depart
ment. Thus, the YWCA sup
ported the institutionalization 
of women's workers' education 
in the growing number of sum
mer schools for women workers. 
Many association staff mem
bers served on summer school 
boards; others taught in six- to 
eight-week summer courses or 
in the year-round programs 
sponsored by various summer 
schools in local communities. 
YWCA Industrial Departments 
helped select students to attend 
the summer schools and often 
provided the financial support 
necessary for women workers to 
leave home. The women's sum
mer schools depended heavily 
on the cooperation of YWCA 
Industrial Departments across 
the country to put them in 
touch with those women work
ers who would most benefit 
from an intensive workers' 
education program. 

In promoting women's work
ers' education, the YWCA 
joined with other groups that 
supported a broader cultural 
and nonvocational education for 
industrial women. In 1918 the 
YWCA had agreed to cooperate 
with Bryn Mawr College in 
writing courses for the training 
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of women for industrial work. 
Bryn Mawr economics professor 
Susan Kingsbury reported on 
the proposed training course for 
industrial workers at a YWCA 
Conference in Kansas City in 
the spring of 1918. A year 
later, the National Industrial 
Department voted to "cooperate 
as far as practicable with work
ing women, universities and 
churches in the development of 
a working woman's educational 
movement."15 

This cooperation was tangible 
in the YWCA's participation in 
the opening of the Bryn Mawr 
Summer School in 1921. The 
National Industrial Depart
ment staff was involved in 
planning for the school, and the 
local YWCA Industrial Clubs 
raised money to send women 
from their ranks to Bryn Mawr. 
Over half of the eighty-two stu
dents in the first Bryn Mawr 
Summer School class in 1921 
were recruited through YWCA 
Industrial Departments. 

By the late 1920s, all of the 
workers' education schools 
looked to the YWCA as a "re
cruiting agency." The YWCA 
cooperated with six workers' 
education programs in different 
regions of the country: the 
Bryn Mawr Summer School, 
the Barnard School for Women 
Workers, the Southern Summer 
School, the Wisconsin Summer 
School, Brookwood Labor Col
lege, and Vineyard Shores. Af
ter almost a decade of coopera

tion, the association considered 
it "a very natural part of its 
program" to recruit for the 
summer schools and "to help 
prepare girls for more advanced 
education than we ourselves 
give."36 As the recruiting agen
cy for workers' schools eager to 
reach industrial women, the 
YWCA provided an invaluable 
service. Without this aspect of 
the Industrial Department's 
work, the summer schools for 
women workers could not have 
drawn women from local com
munities in all sections of the 
country to participate in their 
educational programs. 

In addition to recruiting stu
dents for the women's summer 
schools, YWCA Industrial De
partments across the United 
States coordinated workers' 
education fund-raising activi
ties within local towns and 
cities. In select communities 
the summer schools themselves 
had local committees (of Bryn 
Mawr College alumnae, for ex
ample) tha t would choose in
dustrial women to attend a 
summer school and provide 
scholarship support. But in the 
communities without summer 
school committees, women from 
the YWCA would contact a 
variety of local organizations 
and ask for contributions. In 
Duluth, Minnesota, in 1926, 
the Industrial Department 
organized a committee of seven
teen women's organizations, in
cluding the Duluth Women's 
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Club and the Junior League. 
This group raised scholarship 
funds to send three women to 
the Wisconsin Summer School. 
The YWCA then successfully 
approached the Duluth Trades 
and Labor Assembly, asking 
them to provide the money for 
a local trade union member to 
attend.:!? 

Once a local YWCA had 
selected one or more women 
workers to attend a summer 
school and raised the necessary 
scholarship funds, the Indus
trial Department usually pro
vided some type of preliminary 
training in labor economics or 
trade union history aimed spe
cifically at preparing women for 
their advanced workers' educa
tion experience. On returning 
to their communities, these 
women continued their study of 
industrial and economic prob
lems within their local Indus
trial Clubs. Their enthusiasm 
and newly acquired expertise 
infused energy into ongoing 
YWCA Industrial Department 
programs. In many communi
ties, groups of summer school 
alumnae assumed leadership 
positions within both the In
dustrial Clubs and local labor 
organizations. 

Because of the YWCA's ex
tensive network among indus
trial women, the association 
was directly responsible for the 
initial organization of several 
workers' education programs. 
These ranged from the Wiscon

sin Summer School for Woman 
Workers, to a small workers' 
school in Cleveland established 
under the aegis of that city's 
YWCA Industrial Department, 
to the Summer School for 
Women Workers in Industry, 
which was organized in 1927. 

The Wisconsin Summer 
School began in 1924, when the 
Industrial Department of the 
Madison YWCA and the Uni
versity of Wisconsin's Depart
ment of Economics started a 
summer institute for factory 
women. The university, then 
under pressure from the state's 
labor federations to provide 
specific programs for workers, 
requested the existing school 
for women workers to invite 
local unions to participate. For 
several years women workers 
recruited through YWCAs con
tinued to dominate the school, 
but by the late 1920s more men 
than women attended the re
named Wisconsin School for 
Workers.!K 

In the 1920s the YWCA had 
more contacts with industrial 
women in the upper Midwest 
than any other organization, 
and this pattern also held true 
throughout the South. In 1925, 
a group of former Bryn Mawr 
Summer School students active 
in local YWCA Industrial 
Clubs worked with Louise 
Leonard, YWCA industrial 
secretary for the southern re
gion, to plan a small summer 
school for southern women 
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workers. The first session was 
held in Sweet Briar, Virginia, 
in 1927, and over half of the 
twenty-four women who made 
up the first class had come to 
the school through the YWCA. 
Southern Industrial Depart
ments continued to recruit 
many of the school's students 
until the mid-1980s, when a 
majority of the women came as 
representatives of newly organ
ized unions from across the 
region.39 

Through the YWCA's in
t ramural workers' education 
programs, its support for the 
industrial conferences, its large 
industrial membership, and the 
strong trade union advocacy of 
its leaders, the Industrial De
partment earned some measure 
of respect from organized labor. 
By the mid-1920s, the YWCA 
was widely recognized by many 
leaders in the labor movement 
"as a force making for more so
cial thinking among young 
workers which they have such 
difficulty reaching." The 
national association regularly 
sent representatives to AFL 
conventions; during the early 
1930s, the YWCA's fraternal 
delegate status was an ac
knowledgment of its represen
tation of thousands of indus
trial workers. The Industrial 
Department considered this 
participation an important 
opportunity to keep abreast of 
developments in the labor 
movement and to promote the 

interests of women workers 
within the male-dominated 
AFL.4" 

As one of the few national 
groups firmly committed to the 
organization of women workers, 
the YWCA maintained an 
ongoing critique of the AFL's 
refusal to organize women. The 
YWCA fraternal delegate at 
the 1933 AFL convention 
raised issues of special concern 
to the YWCA, including the 
needs of women workers and 
the necessity of integrating 
black employees into the labor 
movement. YWCA members 
joined others at the convention 
in calling for new strategies to 
reach unorganized workers and 
in endorsing a shift to indus
trial ra ther than craft-based 
unions. The report of Helen 
Carr, the Industrial Depart
ment 's delegate to the 1935 
AFL convention, underscored 
the AFL's conservatism, which 
she considered to be exem
plified in a stodgy group of old
er men "who had become so set 
in their ways that they will not 
even tolerate the thought of 
change."41 

The AFL remained intransi
gent on the subject of industrial 
organizing and on addressing 
the needs of women workers. 
Only with the ascendency of 
the CIO in the mid-1980s did 
these issues finally receive 
some attention. In many ways, 
the industry-wide unions that 
proliferated under the CIO sub-
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sumed the role of the YWCA as 
a meeting place for industrial 
women. This was exemplified in 
Jennie Spencer's shifting her 
participation from the YWCA 
to her local union. Moreover, 
lack of funds during the De
pression contributed to a grad
ual decline in the Industrial 
Department 's influence within 
the labor movement. 

As the YWCA Industrial De
partment worked through the 
labor movement to draw atten
tion to the concerns of women 
workers, the department's staff 
members gained invaluable ex
perience in both workers' 
education and the principles of 
labor organization. Most young 
women who went into the 
YWCA in the 1920s saw the 
association as a place where 
they could act on their own re
ligious convictions to bring 
about Christian social reform. 
As Eleanor Coit, a Smith Col
lege graduate who became a 
YWCA secretary in 1920 in 
Bayonne, New Jersey, recalled, 
"I came from a very religious 
family . . . of course we could 
not have worked in the YWCA 
if we did not have some reli
gious motivation."42 Once in the 
YWCA, women like Coit wit
nessed at first hand the basic 
need for social reform and then 
recognized the trade unions as 
a vehicle for economic change. 
These women understood the 
importance of education as a 
prerequisite for the unioniza

tion of women workers, educa
tion carried on both within and 
outside of the YWCA. 

YWCA secretaries who joined 
the Industrial Department in 
the years between 1915 and 
1925 formed a cohesive group, 
a network of reform-minded 
women who had moved to New 
York City in the World War I 
decade. Many of these women 
came from elite Eastern 
women's colleges—Smith, Vas-
sar, Radcliffe, Wellesley, Mount 
Holyoke, Barnard, and Bryn 
Mawr—and most attended 
graduate school at Columbia 
University, receiving social sci
ence training in the rapidly ex
panding fields of sociology, eco
nomics, and political science. 
At the YWCA's newly built 
National Headquarters Build
ing on Lexington Avenue, 
Industrial Department staff 
members began to develop in
dustrial reform programs and 
to experiment with women's 
workers' education in an urban 
atmosphere highly charged 
with social change.43 

Each year National Indus
trial Department members 
were assigned to coordinate 
YWCA industrial work over six 
geographical areas. The 
National Industrial Secretaries 
traveled throughout their re
gions, meeting with local staff 
members and supervising the 
planning of regional industrial 
assemblies and workers' educa
tion conferences. Based in New 
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York, often living in the 
National Headquarters Build
ing, these secretaries enjoyed 
socially compelling and intel
lectually challenging work 
which they executed collec
tively, within a supportive, fe
male-dominated environment.44 

Scores of other YWCA in
dustrial secretaries worked on 
the local level in both small 
towns and large cities, wher
ever women were employed in 
substantial numbers. Secretar
ies employed in far-flung com
munity YWCAs faced the dif
ficult task of transforming the 
Industrial Department's goals 
into reality. Many took YWCA 
jobs because they believed that 
the association would "prepare 
girls for getting into unions." 
Some risked their jobs in con
servative communities by offer
ing union organizers support 
and access to local contacts. 
Once involved at the grassroots 
level, YWCA industrial secre
taries frequently found them
selves in a "ticklish business' 
where workers often associated 
them with management and 
employers either viewed the 
YWCA as "harmless" or as un
lawfully "preaching 
unionism."45 

Many women in the Indus
trial Department fought private 
battles over how to reconcile a 
growing ideological attraction 
to socialism with their YWCA 
work. Florence Simms encour
aged politically committed 

women to stay in the Industrial 
Department, writing to one 
woman that "many of our peo
ple will feel and think as you 
do now. Jus t go right ahead 
being a Socialist . . . there is 
not the least difficulty in your 
combining your secretarial 
work and Socialism."46 But 
often it proved impossible for 
staff members to continue 
working within the limitations 
of the YWCA where, as Louise 
Leonard McLaren put it, an in
dustrial secretary had the dif
ficult job of having to "cooper
ate , . . without compromising 
her ideals."47 Despite major 
changes in the YWCA's pro
gram for working women and 
the substantial power gained 
by the industrial membership, 
the National Board of the 
YWCA remained in the control 
of middle- and upper-class 
women whose commitment to 
social change and industrial re
form remained circumscribed. 

Few YWCA Industrial De
partment secretaries, on either 
the national or the local level, 
made a lifelong career of asso
ciation work. Of those who 
stayed active in the labor 
movement, a few became union 
organizers, while the majority 
left the YWCA to take a more 
active role in workers' educa
tion programs for women. In 
fact, most of the women who 
became leaders in workers' 
education began their careers 
as YWCA industrial secretar-
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ies: Ernestine Friedmann, a 
YWCA secretary in 1912, be
came assistant director of the 
Bryn Mawr Summer School, 
served on the staff of the Affili
ated Schools, and was named 
director of the Barnard School; 
Eleanor Coit left the YWCA to 
become director of the Affili
ated Schools and then head of 
the American Labor Education 
Service (ALES); Alice Hanson 
Cook taught in each of the 
summer schools and worked for 
ALES; Louise Leonard 
McLaren became director of the 
Southern Summer School; 
Grace Coyle originated the idea 
of a workers' education pro
gram for office workers. Alma 
Herbst worked with ALES on a 
Works Project Administration 
workers' education project; 
Alice Shoemaker became direc
tor of the Wisconsin Summer 
School; Ethlyn Christensen 
worked with the White Collar 
Workshop; Lois MacDonald 
taught at the Bryn Mawr Sum
mer School and was in
strumental in founding the 
Southern Summer School; and 
Brownie Lee Jones directed the 
Southern School for Workers.48 

As these women changed 
their careers, they transferred 
the network of personal and 
professional relationships they 
had established in the YWCA 
into workers' education. This 
facilitated communication 
among the various workers' 
schools and was largely re
sponsible for forging a diverse 
group of workers' education 
programs into a cohesive educa
tional movement for women 
workers. 

The YWCA's influence on 
workers' education for women 
was unparalleled. No other 
organization's membership 
even approached the vast num
bers of working women in
volved in YWCA Industrial 
Clubs; and no other institution 
supplied the workers' education 
movement with as many lead
ers as did the Industrial De
partment of the YWCA. The 
workers' education movement 
for women could not have de
veloped as it did without the 
pioneering efforts and the sus
tained cooperation of the 
women of the YWCA. 
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YWCA Industrial Departments 
in local communities across the 
nation brought young women 
who worked in a variety of fac
tories within the same town or 
city together in lively meetings 
like the one humorously de
picted in this cartoon. Con
cerned about child labor, work

ing conditions, and wages and 
hours, YWCA Industrial De
partments often brought labor 
and economic issues to the 
attention of manufacturers and 
community leaders in efforts to 
improve the working lives of 
their members.49 
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The essays and poems tha t fol
low were writ ten by women 
workers who took part in 
YWCA Industrial Department 
programs. They were printed in 
YWCA newsletters and pub
lications between 1928 and 
1944. As a cross-class organiza
tion, the YWCA promoted in
teraction between industrial 

women and college students as 
a way to educate each group 
about the other and promote 
solidarity among women of 
different backgrounds. The 
organization also developed in
terracial programs for women 
and led integration efforts in 
hundreds of northern and 
southern communities.5" 
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What I Want from Workers' Education 

I enjoy working much more since my last three years of rich memo
ries and experiences which I owe to the YWCA. As an underpaid 
worker, the ambitious girl has quite a struggle because to satisfy any 
ambition, particularly "forward," it takes money. 

Since my study of economics at Chicago and Bryn Mawr [Summer 
School for Women Workers], I have been fired with enthusiasm for 
organization for women in all lines of industry. I am still in the ranks 
of the unorganized but I am waiting for my opportunity to work in an 
organized dress shop. I really like to sew but it is dreadfully irksome 
to do so for a small pittance. I believe women's salvation lies in 
organization because the few women that I know that belong to 
organizations seem rich in all the blessings of a worker. With poor 
working conditions and pay, it is rather hard to be truly happy. 

With an eight-hour day, good pay and good working conditions, I 
will not be tired or lacking in funds to enjoy a good show or musicale 
occasionally and to really help in the Y. I at one time-wanted to be a 
social service worker, but since I went into industry before finishing 
the schooling necessary for such work, I have dismissed the idea. I am 
eager to learn all I can from experience and books so that I may be just 
as happy as one who has passed through college as with any kind of 
worker. I love to listen to the many different groups and nationalities 
which I meet in Y classes. I learned something about how to talk in 
Bryn Mawr public speaking classes. 

After my ideal working conditions are obtained, I will be more 
successful in helping others to re-create, as well as to re-creating 
myself, as I will be stronger in more ways than one. I will get more 
pleasure out of developing my hobby which is learning to play the 
piano. I have been trying to interest my co-workers in gym, as all 
needle workers really need it, and I will feel truly rewarded if I get a 
dozen girls to take par t in such a class. I have just learned how to 
relax last summer. It is refreshing to be able to relax after an exciting 
but interesting day. My days are now very crowded with my work and 
classes of economics, drama, clubs and music. 

Girls that couldn't be interested in economics would certainly be 
interested in gym or charm school. It will be wonderful to help girls 
show off their best in health-giving recreation or dramatization after 
hours. This program [at the Y] is very near social service, I believe. I 
will be compensated if I am able to make good money three fourths of 
the year and can also act as an open door, eye-opener, or beacon light 
to other girls or women in industry. 
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I love to sew but hate to be cheap labor. I love the contact gained in 
meetings or classes of industrial girls; and last but not least, the 
friends I have among my leaders in different phases of workers' 
education. 

—Edna Monroe, 1928. 

Workers and Students 

I first became acquainted with the idea of the student-industrial 
movement in 1922 at a week-end party conducted by the Young 
Women's Christian Association. At that time I was not much im
pressed with its importance, and wished I would not be invited again; 
however, since then I have learned to appreciate the value of this 
movement. 

When students actually go into industry, not for financial help 
only, but for the purpose of seeing for themselves what it means to 
work in a factory; and on the other hand when factory girls are 
actually given an opportunity to taste college life, the student-
industrial movement becomes something more than good times and 
discussions; it is getting down to brass tacks, and stimulating 
thought and action which affects our whole industrial problem. 

The best thing that happens to a student who has worked in a 
factory is that she has her illusions shattered on how to help the 
working class. She learns that it is not important to teach workers 
how to live properly, how to be good Americans or to be good produc
ers. Nor is it important to teach them more religion or to inspire them 
to become millionaires or the President of the United States; but that 
it is important to awaken workers to the fact of the big role they play 
in industry and in helping to develop civilization, and to teach them 
that if they want respect and a square deal out of life they can not get 
[it] as individuals or with [an] "Everybody for himself" philosophy. 
Workers must learn that if one is hurt, all are hurt. 

Some students do get that understanding out of their experience 
and decide to ally themselves with workers' movements and remain 
in industry. But few stick it out; the adjustment is too difficult. It 
often means the cutting off of all family and social contacts. 

I would not discourage students who want to ally themselves with 
the workers' cause, but I would not encourage it. Instead I would 
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advise them to go back to their professional and intellectual fields 
and do the job from there. 

College students apparently do not realize their opportunities to 
influence workers' minds—what damage, what misleading and 
deadening work has been done by their group. If they are really 
interested in helping the working class, why don't they become 
teachers, and instead of glorifying kings, war lords and wars, empha
size the part workers play in developing civilization and tell what 
their heroes and martyrs have done in bettering working conditions. 

When teaching economics, they should not glorify the wonderful 
opportunities our country offers for making profits. Instead, they 
should tell how our economic system can be run for service. 

If they become social workers and wish sincerely to help the work
ers, they should not be satisfied with just patching up cases. They 
should question and trace back reasons. If they become lawyers they 
should see that the workers get a square deal in the courts, especially 
when involved in the industrial struggle. If they become journalists, 
they should not live off scandals and murders, but give the workers a 
little space when they are in a strike. 

Some students hope to be active politically. In this field there are 
opportunities to help the workers "to clean up." If their ambitions 
spur them to become industrial engineers, why not give human 
beings at least as much consideration as machines and production? 
And ministers who tell workers that if they are denied things on this 
earth, they are made up in heaven are not the kind that will help the 
workers' cause. In fact, that kind of talk has a terribly deadening 
effect on the workers' mind. Students who become Y.W.C.A. secretar
ies should not be interested in teaching girls how to play; neither 
should they, when they realize the struggles and needs of the work
ers, find the Industrial Department too small and limited and go out 
into other fields. In that case, they are very often lost to the cause. 

It is not going to be easy, this job of helping the working class from 
the professional fields. Those who try are going to have plenty of 
opportunities to experience that glorious feeling of martyrdom and 
suffering that always comes to those who stand for progressive ideals. 
They will get the same thrill that we workers get when we lose our 
jobs, go into strikes and get arrested. I know of three people of the 
professional class who in the past year have lost their jobs. It is much 
better to learn how to compromise, if it means getting a point a little 
later. But if they are put in a position where they almost sell their 
whole soul, then it would be better if they went out and sold vacuum 
cleaners instead. 
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What happens to my industrial sister when she gets a taste of the 
intellectual world? First a dizzy pain in the head. If she gets her taste 
at Bryn Mawr, Madison, Barnard, the Southern Summer School, or 
Brookwood, the dizziness is soon relieved with the help of teachers 
and tutors who understand the purpose of "workers' education." The 
second thing that happens is that the world begins to stretch out. 
They begin to see and hear things that have always been there, but to 
which they have been deaf, dumb, and blind. 

For instance, at Bryn Mawr Summer School, the study of econom
ics taught me that my employer was not the only one responsible for 
the struggle of workers. In fact, he too was a victim of forces such as 
inventions, discoveries, climatic changes, wars and new theories, all 
of which have resulted in separating our interests. Some understand
ing of the history of civilization gave me a feeling of importance as a 
factory worker. The study of English made speakers and writers out 
of us overnight. A taste of l i terature seems to flavor life and make a 
library look larger. We see books that have always been on the 
bookshelves but have meant nothing to us. The study of science opens 
our eyes to the skies and trees. A theoretical understanding of the 
trade union movement strengthens our faith in it, even when our 
fellow workers and leaders seem to fail us. 

The biggest thing tha t the industrial girl gets out of a workers' 
school is the contact with the other working girl. She learns tha t 
though workers may be different in religion, nationality or color, 
they have one common problem as workers; tha t though they have 
many theories, philosophies, and tactics, the ultimate goal is the 
same. 

I hope tha t the student-industrial movement will keep on growing. 
Students should be encouraged to go into industry and industrial 
girls should be encouraged to go to school. Students will find tha t any 
activity they engage in to help solve our industrial problems will 
enrich their lives more than any other activity can possibly do. 

Sadie Goodman, 1928. 
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Thoughts 

(Passing through my mind as I sat in a conference called at Hollins 
College for working girls and college girls.) 

I work, you play. 
You have everything, 
I have nothing. 
Why should I sit here, afraid to take my coat off? 
Is it because I smell so strong of acid? 
Why don't I take my gloves off? 
Is it because my hands are so rough and dirty looking? 
Why do I keep my hat on? 
Is it because my hair smells like a wet dog? 
Acid again. Acid that smells like burning sulphur. 
There are fumes of sulphur in hell. 

You daughters of the rich, 
You walk so easy and sure of yourselves, 
You don't smell at all. 
Your hands are well kept, 
Your hair shines with cleanliness, 
Your eyes are bright and eager looking. 
But who makes your sweetness, your cleanliness, possible? 
Is it not workers like me? 
I work, you play. 
You have everything; 
I have nothing. 

—Thelma Brown, 1937. 

Color Equality 

Will there be two heavens, 
One for white, the other for color? 
Or will there be two entrances? 
For the superior and the lower? 

Doesn't God stand for color equality, 
Accept Christians of every kind, 
And demand they serve in unity, 
Put discrimination behind? 
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We shall be our brother's equal, 
When we enter the golden shore. 
There will be no discrimination, 
If we enter through heaven's door. 

-Diamond Crouch, 1944 

Notes 

Can't we forget discrimination, 
Since God is color-blind? 
We are all of His creation, 
And He's watching all the time 

There will only be one heaven, 
And there'll only be one door. 
There won't be any superior, 
Nor will there be a lower. 
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During the winter of 1920-
1921, Lena Richman, a twenty-
six-year-old native of Skalet, 
Austria-Hungary, an ex-
student of its gymnasium, was 
employed in New York City's 
millinery industry. She had im
migrated to America ten years 
before. Richman belonged to 
the Young Peoples' Socialist 
League and to the United Cloth 
Cap and Hatmakers ' Executive 
Board. That summer, 1921, the 
newly formed Workers' Educa
tion Bureau sent Richman to 
the first session of the Bryn 
Mawr Summer School for 
Women Workers.1 There she 
joined eighty-one other stu
dents representing forty-nine 
trades and twenty-five 
nationalities.2 Richman's sum
mer school experiences entered 
family folklore, enabling her 
granddaughter to recount: 

Among the faculty in 1921 were 
Estelle Frankfurter (sister of 
Felix) who taught English and 
thought the girls lacked proper 
manners and didn't study 
enough; Henry Wadsworth 
Longfellow Dana who also 
taught English and was the 
reigning radical; Laurance 
Saunders ofRuskin College, 
Oxford who used H. G. Wells' 
Outlines of History as a text
book; Paul Douglas, who taught 
economics and frequently up
braided the young women for 
not studying hard enough and 
only wanting to have a good 

time and Amy Hewes [econo
mist from Mount Holyoke] . . . 
who despite her conservative 
bent was much liked and 
admired by the young women 
there. Guest lecturers included 
[socialist, pacifist and labor 
educator] A. J. Muste and Brit
ish labor educator Henry Clay.3 

Sixty years later, the grand
daughter remembered hearing 
tha t the summer experience 
was punctuated by "ideological 
disagreements between right 
and left, high spirits and en
thusiasm, and a belief in the 
possibility of creating a brave 
new world."4 

Scholars now regard the 
Bryn Mawr Summer School for 
Women Workers, which con
tinued from 1921 to 1938, as a 
social feminist institution.5 As 
social feminists, the school's 
leaders gave priority to broadly 
based social reform. The school 
built on the accomplishments of 
organizations with similar 
goals. It emulated the National 
Women's Trade Union League 
(NWTUL), and the National 
Consumers League (NCL). Set
t lement houses provided 
another model, for they were 
mixed-class institutions en
gaged in evolutionary change. 
The Bryn Mawr Summer 
School for Women Workers and 
these kindred groups shared a 
belief in gradualism and volun
tarism, and all wished to bridge 
economic and social classes. 
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During the three decades pre
ceding the summer school's in
ception, women had been lead
ing activists for social justice.6 

A number of historical forces 
had converged to produce this 
phenomenon. Beginning in the 
late Victorian age, leisure-class 
women seized opportunities to 
expand their public roles. A 
new human resource was also 
available to take leadership in 
social reform movements—the 
first graduates of pioneering 
women's colleges. Educated 
women sought a productive out
let beyond domesticity for their 
skills and energy. Between 
1890 and 1920, more women 
joined groups seeking reform of 
civil service, municipal govern
ment, and conditions under 
which women and children la
bored. The reformers sought 
enactment of child labor, con
servation, and pure food and 
drug laws. In particular, these 
women pursued careers in so
cial service. The names Jane 
Addams, Florence Kelley, Lil
lian Wald, Jul ia Lathrop, 
Katherine Davis, Alice Hamil
ton, and Margaret Dreier 
Robins are writ large over the 
era and its accomplishments. 

One scholar has shown that 
the newly won vote revitalized 
social feminism in the 1920s. 
His "new women citizens" 
heeded the message embodied 
in the suffrage. "These . . . 
women citizens . . . wanted to 

use their newly won citizenship 
to advance the reform effort. 
They created new organizations 
and established new contacts to 
promote progressivism in the 
1920s." The vote was an im
perative to action. It called 
women to further democratize, 
civilize, and humanize Amer
ican life.7 The Bryn Mawr Sum
mer School for Women Workers 
can be seen as a prime example 
of a suffrage-inspired, social 
feminist institution. 

At the Bryn Mawr Summer 
School for Women Workers, the 
women's social justice move
ment joined ranks with a 
fledgling labor education move
ment. The latter was a loose 
network of academicians, un
ionists, liberals, and socialists 
unified by a Jeffersonian vision 
of education and a commitment 
to organized labor. The pioneer
ing effort at Bryn Mawr quick
ly gained recognition as a 
model. It set the pattern for 
subsequent programs conducted 
at the Brookwood Labor Col
lege, the Vineyard Shore School 
for Women Workers, the Bar
nard Summer School, the Uni
versity of Wisconsin Summer 
School, the Southern Summer 
School, and the Summer School 
for Office Workers. 

The appearance of a workers' 
summer school at an elite col
lege resulted from the efforts of 
M. Carey Thomas and Hilda 
("Jane") Worthington Smith. 
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One woman provided the vi
sion, the other the stewardship. 
It was the autocratic educator 
and feminist, M. Carey Thom
as, who introduced the idea of 
opening a workers' school at 
Bryn Mawr, the college she had 
dominated as dean and presi
dent for thirty-five years. And 
while innovative geniuses defy 
categorization, it is still fair to 
term Thomas's final enterprise, 
the workers' summer school, as 
surprising. How was it that 
this crusading feminist who 
had devoted a life's energies to 
the at tainment of feminine 
academic elitism abruptly 
embraced the cause of down
trodden working women? A de
sire to uplift weavers and gar
ment workers appears to be 
at odds with, if not alien, to 
Thomas's beliefs. 

Evidence from the newly 
opened M. Carey Thomas Pap
ers suggests tha t close relatives 
in the Whitall Pearsall Smith 
family influenced Thomas 
throughout her life.8 Her 
mother's oldest sister, Hannah 
Whitall Pearsall Smith, was a 
formidable iconoclast,9 an au
thor and orator who embraced 
feminism, the temperance 
movement, and evangelical 
Quakerism. Hannah Smith 
emigrated to England in the 
1880s, where she quickly joined 
the intellectual avant-garde. 
One of her daughters married 
art critic Bernard Berenson; 

another married philosopher 
Bertrand Russell. The latter 
daughter, Alys Russell, was a 
companion and correspondent 
of M. Carey Thomas. 

Among the many interests of 
this group of British intellec
tuals was the Workers' Educa
tion Association (WEA), which 
was a thriving enterprise by 
the time of M. Carey Thomas's 
visit to London as part of a 
1919-1920 world tour. The 
WEA, brainchild of Albert 
Mansbridge, a clerk and a prod
uct of the cooperative move
ment, had the support of a re
markable coalition of Anglican 
bishops, Oxford dons, and self-
educated men. Activated by the 
Christian Socialist belief that 
the educationally deprived suf
fered primarily from spiritual 
malaise, the movement was 
suffused with a Christian 
Socialist spirit. Mansbridge's 
favorite phrase was "the glory 
of education."'0 The WEA cur
riculum was intended to pre
pare students for "life, not 
livelihood."11 Although course 
material was grounded in the 
social sciences, classes provided 
no training in trade unionism 
and were strictly nonvocation-
al. Instruction was carried on 
in tutorial sections of sixteen to 
thirty-two working men and 
women who met for two hours 
weekly for three successive 
winters. J. F. C. Harrison, his
torian of the British workers' 
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education movement, has pro
vided the following judgment: 

The idea of an equal part
nership between the university 
and the working class move
ment, the emphasis upon the 
scholarship of the tutor coupled 
with the necessity of teaching 
subjects from the angle of the 
students' needs and the concep
tion of the social purpose behind 
all studies, gave a distinctive 
slant to the typical class.12 

The workers' school, which 
rapidly assumed a reality at 
Bryn Mawr in 1921, drew 
heavily on the WEA as well as 
on other British models de
veloped by the Fabians and the 
National Council of Labour 
Colleges. The Bryn Mawr ex
periment emulated the British 
in curriculum philosophy and 
tutorial approach and in de
liberately fostering alliances 
among incompatible constituen
cies and institutions. The 
school brought privileged, edu
cated women into a partnership 
with poor and uneducated 
women. The college establish
ment and its capitalist network 
were the main sources of finan
cial support of a school created 
to benefit and nur ture women 
workers and, indirectly, the 
labor movement.13 

M. Carey Thomas later 
alluded to her visits to British 
workers' education programs 

when she described her inspira
tion for founding the school. 
Thomas was also moved by 
British enfranchisement of 
women and the impending pas
sage of the Nineteenth Amend
ment in the United States: 

One afternoon at sunset I was 
sitting on my golden hilltop in 
the Sahara rejoicing that Brit
ish women had just been en
franchised and American 
women would soon be politically 
free. . . . I also saw as part of 
my vision that the coming of 
equal opportunity for the manu
al workers of the world might 
be hastened by utilizing before 
it had time to grow less, the 
deep sex sympathy that women 
now feel for one another. The 
peculiar kind of sympathy that 
binds women together seems to 
come only to those who have not 
been free. . . . Then with a glow 
of delight as radiant as the 
desert sunset I remembered the 
passionate interest of the Bryn 
Mawr College students in fair
ness and justice and their in
tense sympathy with girls less 
fortunate than themselves; and I 
realized that the first steps on 
the path to the sunrise might 
well be taken by college women 
who, themselves just emerging 
from the wilderness, know best 
of all women living under for
tunate conditions what it means 
to be denied access to things of 
the intellect and spirit.''1 
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The speech was vintage 
Thomas. It exemplined both her 
luxuriant rhetoric and her 
publicist's skill in behalf of 
what she had come to call THE 
CAUSE.1S She now endorsed a 
broader feminist vision, one 
which included working-class 
women. Lacking direct evi
dence, one could presume no
blesse oblige as Thomas's 
motivation. A closer look at her 
record suggests otherwise. In 
the preceding decade Thomas 
had shifted direction. After 
1910, she began to retreat from 
scholarly isolation, turning in
stead to "social reconstruction 
and human betterment."16 In 
1913, she authorized the pro
gressive Phoebe Anna Thorne 
model school. Even more auda
cious, and on a grander scale, 
was the Graduate Department 
of Social Economy and Social 
Research opened at Bryn Mawr 
College in 1916. It was the first 
graduate school of social work 
in the United States and the 
first to offer a Ph.D. The intru
sion of socially relevant institu
tions at staid Bryn Mawr was 
not accomplished easily.17 Dis
dain for the social work school 
and its director continued well 
into the 1920s, beyond Thom
as's tenure as college president. 
The director was the pioneering 
sociologist, Susan M. Kings
bury,18 known for her abrasive 
personality. 

Against this background, the 

Bryn Mawr Summer School for 
Women Workers, if precipitous
ly decreed, was neither an 
anomaly nor an exercise in 
noblesse oblige. Rather, it was 
a culmination of the shift tha t 
Thomas had begun in the pre
vious decade. In the years from 
1910 to 1921, Thomas added so
cial reformer to her established 
identity as feminist, educator, 
and suffragist. 

The evidence shows Thomas 
to have been an impassioned 
activist, particularly in her lat
er years. Increasingly, she had 
embraced the experimental or 
practical—first in the progres
sive Phoebe Anna Thome 
School, second in the Graduate 
Social Work school. The latter 
provided training for worldly 
careers. By 1921, Thomas was 
ready to invite the world onto 
her hallowed campus. The sum
mer school would incorporate 
blue-collar women into the 
liberal humanist tradition. At 
the school they would be 
offered things of the intellect 
and spirit tha t had been mo
nopolized by the privileged few. 
From all tha t can be known, 
Thomas appeared dedicated to 
her newest innovation. Sincer
ity cannot, however, be equated 
with depth of understanding. 
Thomas did not, in fact, 
appreciate the complex charac
ter of the enterprise she had 
endorsed. As Hilda Smith later 
reflected, "President Thomas 



114 Blue Collars and Bluestockings 

didn't realize that a workers' 
school would plunge Bryn 
Mawr into the heart of the 
organized labor movement."19 

The woman who offered this 
judgment was the second key 
personality, the one tapped by 
Thomas to transform her dream 
into a reality. She named as 
director of the Bryn Mawr 
Summer School for Women 
Workers Hilda ("Jane") Worth-
ington Smith, who was dean of 
undergraduates and a trained 
social worker. Submerged by 
melancholia over her mother's 
death, yearning to break out of 
the confines of educating 
daughters of the middle class, 
Smith was electrified by the 
surprising assignment, for 
which she was well qualified. 
After college at Bryn Mawr she 
had attended the New York 
School of Philanthropy, and in 
1916 she had become director of 
a new community center in the 
town of Bryn Mawr. Susan 
Kingsbury had devised the cen
ter to provide accessible 
fieldwork for her graduate stu
dents. In jointly developing the 
Bryn Mawr Community Center 
with Smith, Kingsbury became 
the latter's mentor, advisor, 
and friend. The center offered 
evening classes for adult work
ers in the community. Later, 
while serving as college dean, 
from 1919 to 1921, Smith fol
lowed the same interests. She 
organized an educational pro

gram for the college's garden
ers, electricians, and cooks. In 
so doing, she displayed a bold 
originality and a capacity to 
surmount traditional class 
boundaries between adminis
tration and hired staff.20 It was 
Smith, therefore, who took 
Thomas's nobly conceived but 
shallowly rooted idea and made 
it viable. She headed the sum
mer school for thirteen years 
and became its revered symbol. 

In addition to Smith, Thomas 
asked leading social feminists 
to design the summer school. 
Susan Kingsbury, since 1916 
the director of the pioneering 
social work school, was Thom
as's main link with women re
formers. On March 19, 1921, in 
the exotic reception rooms of 
the College's deanery, Thomas 
convened a group that included 
Mary Anderson of the U.S. 
Women's Bureau, Fannia Cohn 
of the International Ladies 
Garment Workers Union 
(ILGWU), Mrs. Robert Speer of 
the YWCA, and labor econo
mist David Saposs. In formulat
ing plans for a women workers' 
summer school, they addressed 
an idea first advanced in 1916 
when the NWTUL had urged 
women's colleges to make their 
campuses available to working 
women during the summer 
months.21 Although no NWTUL 
representatives were present at 
the meeting, the organization 
became a loyal summer school 
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supporter. It recruited students 
and participated in key advi
sory capacities.22 

The Bryn Mawr Summer 
School for Women Workers was 
firmly rooted in the Jefferson-
ian belief that a vital democ
racy requires an educated 
electorate. Thomas's dynamic 
feminism caused her to extend 
this progressive vision to labor
ing women; she was convinced 
that they, too, could benefit 
from exposure to the liberal 
humanist heritage. At its out
set, the school strove primarily 
to enhance individual capacity. 
However, what would become 
obvious over time was the ne
cessity for collective action to 
change workplace conditions for 
women. 

The school's purpose can be 
viewed either as idealistic, in
clusive, and timeless or as 
ambiguous, Utopian, and naive. 
According to the school's 
brochures and publicity re
leases, its purpose was "to offer 
young women in industry 
opportunities to study liberal 
subjects and train themselves 
in clear thinking." Instruction 
was to be conducted "in a spirit 
of impartial inquiry with free
dom of discussion." 

The School is not committed to 
any dogma or theory. The 
teaching is carried on by in
structors who have an under
standing of the students' prac

tical experience in industry and 
of the labor movement. . . . It is 
expected that thus the students 
will gain a truer insight into 
the problems of industry, and 
feel a more vital responsibility 
for their solution.23 

The school's founders aimed 
to create a community of in
dustrial women, representing a 
cross-section of occupations, re
gions, religions, and races, with 
a balance maintained between 
union and nonunionized work
ers. The school welcomed as ap
plicants women between the 
ages of eighteen and thirty-four 
who had an elementary school 
education and two years of in
dustrial experience. The term 
"worker" referred to someone 
working with the tools of her 
trade, not in a supervisory 
capacity. Specifically excluded 
were teachers, clerical workers, 
and saleswomen. In selecting 
applicants, the school sought 
evidence of maturity, lead
ership, intellectual curiosity, 
and an awareness of economic 
problems. The Bryn Mawr Col
lege alumnae, the NWTUL, the 
YWCA, and unions all worked 
to recruit students. The col
lege's established national 
alumnae club network became 
the primary recruiting body. 

The predominantly white, 
Anglo-Saxon college alumnae 
groups were invited to work for 
the school and to recruit stu-
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dents among the heavily im
migrant laboring classes. Be
ginning in 1926, blacks were 
welcomed as students. Within 
the student body were southern 
fundamentalists and Russian 
immigrant socialists, rural 
whites and urban blacks. 
Unionized city garment work
ers met provincial YWCA-affili-
ated factory operatives. 

Margaret Fulton, a shoe fac
tory employee of Syracuse, New 
York, was president of her 
branch of the Y, the Grey Shoe 
YWCA. Helen America of New 
York, an ILGW7U member, 
worked in the Helene Dress 
Company. Both women applied 
to and were accepted by the 
Bryn Mawr Summer School for 
Women Workers in 1924. Ruby 
Haigwood, an R. J. Reynolds 
Tobacco Company worker of 
Winston-Salem, North Caroli
na, was president of the Sun
shine Club of her Baptist 
church. Helen Maver from 
Tacoma, Washington, was an 
unemployed candy factory op
erative and a YWCA member. 
Haigwood and Maver were re
jected in 1924. These four 
women were drawn from a 
sample of 197 applicants to the 
Bryn Mawr Summer School for 
Women Workers for the years 
1924, 1929, and 1931. 

These applications provide a 
rich body of data that permit a 
comparison between stated 
criteria and actual admissions 
policies.21 The documents por

tray the student body as well 
as rejected applicants.25 One 
can chart changes in the stu
dent profile between the years 
1925 and 1931. 

A demographic profile of the 
students attending the summer 
school in 1924,1929, and 1931 
emerges from the data. Almost 
one-half of the accepted stu
dents came from the Northeast, 
and almost all were from urban 
locations. A little over half 
were native born; approximate
ly one-third were born in Rus
sia or Poland. Almost two-
thirds of the students were 
between the ages of twenty-two 
and twenty-nine. Approximate
ly half voted, and the over
whelming majority were single. 
Very few of their mothers were 
employed. An eighth-grade 
education was most common, 
followed by entrance into the 
workforce between ages four
teen and fifteen. The YWCA 
was the primary recruiter, with 
unions and churches following 
behind. 

The sample was representa
tive of the American female in
dustrial work force in the 1920s 
and 1930s with respect to age 
and marital status. However, 
there was an overrepresenta-
tion of unionized and garment 
workers. Students under the 
age of twenty-five accounted for 
55 percent of the school popula
tion, the exact percentage in 
1920 of urban working 
women.2'5 In the sample, 93 per-
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cent were single; this corre
sponds to Tentler's description 
of the "typical" working-class 
daughter living in the parental 
home.27 

Nearly half (46 percent) of 
the sample women were union
ized. While the national figure 
for industrialized women in un
ions was 18 percent, this high 
percentage reflected the school's 
deliberate effort to recruit a 
student body from both union 
and nonunion industries. 
Eighty-three percent of its un
ionized students came from the 
needle trades (garment and 
hosiery industrial workers and 
seamstresses), double the 
national norm of 42 percent of 
unionized women (in the 
ILGWU, United Garment 
Workers, and Amalgamated 
Clothing workers).28 Milliners, 
composing 12 percent of the 
sample, were also overrepre-
sented, compared to the nation
al figures of 4 percent in 1920 
and 2 percent in 1930.29 On the 
other hand, the percentage of 
textile workers was less than 
the national norms of 18 per
cent in 1920 and 20 percent in 
1930.30 

Compared with those 
accepted, rejected applicants 
tended to be younger. Fewer 
were of Russian or Polish ori
gin. They were less likely to 
have voted or to be union mem
bers. They had worked fewer 
years, were less frequently in 
the needle trades, and were 

more likely to be unemployed. 
Their social affiliation tended 
to be a church and less fre
quently a Y or a union. 

Over time, the student body 
changed. Most striking is the 
shift in origin of the sample. 
The native-born percentage fell 
by almost 50 percent between 
1924 and 1931, while the per
centage of recent immigrants 
(residents of less than ten 
years) increased. Between 1924 
and 1931, there was also an in
crease in the number of stu
dents over age thirty and from 
the northeastern United States. 

Analysis by occupation shows 
an increase over time in partic
ipation by the needle trades 
and the milliner group and a 
decrease among the other fac
tory categories. Unemployment 
was unusual in the accepted 
group, reaching only 4 percent 
by 1931. There was an increase 
in union membership, so that 
by 1931 over one-half of the 
students belonged to unions. 
The YWCA remained a con
stant and major organization 
for student affiliation while un
ion membership increased. 

The foregoing data reveal a 
general congruence between de
clared criteria and admissions 
practice. However, over time, 
the sought-after balance shifted 
to favor immigrants from the 
Northeast who were union 
members. The reasons for this 
shift are conjectural, since 
direct explanations are lacking. 
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It may be that recruiters in
creasingly indulged their bias 
in favor of intellectuals. School 
participants, in both oral and 
written records, have focused 
particular attention on this 
fact. Eastern unionized immi
grant working women dis
played great sophistication and 
interest in economic questions. 
As students, they set the 
school's level of inquiry, dia
logue, and tone. Hence, their 
presence was probably sought. 
Perhaps they were also seen as 
gaining most from the school. 

At the school, course content 
and teaching method were con
tinually evolving to meet 
changing student needs and in
terests. Three constants gave 
some stability to the instruc
tional environment: a commit
ment to humanistic education; 
a faculty drawn almost exclu
sively from the eastern 
academic community and not 
from the labor movement (some 
instructors were YWCA Indus
trial Department staff mem
bers); and the presence of a 
policymaking arm, the Joint 
Administrative Committee, 
composed of equal numbers of 
Bryn Mawr representatives and 
industrial women. 

Of incidental interest are the 
unlikely circumstances that 
surrounded M. Carey Thomas's 
decision to make labor an equal 
partner in the summer school. 
The story added to Thomas's 
reputation as unpredictable. 

Hilda Smith recorded in her 
autobiography that the pivotal 
event occurred at a summer 
school board meeting in the fall 
of 1921. One of the school's 
leading students, a Baltimore 
buttonhole maker, acted as 
catalyst. It was Sadie Dressner 
who succeeded in winning over 
the formidable, legendary Miss 
Thomas. Dressner articulated 
her ideas on labor education to 
Miss Thomas. There and then, 
Thomas concluded that the stu
dents' objectives and hers were 
identical. "Convinced after that 
conversation that the workers 
desired a liberal course related 
to their own problems, rather 
than propaganda in favor of 
one viewpoint, Miss Thomas 
herself had proposed the motion 
that 50 percent of the members 
of the Board should be elected 
by the former students of the 
school." Since Smith had long 
realized that the school's future 
depended on labor's equal sta
tus, she greeted the decision 
with relief and delight.31 

The curriculum underwent 
revision throughout the school's 
history. In the early years, stu
dents encountered an ambitious 
liberal arts program. The class 
of 1923, for example, had an 
eleven-hour per week course of 
study divided as follows: Mod
ern Industrial Society (four 
hours), English (two hours), 
Hygiene (one hour), and an 
elective in either History, Art, 
Literature, or Science (four 
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hours).32 Hilda Smith and her 
faculty discovered that so di
verse a curriculum over
whelmed their average un
schooled student. By 1928, the 
staff had redesigned the curric
ulum to focus on a core of prac
tical English and economics, 
with science and the arts as 
secondary activities.33 One 
economist and one English pro
fessor were responsible for cre
ating an integrated learning 
experience for a twenty-
member student unit.34 From 
the school's inception, under
graduate tutors recruited from 
the Seven Sister Colleges su
pervised tutorial sections and 
provided one-on-one instruc
tion. 

In the course of overcoming 
educational hurdles—students' 
unschooled background and 
long absences from class
rooms—the school created a 
learning environment that 
would bring it recognition as a 
model. Of necessity, it ex
perimented with pedagogy in
spired by John Dewey and 
progressive education.35 The 
staff designed courses for the 
adult woman worker who had 
an elementary school educa
tion. They generally compen
sated for academic deficiencies 
by using students' work and 
life experiences as the basis for 
discussion of economic and so
cial issues. Personal material 
was the departure point for 
most instruction. The women 

frequently wrote autobiog
raphies and discussed current 
events in an effort to make 
their aptitudes and interests 
central to learning. Amy 
Hewes, a Mount Holyoke econ
omist who through years of 
summer school service became 
one of its revered teachers, de
scribed the experimental learn
ing process: 

Classes in English composition 
often started with the writing of 
autobiographies. Hygiene might 
begin with the study of the 
physical motions required to 
perform an industrial operation. 
How could strains be avoided 
and energy conserved? In the 
case of a group of textile work
ers a study ended in the com
position and performance of the 
"Dance of the Weavers," set to 
appropriate music.36 

In 1930 and 1931, the De
pression was the unifying 
theme in economics classes. 
Students chronicled their un
employment experiences in De
pression case histories: "The 
Effect of Unemployment on My 
Family and Me"; "My Experi
ence of Being Unemployed"; 
"What Made Me Hold On."37 In 
addition, each summer school 
class produced a yearbook—a 
literary magazine containing a 
variety of poetry and prose 
based on material drawn pri
marily from the students ' work 
lives. 
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Besides the classes and writ
ing projects, the students par
ticipated in a rich extracurricu
lar program. This included field 
trips to historical sites, 
museums, and factories. High
lights of the 1924 session were 
a debate on the Equal Rights 
Amendment and the school's 
first international folk musical 
festival, which featured an 
ethnic cross-section—Scots, 
Russians, Czechs, blacks—of 
the student body. That summer 
there were discussions of the 
national political platforms and 
a weekend forum entitled "The 
Bargaining Unit of Labor." The 
cooperative store and the stu
dent paper, published twice 
during the term as in previous 
years, had their place in com
munity life. And, as in other 
years, the lantern ceremony, 
held in the library cloisters, 
was the season's final event." 

In 1934, during a crisis at 
the school, critics alleged that 
the curriculum had become 
radicalized. The school's charter 
had mandated "impartial," 
"non-dogmatic" inquiry. Had it 
ever been possible to adhere to 
those principles? Economist 
Broadus Mitchell believed that 
"advancing the rights and in
fluence of organized labor in
fused all instruction."39 As early 
as 1922, in Amy Hewes's eco
nomics classes, for example, 
value-laden rather than value-
neutral instruction prevailed. 
In her syllabus for "The Role of 

the Worker,"4" Hewes argued 
that the economic power of the 
individual worker is less than 
that of the capitalist. An em
ployer's assets are his superior 
knowledge of market conditions 
and his bargaining skill. He 
fights for profit, not life. In a 
competitive system, an em
ployer must use his economic 
power against workers because 
the public demands that he 
lower prices. 

Hewes's outline expressed 
union principles. Antagonism 
between employer and em
ployee regarding output re
quires the formation of unions. 
The employer's chief goal is in
creased production and de
creased cost. The union's goal is 
restricted output. The latter is 
seen as necessary for wage and 
job retention. To eliminate un
fair bargains and job insecur
ity, workers must act as a 
unit. 

In Amy Hewes's course there 
clearly was a prochange, pro-
union bias. Twelve years later, 
a Communist party member 
was on the faculty, teaching 
from radical materials. The 
presence of this Communist, 
Emanuel Blum, showed the 
students' influence: they had 
lobbied for and won his hiring 
in 1933. The Emanuel Blum-
Ellen Kennan teaching team 
used National Recovery Admin
istration (NRA) Board member 
W. O. Thompson's statement. It 
read. 
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The trend of the National Re
covery Administration has been 
and continues to be toward the 
development of monopoly capi
talism in the United States. 

The NRA handed over the 
trade associations dominated by 
the largest corporations in the 
various industries, the formula
tion of codes of fair competition 
without representation of the 
consumers or workers. . . . As a 
result of these conditions, small 
business is being oppressed. 

The amount of goods that can 
be bought by workers with de
clining real earnings has 
dropped as a result of price ad
vances created by monopolistic 
practice. 

The only solution involves a 
change in class relationships. 
Only a government by workers 
and farmers can plan produc
tion, produce goods for use and 
not for profit, eliminate poverty, 
and raise the standards of liv
ing of the entire population."' 

These cases indicate that 
ideology permeated some 
teaching during the school's 
first fourteen years. The 
school's reliance on ex
perimental learning and cur
rent events made it particular
ly attuned to worldly politics. 
Classroom ideology ranged 
from Hewes's liberal prounion-
ism to Blum's Marxism. Clear
ly, school participants enjoyed 
"a broad spirit of impartial in
quiry and . . . academic 

freedom."^ Academic freedom 
meant one thing in 1921 and 
quite another in 1934. In the 
latter year, alternative eco
nomic systems and "isms" in
creasingly engaged the entire 
school.41 New Deal ferment 
brought too much reality to the 
Bryn Mawr Summer School 
and, with it, too much risk to 
the college. 

By 1934, the Bryn Mawr 
Summer School for Women 
Workers had achieved success. 
It had educated 100 women 
workers annually. As indicated 
below, each summer many stu
dents left the school better 
equipped to take charge of their 
lives and to assume leadership 
positions in their communities 
and at work. But Depression-
generated internal and external 
crises would wound its opera
tion. The school had depended 
for its continuance on coopera
tion among incompatible forces: 
conservative and liberal college 
trustees and alumnae, union 
sponsors, industrial clubs of the 
YWCA, business and industrial 
leaders, and academicians. 
While it was possible for a 
tenuous equilibrium to be 
maintained in the quiescent 
1920s, the charged political 
atmosphere of the 1930s proved 
its undoing. 

Union representation at the 
1934 session had increased to 
two-thirds of the student body.44 

More students with louder 
voices were interested in com-
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munism and socialism. By 
chance, the college's fiftieth 
anniversary $1 million endow
ment campaign coincided with 
the radical developments with
in the school. Conservative 
members of the college's Board 
of Trustees (Mrs. Learned 
Hand, for one, who had become 
increasingly uncomfortable 
with the college's "leftist" labor 
school) were eager to seize an 
excuse to evict the school. Their 
opposition was sharpened by 
the need to raise additional en
dowment funds for the college. 
The event that galvanized the 
opposing forces was the Sea-
brook Farms strike of 1934. 

The particulars of the crisis 
are easily summarized. A long
standing agreement had barred 
the school's participation, as a 
school, in strikes. Individuals 
were free to express themselves 
in strike activities. What oc
curred during July 10-12, 
1934, was the involvement, as 
individual observers, of econ
omist Colston Warne and 
sociologist Mildred Fairchild in 
the strike called by the workers 
at the Seabrook Farms in 
Bridgeton, New Jersey. By 
going to the strike "to be 
damned nuisances, if 
possible,"45 the two faculty 
members violated no agreement 
with the Bryn Mawr Board of 
Trustees and broke no rules. 
They observed a confrontation 
between police and teargassed 
strikers and gave a story to re

porters. The next day, Bryn 
Mawr made the Philadelphia 
newspapers.46 This, of course, 
was just the turn of events for 
which the conservatives, in
fluenced by Frances Fincke 
Hand, were looking. They 
claimed that the school had 
violated the agreement not to 
participate in strikes. The con
troversy grew into a cause 
celebre of hysterical proportions 
and resulted in the school's 
eviction for the summer of 
1935. Although the summer 
school returned to Bryn Mawr 
from 1936 to 1938, much of its 
momentum was gone and its 
idealistic energies spent. 

The school ended, but what 
happened to its women stu
dents? Until now, that para
mount question has gone un
answered. How did eight weeks 
of English and economics affect 
factory women? To what did 
health education, astronomy, 
folk festivals, debates, outings, 
lantern ceremonies, and myriad 
human interactions add up? 
Did the school alter the lives it 
touched? My follow-up study of 
fifty-four student participants, 
a forty- to sixty-year retrospec
tive, confirms the school's 
efficacy.47 

The data thus uncovered 
point up the vitality and im
portance of the Bryn Mawr 
Summer School. They also por
tray the follow-up sample 
whose mean age was 72.7 years 
in 1982. Native-born, urban, 
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Protestant women respondents 
outnumbered Catholics and 
Jews. A majority came from the 
Northeast and had been re
cruited by the YWCA. Unions 
recruited the second largest 
group of students, who came 
primarily from the needle 
trades. Half of the women in 
the follow-up sample were un
ion members. 

There were some differences 
between the follow-up sample 
and the matriculant sample. 
The follow-up sample had fewer 
"other factory" workers, was 
somewhat better educated, and 
was more likely to be born in 
the United States and recruited 
by the YWCA and the 
NWTUL. 

Most respondents credited 
the summer school with giving 
them an enhanced self-image, 
greater general knowledge, and 
changed personal lives. A com
parable percentage viewed posi
tively the interaction of diverse 
social and ethnic groups. 
Almost half the respondents 
noted improved social skills, 
while a majority believed the 
school had furthered their 
careers. One-fifth of respon
dents felt that the school had 
had no impact on their work. 

Almost three-quarters of the 
respondents felt the school 
could not have been improved. 
One-third had no idea why it 
ended, while others thought its 
radical image and inadequate 
funding were the reasons. 

The survey illuminates the 
school's impact on employment 
and careers. Worker-students 
clearly realized the founders' 
aspirations. Their subsequent 
lives followed widely divergent 
paths. Some experienced 
dramatic upward social mobil
ity, perhaps a tribute to faculty 
role models. Others moved into 
trade union leadership. The 
canvass yielded the following: 
eight women continued in the 
same industrial work until re
tirement, twelve left paid em
ployment for full-time home-
making, six left industry for 
either retail or white-collar 
work, and seven combined 
homemaking with community 
volunteerism. Five became mid
dle-class professionals, while 
two gained college scholarships 
(to Barnard and the University 
of Wisconsin) through the 
direct intervention of summer 
school personnel. Fourteen pro
vided no career data. 

Twelve heeded the school's 
message to assume a greater 
responsibility for the solution of 
industrial problems. The ten 
who became shop chairladies 
and volunteer organizers for 
their unions are now chiefly re
membered by co-workers, 
daughters, and 
granddaughters.48 Carmen 
Lucia and Elizabeth Nord be
came vice-presidents of the 
United Hatters, Cap, and Milli
nery Workers International 
Union and the United Textile 
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Workers Union, respectively. 
Ultimately, Nord represented 
labor on the Rhode Island State 
Unemployment Compensation 
Board from 1956 to 1974. 

Outside evidence has estab
lished the school's national con
tribution to union leadership 
training. Six of seventy-five 
subjects in the Twentieth Cen
tury Trade Union Women Oral 
History Project had been stu
dents at the Bryn Mawr Sum
mer School.19 They were Sara 
Barron (ACWA), Sara Fredgant 
(ACWA), Dolly Lowther Robin
son (ACWA), Elizabeth Nord 
(UTW), Carmen Lucia (Hatters 
Union), and Bonnie Segal 
(ILGWU). Rose Pesotta, who 
predeceased this study, 
attended the school in 1922. 
She became a leading trade un
ionist in the 1930s and 1940s 
and the only female vice-
president of the ILGWU's ex
ecutive board.5" 

For many of the faculty, the 
school's impact was as powerful 
as it had been on the students. 
It was their first opportunity to 
help the disadvantaged, an ex
perience tha t proved irresistible 
and pivotal. Teaching assist
ants and instructors Margaret 
Honour, Elizabeth Lyle Huber-
man, Anita Marburg Lerner, 
Oliver Loud, Millicent Carey 
Mcintosh, Broadus Mitchell, 
Mark Starr, Susan Shepherd 
Sweezy, Caroline Ware, and 
Colston Warne said the school 
fueled their dreams for equal 

opportunity and social justice.51 

The faculty joined or returned 
to their home universities or 
social welfare and government 
agencies intimately acquainted 
with the problems of poor and 
exploited laboring women. 

First at Wellesley and later 
at Vassar, Helen Drusilla Lock-
wood became well known for 
her activism. Lillian Herstein, 
a Chicago social studies 
teacher, moved into leadership 
in that city's American Federa
tion of Teachers. Rosamund 
Tuve, a Connecticut College 
Renaissance scholar, said that 
teaching at the Bryn Mawr 
Summer School "left [her! left 
of center."52 Brooklyn College's 
well-known Theresa Wolfson, a 
member of the 1928 and 1929 
faculty, focused her reformer's 
energies on the workers' educa
tion movement.51 Mount 
Holyoke's Amy Hewes, the Uni
versity of Pennsylvania's 
Gladys Palmer, and the Uni
versity of Chicago's Hazel 
Kyrk54 made names for them
selves through economic re
search. Margaret Berry and 
Marie Algor returned to their 
YWCAs with broadened per
spectives. Alice Hanson Cook 
moved from the YWCA to a 
faculty position at Cornell's 
School of Industrial and Labor 
Relations. 

The New Deal generated 
further opportunities. Hilda 
Worthington Smith herself was 
the first, in 1933, to join FDR's 
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team. Harry Hopkins tapped 
her to t rain unemployed 
teachers as labor educators, 
first in the Federal Emergency 
Relief Administration (FERA) 
and later for the Works Prog
ress Administration (WPA).55 

Those summer school faculty 
and staff members who joined 
federal agencies were for years 
par t of a vital Washington, 
D.C., summer school network. 
These included Marguerite Gil-
more (U.S. Women's Bureau), 
Katherine Pollak Ellickson 
(AFL-CIO), Jean Flexner 
Lewinson (U.S. Bureau of 
Labor Statistics), Constance 
Williams (U.S. Department of 
Labor), Esther Peterson 
(Amalgamated Clothing Work
ers of America), Ida Craven 
Merriam (Social Security 
Board), and Caroline Ware 
(Organization of American 
States). Other faculty staked 
out new territory. Colston 
Warne, for example, founded 
the Consumers' Union. Esther 
Peterson became a link to the 
contemporary women's move
ment when she was named as 
first chairperson of the Presi
dent's Commission on the Sta
tus of Women in 1961. 

While it appears that the 
quality of the educational pro
gram contributed to the school's 
effectiveness—well-trained 
academics and activists taught 
an innovative curriculum to 
carefully chosen students—its 
force derived in part because it 

fulfilled a need not met by 
other institutions. The school 
was in the vanguard of educa
tion programs for women work
ers, offering them scholarships, 
support, and awareness of their 
individual and group potential. 

The Bryn Mawr Summer 
School was an experiment in 
residential living and learning 
that generated stimulating per
sonal relationships. Many re
spondents wrote of acknowledg
ing for the first t ime their col
lective identity as working 
women. In an age when work
ing people seldom traveled, 
attending the school was a 
broadening experience. The 
school enabled its students to 
widen their acquaintance with 
other laboring women and to 
consider common problems. 
They valued opportunities to 
meet a cross-section of the 
American—and each year a few 
European women also joined 
the school—female work force. 

The heterogeneity of the 
school's students often resulted 
in confrontations. A New York 
dressmaker wrote, "The School 
opened for me a lot of informa
tion about the status and back
wardness . . . of women from all 
over the country who never 
heard about the class 
struggle."56 An unemployed 
Lawrence, Massachusetts, tex
tile worker remembered being 
labeled a "nigger lover" by her 
Winston-Salem, North Caroli
na, roommate after befriending 
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a black girl. She was a Catholic 
for whom the summer meant 
first meetings with Protestants 
and Jews. She confessed to hav
ing feared them as "Satanic" 
and "Christ Killers."57 A New 
York milliner remembered that 
some Christians experienced 
another sort of culture shock: 
"A few gentile girls from the 
Midwest were so disturbed 
when courses conflicted with 
their ideas about God and reli
gion, tha t they left the 
School."68 

Cross-class encounters were 
central to the entire experience. 
Academicians and collegiate 
tutors mixed with social classes 
known only from texts. Faculty 
women taught factory women. 
Some students focused on the 
summer's idyllic character, 
writing of the access to luxury 
and leisure. A Virginia textile 
worker wrote: "Bryn Mawr was 
a heaven on earth for me. I had 
a suite of rooms. The food was 
good. The nurse asked me if I 
wanted to put on some weight. 
I weighed 98—I gained 14 
while there."69 A New York 
clothing worker said: "In tha t 
day, just being on such a cam
pus was very different in con
cept to what we from the fac
tory were even aware of—only 
the rich knew tha t life. So it 
was a new world."60 A neckwear 
finisher reminisced: "It was a 
terrific summer, especially for 
those girls who were really 

very poor and probably never 
lived in the environment we 
had there. To them, it was out 
of this world to have maid ser
vice and waitresses and 
meals."" 

Elizabeth Nord was particu
larly moved by the faculty's 
capacity for empathy: "What 
really impressed me . . . was 
how well our professors, who 
had a different background 
from ours, knew so much about 
our problems, what affected us 
as workers. Lillian Herstein 
told us she had done laundry 
and ironing to go to College."62 

Another student developed a 
deep six-year friendship with 
Vassar l i terature professor 
Laura Wylie. It began with an 
invitation to "Iolanthe." 

That was only one invitation. 
Then one after another followed. 
I spent many weekends in her 
home and two weeks every sum
mer. She gave me a list of books 
to read, encouraged me in ev
erything I undertook. She wrote 
to me twice a week for all those 
six years that she lived (passed 
on in 1932), and insisted that I 
drop her a card once a week 
just to say I was O.K.63 

After her summer at Bryn 
Mawr, the student left the 
dressmaker's shop. Passing the 
New York City teacher's exam 
opened for her a thirty-five-
year career at the Manhat tan 
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Trade School for Girls as a 
dressmaking teacher. 

Faculty were more analytic 
about cross-class mixing. Many 
stressed what they had gained 
from the unique experience. 
Economist Jean Flexner Lewin-
son, Carter Goodrich's under
graduate assistant in 1925, re
membered: "The students 
greatly enjoyed the compan
ionship among themselves and 
with faculty and tutors and the 
beauty and quiet of the cam
pus. Those with strong Marxist 
leanings could not be pried 
loose. We learned as much or 
more from the experience as 
they."64 

Another teaching assistant 
recounted the class feeling 
aroused by a neighborhood 
party. 

I remembered being delighted 
when many of the students were 
indignant at a supper party 
given by a would-be kindly 
neighbor. We had hot dogs and 
store rolls. But the girls had ex
pected a good home meal, were 
hoping for it. They thought this 
was a condescending effort to 
give them what they were "used 
to." They would have loved 
something like steak or 
chicken.65 

Susan Shepherd Sweezy, an 
undergraduate assistant and 
later a member of the English 
faculty for several summers, 

devoted most of her memoir to 
the students. 

But the students were the big 
education for me. Girls my age 
who had often less than an 
eighth grade education, many 
had emigrated from Europe, 
many had fled pogroms, all had 
worked hard when they could 
get jobs. . . . They all had to be 
literate, but really had very lit
tle education. They were 
wonderful people, some full of 
flare and color, some repressed, 
rigid, many of them nursing 
strong grudges against the 
world. When I returned to 
Wellesley that Fall I changed 
my major from English to 
Economics.66 

Elizabeth Lyle Huberman, 
another undergraduate assist
ant who taught English, credits 
the school with political conver
sion. 

The students were wonderful. 
They were overflowing with 
knowledge of a world I didn't 
know but felt I should have be
cause my grandfather was a 
fisherman and my grandmother 
was a factory worker. . . . The 
School turned my politics up
side down. From being an un
thinking Republican simply be
cause I'd inherited my parents' 
view I became some kind of 
socialist. . . . My parents were 
shocked but persuaded and 
ended up voting for Roosevelt.67 
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Her transformation began in 
earnest when she went to work 
for John L. Lewis in Washing
ton, D.C., upon her graduation 
from Bryn Mawr College. 

The Bryn Mawr Summer 
School for Women Workers, 
1921-1938, was rooted in 
M. Carey Thomas's idealism 
and social feminism. By uni
fying women through educa
tion, Thomas hoped to reduce 
social and economic inequities 
and to hasten "the coming of 
opportunity for the manual 
workers of the world."6" Thomas 
provided the imprimatur for 
the ambitious experiment. She 
wisely tapped Hilda ("Jane") 
Worthington Smith as steward. 
Smith proved a transcendent 
figure capable of maneuvering 
among conflicting interest 
groups and ideologies. Into an 
institution that Mary Beard 
once described as "unnatural"69 

she infused a messianic dedica
tion. Smith was the source of 
the Bryn Mawr Summer 
School's equilibrium, clear-eyed 
confidence, and continuity. 

Two forceful personalities, 
Thomas and Smith, energized a 
small private college into com
mitt ing its resources to labor
ing women's advancement.70 

Bryn Mawr College alumnae 
made the enterprise, which was 
costly and national in scope, 
possible. The college women 
brought a sense of mission to 
the lofty experiment. They 
annually collected $20,000 of 

the necessary funds and, in col
laboration with the NWTUL, 
the YWCA, unions, and others, 
recruited applicants. The work 
brought reciprocal enrichment. 
While the summer school's ex
istence required Bryn Mawr 
alumnae involvement, the work 
repaid them in challenge and 
sense of purpose. 

The summer school was 
daringly original. It was the 
pioneering, and perhaps un-
equaled, school for women 
workers in the United States. 
Within its ivied walls it mixed 
ideologies, social classes, and 
races in unique and important 
ways. As a collective women's 
experience it was without peer. 
Communal living and studying, 
conducted in an atmosphere of 
mutual respect and admiration, 
deepen understanding as no 
textbook, rally, or lecture ever 
can. 

The summer school was suc
cessful as well as original. 
Selected members of a genera
tion of blue-collar and blue
stocking women returned to 
homes, communities, factories, 
unions, universities, and 
YWCAs forever changed by the 
eight weeks. It enabled work
ing women to "find their place 
on the side of right, justice, and 
humanity, to be in the main
stream of modern thought."71 In 
its faculty, it sharpened a belief 
in education as a vehicle for 
nonrevolutionary change. Car
men Lucia and Elizabeth Nord 
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assumed new roles as union 
organizers. Helen Schuldenfreid 
Selden went to Barnard College 
on scholarship. Sophie Schmidt 
Rodolfo eventually established 
a vocational school in the pro
vincial Philippines. Elizabeth 
Lyle Huberman went to work 
for the United Mine Workers 
and later wrote about the Mex
ican labor movement. Esther 
Peterson remains vital and 
prominent in Washington, D.C. 

The school carried forward 
liberal activism of the progres
sive era. In the politically quiet 

1920s, it kept alive a commit
ment to social change, readying 
many of its students and 
teachers for the recharged 
world of FDR. It linked the 
world of Jane Addams to that 
of Hilda Worthington Smith to 
that of Esther Peterson. It 
linked Agnes Nestor to Rose 
Pesotta to Elizabeth Nord and 
Carmen Lucia. It enabled a 
generation of women to discov
er new inner and outer worlds. 
It groomed women for lead
ership. 

Students at the Bryn Mawr 
Summer School for Women 
Workers wrote the following 
poems and essays between 1924 
and 1933, which were printed 
in the school's paper, the Bryn 

Mawr Daisy. The final piece is 
from the annual "Lantern Cere
mony," which was held in the 
cloisters at the end of the 
school session each summer.72 

The Song of the Factory Worker 

Red-brick building 
With many windows, 
You're like a vampire 
For wherever I go, 
You know 
I'm coming back to you. 
You have held many under your spell, 
Many who have sewed their life away, 
Within your walls. 
You say to me, 
0 , you may leave 
But you'll come back. 
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You'll miss 
The whur, whur of the machinery 
The click of the tacker, 
The happy laughter of the girls, 
Telling jokes. 
You'll miss the songs, 
They sing, 
And the tired-eyed ones, 
Watching the clock. 
The pieceworkers, 
Sewing fast 
So fast till it makes you dizzy 
To watch. 
(They haven't time to look up.) 
And under the skylight, 
The red-haired girl 
When the sun sets her head aflame, 
You'll miss the noise and the bustle and the hurry. 
And you'll come back 
You'll see. 
All this and more 
You say to me, 
Red-brick building 
With many windows. 

—Ruth Collins, 1924. 

The Machine 

Hello, you big monster. 
I'm not afraid of you today. 
Yesterday, you played me a dirty trick 
By pulling in my hand, 
And crushing it till I screamed. 
You laughed and roared on and on. 
Louder and louder, just like a wild lion 
Full of joy that has just caught its prey. 
I was helpless. 
To fight you would be like fighting wild beasts. 
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You don't care what you do to me. 
Cripple me for life or take it from me. 

There is one who can compete with you 
And tha t is Fate in all her glory. 
If it wasn't for her, 
I wonder where I would be? 
When you took the notion, you fierce-looking thing, 
That I no longer needed my hand, 
Fate stepped in, and said to you, 
"You have all the power in this world: 
Your gears, your wheels, your huge rollers, 
Why? The size of a human being compared to you 
Is as great as a mouse compared to him. 
This human body doesn't stand a chance with you; 
You will go on living and roaring 
Long after the human body is dead and buried. 

So why should I let you take its life or disable it?" 
You paid no heed to that , did you? Of course not. 
Remember when you pulled that hand of mine 
And how I screamed till I could scream no more? 
Fate heard me and she stepped in, 
Like lightning the power was shut off, 
For what reason, no one knows but I. 

Today, I am not afraid of you. 
I don't hear your terrible noise, 
I hear music, louder and louder. 
Oh, how I wish to dance to you, 
Your roaring wheels and your terrible curse. 

—Mary Kosovicz, 1926 

Thoughts in Patterns 

Clatter, clatter, clatter, 
As the shuttle flies in and out. 
If we could only weave our thoughts in patterns, 
What a history it would be. 
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Many songs of gladness, 
And many tales of woe 
Would be woven in the patterns. 
As the shuttles go back and forth, 
Ambitions and desires, 
With a sense of humor too. 
Discontent and admiration, 
In the patterns would be woven. 

—Sarah Burgess, 1930 

My First Job 

At the age of fifteen I took my first step in the industrial world, in the 
twisting department of the R. Mill, a branch of the American Woolen 
Company. The R. Mill is situated in the west of Providence on the 
banks of the Woonasquatucket River. 

The first morning I reported to work, after I had taken off my hat 
and coat, I stood around talking to some of the girls I knew. All of a 
sudden out of the stillness of the room a loud shriek was heard which 
resounded throughout the mill and seemed to be right in the room, 
but to my surprise I soon discovered it was the whistle outside on top 
of one of the roofs. 

After this loud shrieking had stopped, the girls I had been talking 
to all seemed to scatter in different parts of the room leaving me 
standing there alone in a quandary, not knowing what to do. 

As the girls started their machines in operation the room became a 
mixture of different noises. The hum of machines and the shrieking of 
the belts on the pulleys which keep the shafts overhead in motion so 
the girls can run their machines, seemed to form a throbbing sensa
tion through my head and vibrated throughout my whole body. 

As I stood watching all the different wheels turning this way and 
that , looking like a jig-saw to me, the foreman, a short stocky Eng
lishman, came walking up the room. He bid me, "Good morning," and 
introduced me to one of the girls and told her to teach me how to run a 
twisting machine. 

As I walked into the alleys between the twisting machines, the din 
of the room seemed to become ever so much louder. The girl did her 
best trying to teach me how to run these machines but I was so 
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frightened of them I didn't even want to touch them. The machines 
really frightened me so much that the girl who was teaching me told 
the foreman that I was too young to do this work and too small a child 
to be put on them. The girls working on these machines were all 
around the age of thirty. 

The foreman then placed me on the Foster winding machines. This 
was a simple job and I soon learned to run these machines very 
efficiently. This work was on a piece-work basis and I averaged 
between $20 and $25 a week for full-time work. I hadn't been working 
on these machines very long when one of the yarn carriers for the 
twisting machines gave up her work to return to school and the 
foreman thought I would like this sort of work so I was moved again. 

This was about the easiest work I ever did, and the most interesting 
to me because, while working on this job I could roam all over the 
plant talking to girls I knew who were working in different depart
ments. Of course, this work did not pay as much as the Foster winding 
but I didn't have to work so hard. This job was a standard job and paid 
$17.50 a week. 

—Madeline, 1933 

My First Strike 

When I first started to work in J & J, it was not a union shop. I didn't 
know what a union was. My boss was very friendly with me; she told 
me if I wanted her to be my friend I was not to make friends with 
anyone in the shop. The girls had told me to be very careful, because 
she was very fussy; she kept a girl a month then fired her and got 
someone else. I was afraid of losing my job and stuck by her and made 
no friends in the shop. Darn fool that I was, I was soon to know why. 

A few weeks later there was a big argument in the shop. Mr. J . had 
gone over to the operators and told them he had to take five cents off 
every dress. The girls refused to take it. So he told them if they didn't 
like it, they could get the hell out. After much argument and discus
sion they all accepted the cut. More and more dresses were coming 
out each week. Girls were working twice as hard as before. 

A few weeks later Mr. J. came around again and told them he had 
to take five cents more off as dresses were selling cheaper. There was 
no argument this time; no one said a word. A week later he came 
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around again and told the girls he was going to give them a nickel 
more on the dresses as he had gotten customers who would buy 
dresses for their usual price. There was much discussion among the 
girls tha t week of which I could learn nothing. 

Next morning when I went to work I found the workers from my 
shop in front of the building. As I came towards them, the men 
approached me and told me not to go up to work as they were striking. 
Everywhere you went you could heard the word, strike, strike, strike! 
By asking a few questions I found that the girls had not even been 
making enough to live on. 

We had day in and day out of picketing in front of the shop without 
results. It seemed as though my boss got her work out just the same. 
So we kept a closer watch on the shop; this was very hard to do, 
because there were police everywhere; if you just stopped for a min
ute, you were told to move on and if you didn't do it, you were shoved 
right into the patrol wagon. On one part of the street the scabs in the 
shops above threw spools of thread at you and in addition to this the 
police would come prancing up to the sidewalk on horseback and try 
to scare you away. But it seemed the more the police threatened us 
the stronger our force grew. More and more people were joining us 
each day. People who knew nothing about our work used to come by 
and ask us how we were making out and wish us luck. We sure needed 
it. 

One morning about 11 o'clock our shop was called to the union for a 
meeting. We were told tha t my boss had called up and told the 
organizer to tell the girls if they wanted to come back to come now, 
because after 3 o'clock he would take the five cent raise he had given 
them back. There was much laughter in the union, everybody took it 
as a joke. At noon we parted, the men went on the picket line and told 
us girls to go and have lunch, when we came back they would go, so 
we could have the shop covered all the time. Two days later my boss 
called the union again and told the girls if anyone wanted to come 
back they still had a chance. Everyone began to get uneasy; there 
seemed to be no results of our picketing and striking. It seemed as 
though the boss would not give in. The organizer told us to be patient; 
we would get what we wanted and more. 

Next day the boss called up again and said he would give the 
operators five cents on every dress, but nothing to the finishers and 
pressers. This gave everybody courage. Girls said if he can give the 
operators five cents he could raise the finishers and pressers too. The 
organizer called back and told him we did not agree. This made him 
mad. That afternoon he called up again and said he would give five 
cents to the finishers and pressers but nothing more to the operators. 
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There was much rejoicing in the union; now we knew our strike was 
almost won; we knew we would not come back till he gave the 
operators five cents more and cut down our hours. 

Well I joined the union and got two dollars a week increase; the 
operators got twelve and a half cents per dress; the finishers got seven 
and a half cents; the cutters were on piece work and they were put on 
week work at forty dollars a week. We went back to work the next 
morning. Now our boss cannot tell us, "If you don't like it, you can get 
the Hell out." 

I am glad I joined the union because it gained so much, not only for 
me and my shop, but it helped to organize many other shops in 
Boston. Because when girls of other shops knew what we gained they 
were more than willing to join. 

—Mary C , 1933 

Excerpts from the Lantern Ceremony 
Held on the Steps of Denbigh Hall 
During the Closing Exercises of the 

Bryn Mawr Summer School 

Jean: Now our all too short time has ended.—We came, each with the 
picture of our own lives, not knowing or seeing the same problems 
in the lives of others. But now we go, knowing tha t we are not 
alone—but tha t we are many—all working together in the same 
direction, though we will be far apart. 

This is a strange kind of going out from school. Not to a world 
waiting eagerly for us—but to one where we must make our own 
places, quietly. It will be hard to open all the doors tha t are closed to 
us. Doors closed because of hatred; doors closed because of ignor
ance; doors closed, but waiting to be opened. Behind large doors 
tha t now may seem too secure to be opened, there are people 
wanting you, people waiting to ask, wanting to have things ex
plained. They do not know how much they want and need you. 

Girls: Who are the ones tha t want and need us? 

Youth: We are the youth of America. Five million of us are unem
ployed. Where are our promised jobs? Jobs we need so that we can 
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live decently. What are we to do with our high school and college 
education? Every year thousands of us pour from these schools. To 
what? . . . We crowd into the machine of this modern world and, not 
knowing, become a part of its power . . . become a cog in the huge 
wheel that is crushing us. Are we to keep it going—what have you 
to say to youth? 

Student: You belong with us—in the labor movement. Here your 
power will be used, not to destroy you, but to build for you! 

Woman: We are the wives of laborers. The mothers of their children. 
Our men are cruelly exploited in the mills of big business, big 
industry. They give their lives to these mills and have so little of 
themselves to give to us and our children. It is we who suffer, too! 
Always wanting, but not having. It is we who suffer when they 
strike—when we see our children hungry. It is we who keep them 
on the line—or send them back for a paltry sum because it means 
bread. Bread, yes—our fight, our mothers' fight, but is there not 
more? Can't we have for our coarse, tired hands roses too? What 
have you to say to us . . . we women in the homes! 

Girl: You, too, belong with us in the labor movement. Going side by 
side, we will fight for bread and roses! 

Unorganized: We are the unorganized—we who are exploited in such 
ruthless ways because we do not have the knowledge of how we 
might work together in unity to protect our common interests. We 
are simply tools of the bosses—for so long we have seen only 
ourselves that now we are blind and full of hate and ignorance. 
This is our tragedy—we have no strength—we are afraid of 
ourselves and distrust each other. What have you to say to us, the 
unorganized? 

Girl: Your place is with us, in the labor movement. There you will get 
fresh courage . . . there you will see a way. 

Unemployed: We are the unemployed—do you hear the steady tramp
ing of millions of us? Can you see millions of feet marching from 
agency to agency asking for work and being refused? Can you see 
these weary feet resting in the public squares and watching the 
seeds of agitation being sown in the fertile soil of discouraged 
hearts and minds? What a ghastly farce, the army of unemployed, 
increasing a thousand-fold while manufacturers close up their 
factories, oil up their machines, and let life rot in back alleys 
because these owners decide there is no more profit in human life. 
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We are hungry, yet there are hundreds of idle factories. What is the 
answer, what have you to say to us, the unemployed? 

Organized: We are the organized workers. We are in the labor 
movement; for years we have banded together to fight for our share 
of what we have created and in our fight we have fought each other, 
black against white, Jew against Gentile, union against union, 
leader against leader, worker against worker. We distrust 
ourselves; we do not know our power. Our leaders, those of our own 
people who have worked side by side with us, have gone from us, 
have forgotten the grind of the mill. Why are these things? What 
have you to say to us, the organized workers? 

Student: We are coming to you in the labor movement, coming with 
eyes of youth, strength of youth strong in the knowledge tha t only 
together will we rise, but we must know. We come to you to learn 
with you, to rise with you (and not above you). We come to ask, to 
explain! 

Jean: Ask and explain. Learn now the simple t ruth. 
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Although the 1880s have been 
designated as the "take-off 
period for southern industry, 
the 1920s were the years when 
the region's cotton textile in
dustry gained ascendency over 
its northern competitors and 
during which southern manu
facturing continued a race for 
dominance in synthetic fibers, 
clothing, and shoes. The num
ber of southerners in industrial 
work doubled between 1880 
and 1890, and the movement of 
workers into manufacturing in
creased steadily for the next 
four decades. As in the North
east fifty years earlier, no 
group felt the impact of indus
trialization more than the 
young women who left the re
gion's farms to become opera
tives in southern mills and fac
tories. 

Despite the importance of 
working-class women in the de
velopment of industrial capital
ism in the South, however, lit
tle attention has been paid to 
their history. This un
documented history includes 
the crucial role of women with
in the southern family economy 
and the determined and often 
militant efforts of southern 
women workers to improve 
their individual lives through 
collective action. Working 
women in the South sought 
support in these efforts from a 
variety of sources. At times 
they were sustained only by 
their own fortitude and the 

solidarity of their co-workers. 
In other cases, women workers 
joined trade unions, although 
organized labor often lacked 
the resources or motivation to 
assist them. As a result, num
bers of working-class women 
fighting for autonomy and bet
ter working conditions joined 
forces with middle-class 
women's groups in order to 
change the character of the in
dustrializing South. 

The twin issues of industrial 
and racial reform had become 
central to southern middle-class 
reformers in the early years of 
the twentieth century. Effoi'ts 
to mitigate the inequities in a 
racially segregated society par
alleled work to channel the 
New South's industrial capacity 
toward creating a better society 
for all of the region's citizens. 
Southern women working in 
groups as divergent as the 
Methodist Women's Missionary 
Council and the Communist 
Party scrutinized southern soci
ety during the 1920s and 1930s 
and prescribed change. Within 
this broad spectrum of reform 
and revolution, the labor move
ment offered a consistent blend 
of activism and pragmatism. In 
the 1920s, however, the posi
tion of southern women within 
the labor movement was cir
cumscribed. Middle-class 
women (with the exception of 
those in teachers' unions) had 
little or no contact with organ
ized labor, while few southern 
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working-class women were con
sidered candidates for organiza
tion into craft-dominated un
ions. Therefore, working-class 
women looked outside the labor 
movement to find support for 
their efforts to organize, and 
middle-class women, concerned 
about industrial conditions, 
channeled their efforts into 
workers' education for women. 
Thus workers' education came 
to serve as a common ground 
for cross-class cooperation 
among southern women. 

The single most important 
instrument for workers' educa
tion for women in the South 
was the Southern Summer 
School for Women Workers in 
Industry. Founded in 1927 by a 
group of women concerned 
about the human cost of indus
trialization, the school sought 
to build a network across the 
South which could both pro
mote the organization of unions 
and fight for basic changes in 
the southern industrial system. 
For many years the Southern 
Summer School was directed by 
Louise Leonard McLaren, a na
tive of Pennsylvania who came 
south in 1920 as YWCA 
National Industrial Secretary 
for the southern region. 
McLaren, together with Lois 
McDonald, the daughter of a 
South Carolina minister, pro
vided the driving force behind 
the school.1 

The origin of the Southern 
Summer School can be traced 

to the YWCA's work with 
women through its Industrial 
Department. In the nonunion-
ized South the YWCA was an 
especially important organiza
tion for developing working-
class leaders in dozens of south
ern communities. At the same 
time, through the YWCA mid
dle-class women interacted 
with their working-class sisters 
in a way that both stimulated 
their reform impulse and pro
vided practical experience on 
which to base an approach to 
solving the problems of south
ern industrial society. 

The women working with the 
YWCA Industrial Department 
in the South, however, under
stood the limitations of an in
stitution controlled and domi
nated by middle-class interests. 
Through their contact with the 
National Women's Trade Union 
League (NWTUL), the Bryn 
Mawr Summer School for 
Women Workers, and Brook-
wood Labor College, these 
women came to recognize the 
tactical importance of workers' 
education in a strategy of 
promoting union membership 
among southern workers. Tak
ing these workers' education 
programs as their models, a 
coalition of working- and mid
dle-class women created in the 
Southern Summer School an in
dependent organization espe
cially adapted to the needs of 
southern women workers. 

In order to begin the process 



Recognizing Regional Differences 151 

of building such an institution, 
the school's founders reached 
out to individuals and organiza
tions from across a broad polit
ical and economic spectrum 
that included women's groups, 
contingents of liberal south
erners, and organized labor. 
This coalition secured funds, re
cruited a predominantly female 
faculty, and selected students 
through YWCA Industrial De
partments and local trade un
ions. The school was an im
mediate success and generated 
a great deal of enthusiasm 
among organized women work
ers, unorganized workers in the 
YWCA, and southern middle-
class reformers. 

Students who came to the 
Southern Summer School were 
recruited by local "workers' 
education committees," which 
provided money for travel and 
tuition. All of the school's stu
dents were rank-and-file work
ers, and most were between 
eighteen and thirty-five years 
old. Between 1927 and 1934, 
the majority of the women who 
participated in the program 
were active in the YWCA In
dustrial Department; after 
1934, most belonged to unions 
of textile, garment, or tobacco 
workers. Only white women 
attended the Southern Summer 
School. Although the school's 
leaders were concerned about 
the conditions of southern black 
workers and wanted to operate 
an integrated school, they 

bowed to the mores of a segre
gated society. The student body 
itself reflected the segregation 
within the southern industrial 
work force in the period prior 
to World War II, when few 
black women obtained manu
facturing jobs. 

At the Southern Summer 
School's six-week residence ses
sions (held at Sweet Briar Col
lege in Virginia in 1927 and 
afterward in schools and camps 
in western North Carolina) stu
dents received instruction in 
labor history, economics, and 
public speaking. As the school's 
faculty introduced southern 
women to the history of Amer
ican workers, they sought both 
to increase the self-esteem of 
individual students and to en
courage women to solve their 
problems collectively. The 
school was a place where south
ern women workers learned 
new ideas about the world and 
forged skills to use in the daily 
struggle of organizing and edu
cating their fellow workers af
ter returning home. 

For the 300 women who 
attended the Southern Summer 
School's sessions between 1927 
and the beginning of World 
War II, the opportunity to par
ticipate in an educational pro
gram designed specifically for 
them was a unique, exciting 
adventure. Motivations for 
attending were no doubt as 
numerous as the students, but 
thirst for education was a fre-
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quent theme. The organizers of 
the school realized the strength 
of this desire for learning and 
designed the school's program 
to channel this energy into the 
process of developing the lead
ership potential of the students. 
The curriculum in labor history 
and economics built on the ex
periences of the students, and 
the women were encouraged to 
express themselves and to de
velop communications skills by 
writing essays, poems, and 
plays. Above all, the school fos
tered among the workers a 
sense of self-worth as it pre
pared them for assuming lead
ership roles in the southern 
labor movement. 

The women of the Southern 
Summer School created an 
atmosphere that encouraged 
students to expand their self-
perceptions and to develop a 
sense of personal autonomy and 
group identity. In the first 
place, the school offered women 
a retreat from their social and 
familial obligations where they 
could talk to one another, 
reflect upon their lives, and 
obtain a fundamental sense of 
their own worth. Second, the 
school's faculty, young women 
who were themselves activists 
and dedicated to social change, 
became role models for their 
working-class students. Finally, 
the Southern Summer School 
offered women an ideological 
vision of a new social order in 
which a genuine democracy 

would be created. The social 
space to reflect and develop 
new ideas, nonpassive female 
mentors, and a new vision of 
the future provided students 
with the tools for forging the 
collective consciousness neces
sary for social change.2 

The school's founders per
ceived the environment of the 
organization's summer sessions 
to be a key ingredient in creat
ing the proper atmosphere for 
the education of women work
ers. The women who organized 
the Southern Summer School 
consciously sought to establish 
a cooperative community of 
middle-class and working-class 
women, teachers and students, 
in which all shared the work, 
studied together, and learned 
from one another. They wanted 
to create a true workers' school 
in which there would be no 
class lines and no formal 
academic hierarchy. To achieve 
this goal the faculty encour
aged students to lead discus
sions, to ask questions, and to 
disagree openly with their 
teachers and with each other. 
When Louise Leonard McLaren 
wrote about the 1928 session, 
she emphasized faculty-student 
equality: 

There was no line drawn be
tween the faculty and the stu
dents such as is the rule in 
academic life; the simple fact 
that they all call each other by 
their first names is a kind of 
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symbol that the school is in a 
very real sense a cooperative 
undertaking in education in 
which the "faculty members" 
may learn as much as the 
"students."' 

Students were also cognizant 
of the special relationship be
tween those who came to the 
school to learn and the faculty. 
As Polly Robkin, a student in 
1934, recalled: "The school 
made a big impression on me. 
It was the first time I had ever 
been away from home, but that 
didn't bother me. The school 
was so informal—it was like 
everyone was on the same 
level—it seemed as if the 
teachers wanted to learn from 
us. '" 

In many ways, the school 
realized the goal of creating a 
community where women could 
come to share experiences and 
learn from each other. Most of 
the middle-class faculty mem
bers had several models to use 
as they worked to create a new 
organization that would bring 
middle-class and working-class 
women together. For example, 
Miriam Bonner, a faculty mem
ber who had taught at the 
North Carolina College for 
Women in Greensboro, de
scribed the atmosphere on that 
campus, saying, "There was a 
freedom about it . . . almost 
like a nunnery life in a way, 
and it was very comfortable 
and very pleasant." She de

picted the Southern Summer 
School in a similar way, as a 
place where women could come 
together and talk with other 
women without pressure from 
bosses, husbands, or families. 
The Southern Summer School 
environment, to her, was "very 
friendly, very cooperative . , . 
just like one big happy family 
. . . a wonderful experience of 
freedom and security."5 

In this supportive atmos
phere, the Southern Summer 
School faculty encouraged stu
dents to speak about them
selves, and teachers structured 
discussions that built on the in
dividual experiences of working 
women. This was an important 
teaching method that prepared 
students to recognize their com
mon history and to understand 
the need for communication 
and cooperation among women 
throughout the South. Fur
thermore, this teaching format 
helped southern working-class 
women realize the importance 
of organizing to protect their 
own interests. As an integral 
part of each teaching session, 
the faculty used the work his
tories of students as illustra
tions of specific historical de
velopments within the southern 
region.6 

While the Southern Summer 
School sought to foster the 
building of a collective identity 
among students, the faculty 
also wanted to give working-
class students with limited for-
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mal education and few experi
ences beyond the restricted 
contexts of their home commu
nities a larger, more universal 
orientation to history, econom
ics, and the role of women in 
an industrializing society. To 
this end, background informa
tion was provided by courses in 
economics and labor history, 
and students developed com
munication skills in writing 
sessions and classes in public 
speaking. Thus, at the close of 
a summer term students who 
had initially concentrated on 
their own low wages, loss of a 
job, and individual employer 
were able to discuss across-the-
board wage cuts and regional 
unemployment, as well as the 
implications of trade union 
organization and the advan
tages of industrial versus craft 
unions.7 

Throughout its history, the 
Southern Summer School pro
gram was shaped by a board of 
advisers, faculty, and workers 
dedicated to expanding labor's 
political and economic role 
within southern society. As stu
dents from throughout the re
gion came to the school they 
spoke about themselves, 
learned about each other, and 
reflected the influence of the 
five different instructors who, 
between 1927 and 1940, taught 
the core course in economics 
and coordinated the school's 
residence curriculum to give 

students a basic understanding 
of labor history and theory.8 

In 1927, Broadus Mitchell of 
South Carolina, a young profes
sor of economics at Johns Hop
kins University, encouraged 
students, the overwhelming 
majority of whom were farmers' 
daughters, to discuss their indi
vidual role in southern indus
trial expansion. Lois MacDon-
ald, a South Carolina native, 
former YWCA secretary, and 
member of the economics facul
ty at New York University, 
took over the economics course 
in 1928 and taught at the 
Southern Summer School for 
over a decade. MacDonald 
urged students to write about 
their role as women workers 
and to express their views on 
racial segregation within the 
southern region. In a labor eco
nomics course designed spe
cifically for southern women 
workers, MacDonald focused 
attention on concerns of par
ticular importance to southern 
workers and stressed the im
portance of improving condi
tions within southern indus
tries. In 1937 the economics 
course was run by Caroline 
Ware, a Sarah Lawrence pro
fessor who had taught at the 
Bryn Mawr Summer School for 
Women Workers. Ware advised 
students to concentrate on 
learning union procedures and 
practices. In the late 1930s, 
under the direction of Leo 
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Huberman, author, organizer, 
and chairman of the Depart
ment of Social Science, New 
College, Columbia University, 
students wrote essays about the 
labor spy system, the Industrial 
Workers of the World (IWW), 
and the Gastonia strike of 
1929. By 1940, the school came 
full circle in many ways when 
H. C. Nixon, a southern liberal 
scholar not unlike Broadus 
Mitchell, came to teach eco
nomics. Nixon, an academic po
litical scientist and a Vander-
bilt Agrarian, taught workers 
who had lived through the po
litical and economic changes 
about which he had written.9 

Parallel to the school's goal 
of educating workers in labor 
history and economics was its 
program to encourage self-
expression and to foster self-
esteem among the students. 
Communication skills were de
veloped through basic writing 
and public speaking instruc
tion. But beyond these practical 
lessons, the students were 
urged to express themselves in 
poetry, to write and produce 
plays, and to join in good-
natured songfests. These activi
ties opened new vistas to south
ern workers, whose educational 
backgrounds had been limited, 
and at the same time permitted 
an outlet never before available 
for long-dormant creative 
talents. 

Learning traditional labor 

songs put students at the 
Southern Summer School in 
touch with a rich work culture 
from which southern workers 
often had been alienated. As 
they sang "Solidarity Forever," 
"The Internationale," and "I'm 
Labor," students at the school 
were stirred by words and 
music tha t had inspired genera
tions of workers in other parts 
of the world. Students were 
also encouraged to incorporate 
the experiences of southern 
workers into new lyrics or tra
ditional melodies. For example, 
to the tune of the gospel hymn 
"When First I Heard of Pente
cost," workers wrote: 

When first I heard of the CIO, 
I thought it must be right, 

It seemed to suit the people, 
and be a great delight."1 

Another original song written 
by a woman during the school's 
first session and adopted by 
classes tha t came later included 
these stanzas: 

Southern girls awake, Southern 
girls arise 

Better conditions make, get your 
share of the prize 

Although there's work it's true, 
if we will dare and do 

We'll get a decent living wage, 
and a little surplus too. 

Chorus 
Agitate, Educate, Organize 

today 
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If we all together stay success 
will come our way 

Agitate, Educate, Organize 
today 

Oh, what fun when we get more 
time to live and play." 

The Southern Summer 
School's emphasis on student 
expression was part of a larger 
goal of i l luminating and vali
dating southern working-class 
culture. This ambition 
reflected, within the southern 
context, a national movement 
during the 1930s to define a 
"culture by and for the working 
class of America." Throughout 
the Depression era, reformers, 
intellectuals, and radicals alike 
sought, as Richard H. Pells has 
described, to "invest fiction and 
poetry with an almost mission
ary role in creating a new kind 
of society." Gradually concen
tration on novels and poems 
shifted to other art forms, one 
of the most important of which 
was drama.'2 

Over the years Southern 
Summer School students wrote 
and produced more than a 
dozen plays. Hollace Ransdell, 
who had worked at Brookwood 
Labor College, coordinated the 
majority of these productions. 
Ransdell asserted that the stu
dents had "a very dramatic 
sense" and on occasion even 
"ran away with the plot." Char
acterized by simple stories, col
orful characters, and spon
taneous dialogue, the plays 

focused on unemployment, the 
stretch-out, or bad working con
ditions and portrayed workers 
acting collectively to demand 
resolution of these problems.13 

A pair of female characters 
generally had the leading roles 
in these plays. Traditionally 
one women portrayed a "good" 
person, while the other played 
a "bad" character. Moralistic 
plots, in which the good women 
always won, dominated scripts 
in which a union heroine 
played opposite a misguided 
nonunionist, a virtuous poor 
woman opposed a mean rich 
lady, or a well-educated but 
witless middle-class character 
lost out to an illiterate but 
clever working-class woman. 
Even the undesirable female 
characters, however, always 
demonstrated the potential to 
be enlightened and the capacity 
to understand a working-class 
woman's perspective. 

Although female characters 
in Southern Summer School 
plays had the capacity for 
cooperating across class lines, 
male characters fell into three 
very separate categories. Work
ing-class men, always good and 
kind, were sharp-tongued and 
headstrong. Capitalists were 
fat, well-dressed, cruel, calcu
lating, intractable, and a bit 
ridiculous. Finally, the sheriff, 
a popular character to portray, 
represented capitalist law en
forcers who were vile-talking 
and unsympathetic to the work-
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ers. Sheriffs were frequently 
the villains of these plays: 
workers who had turned 
against their own class. At 
times sheriffs could be subdued, 
either by force or by collective 
opposition to their reelection, 
but these men were always 
characterized as unscrupulous 
and potentially dangerous.14 

Southern textile strikes pro
vided students at the Southern 
Summer School with rich mate
rial to integrate into dramatic 
form, but one of the most 
powerful plays produced by the 
students focused on their every
day lives and working condi
tions. During the summer of 
1928 students at the school per
formed a play entitled "Tobacco 
Shop," described by Louise 
Leonard McLaren as "an 
almost spontaneous production 
. . . [in which] what it meant to 
the girls to work in the hot, 
humid air of the tobacco factory 
was so well brought out by the 
characters that some of the 
spectators in the audience said 
later they almost began to feel 
the heat themselves."15 

These plays were fun and ex
citing for the students, in part 
because they declared open sea
son on bosses, law officers, 
scabs, and other banes of south
ern working-class existence. 
Yet there was more to the 
attractiveness of labor drama 
than mere entertainment to 
these young women. The plots 
distilled their work experience, 

the characters embodied their 
heroines, and the themes ar
ticulated their yearning for 
autonomy and control over 
their own lives. The plays cast 
women as strong, courageous 
individuals who were in the 
right and who had the ability 
to change people's minds and 
mobilize others for action. 
These qualities, aspired to by 
the students, were precisely 
those that the school's faculty 
sought to develop in order to 
provide the South with 
an indigenous labor leadership. 
Thus this women's theatre 
spoke effectively to both the 
needs of the students and the 
motives of the faculty of the 
school. 

By the end of its first decade, 
the Southern Summer School 
had become well known within 
the southern labor movement, 
and 250 of the region's women 
workers had participated in the 
program. A thoughtfully de
signed curriculum, egalitarian 
relationships between the facul
ty and students, and a carefully 
selected student body all con
tributed to create a successful 
organization for southern 
women workers. As is t rue of 
any institution, however, the 
Southern Summer School had 
to adapt and, as McLaren 
wrote, "recognize the changing 
situation in the south." One of 
the most important turning 
points in the history of the 
school was opening the summer 
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sessions to men. The trans
formation of what had been a 
tightly knit women's commu
nity into a coeducational work
ers ' school involved substantial 
readjustments on the par t of 
both women students and 
faculty.16 

The first year men attended 
the school, the place where 
women students had openly 
voiced their opinions turned 
into a forum in which women 
had to defend their s tatus as 
workers. In 1938, "a heated dis
cussion" on the place of mar
ried women in industry "raged" 
for several days until, McLaren 
reported, "only statistics could 
convince differently those who 
argued tha t women's place is in 
the home." Moreover, while the 
CIO locals sending students to 
the Southern Summer School 
supported the theory of organiz
ing workers regardless of skill, 
race, or sex, they selected more 
men than women as candidates 
for workers' education pro
grams, and by 1940 over one-
half of the school's students 
were male.17 

Nevertheless, while admit
ting men meant the loss of the 
special camaraderie and sup
portive environment which 
Southern Summer School 
women had treasured, the move 
was a pragmatic one essential 
to perpetuate the school's in
fluence in the southern labor 
movement and to ensure the 
continued advocacy within the 

movement of women and 
women's issues. Former stu
dents still looked to the school 
as both a vital part of their per
sonal history and a conduit to 
increased participation in the 
labor movement. Female stu
dents coming to the school after 
1938 also gained strength and 
inspiration from their contact 
with a workers' school domi
nated by women. For McLaren 
and the school's faculty and 
board members, the organiza
tion continued to be a place 
where they could come to re
new their commitment to work
ing for social change and to 
nur ture the supportive rela
tionships they had built over 
the years. 

Throughout the Southern 
Summer School's history, the 
lives of the young women stu
dents graphically mirrored the 
basic social and economic 
changes occurring in the South 
in the 1920s and 1930s. The 
stories of Southern Summer 
School students recounted the 
hardships faced by those who 
worked the land, the movement 
of families into mill towns and 
urban centers, and the high 
price paid for economic surviv
al. These women also told of 
ways in which they coped with 
their situations and "made do." 
Although each individual had a 
different history, the southern 
working-class women who came 
together at the Southern Sum
mer School shared their experi-
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ences as workers, perceptions of 
their communities, and feelings 
about the hard times they had 
endured. Because of the South
ern Summer School, these 
women left a writ ten record. 
This writ ten history, including 
student autobiographies and 
thematic essays, delineates the 
costs of industrialization as 
well as the benefits women 
workers gained in the changing 
social and economic structure of 
the South. The essays written 
by women at the school reveal 
the impact of these changes on 
personal lives and render 
understandable the political 
and social protests in which 
these women became involved.18 

During the ten years from 
1927 to 1937 when the South
ern Summer School recruited 
only women workers, an aver
age of twenty-five students 
attended the residence school 
each year. After 1937, when 
both women and men were 
admitted, approximately fifteen 
women attended each summer. 
All together, over 300 women 
came to the school. The women 
invited to participate in the six-
week session were rank-and-file 
industrial workers recruited 
from a variety of industries 
across the South. The largest 
number of women were drawn 
from the North Carolina in
dustrial piedmont, but women 
from Virginia, West Virginia, 
South Carolina, Georgia, Ala
bama, and Tennessee also 

attended. Occasionally a stu
dent from as far away as Texas 
would hear of the program 
through the YWCA or a local 
union, and in 1937 a group of 
women sharecroppers recruited 
by the Southern Tenant Farm
er's Union (STFU) came to the 
school from Arkansas. The in
dustries these women worked 
in varied as much as their na
tive states. Workers came from 
textile mills, from tobacco in
dustries, and from box factories 
and canneries. Some of the 
women had been domestic 
workers, and many, especially 
in the first few years, had done 
agricultural work. Although 
they were selected for their 
potential as rank-and-file lead
ers, the backgrounds and work 
histories of these women are 
representative of southern 
women workers generally; the 
industries and the working-
class communities they repre
sented were prototypes of the 
industrialized South.19 

Because women came to the 
Southern Summer School from 
across the South and from a 
variety of communities and 
workplaces, the school's record 
allows a probing of work and 
family histories and the experi
ences of collective action among 
groups of women from agri
cultural and industrial back
grounds in rural areas, mill vil
lages, and urban environments 
throughout the southern re
gion. Moreover, comparisons 
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can be made between two gen
erations of southern women 
workers, for between 1927 and 
1944 the school served two 
cohorts of women.-" 

The past, for most of the 
Southern Summer School 
women, revolved around the 
history of their family. Because 
they were young and only 
about 20 percent were married, 
they generally wrote and spoke 
of their family of origin. Almost 
one-half of the women who 
came to the school in the early 
years had been reared on 
farms. For their families, as for 
those of the rural women stud
ied by Margaret Jarmon 
Hagood in the 1930s (Mothers 
of the South [1939P, while the 
concept of male dominance was 
accepted on one level, a rigid 
patriarchy did not exist. Young 
women had worked side by side 
with their mothers and fathers, 
performing numerous agri
cultural tasks, and their work 
experience reflected the diversi
ty and flexibility required in 
agricultural labor. As one 
woman wrote: 

The two oldest girls and I did 
the planting and plowing, pull
ing fodder and corn, picking 
cotton and chopping the winter's 
firewood from the woods. The 
smaller children did the hoeing 
and the weeding. With everyone 
in the field we often picked more 
than two bales of cotton a day 

and hauled it to the store 
house.2' 

Because they had partici
pated in all kinds of agricultur
al work, these women brought 
with them sex-role definitions 
which, when applied to a 
manufacturing setting, 
emerged as relatively egalitar
ian. Most of the young women 
at the school had not left the 
work force since they first en
tered it. They worked to sup
port themselves and their fami
lies and viewed their domestic 
and public work as a dual re
sponsibility. Because of low 
wages for men and the necessi
ty of women's contribution to 
the family income, women in 
these families participated with 
their men in a joint economic 
partnership and continued an 
agricultural tradition of family 
work and shared wages far into 
the twentieth century." 

Many women who had grown 
up on farms had pleasant recol
lections about their agricul
tural backgrounds, which, 
although tempered with hard 
work, were relatively secure. A 
student in 1929 recalled that 
"we always had a place to sleep 
and at least one pair of shoes 
during the winter." One woman 
wrote that she was born in the 
Virginia countryside in "a little 
log cabin which is still a very 
dear spot to me." Another stu
dent remembered a home sur-
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rounded by oak trees and a 
happy childhood before she was 
old enough "to hoe corn and 
cotton, help tie and grade 
tobacco and after cotton opened, 
to pick cotton." This preadoles-
cent child was hired out to 
work on other farms when 
there was not enough to do at 
home.23 

Student writings chronicle 
the migration from farm to fac
tory. In many cases this event 
was triggered by the death or 
ill health of a parent. From a 
young millworker in 1929 
comes this testimony: "My 
father's health had been bad for 
several years. After he was not 
able to do farm work, we moved 
to the city. I was just 13. My 
sister who was two years older 
than I had to go to work in the 
mill to support the family."24 

Moving into industrial com
munities, agricultural families 
readily translated a tradition of 
family participation for eco
nomic survival into the family 
wage economy: 

Mother decided she would sell 
the farm for she was in debt 
and the farm was poor and 
small. She did not get much for 
it but did pay all she owed and 
had enough to go to the city 
where she could put my brother 
and me to work in factories. My 
brother got a job in a broom 
factory making $6.00 a week, I 
worked in a cotton mill and 

made between $4.50 and $7.00 
a week. Mother washed, ironed 
and cleaned house for other peo
ple to keep the rest of the chil
dren in school.2' 

Even when each member had 
to go out to work, for many 
families a move into the indus
trial sector resulted in an im
provement in living standards. 
Better housing and nearby 
schools were more frequently 
available than in the country, 
and while the paternalism of 
southern manufacturers varied 
from community to community, 
in many areas a company's phi
lanthropy provided resources 
tha t had never been available 
to rural southerners.26 A stu
dent from one mill community 
wrote: "We have a swimming 
pool, theatre, and two churches. 
We also have a grammar 
school. After a child has 
finished grammar school he can 
go to high school without 
paying tuition if he lives in the 
village. You can have insur
ance if you want it."27 

Families working in manu
facturing had more cash than 
had been available in the agri
cultural economy. As one 
woman put it, after going to 
work in the mill, she "got the 
taste of a dollar." Another stu
dent recalled being paid $1.01 
on her first job: "I gave mother 
the dollar and kept the one 
cent. I was so glad to be able to 
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give my mother money." A 
North Carolina woman remem
bered tha t soon after leaving 
her family's farm "marriage 
wasn't in my mind because I 
was having too good a time 
making money and being with 
people, and I was getting some 
things that I had never been 
used to having."28 

But while industrial work 
provided some benefits, it also 
brought new problems. Many 
mill villages, especially in the 
1920s and 1930s, were horrible 
places to live. Most reports of 
bad living conditions came from 
women living in cotton mill 
towns. One student described 
her community: "The houses we 
live in are not nice houses and 
they all need repairing. There 
is no water or bath in the 
houses. The mill village is very 
unsanitary as they have no 
sewer line for the waste water 
to pass out."29 

However, unsanitary condi
tions and the difficulties poor 
housing presented for mill 
workers paled in significance 
compared to the loss of auton
omy tha t characterized life in a 
mill village. For individuals 
who had been independent 
farmers, the fact tha t "em
ployers seem to have sole au
thority over the people" made 
southern mill village existence 
a particularly demeaning life
style to accept. Students at the 
Southern Summer School de

scribed many different forms of 
employer control, but perhaps 
the most exceptional example 
came from a woman who lived 
in a mill village where "the 
lights are connected with the 
mill and are turned on at 5:00 
in the evening and turned off 
at 10:30 at night. Again in the 
morning at 4:00 they are 
turned on and stay on until 
7:00 in the morning."30 

As these women and their 
families exchanged the hard 
life of southern agriculture for 
work in manufacturing, they 
became involved in an intricate 
set of trade-offs. The cost-
benefit ratio varied greatly for 
different groups of workers, in 
specific places, and at particu
lar times. On the one hand, 
agricultural families traded 
autonomy for cash wages, while 
on the other, they escaped rural 
poverty only to "eat up today 
what they work out tomorrow" 
at the company store. But if the 
resources promised to workers 
moving into southern industrial 
communities were often un
available, nevertheless most 
manufacturing workers had a 
better chance than their rural 
relatives of obtaining housing 
with electricity and running 
water and at least a partial 
education for their children.31 

Work dominated the lives of 
southerners hired as operatives 
in the region's factories and 
mills. For women entering in-
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dustrial work in the 1920s and 
1930s, the conditions under 
which they labored determined 
their tenure on the job and 
their response to speed-ups or 
stretch-outs. The working con
ditions in a particular factory 
or industry affected the short-
term quality of women's daily 
lives (for up to twelve hours a 
day, six days a week) and their 
long-term heal th and well-
being.32 

Many women who took 
manufacturing jobs after grow
ing up on farms considered in
dustrial work less demanding 
than farm labor, although 
several years in a mill or fac
tory usually altered tha t per
spective. "At first I thought 
work in the mill a great experi
ence," a student wrote in 1929, 
"but I soon grew tired of work
ing in such a place and would 
often long to be out in the open 
again." After five years in the 
mill, one woman described "the 
dreadful monotony of reeling" 
as the worst par t of the work. 
"The same old grind day in, 
day out. It does things to you," 
she wrote in her autobiog
raphy.33 

The invariability of the work 
was one of many conditions 
women at the school considered 
when they described the facto
ries where they held jobs. In
dustrial plants with hospitals 
and free medical services for 
employees were depicted, as 

were factories lacking ventila
tion, restroom facilities, or 
adequate seating. Conditions in 
garment factories were uni
formly better than those in cot
ton mills. A Nashville garment 
worker described her unionized 
factory, complete with dressing 
room and a dining room that 
served hot meals, as "nice, 
clean and light." A fellow stu
dent employed in cotton textiles 
wrote tha t her work was "very 
tiresome" because she had to 
"stand up all the time." Fur
thermore, the cotton mill em
ployee earned one-half the 
average wages a garment work
er received.34 

Heat, cold, poor lighting, and 
inadequate ventilation made te
dious and boring factory jobs 
harder to bear. Yet other 
physical aspects of industrial 
work were even more noxious. 
One woman argued tha t in the 
rayon factory where she worked 
there was "something in the air 
tha t makes the girls faint." She 
had "known as many as twen
ty-seven to faint in one day." 
Women complained about dust 
so thick you "had to hold your 
breath" and dangerous chemi
cals in synthetic fiber plants 
where, one woman reported, "I 
have known several [em
ployees] to lose their eyes . . . 
and two I know of lost their 
lives." While the immediate 
effects of dust and fumes were 
only too apparent, workers 
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could only imagine the then-
undiscovered threat of byssino-
sis or the still-unknown long-
term damage done by 
chemicals.35 

Early in 1929, conditions for 
southern textile workers 
worsened as employers began 
stretch-outs and speed-ups to 
increase production. While 
work in textiles had always 
been physically demanding and 
tedious, the pace in many mills 
had been tolerable. Many work
ers who lived near the mills 
went home for a midday lunch, 
and, as a North Carolina 
woman explained, "We didn't 
rush; we'd just stand around 
and talk. We just sort of kept 
our work going, you know, the 
machinery running." But with 
the stretch-out, she maintained, 
"they began wanting more 
work out of us. They'd put more 
work on you for the same pay. 
More work [and] they didn't 
know when to quit."36 

When a South Carolina 
woman came to the school in 
1929, she wrote an essay enti
tled "A Strike Against the 
Stretch-Out," which began: 

For the benefit of those who may 
not know what the stretch-out is 
I will explain. In the weaving 
department of a cotton mill we 
had been running around the 
average of twenty-four looms. 
After the stretch-out system was 
introduced we were put on from 
eighty to one hundred looms 

and were given boys and girls 
to fill our batteries:'7 

After having worked six 
months under the new system, 
another North Carolina student 
wrote, "Everyone in the mill is 
completely worn out at stop
ping time. They go home un
able to enjoy supper or any
thing else. . . . [S]ome of them 
'[arel just dragging along half 
dead and overworked until they 
don't know what it is to take a 
rest and feel good."38 

With the stretch-out came 
new organizing efforts, as 
workers "rebelled against doing 
more work for lower wages." A 
Southern Summer School stu
dent who had gone out on 
strike in Danville, Virginia, in 
1930 explained, "We started an 
organization because we made 
very low wages and worked 
long hours. We wanted to or
ganize to try and get shorter 
hours and more money for our 
work."39 Unions, primarily the 
United Textile Workers Union 
(AFL), gained some ground in 
the South in 1929-1930. Locals 
were established a t Eliz-
abethton, Tennessee and Mar
ion, North Carolina after the 
workers walked out; and even 
in South Carolina, where the 
stretch-out system had resulted 
in so-called leaderless strikes, 
workers organized local unions. 
A South Carolina student at 
the school in 1929 wrote, "We 
had borne this abuse, for it was 
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nothing short of that , for quite 
awhile. But please don't think 
we were 'contented cows' for we 
were far from being anything 
like contented."40 

The willingness of these 
women to join unions in the 
late 1920s confirmed the 
school's prediction that south
ern workers, especially textile 
operatives, would form the next 
large group of American work
ers to organize. The women 
who came to the school in 1929, 
almost one-half of whom be
longed to unions, held a basic 
commitment to collective ac
tion. For these women unions 
had made "life a little more 
worth living" and had brought 
"a happiness to people that 
they never had experienced be
fore." The response of Southern 
Summer School students during 
the 1929 session provided an 
important impetus for expand
ing the program and enlarging 
the school's institutional base. 
The fact that so many southern 
women became involved in pro
tests, walkouts, or clearly de
fined strikes during this period 
convinced the school's students 
tha t as a group they had an im
portant role to play in ongoing 
effects to organize workers 
across the South.41 

Throughout the school's his
tory the percentage of students 
belonging to unions correlated 
directly with the rise and fall of 
union membership within the 
South. In 1927, when organized 

labor in southern states offered 
little to workers outside the 
crafts and building trades, only 
25 percent of the workers who 
came to the school belonged to 
unions. During 1929 and 1930, 
as labor revolts in the South 
made national news, student 
membership in newly organized 
unions in hosiery, textiles, 
rayon, and other trades in
creased to 45 percent. By 1933, 
as gains made by the unions 
evaporated in the wake of se
vere economic depression, only 
9 percent of the students at the 
school belonged to unions. 
Then, with the stimulus of New 
Deal legislation, labor organ
ization increased throughout 
the South, and by 1934, 38 per
cent of the working-class 
women at the school were 
members of newly organized 
unions.42 

The succeeding years, 1935 
and 1936, brought new organiz
ing activity, especially among 
the hosiery and garment 
trades, as northern unions con
tinued to respond to the threat 
of competition from unorgan
ized southern workers. Most 
important, the formation of the 
Congress of Industrial Organ
izations (CIO) in 1936, and 
especially the Textile Workers' 
Organizing Committee (TWOC) 
in 1937, increased organizing 
efforts among southern textile 
workers (in 1938 the TWOC 
claimed 25,000 southern mem
bers). At the same time, organ-
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ization among southern gar
ment workers escalated as the 
Amalgamated Clothing Work
ers of America (ACWA) 
launched drives to organize 
southern workers and stabilize 
the industry. During these 
years 80 percent of the school's 
students were union members. 
In the Southern Summer 
School's last years as a resi
dence school, almost all of the 
women who attended came to 
the school as their unions' 
representatives.43 

Because students came to the 
Southern Summer School 
throughout the transitional 
years of southern industrial de
velopment, preliminary con
trasts can be made between two 
cohorts of southern women 
workers. The histories of these 
two groups of women reflect 
both changes and continuities 
in women's lives during a 
period of rapid social and eco
nomic accommodation.41 

Among the first group of stu
dents, who came to the school 
between 1927 and 1934, about 
half had personally made the 
transition from farm to factory 
and had suffered through the 
worst years of the Depression 
as young adults. As we have 
seen, these women successfully 
adapted agricultural work pat
terns to an industrial setting. 
Moreover, in contradiction of 
the axiom of male superiority, 
the men and women in these 
families, subject to the de

mands of a family economy, 
practiced a relatively equal di
vision of labor between the 
sexes. In the industrial family 
economy young women entered 
manufacturing and worked un
til they grew old; older women 
worked at home, often caring 
for their grandchildren. Hus
bands and wives frequently 
worked different shifts so that 
one parent could stay with the 
children. Nevertheless, women 
generally had primary respon
sibility for children and juggled 
schedules—their own, their 
husbands', and those of their 
female relatives—to provide 
continuous child care. As a 
North Carolina woman whose 
working life spanned the years 
between 1925 and 1950 ex
plained: 

/ went back to work when my 
youngest girl was nine months 
old; my mother-in-law took care 
of her. But I worked on the 
third shift ten years; he worked 
on first shift. That way I could 
put the children to bed before I 
went to work at night; and then 
when I came home in the morn
ing those that went to school, I 
stayed up and put them to 
school. And my sister stayed 
with me, and she worked on 
second shift. Managed that way, 
you know.45 

These women, at tuned from an 
early stage to working outside 
the home, organized their lives 
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and their families around that 
necessity. 

The second cohort of South
ern Summer School students 
came after 1934. These women 
had come to maturi ty during 
the early years of the New Deal 
and had moved into industrial 
jobs at a time when a minimum 
wage, limited working hours, 
and the right to bargain collec
tively were becoming realities. 
After 1935 the majority of the 
women who came to the school 
had been reared in industrial 
communities ra ther than in 
agricultural areas. Like the 
women who came earlier, this 
second cohort viewed sexual di
visions with a pragmatic eye. 
Men gardened and women 
canned, sharing tasks tha t in 
agricultural areas had been de
fined as women's work. 
Brothers worked in one factory 
for $6.00 a week, while sisters 
made from $4.50 to $7.00 a 
week on piecework in a mill on 
the other side of town. For both 
groups, the realities of women's 
lives belied the prevailing 
southern sex-role ideology that 
assumed tha t women did not 
work.46 

Gradually, during the years 
between 1935 and 1940, with 
mandatory schooling and in
creased government regulation 
of hours and pay, family earn
ings gave way to higher wages 
for adult workers. Pay differen
tials by sex became more 
pronounced, and questions re

garding women's place in the 
southern workforce became 
more common. During this 
period, some of the women who 
had attended the Southern 
Summer School before 1935, 
now older and married, but still 
in industrial jobs, came back to 
the school and found them
selves warning younger stu
dents (after 1938, both male 
and female students) against 
the rhetorical argument tha t 
married women did not belong 
in industry. They maintained 
tha t few southern working-
class women in the 1930s had 
stopped working outside the 
home when they married and 
contended that all women 
shared the responsibility for 
improving working conditions. 
Therefore, while changes were 
evident among the school's stu
dents in the transitional period 
between 1927 and World War 
II, women who had attended 
the Southern Summer School 
provided a sense of continuity 
for younger female students as 
they joined a growing network 
of southern women workers.47 

The women who came to the 
school clearly viewed them
selves as workers. Few of the 
students had ever voluntarily 
left the work force since they 
first entered it. They had left 
their jobs only when laid off or 
when fired for union participa
tion or strike activity. This was 
t rue for the first cohort, women 
who entered industrial work 
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between the ages of eight and 
seventeen, and for the second 
group of women, many of whom 
finished high school before be
ginning full-time work. Both 
groups of women worked to 
support themselves and to pro
vide for their families. They re
ferred to themselves as part of 
a "working class," to their 
neighbors and relatives as 
"working people." When asked 
to describe their communities, 
the women at the school dem
onstrated a keen class con
sciousness. A student in 1929 
wrote that she did not like to 
live in a mill village because 
"the people are looked down 
upon as lower class." Class di
visions, so obvious in isolated 
mill communities, were no less 
obtrusive in urban areas. A 
woman from Georgia wrote in 
1932 tha t while Macon was a 
"good sized town and had peo
ple of all classes in it, the most 
exclusive section of the city is 
only a few blocks from the 
poorest section, which is the 
Atlantic Mill Village."48 

Jus t as the women of the 
school had a well-developed 
sense of their class status, they 
also reflected a clear perception 
of their role as women workers. 
A young garment worker from 
Tennessee wrote in 1927: 

Among the working class, 
women have always helped to 
make the living. Women at the 
present time are employed in 

almost all kinds of work. 
Women are gaining for them
selves a place in the industrial 
world, but should be careful to 
keep a high standard and not 
remain content to be cheap 
labor. 

This woman was active in the 
labor movement after she left 
the school, until her death in 
the late 1960s. In this early 
essay she established her recog
nition of class division in south
ern society, the prevalence of 
the family wage, and the im
portance of women's work in 
the expanding industrial sector. 
Her words reflect a conscious
ness of sex discrimination and 
an awareness of social and eco
nomic change.49 

The Southern Summer School 
program encouraged students 
to recognize their importance 
both as women and as workers. 
Therefore, it is difficult to dis
cern precisely how much stu
dent themes reflect the school's 
influence. Yet an overt work
ing-class feminism emerges 
from the writings of the women 
who attended the Southern 
Summer School. Nascent in the 
minds of the students, this 
viewpoint was positively rein
forced and further developed at 
the school. Thus, the feminism 
displayed in student essays rep
resented an amalgam of old be
liefs and new ideas, a synthesis 
of working-class pragmatism 
regarding sex roles and the in-
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tellectually rationalized belief 
in sex equality of the postsuf-
frage decades.5" 

For most working-class stu
dents, participation in the 
Southern Summer School 
marked a watershed in their 
experience, as it provided a 
first exposure to the world 
beyond the mill village or city 
factory. Forty years after her 
summer at the school, a Vir
ginia woman claimed that the 
group was "responsible for 
whatever sense I have today." 
A North Carolina woman wrote 
in 1929 that the six weeks she 
spent at the Southern Summer 
School was "the first time ever 
in life that I could call my time 
my own." A striker from Mar
ion, North Carolina, argued 
that the school "enlightened us 
. . . and put a fighting spirit in 
you," and a worker from Ten
nessee reflected tha t at the 
Southern Summer School she 
"caught on to a whole lot of 
things that I'd never dreamed 
about before."51 The school en
couraged students to discover 
their collective history as 
southern women workers and 
gave them the hope and in
spiration to plan together for a 
shared future. 

When students left the 
school, however, many returned 
to communities with few-
sources of support for their ex
panded social consciousness, 
augmented organizing skills, 
and goals for building a labor 

network among southern work
ing-class women. The two 
groups that women most fre
quently represented at the 
school, the YWCA and local un
ions, did not always respond 
positively to the Southern Sum
mer School program. The 
school's commitment to trade 
unions aggravated existing ten
sions within local YWCAs be
tween the industrial women 
who were dedicated unionists 
and general board members 
with ties to manufacturers. For 
example, in Winston-Salem in 
1929 the president of the 
YWCA ordered the industrial 
secretary not to meet with 
Louise Leonard McLaren be
cause it had been decided that 
the "Southern Summer School 
had lined itself up with union 
workers and was therefore not 
to be trusted."52 

Many of the students knew 
first hand the problems faced 
by women in trade unions be
fore they came to the school, 
and they continued to argue for 
the full integration of women 
a t all levels of union activity. A 
student from Birmingham 
stressed in 1935 that it was 
still necessary "to convince the 
men of women's ability and 
sincerity in unions." She 
argued tha t the survival of any 
union depended on the support 
of working women, who often 
dominated a factory work force 
and provided critical backing 
on picket lines and at relief sta-
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tions during strikes. But she 
explained that women often 
could not play an active role in 
unions because of the double 
burden of working in the mill 
and at home. Nevertheless, lo
cals across the region in
creasingly looked to the school 
as an institution equipped to 
train new union members. At 
least ten Southern Summer 
School students became CIO 
organizers after 1935 and 
further augmented the school's 
involvement in the southern 
labor movement.33 

For some women, however, it 
proved difficult to sustain the 
reality of worker protests in 
local southern communities. To 
participate continuously in col
lective resistance, often without 
the support of a strong union, 
became an unattainable goal 
for many women who left the 
school with a deepened commit
ment to the southern labor 
movement. The tension that 
women workers felt between in
dividual survival and collective 
gain is poignantly depicted in 
an exchange of letters between 
one of the Marion strikers and 
Louise Leonard during the fall 
of 1929. Leonard wrote to this 
former Southern Summer 
School student in October, after 
the second strike in Marion, in 
which six workers had been 
killed: "This morning I have a 
letter telling me that you have 
been scabbing in the mill since 

the murders and of course I am 
shocked to hear it. I hope there 
is some mistake about this and 
that you will write me and tell 
me how it happened." The stu
dent, a twenty-year-old cotton 
mill worker, replied: 

Louise, I am sorry you heard 
that I was scabbing. I will tell 
you how it was and you be the 
judge. They had a strike on 
Tuesday and we didn't know 
anything about it until it was 
pulled and our boys got killed 
at the gate and then I quit 
work. . . . Our leaders never 
had any meetings to tell us 
what to do so nearly all the un
ion people went back. I haven't 
worked but two days and they 
asked me not to go back and 
now I am back home and . . . 
have got no job no money no 
anything and my man is gone 
and I can't find out where he is 
whether dead or alive and I am 
in debt that it looks like I am 
going to have to do some scab
bing so you can imagine what 
kind of shape I am in. I have 
got a little girl that has got to 
be clothed and fed . . . so now 
you have the truth from my 
heart what would you do if you 
was in my place.51 

Despite the difficulties that 
many students faced once they 
returned home, the Southern 
Summer School provided the 
women who attended with a 
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strong affirmation of their per
sonal power and individual self-
worth. Moreover, the school en
couraged students to channel 
the strength tha t came from 
discovering their common his
tory and culture as southern 
working-class women into new 
forms of political action. The 
school stimulated women to 
take public positions on collec
tive bargaining, union power, 
women's rights, integration, 
and workers' education. For 

many women this type of en
couragement was unique. As 
one North Carolina student re
called: "It was a great inspira
tion to me to feel like women 
were considered capable of 
participating."55 At the South
ern Summer School women 
could listen and learn, be ex
posed to new ideas and new 
world views. It was a place 
where southern working-class 
women, often for the first time, 
could speak their own minds. 

In the spring and summer of 
1929, workers in textile mills 
across the southern United 
States went out on strike to 
protest decreasing wages and 
increasing hours. These essays, 
written by students at the 

Southern Summer School for 
Women Workers in Industry 
during the summer of 1929, de
scribe conditions in several 
southern mill communities and 
outline the factors which pre
cipitated the walkouts.56 

The Marion Manufacturing Company 

The hours that the employees work at this mill are ten, eleven and 
twelve hours and twenty minutes. The day weavers and those that 
work in the cloth room get one hour off for lunch. The other depart
ments get something less than an hour. 

The condition in the mill is very bad. The floors are not kept as 
clean as they should be. Men and women use tobacco and spit on the 
floor. The toilets are not kept clean. They are not fit for a human to 
use. They sometimes overflow. These toilets are cleaned only in the 
day time. The weave room is very hot and has bad lights, has bad 
ventilation, and is very noisy. The other departments do not have 
good ventilation. There are but few seats provided for the workers 
and no washroom at all. 
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All these conditions could be made better if the company could be 
forced to look after this like it ought to be or if the owners of the mill 
thought enough of their help to have these conditions made better. 

The company just recently built a YMCA, This is the only place in 
the Mill Village for amusement. In the YMCA is a swimming pool, 
ten pin alley, library, sewing and cooking department, shower bath 
department, and a basket-ball court. The people of the village pay ten 
cents for a shower bath, ten cents for bathing in the pool, and ten 
cents for a game of ten pins. 

The employees of the mill walked out on a strike on the 11th of 
July, for shorter hours and for the same pay they were already 
getting for longer hours. This is the 9th day of August and we are still 
on strike. Do you blame us for striking? 

—Unsigned, 1929 

A Strike against the Stretch-Out 

In the spring of 1929, the workers in the Monarch and Ottoray Mills 
of Union, South Carolina rebelled against the stretch-out system. 

For the benefit of those who may not know what the stretch-out 
system is I will explain. In the weaving department of a cotton mill 
we had been running around the average of twenty-four looms. After 
the stretch-out system was introduced, we were put on from eighty to 
one hundred looms and were given boys and girls to fill our batteries. 

We had borne this abuse for it was nothing short of that , for quite 
awhile. But please don't think we were "contented cows" for we were 
far from being anything like contented. 

I will not take you back to the day of our rebellion. We came out of 
our mills on the day formerly mentioned and six weeks and two days 
hence found us back at work with a very small victory. Our work was 
only reduced to sixty-nine from seventy-two looms. 

I will tell you a little of our hardships during our strike for we did 
not have a union at tha t time although we have one now that is 
growing in number and enthusiasm. We organized a relief committee 
which traveled over different parts of South Carolina and collected 
money and food for the most destitute of us that we might hold onto 
our cause. Wherever our committee went they always met people who 
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knew about us and what a fight we were making and everyone was 
glad to help. 

—Unsigned, 1929 

The following essay comes from Summer School students in 
the collection of autobiog- 1930.s: 

raphies written by Southern 

My Struggle to Escape the Cotton Mill 

After mother and father were married, they lived on a homestead in 
Alabama. The house was built out of logs with one large room. The 
cooking was done in iron pots. Some little distance from the yard to 
the north was built the crib, in which to keep feed of different kinds. 
Here were horse and corn stalls, for then we kept a cow and father had 
to keep a horse to plow his little farm and to pull the buggy for it was 
miles to where anyone lived and too far to walk. 

I've heard my father say after he had made a crop and there was no 
work to do on the farm he would walk two miles night and morning to 
work for as low as fifty cents per day to make enough to buy the things 
we had to have that he could not raise on the farm. In this way he 
worked some on the railroad and learned how to build railroad track 
and later became a section foreman. Father made good crops and I 
can remember the little barn filled to overflowing with corn, while 
the hayloft would be full of peanuts and hay and several nice hogs 
could be found in a pen nearby getting ready to be butchered for the 
winter's supply of meat and lard. 

"Hard times" forced my father to rent this little house and move 
elsewhere to run a farm for someone who had capital to farm on a 
large scale. This was the beginning of the end, for we moved from 
place to place until the home was finally sold. Then I was old enough 
to start to school; but we lived too far from a school and I was too small 
to go alone, so all the schooling I had up until I was eight years old 
was a few months when my aunt taught me. All this time the family 
was growing larger, there being six children. The 1907 panic hit the 
country. We moved to a town in Alabama, to the cotton mills, and my 
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father, my sister, and I went to work. I wasn't quite fifteen years old. 
In a short t ime another brother was born. 

On going to work my sister and I were sent to the spinning room to 
learn to spin. My sister made better progress than I, but the bosses 
being harsh and I being timid I was half-scared to death all the time 
and could not learn the work. This kept up about three months. My 
father was making a dollar per day and my sister and I making fifty 
cents each per day. Then it was decided we had served our appren
ticeship and should go on as "sides." I was given two sides of spinning 
and was paid eleven cents per side, making my daily pay twenty two 
cents, and was living in terror all the time in fear of the boss. When 
Father found I would no longer get fifty cents per day he told me to 
stay home. In the meantime my sister had been taken to the weave 
shop to fill "batteries," making seventy cents per day. After some red 
tape I was allowed to go to work in the weave shop and for nearly two 
years my sister and I worked for seventy cents per day. It took very 
little skill to keep this job going and there being no harsh bosses over 
me I was fairly happy here until Father began to insist tha t Sister 
and I become weavers. I hated the cotton mill and swore I would not 
stay in it all my life. My sister did not mind so much, tried, and 
became a good weaver. 

After quite a struggle on my part to keep from learning to be a 
weaver, I gave it a thorough trial and found I could not learn weaving 
very easily, and being anxious to earn more money I began to think of 
how I could find better-paying work. Then I was allowed to go to the 
spooler and warper rooms where I worked at different times in both 
rooms making $1.25 per day and finally getting $9 per week. 

The long hours and nervous state in which I worked had caused me 
to have much less strength than I would have had otherwise, and it 
was all I could do to keep the work up with the other worker who was 
required on the job and a boy to roll the bores for us. Then one day we 
were told that the boy could not help us anymore and I quit. My father 
had left the mill by this time because he had been too ready to talk to 
anyone he saw about conditions in the mill. With no one working in 
the mill but me, the company notified us to move and when I quit we 
were not living on company property. 

The same day I quit the cotton mill I went to an overall factory to 
get work and succeeded. While talking with the owner of the business 
he told me tha t some of his employees made $10 per week and I 
thought if there was even a remote chance of me making tha t much 
money it was a wonderful opportunity for me so I went to work the 
next day. I worked four days that week and made $2.40 on piece work. 
I had worked eleven hours in the mill but here I worked nine hours 
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and conditions were so different. A very nice, kind, patient young 
woman was my instructor and the superintendent was never harsh 
spoken. This was a union factory and I advanced so well tha t in a 
short time I was making as much as I had made after years of working 
in the cotton mill. However, the things that cotton mill life did to me 
have just now, after many years, begun to leave me. 

—J. W., 1930 

This excerpt from a Southern and most famous of the series 
Summer School autobiography of walkouts in textile mills 
was written in 1938. The strike across the Carolinas and Ten-
at the Loray Mill in Gastonia, nessee in 1929.* 
North Carolina, was the largest 

I Was in the Gastonia Strike 

I had been working for the Manville-Jenkes mill in Loray, near 
Gastonia, for eight years—ever since I was fourteen. We worked 
thirteen hours a day, and we were so stretched out that lots of times 
we didn't stop for anything. Sometimes we took sandwiches to work, 
and ate them as we worked. Sometimes we didn't even get to eat 
them. If we didn't keep our work up like they wanted us to, they 
would curse us and threaten to fire us. Some of us made $12 a week, 
and some a little more. 

One day some textile organizers came to Gastonia. They came to 
the mill gates at six o'clock, just when the daylight hands were 
coming out. They began to talk to the workers as they came out of the 
mill. Everybody stopped to listen. When the night-shift hands came 
up, they stopped to listen too. I was on the night shift. None of us even 
went into work that night, for the organizers were telling us that they 
would help us get more money and less hours if we would stick 
together in a union, and stay out. 

This was the first time I'd ever thought that things could be better; 
I thought tha t I would just keep working all my life for thirteen hours 
a day, like we were. I felt tha t if we would stick together and strike we 
could win something for ourselves. But I guess we didn't have a 
chance—the way "the law" acted after we struck. 
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That night we had a meeting, and almost all the workers came. 
People got up and said that unless they got shorter hours and more 
money they would never go back to work. We all went home that 
night feeling that at last we were going to do something that would 
make things better for us workers. We were going to win an eight-
hour day, and get more pay for ourselves. 

The next morning, we were all at the mill at five o'clock to picket, 
but we couldn't get anywhere near the plant because the police and 
the National Guard were all around the mill and kept us a block 
away. WTe formed our picket line anyway, and walked up and down a 
street near the mill. 

Every day for a week we picketed. One day, my husband, Red, went 
with me on the picket line. (He worked for another mill on the night 
shift.) Jus t as we started on the picket line two policemen came over 
and grabbed Red, put him in an automobile, and took him to jail. 
They beat him up with a blackjack, and broke his ring and tore his 
clothes. They thought he was one of the strikers, and they were 
arresting strikers right and left, hauling lots of them to jail every 
day. 

In the second week of the strike, the bosses went to other towns and 
out in the country and brought in scabs. The police and the National 
Guard made us keep away from the mill, so all we could do was watch 
the scabs go in and take our jobs. 

We kept on with our picket line, though we didn't have much of a 
chance to persuade the scabs not to go in, because of the police and the 
guards. We were treated like dogs by the law. Strikers were knocked 
down when they called to the scabs, or got too near the mill. Every 
day more and more strikers were arrested. They kept the jail-house 
full of workers. Strikers were put out of their houses. All over our 
village you could see whole families with their household belongings 
in the street—sometimes in the pouring down rain, and lots of them 
with their little children and babies. 

We had a relief station where strikers could get food and groceries. 
Red, my husband, had been fired from his job in the other mill when 
his boss found out tha t he was trying to help us strikers, so he opened 
a drink stand near the relief station. One night about nine o'clock, the 
police came to the relief station as they usually went anywhere there 
were any strikers. I don't know what happened exactly, but there was 
a gun fight, and the chief of police was killed. Red, who was selling 
drinks there, was arrested along with a lot of others. Red and six 
others were accused of killing the policeman. 

After Red was put in jail for the murder, my father and I moved to 
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another town. I was expecting my baby soon, but I went to work in 
another textile mill. Except for what 1 read in the papers, I didn't 
know much about what was going on in Gastonia. 

Seven months after the strike they tried Red and the six others 
accused of killing the chief of police. They had been kept in jail all this 
time. I couldn't attend much of the trial on account of the baby, but 
Red told me about it. 

Almost everybody thinks that the workers were innocent, and 
many people believe that the chief was killed by one of his own 
policemen. However, Red and the others were convicted of murder, 
and given anywhere from five to twenty years in the penitentiary. 
Red and the others got out on bail, and all of them left the country and 
stayed away for two years. Then Red came back to get me and the 
baby and he was caught, and sent to prison. He served three years 
and four months of his prison term, and got out last year. 

After the trial, 1 moved to High Point, and got a job in a textile mill 
to support the baby and me. We have had a hard time of it, but I think 
what we went through in Gastonia was worth it all because I think 
people all over the country learned about conditions of textile work
ers in the South, and it helped the labor movement in the South. 

—Bertha Hendnx, 1938 

Southern Summer School stu- It was presented at the School 
dents based this play on an in- in August 1933, and was re-
cident described in labor leader corded by faculty member 
Mother Jones's autobiography. Hollace Ransdell/'" 

Mother Jones' Tin Pan Army 
The Women Mop Up Coal-Dale 

Comic Sketch in One Act 

Scene: The action takes place on a mountain road leading to the 
mines of the Valley Coal Company in West Virginia during the big 
coal strike of 1912. 
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Cast: Sheriff 
Deputy Sheriff 
Mother Jones 
Scab 
Mother of the Scab 
Union Official 
Women in Mother Jones' Army 

When the curtain rises the sheriff is walking up and down with a gun 
over his shoulder looking anxiously down the road. The Deputy sits 
propped up against a tree, his gun beside him. 
Deputy: Do you see 'em coming? 
Sheriff: (Nervously) No. Oh Lord! I don't like this job! 
Deputy: What 's the matter? You ain't scared of a bunch of silly 

women are you? 
Sheriff: You don't know what you're talkin' about. You ain't never 

faced Mother Jones and that army of wild cats of hers yet. She's a 
terrible woman. And tha t bunch of women obeys her like she had a 
magic spell over 'em! 

Deputy: A withered up old woman like her! Why she is past eighty! 
What can she do? Them miners must be a weak lot to be led away by 
the dried up old prune. 

Sheriff: You ain't never seen her or you wouldn't talk like that . 
There is something about that old woman. . . . I don't know what it 
is . . . but there is something about her that gets you. Didn't you 
hear about the rumpus she kicked up over the next valley last 
week? 

Deputy: I heard she was raisin' hell over there with tha t army of wild 
women she's got, yellin' around like cats. Why didn't you smack 
'em and send 'em home to their dishwashin' where they belong. 
That 's what I would have done. 

Sheriff: Yes you would! You'll have a chance pretty soon to try out 
some of your talk. I'll bet you shinny up a tree the first word she 
throws a t you. 

Deputy: Why don't you arrest her when she comes? Lock her up! 
That'll shut her mouth, I bet. 

Sheriff: Arrest her! My gosh, man. I'd have tha t mob of women after 
me with their mops and brooms. The jail ain't big enough to hold 
'em. They'd mop the life out of a feller before we got 'em there 
anyway. 

Deputy: (Getting up) Listen! I believe the tin-pan army is 
approaching. Hear 'em? 

Sheriff: Oh Lord! Yes, that 's Mother Jones and her Mop Brigade all 
right. I wish I was out of here. I don't like this job. (Sounds of t in pan 
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army are heard, gradually getting louder). (Sheriff edges away. 
Both look down the path, until Mother Jones appears leading a 
crowd of women with mops, brooms, etc. beating on pans with 
spoons. They shout to the tune of their beating:) 

Women: Join the Union! Join the Union! Join the Union! 
Sheriff: (Unconvincingly) Halt! Stop! Go back! 
Mother Jones: Sheriff, the workers of America will not halt. And 

they will not go back. The workers are going forward! 
Sheriff: (Weakly) I'll charge bayonets. 
Mother J.: On whom? 
Sheriff: On you fool women if you don't get back. 
Mother: Bah, man! What nonsense are you talking? We're not ene

mies. We are just a band of working women whose husbands and 
sons and brothers are in a battle for bread. We want our brothers in 
Coaldale to join us in our fight. We are here on this road for the 
right to eat and work and live. And in the name of that right we 
demand tha t you let us pass. We're not going to hur t anybody now, 
if you'll behave yourselves. 

Deputy: You're not going to hur t anybody. (Laughs) That 's a good 
joke. (Shakes his bayoneted gun.) What do you think we're car
rying these little things for? To pick our teeth with? 

Mother: (Sternly) Put that little old thing away. (She shakes her mop 
at his nose.) Women, where is this man's wife? Go get her and tell 
her she'd better come and take this yelping yaller cur of hers home 
and clean him up, or we'll take a hand at it ourselves. (She ad
vances on him threateningly.) Get back there. Get! Take that little 
old knife of yours home and use it to a better purpose than threat
ening hard-working women. Go mow down some of those whiskers 
on your face with it instead of threatnin' honest women who're 
fightin' for the right to get bread for their children. (She pulls his 
whiskers and pushes him back out of her way.) 

Deputy: Hey, hold on there! That ain't no way to t reat the law. I'll 
have you arrested for this. We got one of your fine union men in jail 
now. A common thief he is. Stole a pair of shoes. 

Mother: If he'd only stolen a railroad you'd have elected him senator. 
Sheriff: I ain't got nothing against you, Mother Jones, but I can't let 

you and them women of yours pass here, so you might as well tu rn 
around and go back. You ain't going a step further. 

Mother: Who's going to stop us? 
Sheriff: I and my deputy here . . . and this. (Thrusts out his gun.) 
Mother: (Laughs scornfully) Do you think we're afraid of the likes of 

you? You'd better go ask that scabby old judge to give you another 
injunction to help—that old guy who plays golf while the miners 
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starve, I mean. While we're serving humanity, he serves injunc
tions for the bosses. You'll find him in that swell country club 
where he plays around. Tell him the only club he allows the work
ers to have is the policeman's club—over the head. (A scab appears, 
stops when he sees the women, and takes refuge behind the 
sheriff.) 

First Woman: Mother Jones, look! There's that Perkins scab slinkin' 
back there. 

Second Woman: He thinks the law will protect him while he's 
sneakin' the bread out of our mouths. 

Mother: Women, capture tha t man! Broom the life out of him, the 
sneakin' cur! 

Third Woman: His mother's here. Let her tend to him! (Women grab 
scab, din in his ears with the pans, trip him up with their mops, 
push him with their brooms and haul him across the stage, stretch
ing him out at his mother's feet as they shout, "Join the Union, Join 
the Union!" His mother bends over him and cries.) 

Scab's Mother: Get me some water over there in the creek, one of you 
women. (Women talk together while one goes to creek and brings 
can of water. The sheriff takes advantage of the occasion to send his 
deputy off for help. He whispers loudly in the Deputy's ear.) 

Sheriff: (Aside) Quick! Go call up the president of the Union and tell 
him to come up here as fast as he can and call off his wild cat 
women. Tell him they're clawing and scratching so I'll have to 
shoot 'em if he don't hurry. Scoot now! 

Scab's Mother: (Sopping water on scab's forehead.) John, John, wake 
up! Come to, can't you? (Scab raises up slowly, cowering toward his 
mother as he sees women around him.) Come back to life there now, 
and join the Union! 

Scab: (Looking fearfully at women.) Sure, I'll never scab again. 
Sheriff: (Soothingly) Now Mother Jones, take these women away, 

won't you? I don't want to have to hur t 'em, but I can't stand for this 
. . . . (In answer to a signal from Mother Jones, the women charge 
the Sheriff with brooms, mopping at his feet and tripping him up. 
He stumbles, nearly falls and runs off pursued by the women. 
While this battle is going on, the Union president appears from the 
other direction and watches the proceedings in alarm.) 

Union President: (Shouts up the path) Mother Jones! Watch out! The 
Sheriff has a gun. He'll shoot! (He wrings his hands and runs back 
and forth excitedly). Finally Mother Jones comes back followed by 
the women.) 

Mother Jones: Fine work, women! You've done a good day's work, I'm 
telling you. Now I suppose you'll want to be getting back to your 
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housework. Tomorrow morning we'll be meeting again at the same 
time, five o'clock, at Union headquarters. Goodbye to you. Take 
care of yourselves, and come ready for another scrap. We'll mop up 
the last scab tomorrow! 

Women: (Leave, calling out greetings to Mother Jones.) Nothing like 
a good fight to scare sense into them scabs. Goodbye, Mother Jones. 
See you tomorrow, etc. 

Union Pres.: (Anxiously) Didn't you get hurt, Mother Jones. Did any 
of the women get hurt? 

Mother: Get hurt! Did we get hurt? (Dryly) No, we didn't get hurt. 
President: But wasn't tha t the sheriff after you? 
Mother: No, that was us after the sheriff. It was a grand fight! 
Union Pres.: (Annoyed, says condescendingly) Well what do you 

think you got out of it? 
Mother: Well while you and the other Union officials was taking 

your little beauty sleep in the hotel this morning, and the scabs was 
sneaking into the mines, we organized 500 men—took 'em right 
into the Union quick. We got 500 less scabs to fight now anyway. 

Union Pres.: Took them into the Union? What do you mean? How 
could you do that? You didn't have the ritual! 

Mother: Ritual be blowed! We made up one. 
Union Pres.: Why you can't do that . Mother Jones! That 's not accord

ing to the by-laws of the Union. 
Mother: Say, what are we working for, to get men to join the Union 

and quit scabbing, or to teach 'em to say a little piece to ratt le off 
just the way it reads in the book. 

Union Pres.: Well, I think we ought to live up to what the rules say. 
Mother: Yeh, if you had your way, you'd be so busy enforcing the 

rules that pretty soon you'd discover you didn't have no members to 
enforce 'em on. 

Union Pres.: Say, how'd you get over here anyway. I heard them say 
over at the Hotel tha t one of the sheriffs men told the clerk at the 
desk to hold you and call him quick if you tried to go out. How did 
you get away? 

Mother: Easy enough! That young clerk says to me when I came 
down: "Mother Jones, you mustn' t go out. I've been given orders to 
watch this front door carefully and notify the deputy if I see you 
leave." "That's all right, sonny," says I, "Don't you worry about 
that. You just follow your orders and watch this front door care
fully, and I'll go out the back door." 

Union Pres.: Mother Jones, if you keep this up, somebody'll get hur t 
or killed, and then one of these days you'll land in jail and if they 
ever get anything like tha t on you, they'll hang you sure! 
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Mother Jones: That 's all right, sonny. Let 'em do their worst. When 
I'm on the scaffold, I'll yell, "Long live the working class!" And the 
first thing I'm going to do when I see the Almighty is to tell Him 
how they're treatin ' the miners on earth, living lean and lank and 
hungry as timber wolves! It's the producers, my son, not the meek 
tha t are going to inherit the earth. Not today perhaps nor tomor
row, but over the rim of the years my old eyes can see the coming of 
another day. But until tha t day comes, or until I leave this earth 
behind me, I'm going to fight like . . . well like my women fought 
today! And you men had better come and join us! 

Curtain 
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The Affiliated Schools for 
Women Workers was organized 
in 1928 as the coordinating 
body for workers' education 
programs for women. At that 
time, the progressive impulse 
for reform was still alive, and 
there were energetic groups of 
labor advocates struggling to 
found and fund workers' schools 
for women. Together they 
formed an innovative institu
tion that established a network 
of women who shared ideas and 
hopes and gave each other 
much-needed emotional sup
port. 

The formal history of the 
organization shows a shift in 
focus through the 1920s and 
1930s from an emphasis on in
dividual and local solutions to 
an emphasis on national poli
cies and more centralized re
sponses to the needs of workers. 
This shift reflected reactions to 
an increasingly complex indus
trial society and the expanded 
purview of the federal govern
ment with the New Deal. The 
history of the Affiliated Schools 
also illustrates the nature of in
dividual and collaborative 
efforts of middle- and working-
class women to improve the 
work experience of women 
workers and to increase their 
participation in the public 
sphere. 

The most important aspect of 
the Affiliated Schools was the 
informal exchange of informa
tion and the support provided 

for the task of building a work
ers' education movement fo
cused on the needs of women 
workers. Such a focus was not 
found in the wider movement 
and was not provided to women 
by the American Federation of 
Labor's (AFL) official labor 
education organization, the 
Workers' Education Bureau. 
The Affiliated Schools, then, 
filled a vacuum in the 1920s 
and later provided needed re
sources for the rejuvenated 
labor movement in the 1930s. 

Innovative in both form and 
goals, the Affiliated Schools 
served initially as a central 
coordinating body and a 
clearinghouse for information 
about faculty, students, and 
teaching methods, with the ma
jor goal of creating a long-
lasting coalition for support 
among its members. The Affili
ated Schools' main focus was to 
reduce overlapping fund-raising 
drives and recruitment efforts 
and to help schools exchange 
information, investigate joint 
problems, and evaluate ex
perimental teaching methods. 
Between 1928 and 1938, the 
Affiliated Schools became an 
integral part of the movement 
serving women workers; after 
1938, reorganized as the Amer
ican Labor Education Service, 
(ALES), the organization spon
sored annual conferences for 
teachers in workers' education 
and served both women and 
men in AFL and Congress of 
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Industrial Organization (CIO) 
unions across the country.1 

The first suggestion for a cen
tral body to coordinate workers' 
schools for women came from 
the director of the Bryn Mawr 
Summer School for Women 
Workers, Hilda Smith, in 1926. 
The Bryn Mawr Summer 
School had been in existence 
since 1921; in 1925 the Wiscon
sin Summer School had begun, 
and the Barnard Summer 
School and the Southern Sum
mer School were being organ
ized. During 1926, Hilda Smith 
developed a proposal tha t 
addressed some of the problems 
she believed would arise as the 
number of residential schools 
for women workers continued 
to increase. The most pressing 
of these problems was the 
financial threat that overlap
ping fund-raising drives posed 
to those schools not yet on a 
steady financial footing and 
even to established programs 
like the one at Bryn Mawr, 
which faced new competition 
for limited monetary resources. 
The development of workers' 
schools for women was a 
"pioneer field," as Louise 
Leonard McLaren, director of 
the newly organized Southern 
Summer School, termed it, and 
there was a need to join forces 
in the face of financial difficul
ties and to create coalitions for 
support. There was sufficient 
interest in this idea for Hilda 
Smith to schedule a series of 

meetings during 1928 to dis
cuss the development of such 
an organization.2 

Out of these meetings came 
plans for the Resident Summer 
Schools for Women Workers in 
Industry, soon referred to as 
the Affiliated Summer Schools 
for Women Workers. After 
some discussion of an over
arching central body, it was 
agreed that each school would 
remain autonomous and not 
delegate decisions on finances 
or policy. Member schools were 
reluctant to relinquish deci
sions on policymaking to a cen
tral body, especially when it be
came clear tha t Bryn Mawr 
would be the dominant partner 
in the coalition. Due in part to 
Hilda Smith's role in the 
formation of the first joint com
mittee and her position as the 
first executive secretary of the 
Resident Schools for Women 
Workers, Bryn Mawr's pre
dominance was also a result of 
the financial structure of the 
new organization. Funds raised 
by the Bryn Mawr Summer 
School were to be shared with 
the joint committee and used 
for both organizations. 

By establishing a centralized 
committee, the founders of the 
Affiliated Schools created a new 
approach to solving their com
mon problems. It took several 
years, however, for the organ
ization to take shape. In its 
original form, the Affiliated 
Schools comprised two main 
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committees, the education com
mittee and the finance commit
tee, and the organization was 
much less elaborate than Hilda 
Smith had envisioned. In the 
years between 1928 and 1932, 
the Affiliated Schools' patterns 
of fund raising and recruiting 
were set by the Bryn Mawr 
Summer School. In many ways, 
coordinating efforts prior to the 
organization's first reorganiza
tion in 1932 emphasized the 
winter fleldwork needs of the 
Bryn Mawr Summer School, 
and the work of the other mem
ber schools was given lower 
priority. 

The first constitution of the 
Affiliated Schools, drawn up in 
December 1928, reflected the 
influence of Bryn Mawr and a 
focus on the fund-raising and 
recruiting role of college alum
nae tha t differentiated Bryn 
Mawr from the independent 
schools, such as the Southern 
Summer School. The constitu
tion defined the organization's 
purpose: "to extend educational 
opportunities to women work
ers in industry, by means of 
Summer Schools made possible 
through the use of college 
buildings and equipment and 
carried on through the coopera
tion of college alumnae and 
women workers in industry."3 

The evolution of the Affili
ated Schools can be traced 
through changes in its formal 
organization and also through 
the interplay of the different 

philosophical and organization
al perspectives of the women 
who shaped the educational 
programs for women workers at 
tha t time. The Affiliated 
Schools reflected diverse con
stituencies, and member in
stitutions had difficulty in 
agreeing on common policies 
and procedures. One of the 
essential debates was over the 
question of curricular focus for 
the schools for women workers. 
Bryn Mawr, because of its 
academic orientation, placed 
proportionately greater empha
sis on science and cultural en
deavors and favored an educa
tion tha t was broad in scope. 
Other schools, such as the Bar
nard Summer School and the 
Southern Summer School, 
served populations of students 
limited to a certain geographi
cal area and often workers 
within specific industries. 
Rather than including courses 
in science and English litera
ture, they emphasized econom
ics and labor history and organ
izing techniques designed to 
meet the immediate needs of 
their students. 

One of the primary contribu
tions of the Affiliated Schools 
was to provide an effective edu
cational support system for 
these individual schools. The 
first three schools for women 
workers to coordinate their 
activities were the Bryn Mawr 
Summer School, the Wisconsin 
Summer School, and the Bar-
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nard Summer School. After 
1932, three other organizations 
became formally allied under 
the Affiliated Schools' banner: 
the Vineyard Shore Workers' 
School, the Southern Summer 
School, and the Summer School 
for Office Workers. 

The Bryn Mawr Summer 
School for Women Workers was 
the first and most college-
oriented of the workers' schools 
for women. Held for sixteen 
years on the campus of the 
prestigious women's school out
side Philadelphia, the Bryn 
Mawr Summer School was 
founded by President M. Carey 
Thomas immediately before her 
retirement in 1922. With the 
assistance of the Dean of the 
college, Hilda Smith, and Pro
fessor Susan M. Kingsbury, 
director of the Bryn Mawr 
Carola Woerishoffer Graduate 
Department of Social Economy 
and Social Research, Thomas 
opened the doors of the college 
to women workers recruited 
from across the country. One 
hundred women came to the 
college each summer, supported 
by funds raised primarily by 
Bryn Mawr alumnae, after 
being selected from their local 
YWCA industrial club or trade 
union. At the summer school 
women industrial workers stud
ied a variety of subjects from 
astronomy to English literature 
and from economics to public 
speaking. 

As the Bryn Mawr Summer 

School developed closer ties to 
the labor movement, especially 
after the formation of the Con
gress of Industrial Organiza
tions (CIO) in 1935, alumnae 
support began to wane, and the 
summer school's relationship to 
Bryn Mawr College grew 
strained. In 1935 and 1936. the 
summer school met in the 
Ramapo Mountains because of 
disagreements with college au
thorities over participation in 
local labor disputes. After 1939, 
and a permanent breach with 
Bryn Mawr College, the sum
mer school moved to Hilda 
Smith's family home at West 
Park on the Hudson River, 
above New York City. Re
named the Hudson Shore Labor 
School, it operated as a coedu
cational resident school for 
workers until 1952.* 

The Wisconsin School for 
Women Workers in Industry, 
the first residential program at 
a state-supported university, 
developed from the Industrial 
Department of the Madison 
YWCA. In 1924, the local 
YWCA organized discussions of 
labor problems attended by col
lege students and working 
women. The following summer 
forty women workers from nine 
midwestern states were re
cruited through the YWCA 
Industrial Department to par
ticipate in the first eight-week 
residential program, planned 
by a committee of university 
faculty and students, women 



Partners in Progress 193 

workers, and YWCA staff mem
bers. Alice Shoemaker, YWCA 
secretary in Madison, who had 
taught at the Bryn Mawr Sum
mer School, became the first ex
ecutive secretary. By 1928 the 
Wisconsin School had become 
the Wisconsin School for Work
ers, a coeducational school for 
workers at the University of 
Wisconsin." 

The Barnard Summer School, 
a nonresidential program, in
cluded women workers primari
ly from the garment industry 
in New York City. National 
Women's Trade Union League 
(NW?TUL) activists, Hilda 
Smith and her assistant Er
nestine Friedmann, a former 
YWCA Industrial Department 
secretary, persuaded Dean Gil-
dersleeve of Barnard College to 
open the college facilities for an 
experimental school for women 
workers in 1927. This school 
geared its curriculum to the 
needs of young immigrant 
workers, many of whom had 
trouble using English as a 
second language. The Barnard 
Summer School functioned 
effectively until 1934, when 
lack of support from the Bar
nard alumnae and the impact 
of the Depression caused the 
organization to fold.6 

The Vineyard Shore Workers' 
School, an eight-month residen
tial program organized in 1929, 
joined the Affiliated Schools in 
1933. Based on the conviction 
tha t workers' education should 

give women more than just 
training for work in the labor 
movement, Vineyard Shore 
offered a cultural focus as well 
as the "nuts and bolts" of eco
nomics and English that was 
the staple of other resident 
schools. It was Hilda Smith's 
demonstration project, designed 
as an answer to those within 
the movement for workers' 
education who called for a nar
rower, more pragmatic focus to 
curricula for women workers.7 

The Southern Summer 
School, which held its first ses
sion in 1927, at Sweet Briar 
College in the hills of Virginia, 
aimed to reach women workers 
in the textile and tobacco in
dustries of the South. But after 
the first summer, the Southern 
Summer School chose not to 
continue a close relationship 
with one college, on the Bryn 
Mawr model, and met in subse
quent years in different camps 
and school facilities in the 
mountains of North Carolina, 
closer to the heart of the south
ern textile industry. Summer 
sessions concentrating on the 
needs of southern women work
ers were held every year until 
1938, when, under pressure 
from the labor movement, men 
were admitted.'1 

By the early 1930s it had be
come apparent that not only 
women in industry needed 
workers' education programs— 
office workers did as well. The 
initial impetus for this idea 
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came from the YWCA, which, 
through its Business Girls' 
Clubs, supported by the Federa
tion of Business and Profession
al Women's Clubs, dealt direct
ly with the growing number of 
women in the white-collar work 
force. In the summer of 1933, a 
workers' education session was 
held at Oberlin College, with 
Eleanor Coit of the Affiliated 
Schools' Joint Committee sent 
to help run the school. Proving 
successful, the Summer School 
for Office Workers was re
peated, first at Oberlin and 
then, after 1936, at Northwest
ern University. The Summer 
School for Office Workers, like 
the Wisconsin Summer School, 
began as an experiment in 
workers' education for women, 
but by 1936 men were brought 
into the program. Initially men 
were in the minority, for in 
1939 there were forty-four 
women and only sixteen men, 
but this balance shifted during 
the 1940s. In 1948, the summer 
school reoriented its program to 
accommodate the increasing 
number of white-collar workers, 
other than office workers, who 
were attending the sessions. Af
ter 1948, the summer sessions 
were called "White Collar 
Workshops."9 

Serving a diverse constituen
cy of member schools, the 
Affiliated Schools became a 
center for the examination of 
teaching methods and the eval
uation of the impact of schools 

on the lives of student partici
pants in workers' education 
programs. The Education De
partment was headed by 
Eleanor Coit, a former YWCA 
industrial secretary and propo
nent of pragmatic workers' 
education programs geared to 
the specific needs of the stu
dents. She argued that in work
ers' education the " 'campus' is 
as broad as the area of interest 
of those who work. It is a cam
pus without buildings, but with 
seats of learning where ever 
wage-earners are found." Coit's 
reports consistently echoed the 
need for curricula planned 
around "problems of concrete 
interest to the students." As 
head of the Education Depart
ment, Coit encouraged the de
velopment of courses on topics 
such as unemployment, indus
trial legislation, or the history 
of trade unions. Furthermore, 
Coit concluded tha t the educa
tional process in the summer 
schools was far more successful 
when students were actively 
engaged in asking questions, 
participating in discussions, in
vestigating a particular prob
lem in small groups, and then 
leading discussions on the 
material for the rest of the 
school.10 

Because the lack of written 
resources useful for the adult 
worker-student handicapped in
structors at the residential 
schools, the Education Depart
ment worked to prepare new 
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manuals and pamphlets written 
specifically for women workers. 
The Affiliated Schools' publica
tions reflected the idea that 
workers needed easy-to-read 
texts that provided useful in
formation in a clearly written 
format. Titles written under 
the auspices of the Affiliated 
Schools included: The Scrap-
book of the American Labor 
Movement, by Gladys Palmer 
(Wharton School, University of 
Pennsylvania); Your Job and 
Your Pay, by Katherine Pollak; 
This America, by Jean Carter; 
and Unemployment, a Problem 
of Insecurity, by William Ha-
ber. These materials met a spe
cial need for students in work
ers' education programs and 
were widely used by those or
ganizations belonging to the 
Affiliated Schools and numer
ous other worker groups both 
within and outside the labor 
movement." 

The Affiliated Schools con
ducted studies of student activi
ties after they left the summer 
programs. Each school main
tained its own network of for
mer students, but the Affiliated 
Schools coordinated research on 
the impact of the schools on the 
lives of the students. In 1930, 
the Affiliated Schools facili
tated a master 's thesis by Mil
dred Price (University of Chica
go) on the effects of adult 
education. The Affiliated 
Schools also sponsored a study 
prepared by Gladys Palmer en

titled The Industrial Experience 
of Women Workers at the Sum
mer Schools, 1928-1930, pub
lished by the Women's Bureau 
in 1931 (Bulletin 89); two eco
nomic surveys by Amy Hewes 
based on the industrial experi
ences of summer school 
students; and a cooperative 
study done in 1936 with Works 
Progress Administration (WPA) 
funds to examine the long-term 
effects of the residence pro
grams. The last study conclud
ed tha t the summer schools had 
a significant impact and that , 
although not all students be
came labor activists, a signifi
cant proportion did, and few 
students remained unchanged 
by their summer school experi
ence. One of the last published 
studies sponsored by the Affili
ated Schools was Eleanor Sny
der's Job Histories of Women 
Workers at the Summer 
Schools, 1931-34 and 1938. 
Issued by the Women's Bureau 
in 1939, this work was hailed 
as one of the "increasingly use
ful studies of the experience of 
individual women workers" 
provided through "the initiative 
of the Affiliated Schools and 
the cooperation of the Women's 
Bureau."12 

The staff of the Affiliated 
Schools maintained contact 
with former students, instruc
tors, and supporters through 
correspondence, field visits, and 
regional conferences. Former 
summer school participants 
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were encouraged to develop lo
cal workers' education activi
ties, based whenever possible in 
unions, universities, YWCAs, 
and other community organiza
tions. In some cases, former 
participants in the summer 
schools formed workers' educa
tion councils in their regions. 
By late 1931, many former 
summer school students were 
engaged in classes in over fifty 
cities. In some areas, former 
students were involved in 
promoting better working con
ditions for women, speaking on 
issues such as labor standards, 
unemployment insurance, and 
labor legislation.13 

The activity of summer 
school alumnae furnishes the 
best evidence of the effective
ness both of the individual 
summer school programs and of 
the coordinating activities of 
the Affiliated Schools." Many 
summer school students became 
active in unions. Elizabeth 
Nord, for example, chaired a 
new WTUL committee in 
Rhode Island, Theresa Gold did 
"special work" for the Boot and 
Shoe Workers in Mas
sachusetts, and Louise Guigno 
organized for the Amalgamated 
Clothing Workers in Scranton. 

Despite the financial impact 
of the Depression on the indi
vidual programs and on the 
Affiliated Schools (one-third of 
whose funds were lost in a 
bank closing early in 1932), the 
work of the organization 

flourished as it developed effec
tive means of communication 
between the residence schools 
for women.15 Board members 
and administrators from the 
schools shared ideas about fund 
raising, cooperated in finding 
capable teachers, and ex
changed information about 
methods, materials, and curric
ula. 

This cooperation, much of it 
carried out informally, was the 
core of the success of the Affili
ated Schools. Louise Leonard 
McLaren and Hilda Smith 
shared a chocolate bar on the 
steps of a brownstone during a 
long day of knocking on doors; 
Lois MacDonald might meet 
either of them in Greenwich 
Village, where she had her 
apartment. Hilda heard of a 
vacant building for workers' 
classes while traveling on the 
subway one morning when she 
met Mary Van Kleeck from 
College Settlement as they 
were both strap-hanging. 
Eleanor Coit, the Education 
Department director, Hilda 
Smith, former head of the Bryn 
Mawr Summer School, Theresa 
Wolfson, professor at Brooklyn 
College, and Lois MacDonald, 
teacher at the Southern Sum
mer School and professor of eco
nomics at New York Universi
ty, together formed the 
backbone for the organization's 
daily work. Through a network 
in the New York City area, 
these women worked in coali-
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tion with working-class women 
like Josephine Kazcor, a gradu
ate of Brookwood Labor College 
and an organizer for the United 
Textile Workers and the 
Amalgamated Clothing Work
ers, and Carmen Lucia, a 
graduate of the Bryn Mawr 
Summer School and an organiz
er for the Neckwear Workers' 
Union.16 

The workers' education move
ment had no single coherent 
focus or unifying institution in 
the United States, and substan
tial theoretical and pragmatic 
differences existed between 
groups in the movement. Given 
this situation, and the need for 
support among the women in 
the male-dominated labor 
movement, the ability of the 
Affiliated Schools to bring 
together a variety of 
approaches and sometimes dis
parate groups was remarkable. 

Given a constant shortage of 
funds, the Affiliated Schools' 
program of fieldwork, publica
tions, coordination, and inter
pretation was a substantial 
achievement. But the issue of 
Bryn Mawr's domination con
tinued to be discussed. By 1932, 
reorganization of the central 
body was suggested. It was 
generally felt tha t the Bryn 
Mawr Summer School should 
be separated administratively 
from the joint body. The need 
to incorporate legally, in order 
to relieve board members of in
dividual financial responsibil

ity, also became apparent. In 
addition, the board members 
recognized that the organiza
tion was changing direction, 
shifting its emphasis from an 
exclusive focus on the needs of 
member schools to a more 
generalized education service 
provided to any organizations 
and groups interested in work
ers' education for women.iT 

When the organization was 
incorporated officially in April 
1932, the Affiliated Schools' Ex
ecutive and Joint Committees 
prepared a constitution that 
outlined a new direction: 
service to a constituency wider 
than the providers of residen
tial summer programs. This 
change necessitated strong 
labor representation on the 
board and sufficient funds to 
expand the winter classes, pre
paratory classes for the resi
dence schools, and the publica
tion series. By November 1932, 
a new set of by-laws had been 
drawn up, but by then the 
problem of funding for the 
separate organization made 
further work seem tenuous. As 
the Joint Committee prepared 
in 1933 for the final separation 
from the Bryn Mawr budget, it 
tried to decide which projects of 
the Affiliated Schools were 
most needed. By winter, it 
looked as though the Affiliated 
Schools would be able to con
tinue only for a few months 
into the next year. It seemed 
that the experiment would fail 



198 Partners in Progress 

as a result of the economic cli
mate in which the organization 
was struggling to function."* 

Recalling that "for six 
months we had been seeing 
newspaper reports of federal 
funds, allocated by the govern
ment to relieve unemploy
ment," Hilda Smith went to 
Washington to attempt to raise 
money from both public and 
private sources. In the midst of 
the hectic activity of the first 
days of the New Deal no one 
could promise money for work
ers' education, and she left 
without securing any additional 
funds. Then, as soon as she re
turned to New York, a tele
gram arrived from Washington 
inviting Smith to work with 
Harry Hopkins's Federal 
Emergency Relief Administra
tion (FERA) in the Emergency 
Education Division. This divi
sion was to provide work for 
unemployed teachers by estab
lishing widespread programs in 
adult and workers' education. 
Hilda Smith hoped the Affili
ated Schools would be called 
upon to provide the needed ex
pertise and educational re
sources. With this in mind, she 
agreed to leave New York to 
join the New Deal, making 
what turned out to be a perma
nent move to Washington, 
D.C.19 

Hilda Smith's move to 
Washington meant her resigna
tion from the Affiliated Schools 
and the beginning of a long 

career in government. For the 
organization it was also a new 
beginning. Eleanor Coit filled 
Smith's place as director of the 
Affiliated Schools, and plans for 
cooperation with the FERA 
programs were anticipated. 
Support given to the Affiliated 
Schools in connection with 
FERA programs allowed for an 
expansion of the work of the 
organization, but led to a shift 
away from a primary commit
ment to the education of 
women workers.20 

In 1933, the General Educa
tion Board of the Rockefeller 
Foundation gave the Affiliated 
Schools for Workers a grant of 
some $70,000, to be spread out 
over three years, which was in
tended to allow the organiza
tion to cooperate with the 
FERA programs. With the 
promise of additional funding, 
leaders and staff of the Affili
ated Schools discussed ways in 
which the organization could 
cooperate with New Deal pro
grams to develop workers' edu
cation. Coit voiced the fear tha t 
the basic principles of the 
Affiliated Schools might be lost 
at the local level because 
"many school authorities inter
pret workers' education pro
grams somewhat differently 
from the Affiliated Schools, 
[and] there is a need of proceed
ing cautiously if the program is 
not to become one of general 
adult education." Therefore, it 
was decided that the Affiliated 
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Schools should support demon
stration workers' education 
projects in communities where 
local organizations, including 
labor unions, would ensure the 
continuation of the programs 
after funding from the General 
Education Board grant had 
ended.21 

The grant money brought 
with it the expansion and redis
tribution of staff. The organiza
tion added personnel in New 
York and field staff to be lent 
to FERA projects. Louise 
Leonard McLaren agreed to 
work as a liaison with Hilda 
Smith in Washington and to in
vestigate possibilities for proj
ects in the South. Others were 
appointed to evaluate requests 
from other regions—Alice 
Shoemaker in the Midwest, 
Ernestine Friedmann in New 
York. In addition, the organiza
tion expanded its publication 
series and established a travel
ing library.22 

The next several years were 
busy ones for the Affiliated 
Schools, which provided ser
vices for the FERA and the 
WPA workers' education proj
ects. The organization ex
panded its resources for special
ists in workers' education by 
the mid-1980s. Requests for 
materials and advice about 
teaching methods came in from 
such diverse union groups as 
the Amalgamated Clothing 
Workers, the Federation of 
Federal Employees, the Rail

road Equipment Painters, the 
Stationary Engineers, and the 
Boot and Shoe Workers. 
Teacher-training projects, col
lege classes, the WTUL, and 
local adult education classes all 
asked the New York office on 
Second Avenue for assistance 
in program planning, curricu
lum development, and teaching 
resources. There was also a 
growing demand for resources 
from the traveling library.23 

During these years, the 
Affiliated Schools' staff 
attended two New Deal-spon
sored (FERA) conferences in 
Washington, D.C.: the 1934 
Conference on Workers' Educa
tion, and, in the same year, the 
White House Conference on 
Unemployed Women.24 In order 
to train new teachers in work
ers' education, the Affiliated 
Schools sponsored projects in 
Philadelphia and New York 
and supported teacher-training 
efforts undertaken in connec
tion with workers' summer 
schools and classes. The organ
ization also continued to spon
sor innovative approaches to 
teaching. For example, the 
labor dramatics program that 
Affiliated Schools field repre
sentative Hollace Ransdell had 
developed at the Southern 
Summer School was continued 
in workers' education projects 
that she supervised in the tex
tile centers of Rhode Island and 
the anthracite region of Penn
sylvania. Jean Carter, who had 
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taught at the Bryn Mawr Sum
mer School, prepared a hand
book in 1934 on methods of 
teaching for use with federal 
projects; Lois MacDonald wrote 
a pamphlet explaining the rela
tionship between labor and the 
National Recovery Administra
tion codes. Other publications 
discussing labor problems, 
teaching methods, and the 
work of the women's summer 
schools were produced by the 
organization during the 1930s.-"' 

The expansion of activities in 
connection with the New Deal 
workers' education programs 
meant that the aim of the 
Affiliated Schools to promote 
new workers' programs could 
be realized. In the summer of 
1933 Eleanor Coit directed a 
new experimental school for 
white-collar workers at Oberlin 
College. Known as the Summer 
School for Office Workers, and 
founded with support from the 
YWCA and the Federation of 
Business and Professional 
Women's Clubs, this new res
idential school initially enrolled 
only women; after 1936, it 
admitted men. 

Working in collaboration 
with the New Deal workers' 
education programs changed 
the focus of the Affiliated 
Schools. The rapid organization 
of unions in the mass produc
tion industries created a de
mand for services in estab
lishing workers' education 
programs for members of 

new local unions. In 1936, with 
funding from the Rockefeller 
Foundation coming to an end, 
the Affiliated Schools and each 
of the individual schools be
came more dependent on 
organized labor for financial 
support. Thus, from an organ
ization focused solely on the 
needs of women workers and 
oriented to coordinating the 
work of independent residential 
workers' schools, the Affiliated 
Schools redirected its services 
to meet the needs of women 
and men in the organized trade 
union movement. 

In 1935, John Edelman, re
search director for the Hosiery 
Workers, joined the board of 
the Affiliated Schools and be
came its labor liaison with the 
press. In the same year, Carter 
Goodrich, professor of political 
science at Columbia University, 
joined Edelman. Among the 
men elected to the Affiliated 
Schools board in the following 
years were Mark Starr, educa
tion director of the Internation
al Ladies' Garment Workers' 
Union (ILGWU); Max Lerner, 
editor of the Nation and profes
sor at Williams College; 
Eduard Lindeman, from the 
New York School of Social 
Work and a long-time friend of 
the YWCA Industrial Depart
ment and workers' schools; 
Clinton Golden, of the Steel 
Workers Organizing Commit
tee; and Henry Rutz, from the 
labor movement in Wisconsin 
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and state director of workers' 
education.i<; 

As the Affiliated Schools 
moved closer to the labor move
ment after 1935, the staff 
struggled to maintain academic 
freedom and open discussion in 
an atmosphere fraught with 
tension between the AFL and 
the newly organized CIO. Faced 
with the traditional AFL suspi
cion of intellectuals and mid
dle-class allies and the intense 
factionalism that had developed 
in the labor movement, the 
Affiliated Schools worked hard 
to communicate that their aim 
was to support the labor move
ment, not to take sides in in-
terunion politics.'7 

The Affiliated Schools trod a 
careful path in describing its 
pui-poses because of the diversi
ty of the constituency it served. 
Writing in Progressive Educa
tion, Eleanor Coit stated that 
the programs of the Affiliated 
Schools were "consciously 
directed toward social change 
and the development of atti
tudes and abilities on the part 
of students which will make 
this change as intelligent as 
possible." Reform, it was clear 
from the Affiliated Schools' 
publications, was essential, but 
revolution was not the aim.28 

In 1936, however, the board 
members of the Affiliated 
Schools faced the issue of 
whether they would become a 
ClO-affiliated Workers' Educa
tion Bureau. Board member 

Henry Rutz, with clear CIO 
sympathies, was convinced that 
the AFL workers' education 
program was defunct and that 
the Affiliated Schools should 
aim to "supplant or replace" 
the AFL-sponsored Workers 
Education Bureau.29 

After great debate the board 
agreed that the Affiliated 
Schools should avoid becoming 
committed to one federation or 
group within the labor move
ment. The organization chose to 
remain independent, forgoing 
some financial support from 
organized labor but retaining a 
position which preserved its 
freedom in teaching and discus
sion. 

By the late 1930s, reflecting 
the changed focus of the organ
ization, the Affiliated Schools 
for Workers reorganized as the 
American Labor Education Ser
vice (ALES). Rather than an 
institution which fostered the 
special t raining of women 
through independent residen
tial programs, the ALES aimed 
to provide service to the whole 
labor and workers' education 
movement. It continued to steer 
a middle course between the 
AFL and the CIO, but by 
adding new membership groups 
it sought wider financial sup
port from labor, foundations, 
and individuals who could now 
join the organization."' 

The ALES, with some funds 
from the Ford Foundation 
through the Fund for Adult 
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Education, carried on its educa
tional service until the 1960s. 
Eleanor Coit, mainstay of the 
organization for three decades, 
retired in 1962 and the ALES 
disbanded. ALES historian 
Doris Brody believes that the 
tension between the commit
ment to freedom of discussion 
and the increasing political 
conservatism of organized labor 
created conflict and eroded the 
ability of the ALES to foster 
workers' education." 

The change in the organiza
tion to working with men and 
the organized labor movement 
during the 1930s leads us to 
question the roots of its origi
nal commitment to women and 
to women's issues. The question 
of the feminism of either the 
middle-class allies or the work
er-students has no clear-cut 
answers. Certainly the origins 
of the schools lay in the work of 
the YWCA, and specifically its 
Industrial Department. A sig
nificant number of the original 
members of the boards of the 
member schools and the Affili
ated Schools were women who 
had had some experience in the 
YWCA. Among them were 
Alice Shoemaker of Wisconsin, 
Ernestine Friedmann of Bar
nard and Vineyard Shore, 
Louise Leonard McLaren and 
Lois MacDonald of the South
ern Summer School, Alice Han
son Cook, and Eleanor Coit. 
These women, and others like 
them, were trained in the 

YWCA tradition of commit
ment to the needs of women 
and belief that women could 
work together across class lines 
to improve the general quality 
of their lives and the position of 
women in society. 

The women who formulated 
the workers' projects, however, 
almost consistently rejected any 
suggestion that what they were 
doing was primarily aimed at 
improving the status of women 
in society or that they were 
feminists. Instead, these women 
were committed to social re
form, and specifically to the re
form of working conditions 
within industrial society. Yet 
the same women also felt that 
they had a special commitment 
to women in the work force, as 
distinct from men. Therefore, 
the reforms they sought aimed 
to improve women's lives. At 
the same time, they felt tha t a 
more just society would not 
allow women to be exploited by 
poor working conditions, long 
hours, and low wage levels. 

This was a position shared by 
others, one that historians have 
begun to analyze. Most recent
ly, Susan Ware has concluded 
that prominent women of the 
New Deal—women like Eleanor 
Roosevelt, Katherine Lenroot, 
Molly Dewson, and Mary 
Anderson—were driven by a so
cial feminism rather than by a 
feminism rooted in the push for 
equal rights for women. These 
women believed that women 
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had specific social reform capa
bilities and that they had a 
special role to play in creating 
a more just society. An earlier 
generation of reformers, which 
influenced many of the women 
in the workers' schools—women 
like Florence Simms of the 
YWCA, Florence Kelley of the 
Consumers' League, and settle
ment house reformers Jane 
Addams and Ellen Gates 
Starr—rooted their position in 
similar concerns and moti
vations.32 

Attaining women's rights 
was never a goal of the Affili
ated Schools, and there seems 
to have been little discussion of 
women's issues at the workers' 
schools. And yet, the Affiliated 
Schools decided not to organize 
classes specifically for men 
when requested to do so by a 
group at Columbia University 
in the early years, though they 
did agree to provide advice and 
materials and to help find 
teachers.33 

Thus, the decision to concen
trate on women in the early 
years was not made by default. 
Hilda Smith recalled that at 
the Bryn Mawr Summer School 
they never talked directly of 
women's problems "because 
these were women, and we 
knew they were women, and we 
knew what they'd come for" 
and because there seemed little 
reason to discuss the political, 
social, or economic oppression 
of women in relation to the sta

tus of men.34 This is not to say 
that the women did not discuss 
disparities in wage scales or 
the difficulties faced by married 
women in the work force, but 
they viewed these issues within 
the context of needed change in 
the industrial system, rather 
than as problems resulting 
from a male-dominated society. 
The summer schools were cer
tainly feminist undertakings in 
the early years, and a network 
of women continued to be the 
main source of support. But it 
was feminism based on an 
idealistic belief in women's 
potential for fuller participation 
in society, rather than in the 
kind of commitment to change 
for women that led to the intro
duction of the Equal Rights 
Amendment in the same 
period. 

The consequence of this 
vaguely formed social feminism 
was that the summer schools 
fostered a sense of camaraderie 
among the women and provided 
a place where they could de
velop their strengths and lead
ership talents away from the 
pressures of the outside world. 
This atmosphere was central to 
the impact of the schools on the 
worker-students; it made an in
crease in self-confidence one of 
the most long-lasting results of 
the summer sessions. When 
this atmosphere was diluted, it 
brought a crucial change in the 
effect the schools had on indi
vidual women. 
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A report written by Alice 
Shoemaker after the summer 
session at Wisconsin in 1932 
reveals this ambivalence 
toward women and shows why 
the inclusion of men created an 
important change in atmos
phere. In discussing the suc
cess of the session, Shoemaker 
pointed to the admission of men 
as a major achievement, con
cluding that "because of their 
superior experience, aggressive
ness, and intellectual training, 
the men dominated both class 
discussions and student affairs, 
although many of the women 
did more thorough and inten
sive individual work."35 

Shoemaker did not perceive the 
impact of the "aggressiveness" 
of the men on the women stu
dents, nor was there any recog
nition that "more thorough and 
intensive individual work" by 
the women was the product of 
women's separate and different 
socialization. Women, long 
socialized to defer to men in the 
workplace and at home, could 
not find in this atmosphere the 
space to develop their own lead
ership abilities. Only those 
women with the strongest egos 
would emerge from such ses
sions willing to fight for and 
take the floor in union meet
ings. The rationale was that in 
the world of work men and 
women competed for leadership 
and that the workers' schools 
should reflect the world outside. 

But the women's summer 
schools had been successful be
cause they provided the oppor
tunity for women to develop 
away from the overwhelming 
pressures of the male-
dominated society. As the 
nineteenth century women's 
club movement and women's 
colleges had provided such a 
space for middle-class women, 
so the summer schools for 
women had given working-class 
women the opportunity to be
come active and effective lead
ers. In similar fashion, the 
Affiliated Schools for Women 
Workers provided support for 
women workers' education be
cause it was an organization 
founded and run by women for 
women. The failure of the 
Affiliated Schools to come to 
terms with women's position in 
society or to perceive the ambi
guities of their stance led the 
organization away from its con
centration on women and 
toward a position more accept
able to the male-dominated 
organized labor movement. 

The Affiliated Schools was an 
innovative organization, rooted 
in the work of both middle-
class and working-class women. 
As a cooperative organization, 
it crossed class lines and, to a 
limited extent, racial lines as 
well. The very catholic nature 
of the political philosophy of 
the group, however, made the 
organization and the individual 
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summer schools open to criti
cism from both ends of the po
litical spectrum and all sides of 
the labor movement. The insis
tence of the Affiliated Schools 
on freedom of discussion caused 
major difficulties in securing 
funds and support from trade 
unions, despite the consistent 
aim of the programs to train 
active workers willing to 
undertake whatever reform 
efforts they themselves thought 
necessary. 

The motivation behind the 
Affiliated Schools is reflected in 
the words of Helen Moscicki, a 
1928 Bryn Mawr Summer 
School student who wrote: 

These poems were written at the Words We Said," a collec-
the Hudson Shore Labor School tion of student writings dis-
in 1940 and were printed origi- tributed by the school.37 

nally in the booklet "These Are 

I 

Your face, beautiful with belief, 
You said, 
No matter how bad things are, people will live 
Who will be leaders, who will know and lead. 
You said, They're not afraid. 

Our country, North and South 
West, East 
Will grow alive and live with your belief, 
With our belief, we people, 
Our life and love of people, hope, and refusal of defeat 

"Education is the beacon light 
of every worker, the light 
which helps him carry on for a 
better and brighter future."'6 It 
is significant that Helen Mos
cicki chose to write "him," for it 
reflects the crucial ambivalence 
of the residential schools over 
the question of the role of 
women in American society and 
the need for a feminist commit
ment to women. But her com
ment also reveals the most sig
nificant tenet of the Affiliated 
Schools: tha t education for 
workers can play a vital role in 
social change and the reshap
ing of social conditions. 
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It 

The living cells whose sum I am 
Are warm, 
Through the arterial rivers and veins 
Blood runs, returns and runs, 
And to each cell the blood, 
According to its need, 
Brings fuel, brings tha t cell bread 
And each cell works, makes heat, makes me. 
From work of all 
I exist . . . Whole . . . 

The sum of sums like me—the world. 
Too bad the world has no impartial blood. 

Ill 

My parents kept me from children who were dark 
So thoroughly that I was not aware 
What they were doing 
As they took me to school and left me at the door. 

They hurried me through Harlem in the morning 
To take the el. We lived above the hill. 
They said, "After dark you must never take the el." 
When I did I was frightened. 

One does not speak to strangers in the city. 
No need to be told you must not speak to negroes 
For they were always strangers—in el-passed windows, 
On ugly streets tha t were always far from home. 

Forgive me please. 
I will not say you are no different from me. 
Strangers are different all; they make me shy. 
But we are nearer, nearer body and mind 
Than me and a debutante, or a Legion man. 

Ann McAvoy, 1940 
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Corky Row 

Things have sure changed on Corky Row. 
Things are just in the crack-up stage. 
Gosh, it's fun to think back to the good old days: 
How we saved for the pleasure of boat rides together; 
How we loved the Sunday school picnics 
because we got new dresses and ribbons; 
How the boys teased and then treated us all to ice cream; 
How the women loved to outdo each other 
in the selection of clothes; 
How the men were contented to play a game of cards 
or an occasional game of checkers; 
When everyone greeted one another 
with a smile and a handshake. 
Yes, sir, those were the good old days 
before the mills closed down. 
But things do change and it certainly has made 
a lot of difference there. 

Girls, forced to work in sweatshops, 
to help support their families 
Too tired at night to do anything 
but nag and bemoan their past, 
Not trying to help themselves. 
Oh no! just nagging. 

The boys have taken to drink 
and never think of ice cream anymore. 
Mothers get grayhaired worrying about their belongings 
and how to keep them. 
How they nag their families to a point of desperation. 
No hate there really, 
Jus t a lost feeling of days past. 

Fathers are pathetic. 
There is no work for them, but still they beg 
for any kind of work 
to help them keep their self-respect. 
It is much harder for the men. 
Instead of having their respect, 
they are shunned and pushed around by all. 
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No more handshakes 
when old friends meet, 
Only a nod as they wearily pass by. 
Love thy neighbor is very well to say 
when you've got your belly full. 
But try it on an empty stomach. 

—Rita Gauthier, 1940 

The following play was per
formed by students at the Hud
son Shore Labor School, July 
22, 1939. This production was 
billed as a "living newspaper" 
on the history of workers' 
education in the United States. 
The presentation was impro
vised by students and staff, 
largely from their own experi

ence, with the exception of the 
first scene, which was taken 
from a written script. The play 
was performed on the front 
steps and porch of the Smith 
house, the family residence of 
Hilda W. Smith, which housed 
the Hudson Shore Labor School 
from 1939 to 1950.3' 

Workers' Education, 1939 

At the beginning, the center lights go on. "Miss Smith" (played by 
a student) enters from the house and comes to the steps. 
Miss Smith: Friends, neighbors and students . . . we welcome you 

here this evening and hope that you will share with us some of 
the fun we are having at Hudson Shore Labor School, and some 
of the ideas in which we believe. We are building a school here 
because we believe tha t the working people of this and other 
countries need and must have more education in order to help 
them understand and solve their problems, as workers and as 
citizens in a democracy. This need has existed for many years. 
When women were first beginning to go into the factories, early in 
the 19th century . . . . 

(Blackout. Miss Smith down to position behind pillar. Characters 
in old fashioned dresses for Scene 1 enter, take their places. 
Lights up on porch area.) 
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SCENE 1: We First Go into Industry. 
Lowell, Massachusetts—19th century 

(Two girls are sitting on porch) 

Helen: Did you see the new boarder at supper tonight? 
Rose: Yes, wasn't she dowdy! 
Helen: I suppose they'll put her up here with us. They always do. 
Rose: I suppose they will. They're so crowded here, with all the new 

girls working at the mill. (There is a knock at the door.) 
Helen: Shhh. Come in. (Pearl enters, in drab clothes, carrying 

suitcase. Helen and Rose rise, introduce themselves.) 
Helen: You can put your bag over there. 
Pearl: (putting it in corner) Thank you. 
Rose: Won't you sit down? 
Pearl: Thank you. 
Rose: Have you come to work at the mill? 
Pearl: Yes. A man at the farm where I live told me there were lots of 

jobs here at $5 a week, and that the work was easy, and the girls 
wear silk dresses. (Helen and Rose laugh.) 

Rose: I hope you don't believe that! 
Helen: Those agents will say anything to get the girls here. 
Pearl: What! Do you mean it isn't true? 
Rose: Of course it isn't. We work fourteen hours a day, from five 

in the morning until seven at night, with only a half hour at 
lunch. And when we get home at night we're so tired we can't 
eat our supper. 

Helen: And we wear aprons—not silk dresses. 
Rose: And do you know how much we make? 
Helen: $1.50 a week, and we work hard. 
Pearl: Oh! That's terrible! Oh, why did I ever leave the farm! Oh, 

don't you have any fun at all? 
Helen: Now, now . . . certainly we have fun. We do a lot of read

ing, and we even have classes! 
Rose: Yes, and we read novels too! Did you ever read a novel? 
Pearl: Novels! Oh, no! Why, I've just read the scriptures and Pil

grim's Progress. . . . Do you mean you read novels here? 
Rose: Yes, and other things too . . . poetry and . . . 
Helen: And we have classes in philosophy and psychology and 

astronomy and we have a paper of our own, and Rose is the edi
tor of it. 

Pearl: Why! Why . . . a Lowell mill is just like a college! 
(Blackout. Pearl and Helen exit. Rose goes to right pillar, where 
she remains for rest of play. Pillar lights up.) 
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Audience sings: 
Oh, you build and you turn, 
And you plow and you sow, 
And you hammer and you churn, 
Tell me, worker, what you earn? 

Rose: (talking to Miss Smith) How long was it before women like 
yourself had a chance to study their problems? 

Smith: It was many years. Organization had to come first, organ
ization of the thousands of women who were going into indus
try. The first national organization was the Women's Trade Un
ion League, founded in 1903. Along with this growth there were 
individuals in various communities doing what they could to 
further an interest in education. In 1915 . . . 

(Blackout. Miss Smith goes onto porch and Mrs. Smith enters 
from inside. Porch lights up.) 

SCENE 2: Others Realize our Problems. 
West Park, 1915. 

Mrs. Smith: Hello, Hilda, my dear. I'm so glad you're back. 
Miss Smith: Hello, mother. 
Mrs. Smith: You look tired, dear. 
Miss Smith: I am—tired and discouraged. 
Mrs. Smith: Why, isn't the community center at Bryn Mawr 

going well? 
Miss Smith: Yes, as well as could be expected. People are having 

a good time and enjoying it, but so much more needs to be done. 
Mrs. Smith: What do you mean? 
Miss Smith: Since I've been living in Bryn Mawr I've seen people 

living and working in such terrible conditions—crowded rooms, 
no ventilation . . . 

Mrs. Smith: But aren' t there churches and organized charities to 
help the needy? 

Miss Smith: Needy! They aren't people who need charity! They do 
useful work and all they ask is a decent wage for it. They're 
free citizens in a democracy and want to solve their problems. 

Mrs. Smith: Well, why don't they protest to their employers? 
Miss Smith: They don't dare. If they try, they're fired and black

listed and can't get a job any place else. 
Mrs. Smith: What can be done, then? 
Miss Smith: They need organization. They've tried it in some 

places and had some success. Look at the employers . . . they're 
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organized and it's one of their chief sources of strength. But so 
many people can't see the strength they'd get from unions. 

Mrs. Smith: Perhaps if they were educated to it . . . 
Miss Smith: Yes, exactly. And that 's what I want to do. I'm tired 

of charity work. Something much more important is needed. 
(Blackout. Miss Smith back to position. Pillar lights up.) 
Rose: What about the Women's Trade Union League? What did they 

do about education? 
Miss Smith: Education was one of the main points of their program, 

and at a conference in 1916, they asked the women's colleges to 
help them. But the war interfered with the development of these 
plans. However, quite apart from a knowledge of these demands, 
one of the leaders in womens' education at the time, President 
M. Carey Thomas of Bryn Mawr College, was conscious of this need 
and anxious to help. We can see her speaking to Miss Smith, in 
1920. 

(Blackout. Miss Thomas enters from house. Miss Smith goes to porch. 
Porch lights up.) 

SCENE 3: Others Suggest Ways and Means 
Bryn Mawr College-1920. 

Miss Thomas: Dean Smith, what would you think of a plan to open 
the doors of this college to women workers in industry? 

Miss Smith: I think it's a splendid idea. There's a very great need for 
it, but how do you plan to do this? 

Miss Thomas: There is nothing here at the college in the summer. 
There should be. If we are to build and keep our democracy, we 
must help every member of it to receive an education—women as 
well as men. Ten percent of the women in this country are in 
industry, and so far this college has never reached them. It can, and 
in the future we must see tha t it does. 

(Blackout. Miss Thomas exits. Miss Smith goes back to position. 
Pillar lights up.) 
Miss Smith: Plans were laid, and other people were brought in, 

people who believed in and had been trying to promote workers' 
education. The directors of Bryn Mawr unanimously voted the use 
of the college campus and equipment for this purpose. Committees 
for recruiting students were set up all over the country, and reports 
began coming in. Miss Ernestine Friedmann, one of the most active 
recruiters, reports . . . (Miss Friedmann comes onto steps in light.) 
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SCENE 4: We Gather from Various Industries. 
America—1921 

Miss Friedmann: New York—garment workers want to come to the 
Bryn Mawr Summer School. Boston—telegraph operators want to 
come. Minneapolis—soapmakers. Chicago—meat packers. Pitts
burgh—steel workers. San Francisco—proofreaders. . . (etc.) 

(Miss Friedmann's back to audience. Audience sings.) 
We have gathered 
From the mills and factories, 
Wanting to understand 
The deep, wide world. 

Rose: But how did it work? What were the classes like, and did the 
students have anything to say about what they were being taught? 

Miss Smith: At first the instructors were almost as bewildered as the 
students. 

(Blackout. Miss Hewes enters from inside. A few students gather 
from porch and audience. Porch lights up.) 

SCENE 5: We Experiment in Cooperative Learning. 
Bryn Mawr College—1921 

Myths of the Past 
Have lost their power, 
Time, time flying fast 
Brings a new hour. 
Nations despairing need a new creed, 
Seeking and sharing, 
Youth, youth must lead. 

Miss Hewes: Let us consider first the HYPOTHESIS advanced for the 
explanation of this situation, giving due weight to both ideological 
and mechanical developments. Do not fail to give meticulous atten
tion to the factors which must be correlated for the determination 
of unit cost. 

Student: Excuse me, Miss Hewes, but I haven't understood a word 
you've said. 

Miss Hewes: Well, just let me elaborate a little. FIRST: we must give 
due consideration to the requirements of successive technological 
changes. SECOND . . . 

Student: But Miss Hewes . . . 
Miss Hewes: Jus t a moment. SECOND: We must describe and evalu

ate the newer forms of corporate organization. THIRD: we must 
consider mass production as limited by and consistent with a de
veloping or declining market. FOURTH: 



Partners in Progress -213 

Student: Miss Hewes, we can't understand any of what you're 
saying. There's just no . . . 

Miss Hewes: (ever gentle) But I'm sure that if you'll just let me finish 
. . . FOURTH: We must calculate the revaluation of man hour com
pensation . . . 

Student: But, Miss Hewes, there's no point in your finishing. We 
don't know what any of those words MEAN. We don't know what 
you're TALKING about, and we didn't come here for all that . 

Miss Hewes: (sitting down) Oh, dear. Perhaps I haven't made enough 
effort to understand what your problems really are. Now tell me, 
what is it you want to learn about? 

Student: Well, now in my shop there's been twenty people thrown 
out of work because of some new inventions. . . . 

Second Student: And in my shop we've been trying to get a union 
organized but the conditions aren't so bad, so nobody's interested. 

Miss Hewes: I am sorry. I didn't understand what you needed to 
know. I see now . . . these are the problems we must start with. 

(Blackout. Pillar lights up.) 
Rose: If these students were chosen from all over the country, in 

order to get most of the industries and sections represented, why 
weren't there any Negroes? Aren't they important too? 

Miss Smith: The students themselves asked this question in 1926. 
(Blackout. Students enter from audience and porch. Sit on steps. 

Porch lights up.) 

SCENE 6: We Extend Our Experiment. 
School meeting—1926. 

(The students reenact an actual occurrence in 1926. The chairman 
opens meeting and asks for further recommendations to the Board of 
Directors. One student moves that four scholarships be set aside for 
Negro workers. Another student rises to say that she thinks that is 
all very well, but if they let Negroes in, the day will come when they 
will let Japanese and Chinese too, and then what will the world come 
to? Other students challenge her. She is from the West Coast, and 
knows how they work for nothing there and depress wages in 
general.) 
Student: But that would be the point in letting them come. They'd 

learn what it means. 
(There is further argument. Student moves that along with the four 
Negro scholarships, four be set aside for workers from foreign coun
tries. Motion is seconded, voted on, passed. Foreign student from 
Sweden comes up from audience, students reach out their hands to 
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her. She stands at bottom of steps and speaks to audience, thanking 
them for admitting foreign girls.) 
Swedish Student: On behalf of the Swedish labor movement and 

myself, I want to thank you all for admitting foreign students to 
this school. The workers everywhere must get together in order to 
learn and understand each others' needs and problems. I hope my 
being here will help bring closer to you the problems, struggles, 
and hopes of the Swedish workers. And from you I will be able to 
take back to my people the story of your problems and struggles. 
Then we will have more understanding of the problems that con
cern us all and we can work together toward a better world. 

(She sits with the other students.) 
(Negro girl enters from porch, stands in back of group of students and 

sings: "I'm gonna lay down my sword and shield." Students and 
audience join in chorus: "Ain't gonna study war no more." 

(Blackout. Exit. Pillar lights up.) 
Rose: But with only a hundred students how can you hope to reach 

very far, and how are all the others going to get a chance? 
Miss Smith: Other schools are growing up. In 1927, the University of 

Wisconsin opened its doors in the summer to industrial workers; in 
1928, the Southern Summer School opened in Sweet Briar College, 
Virginia; in 1929, a winter residence school called Vineyard Shore 
was held here at West Park; in 1930, two former students started 
the workers' school of the Pacific Coast at Occidental College; in 
1933, an office workers' school was started at Oberlin College; and 
now Hudson Shore Labor School, with nineteen years of continuous 
existence behind it on the Bryn Mawr campus. 

Rose: How do the workers from so far and wide find out about the 
school? 

Miss Smith: We have recruiting committees from all over the 
country. 

(Blackout. Porch lights up on students.) 

SCENE 7: We Come to the School. 

(Scene shows a student who has been to the school telling other 
students about it, encouraging them to apply. Questions and answers 
about the school, how much it costs, what they teach, who's there, etc. 
At end of scene there is a blackout, audience sings "We have 
gathered," while people for next scene are taking their places. At end 
of song, lights up and student goes to steps from audience.) 
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SCENE 8: We Want to Know Other Workers. 

(Student says: "I want to go to that school because these are my 
problems—trying to interest different workers in doing something 
about their problems." She then goes from one to the other of three 
workers, who are pantomiming their work in three different spots—a 
domestic worker, a beauty operator, and a textile worker. She sug
gests that each come with her to a discussion of the Wagner Act. 
Domestic worker is only mildly interested but says she can't come 
until late, if at all, etc. The textile worker is not interested. Says: "I've 
got a good job, good conditions, a good boss, why should I worry about 
that stuff?" The beauty operator is anxious to come but can't get off. 
At the end, student turns to audience and says: "This is my problem. 
How am I going to interest these workers in these matters which are 
so important for them?") 
(Blackout. Students for next scene take their places. Lights.) 

SCENE 9: We Want to Learn from Other Workers. 

(Two girls in bathing suits lie on porch pantomiming swimming. 
Instructor teaching them. Third student enters. General repartee. 
Instructor finally calls REST. They sit around, talking. Instructor 
tries to interest them in a current events forum to be held tha t night. 
All they want to do is swim. Almost no response, except one student 
who is promptly booed down by the rest. Instructor turns to audience 
in gesture of despair: "I'm STUCK.") 
{Blackout. Pillar lights up.) 
Rose: She must be glad to know that there is a school where she can 

learn from other workers how to handle similar problems. 
Miss Smith: Yes, and a school where she can exchange ideas with 

other girls in different situations. 
(Blackout. Porch lights up.) 

SCENE 10: We Want to Study with Other Workers. 

(Two men, members of a grievance committee, are sitting on the 
porch. Girl enters, submits a complaint from the other women work
ers in the factory. Men try to boo her down on grounds that women are 
always complaining, but they don't do anything about it and they are 
lousy union members anyway . . . etc. Girl tries to convince them of 
their stupidity and selfishness, and ends up with fact that she's going 
to Hudson Shore Labor School and they will see some action when she 
gets back with a new sense of confidence in herself as a union leader 
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and an educator of the other women who need to learn to speak 
courageously for their own rights.) 
(Blackout. Pillar lights up.) 
Rose: But in lots of American communities there are women whose 
voices are being heard, aren't there? 
Miss Smith: Yes, and you'll find some of them at the school too. 
(Blackout. Porch lights up.) 

SCENE 11: We Want to Cooperate with Other Workers. 

(Three girls on steps, beefing on the conditions in their shop. "Let's go 
on strike. That last one was fun." "Yes, let's. There's no excuse for the 
toilets being in such shape," etc. Several minor complaints come 
forth. Another girl enters, tries to calm them down: "Just because 
they've got a union they can't go mad with power; strikes aren't the 
only way of getting things", etc. Suggests they form a grievance 
committee and learn together what good grievance procedures and 
techniques can be. This they decide to do by contacts with other 
workers who are studying similar problems at Hudson Shore.) 
(Blackout. Pillar lights up.) 
Rose: There must be a great demand for a place where such things 

can be freely and fearlessly discussed. (In quick succession, the 
following people speak from the audience.) 

First: There is. The United Radio, Electrical and Machine Workers 
would like to have a conference at the Hudson Shore in September. 

Second: The Amalgamated Clothing Workers would like to come in 
October. 

Third: The Industrial Division of the YWCA would like to have its 
leaders' conference here early in October. 

Fourth: A local of the ILGWU has already had a conference here, 
and now I should like to make a request for Local 32 for a confer
ence here late in the fall. 

(Miss Carter rises from audience and goes to steps.) 
Miss Carter: One of the main reasons that the Bryn Mawr Summer 

School has moved into a permanent home at West Park is in order 
to meet just such needs as these. Now, as the Hudson Shore Labor 
School, it extends its hospitality to these and many other workers' 
education groups. May you all come for study and discussion of 
your problems—and may you all carry back to your organizations 
the same spirit of service that our students are taking back to their 
own communities from this summer's school. 

(During this speech five girls come out of the house and stand behind 
her. After she has finished the audience begins to hum the verse to 
Hans Eisler's "United Front." The five girls speak.) 
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First: Back to Pittsburgh, to help develop the educational facilities 
there. 

Second: Back to Boston, to help work for better social legislation. 
Third: Back to Chicago, to make my fellow workers feel they must 

become conscious members of our American communities. 
Fourth: Back to Bridgeport, knowing now that my job is not an 

isolated thing, concerning myself alone, but that it is an important 
part of society. 

Fifth: Back to Wheeling, West Virginia, with a new feeling of what 
the words "tolerance" and "internationalism" can mean. 

(Audience sings "United Front" chorus slightly changed and follow 
students from porch to barn, for "Folk Festival.") 

Chorus: So—march, two, three, 
So—march, two, three, 
To the work that we must do. 
March back to the mills and the factories, 
For the world is in need of you. 
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On first acquaintance, the Sum
mer School for Office Workers 
(SSOW) appears to have been 
much like the other summer 
schools for women workers tha t 
originated in the 1920s. It was 
designed, said the organizers, 
"to bring together women office 
workers from different sections 
of the country in order to study 
the present economic system 
and the part which they as 
workers play in our industrial 
and social life."1 The school was 
residential, was located on a 
college campus, attracted a 
committed group of students, 
and drew an impressive faculty 
from the best eastern and 
midwestern schools and col
leges. Like other labor schools, 
the SSOW hoped, in the words 
of one of its founders, to en
courage students to engage in 
"effective group action, growing 
out of a greater understanding 
of the forces affecting the stu
dents ' economic and social 
lives."2 Beyond these broadly 
stated purposes, however, there 
were enormous differences. 

In contrast to other res
idential workers' education pro
grams, the SSOW had a special 
mission: to break down the bar
riers between clerical and 
manual workers. The rationale 
for this new avenue into work
ers' education emerged out of 
changes in the nature of office 
work in the early part of the 
twentieth century, changes that 
sparked a debate about the re

lationship of office workers to 
manual workers and cohered 
around definitions of class. By 
the 1920s, the typical office had 
grown from a small, personal 
workplace to a large, imperson
al center, the people who 
worked in these centers were 
increasingly female, and their 
work was becoming increasing
ly subdivided as the principles 
of scientific management took 
hold. The resulting reduction of 
most office jobs to routine, non-
creative, and repetitive tasks 
accompanied an enormous 
growth in the work force.3 Once 
a relatively select and largely 
male group, the clerical sector 
altered to become the most 
rapidly expanding segment of 
the work force. 

As the character of office jobs 
changed, some noted the dis
appearance of the appurte
nances that had made office 
work the province of the middle 
class. No longer could most 
office workers expect to exercise 
judgment and initiative, nor 
could they expect promotion. 
Rather, office jobs took on the 
form of blue-collar labor, with 
its demands for rote work and 
its insistence that workers give 
up any notion of careers in 
management. And increasingly 
office workers lacked the assur
ances of job security that had 
previously compensated for low 
pay. Social scientists in Europe 
and in the United States began 
to wonder how office workers fit 
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into the lexicon of class. From 
the perspective of their tasks at 
work and in their relationships 
to supervisory staff, office work
ers seemed more akin to manu
al laborers than to the profes
sionals and managers who had 
traditionally constituted the 
middle class. In terms of in
come, social relations, and rela
tive leisure, office work in
creasingly failed to provide a 
life-style significantly different 
from that to which manual 
laborers aspired. 

As the real lives of these two 
groups of workers grew closer, 
those in the office sectors 
feared, and therefore rejected, 
association with manual labor
ers. Most refused to join unions, 
for example, yet their real 
wages and their working condi
tions declined in the very dec
ades that saw visible improve
ment in the lives of production 
workers. Some social scientists 
feared the likelihood of bitter
ness and frustration, with in
evitable political consequences, 
as the benefits of a middle-class 
life-style became unattainable. 
Others, however, expected a fu
ture rapprochement between 
manual and nonmanual work
ers. When the new class of 
workers grew to maturity, it 
was thought, they would recog
nize their affinity with blue-
collar workers and begin to 
identify with them instead of 
hoping to be like their bosses.4 

The Summer School for Office 
Workers emerged out of this 
climate of debate about the 
class position of people who 
worked in offices. The idea 
came originally from Grace 
Coyle, a long-time social work
er in the Industrial Department 
of the YWCA who was later to 
become a professor at Western 
Reserve University. In 1929, 
Coyle had just completed a 
lengthy study of the 4 million 
people employed in offices that 
effectively demonstrated the 
place of women at the bottom of 
the scale. These women not 
only suffered the disadvantages 
of declining wages and job 
satisfaction, but they were also 
likely to be the daughters and 
wives of men who were manual 
laborers. Convinced that the 
failure of members of this 
growing sector of the work 
force to understand their affin
ity to other workers deprived 
them of the capacity to act in 
political concert, Coyle per
suaded Eleanor Coit, director of 
the Affiliated Summer Schools 
for Women Workers, to develop 
a program for office workers. 
Coit set to work to assemble a 
board of consultants. To econ
omist Paul Douglas, she ex
plained: "This group of workers 
are not admitted to either Bryn 
Mawr or Wisconsin Summer 
schools, and only a few clerical 
workers |are admitted to] the 
Barnard School. Because of the 
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distinct economical problems of 
this group and the increasing 
need for a realization of their 
group problems on the part of 
clerical workers we have felt 
that a new7 school organized to 
meet the needs of this group 
would be valuable."" 

Others in the early years of 
the school stated the case even 
more strongly. White-collar 
workers, argued economist Eli
nor Pancoast, were less "eco
nomically mature" than indus
trial workers. They had a dif
ferent psychology, rooted in an 
older belief in a continuing 
opportunity to "rise to positions 
of business power and security 
which formerly set office work
ers apart from industrial 
workers."" To avoid feelings of 
isolation, an enhanced sense of 
individual responsibility, self-
blame, and perhaps ultimately 
fascism, it was, noted one in
fluential SSOW faculty member 
in 1936, "high time that these 
girls working in offices identify 
their economic interests with 
those of the girls working at 
the machines of industry."7 The 
average industrial worker had 
long ago learned that her 
security lay in collective 
struggle; the SSOW meant to 
teach office workers not only 
the lessons of collective action 
but those of class consciousness 
as well. "The integration of the 
individual office worker with 
his group by the development 

of a sympathetic understanding 
of the labor movement" was its 
primary purpose." Office work
ers had to learn something 
about working-class solidarity. 

If the idea of the school was 
to enlighten office workers 
about their real places in the 
work force, its form derived 
from the decade-long experi
ence of residential summer 
schools for women begun at 
Bryn Mawr in 1921. Bryn 
Mawr and its successors at Bar
nard, Wisconsin, and in the 
South had successfully demon
strated the advantage of res
idential experiences for women 
as a way of maximizing the 
strengths of a shared female 
experience in the process of or
ganization. To the women who 
organized the SSOW the model 
must have seemed ideally 
suited to office workers. Here 
was a rapidly growing group of 
female workers, seduced by the 
possibility of white-collar work 
into jobs that seemed to offer 
upward mobility but that in 
fact increasingly held only lim
ited possibilities. SSOW found
ers firmly believed that even a 
brief education, sensitive to the 
particular roles of office work
ers, could encourage them to 
see the work force and their 
places in it more realistically. 

What had worked in the 
1920s ran into difficulties in 
the 1930s, however, for both 
the form of education for 
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women and its content faced 
the challenges posed by a new
ly aggressive labor movement. 
In the 1920s, workers' educa
tion for women had relied 
heavily on women's organiza
tions. Recruitment, funds, and 
personnel had come from 
women's networks. But the De
pression and the New Deal cre
ated a political climate more 
conducive to trade union organ
ization than ever before. The 
still craft-centered American 
Federation of Labor (AFL) and 
the more spirited Congress of 
Industrial Organization (CIO) 
remained, however, primarily 
committed to old definitions of 
class, relegating white-collar 
workers to secondary places in 
a struggle that centered on con
trol over heavy industry. In an 
effort to accommodate itself to 
the vision of a militant union
ism, the SSOW shifted course. 
Instead of encouraging office 
workers to see themselves as a 
new proletariat, the school 
emphasized the need to bring a 
broader range of white-collar 
workers into trade unions. It 
stretched its concept of office 
workers so far tha t the focus on 
the special problems posed by 
socioeconomic change for a par
ticular group virtually dis
appeared. In a period of height
ened class awareness, the 
school abandoned its concern 
for the sensibilities of female 
office workers in the interests 
of a larger class that it could 

neither define nor fully under
stand. 

The SSOW's increasing iden
tification of broader categories 
of workers as candidates for un
ionization led it to an ever-
closer alliance with, and finally 
dependence upon, the labor 
movement. But the 1930s no 
more solved the problem of how 
to place this new class than 
had the earlier decades, and 
when union militancy settled 
into day-to-day existence, the 
school found itself the servant 
of a labor movement whose 
main interests still lay in the 
old blue-collar sectors. This was 
not necessarily failure, for the 
SSOW served the labor move
ment effectively until its de
mise in 1962. But the cost of 
such service was abandoning 
notions of developing class con
sciousness among a new group 
of workers. 

Confusion, however, emerged 
only later. In the beginning, 
Coit pursued the notion of an 
office workers' school energeti
cally. To refine the new vision, 
she consulted leaders of the old 
progressive coalition that had 
spearheaded reform for women 
workers in the early years of 
the century and representatives 
of self-defined feminist groups. 
These included Elisabeth 
Christman of the National 
Women's Trade Union League 
(NWTUL), traditional arbiter 
between working women and 
trade unions; Margaret Will-
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iamson of the YWCA; Frances 
Cummings of the National Fed
eration of Business and Profes
sional Women's Clubs, then 
among the most militant of 
feminist organizations; as well 
as representatives of the 
National Jewish Welfare 
Board, the League of Girls 
Clubs, and the Women's 
Bureau of the Department of 
Labor. Although she hoped 
eventually for trade union in
volvement, Coit did not, in the 
initial phases, work closely 
with any union leaders. The 
start-up committee consulted 
only with the Brotherhood of 
Railway Clerks, and with the 
Stenographers, Bookkeepers, 
and Assistants Union. Several 
factors probably explain Coit's 
failure to reach out for trade 
union support. The craft-
centered and production-
oriented AFL had never en
couraged unionization among 
office workers. Organized office 
workers were few and far be
tween. In 1930 fewer than 2.5 
percent of all women clericals 
belonged to trade unions, most 
of them to the Stenographers, 
Bookkeepers, and Assistants—a 
left-wing union which aroused 
Coit's fears that the school 
"should not be flooded by the 
communists." Much as Coit 
claimed to regret the absence of 
"adequate representation" from 
the organized clerical workers, 
she never filled the gap in the 
planning stage, and she waited 

until 1931 to add a member of 
the Bookkeepers, Stenog
raphers, and Accountants Un
ion to the committee.9 

Together the planning group 
developed a concrete notion of 
what the school might be. Dis
cussion focused on two issues: 
the mechanisms by which cler
ical workers could be encour
aged to develop a group iden
tity, and the potential for 
divisiveness inherent in sepa
rating clerical workers and in
dustrial workers from each 
other in an educational institu
tion. Underlying both was the 
implicit acknowledgment that 
women who were clerical work
ers shied away from either us
ing trade union tactics or 
allying with those who did. As 
one student put it somewhat 
later, "Office workers don't con
sider themselves as really part 
of the 'working class.'"10 But 
since, in the eyes of the SSOW 
organizers, this was a mis-
perception that inhibited office 
workers from adequately 
understanding the world 
around them, undermining it 
became the school's first task. 

Planning discussions ex
pressed some of these concerns 
concretely. Trade unionist Phi
lip Ziegler, president of the 
Brotherhood of Railway Clerks, 
preferred, as he wrote to Alice 
Shoemaker of the Wisconsin 
Summer School, "to have our 
women members associated 
with workers in other trades 
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rather than segregated. For the 
purpose of developing labor 
solidarity and giving workers 
some understanding of each 
other's problems I felt tha t 
there should be no separation 
as between trades and classes." 
Like other members of the com
mittee and the clerical workers 
they surveyed, however, he 
soon agreed that the differences 
between women factory and 
office workers warranted sepa
rate instruction. His members, 
for example, reported that 
"they didn't think" they "would 
fit in with the factory girls" 
and they "were so far ahead of 
the factory workers in educa
tion that they would be under a 
handicap if they were placed in 
classes with the factory 
workers."" Others thought that 
the clerical workers would have 
difficulty getting "acclimated" 
to the greater militancy of the 
factory workers and feared that 
they would be overwhelmed by 
them.12 

The upshot of the debate was 
an agreement to reach unity 
through separation. Committee 
members, as Coit put it, agreed 
"that every effort must be made 
to have this educational project 
developed in such a way as to 
make the clerical group feel in
creasingly a part of the larger 
group . . . to emphasize the 
common interests of the clerical 
workers with other workers."" 
Unwilling to challenge the cler
ical workers' strong sense of 

identity, the committee urged 
separate standing within the 
Affiliated Schools for Workers 
network. The SSOW was to 
have its own board of directors, 
with which the head of the 
Affiliated Schools would deal. 
The board would work closely 
with the schools for industrial 
workers, yet be free to develop 
its own direction. This, it was 
felt, would create a conscious
ness "on the part of clerical 
workers that they had distinct 
problems" while opening the 
door to trade union activity.14 

The planning committee's 
first official statement of pur
pose trod the narrow line be
tween class consciousness and 
the individuality and upward 
mobility widely attributed to 
clerical workers. Faced with 
surveys that revealed office 
workers to be interested in job 
achievement, Coit wrote to 
Frances Cummings that the 
school would "offer to office 
workers an opportunity for 
study and for development in 
the understanding of life. The 
school," she went on, "is 
planned as a workers' educa
tion project. It is especially con
cerned in the group interests of 
office workers and in a deeper 
understanding by those work
ers of their economic life."15 All 
mention of trade unionism, col
lective action, and social aware
ness were carefully excluded. 

These relatively innocuous 
goals proved to be far too cau-



Education in Working-Class Solidarity • 231 

tious in the context of the 
changing times. Between 1929 
and July 1933, when the first 
group of thirty-three female 
clerical and office workers 
actually met, the stock market 
crashed, Herbert Hoover was 
driven from the White House, 
and a New Deal was pro
claimed. Stimulated by these 
amazing economic circum
stances, the labor movement 
stirred, providing a focal point 
for working-class efforts to or
ganize. Simultaneously, 
Communist Party activity in
creased, raising economic issues 
to the forefront of conscious
ness. All these things led to 
more immediate involvement 
with economic issues. So, when 
the first call for applicants 
went out, potential students 
were told that the program was 
"planned to give the office 
worker a better understanding 
of the social and economic 
forces which are controlling her 
working life, and to form a 
basis for further study and for 
intelligent action in her 
community."1" Applicants be
tween twenty and thirty-five 
years old were asked to pay $12 
a week for all expenses. They 
were not told that the commit
tee hoped for fifty students. 

Recruiting proved more dif
ficult than the staff anticipated. 
Relying on networks of volun
teer organizations such as the 
YWCA, the staff had already 
been forced to push back a pro

jected 1932 start-up by a year. 
Even so, two requirements hin
dered the effort. Because they 
wanted young women to return 
to their communities with the 
ideas and inspiration gathered 
from their experience, the com
mittee agreed to admit only 
"girls who have had some pre
paratory work in local classes." 
And even these "girls" had to 
provide part of their own ex
penses if their local committee 
or organization could not or 
would not subsidize them. On 
June 26, 1933, Coit complained 
that they still had only four
teen definite students. And on 
July 25, ten days before the 
summer school was to open, 
they were still recruiting. The 
thirty-three students who final
ly met at Oberlin College for 
the two-week opening session 
represented a range of experi
ence. They came from fifteen 
cities and eleven organizations. 
Most were sent by community 
organizations and business 
girls' clubs. Three were mem
bers of office workers' unions. 
Among them were stenog
raphers, bookkeepers, file 
clerks, secretaries, and office 
machine operators. 

From the beginning the 
SSOW adopted the content and 
pedagogical style that had be
come the hallmark of the in
dustrial schools. Classes fo
cused on issues of economics, 
social ethics, and community 
life. They utilized materials 
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drawn from popular literature, 
but attempted to expose stu
dents to a broad specti^um of 
opinion and encouraged the use 
of the college library. In 1933 
the reading list included 
Charles and Mary Beard's Rise 
of American Civilization and 
Harold Faulkner's American 
Economic History, as well as an 
array of fiction and biography. 
But most important, an ex
traordinary group of teachers 
(Theresa Wolfson, Orlie Pell, 
and Clara Kaiser among them) 
managed to turn the classroom 
into a vital forum for discus
sion, debate and critical 
thinking. 

Teachers began with the stu
dents' concrete experience and 
moved from there to generaliza
tion and abstraction, and final
ly to the formation of informed 
opinion. They were concerned 
not with memorization so much 
as with the ability to think, 
argue, and influence. Because 
so much depended on teaching 
skills, instructors were careful
ly selected for their flexibility 
and adaptability. All instruc
tors were expected to aid indi
vidual students in resolving the 
problems that emerged out of 
their own work experiences and 
at the same time to guide dis
cussions to fruitful conclusions 
for the group as a whole. Since 
the entire group in the first two 
years was female, issues such 
as the passing over of women 
for promotion, unequal pay, 

and sexual harassment were 
important parts of the 
discussion.17 

These methods proved enor
mously successful. Before they 
left, participants in the first 
summer institute formed a con
tinuation committee to help re
cruit for next year. They pre
pared to work in small groups 
in their own communities, 
urged the school to extend the 
program to four weeks in 1934, 
and debated the feasibility of a 
six-week session. And they 
raised, but did not resolve, two 
issues of continuing impor
tance. How, they asked, should 
occupational lines be drawn? 
And should men be admitted to 
the SSOW? For the moment, 
they recommended tha t the 
school be restricted to female 
office workers—or those tem
porarily unemployed who were 
usually office workers. And 
they urged every student to re
turn to her community and con
duct local classes in the winter. 
To maintain contact, they 
undertook to put out a newslet
ter, called "The Office 
Worker.""' 

Students seem to have been 
more amenable to notions of 
unity and more class conscious 
than organizers believed. At 
any rate, SSOW founders were 
delighted at the awareness of 
group interests tha t emerged 
from this two-week session. At 
its culmination, students wrote 
and presented a play that 
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stressed the capacity of office 
workers to learn that they too 
were workers. It included a 
rousing rendition of the follow
ing song to the tune of "Polly 
Wolly Doodle." 

The Union is the place for me, 
The place for working girls 
Who want some time to sing 

and play 
And money we can spend. 

Chorus 
On the line, on the line, on the 

picket, picket line 
We'll win our fight, our fight for 

the right 
On the picket, picket line. 

The girl who scabs is the girl 
who's yellow 

And is a sight to see 
We'll kick her out, We'll keep 

her out 
With the picket, picket line. 

As plans proceeded for the 
second, and then the third and 
fourth sessions, questions im
plicit in the early discussions 
began to emerge as problems. 
Only three of the first-year stu
dents were trade union mem
bers. But, according to one par
ticipant, "We all came to the 
decision that the office worker 
needed unionization, and left 
with the resolution to help 
strengthen the office unions in 
those cities where there are 
none.'"-' The desire to incorpo
rate more trade union members 
into the program meshed with 

faculty and student beliefs that 
unionization was the only 
answer to unpredictable work
ing conditions. Wolfson put it 
this way in 1934: "Organization 
is a very important method for 
dealing with the economic prob
lems that office workers are 
facing and for that reason we 
are anxious to have that point 
of view represented at the 
school."* To seal the bond be
tween the school and the trade 
union movement, the school 
abandoned its earlier policy of 
recruiting through local 
women's organizations like the 
YWCA and sought out active 
trade unionists instead. The 
continuation committee urged 
that the second-year group 
"should give more consideration 
this year to the question of 
workers' organization."21 Gradu
ates of that group wrote to Wil
liam Green, then president of 
the AFL, urging him to add a 
national organizer for office 
workers to his staff. "We feel," 
wrote Henrietta Klebe, chair of 
the 1934 continuation commit
tee, "that it will be to the ben
efit of office workers if they en
ter the labor movement and it 
will be a particular benefit to 
the American Federation of 
Labor to have them in their 
ranks ."" 

Individuals followed through 
on these group initiatives. 
Doris Pieper of Chicago, for ex
ample, attended the 1935 ses
sion of the school at Bucknell 
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College. Within a week after 
she returned home, she had 
contacted John Fitzpatrick of 
Chicago Federation of Labor 
about a charter for office work
ers. And two weeks later, she 
proudly announced the receipt 
of a charter for Stenographers, 
Typists, Bookkeepers and 
Assistants Union number 
20074.2! To her first organizing 
meeting she invited another 
SSOW graduate who had been 
influential in setting up a 
national committee to do re
search on clerical workers. 

As the CIO began an aggres
sive campaign to organize office 
and white-collar workers in the 
late 1930s, the importance of 
trade unions in the SSOW in
creased. By 1935 a third cf the 
students belonged to trade 
unions.21 In 1936 the first con
vention of the United Office 
and Professional Workers of 
America (UOPW7A) included 
ten SSOW graduates, and in 
1937 nearly half of the SSOW's 
residential students belonged to 
trade unions. The shifting com
position, in the context of eco
nomic depression and organ
izational struggle, led to ques
tions about curriculum and 
about the degree to which the 
summer school should serve 
unions. 

Attracting trade union mem
bers in the new climate of trade 
union militancy required com
promises in both residential 
conception and program format. 

Active unionists could rarely-
spare four weeks for study and 
contemplation. Ambitious plans 
to expand to seventy-five stu
dents had already created dif
ficulty in recruiting students, 
leading school administrators 
to settle for a split program.25 

Beginning in 1935, some stu
dents would come for four 
weeks, others for two. The dis
ruption of the residential com
munity this heralded foreshad
owed even greater difficulties to 
come when organizers decided 
to add weekend seminars to the 
residential programs. Weekend 
seminars addressed concrete 
issues of union organization 
and activity, of arbitration and 
grievance procedures, and of 
particular industrial problems, 
rather than the general 
socioeconomic questions that 
were at the heart of the 
residential school program. 
They succeeded in appealing to 
a broader constituency and 
they provided needed services, 
but at the cost of the sense of 
community and purpose so cru
cial to the summer school idea. 

These internal changes had a 
broader political context. After 
1936, efforts to organize office 
workers centered largely in the 
CIO, and for nongovernment 
workers, in the newly formed 
UOPWA. But not even the CIO 
was wholly committed to office 
workers, and these unions re
lied heavily on money and 
advice from left-wing groups, 
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including the Communists.2" 
But the Left had no more 
adequate an analysis of the 
proletarianization of office 
workers than had the old AFL. 
Nor did they consider the ex
tent to which women's issues 
needed a specific focus. For 
their purposes, office workers 
were simply part of a larger 
middle class whose organ
ization and support were neces
sary for victory in the crucial 
industrial sectors. If the school 
were to participate effectively 
in the trade union movement, 
then it had to play a role in de
veloping a sense of unity 
among all white-collar workers. 
Its mission would have to 
change to address these issues. 
Feminist support and, specifi
cally, women's issues such as 
had emerged during the first 
year were less important in 
this context than broader work
ing-class alliances. 

Not all students were pre
pared to make such connec
tions. One second-year student, 
after reading a newspaper re
port describing the 1934 inves
tigation for Communist activ
ities of a FERA school directed 
by Orlie Pell at Oberlin, wrote 
to a fellow student, "You re
member my surprise one night 
at school while you were there 
at the singing of socialist 
songs? Why did they have 
printed copies of these songs 
and encourage singing of 
them?"27 She was not sure, she 

continued, that she believed in 
"organizing groups along cer
tain lines, such as unions." 

But many of the school's 
most active graduates accepted 
and encouraged the kind of 
reaching out implied by Social
ist politics. "I am now YCL 
[Young Communist League"!, 
too," wrote a former Newport, 
Kentucky, student who was 
then editing the Office Worker 
to Orlie Pell. "Thought you 
might like to know that. We 
are working hard now in the 
AYC (American Youth Con
gress). We have rather a good 
unit," And she went on to de
scribe some of the activities of 
other students. She had, she 
said, visited with one in Indi
anapolis. "She is working in 
the union there, also in the 
YCL, very active in the YW 
(Young Women's Christian 
Association!. Myrtle Powell is 
also in all three of these be
sides taking an active part in 
the American Youth Congress." 
Then she continued, "I don't 
know whether either of the 
girls care if Marion Barbour 
knows they are in the YCL but 
I wouldn't mention it, but 1 
thought you particularly would 
like their political 
backgrounds."2" 

Pell understood the risks of 
diversity and willingly accepted 
them. She supported the notion 
of admitting men to the sum
mer school, shepherding it 
through the committee in the 
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winter of 1935, and writing en
thusiastically in the summer, 
"We are going to have men! We 
have accepted several already 
and a few more may come in."29 

Among others, Pell believed 
that the school should be open 
to political discussion, urging 
that the "divergence of political 
opinion" be handled by select
ing "representatives of various 
political opinions among each 
radical group." Admitting retail 
clerks and bringing office work
ers into closer contact with in
dustrial workers might con
tribute to easing tensions. 
Students in the 1936 session 
supported this notion, and the 
committee in consequence cau
tiously agreed to take "a few 
well qualified" retail clerks for 
the 1937 school.30 

These decisions influenced 
the school's curriculum and 
direction. For in order to 
attract a broader array of stu
dents, the committee began to 
experiment with different for
mats and new content. As 
Clara Kaiser, teacher and sup
porter, wrote in 1938, "Perhaps 
what is needed is the widening 
of its constituency by the inclu
sion of teachers, social workers 
and other professionals. . . . 
The focus in the curriculum 
under these conditions ought to 
include the wider problems of 
all white-collar and profession
al workers."" And indeed, in 
1936 the school began to appeal 
to other white-collar workers 

through a series of conferences 
called White-Collar Workshops. 
The first of these occurred in 
the summer of 1936, in con
junction with the regular ses
sion of the school. Speakers on 
the general theme of "The 
Place of the White-Collar 
Worker in the Labor Move
ment" included representatives 
from unions of teachers, post-
office clerks, state and federal 
employees, and the newspaper 
guild, as well as stenographers, 
typists, and bookkeepers. They 
raised questions about the 
efficacy of industrial or craft 
union methods for white-collar 
workers and about whether 
white-collar workers would 
take unified political action 
with industrial workers. 
Eleanor Coit recorded immense 
satisfaction with the confer
ence, which, she wrote, 
"afforded to a group of white-
collar workers" the opportunity 
"to think constructively about 
their place in the labor 
movement."32 A successor con
ference held in 1937 raised the 
issue of organization explicitly. 
Participants were asked to 
address the question, "Should 
there be a different approach 
for middle-class and profession
al workers toward the labor 
movement than tha t of the in
dustrial workers?"33 

Students responded to the 
issue of white-collar identifica
tion with sufficient enthusiasm 
to encourage the SSOW nation-
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al committee to raise the issue 
of expanding the school's con
stituency yet again. "One of the 
important questions now under 
discussion," reported Eleanor 
Coit in October 1937, "is the 
possible extension of the admis
sion policy of the school to in
clude white-collar workers 
other than office workers, such 
as teachers and social service 
employees."34 These students, 
she suggested, might be 
financed by scholarships from 
the national offices of white-
collar unions. To serve these 
new groups, the SSOW added a 
new training seminar to its 
summer sessions beginning in 
1937. Primarily designed to 
teach the principles of workers' 
education to teachers, the semi
nar served union education 
programs. 

The issue that had haunted 
the school's founders in 1933 
had by now been resolved. In 
1933, students had been asked 
to identify with workers. Ironi
cally, as opportunities to organ
ize broadened, the school's 
sense of itself narrowed. In 
1937 students were asked to 
understand that "all of our 
girls are not individual workers 
but are part of a great many 
white-collar workers who 
needed to be made aware of 
their part in the entire social 
scene."35 Thus students were no 
longer workers, but white-
collar workers. They could, 
however, organize. As one 

faculty member put it, the 
psychology of the students had 
changed. "In the early days of 
the school," she said, "most of 
the students had a more 
academic interest in the labor 
movement, assuming that it did 
not concern them personally. 
Now their place in the labor 
movement is accepted."36 

This shift to a labor move
ment orientation created inevi
table pressures. In December 
1937, the SSOW committee de
bated "whether the emphasis 
which certain unions feel it is 
necessary to put on immediate 
needs in contrast to long-range 
objectives would cause the 
school to modify its curriculum 
in any way."17 Although then, 
and in the future, the commit
tee affirmed the school's hu
manistic orientation, classroom 
problems became more specifi
cally defined and the curricu
lum inevitably more problem 
oriented. Workshops included 
instruction on preparing 
graphs, charts, and other visual 
materials. Techniques of trade 
union organization were specifi
cally discussed.'" True to their 
original pedagogy, teachers 
continued to use students' own 
experiences as launching pads. 
In 1939, for example, the school 
stressed the theme of commu
nity organization, and a course 
in community relationships dis
cussed three problems: securing 
facilities in a disadvantaged 
community, racial discrimina-
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tion, and education for trade 
unionism in a community 
club.39 

By the end of the 1930s the 
shape of the school had 
emerged. From a school for 
office workers, it had broadened 
gradually first to include retail 
clerks and then to serve other 
white-collar workers. Original
ly an institution supportive of 
union organizing, it had taken 
organization as a major goal, 
adding a full-time trade union 
person to its faculty in 1939. 
And from seeking out a wholly 
female student body it had 
moved eagerly to recruit men, 
who constituted nearly a third 
of the students in 1939 and 
whose members would increase 
steadily thereafter until, in 
some years in the 1950s, they 
made up a majority. 

None of these changes 
smoothed the path of the execu
tive committee. In the first 
seven years, the school moved 
from campus to campus. Ober-
lin twice, Bucknell, then North
western hosted the summer ses
sion until the school finally 
settled in the Chicago area, 
first at the Chicago Theological 
Seminary and the University of 
Chicago and then at Lake 
Forest College. Annually, the 
board debated the length of its 
session—four wreeks or three— 
discussed how two- and four-
week students were to be inte
grated, wondered whether trade 
union members and nonmem-

bers could or should learn 
together, and attempted to find 
new ways to integrate residen
tial students into the in
creasingly important workshops 
and seminars. The board ex
perienced constant difficulty in 
recruiting. "At last I have some 
applicants for the summer 
school!"40 wrote a local commit
tee member to Orlie Pell in 
1939. Each year the number of 
students able to stay for a four-
week residential period dwin
dled: twenty-three in 1936, six
teen in 1938, twelve in 1939.41 

After the discouraging 1939 
figures were in, the board voted 
reluctantly to shorten the ses
sion to three weeks. And each 
year, the service component of 
the curriculum grew to encom
pass the most significant por
tion of the school's activities, at 
least numerically. Contacts 
with women's groups that had 
provided initial funding and 
guidance, as well as students, 
now became minimal. The 
YWCA, WTUL, and Business 
and Professional Women's 
Association retreated in impor
tance as trade unions filled the 
gap. A 1943 fund-raising letter 
described the school as "a labor 
school supported by unions and 
individuals interested in work
ers' education for white-collar 
workers."42 

The executive committee had 
come to this description after a 
long and agonizing discussion 
spearheaded by the special re-
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port it commissioned in 1941 to 
explore options and goals. Eli
nor Pancoast, professor of eco
nomics at Goucher College and 
a long-time teacher in the 
school, took OP the task of 
gathering data and surveying 
former students. Inconclusive 
as the final report is, it pro
vides graphic evidence of the 
school's record. Only eighty-one 
of 285 students bothered to re
turn their questionnaires. Of 
these, fifty-three were union 
members, and one-third (seven
teen) of these had joined unions 
after their summer school ex
perience. While many students 
continued to be active in com
munity groups, more than half 
(forty-six) of those who re
turned questionnaires had nev
er participated in local classes. 
As one former student put it, "I 
didn't answer the questionnaire 
which was sent to me because I 
didn't think I had anything 
new to tell you.'"3 

Among the suggestions 
adopted by the faculty, several 
encouraged ways of creating 
closer friendships with white-
collar unions. These included 
inviting their education direc
tors to a special institute dur
ing the school's summer ses
sion, exploring the possibilities 
of classes in union organizing 
techniques, and including in 
the literature statements about 
what the school could do for the 
labor movement. While the 
final report insisted tha t the 

school could continue to serve 
union as well as nonunion 
groups, the faculty wondered 
whether "some adjustment of 
the curriculum is necessary in 
order to speed up the adaption 
of non-union students to the 
objectives of the school."44 

The war years provided the 
circumstances that led the 
SSOW to move increasingly 
toward short-term institutes, 
workshops, and weekend con
ferences for trade union leaders 
and for particular unions. Time 
pressures pushed sessions down 
to two weeks and then to one, 
and into instrumental topics. 
Sessions focused on such topics 
as safeguarding labor standards 
and labor's demands in the 
postwar world. And the faculty 
suggested programs that would 
teach negotiation, grievance, 
and arbitration skills—all 
topics geared to the needs of 
paid union officials and 
activists.15 Workshops were or
ganized for telephone workers, 
and the training programs for 
teachers in workers' education 
took on larger dimensions. As 
the war ended, the structure of 
the summer schools involved a 
grab bag of activities. The two-
week session held at Lake 
Forest in 1946 included, in 
addition to the two-week res
idential school, a one-day insti
tute on the international labor 
movement, a course in com
munity relations, a seminar in 
the techniques of worker educa-
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tion, and a special course in 
economics that stressed such 
topics as price control, full em
ployment, social security, and 
trade unionism.4" Residential 
students could participate in 
one or more of these programs. 
But they were designed to meet 
the needs of transient partici
pants. The 1947 session 
stressed the "arts of commu
nication" in the two-week 
residential school, and special 
projects included a leadership 
seminar for professional work
ers and a "week-end" school for 
Chicago postal and telephone 
unions. "Current economic and 
social issues constituted the 
core of the study program," 
wrote one commentator, "with 
special interest shown in living 
costs, housing discrimination 
and labor legislation."47 

The school never entirely 
abandoned its attempts to re
cruit young women who "are 
interested in exploring further 
the problems and the role of 
the white-collar workers in the 
world today," but this goal was 
undermined by the continuing 
pattern of union services and 
by the all-inclusive definition 
that the term "white-collar" 
assumed. In 1948, the SSOW 
changed its name to "White-
Collar Workshops" in recogni
tion of the fact that postal em
ployees and telephone workers 
as well as teachers and social 
workers had replaced the orig
inal secretaries and bookkeep

ers. Much of the early enthu
siasm remained intact. "It was 
a wonderful revelation to me," 
wrote a 1946 student, "to find 
out that a mixed group can live 
together in peace and harmony 
regardless of race, color or 
creed."18 

But the residential school 
that struggled to survive in the 
late 1940s and early 1950s re
sembled the earlier incarnation 
very little. In 1951, two-thirds 
of those resident students who 
came from the United States 
were paid union staff from 
AFL, CIO, and independent 
locals.'K' The 1952 session con
tinued the trend, and in 1953 
the board of directors met to 
decide how to handle the situa
tion. In an acrimonious meet
ing on February 11, 1953, the 
board debated the school's 
direction. Eleanor Coit made 
the initial presentation. In the 
context of "the present day 
scene," she suggested, and in 
view of the comparatively small 
number of cities and unions 
that had "sent students to the 
school in recent years," she 
wanted to consider some 
changes. She was, she said, cog
nizant of new white-collar or
ganizing efforts in both the 
AFL and CIO. But she won
dered whether "the school's spe
cial function is to meet the 
needs of rank and file white-
collar workers and local union 
officers, or to answer the more 
specialized needs of selected un-
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ion leaders."5" The board mem
bers argued at length and then 
concluded that they did not 
want to restrict the school to 
"the specific training of union 
leaders." And it agreed that it 
"should not give up the resi
dent work" if it was at all 
possible to continue it. 

For the following nine years, 
the school continued its resi
dent work somewhat haphaz
ardly but focused its major 
energies on a series of work
shops designed to explore the 
impact of automation on white-
collar workers. In 1962 the 
parent body, the American 
Labor Education Service, de
cided to dissolve. With scarcely 
a whimper, the board of direc
tors of the White-Collar Work
shops, among whom sat some of 
those who had founded the 
Summer School for Office 
Workers thirty years before, 
concurred. Twenty-nine years 
after the school's first classes, 
the board left its tasks to be 
"picked up by other groups in 
the economy." 

If it did not meet its original 
expectations, the SSOW never
theless served a useful purpose 
in educating several hundred 
women in community activism 
and trade union leadership. It 
was not entirely the fault of 
either the school or its organiz
ers tha t notions of working-
class solidarity tha t had formed 
the initial conceptual founda
tion for the school later found

ered. External events of the 
SSOW's first decade simply cap
tured the school, undermining 
its theoretical anchors. Caught 
up in the prevailing trade un
ion militancy, the school aban
doned the female support sys
tem that had earlier given it 
stability and a relatively inde
pendent financial base. The 
heady unionization campaigns 
in which office and other white-
collar workers participated left 
little room for understanding 
the organizational conse
quences of dependence on a 
movement in which both 
women and white-collar work
ers were on the periphery. In 
an attempt to encourage un
ionization, the SSOW in
creasingly urged office workers 
to identify not with blue-collar 
but with white-collar workers, 
undermining an initial sense of 
broader unity among the 
"working class." And even 
when white-collar workers 
organized, the labor move
ment's own conviction tha t its 
base lay among manual work
ers provided no new impetus 
for the school to continue to 
participate in programs of eco
nomic awareness. Office work
ers were again left uncomfort
ably situated, somewhere 
between the labor movement 
and white-collar professionals. 
By the end of the 1930s, the 
white-collar workshops, having 
all but abandoned their earlier 
initiatives toward a broader 
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education, had no choice but to 
pursue an alliance with an 
ambivalent trade union move
ment. This new group of work
ers remained isolated from the 
mainstream of labor, possess
ing, still, aspirations to upward 
mobility that had relatively lit
tle hope for success. In the 
1960s—ironically, shortly after 
the White-Collar Workshops 

dissolved itself—debates about 
the nature of a "new working 
class" opened once again. 
Sparked by a vital women's 
movement and by rapid 
changes in office technology, 
the discussion once again poses 
the issue of how these new 
workers function in the class 
structure. 

We Went to the Summer School 

The following are excerpts from 
letters of former students of the 
Summer Schools for Office 
Workers, written in the 1930s 
and 1940s, and a skit, "We 
Take Our Stand," 

written and performed by the 
school's participants in August 
1936. The skit points to the 
need for solidarity between 
office and factory workers.51 

I have heard so much talk about "widening our horizons." The Sum
mer School for Office Workers did that for me. I feel that if my 
experience in Summer School did nothing more than give me a 
personal view of business girls' working conditions in the various 
cities in the United States, it was worth the price. But the Summer 
School for Office Workers did more than that; it taught me definitely 
that I must have something to say about the way our affairs are run, 
and tha t I can do something about it; tha t I must be concerned about 
other business girls' problems as well as other workers' problems. We 
were not told what to do (each student determines the channels 
through which he can work most effectively), but our course of study 
gave us intelligent insight into economic and industrial problems. 

—Leona B. Hendrix, n.d. 

There were two main reasons why I went to the Summer Institute 
for Office Workers in 1933. The first one was that I was very much 
interested in studying and discussing unemployment, low wages, and 
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depressions. I had been out of a job for a year and had had lots of time 
to ponder about the whys and wherefores of these things. 

The second reason was curiosity. I had become very curious about 
the kind of school tha t would attract office workers to the extent that 
they would "sacrifice" their precious two weeks' vacation in order to 
attend. 

The Institute proved to be a fascinating exchange of experiences 
and ideas. There were no dull, cut-and-dried recitations from mem
ory; instead there were intensely interesting, full-of-life discussions 
of things which were real and important, of problems which chal
lenged my thinking. I felt as though a door had opened in my brain 
and rooms which hadn't been used for years were swept and dusted, 
and after two exciting weeks of School there was no lack of occupants 
for the new space. Summer School inspired and challenged me and 
made me want to think. I saw opportunities for work that I hadn't 
been conscious of before and now I actually wanted to take advantage 
of them. 

Did it last? Well, in 1934, I had a job and I managed after much 
difficulty to get two weeks' leave so that I could go back to attend the 
last two weeks of the now-full-fledged Summer School for Office 
Workers. 

So, from my own experience, I say, for a mental stimulus with a 
powerful drive, try the Summer School for Office Workers. 

Frances E. Scott, n.d. 
Philadelphia, Pennsylvania 

It is almost five years since I first attended the Summer Institute 
for Office Workers and its influence is still a major factor in my life. 
. . . It was something that happened inside me as the result of the 
stimulating experiences of learning and thinking with the group of 
office workers at the Summer School. 

In the first place it gave me an abiding interest in life outside 
myself—an interest that seems to grow more interesting and more 
challenging each year—an interest in trying to help to get a more 
abundant life for a larger number of people. By "more abundant" I do 
not mean merely material abundance, such as better living condi
tions and more security (although that 's part of it) but also more 
opportunity for education and chances to know the cultural and 
beautiful sides of life. It is hard to think of justice on an empty 
stomach, and hard for the victim of injustices to think of peace and 
love and beauty. So it's an ever-engrossing problem to try to make the 
cycle of life read more food, more justice, more peace, more love, and 
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more beauty, instead of no food, no justice, no peace, no love, and no 
beauty. It is this interest tha t has lifted me out of myself and has 
shown me opportunities of doing things that I never saw before 
attending the Summer School. 

Another important outcome of attending the school is the ever
growing circle of interesting people whom I could not have met were 
it not for contacts made at the Summer School—vital and interesting 
people doing exciting things in the labor movement and in the fields 
of education and social work. Some of these persons are acquain
tances, and it is a privilege to meet them and hear their views; and 
others are friends, people who are interesting to know. These 
friendships are sincere and lasting because of the bond of a common 
interest in a common cause. And it is all possible because I was lucky 
enough to get to go to the Summer School for Office Workers. 

—Marian V. Carrol, n.d. 

We Take Our Stand 

SCENE 1: The office of the Gormon Corporation. There are four girls 
a t desks—two typists and two bookkeepers. Clara gets up and goes to 
Rose's desk. She whispers to her and then turns to the other girls: 

Clara: Did you notice tha t the machinery isn't running? 
Jane: Yes. It 's awfully quiet in there. Has something gone wrong? 
Clara: No. Not with the machinery. 
Ruth: Something is wrong with the pay everyone here gets and the 

hours we all work. 
Clara: That 's why the place is so still. The shop workers are having a 

meeting. 
Ruth: I th ink we ought to be in on it. 
Mary: What for? They'll get into trouble for stopping in the middle of 

the day. 
Ruth: Well, we ought to stop too. 
Mary-' And lose our jobs? 
Clara: Mary, you don't understand. The factory workers are talking 

about a strike for better wages and shorter hours. 
Mary: I wouldn't mind a raise. But I need my job. 
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Ruth: So do we all. 
Clara: Let's face the facts. When and if the shop workers go on strike, 

what are we going to do? 
Ruth: We've got the same reasons for striking tha t they have. $15 a 

week for a bookkeeper is no pay. It's a bribe. 
Clara: And $12 a week for a typist isn't enough for room and board. 
Jane: Don't forget tha t Mary and I are only getting $11 a week. 
Clara: And I haven't forgotten all the overtime we've worked with

out even a word of thanks, not to speak of getting paid for it. We're 
certainly no better off than the factory workers. 

R uth: And they don't have to come to work dressed to look like twice 
their pay like we do. 

Mary: But half a loaf is better than none. 
Ruth: Let's not ta lk so much. What are we going to do? 
Mary: I say mind our own business. 
Jane: Eleven dollars worth? I'm for striking if the factory workers 

do. 
Ruth: I agree with Jane . 
Mary: I'll stick with you. But I still don't see why we should support 

the factory workers. We want better pay, but they couldn't help us. 
Why should we help them? 

Clara: If we help them win their demands, they'll help us win ours. 
Jane: You think you're different, Mary, because you've got a desk of 

your own to work on. But you and I get a dollar less than the factory 
girls. (As she talks, Hannah, Grace and Mac enter, wearing aprons/ 
smocks.) 

Clara: What 's up, Hannah? 
Hannah: We've decided to go on strike unless Mr. Williams signs the 

agreement right now. 
Grace: And we want you to come out with us. 
Hannah: In fact, if you girls say you're ready to strike, the boss may 

give in without a strike. 
Clara: We're all with you. 
(The boss enters as she finishes.) 
Williams: Why aren't you working? You've still got an hour before 

lunch. (To Hannah:) What are you doing here in the office? 
Hannah: Mr. Williams, unless you sign the agreement xoday and 

grant us union wages, an eight hour day, and union recognition, 
we're all going on strike. 

Williams: Who's we? 
Hannah: All the factory and all your office workers. 
Williams: What have the office workers got to do with it? 
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Clara: We all know the factory workers deserve better conditions. 
Williams: (to factory workers) Bring the agreement into my office. 

We'll talk it over. (He exits.) 
Ruth: I think he gave in. 
Clara: I think so too. 
Mary: He was pretty angry at us. I wonder what he'll do? 
Clara: Here they come. (Hannah, Grace and Mac rush in, waving 

agreement.) 
Hannah: Thanks to you girls, we've won. Wait til the shop hears 

this. (They exit.) 
Williams: I'm surprised at you girls. 
Clara: Why Mr. Williams? 
Williams: I thought at least my office staff was loyal to the firm. 
Clara: But we didn't do anything against the firm. Those factory 

workers deserve decent wages and they'll do better work if they get 
them. 

Williams: I don't care what they do. Most of them can be replaced in 
five minutes if I wanted. But you girls. You've worked here a long 
time. I feel almost like a father to you. And then, whose side do you 
take? Aren't you satisfied here? 

Jane: We certainly could stand a raise in pay. 
Williams: I'll consider it. But you'll have to prove that you're loyal to 

the firm. All right, Jane, type this up. "We the undersigned hereby 
agree never to join a union or participate in any strike against the 
Gormon Corporation." Now I want everyone to sign that. 

Jane: That's not fair. 
Clara: It's not legal to make us sign that. 
Williams: Then you're not loyal to the firm. I'll fire all of you if you 

don't sign that pledge. 
Clara: We won't sign. 
Williams: (shouting) Your signatures or your jobs. 
Mary: But, Mr. Williams . . . 
Clara: Come on, girls. . . . We'll be back when you're ready to sign a 

union agreement. (They exit as Williams crumples up typed 
pledge. Blackout.) 

SCENE 2: A picket line. The four office workers are picketing up and 
down and humming "On the Line." Suddenly, Hannah, Grace, Mac 
and a group of factory workers rush out. The office girls greet them 
and there is general excitement. 

Clara: What happened? 
Grace: We couldn't stand it any longer. 
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Clara: But what about your agreement? 
Hannah: He was breaking it right and left. Anyhow, what did you 

expect us to do? Scab? (They all hug and shake hands. One of the 
girls starts the rest in singing—to the tune of "The Old Gray 
Mare.") 

Mr. Williams ain't what he used to be 
ain't what he used to be 
ain't what he used to be 

Since the union came. 
Hannah: (picketing with Clara) You know, Clara, this is the first 

time the factory workers have supported the office workers on 
strike. 

Clara: And I think it's only the beginning. (Blackout) 

SCENE 3: The entire group of strikers is sitting and talking among 
themselves. 

Hannah: Are we ready to s tar t the meeting? All right, Mac, what did 
you want to say? 

Mac: If it weren't for the office workers, we wouldn't be out on strike 
now. The boss told us tool and die makers today that he's willing to 
take us back right now but we've got to forget about the office 
workers. 

Grace: Is tha t so? Don't forget that this is a joint strike. You had no 
right to see the boss without the rest of us. But we're not going back 
until all of us are ready. 

Ruth: And we won't be ready until we win. 
Mac: Well, then you're going to keep it up without us. Why should 

we suffer because the office workers are on strike? 
Mary: And on whose account were the office workers locked out? 
Mac: Well, are you going back or do we go alone? 
Hannah: The office workers have been out for sixteen weeks; we've 

been out for twelve. We've stuck together because we know this 
strike belongs to all of us. We're not going to give in now. 

Mac: Then you refuse to go back? 
Hannah: It's up to the strikers. All those in favor of going back 

without the office workers. (Mac says "aye") Mac, do you know 
what this means? 

Mac: It means we go back without you. 
Clara: We'll win our strike without them. 
Hannah: Those tool and die workers would be all right. But they've 

got the same idea you office workers used you have. They think 
they're better than the rest of us. 
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Clara: If we were all in one union, they would have to stick with us. 
Grace: It won't be long before they understand. Now they don't 

consider us because we are unskilled workers. But if the office 
workers learned better, they will too. (laughter) How about a song 
before we go back to the picket line. (Strikers sing "Solidarity" 
start ing to leave as they finish the song. Blackout.) 

SCENE 4: The picket line. Strikers are picketing and singing 
"Please, Mr. Boss." They sing the song twice and then start to hum as 
Clara steps off the picket line and says to the audience: 

Clara: When workers, whether they are office or factory workers, go 
out on strike, they need not only their own solidarity but tha t of the 
labor movement, and the aid of all those who think they have a 
right to decent conditions. Come on up and join our line. Help us 
sing; help us picket; and help us win. 

Audience follows directions and join the picket line on the stage, until 
the entire group—actors and audience—move on out of the theater/ 
hall together. 
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Soon after she arrived in 
Washington in September 1933, 
to start her job as Specialist in 
Workers Education in the 
Federal Emergency Relief 
Administration (FERA), Hilda 
Smith was asked by FERA 
director Harry Hopkins and his 
assistant, Clarence Bookman, 
to "do something" to meet the 
needs of jobless women.1 The 
program that she initiated and 
developed promoted educational 
camps in a nationwide New 
Deal experiment for women on 
relief. Nicknamed the "she-she-
she camps" by their detractors, 
these projects were frequently 
compared to the successful 
Civilian Conservation Corps 
(CCC) camps in which unem
ployed men were put to work 
on highly visible public service 
projects in order to develop 
practical skills. The she-she-she 
camps were considerably less 
successful, however, and much 
less extensive than their coun
terparts for men.2 

The camps and schools pro
gram for women was short 
lived. From 1934 to 1937, 8,000 
to 10,000 women enrolled in 
over a hundred centers, gener
ally for six to eight week 
periods. In late 1935, the pro
gram was transferred to the 
National Youth Administration 
(NYA); it lasted only until the 
fall of 1937, when federal fund
ing to the project was cut and 
most of the camps were closed.3 

Smith's project highlighted 

the limited place of women 
workers in the New Deal. Hop
kins hired her as a workers' 
education specialist, but her 
position was vague and con
troversial and her efforts to 
promote and fuse education and 
relief programs for women were 
treated for the most part with 
benign neglect. Although 
women's organizations around 
the country, aware of the plight 
of jobless women, pressured 
New Deal administrators to 
handle the problems of female 
unemployment, the inequities 
in women's receipt of public re
lief increased and their list of 
economic grievances grew 
longer throughout the Depres
sion decade. 

By 1932, 2 million women in 
all occupations felt the finan
cial, physical, and mental 
efforts of being without paid 
work. A new and alarming phe
nomenon developed in the 
country—bands of young, 
homeless women roaming the 
streets, reluctant to seek aid, 
frequently sleeping in train sta
tions or behind heating ducts in 
subway bathrooms. "It's one of 
the great mysteries of the city 
where women go when they are 
out of work and hungry," 
Meridel Le Sueur wrote in 
1932. "A woman will shut her
self up in a room until it is 
taken away from her and eat a 
cracker a day and be quiet as a 
mouse so there are no social 
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statistics concerning her." At 
the height of the Depression, 
National Women's Party activ
ist Helena Weed observed, 
"Men thronged the breadlines; 
women hid their plight."' 

Private charities exhausted 
their resources for those women 
who did seek help, and New 
Deal agencies concentrated on 
ameliorating the lot of male 
heads of households, still re
garding women as peripheral 
workers. They remained antag
onistic toward hiring women 
while men were out of work. 
Many of the New Deal projects 
discriminated against women 
in their hiring practices, reg
ulations, and wage scales. 
Women were denied access to 
higher paying public service 
jobs, were paid lower wages, 
and, if married, were subject to 
layoffs from their public and 
private sector employment. 
Women made up only a small 
percentage of the recipients of 
federal work relief jobs. By the 
end of 1934, only 142,000 
women had received emergency 
work relief, in contrast to 
approximately nine times that 
number of men.5 

In March 1932, during his 
frantic first hundred days, FDR 
had developed the idea of a 
national work conservation pro
gram for young, jobless males, 
and he announced the program 
in his acceptance speech at the 
Democratic National Conven

tion in July of that year. The 
concept of work camps for un
employed youth, foreshadowed 
in the writings of social philos
ophers Thomas Carlyle, John 
Ruskin, and William James, 
had been tested in a number of 
European countries in the 
1920s, where young people 
were conscripted or volunteered 
for public service for periods of 
six to eighteen months. It is 
probable, although Franklin 
Roosevelt denied it, that he was 
influenced in his thinking by 
William James, his Harvard 
professor in 1912, who had 
called for "youth armies" work
ing on national service projects 
in a "moral equivalent of war.'"' 

The Civilian Conservation 
Corps bill (S.B. 598), signed by 
Roosevelt on April 1, 1933, was 
the first New Deal measure de
signed to deal directly with the 
unemployment problems of 
young men. It enrolled 2.5 mil
lion males during its ten-year 
period, paid them $1.00 a day, 
and maintained them for an 
average of a year. The CCC 
was one of the most publicized 
and successful of the New Deal 
experiments, reflecting the 
president's lifelong commitment 
to forest conservation, his ro
mance with rural life, and his 
assessment that the "tree 
armies" of jobless males that he 
had started as a relief measure 
while governor of New York 
State were a sound investment 
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of public funds since they uti
lized a hard-hit age group in 
work not ordinarily performed 
by private industry.7 

Meeting in March 1933, a 
month before the CCC bill was 
passed by Congress, the 
National Women's Trade Union 
League (NWTUL) called for a 
parallel network of schools and 
camps for jobless women to be 
financed by the Costigan-
LaFollette-Wagner relief bill, 
housed on public property, and 
modelled on the YWCA 
residential camps for young 
women in industry. Hilda 
Smith incorporated this recom
mendation in a memo that she 
circulated to New Deal admin
istrators in August 1933 to soli
cit their aid for workers' educa
tion schools and activities, and 
she expanded it two months la
ter in her response to Hopkins's 
and Bookman's request that 
she do something for unem
ployed women." 

The network of schools and 
camps for jobless women would 
not have developed, however, 
without the leadership and ac
tive intervention of Eleanor 
Roosevelt. The first lady, in the 
center of the New Deal's polit
ical sisterhood, used her con
tacts, influence, and prestigious 
White House facilities to advo
cate aid for the forgotten 
women of the Depression and 
New Deal years. Aware of the 
NWTUL proposal through her 

close connections with leaders 
of that organization, Eleanor 
Roosevelt had also been in
fluenced by the concept of a 
young workers' corps of 
eighteen- to twenty-five-year-
olds, an idea advanced in a 
slim 1932 volume, Prohibiting 
Poverty, by Prestonia Mann 
Martin, the granddaughter of 
educational philosopher Horace 
Mann. The book, which went 
through eight editions between 
1932 and 1934, drew heavily on 
Edward Bellamy's Looking 
Backward for its vision of a 
utopia in which youth would be 
organized industrially to pro
duce needed goods and services 
for the whole society. "It may 
be possible to try out some of 
these ideas under emergency 
relief," Eleanor Roosevelt re
plied to a correspondent who 
had written enthusiastically to 
her about Martin's book." 

Prodded by the continuing 
destitution of jobless women 
and inspired by this "Utopia 
drafted by a woman," Eleanor 
Roosevelt did initiate such a 
project in spring 1933. She 
asked FDR for funds to "pro
vide healthful employment and 
useful instruction amid whole
some surroundings for needy 
young women." The president 
sent her proposal on to Hop
kins, who agreed to the plan, 
allocated monies from the 
national relief appropriations, 
and instructed the New York 
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director of emergency relief to 
comply with Mrs. Roosevelt's 
requests for a model camp for 
unemployed women to be 
started in her home state.1" 

Camp TERA (Temporary 
Emergency Relief Administra
tion) opened June 10, 1933, in 
a Depression-closed employee 
vacation facility owned by the 
New York Life Insurance Com
pany in Bear Mountain State 
Park, about an hour's drive 
north of New York City and 
not far from the Roosevelt 
homestead in Hyde Park. For 
the next four years it was iden
tified by the press, the public, 
and its personnel as Mrs. 
Roosevelt's special project, since 
she and her daughter served on 
the advisory board, sent holi
day presents, corresponded with 
staff and participants, and 
made occasional visits." 

At the start, Camp TERA 
benefited from the sponsorship 
of two powerful and highly visi
ble public figures, Mrs. 
Roosevelt and her ally, Secre
tary of Labor Frances Perkins, 
who helped preside at the 
camp's opening. But TERA 
soon generated public confusion 
as to how this experiment com
pared with the CCC program 
and whether females would be 
paid to perform public service. 
From 1933 to 1937, when the 
camp program folded, the pur
pose of TERA and the camp 
projects for women that fol
lowed continued to be mis

understood. Camp administra
tors were confused about how 
to synthesize educational goals 
and relief objectives, and relief 
agency personnel were never 
clear about how the program's 
administration should be di
vided among the national, 
state, and county levels. 

The needs of jobless women, 
however, were so acute, and the 
response of the recovery pro
gram was so inadequate, tha t 
Camp TERA stirred the public 
imagination and sparked head
lines across the country in the 
days immediately following its 
opening. Letters and telegrams 
received at the White House 
pledged facilities owned by in
dividuals and organizations for 
similar projects. Young women 
wrote to "Mrs. President" and 
"Madam Secretary" to apply. 
The YWCA director in Macon, 
Georgia, offered the Y's fully 
equipped 87-acre camp; the 
president of Temple Universi
ty's Women's Club volunteered 
her family estate in Maine; the 
welfare director in Cincinnati, 
Ohio, promised tha t if Camp 
TERA was successful, his city 
would initiate a camp for needy 
girls.12 

Twenty-year-old Marie Ether, 
the oldest of an Idaho farm 
family of thirteen children, was 
one of the many who wrote her 
congressman asking to attend 
such a program. "We haven't 
had no crop for three years and 
the prospects look bad for this 
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year. As their is no job in sight 
around here and as I do not 
have a high school education, I 
thought it would be educational 
to go."" 

Hilda Smith also thought 
tha t it would be educational if 
numbers of young women like 
Marie Ether could attend feder
ally funded residential pro
grams where they could take 
classes, develop group skills, 
exercise critical thinking, and 
experience personal growth. 
She visualized these schools as 
modelled on the Bryn Mawr 
Summer School for Women 
Workers and anticipated a 
program where unemployed 
women would be educated to 
understand the economic condi
tions tha t affected their lives 
and so could translate tha t 
knowledge into community ac
tion. 

Her proposal to Hopkins and 
Bookman called for New Deal -
financed experimental residen
tial schools, to be run for two-
month terms, to help jobless 
females develop a sense of "so
cial responsibility." Hopkins's 
immediate response to Smith's 
proposal was favorable. But, in 
contrast to the speed with 
which other New Deal projects 
were being launched, he did 
nothing to expedite implemen
tation of her recommended pro
gram for a number of months.14 

Social workers, the network 
of women in national govern
ment positions, and women's 

organizations stepped up their 
campaign to lobby New Deal 
administrators to develop more 
adequate work relief policies 
and programs for women. At a 
White House conference on 
women's needs engineered by 
Eleanor Roosevelt and FERA 
women's director Ellen Wood
ward in November 1933, Harry 
Hopkins admitted that "the 
government has not done what 
it should [about jobless women] 
and feels pretty humble about 
it." He pledged government 
monies and determination to 
"care for unemployed women" 
and asked the hundred or so 
conferees for advice on how to 
extend tha t relief. Conference 
participants suggested estab
lishing special public works 
jobs for women, earmarking 20 
percent of federal funds for 
state-initiated women's work 
relief, and developing a net
work of schools and camps for 
jobless girls and women, a proj
ect tha t was being discussed by 
Smith, Mrs. Roosevelt, and 
members of the NWTUL.15 

As time passed with no fur
ther action on her plan or on 
any other women's work relief 
projects, Smith requested to 
speak at a conference of FERA 
field representatives held in 
Washington in February 1934. 
A number of the FERA staff 
opposed her proposal, anticipat
ing "serious discipline problems 
if women were brought 
together to live." Undaunted by 
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these reactions, Smith launched 
a publicity campaign through 
the publication of a widely dis
tributed pamphlet, "The 
Woman with the Worn Out 
Shoes," which outlined the 
plight of jobless females and 
the problems of destitute tran
sients and summarized the rec
ommendations for a network of 
schools and camps that might 
help keep these women con
structively occupied and off the 
streets.16 

Together with Eleanor 
Roosevelt and Ellen Woodward, 
two of her most vocal and in
fluential advocates in the sup
port system of social feminists 
in the national government, 
Smith orchestrated a White 
House conference in April 1934 
that convened eighty women 
from national community and 
social welfare organizations, 
public agencies, and New Deal 
offices. The participants ex
pressed a range of suggestions 
for a schools and camps pro
gram, including the need for 
health- and morale-building 
activities and a curriculum that 
would educate jobless women 
for more intelligent participa
tion in a democratic society.17 

One government staff mem
ber cautioned that, in a recent 
national survey of FERA ad
ministrators, over half had in
dicated that they had no in
terest in such a proposal and 
that there was no need in their 
states for such a program. 

Assistant FERA administrator 
Aubrey Williams, who was 
pinch-hitting for Harry Hop
kins at the conference, pledged 
"limited funds" to carry out the 
plan, while making clear his 
displeasure with the term 
"workers' education," a compo
nent of the recommended cur
riculum that he felt "smacked 
of class distinctions.""* 

Despite precarious support, 
Smith moved quickly after the 
conference to set up a national 
advisory committee to consult 
with her office and to advise 
the states in curriculum de
velopment, the selection of 
teachers and students, and 
budgetary allocations. The 
national advisory committee in
cluded many national and New 
Deal leaders during the next 
few years.15' 

A comprehensive Memoran
dum on Standards and Proce
dures in Establishing Resident 
Schools and Educational 
Camps for Unemployed Women, 
which Smith sent to Hopkins in 
May, reflected her vision of a 
well-rounded educational pro
gram that integrated workers' 
education, social sciences, and 
English. The Memorandum also 
recommended vocational guid
ance, health education, and 
opportunities for cultural and 
recreational activities. It advo
cated the discussion method of 
teaching to help students 
analyze their economic and so
cial worlds and a system of self-
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government to enhance their 
skills for problem solving and 
community participation.2" 

Hopkins approved the propos
al as a relief measure and 
wrote to state relief administra
tors in May 1934 that limited 
funds were available for resi
dent programs for jobless 
women. He asked states to tele
graph detailed plans and 
budgets within the week for 
proposed projects to open in 
summer 1934. His memo stipu
lated that states would be re
sponsible for obtaining rent-
free facilities, appointing local 
advisory committees, and su
pervising each program. He 
gave no role to Smith's national 
office in the hiring of personnel 
and ignored the national advi
sory committee's proposal that 
it supervise budgets and con
sult on program development. 
Twenty state relief administra
tors wired within a few days 
tha t they were ready to apply. 

The program would be con
fined to on-site education and 
group activities. CCC adminis
trators had vetoed the national 
advisory committee's recom
mendation that young women 
in the resident programs be 
used, as men were, in reforesta
tion and community service 
projects since, they claimed, 
"work outside the camps [for 
women] was not practicable 
and the supervision and trans
portation costs would be greatly 
increased." Thus, significant 

work and training opportuni
ties for women in the program 
were curtailed from the start.21 

Less than a month after Hop
kins's approval, Smith and Mrs. 
Roosevelt used a White House 
press conference to publicize 
the start of a national program 
"intended to serve as social and 
educational laboratories [from 
whichl women will go forth to 
cope more intelligently and 
with renewed strength and 
courage for their special prob
lems." They estimated that 
each school would cost $6000 
for approximately sixty stu
dents drawn from relief rolls 
for an eight-week term.22 

Within a few weeks, twenty-
eight schools and camps were 
operating within twenty-six 
states and the District of Co
lumbia. Smith drafted and dis
tributed "Suggestions for Or
ganization of Curriculum and 
Teaching in the Residential 
Schools and Camps for Unem
ployed Women" to all project 
personnel and to state relief 
administrators. The manual 
succinctly summarized much of 
progressive education philoso
phy regarding education for 
democratic living. It recom
mended a system of participant 
self-management and group de
cision making about the admin
istration and content of each 
project. It included a statement 
of Smith's long-time desire to 
help workers help themselves 
through workers' education. 
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She defined workers' education 
in all of her publications as: a 
curriculum that "offers men 
and women workers . . . an 
opportunity to t ra in them
selves in clear thinking 
through the study of those 
questions closely related to 
their daily lives as workers 
and as citizens."23 

Noble though Smith's ideals 
were, they contributed greatly 
to the confusion of purpose that 
quickly swamped the program. 
They implied a long-range, far-
reaching approach to problems 
that , in the press of the New 
Deal's focus on economic recov
ery, appeared to require short-
term, stop-gap solutions. 

The schools and camps for 
women were organized by state 
relief agencies in cooperation 
with local YWCAs, some 
ongoing workers' education 
programs, women's clubs, 
churches, and settlement 
houses. Federal funds covered 
food and maintenance, which 
averaged $8.00 a week per en-
rollee, staff salaries, and the 
upkeep of buildings used in the 
programs. In addition, in 1935, 
the women participants re
ceived spending money of fifty 
cents a week. State or private 
funds were solicited for equip
ment and to meet other organi
zational costs. 

Smith's role was to adminis
ter the program as part of her 
job in the FERA Emergency 
Education Program. She was 
aided by a small Washington 

staff that included Ernestine 
Friedmann, who was also 
spending time on the WPA 
teacher training projects. In 
1935, Smith received permis
sion and funds to hire eight 
field staff for three months; 
they also split their t ime be
tween helping organize the 
WPA summer teaching train
ing centers and the women's 
schools and camps. The state 
supervisors of workers' educa
tion, hired by the emergency 
relief program in twenty-four 
states by 1934, also aided the 
organization of the programs. 
The mix of state, local, and 
national direction, however, 
subjected the program in many 
areas to cross-purposes and 
confusion.24 

Hasty and haphazard recruit
ing, pressures to fill quotas, 
lack of advance publicity, and 
poorly informed county relief 
and welfare workers meant 
that most of the women partici
pants arrived at the residential 
programs ill informed about 
what to expect. Although local 
advisory committees and camp 
directors in some states had 
time to interview some appli
cants, for the most part enroll-
ees were sent to the projects 
from the relief offices. Most of 
the women were under twenty-
five and single; a third had 
never worked or had held only 
relief project jobs. Approximate
ly 90 percent were Caucasian, 
and many came from small 
towns and rural areas, a pat-
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tern that continued through 
1937. "I was told to be ready to 
leave in three days. I didn't 
know what the course of study 
would be or in what line of 
work," one woman later wrote 
Smith.25 

Many had anticipated voca
tional training and thought 
they would be assured of jobs 
following the program. "I 
attended with the idea that the 
school, being a government 
school, would mean a lot in 
securing a job. The school was 
a good idea but if you can't get 
a job after you return home, 
the government school can't 
mean very much." A group of 
young women who had been to 
TERA wrote to Mrs. Roosevelt 
tha t they had gained health 
and an interest in life during 
their stay, but could not find 
paid work on their return to 
the city. "Now, after four weeks 
of tramping through the 
streets, more than one girl 
says there is nothing left 
except suicide or tramping 
on the roads." Smith es
timated later tha t only one-
fifth of the enrollees in 
1934 and 1935 found paid 
work on their return home, 
many in New Deal-spon
sored relief projects.26 

Despite Smith's emphasis on 
educational activities, it was 
the harsh realities of the times 
that determined the real focus 
of the camps. Most county 
agents sent women who needed 
food and shelter first and fore

most. A Washington staff per
son from Smith's office re
ported, after visiting a number 
of sites: "To see a group of girls 
assemble on the first night was 
to receive an immediate and 
tragic impression of the results 
of unemployment, Thin, emaci
ated girls . . . they were over
come by the sight of a simple 
supper. Many showed symp
toms of long fatigue, exhausted 
nerves and mental strain. 
Many expressed anxiety in 
leaving husband, father or 
brothers unemployed, thankful, 
however, to relieve them of the 
burden of another person to 
feed for the summer. All were 
bewildered in trying to under
stand what was happening in 
their own lives."27 

There was frequently a dis
crepancy between the expecta
tions of what "should" happen 
and the actual camp experi
ence. A camp director reported, 
"The first week the girls 
would not sing in the dining 
room as I, who had been 
brought up on private camp 
traditions expected them to 
do. . . . I realized 
that they were there to 
eat. Singing marred the flavor 
of corn bread dripping in butter 
. . . and made questionable the 
assurance of a second helping." 
Staff, too, did not always match 
Smith's vision. Many of them, 
also hired from relief rolls, 
looked on their subsidized stay 
in the residential programs as 
a chance to escape their own 
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desperate family and commu
nity conditions and to live and 
eat well for a few months in a 
supportive and healthy 
environment.28 

The seventy-five camps and 
schools operating in 1934 and 
1935 reflected regional and 
cultural differences. In Arkan
sas, black sharecroppers' 
daughters lived on the campus 
of a Negro agricultural college. 
In New Jersey, a project was 
run for jobless professional 
women, the only one of its kind 
in the country. In Philadelphia, 
forty women lived and studied 
in a midtown YWCA. In Ohio, 
unemployed clericals spent six 
weeks in a small frame house 
on the Oberlin College campus 
in connection with the Summer 
School for Office Workers run 
by the Affiliated Schools for 
Workers. In the Ozarks, women 
from mountain families took 
part in a project run collabo
ratively with the Opportunity 
School, an ongoing program for 
illiterates. In New York City, 
trade union women, now job
less, lived in a Barnard dormi
tory. Out in North Dakota, 
young women left Indian res
ervations for the first time to 
go to a resident project in a 
nearby town. 

Nine of the projects in 1934 
were connected with ongoing 
workers' education programs on 
the campuses of universities in 
Wisconsin, California, and 
Ohio. Despite Smith's recom

mendation that workers' educa
tion be included in each cur
riculum, these were the only 
centers to include those kinds 
of materials and discussions. In 
most of the schools and camps, 
participants did not have the 
maturity or the experience in 
the work force or in workplace 
organizations to discuss labor 
history and labor problems. In 
addition, the open antagonism 
to unionism felt by some partic
ipants in a number of the 
camps and schools and by their 
neighbors in the surrounding 
communities prompted Smith 
to recommend in late 1935 that 
the term "social civics" replace 
the term "workers' education" 
and that discussions focus on 
current events and community 
problems instead of workplace 
issues.29 

In all of the projects, partici
pants divided their time be
tween site maintenance, study, 
and recreation. Food prepara
tion, house cleaning, and cur
tain sewing were considered 
laboratory work in some places 
since the staff assumed that the 
participants would be home-
makers. A number of the proj
ects ran beauty shops; some 
trained the young women to 
sew simple dresses. Some held 
sessions on table setting, home 
cleanliness, and personal 
hygiene. Commenting on the 
"she-she-she" focus of her ex
perience, one young woman 
wrote Smith, "Most of us got 
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the impression that they 
wanted to teach us something 
useful if we got married im
mediately and that that was 
the only proper thing to do.""' 

The scope and quality of the 
education classes varied among 
the projects. The teaching 
methods recommended by the 
national office were based on 
progressive education ideals. 
Many of the schools and camps 
scheduled three or four morn
ing classes daily. Reports from 
the individual projects indicate 
that there was an attempt to 
discuss different social systems, 
the new social security legisla
tion, the cooperative movement, 
war and peace, and simple eco
nomic trends. Participants sup
plemented classwork with trips 
to local businesses, public hous
ing projects, cooperative stores, 
union meetings, museums, and 
education centers. 

Two-thirds of the camps and 
schools scheduled classes in 
English grammar, composition, 
reading, and public speaking. 
Poor library facilities hindered 
reading programs in a number 
of the sites, but staff encour
aged the women to read daily 
newspapers and current maga
zines, and a number of the proj
ects dramatized current events 
through student-developed skits 
based on the WPA "living 
newspaper" model. Almost ev
ery camp published a newspa
per, many with superficial so
cial notes and gossip but some 

with book reports, poems, and 
short essays on personal experi
ences. In one project, enrollees 
sent weekly reports to their 
home-town newspapers; in a 
number of centers, the women 
took part in mock forums and 
debates. Some of the centers 
ran small co-op stores for re
freshments and toilet articles; a 
few set up a simple "credit un
ion" that made modest loans. In 
an attempt to broaden the so
cial vision of the participants, 
guest speakers from Washing
ton, nearby community groups, 
and local educational institu
tions spoke on topics such as 
good business practices, the 
League of Nations, the coopera
tive movement, and the artist 
in a democracy." 

Smith's 1935 report pointed 
out that an attempt was made 
"to develop a professional in
terest in some type of work for 
which the student was fitted 
and in which she might have a 
genuine professional pride. 
Very few of the girls had 
thought of work from the point 
of view of a life interest and 
quite naturally, their immedi
ate concern was to earn a few 
dollars." Many of the projects 
included sessions on personal 
and job counseling and group 
discussions on practical employ
ment problems. In some camps 
the women practiced filling out 
job applications, studied com
munity job-referral facilities, 
and role-played job interviews. 
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Although vocational training 
was not an original purpose of 
the program, several of the 
camps did train the young 
women for office or domestic 
work. Some of the projects 
attempted to organize follow-up 
programs to help the women 
find jobs and to continue to de
velop the interests and skills 
developed in the summer 
programs.32 

Recreational activities, na
ture study, organized sports, 
and student government formed 
a part of the daily schedule. 
However, in a number of the 
projects, social life became an 
issue. Harry Gersh, a teacher 
at Camp Jane Addams in the 
mid-1980s, recalls tha t for 
many of the girls from New 
York City evenings were a 
problem: 

These campers were neither Girl 
Scouts nor YW girls. . . . 
They were, for the most part, 
slum-raised, street-wise women 
transferred from teeming 
neighborhoods and crowded city 
apartments into the clean, brisk 
and totally foreign air of a state 
park. . . . Camp Jane Addams 
was fenced and campers were 
not permitted outside the fence. 
Inside, there were 153 female 
campers, 18 female staff, one 
old man hidden in the kitchen, 
one married man with wife 
present and two young male 
teachers. . . . It was a most un
natural environment for these 

young women. . . . The above is 
reported only because it illus
trates a basic flaw; the planners 
and directors of the camps 
didn't really understand with 
whom they were dealing and, 
therefore, how to deal with 
them. No one had thought that 
sexual isolation would be a 
problem."33 

Eventually, at Camp Jane 
Addams and at many of the 
other projects, there were week
ly dances to which young men 
from nearby CCC camps were 
invited. In addition, through 
the student government pro
cess, some of the young women 
negotiated a periodic weekend 
back at their homes. 

Community reactions varied 
in response to the programs. In 
some areas, residents pitched in 
to donate furniture for the fa
cilities and volunteer their 
labor to clean the site, fix ap
pliances, and help with daily 
chores. In other areas, projects 
were viewed suspiciously. In 
July 1936, for example, the 
Rockland County (N.Y.) Amer
ican Legion accused Camp Jane 
Addams of using public funds 
to promote communism, citing 
as evidence that the camp was 
gated and restricted to outsid
ers, tha t the enrollees sang the 
"Internationale" and other 
labor songs, and that the staff 
provided a forum for anti-
American speakers. It was one 
of a number of similar attacks 
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mounted by the American Le
gion and the Hearst newspa
pers against the WPA emer
gency education program and 
the camps project through the 
period, adding to the accumula
tion of negative reactions that 
eventually led to their demise.34 

Despite many problems and 
shortcomings, the program's 
paramount contribution was to 
help restore health and self-
confidence to the thousands of 
young women who had come to 
the resident projects emaciated 
and exhausted by their long 
struggles with Depression prob
lems. Eye glasses, dental work, 
and in some cases minor opera
tions were negotiated for the 
women in a number of com
munities. Seventy-five percent 
of the women reported weight 
gains, and many attested to "a 
new outlook on life."'15 

On their evaluation surveys, 
which were part of a follow-up 
research project recommended 
by the national advisory board 
for the 1934 and 1935 sessions, 
participants testified to their 
positive experiences: 

It seemed like someone did have 
an interest in whether we lived 
or starved and was trying to 
help. 

It was a blessing for me to have 
the opportunity of spending 
eight weeks in a school building 
up my physical and mental 
strength, being sure of food, 

shelter and above all compan
ionship. Since returning home, 
things have been much brighter 
even tho I am still unemployed. 

After going to the FERA school, 
I felt that while conditions 
might be bad, they are not hope
less. 

I came filled with thoughts of 
myself and my family. I'm 
going with interest in each and 
every one of you. I didn't know I 
could do what I've done here. 
I'm taking home more than I 
brought. I'm taking thoughts of 
beauty and kindness which will 
help me when the clothes that I 
made here have been used up. 

It's not only that I am getting 
enough to eat for the first time 
in three years, but I am begin
ning to think of myself as a real 
person again.36 

Late in 1935, after the FERA 
was transformed into the 
Works Progress Administra
tion, the program for jobless 
women was transferred for 
administrative convenience to 
the National Youth Adminis
tration (NYA), which had been 
established to provide work 
opportunities for eighteen- to 
twenty-five-year-olds to produce 
goods and services for pay in
stead of receiving relief. This 
shift brought about changes in 
the program. These, however, 
were not significant enough to 
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revitalize the project, since 
there was still a lack of serious 
commitment on the part of the 
New Deal administrators to 
provide enough funds and sup
port staff to help put the project 
on a firmer foundation.37 

Hilda Smith remained chair 
of the national advisory com
mittee and was a major in
fluence in the program's con
tinuation. Administration of 
the camps program was 
assigned to NYA staff person 
Dorothea de Schweinitz, a 
national advisory committee 
member who had previously 
worked for the U.S. Depart
ment of Labor, and a five-
person group at the NYA. 
Smith and de Schweinitz hoped 
tha t the NYA would create 150 
camps and schools to serve 
15,000 young women, but funds 
were never made available for 
more than a third of that 
number." 

Under the NYA, the project 
shifted its focus to give young 
women under age twenty-five 
who had never held a job some 
rudimentary vocational skills, 
in addition to group living, 
education, and physical rehabil
itation. Seventy-five percent of 
the enrollees in 1936 and 1937 
were under age twenty; most of 
them were Caucasian and came 
from rural areas or small towns 
where there were no jobs, no 
job training, and no other NYA 
project. 

As in former years, the 
camps and schools were housed 
in donated or low-rent college 
or school buildings, YWCA 
camps, or on private estates. 
From January 1936 through 
the fall of 1937, when the pro
gram was eliminated, approx
imately 6,000 young women 
were enrolled in about fifty-
projects; exact figures are hard 
to obtain, since some of the 
women enrolled in several ses
sions and some of the camps 
were open year-round and in
cluded several terms. Most of 
the projects, however, folded af
ter a single three- or four-
month session because of ad
ministrative problems and 
difficulties in recruiting partic
ipants and obtaining necessary 
federal and state financial and 
political support. 

Under NYA regulations, the 
women worked an average of 
three hours a day for maximum 
wages of $25 a month, from 
which they paid approximately 
$15 for room and board. The 
NYA required tha t each girl 
have $5.00 in cash each month 
after her expenses were paid. 
Work projects for the women's 
camps aimed to be socially use
ful and to prepare the enrollees 
for their future in their homes, 
workplaces, and communities. 
Most of the work, however, was 
sex stereotyped, emphasizing 
manual skills and good work 
habits and providing t ra ining 
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in homemaking and child care. 
Girls prepared hospital dress
ings, sewed for institutions and 
for families on relief, painted 
signs, repaired books and toys, 
produced Braille materials, and 
did simple clerical tasks and 
mimeographing for other WPA 
projects. In some camps, they 
worked in nearby communities 
as playground and nursery 
school aides. 

Many of the camps lacked 
equipment and supplies for se
rious work. Production of even 
the simple objects was hindered 
by poor administration, 
cumbersome procedures for 
ordering and obtaining mate
rials, and an uneven flow of 
supplies to the camps. Despite 
the limitations of the work 
projects, a number of camps 
and schools undertook imagina
tive learning projects and in
corporated some self-
government into their 
programs.1" 

In 1936, Smith still dis
cussed the program as "a social 
laboratory in which it is hoped 
tha t the girls will acquire the 
skills, poise, a knowledge of re
sources and experience in self-
government and democratic 
procedures." A staff report 
highlighted the programs' 
objectives in 1936, which in
cluded: "to develop an under
standing of the obligations of 
citizenship . . . to develop qual
ities of initiative and coopera

tion for solving social problems 
. . . to develop attitudes and 
abilities for community 
service."40 

Opposition to the work camp 
programs for women, however, 
continued to be a problem. 
Although there is no docu
mentation, the national advi
sory committee reports imply 
tha t many NYA administrators 
attempted to scuttle the proj
ects, claiming that they did not 
understand their purpose and 
objectives and questioning their 
necessity. Although NYA depu
ty director Richard Brown 
admitted that the national staff 
and national advisory commit
tee had done a good job of in
terpreting the program, he told 
national advisory committee 
members in September 1936 
tha t other New Deal agencies 
needed to see "eye-to-eye" with 
them about the program and 
tha t other government agencies 
needed a better understanding 
of its concept and objectives." 

In alerting the national 
advisory committee to the con
tinued confusion about the 
program's objectives, Brown 
was communicating an admin
istrative message that the pro
gram was in trouble. Some gov
ernment officials complained 
tha t the costs of the program 
for women were higher than 
the costs of nonresidential NYA 
programs, that it was difficult 
to plan useful public work for 
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inexperienced young women, 
and that the quality of the arti
cles made in the women's 
camps was spotty. They cited 
problems in filling the camp 
quotas of approximately eighty 
enrollees because, they claimed, 
parents were reluctant to let 
young women live away from 
home even during the Depres
sion. They cited cases where 
schools and camps were at
tacked by local community 
members or by the American 
Legion as sponsoring leftist dis
cussions and programs. 

Some of the issues raised 
pointed to real problems. Re
cruitment for the women's 
schools and camps had grown 
more difficult under the NYA 
because wages for the young 
women were so low after room 
and board were paid that the 
girls could not send money 
home to their families and 
could scarcely buy toilet arti
cles or pay for other personal 
needs. Complaints had been 
lodged by some communities 
fearful of the forums and free 
discussions and suspicious that 
radical, anti-American ideas 
were being taught by federally 
paid staff who were outsiders to 
the community. Some of the 
camp staff were left-wingers, 
reflecting the variety of politi
cal affiliations current in the 
1930s.42 

Transportation to and from 
the residential projects re
mained a major problem 

throughout the four years, 
since the federal government 
never appropriated travel funds 
for enrollees, who had to de
pend on the National Guard, 
public school buses, camp staff, 
or private individuals to drive 
them to the projects. Finding 
qualified staff was also a con
tinuing difficulty. During the 
FERA years, regulations re
quired that teachers be hired 
from relief rolls. Teaching staff 
during the WPA period was 
borrowed, for the most part, 
from other WPA divisions. 
Many interested persons were 
discouraged from accepting jobs 
with the program because of 
changing government regula
tions and procedures, the hasty 
organization of many of the 
camps, low wage scales, uncer
tain job tenure, limited free 
time, and no vacation pay. 
Although a 1937 study of close 
to 500 staff members of the 
women's camps program indi
cates tha t about 60 percent had 
attended some college and 30 
percent had a college degree, it 
was hard to find teachers com
petent in their fields who could 
also function effectively with 
young adults in an intense 
residential experience.43 

Early in 1937, government 
appropriations for emergency 
education were reduced, and, 
alarmed at the implications of 
this move for the women's 
camps project, Hilda Smith 
again called on Eleanor 
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Roosevelt's help through a 
memo to the White House. She 
suggested tha t $500,000 be 
allocated for twelve to fifteen 
demonstration projects in 1937-
1938, which would serve 3,500 
to 4,500 young women in a 
work and study program to in
clude vocational counseling, fol
low-up job training, and place
ment when the women 
returned to their homes. The 
national advisory committee 
met on August 3 and endorsed 
this proposal. It recommended 
tha t the NYA concentrate on 
spring and summer residential 
programs to reduce the costs of 
heating the facilities. It sug
gested more on-the-job training 
opportunities, where enrollees 
could earn higher wages and 
obtain valuable vocational ex
perience. It also underscored 
the need for residential projects 
for older women under the 
auspices of the WPA Adult 
Education Division." 

The August 1937 meeting 
was the last for the national 
advisory committee. On August 
16, Mrs. Roosevelt paid a sur
prise visit to the 130 campers 
and staff at Camp Jane 
Addams (the renamed Camp 
TERA) and, meeting with them 
on the dock overlooking Lake 
Totorati, shared her "unofficial 
opinion" tha t the camp would 
be closed the following month 
for lack of funds. The following 
day, the New York Times 
announced that the girls' camps 

would close as of October 1, 
1937. The reason given was the 
"relatively high cost of the 
camps as compared with other 
NYA residential work projects 
which will be continued and ex
panded." The article stated tha t 
costs of $45 per enrollee per 
month had been planned for 
the women's work camp proj
ects, while the actual costs 
ranged from $38 to $58 per 
month (an average of $48— 
three dollars more than the 
budgeted amount). The article 
also assured the public tha t 
this move would have no effect 
on the boys in NYA work 
camps or in the CCC.45 

The Final Report of the 
National Youth Administration, 
1936-1943 claimed tha t the 
work camps for women were 
the forerunners of a highly suc
cessful NYA network of res
idential programs developed 
from 1937 until the war years 
and tha t they helped prepare 
NYA administrators for prob
lems in coordinating and organ
izing work and living situations 
involving large numbers of peo
ple. What the official report 
failed to point out was that 
abandonment of the program 
meant abandonment of signifi
cant efforts to help unemployed 
women. The report concluded: 
"Consequently, the final aban
donment of the old program did 
not constitute a complete loss, 
although some of the best char
acteristics of tha t program, 
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namely self-government, coop
erative management, personal 
guidance, and workers' educa
tion were now relegated to a 
less important role."4,i 

Smith persisted in her 
advocacy of the schools and 
camps program for women and 
attempted to revive the concept 
in 1940 in connection with war 
defense. Writing to Mrs. 
Roosevelt about the need for 
programs for jobless women 
aged twenty-five to forty who 
were too old to be eligible for 
NYA projects, she stated: "The 
CCC camps with their millions 
of dollars for wages, education 
work, travel and supervision 
constantly remind me of what 
we might do for women from 
the same families. As so often 
is the case, the boys get the 
breaks; the girls are 
neglected."47 

Her friendship with Mrs. 
Roosevelt had given her carte 
blanche in bringing her visions 
and problems to the White 
House and, through the first 
lady's intervention, had secured 
the attention of FDR and the 
limited support at the pro
gram's start of a few New Deal 
administrators. Smith and Mrs. 
Roosevelt shared a warm belief 
in the equal rights of women 
who, if given the proper intel
lectual "tools," could "work out 
their salvations wisely and 
well." But neither Smith nor 
Mrs. Roosevelt, nor their cohort 
of liberal women in New Deal 

government, had the power to 
mount a long-term, comprehen
sive, federally supported 
national educational program 
for jobless women. 

Smith was primarily an edu
cator and a reformer. Her 
adherence to the goal of a well-
educated citizenry at all eco
nomic levels was grounded in 
her commitment to preserve de
mocracy and the existing eco
nomic system through the edu
cational process. Her view of 
education was comprehensive 
and ambitious, addressing the 
mind, body, and spirit of adult 
learners. The schools and 
camps program for women, 
which she pursued with 
evangelical zeal, reflected these 
philosophical and moral com
mitments. However, the pro
gram was too broad in its 
concept and too diffuse in its 
impact to take root in the cri
sis-oriented emergency relief 
programming of the New Deal 
period. 

The camps and schools for 
women floundered owing to ex
ternal pressures and internal 
contradictions. Externally, the 
she-she-she camps were seen as 
a social aberration by a country 
that had never used public re
sources to meet the nonvoca-
tional work needs of women or, 
for that matter , of men. The 
camps challenged the status 
quo by suggesting tha t women 
might go beyond their roles in 
the home to play extended, or 
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different, roles in the work
place, in the labor force, and in 
public life. 

The internal contradictions 
sprang from a mixing of goals. 
Early in the planning of the 
program, women in the schools 
and camps were barred from 
the kind of direct public service 
experience that men received in 
the CCC. Although the camps 
for women were an emergency 
relief effort, they were overseen 
by individuals who held long-
term educational goals that fit 
awkwardly with the short-term 
emergency relief nature of New 
Deal programming. 

There were no institutional 
models for preparing women to 
succeed in the workplace other 
than those developed by the 
higher education network of 
women's private schools and by 
the cross-class experiments for 
women workers in the residen
tial programs coordinated by 
the Affiliated Schools for Work
ers in the 1920s and 1930s. 
These schools, such as the Bryn 
Mawr Summer School for 
Women Workers, were based on 
the concept that society must 
provide and pay for broad-based 
education for working-class 
women so that they can partici
pate more actively in solving 
social problems. This model 
was too ambitious in the con
text of a temporary relief pro
gram because of the short dura
tion of the camps, the lack of 
total focus on education, and 

the expectations of the enroll-
ees, who needed job training 
and paid work. 

Other issues also led to the 
program's demise: developing a 
federally funded and supervised 
education program in a country 
committed to local control of 
the content and format of pub
lic education; finding staff qual
ified to work with young female 
adults in residential settings; 
working within the New Deal 
emergency program, with its 
quixotically shifting personnel, 
variable congressional appro
priations, and changing bud
gets and regulations; and 
mediating tensions—still not 
resolved—between federal and 
state responsibility for local 
programming. 

What had the young women 
gained in these residential proj
ects? Some of the objectives of 
the camps and schools had been 
attained in some degree. Cer
tainly, mental and physical 
health improved; self-confidence 
quickened; group skills im
proved. Young women 
broadened their life experience, 
confronted new social and intel
lectual stimuli, and tasted the 
first freedoms of moving away 
from family households and 
home-town communities. 

The program attempted to 
give young women some control 
over their lives at a time when 
the United States had lost con
trol over its economy. On bal
ance, although the program 
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might have gone further, it was 
bound by ideological and finan
cial limitations rooted in the 
New Deal's preoccupation with 
economic collapse and recovery, 
shaped by gender stereotypes, 
and influenced by an emphasis 
on educating individual women 
rather than on shifting their 
relationships to their families, 
workplaces, and society. 

The she-she-she camps left 
neither long-term policies allo
cating public resources for the 
education or job training of 
women nor reforestation proj
ects tha t would make a nation 
proud. They were a small but 

significant experiment directed 
to establishing a principle— 
tha t government has a respon
sibility in meeting women's 
education and job-related 
needs. They linked the pro
gramming of some of the New 
Deal education projects to the 
philosophical and moral con
cepts of earlier progressive phi
losophers and educators. In so 
doing, they underscored the 
need for women to be an edu
cated and active citizenry and 
promoted the use of public re
sources for those who had been 
America's forgotten people. 

The monologue "For Sale" was 
writ ten in a creative writing 
workshop at the School for Un
employed Workers in Madison, 
Wisconsin, tha t was held from 
August 10 to September 18, 
1935. The WPA instructor 

of the workshop considered it 
the best piece of work in his 
class and staged it for partici
pants and community members 
in a theater on the University 
of Wisconsin campus.4S 

For Sale 

SCENE: A dirty clothes-strewn hovel. Upturned ash trays; piles of 
dirty clothes; broken shabby furniture litter the room which serves as 
home to the room's single occupant. She is a haggard and hard 
looking women with bright spots of rouge smeared on her drawn face. 
As the curtain rises, she squats on a chair, displaying a pair of bare, 
muscular legs. Her arms are drawn up under her chin. She smokes 
continuously during the entire scene, sometimes slinging the 
cigarette away before finished and starting another. A bottle of hard 
liquor stands on the floor. 
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Sally: (Spoken in spurts, as if thinking aloud.) "Yeah, just good old 
Sally—that's me. I ain't so hot to look at, but damn it, I never thought 
I'd come to this. Two bucks between me and starvation. (A long pause; 
her eyes become glassy and a cynical smile pulls her mouth tight.) 
Hell, eight months ago, Ida bought a pair of flimsy socks with two 
bucks. (Loud mirthless laughter) Said I'd be back to work in a day or 
so. Said I should just sit t ight til the storm blows over. Those pie-eyed 
saps don't know what a storm is. They're still eating their cake. Then 
the relief department—"Go to your family. You can't get relief here." 
Hell, I don't have a family. Why should anyone worry about a dame 
like me?—Huh, once I went to church—kinda got a kick out of it—so 
nice and peaceful—like you used to think you'd like to be. All the 
pretty statues with the little do-funnies draped around 'em—and the 
pretty lights that came through the window. (Uproarious laughter. 
Slowly she pours out a generous shot. Picking it up, she assumes an 
air of affected gaity and parades around.) Oh yes, Mr. Zilch, I work in 
the perfume department. That 's what makes me smell so good. 
(Takes a small drink). Well, I just can't recall but I believe I get about 
twelve dollars a week. Oh yes, I work ten hours a day. They say it's 
eight only but you know what little mistakes people make.—I figure I 
can pay up my room this week if I take the guy from Dallas. Oh, he's a 
nice guy. I imagine he's a very nice man. (Gulps down the rest of the 
drink.) Damn it, his wife should see him. Then she'd know how NICE 
he is.—Now, I ain't got a job at all. Now I can sell my whole damn 
body for anything I can get. Now I can go to hell. (Strides aimless 
around room.) Might as well get good and drunk. What've I got to 
lose? Good thing the sap left his alky here this morning—Hm, must 
be nearly 9:30—I hear him coming now—I think I'll spring the news 
on him. Will he give me hell! (Laughs and laughs as if hysterical. 
Falls into chair. Steps are heard coming up several flights of stairs. 
Her body seems to weaken; her face become more haggard.) God, me 
and a baby. Starving on a liquor diet as it is. I can't stand it any 
longer. I tell you I'm losing my mind. Those steps—those steps—why 
doesn't he come—get it over with—me and a baby—she won't get 
relief either. The hell with the department of outdoor relief. I can still 
make a living—selling my body. (Laughs more deliriously.) 
Man: How's about it, Sally? 
Sally: Yeah—yeah, come and get me. Jus t good old Sally. 

—Helen Olson, 1935 
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In spring, 1936, young, unem- taken. They are typical of the 
ployed women in the WPA- kinds of essays written by the 
sponsored residential school in participants in the New Deal 
Philadelphia wrote papers in schools and camps for unem-
their English class from which ployed women.49 

the following excerpts are 

When I was fourteen years of age, I had to quit school and go to 
work. My first job was not very pleasant as there were long hours and 
very small pay. The work was in a shirt mill. In applying for the job I 
went to the employer's house and asked him for a job. He told me to 
come in the next morning, so I had to go before school. I worked that 
way for about a month, and then was old enough to quit school. 

We worked nine hours a day. Sometimes if we did not get enough 
work out in the day time we had to go back at night and work until 
nine o'clock. For this work, I received on an average of seven dollars a 
week, for fifty-two hours and more. 

After working there about three and a half years, I got very dis
gusted with the conditions so I looked for another job which I got. As 
soon as possible, I quit the old job. For a while I thought I was in 
heaven but it soon wore off, and was just as bad as ever. About a year 
later, the NRA came along and made things very nice for the work
ers. Soon after, the mill got organized and conditions got better so fast 
tha t the workers did not realize what was happening. I think it 
happened too quick for them for when the time came to fight to keep 
these conditions, the workers did not know enough about fighting for 
better things in life to respond the way they should have. 

Everybody thought the NRA was in to stay but it quickly fooled the 
people. If the NRA had not gone out just as quickly as it had come in, 
the different employers had not moved South and all the girls that 
were put idle would still be working, and there would not be so much 
of the cheap labor going on, as the people in the South always work 
cheaper. 

My experience in getting jobs was never very hard but the condi
tions were so bad that it was very hard to keep a girl. I worked until 
this past January when the firm I worked for moved part of their mill 
South. This, of course, put some of the people idle for some time. The 
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things I work on will not start until next summer as I work on woolen 
coats for men and these orders only come through in the spring. 

My next job was doing housework and I got that through the 
welfare. I was given the address and the same day I went over to see 
the woman and she wasn't sure until she saw her husband and told 
me to come over Sunday. So I called her up Saturday afternoon and 
her husband answered the phone and told me to start Monday morn
ing. Sunday came and I went over to see her and went into a conversa
tion. She asked me different things and I asked her what the wages 
were and she asked me what I got in the private tea room and I told 
her. I thought I would take it because I did not have another job on 
hand. 

So I worked one year. There was more work to do and I did not get a 
raise so I quit. I told her I needed more money. She said she couldn't 
afford it. I said she then does not need me. I stayed home and she came 
after me. I still did not go to work and stayed home a week. On 
Sunday her husband came over and said he would give me a raise—it 
wasn't much. So I went to work and kept on working and worked 
another year and I did not get the raise I was promised and I did all 
the work there ever done so I quit. 

I thought two years for small wages was plenty for a girl who has to 
give help at home. 

The following excerpts are from into the process through which 
papers written by the young individuals became engaged in 
women at Camp Areola in group activities and collective 
Pennsylvania, during the sum- learning.5" 
mer of 1936. They give insight 

My first knowledge about Camp Areola was when our [relief] 
visitor came to our house and asked me if I'd like to go to a resident 
school. He gave me a few days to think about it. In those days I 
thought a lot. I couldn't make up my mind to what good it would be for 
me until I went to the meeting at Pottsville and met Miss Segelbaum. 
She told us a lot of things we would learn such as swimming, dramat-



278 The She-She-She Camps 

ics, sewing and working in the kitchen. I went home after the meet
ing and told my mother that I'd made up my mind to go for maybe 
learning to live in a group and associating with different people 
would help me get work. 

When we had our meeting before we came to this camp we talked 
about what we would like to do when we got here, if we would like to 
cook, or sew, or clean or do other things. Miss Segelbaum told us a lot 
more about the camp and we were all anxious to come, I knew before I 
came up here tha t they were all going to try to fit us in for a good job 
and I was pretty sure we could learn a lot up here. When I got here 
and had the different meetings and the committees and all the in
terest groups, I knew we would learn more than I had expected. I do 
think it is a very good idea in having this camp because when anyone 
hires you to work for them, they can expect more from you than just 
anyone that never came to this school. We are learning much more 
than girls who just sit around the house and are out of work. I know I 
learn a lot about waitress work and other things, too. In the time that 
we have left, I would like to know more about English and politics 
and how to make different things such as belts and covers, and do a lot 
of things in our social science work shop. I do think we are all going to 
have a good t ime and learn plenty more before we go home. 

When I first heard of my opportunity to come to Camp Areola, I sort 
of hesitated. I thought I would get homesick and not like the camp. 
After I thought it over, I finally decided to come because I realized 
tha t it would be quite an experience. Now that I have been here four 
weeks, I am certainly glad that I accepted the opportunity, I have 
gained more confidence in myself by being able to get up and speak in 
front of a group and have also learned how to adjust myself to a new 
environment. . . . I find tha t I have learned quite a few things. For 
instance, I was never interested in politics before coming here and 
now I find it is a really interesting subject. I made a chart on a 
political party from which I learned a lot about everyday life tha t I 
didn't know before. 

It took several days for the girls to get acquainted. Then slowly and 
surely they began going around in groups. In the meantime, the 
cooperative store was organized and I was elected manager. The store 
surpassed all my wildest fancies of what it would be like. The girls are 
one great bunch. 

I like very much the idea of cooperative living. The committees are 
very well organized and the council selected by the girls are doing a 
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very good job. On the whole the camp is much more than I expected 
and the girls much nicer. 

Although we were told that it was a camp where we make our own 
rules and regulations, I myself believed that the director would make 
rules which we would have to abide by. It was pleasing to find that we 
could set up our own government and also to really have a chance at 
cooperative living. 

Camp Areola is doing a great deal for me in more ways than one. 
First of all, I have learned to get along with strange girls. Never 
before had I the opportunity to get in and live with a group and get 
along as well as I have been doing. It is doing every one of us more 
good than we realize. Secondly, the camp is teaching me how to 
handle all kinds of situations. We are learning to express our own 
ideas and see them carried out. Third, there are so many subjects and 
interests to get into and learn things. The counselors are enthusiastic 
to show what the girls really can do. I hope to accomplish more speed 
on the typewriter and broaden my knowledge in English. I am get
ting first aid instructions and am very grateful for this. 

All in all, I really think the camp is worthwhile if the girls take 
advantage of the groups offered in camp. Also a chance to indulge in 
sports and running a store. 

I have been able to gain some more experience in office work and 
typing, taking dictation and answering the phone. I have enjoyed 
being on the library committee as it gave me the opportunity to be 
chairman and also work in the library. In the politics group I have 
really gotten a better idea of the different parties which will enable 
me to vote more intelligently in the Fall. Up to this time my coming 
here was worthwhile. 
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"What do I want from workers' 
education?" a t rade union 
woman asked in 1928. She 
answered her own question in 
an article in the American Fed
eration of Labor (AFL) news
paper, the American Feder-
ationist: "I want workers' 
education to teach me the t ruth 
about our economic system, our 
government, laws, customs and 
traditions. I want workers' 
education to give me that 
which no other educational in
stitution has given me since I 
first entered the public schools, 
and which I cannot obtain any
where else.1 

Although much has changed 
in the fifty-four years since 
Nettie Silverbrook wrote these 
words, her goals sound famil
iar. There are many similar
ities between her experiences 
at the Bryn Mawr Summer 
School for Women Workers, 
Brookwood Labor College, and 
the Boston Trade Union Col
lege that she attended in the 
1920s and the experiences and 
goals of women in contempo
rary labor education programs. 
Common themes run through 
labor education in her day and 
in ours. 

Women played a key role in 
the development of labor educa
tion in the early twentieth cen
tury, and, following a hiatus in 
the post-World War II period, 
programs run by and for trade 
union women have become in
creasingly important. As in 

Nettie Silverbrook's day, the 
profession is still a small one, 
even with the expansion in un
ion and university workers' 
education services. The field 
has depended on the personal 
influence and persuasiveness of 
individuals. Labor education 
activities have been deemed ex
pendable when funds run short 
in unions and universities, and 
labor educators periodically 
must fight to maintain the ex
istence of classes and other 
education services for women 
and for men. 

Action-oriented education for 
change has been the hal lmark 
of labor education. It is a field 
tha t has continuously sought to 
meet new needs and new de
mands while retaining a basic 
philosophy and a set of methods 
tha t we owe to the pioneers of 
our field. Meeting the needs 
and demands of women workers 
in the contemporary period has 
been one of the new develop
ments in labor education. This 
chapter focuses on tha t process, 
the changes that World War II 
brought to labor education, and 
the renascence in programming 
for women workers in the late 
1960s and 1970s. It indicates 
the ways in which the women's 
movement has reached union 
women and discusses the 
burgeoning number of projects 
and programs that offer a spe
cial outreach to work force 
women and, increasingly, to 
men as well. It details the ma-
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jor components of some of these 
programs and reviews several 
of the most innovative projects 
that have contributed new and 
different directions to the field. 

World War II, a watershed 
for labor unions and for women 
workers, brought full employ
ment and the end of many De
pression-initiated emergency 
recovery programs developed 
under the government's Works 
Progress Administration. War
time industries hired millions 
of women who entered the paid 
work force for the first time. 
Offering good pay and on-the-
job training, blue-collar jobs 
opened to women and minor
ities as never before in our 
country's history. Many of the 
new jobs in heavy industry 
were unionized, and large num
bers of women became part of 
an organized work force that 
was racially integrated, at least 
in a number of locations. Major 
issues for working women be
came the fight for equal pay, 
community services, and child 
care. 

Researchers have now 
documented what happened to 
women's employment when the 
war ended and numbers were 
laid off to open jobs for return
ing servicemen. Women, 
however, did not retreat to 
their kitchens, but took lower 
paying service and clerical em
ployment, the kinds of jobs that 
many of them had held prior to 
the war. As the postwar econ

omy boomed, expanded services 
opened millions of new jobs in 
offices, hospitals, and education 
systems to women throughout 
the United States. Not until 
the 1960s, however, did union 
organizing successes among 
teachers, health-care workers, 
and government employees 
match the union membership 
gains that women had experi
enced during the war in the 
mass production industries. 

The postwar years brought 
an increasing emphasis on 
higher education. The GI Bill of 
Rights helped many older male 
students attend college for the 
first time. Community colleges 
developed and expanded, their 
goal being that no American 
should be more than 100 miles 
from access to higher educa
tion. Increasing labor unrest 
and impatience with stringent 
governmental wage controls in 
the postwar period led state 
legislatures to fund labor 
education centers at state uni
versities in an effort to promote 
industrial peace. These labor 
education centers, often staffed 
by people with trade union 
background and experience, be
gan to reach workers through 
education programs held on the 
campus, on the job, and in the 
union hall. 

Unions began to lobby for 
passage of a Labor Extension 
Service bill modeled on early 
Civil War legislation that had 
given farmers the benefits of 
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government-funded agricultural 
extension services. Although 
the nation had become in
creasingly industrialized, Con
gress never recognized this 
basic inequity in publicly sup
ported education services, nor 
passed appropriate legislation. 
Nevertheless, postwar universi
ty-based labor education ser
vices began to become available 
to workers on a state-by-state 
basis. Offered to groups of 
workers, predominantly to male 
union leaders and activists, 
these classes and programs 
were administered and taught 
by male educators who used 
classroom materials and case 
studies reflecting men's experi
ences in the labor force and in 
their unions. 

By 1950, the labor force par
ticipation of women had soared 
beyond wartime peaks, a trend 
that has continued through the 
present period. Today, 44 mil
lion women workers represent 
over 43 percent of the work 
force. These women now have 
the same educational levels as 
men, and they need and expect 
to have the same permanent 
commitment to holding paid 
jobs. As a result, they have de
manded more status as work
ers, improvement of the jobs 
they hold, and more opportuni
ties to obtain those higher 
paying and more challenging 
jobs from which they have tra
ditionally been barred. They 
seek equal pay for equal work, 

paid maternity leave, access to 
on-the-job training, and an end 
to sexual harassment. They 
also seek increased responsibili
ties in their unions and work
place organizations. 

The Civil Rights movement, 
passage of the Equal Pay Act 
(1963) and of Title VII of the 
Civil Rights Act (1964), and 
Executive Order 11246 (1964), 
in addition to the implications 
of their continuous work force 
participation, led women work
ers to reassess their roles in the 
workplace and in their unions. 
Many started taking advantage 
of expanded educational oppor
tunities at community colleges 
and universities to enhance 
their skills and broaden their 
understanding of social issues 
in our rapidly changing nation. 
Many responded favorably to 
the new courses and confer
ences offered by a few unions 
and university labor education 
programs that focused on the 
participation of union women 
in determining conditions in 
their workplaces and union 
policies in their workplace 
organizations. 

These developments de
pended on the foresight and 
efforts of union and university 
leaders and labor educators, the 
financial support of several 
foundations, and the push from 
union women who had the 
motivation and energy to 
undertake the challenge of 
adding these education pro-
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grams to their full-time jobs 
and their union and homemak-
ing activities. 

From small, tentative, and 
experimental beginnings, labor 
education programs for women 
workers have come to play a 
key role in encouraging women 
to develop self-confidence, learn 
new personal and organization
al skills, and become part of a 
sisterhood of women with 
shared purposes and common 
goals. Today, labor education 
for women workers is a recog
nized and respected component 
of the labor education move
ment, drawing inspiration and 
strength from earlier periods of 
workers' education activities 
and responding to the current 
needs and interests of union 
women and their organizations. 

The renascence of labor 
education programs for women 
workers actually began in the 
1940s and 1950s with the early 
work of the United Auto Work
ers (UAW) and the Internation
al Union of Electrical Workers 
(IUE), two unions with concrete 
positions on women's issues and 
a firm commitment to labor 
education for women.2 Universi
ty labor education programs for 
female union staff, leaders, and 
rank-and-file members de
veloped in the early 1970s and 
augmented the pioneer work of 
these unions. Model university 
programs for women were 
established at Cornell Universi
ty and at the University of 

Michigan. Through the 1970s, 
new programs for women work
ers developed in organizations 
such as the Coalition of Labor 
Union Women (CLUW) and 
Nine to Five: the National 
Association of Working Women. 

The UAW Women's Depart
ment, established in the 1940s, 
began advocating convention 
resolutions on issues important 
to women workers during 
World War II. In 1970, the un
ion's convention resolutions in
cluded UAW support for the 
elimination of discriminatory 
state laws, job protection dur
ing maternity leaves, and the 
establishment of expanded 
child-care facilities. The 
women's rights' resolution, 
adopted at the 1974 UAW con
vention, staked out a clear 
women's position that indicated 
the direction UAW women 
members want to go.1' 

The IUE carried out an equal 
pay for equal work and an anti
discrimination policy as early 
as 1952 through the programs 
of its Education and Social Ac
tion Department. ' To carry out 
convention resolutions on equal 
pay, the union joined in form
ing the National Committee for 
Equal Pay, which was active in 
getting the 1963 Equal Pay Act 
passed by Congress. The un
ion's interest in working to end 
discrimination predates Title 
VII of the 1964 Civil Rights 
Act and has led to program
ming, starting at the national 
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level, tha t has moved into the 
district and local structure of 
the union. The union sees its 
education program as the vehi
cle for achieving its wider un
ion goals; conferences and other 
education programs aimed at 
increasing women's involve
ment in every aspect of union 
life are a regular part of the 
union's ongoing program. 

It is the policy of the Interna
tional Executive Board that a 
national women's conference 
take place every second year. 
The first such conference, held 
in 1967, was built on the 
theme: "The Status of the IUE 
Woman: Her Responsibilities, 
Contributions, and Goals." This 
conference laid the groundwork 
for the union's first self-survey 
to determine where IUE women 
were in the union, what offices 
they held, and the extent to 
which they were underrepre-
sented as local union officers. 
Succeeding surveys have shown 
tha t programs focused on in
creasing the participation of 
IUE women have helped 
women to move into union posi
tions they had never held be
fore and to run for office and 
for committee posts in increas
ing numbers. 

The IUE's Women's Council, 
established in 1972, advises the 
International Executive Board 
and works to gain union sup
port for women's issues. The 
chair of this council sits on the 
board, but has no vote. To 

further the Women's Council 
mandate, a special women's 
program is held at each union 
convention, not only to educate 
those who choose to attend but 
also to increase the visibility of 
women, close to 38 percent of 
the union's membership, at its 
national conventions. 

Five years after the forma
tion of the Women's Council, 
the IUE revamped its structure 
to increase the decision-making 
role of women in the union. It 
did this by providing a model 
constitution for all new IUE 
locals, mandating that the local 
union executive board consist of 
five people, two of whom were 
to be secretary and the social 
action chairperson, posts tradi
tionally held by women. 

University programs that 
have pioneered in developing 
labor education services for 
women workers and women un
ion members have benefited 
from the early efforts of union 
leaders and workers' education 
practitioners. Both the program 
at Cornell University and that 
at the University of Michigan 
were led by women experienced 
in labor education who used 
approaches and methods firmly 
rooted in the successful labor 
education programming of the 
past, A labor advisory commit
tee worked with each program. 
Teaching methods involved stu
dents in the learning process 
through class discussions, 
simulation exercises, panel dis-
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cussions, role play, the use of 
films, and other participatory 
education methods. Both of 
these programs have nourished 
and have been central to the 
development of labor education 
for women workers, not only in 
New York and Michigan, but 
throughout the country by way 
of the assistance they have pro
vided other university and un
ion labor education programs. 

In 1970, what is now Cornell 
University's Institute for 
Women and Work did not exist. 
But the New York City Exten
sion Division of Cornell's New 
York State School of Indus
trial and Labor Relations 
(NYSSILR) began to offer semi
nars and courses for union 
women staff, leaders, and ac
tive rank and file. Par t of the 
purpose of these programs was 
to bring women leaders 
together to get to know each 
other, since there were rela
tively few at that time, and to 
develop an initial support net
work. Out of a series of 
monthly brown bag lunch meet
ings tha t provided information 
on topics such as working 
women and the law came rap 
sessions on the problems of 
women in unions. 

As a result, the group consti
tuted itself a planning commit
tee for a major conference held 
in January 1974, attended by 
some 600 New York City union 
women. This conference, which 
predated by several months the 

initial organizational meeting 
for CLUW, indicated that the 
time was at hand to mobilize 
women in unions and associa
tions across all jurisdictional 
lines to communicate with each 
other and to act on their com
mon concerns and needs. 

Parallel to this development, 
I received a one-year grant in 
1972 from the Ford Foundation 
to study the barriers to the par
ticipation of women in unions. 
With Anne Nelson as collabo
rator, we proceeded to survey 
some 115 local unions in the 
New York City area to learn 
what positions women held. 
The study focused closely on 
seven unions, eager to cooper
ate with the research, tha t rep
resented a cross-section of 
occupations and had a female 
membership of more than 25 
percent.5 

Out of this study came the 
design for Trade Union 
Women's Studies, a two-
pronged labor education pro
gram for union women that 
started in September 1974 with 
assistance from the Ford 
Foundation. One aspect of this 
program included short courses 
and conferences tha t provided 
specific information in a num
ber of areas, such as grievance 
handling, public speaking, and 
sexual harassment. The second 
component of the program in
cluded a year-long evening col
lege credit program in labor 
studies and leadership skill de-
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velopment tha t provided thirty-
six weeks of intensive training. 
In addition, union women also 
could earn nine credits toward 
a college degree. 

The courses, specifically de
signed for union women, were 
developed to put working 
women back into the pages of 
labor history, into case studies, 
collective bargaining games, 
and all of the written resources 
used in these programs. These 
materials built a sense of self 
and sisterhood for women work
ers and union members, in 
addition to providing a knowl
edge of how unions work. The 
course work and the supporting 
materials encouraged women to 
examine ways of working with
in union structures to attain 
leadership positions and to 
effect change. 

The Program on Women and 
Work (POWW) at the Labor 
Studies Center of the Universi
ty of Michigan's Institute of 
Labor and Industrial Relations 
(ILIR) also started in the 1970s, 
following an initial series of 
meetings in southeast Michigan 
tha t brought together women 
from unions and university 
labor programs in that area. 
Because union members in 
Michigan are spread over a 
wide geographic area, the 
ILIR's Program on Women and 
Work on the Ann Arbor cam
pus of the University of Michi
gan concentrated on Saturday 
workshops and a residential 

Michigan Summer School for 
Women Workers, held annually 
on campus each August since 
1974.6 

The one-day conferences, 
initiated in the fall of 1973, fo
cused on one main subject or 
theme for a six- to eight-hour 
session: women and the law, 
collective bargaining issues, 
child care, union administra
tion, women in politics, work
ing with committees, effective 
speaking, or assertion training. 
In 1974, POWW experimented 
with bilingual programs on 
issues for Hispanic women 
workers and union members. 
The popularity and importance 
of the annual Summer School 
for Women Workers led to the 
s tar t of an annual winter res
idential program, cosponsored 
by Michigan State University 
and the University of Michigan 
and held in late winter on the 
East Lansing campus. In 1979, 
under a grant from the Michi
gan state legislature, the Union 
Women/Minorities Leadership 
Training Project started provid
ing programs for union women 
and minority members at six of 
the state's university labor ex
tension service centers. 

During the 1970s, several 
new organizations of women 
workers emerged, offering labor 
education for women as part of 
their ongoing programs. 
Although they differ in mem
bership and methods of opera
tion, their goals are similar: to 
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improve job conditions for 
women workers, to help them 
gain equal opportunity under 
the law, to gain increased re
spect for women workers, and 
to help women participate more 
fully in their labor organiza
tions. Only two of these 
pioneering organizations will 
be discussed here—Nine to 
Five: the National Association 
of Working Women, and the 
Coalition of Labor Union 
Women (CLUW). Established 
within six months of each 
other—Nine to Five in October 
1973, and CLUW in March 
1974—both organizations were 
initiated by women who were 
workers and feminists, often 
with considerable political ex
pertise gained through partic
ipation in the Civil Rights 
movement of the 1960s. Nine to 
Five reaches out to organize 
clerical workers, and CLUW 
enrolls union women. Both 
organizations have a chapter 
structure, growing mem
berships, and huge potentials 
for helping working women im
prove their workplace condi
tions. 

Now a national organization 
with 12,000 members, fifteen 
chapters, and the goal of dou
bling this participation by 
1983, Nine to Five had its of
ficial beginnings in Boston in 
1973. The ten founding mem
bers believed that clerical 
workers needed a collective 
voice in order to improve their 

salaries and workplace condi
tions. They took their first ac
tion by passing out Nine to 
Five job surveys to clerical 
workers in downtown Boston. 
Similar groups began to organ
ize in other major cities, sup
porting themselves through lo
cal fund-raising campaigns, 
membership dues, foundation 
grants, newsletter subscrip
tions, l i terature sales, and 
speakers' fees as the serious
ness of the office workers' 
movement became recognized. 
The city groups formed a loose 
affiliation in 1976. 

Beginning in the early 1970s, 
Nine to Five chapters chalked 
up an impressive list of work
place gains in banks, insurance 
companies, and offices. Chap
ters won salary increases, job 
posting requirements, safer 
working conditions, and proce
dures for dealing with sexual 
harassment for their members. 
Through member education and 
direct action, the Nine to Five 
chapters filed suits under Title 
VII of the Civil Rights Act, lob
bied, organized letter writing 
campaigns, and designed public 
information techniques to chal
lenge offending employers and 
to educate the public about 
issues affecting office workers. 

The education program of the 
national organization and its 
chapters has raised the con
sciousness of office workers 
across the country. Member 
education is a central activity 
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in each chapter, with classes 
and workshops, public forums, 
community publicity, and 
national and chapter newslet
ters that share program ideas, 
publicize worker complaints, 
and announce settlements won 
on equal employment and other 
workplace cases. 

CLUW began with a series of 
regional meetings in 1973 to 
assess whether women were 
ready to assert their needs for 
more representation at every 
level of union leadership. A 
national founding meeting for a 
new organization, called for 
March 1974, brought 3,500 un
ion women to Chicago, several 
thousand more than antici
pated. They came by every 
means of transportation from 
all sections of the country to 
launch this new organization. 

Four guiding principles were 
set at tha t meeting: to increase 
the number of women in trade 
union leadership positions 
through affirmative action on 
the job and in the unions; to 
support legislation on women's 
concerns; to move women into 
political office; and to organize 
the millions of unorganized 
women workers. An elected 
national executive board was 
established to govern CLUW, 
with a team of officers who ran 
the organization between board 
meetings. Paralleling the struc
ture of most unions and asso
ciations in the U.S. labor move
ment, the organization 

established a convention proce
dure to pass resolutions and set 
policies to guide the officers 
and the chapters. 

From these beginnings, 
CLUW has grown to include 
sixty-five chapters and 15,000 
members. Education is essen
tial to its leadership develop
ment function. Each CLUWT 

Chapter has an education com
mittee; the national organiza
tion has established the CLUW 
Center for Education and Re
search, which has received 
several foundation grants to 
conduct research and assist 
chapter development of educa
tion programs. Through the 
national organization, chapters 
obtain educational materials on 
collective bargaining of work
ing women's issues, organizing 
CLUW chapters, and the need 
of union and other working 
women for an Equal Rights 
Amendment. The annual re
gional summer schools for un
ion women,7 in which CLUW 
cooperates, provide another 
valuable way to reach potential 
members. CLUW also works in 
coalition with other women's 
groups on issues such as preg
nancy disability and equal pay 
for work of comparable worth. 

By 1975, with the sustained 
growth of programs for women 
within key unions, the develop
ment of university-based educa
tion programs for union and 
nonunionized women workers, 
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and the creation of new organ
izations like Nine to Five and 
CLUW, the concerns of working 
women had become central 
issues for many union and uni
versity labor education pro
grams. Moreover, the specific 
programs designed for union 
women by CLUW and for office 
workers by Nine to Five offered 
new models of labor education 
for women. 

It is important to examine 
the current education programs 
in major unions and to trace 
the university-based programs 
beyond the pioneering efforts of 
the Cornell and the University 
of Michigan programs in the 
early 1970s. We need to look at 
the increasing cooperation be
tween union and university 
programs and to analyze the 
contribution of those organiza
tions, created in the last dec
ade, to meeting the needs of 
working women in this period. 

While only a few of the many 
programs for union and work
ing women can be described or 
even mentioned in this chapter, 
the projects that are discussed 
illustrate the range and the 
direction of contemporary labor 
education programming for 
women. As they have developed 
and expanded, these programs 
have had an important impact 
on the field of labor education. 
Today, as in the period before 
World War II, increasing num
bers of women unionists and 
feminists with the training and 

credentials for the field are 
choosing labor education as 
their life work. As veteran 
labor educator Larry Rogin has 
written: 

Everyone interested in labor 
education is again in the debt of 
women labor educators. They 
have demonstrated an ability to 
reach a neglected audience in 
imaginative and creative ways. 
They and several men in the 
field as well, have thought deep
ly about their work. . . . Perhaps 
they will inspire other groups 
who have special needs to ex
periment with special programs. 
It is in this fashion that labor 
education will expand and will 
attract new participants, first to 
classes and programs, then into 
further union activity and, 
leadership." 

Among the heartening trends 
of the past decade's activities in 
developing labor education 
programs for women workers is 
the growing cooperation be
tween unions and universities 
in planning and conducting 
these programs. This unified 
approach reflects the increasing 
number of women and men at 
university labor education cen
ters who are concerned with 
working women's issues. I t is 
also an indication of the grow
ing number of women union 
members who have attended 
union and university programs 
for women workers, including 
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the regional summer schools, 
and who now constitute a new 
pressure group for the expan
sion of such programs. 

Increasingly, during the 
1970s, labor unions set up 
women's divisions or depart
ments and encouraged their 
education divisions to hold 
classes and workshops to meet 
the growing needs and concerns 
of women members. In several 
instances, international union 
leaders have found the re
sources of university labor 
education centers useful in car
rying out their policies to plan 
regular conferences and educa
tion programs for women mem
bers. 

Recently, the AFL-CIO Ex
ecutive Council, which now in
cludes two women members, 
took an official stand on work
ing women's rights. In May 
1982, Lane Kirkland, the AFL-
CIO president, stated tha t "the 
primary concern of the AFL-
CIO is t ha t working women 
continue to suffer from wide
spread wage discrimination in 
the workplace." Kirkland 
affirmed tha t "the Federation 
has redoubled its efforts to see 
tha t all workers are paid equal
ly for work of comparable value 
and to remove all barriers to 
equal opportunity for women."9 

Kirkland recognized the issue 
of comparable worth as one im
portant concern that has mobi
lized union women. Other 
issues tha t stimulate working 

women to action include health 
and safety on the job, child 
care, bargaining for maternity-
paternity leave, sexual harass
ment, job training, and, more 
recently, the impact of the re
cession and the federal budget 
cuts on working women. These 
issues have become the basis 
for workshops and courses 
offered by labor education pro
grams in unions and universi
ties and at the residential sum
mer schools for union women. 
In addition, throughout the 
1970s, working women in
creasingly supported the Equal 
Rights Amendment, which 
served as a means of educating 
and unifying trade union 
women with other women's 
groups and organizations. 

At the same time tha t pro
grams for and about women 
workers have gained accept
ance, there has been a growing 
recognition tha t the concerns of 
working women—health and 
safety on the job, vacations, 
seniority, decent wages and 
working conditions, viable 
grievance procedures, education 
leave, and flextime, to name a 
few—are issues that affect men 
as well as women workers. 
Long before Betty Friedan dis
covered tha t women need men 
to make their workplace gains 
permanent, union women were 
making continuous efforts to 
obtain the support of their male 
union leaders and to involve 
male rank-and-file members in 
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education programs about 
working women's—and men's— 
issues. 

The Communication Workers 
of America (CWA) is one of the 
unions with a national women's 
program that receives support 
from the union president for 
the work of its Women's Divi
sion. In 1978, the CWA invited 
the Institute for Women and 
Work at Cornell to help plan 
and conduct a national women's 
conference. The union's presi
dent, Glen Watts, asked all 
CWA regional directors to 
attend the conference, partici
pate in workshops, and learn 
more about the concerns of 
women members. Taking the 
interests of its women members 
seriously, this union has con
tinued to work on the problems 
emphasized at the 1978 confer
ence: job stress, impact of high 
technology in the workplace, 
safety and health, and pay 
equity. 

Moreover, the staff of the 
CWA Women's Division has 
worked with all CWA districts 
to conduct regional conferences 
on the national conference mod
el. Each district has completed 
its second or, in some cases, its 
third such conference. Seven 
were held in 1982, each lasting 
several days and involving 
several hundred members. 
These conferences included dis
cussions of the impact of tech
nological change on women 

workers, plenary sessions on 
political issues, and workshops 
to develop basic skills for in
creased participation in the un
ion. Sexual harassment, a sub
ject that has come into the open 
in the past few years, is dis
cussed at almost every CWA 
women's conference, where the 
film Workplace Hustle is often 
part of the program.1" 

The formation of local 
women's committees is encour
aged as a way of organizing 
women's programs in each 
state. For example, CWA dis
trict 4 held a regional women's 
conference in June 1981 in con
nection with Women's Aware
ness Month and with the 
cooperation of Ohio State Uni
versity's Labor Education and 
Research Service. Programs in 
CWA locals throughout the 
state focused on women's roles 
in the labor movement, while 
the district women's conference 
highlighted organizing. 

Finally, the CWA is seeking 
to increase the participation of 
women in discussions on the 
quality of work life. To this 
end, a national labor-
management committee brings 
representatives of the union 
and the American Telephone 
and Telegraph Company 
together. Vice-presidents of the 
national union staff and local 
officers sit on these committees 
locally, and the training pro
grams for union representatives 
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are becoming an important 
source of skills development for 
CWA women as well as men. 

A second union that serves as 
an example here is the Service 
Employees International Union 
(SEIU), whose membership of 
650,000 is 40 percent female. In 
1980, SEIU's national conven
tion passed a resolution calling 
for a national women's confer
ence and for a women's commit
tee for the union. Planned by 
this women's committee, the 
first SEIU National Women's 
Conference took place at the 
University of Connecticut in 
June 1981. More than 400 
women from across the country 
attended this meeting, the pur
pose of which was to establish a 
regional structure for women's 
committees and programs." 

A model SEIU regional 
women's program has been de
veloped by the women's com
mittee of the Public Employee 
Federation (PEF) in New York 
State. Union members attend 
Saturday seminars and discuss 
concerns such as child care and 
pay equity. Through grass roots 
committees, this group was in
strumental in persuading the 
state to adopt an Albany child-
care center as a pilot project 
and pushed for the state to 
fund additional on-site child-
care centers. Most recently, the 
PEF in New York State has re
ceived funding from New York 
State's Professional Develop

ment and Quality of Worklife 
Committee to hold a two-day, 
state-wide women's conference 
(August 1982) focusing on de
veloping leadership skills. 

One of the more unusual 
ways of developing union-
university cooperation was 
initiated by SEIU through its 
film festivals. In 1981, in con
junction with the Smithsonian 
Institution in Washington, 
D.C., SEIU's education depart
ment sponsored a successful, 
well-attended summer film 
festival to bring labor films, 
many about women workers 
and women in unions, to a 
wider audience. The success 
of the program led SEIU to en
list the cooperation of univer
sity labor education centers in 
cosponsoring similar film festi
vals. By fall 1982, these had 
been held in five states in an 
attempt to inform the public 
about the labor movement, 
including the issues 
of women workers. 

In unique cooperation, SEIU 
and the National Association of 
Working Women, Nine to Five, 
have joined many of their 
efforts and programs. SEIU has 
established a separate district 
925 within its structure to con
centrate on the organization of 
white-collar and clerical work
ers. SEIU provides support 
funding to Nine to Five and 
staff to spearhe eld organizing 
drives, and Nine to Five is in-
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eluded in all SEIU's women's 
programs.12 

The support of SEIU's presi
dent, which is wholehearted 
and is essential to this effort, 
includes the view that the un
ion is committed to a twenty-
or thirty-year campaign to or
ganize clerical workers under 
the SEIU banner. This is 
another instance where the top 
leadership of the union sup
ports efforts to enlist active 
participation of women and 
sees the organization of clerical 
workers as a key mission. The 
composition of the union staff, 
which is close to 50 percent 
female, also reflects this focus. 

The women's program of 
another major union, the Amer
ican Federation of State, Coun
ty, and Municipal Employees 
(AFSCME) developed from a 
women's caucus that became 
active at the union's 1978 con
vention. The union response 
was to appoint a woman coordi
nator with the responsibility 
for organizing four regional 
women's conferences that were 
held the following year. More 
than 1,200 women attended 
these programs, which focused 
on issues such as collective bar
gaining, pay equity, and sexual 
harassment. 

One of the purposes of the re
gional meetings was to deter
mine what AFSCME women 
wanted in the further develop
ment of women's programs. In 

1980, regional conferences for 
clerical workers focused on the 
special concerns of this group, 
which is predominantly female. 
At the 1980 AFSCME national 
convention, major responsibili
ties for women's programs were 
shifted to the district council 
level, although the national 
Education Department con
tinues to publish pamphlets on 
women's issues and to send rep
resentatives to meet with or
ganizations, such as the 
National Pay Equity Commit
tee, tha t are concerned with 
working women's issues. 

On the district council level, 
women's conferences are spon
sored by district women's com
mittees. In Pennsylvania, for 
example, AFSCME works with 
Pennsylvania State Universi
ty's labor education center to 
plan and conduct its women's 
conferences. In New York, Dis
trict Council 37 has an educa
tion fund under its collective 
bargaining agreement with the 
city that supports a wide range 
of labor education and job 
training programs for its 
110,000 members. The women's 
committee of D.C. 37 sponsors 
an annual conference and other 
education programs for women, 
while Cornell's Institute for 
Women and Work conducts a 
branch of its year-long Trade 
Union Women's Studies pro
gram for D.C. 37 members; this 
program is aimed at increasing 
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participation in the union at 
the same time that college 
credits are earned.13 

The George Meany Center for 
Labor Studies is a continuing 
education arm of the AFL-CIO. 
Located on a campus in Silver 
Spring, Maryland, close to 
Washington, D.C., it offers a 
residential training program 
for union staff. Throughout the 
year, five-day sessions are con
ducted on special subjects, in
cluding an annual leadership 
training session on women's 
issues that helps meet the need 
for skill development and tech
nical competence that union 
staff women seek. This insti
tute provides sound background 
on labor laws important to 
women, the current economics 
of women in the work force, 
and information on pay equity, 
health and safety problems, 
and other issues. The program 
offers an opportunity for 
women staff from a cross-
section of labor organizations to 
share experiences and learn 
practical leadership skills in a 
supportive environment. 

During the decade of the 
1970s and on into the 1980s, 
university labor education cen
ters have initiated a variety of 
new programs, many of them 
innovative in design and 
targeted to meet the changing 
needs and concerns of the grow
ing number of women in the 
labor movement. A number of 

university labor education cen
ters have come a long way in 
developing programs for union 
women, supporting them 
through staff assistance, and 
hosting the annual regional 
summer schools for union 
women. Equally important, 
women are more in evidence as 
staff members on labor exten
sion faculties; by 1982, almost 
every university labor educa
tion program had at least one 
woman staff member. 

A university base has pro
vided some labor education 
programs with a research com
ponent. POWW at the Labor 
Studies Center of the Universi
ty of Michigan developed a 
national oral history project, 
"The Twentieth-Century Trade 
Union Woman: Vehicle for So
cial Change," with a grant from 
the Rockefeller Foundation, 
that has collected and tran
scribed, interviews with 
seventy-five union women who 
were active in the union move
ment in the past six decades." 
From the outset, applied re
search has been one of the key 
activities of the Institute for 
Women and Work at Cornell. 
The study that explored the 
barriers to the participation of 
women in unions resulted in 
the book, Trade Union Women: 
A Study of Their Participation 
in New York City Locals."' 
Another year-long study looked 
at the use women made of un-
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ion-negotiated, company-
financed tuition refund monies 
and reported these findings in a 
book, Where Are the Women? 
by institute staff member Mimi 
Abramowitz.16 Other research of 
the Institute on Women and 
Work has followed graduates of 
its year-long Trade Union 
Women's Studies leadership 
training program in a longitu
dinal survey of their progress 
in obtaining positions of re
sponsibility in their unions, in 
CLUW, and in their communi
ties. 

Among recent Institute for 
Women and Work programs 
was a national conference for 
union leaders involved in the 
issue of pay equity, planned 
with the cooperation of the 
AFL-CIO Department of Educa
tion and the national CLUW. 
The institute is now deeply in
volved in a pilot two-year pro
gram to train ten minority 
group women as labor educa
tors. Funded by the Muskiwin-
ni Foundation, this project pro
vides intensive training in 
labor education methods and 
field experience for ten minor
ity group women, each spon
sored by her union or associa
tion, which agreed to share 
some financial costs of the pro
gram and to utilize the women 
in labor education following the 
two-year period. 

In a variation of the year
long, college-credit program for 

union women, the Institute for 
Women and Work has de
veloped a parallel project, Pub
lic Service Women's Studies 
(PSWS), designed to help 
women employed by New York 
State to move up the job ladder. 
PSWS focuses on human rela
tions and organizational skills, 
written and oral communica
tions, and workplace-related 
mathematics to help women 
advance through the state's 
civil service system and to en
courage them to work for a col
lege degree. The program, 
planned in cooperation with the 
Civil Service Employees Asso
ciation, receives partial tuition 
reimbursement from New York 
State. 

Throughout the country, uni
versity labor education pro
grams have started including 
programming for union women. 
At the University of Alabama 
in Birmingham, a series of 
workshops for women leaders 
has been planned on health and 
safety, political action, women 
in labor history, communica
tions skills, and basic union
ism. Health and safety pro
grams also are a special focus 
of the Labor Occupational 
Health Program of the Uni
versity of California at Berke
ley. At Ohio State University, 
the Labor Education and Re
search Service worked with the 
Women's Film Program of Cin
cinnati on an award-winning 
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documentary, Pregnancy and 
the Working Woman. 

Other programs for women 
workers have been conducted 
through labor education centers 
at the University of California 
at Los Angeles, the University 
of Connecticut, Rutgers, the 
State University of New Jersey, 
the University of Kentucky, the 
University of Maine, the Uni
versity of Oregon, and Indiana 
University—a major change in 
labor education programming 
that has taken place in the 
1970s and 1980s. These and 
other university labor educa
tion centers have cooperated in 
the most outstanding example 
of collaboration between uni
versity and union labor educa
tors, the highly successful re
gional summer schools for 
union women. Over the past 
seven years, close to 2,000 
union women have attended 
these schools, held in the 
Northeast, Midwest, South, and 
Far West regions. 

Begun through the efforts of 
the Committee on Programs for 
Union Women of the Universi
ty and College Labor Education 
Association (UCLEA), with the 
cooperation of the AFL-CIO De
partment of Education and 
CLUW, these regional schools 
bring together women from a 
cross-section of unions and ex
perienced women labor educa
tors. The regional schools, run 
on a shoestring budget, have 

served as a training ground for 
union activists as well as for 
women new to the field of labor 
education. 

The regional summer schools 
seem to inspire as well as in
form trade union women, who 
return to their unions and com
munities with increased 
motivation and skills to partici
pate in workplace organiza
tions, local union women's com
mittees, and CLUW chapters. 
Although a number of women 
still use their vacation time 
and pay their own way to these 
week-long activities, growing 
union support for sending more 
women members to these re
gional programs is evident. The 
high spirit and dedication to 
the labor movement exhibited 
at these programs led one male 
labor educator who attended a 
regional summer school for 
women workers graduation to 
comment, "It's like the Thirties 
all over again!" 

Perhaps as a testimony to the 
reality that women are in the 
work force to stay, new organ
izations of women workers have 
emerged in the contemporary 
period that share similar goals. 
Some of these groups are small 
and work effectively in one city 
or region: for example, Chica
go's Women Employed, Union 
Women's Alliance to Gain 
Equality (Union WAGE) in 
California, and the National 
Congress of Neighborhood 
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Women in New York City. The 
Nine to Five organization and 
the national CLUW, whose be
ginnings have already been re
viewed, have made major gains 
in the past decade on the 
national as well as the local 
level and have incorporated 
education activities into all of 
their projects. 

By 1982, the informal affilia
tion of city groups that Nine to 
Five formed in 1976 had be
come a permanent nationwide 
organization, Nine to Five: 
National Association of Work
ing Women. Its steady growth 
is due to its chapter and 
national leaders, who have a 
keen sense of public relations. 
Over the years, "Nine to Five" 
has become a byword for 
women workers, as has the 
organization's slogan: "Raises, 
Rights, and Respect." In the 
last decade Nine to Five chap
ters have expanded their pro
grams to include an annual 
three-day summer school. At 
the 1982 school, the organiza
tion's fourth, 300 women work
ers gathered at Bryn Mawr 
College to discuss such issues 
as closing the gap between 
men's and women's earnings, 
mobilizing women for more im
pact on the political process, 
maintaining and enforcing 
equal employment laws, and 
devising methods for women to 
have a role in restructuring 
offices that have installed new 

technology. The 1982 school 
initiated a national member
ship drive to double the num
ber of Nine to Five chapters in 
the coming year. 

The education programs of 
Nine to Five prepare workers 
for the opposition they meet 
during organizing drives and 
help them to succeed in build
ing effective chapters. Its ex
tensive materials include a 
four-session course on labor 
history, developed and tested 
with a grant from the Na
tional Endowment for the 
Humanities. 

As a model of union and 
association cooperation, the 
SEIU-Nine to Five linkup 
bears close watching. This 
development, which has ac
celerated the awareness of 
many labor unions of the 
need to organize women of
fice workers, has led to a wom
en's organizing campaign in the 
Washington, D.C.-Baltimore 
area, launched with support 
from the AFL-CIO Industrial 
Union Department and 
CLUW. SEIU and six other 
major labor organizations are 
targeting banks, insurance 
companies, hospitals, universi
ties, industrial operations, and 
food services to educate unor
ganized women about their 
need for workplace unions. 
Public education takes place 
through a media campaign, 
telephone polls and interviews, 
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a women's resource center, and 
other community outreach 
programs. 

Over the past decade, CLUW 
has emerged as an organization 
tha t seeks increased power for 
women in the labor movement. 
In addition to its success in 
raising funds from unions and 
foundations, organizing unor
ganized women, supporting leg
islation, and developing coali
tions with like-minded groups, 
CLUW's education and lead
ership development programs 
have successfully expanded. 
One major CLUW research and 
education project, "Empower
ment of Union Women," ex
amined the positions women 
hold in labor organizations and 
developed a manual tha t pro
vides information and "how to 
do it" material for CLUW chap
ters to use in developing 
women union leaders. 

Recently, CLUW received 
additional funding from the 
Carnegie Corporation of New 
York for a two-year leadership 
training program for CLUW 
members and chapters that 
would extend its Empowerment 
of Union Women project. Union 
and university labor educators 
serve on the project's advisory 
board, another example of im
portant cooperative links that 
help realize one of the project's 
goals—to encourage CLUW 
chapters to utilize university 
labor education resources in 

their own areas. Other recent 
CLUW research and education 
projects include Project 
Opportunity, a demonstration 
program in ten selected CLUW 
chapters designed to develop a 
network of "opportunity advi
sors" to link CLUW members 
with family and individual 
needs to community and educa
tional resources; and the re
search and writing of a book on 
women in health-care settings 
where unionized hospital work
ers fight for better wages and 
working conditions. 

These programs bring visibil
ity to the national CLUW, its 
leaders, and its chapters and 
result in increased financial 
support from unions and foun
dations and a growing member
ship; in fact, they have neces
sitated the assignment of a 
CLUW staff member as organ
izing director to work full time 
on establishing new chapters. 

Today, labor education for 
women workers is recognized 
by many unions and universi
ties as both a legitimate and an 
important component of work
ers' education. Since the 1970s, 
the growing cooperation in 
programming between union 
and university labor educators 
has been of benefit to union 
women and to working women's 
groups that have a commitment 
to unionizing unorganized 
women. A range of new pro-
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grams and a wealth of new re
sources—study guides, films, 
filmstrips, monographs, and 
books—have been produced for 
and about women workers. 
Even Nine to Five, a highly 
successful Hollywood film star
ring Jane Fonda, Lily Tomlin, 
and Dolly Parton, served to call 
attention to many issues of 
women workers. 

Foundations and government 
grants and contracts have been 
important in providing support 
for new and innovative pro
grams that have demonstrated 
the range and possibilities of 
labor education focused on 
meeting the needs of a particu
lar group. This funding sup
ported pilot projects when 
many unions and universities 
were not prepared to do so. 
Foundation funding has helped 
labor educators to demonstrate 
ways that ideas useful in one 
context are adaptable to others 
and, similarly, to show that 
traditional methods can be used 
in contemporary settings to 
meet new needs. 

During the past decade there 
has been a growing awareness 
by the labor movement of the 
importance of organizing 
women workers. To do this, un
ions had to realize how central 
the public image of the labor 
movement is and that educa
tion is a critical process in 
arousing the consciousness of 
women workers as well as pub
lic awareness of their issues. 

Unions have realized that they 
must demonstrate a concern for 
women members if they want 
additional working women to 
join their ranks. Increasingly, 
unions have sought publicity in 
the media for their women's 
conferences and activities. More 
union resources have been 
made available in support of 
education programs for women 
union members and other 
women workers. The Industrial 
Union Department of the AFL-
CIO has cosponsored training 
conferences with CLUW for 
women union members and has 
promised to increase the num
ber of women organizers em
ployed on its national staff. 
More local unions sponsor 
women members to attend sum
mer schools for women workers 
and other classes and work
shops organized by university 
labor education centers. In New-
York City, many unions pro
vide scholarships for women to 
attend the Institute for Women 
and Work's college credit pro
gram, Trade Union Women's 
Studies. There is more financial 
support for CLUW. 

Women are still a long way 
from equality. The current eco
nomic recession and political 
backlash against working 
women will affect many union 
leaders. Union struggles to re
tain the gains of recent years 
are taking priority, and educa
tion, especially for women 
members, is considered expend-
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able. Furthermore, the pressure 
to implement affirmative action 
through unions diminishes 
when these laws are not en
forced by the federal govern
ment. In addition, recession 
layoffs involve conflicts be
tween traditional seniority 
rankings and hiring patterns 
that have resulted from 
affirmative action. 

These problems put new de
mands on labor educators and 
increase the need for workers' 
education that will help unions 
change to meet new times. Un
ions need to develop increased 
membership participation, espe
cially among the growing num
bers of women in their ranks. 
They need active member sup
port for organizing drives. Un
ions seek ways of initiating 
effective new coalitions to press 
for the social policies and leg
islation that are so badly 
needed by working people. 

Despite the gains in the past 
decade, there is a distance to go 
before obtaining support for 
education programs for women 
workers, although we now 
number over 30 percent of the 
labor movement's membership. 
In this process, it is still crucial 
to gain support of union and 
university program leaders. As 
Patsy Fryman, an assistant to 
the president of the Com
munication Workers of Amer
ica, said in a 1979 conference 
on developing education pro
grams for union women: "Un

less you gain the support of the 
principal officer within a union, 
your project ideas may go 
nowhere."17 At the same confer
ence, university labor educators 
indicated that many of their 
directors expected them to do 
programs for union women "on 
our own time" and did not con
sider these activities a legiti
mate use of staff time or budget 
monies which would count in 
favor of the educators when 
they came up for performance 
review or promotions. 

As recently as 1981, it was 
necessary to devote a session at 
the Southern-Midwestern re
gional meeting of UCLEA to 
"Special Issues Faced by 
Women Labor Educators on the 
Job." Speakers addressed the 
fact tha t some labor education 
centers have not fully inte
grated programs for women 
workers into their budgets or 
their planning. Other issues 
addressed by speakers included 
developing essential materials 
for courses for women un
ionists; getting more working 
women, especially Latino and 
black women, to become labor 
educators; eliminating sexism 
from existing labor education 
materials; and integrating 
issues of sexism into all labor 
education courses. More work 
needs to be done in reaching 
other groups of women workers: 
older women, especially re
tirees; Hispanic women; and 
part-time workers, who make 
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up one-third of all women 
workers. 

Although this chapter has fo
cused on programs for union 
women and other working 
women, labor education has a 
special role in reaching out to 
male union leaders and rank-
and-file members. Especially in 
a period of shrinking jobs, men 
and women must understand 
how sexism and racism affect 
workers and how these prob
lems can be eliminated. Men 
who have attended women's 
conferences and workshops 
often have learned a new re
spect for the articulation of 
women members, how it feels 
to be in a minority, and the 
concerns that most affect union 
women. Labor educators and 
union leaders need to develop 
new ways to reach male mem
bers and increase their under
standing of the continuing role 
of women in the labor force and 
the implication this has for un
ions and for families. 

The labor movement must or
ganize women workers in order 
to grow. As the labor move
ment expands, there will be 
room for new leaders, women 
as well as men, who should not 
constitute any threat to incum

bent union activists. The pro
cess of changing attitudes has 
begun and must continue, with 
information on subjects relating 
to women in the labor move
ment incorporated into pro
grams, classes, and materials 
for all workers. 

We do not know how much 
will change if a shift in the 
center of power occurs and 
women participate in propor
tion to their numbers in the 
work force and in unions. We 
must continue to seek the day 
when changes come because 
women are in a position to 
make things happen rather 
than merely to obtain changes 
through pressure on union 
leaders. We may yet arrive at a 
point when we can stop count
ing the number of women and 
men in leadership positions. 
Then, human concerns will 
take precedence over issues 
raised because racial, gender, 
or ethnic groups feel tha t they 
have not been heard. Not only 
is there a key role for labor 
education in this process; there 
is also enough challenge and 
excitement in developing and 
facilitating the necessary pro
grams to last most labor edu
cators twice a lifetime. 
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Barbara Kohn is a forty-three- Labor and Industrial Relations 
year-old worker and mother of and has attended several of the 
four children from a small town Michigan Summer Schools for 
in southeastern Michigan, who Women Workers. She was in-
has taken a number of classes terviewed by Joyce L. Kornbluh 
offered by the University of in October 1982.18 

Michigan's Insti tute of 

Interview with Barbara Kohn, 
United Auto Workers 

Barb, tell me a little about yourself. Where do you work? 

I've always worked, all my life since I was twelve. I put myself 
through high school by working. Then I married and worked in an 
office while my husband went to college. But I couldn't stand office 
work. It was too confining, too few people around. And I love people. 
So I quit and went to work in a TV factory where they make coils. . . . 
And after being there for seven years, I had to make a big decision to 
quit and go to work for General Motors. It was a big decision. I went to 
work at the auto plant fifteen years ago. 

What do you do? 

I'm a stripper (laughs). It doesn't mean taking off your clothes. A 
stripper is a person who stands on the other side of a pattern press and 
when six layers of material for the car upholstery come down, we tie it 
up and put it into a gondola and it's taken to the department tha t 
makes seats for the Oldsmobile. 

How did you hear about the first workers' education class you 
attended? 

I think there was a brochure. I had always been involved with the 
union as a silent majority. My husband was president of his local 
union. . . . So I lived union, but I lived it through him. Because of his 
involvement. His idea was for me not to get involved. My first venture 
in my local union was to edit the local union newspaper. I came down 
to Ann Arbor to a writing workshop for newspaper editors. It was 
$5.00 for a Saturday workshop. Since I was going to do the union 
newspaper, I thought why not? Our local union had never sent a 
woman to anything. And we are a woman-oriented shop. Run by men! 
So I came to the ILIR workshop that Saturday and that 's how I got on 
the ILIR mailing list. 
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V/hat were some of the other classes you took? 

Basic Unionism, to learn about my local union. Assertive Training. I 
think I take an assertive training course every year. It's helped me 
come out of a shell. I've learned more through those assertive train
ing classes. Collective Bargaining. I think I've taken pretty much all 
the classes. But Assertive Training is always on my list. 

What was the reason you came to the classes? 

To broaden my horizons, to learn more about my workplace, and to be 
able to speak out for people. The role of a woman in the generation I 
was brought up in was to be a housewife first, subservient to her 
husband. To be seen but not to speak. Or if you did speak, to speak 
softly. Decision-making was the male's job. You just didn't make 
decisions. You didn't do anything to push yourself ahead, to broaden 
yourself. You were locked into your own little world. You were 
dominated by others. I didn't want to be part of those "yes" people. I 
wanted to be part of the people in the decision-making, but I didn't 
know how to do it effectively. 

Is that why you took the classes? 

Yes, if I was going to write the union newspaper, I wanted to know 
what I was writing and understand what I was writing about in an 
intelligent way. So that 's why and how I started with the writing 
class and I must say it was the best local union newspaper our local 
has ever had. 

Did you have any trouble getting to the classes? 

At first the officials in my local union were very reluctant to send me. 
Then I went to the executive board of my local to ask if three or four 
women could go with me to the classes. And it was met by an immedi
ate "No." "If you want to go, Barb, we'll send you, but we're not going 
to waste union dollars on a bunch of women going off. What are they 
going to do? What are they going to do for the union when they get 
back?" 

Well, the male union executive board members weren't going to 
give us a chance. But I went. And my enthusiasm for what I had 
learned in those labor classes—I used it. When I got back, I used the 
learning. I was able to speak up. And that was the result of the classes 
in effective speaking and the classes in assertive training. I didn't 
hold back. I let them know I could speak up. And what I had learned 
about the union contract. I was able to speak up and I wasn't afraid of 
my male counterparts. 
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So they decided that I should become chair of the local union 
women's committee. Give me something to do. And it's been very 
effective. I've gotten more women involved. 

I'm interested in what the Summer Schools for Women Workers were 
like for you. 

Very frightening at first. I was alone the first year when I went. I 
didn't realize that all the other women felt alone too. We had no idea 
of what the summer school was going to be like. We had no idea of 
what would be taught and what we were going to learn tha t would be 
beneficial to ourselves and other people. 

What had you expected? 

I really didn't know. I came into it blind. I thought I was going to 
learn basic unionism. I had watched [the union officers] hold a union 
meeting and I felt I could probably do as well. But I had no idea how 
the parl iamentary procedure rules should be followed. But I did have 
to learn to conduct a meeting. Being chair of the women's committee, 
I really needed that. 

I also needed the strength to stand up there and carry it off. I had no 
idea of how to do it. Now, I can be very authoritative. Before, I knew I 
was going to learn something but I didn't know what. 

Now I go back to the local union after these classes and I am 
bubbling over with enthusiasm about what I've learned. I tell and I 
tell and I tell until people get sick of hearing me and they say, "When 
are we going to get to go?" 

What did you like the most in the summer school program? 

I formed some close friendships with women who have been in like 
situations tha t we've been in in our plant. It was a cross-section of 
women in unions from all walks of life and all modes of work. Not just 
from the Big Three auto companies, but from little workplaces, food 
places and telephone companies. And the problems they face. It's a 
problem-solving school. It doesn't solve the problems for us but it 
gives us the insight so that we can go back and tackle the problems 
and solve them. 

How did it do that for you? Help you solve the problems? 

I think through the summer school classes, I have a different outlook. 
Before, I used to punch the clock, and if I had a problem, I complained 
to the union. The people in the union couldn't care less. They would go 
by the contract. Go by the union books. Now I'm finding that even 
though I'm just chair of the women's committee, which has no real 
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voice, I do have a voice. People come to me and say, "Gee, Barb, this is 
what is happening." Nobody else seems to care. 

Why do they come to you, Barb? 

I guess I've made it known that 's what I am here for. Women have to 
look out for women. And now, through the assertive training, I'm not 
afraid to speak up to mingle in groups. I used to stand on the outside, 
I'm not afraid now to walk into any break area [in the plant] and sit 
down with someone and say "How do you like your job." And they'll 
tell me, "Well, the foreman's been riding me" or "I'm not getting any 
satisfaction with my grievance," and I can ask why. 

Now, I can honestly be really concerned. Before, I cared only about 
me and my job. I care now about a lot more people and I th ink they 
care about a lot more people as a result. 

What else was important to you at the Michigan Summer School for 
Women Workers? 

I value the friendships I've gleaned from the schools. I've met people 
from all over Michigan and formed some close friendships. We keep 
in touch. That was an important part of the schools, living together. I 
came from a basically white area and I have really found tha t I don't 
have any prejudices. Now, I've met Blacks and Hispanics and I find 
tha t we're all the same. Now we have a few Blacks and Mexicans in 
our plant and some of them are my closest friends. The summer 
school was my first experience of living in a dorm and living with all 
these different ethnic and racial groups. And I learned a lot from that. 
I've always called myself a Christian but I didn't know what Chris
tianity really meant until I was able to live with other people. I am 
very happy with that . We are very isolated in a small village away 
from the big cities. 

What was the group experience like for you at the summer school? 

I th ink last year really stands out in my mind. We had a play-acting 
thing, a role play, about sexual harassment. Now I see tha t every day 
in my plant on my job—favors being dispensed to women if they go 
along with the boss's wishes. And that really doesn't need to be. At 
one time, I would never have been able to explain this to women, to 
tell them tha t this doesn't need to be. 

The group experience at the summer school made me more aware 
of it [sexual harassment]. Before the school, I had figured tha t the 
woman was loose, or tha t the boss was showing favoritism to women 
who were being nice to him. But the role play thing we actually did 
showed me tha t these things happen when the women DON'T want it 
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to. And so, I was able to go back to the plant and say to some women, 
"Look, you don't have to let the foreman tell you dirty jokes. You don't 
have to let the foreman pat you on the bottom if you want three 
minutes personal time to go to the bathroom and take a smoke." The 
role play really helped me convey to them that we're all equal. It was 
something I had overlooked before. 

How did you feel in the group1? 

Uncomfortable at first because I was new. I had never, never done 
anything like this before and I was older in my forties. It's easier 
when you are a child. I was afraid to make a mistake. But we all make 
mistakes. 

When did you begin to feel differently in the group? 

When I could look out and see the other women begin to identify with 
me, and I could identify with other people. Because we are all so 
isolated. When I could look around and see people with the same 
identical problems. 

How did you relate to the teachers? 

Feedback was encouraged by the instructors. It was not a teacher-
student thing. We were all together. Someone would mention an 
issue and you looked around in the group and saw women nodding, 
identifying with the problem. "Yes, we have that situation too where 
I work." It was all group. Everyone had something to add. 

It was not a teacher standing three feet above us talking down 
while we listened. It was all group—a feedback thing. 

The teachers weren't doing the teaching. We were teaching 
ourselves. The teachers brought that out in us. I had expected to come 
to these classes and sit behind desks like a college student because I 
didn't know what it was going to be like. It was informal. More 
relaxing. 

Can you give an example of how the teachers brought out the learning 
in you? 

If we were in the speaking class, right away, I would not get up and 
say anything. On a one-to-one basis, I can probably talk more than 
you can. But don't get me up in a group to speak. I turn to jelly. I have 
to go to the bathroom. I get all nervous and sweaty. 

So it was in such a relaxed way that you didn't even know you were 
participating. You were asked to tell something about yourself in the 
group. At least to give your name, tell what you do, what you are 
affiliated with. Well, everyone likes to talk about themselves. As the 
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time advanced in the class, we were able to get into little clusters, 
maybe solve a problem or debate . . . . These things were done in such a 
way tha t we were really teaching ourselves. 

What else in that situation helped you to learn? 

The fact that I wasn't alone. That everybody was basically there for 
the same learning process that I was going through and I wasn't as 
afraid as I thought I was. 

What about learning is important to you, Barb? 

It's broadened my understanding. I was very closed in. Now, I'm 
hungry for more learning constantly. The classes have helped me to 
go beyond my own little circle. If I'm in a store, or traveling, or at 
work, I feel assertive enough to go up to a person and ask questions 
and get involved. I'm trying to get involved now with the substance 
abuse issue in our plant. We have a bad problem, a bad situation with 
alcoholism and drugs. You really have to gain the confidence of 
people to help, to get behind the problem, to find the causes tha t are 
making their lives to be messed up. And you've got to be truly 
genuine to gain their confidence. With all the substance abuse prob
lems that we have now in the plant, if I can help one person, I can 
truly say tha t it was worth all the classes that I've taken. 

Learning in these classes has given me the confidence to think of 
someone other than myself. And it has helped. All the classes have 
helped me to think to do this. They have made me aware of my own 
potential. The classes put me back into the mainstream. I was so 
narrow. Walking down a narrow road. Now, I am branching out. 
Coming to classes and learning. I'm spreading myself among my 
fellow people at work. I have to be busy now. I don't want to stagnate. 

What way do you learn best, Barb? 

Informal. Oh, yes, definitely. We've had some tremendous speakers 
and they have motivated me to get off my duff and do something. 
Because you can't do anything unless you get off your duff and do it 
yourself. You've got to want to do something. Then, if you meet 
someone who impresses you, you feel you want to strive. 

If you learn in an informal way with people you admire . . . here you 
are, sitting around a table, rubbing elbows, drinking coffee, all 
equals. And you really see that these people have gone someplace and 
you want to do the same. Do like they have done and accomplish what 
they have accomplished. It's the real motivation, the real motivation. 
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How do you define learning, Barb? 

Not keeping something to yourself. You can learn and absorb vast 
amounts of knowledge but then it can collect dust, like an unopened 
book. But unless that book is opened and fed back out through your 
mouth, no one is going to know what is in that book. It's up to you to 
put tha t knowledge back out, to use it. To me, learning is not just 
keeping knowledge to yourself, but giving it back. That's the learning 
process. Using the knowledge. 

Do you see any changes in yourself, Barb? How have you used your 
learning? 

One of the classes was about women's rights. And I first thought, 
what are they talking about? And then I came to see that I don't have 
any rights unless I stick up for myself. But then, I found that I was 
able to get a loan. In my name. I was somebody then. I could get a 
loan. I could get credit. I could open a savings account. I could buy a 
car. I could do this as a woman. I was not aware of that before. Because 
I was a woman, I was silent. I didn't know. 

This learning process opened me to be able to ask questions without 
being fearful. To be able to take no for an answer but to ask "Why?" or 
"Why not?" It helped me to have a voice, to speak up for my own 
rights. 

Have there been any other changes, Barb? 

I never had to make decisions for myself. At first it was my father and 
mother. Then my husband. Then the minister. Then the employer. I 
felt like a puppet on a string and someone else was pulling the 
strings. You perform. Now, I don't feel I have that many strings 
attached anymore. Because, when I lift my hand, I'm doing it. 

Women have been pushed into a role. Be a good girl. Be a good girl. 
Be a good wife. Get out there and make some bucks, but be quiet. No 
voices, no voices. Jus t be the silent person. But I don't think this 
country can run without us. We're intelligent beings. We have a lot to 
feed back, not only into our homes, but into our workplaces, our 
communities, our politics. 

I've been finding my voice. I've even surprised myself. I never 
thought I had something worthy to be said. And now, in the last 
couple of years, people are asking me my opinions. Now, I'm being 
looked to for advice. And if I can do it, I'm sure that other women can 
do this if they have the opportunities. 
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"We Came Here Stripped," and University and College Labor 
"Better Than B-12" appeared in Education Association 
The Voice, the student-written (UCLEA). They were written 
newspaper at the 1982 South- by members of the American 
ern School for Women Workers, Postal Workers Union, AFL-
Austin, Texas, sponsored by the CIO in Texas and Florida.19 

We Came Here Stripped 

In our observations of the UCLEA summer school, we did not observe 
one single person who was not profoundly interested in bettering her 
local union and in equal rights for women. 

The classes we attended were both motivating and informative. It 
was plain to see that the instructors were dedicated to the labor 
movement. They encouraged and stimulated us to overcome our 
inhibitions. Women's abilities were revealed in films of the early 
labor movement, where women have always been involved. We espe
cially liked a quote from the film Talkin' Union: "My husband was 
Secretary Treasurer and every pay-day I would go down and collect 
the dues." 

The instructors also motivated us in our ambitions and taught us 
how to use our abilities and skills in order to help our local unions. 

One thing that was very evident was the fact that all the union 
representatives had the same goal—to achieve quality in their un
ions, and equality for women. There is no doubt in our minds tha t the 
women who attended this school will go back home to their own locals 
and create a lot of commotion. 

We came here stripped and went home fully equipped. 

—Debra Butcher, 
Ruby Dixon, and 
Melba Gallant, 1982 

Better Than B-12 

Since my arrival at the Austin airport to attend the 1982 Southern 
School for Union Women, one very noticeable characteristic about 
many of the women who attended (staff and students) was just how 
nice they are. As my stay lengthened, this characteristic niceness 
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became more and more evident. But these ladies are anything but 
pushovers as they are dedicated and committed to a cause. In fact, I 
have not met such a conglomeration of committed people since my 
flower child days. If I learn nothing this week except that I'm not 
alone, that there is a bunch out there making waves, causing 
changes, being heard and yet at the same time being themselves, 
sincere, people-oriented, and union-minded women, I'd still be proud. 

I've asked myself what makes me want to be so involved, to jump 
in, totally submerging myself when I've got a man at home protesting 
(mildly, as he too is involved in our Union) my involvement and 
children demanding my time. An honest look at my feelings reveals 
tha t I can't help myself, tha t it's biological forces making me do this. 
It is because I'm devoted to my family that I so fiercely want to strike 
out at anything encroaching upon my personal rights, beliefs and 
territory. It is because I want my children to grow up strong, honest, 
and free that I must stand up and protest each manipulation, each lie, 
each imprisoning element. Jus t as it is invariably the females in the 
animal kingdom that rush out and protect their family in danger and 
risk their lives so their young ones might go free, it is precisely the 
woman in me that pushes me forward. 

Getting together this week has strengthened me, redefined my 
purposes, and refocused my goals. I've learned that at the same time 
we are sensitive to the needs of others, we must be aware of our rights 
and willing to stand up for them, but not too proud to say we need 
each other to make things work. Yes, I honestly believe together we 
can make anything work as we have the knowledge, tools, and re
sources. At the end, the world will know that nice guys (gals) do 
indeed finish first. 

—-Betty Tsang, 1982 

The following valedictory 
speech, was given by a member 
of the United Steelworkers of 
America, AFL-CIO, who par
ticipated in the Trade Union 
Women's Studies Program of 
Cornell University's New York 
State School of Indus

trial and Labor Relations in 
New York City. The one-year 
program, which includes 
courses in labor studies and 
training in leadership skills, 
offers college credits that can 
be applied to a college degree.2 
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Valedictory Speech 

Friends, classmates, teachers, Cornell and Empire State faculty, 
officers of DC 37, union officials and guests. It is with a great feeling 
of pride tha t I speak this evening as Valedictorian of the Trade Union 
Women's Studies Class of 1981. In the past year, we have shared an 
invaluable experience. As a group, we have increased our knowledge 
and awareness. Our consciousness has been raised as women, union 
members and workers. We have shared our problems, dreams and 
lifestyles. We have met new friends and come to know a feeling of 
closeness and sisterhood. I know I echo the feeling of the entire class 
when I say tha t we will go forward from this time and place with an 
added dimension and a personal enrichment, not only from academic 
absorption but from our own co-mingling. There were days when each 
of us thought tha t the struggle was too difficult, but here and now we 
know the struggle was worth it. 

First I must speak of my classmates, many of whom have goals . . . 
dedicated and aspiring. . . . I speak of you ladies, who in addition to 
taking care of families, holding down necessary jobs, have been 
actively involved in union affairs. You ladies have added on yet 
another time-consuming role, tha t of educating yourself on the union 
front. . . . In addition to hours spent in class, there were many, many 
hours spent reading, researching and writing assignments, precious 
hours tha t made us realize that although some of us had been away 
from the school scene for a long time, our brain cells only needed a 
little motivation. Being "women on the move." 

We ourselves got it together. Now that is over. In addition to the 
knowledge we gained from our studies, there emerges a totally over
whelming satisfaction. We made it. 

I want to thank all of you for these months of friendship and 
intellectual exchange. I also want to thank all my classmates for 
their wonderful support and confidence in me as a person. I know that 
I do your bidding when I also express our gratitude and thanks to 
everyone who has made this experience come true. . . . For the 1981 
Trade Union Women's Studies class, I say to you, we don't always 
pass through the doors tha t education opens for us, but we can always 
be warmed by the vast amount of sunlight that comes through them. 

There are some gifts tha t are priceless beyond measure. This is one 
of them. We are "Women on the Move." Thank you most sincerely. 

—Susan Tindall, 1981 
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Lynnette Rich, a cashier in ter P. Reuther Senior Centers 
Battle Creek, Michigan, is vice- in Detroit. Lynnette and Dottie, 
president of Local 951 of the both poets in their spare time, 
United Food and Commercial have attended and co-taught 
Workers' Union. Dottie Jones, many classes and workshops 
former autoworker and chief sponsored by the Program on 
steward for UAW Local 630 at Women and Work of the Insti-
the Chrysler plant in Ypsilanti, tute for Labor and Industrial 
Michigan, is currently working Relations at the University of 
as assistant director of the Wal- Michigan.21 

Factory Worker 

Been working on this line ten years and some. 
I work hard just to get the job done. 
I go home and try to get some rest, 
Knowing full well I've done my best. 
I can see those parts in my sleep, 
After all, I've done the same thing 
Week after week. 
Why don't the boss believe me when I say, 
"These parts ain't worth a damn." 
He says, "Run them anyway." 
People say I don't care, 
I have no pride in my work. 
But what do they know. 
Let them work a few days in my place 
And see how it feels to be part of 
The factory rat race. 

—Dottie Jones, 1980 

On the Wings of a Dove 

On the wings of a dove we go forward, 
Spreading peace, hope and love. 

As watchful eyes gaze towards the clock, 
We eagerly prepare for a better day. 
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For Mother Time is on our side. 

We are the women of the nation, 
A rainbow of colors, beautiful for any eyes to behold. 

No longer silent, but free for all to hear 
Our cry for dignity and equality. 

For we are the gentle people, 
The bearers of God's fruit. 

On the wings of a dove, we join hands and go forward. 

—Dottie Jones, 1980 

Sisterhood 

She came from the ghetto 
And I from the suburb. 
She came, a woman of colour 
And I, a "number one" (government classified) 
She struggled with discrimination daily 
And I thought I was free of all tha t . . . 
Allowed by some great proclamation to do 
Whatever I wished. 
She and I dreamed (and do dream) 
The same dreams. . . . 
Quality lives and jobs, 
Equality in our endeavors, 
The right, unabridged by any government or state, to stand 
Female and Free. 
She and I, heritages intact, dreams identified, have met . . . 
Have joined hands . . . 
Realize the power within us. . . . 
She and I 

Have become 
WE. 

—Lynnette Rich, 1980 
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Hope 

I don't believe 
one person can do it; no, 

not even two. 

I believe the job too large, 
the struggle all-encompassing 

the time too short 
for our success, for just us two. 

Hello in there! 
Do you hear me? 

Is anyone home? 

I need you 
and you need me 

we all so very much need each other 
if any of us 

are ever 
to be 

free. 

—Lynnette Rich, 1981 

Conviction 

I believe in women 

The women in aprons, the women carrying briefcases, holding 
textbooks 

and/or babies, stringing telephone wire, repairing automobiles, 
playing 

guitars and pianos, 
using artist brush and easel, writing furiously into the night. . . . 

I believe in the women 
marching, singing, chanting 
or quietly standing and watching 
banners held high 
words il luminating our paths, our lives, dreams and soon-to-be 

realities. 
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I believe in the women of all ages, from every walk of life, rich and 
poor 

forming a never-ending circle, 
building bridges of caring and strength 
gathering all people together 

to make this world an infinitely better place in which to live. 

—Lynnette Rich, 1982 
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In its sixty-year history, the 
movement for workers' educa
tion for women workers has be
come a tradition, carried on 
from generation to generation. 
The residential schools for 
women workers, remarkable in 
their clarity of vision and pur
pose, ideological framework, 
and understanding of material 
and social conditions, have be
come the foundation and force 
behind many developments in 
labor education today. The ear
ly residential schools became 
models for the schools for 
women workers that emerged 
forty years later, when it be
came clear that women workers 
still desired programs and 
schools designed for their par
ticular concerns. 

Despite their short history, in 
the Twenties and Thirties, the 
residential schools for women 
workers lived on in the spirit 
and activities of the students 
and staff who attended and 
taught at these programs. As 
activists in the labor move
ment, in labor education, and 
in government and community 
organizations and agencies, 
they continued their work in 
ways tha t kept the spirit and 
philosophy of their labor educa
tion experience alive. 

As a labor educator coming of 
age in the 1970s, I was pro
foundly influenced by the 
women and men who shaped a 
movement tha t gave working 
women the tools to break 

through many barriers and 
gain power and justice in their 
own right. Labor education is 
not just a concept on paper, but 
is a reality kept alive by their 
stories and the vibrancy of 
their commitment and accom
plishments. 

Through oral histories and 
the continued visibility of those 
former participants in the early 
programs for women workers, I 
have learned from their voices, 
their experiences, and their 
memories. In many ways, the 
schools and their teachings, as 
well as the ideology and 
methodologies on which they 
were based, seem as real to me 
fifty years later. 

As a graduate student with a 
commitment to feminism and 
the labor movement, I met 
Marguerite Gilmore, then 
working at the U.S. Depart
ment of Labor's Women's 
Bureau, who introduced me to 
Hilda Smith. Meeting Hilda— 
Jane , as she is often called— 
was a turning point in my life. 
During the hours of oral his
tory interviews I conducted 
with her, she shared her life 
with me—her visions, her 
ideas, and her belief in the pro
found effect that education 
could have on women workers. 
It was a transforming experi
ence for me. Labor education 
became the vehicle for my own 
work. 

These next few pages are in
terviews with four pioneers in 
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the early workers' education 
movement: Alice Cook, Esther 
Peterson, Marguerite Gilmore, 
and Larry Rogin. Their work 
spanned the breadth of labor 
education programs and proj
ects, and their interviews 
reflect a cumulative experience. 
They were not interviewed in 
one setting, yet their four inter
views are interwoven to form a 
complete story. 

Alice Hanson Cook, a gradu
ate of Northwestern University, 
did graduate work at the Uni
versity of Frankfurt-am-Main 
in Germany. She started 
teaching at the Bryn Mawr 
Summer School for Women 
Workers in 1928 and continued 
to teach there and at other res
idential programs for women 
and men workers for the next 
thirty years. Serving on the 
executive board of the YWCA, 
and as staff for the Industrial 
Department of the YWCA in 
Chicago and Philadelphia, she 
planned classes and programs 
for working women. She is cur
rently Professor Emeritus at 
the New York State School of 
Industrial and Labor Relations, 
Cornell University. 

Esther Peterson, the recrea
tion director at the Bryn Mawr 
Summer School for Women 
Workers in the early 1930's, 
has taught courses and organ
ized for several unions: the In
ternational Ladies Garment 
Workers' Union, the American 
Federation of Teachers, and the 

Amalgamated Clothing Work
ers of America. She served as a 
labor lobbyist in Washington, 
D.C. for several international 
unions and for the AFL-CIO. In 
1960, she became director of 
the Women's Bureau of the 
U.S. Department of Labor and 
became the executive director 
for President Kennedy's Com
mission on the Status of 
Women, which Eleanor 
Roosevelt chaired. She served 
as Consumer Affairs Advisor in 
presidential administrations 
from Johnson to Carter and 
had a seven-year tenure as 
Consumer Affairs Director for 
the Giant Food Corporation. 
She continues to work in re
lated fields. 

Marguerite Gilmore began 
her work in labor education in 
1929 at the Vineyard Shores 
School for Women Workers as 
secretary, tutor, and teacher of 
recreation and music. She 
directed the Chicago workers' 
education activities under the 
Federal Emergency Relief 
Administration and the Works 
Progress Administration, 
trained unemployed teachers as 
part of these New Deal pro
grams, and, during the past 
thirty years, worked for the 
War Labor Board, the Wage 
Stabilization Board and the 
Women's Bureau of the U.S. 
Department of Labor. 

Although Larry Rogin did 
not teach at any of the residen
tial programs for women work-
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ers, he remained close to those 
activities through his long-term 
involvement with workers' 
education. An instructor at the 
Brookwood Labor College from 
1935 to 1937, he has been ac
tive in labor education for 
almost half a century. He 
directed education programs for 
the American Federation of 
Hosiery Workers and for the 
Textile Workers' Union of 
America. Rogin headed the 
AFL-CIO national Education 
Department from 1960 to 1967 
and is currently a program 
coordinator at the George 
Meany Center for Labor Stud
ies. 

What did the experience mean 
to the women who attended the 
residential schools for women 
workers? What was its impact? 

LARRY: 
The early years were years in 
which the labor movement was 
weak and declining. The 
women's schools were schools 
both for the development of the 
individual and for the broaden
ing and interpreting of her ex
perience. Most women workers, 
except in the few industries 
where unions existed (most 
obviously, the garment indus
try), were unorganized. So the 
women's schools had a mix of 
organized and unorganized 
women workers, some women 
who had no experience or 
knowledge about unions at all, 

and a good many who had been 
through pretty harrowing ex
periences and efforts to organ
ize. The women, naturally, 
came away [from the residen
tial schools] more union-
minded. The ones that weren't 
union-minded were influenced 
very much by the activists who 
came from unionized industries. 

MARGUERITE: 
It enlarged their horizons to 
know what was going on, to 
understand why there was this 
great Depression and what they 
could do about it when they got 
back [from the schools]. And I 
think that was what was im
portant. When they found out 
what needed to be done, they 
prepared themselves to do 
something about it when they 
went back. They just didn't sit 
back; they wanted to do some
thing about it. 

ALICE: 
For many of the women, it was 
the high point of their whole 
lives. It put them in touch with 
ideas, books, and people whom 
they otherwise would never 
have met, not only tl'ie teachers 
but other working women from 
all over the country. 

ESTHER: 
In the first place, it gave the 
women techniques, which was 
important, techniques of speak
ing and organizing. It gave 
them an understanding of the 
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labor movement. We had to be 
so careful in recruiting stu
dents. They would think, "Oh, 
it will help me get a better 
job." No, but it will help you to 
understand your job. And that 
was the rough part because 
many of them just wanted to 
improve their lot. But, you see, 
this was a training ground for 
these women to develop lead
ership. I think they needed that 
opportunity. We had mock 
meetings, for example. They 
said that they would never dare 
to stand up in union meetings 
. . . in front of all the men. But 
we developed them. We'd put 
on plays. They'd take parts; 
they played that they were 
men. They experienced the 
kind of heckling they would 
get. They took the parts of the 
boss, the citizens. We call it 
roleplay. The whole point was 
to be practical . . . . where you 
are today, not some theoretical 
something down the pike. This 
brings it all back to me. It was 
such a wonderful experience. 
Terrific. When I think of the 
women who developed out of 
those schools, they became ter
rific trade union leaders, it's 
fantastic. It's something that 
we have lacked until CLUW 
came along. Those programs 
developed a real source of lead
ership. 

ALICE: 
And usually, during the last 
week of the school, we really 

tried to link these women back 
into their communities by get
ting them to think about where 
they could work. If there was 
not a union, what kinds of 
organizations existed where 
they could be active. Was there 
a Consumers' League, a 
YWCA? What was going on in 
the churches, and so on. Many 
of these women did become ac
tive. And when unions became 
more widespread, many of 
these women went into posi
tions as activists, and as of
ficials. 

Looking back at these programs, 
were these schools feminist? 
Were they thought of as feminist 
at the time? In retrospect, what 
do you think? 

LARRY: 
These early workers' education 
activities were very close in 
time to the climax of the femi
nist movement, which was the 
campaign for the women's suf
frage amendment. The schools 
for women workers started with 
that as a background. There 
was this success story. The 
programs for women workers 
were also related to the 
Women's Trade Union League, 
which was feminist, and to the 
Industrial Department of the 
YWCA. And so, yes, I'd say 
they were [feminist-oriented]. I 
don't know if we ever thought 
about it that way at the time. 
It's hard to go back and try to 
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recreate what a feeling was. If 
what you mean by feminist is 
getting an understanding of the 
problems of women and giving 
them a decent place in society, 
(the programs] were feminist. 

ESTHER: 
I didn't think of it as feminist. 
We didn't think in those terms 
in those days. I didn't, anyway. 
Maybe others did, but I didn't. 
But I remember the women's 
focus. I know you've heard this 
song; I think it's the first work
ing girls' liberation song. I 
helped write the music, and 
Fannia Cohn wrote the words. 
I worked so hard on it. 
(singing) 

In the black of the winter in 
1909, 

When we fought and bled on the 
picket line; 

We showed the world that 
women could fight, 

And we rose and won with 
women's might. 

Hail the waistmakers of 1909, 
Taking a stand on the picket 

line, 
Breaking the power of those 

who reign, 
Pointing the way, smashing the 

chain, 
And we gave new courage to the 

men 
Who carried on in 1910. 

(I love that) 
And shoulder to shoulder, 
We will win through the 

ILGWU 

I think it's terrific. It's 1910, 
and the women did it. I will 
never forget the story of the 
strike of 1909-1910 as long as I 
live. Great strong feminists 
were they. But I didn't think of 
them as feminists. I just 
thought of them as strong 
women. 

MARGUERITE: 
With my interpretation of 
feminist, I wouldn't think so. 
They were concerned about 
things that women were con
cerned about but it was not a 
separatist school. Their hus
bands came up sometimes from 
New York City, came for 
weekends to Vineyard Shores. 
There was certainly not any
thing in the teaching that was 
just feminism . . . tha t came 
along later. The programs were 
about their status and stature 
as women workers. 

ALICE: 
I think they saw the possibility 
of what their rights could be. 
And, in this whole atmosphere, 
feminist issues, and feminist 
assertiveness had its effect. 
And the effect on trade union 
women was to make them re
spond to what really, in my 
view, was a new kind of in
stitution. And it focused not 
simply on remedial education 
. . . but training women to play 
a really influential role in an 
important social institution— 
the labor union. 
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LARRY: 
The schools for women workers 
were special because of one 
very important reason: they 
were women's schools and the 
staffs were women. Not entire
ly, but the majority of teachers 
were women. So there was a 
concern for women as part of 
society, women as people. They 
were free to express themselves 
in every way; they didn't have 
to be afraid if they talked about 
certain things that some man 
would come in and tell them 
what to do, or would be critical. 
The programs were unusual in 
this regard. 

Why do you feel the schools 
were successful? 

ALICE: 
In eight weeks, one can do a 
great deal. It is possible to 
raise difficult and controversial 
problems and have time to 
work them through. We tried 
not to shy away from difficult 
problems. One issue was the 
race question, which at that 
time had not been faced up to 
in this country. Later, when I 
was working at the Southern 
Summer School for Women 
Workers, we were not allowed 
to have black women because 
the laws of the state forbade 
the integration in any way in 
the same institution of white 
and black persons. 

By the end of the third week 
of the school, even if the issue 

had not come up, we felt tha t 
we as the faculty must raise 
the question of race relations in 
the South. We needed at least 
three weeks to work this issue 
through so that we could arrive 
at some understanding of what 
the problems are, and how 
white women could deal with 
these issues with their fellow 
workers. That length of time 
was very important to us. And 
I think it became an intense 
experience for the women who 
were involved in the schools, 
certainly for us as teachers. It 
did really have the effect of 
changing lives, changing the 
directions of life for those who 
participated in the programs. 

LARRY: 
The longer-term school was a 
much more effective device but 
I don't know how you could 
accomplish it now because of 
cost. In the old days, if you had 
a job, you never had seniority. 
There were no union contracts, 
so if you went away for six or 
eight weeks, either you got a 
leave, or you got another job in 
the same industry, or you went 
back to your old job. Nowadays, 
going away for six or more 
weeks can cause all kinds of 
problems unless your union 
sponsors you. 

ESTHER: 
It was interesting to me, this 
tremendously strong, demo
cratic process that Hilda Smith 
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insisted on: the faculty having 
a say and the students having 
a say. Having grown up in a 
more authoritarian back
ground, I couldn't see how you 
could suddenly give power to 
people like that. And we did 
have problems with it. It was 
during the roughness of work
ing through the democratic pro
cess that we decided to proceed 
with supporting the Seabrook 
strike, and events like that. I 
think that probably I, for one, 
didn't have the judgment and 
the maturi ty at tha t time to 
make some of those decisions. 
But, majority ruled out—in one 
way it was good and another 
way it was bad, but on the 
whole I think it was good. 

You really have to begin to 
have faith and trust in people. 
It was a great experience for 
the young women to think that 
they had a say in shaping the 
schools' policies. I think it was 
rough, but it worked. 

MARGUERITE: 
The teachers were excellent. 
They didn't come to the schools 
to teach, or they weren't 
accepted unless they were very 
interested in helping people 
grow. We had good faculty at 
the summer schools. They were 
real people in themselves, not 
just teachers, but people who 
had a feeling of really being 
part of the world as they helped 
the students feel part of the 
world. They were not pessi

mists. They were helping to en
large the vision of the women 
to see what kind of a world it 
was and what they could do to 
even make it better. 

It was informal. The classes 
were not so large, and they 
were able to communicate indi
vidually, particularly in the 
residential schools like Bryn 
Mawr or Vineyard Shores. 
You'd have more time; you'd 
see more people. Everybody 
was working towards a common 
goal, and the faculty met 
almost daily. If there was a 
problem with one person or 
another, they could deal with 
tha t problem and help them get 
over it. It was an extraordi
nary educational experience. 

LARRY: 
The programs then were not in
stitutionalized; people were not 
being trained to fit into some
thing. If you take our union 
education now, we train people 
to fit into unions, and, to some 
extent, that is true in the 
women's schools and programs 
today. But the schools and 
programs we are talking about 
in the early period, existed 
when unions didn't amount to 
much in the society and the 
people who wanted to build un
ions were exploring changes in 
the structure, changes in the 
philosophy of the labor move
ment. I think this meant that 
they were much more open. 

If you think of the experience 
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of six weeks of very close asso
ciation with other concerned 
women and faculty, I think it 
must have been a remarkable 
experience for all of them. It 
was the living together, the 
working together on projects, 
and the evenings together—the 
whole thing had a tremendous 
impact. 

Was there a special need for 
women's schools in the Twenties 
and Thirties? Do the same 
needs exist today? 

ALICE: 
I think it is a different need. 
Back in the Twenties, the need 
was, to a great extent, that of 
immigrant women who never 
had education in this country 
and were doubly or triply hand
icapped for that reason. Many 
of the men in the labor move
ment were also immigrants. 
However, I think with the rise 
of the women's movement in 
this country, it became appar
ent that this important social 
institution, the unions, were 
not responding with equality to 
the special needs of women. 

MARGUERITE: 
Today life has changed again. 
Women have more freedom but 
they need a lot more too. Un
ions are important, but they're 
more a part of the country. I 
think that women's rights, 
equal rights, are not yet a part 
of the country. This is the 

emphasis that must be taken. I 
think some of the methods that 
were used then, when the facul
ty really tried to understand 
the problems of the workers, 
was the key. 

ALICE: 
Thanks to the recent equality 
legislation, to the existence of 
the Status of Women Commis
sion, the work of the Women's 
Bureau, union women see the 
possibility of what their rights 
can be. And in a sense, this 
whole feminist atmosphere . . . 
has had its effect. The effect on 
trade union women is to make 
them respond to what, in my 
view, is a new kind of institu
tion. Labor education for 
women workers today is train
ing women to play a really in
fluential role in an important 
social institution. 

LARRY: 
I think I'm probably in a 
minority among men in the 
labor movement in this. I think 
that the society, the situations, 
and the unions haven't changed 
enough as yet. . . . I see a role 
for women's schools concentrat
ing on training for skills and 
building support systems. . . . I 
don't think that it's the only 
education that is needed but I 
think it is still very useful. The 
role models are needed. There 
aren't enough role models as 
yet of women in unions, in 
administrative, key positions. I 
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really feel that the need isn't 
over. 

What contributions did the 
women's schools make to the 
field of adult education? 

LARRY: 
The schools for women workers, 
even more than union educa
tion in general, approached 
people through their jobs and 
through their institutions. 
While the problems that 
women face in society were 
part of the focus, what stands 
out was the development of 
educational methods that came 
out of the women's schools. 
There was a heavy focus on 
teaching methods that would be 
effective. I think that was be
cause of a different view of how 
people developed. A lot of that 
came from the YWCA where 
the industrial secretaries were 
basically group workers, not 
teachers. 

I think that there's still more 
attention in the women's 
schools and programs today on 
teaching methods than there is 
in the general labor education 
field. It is very interesting that 
the early schools for women 
workers were the sources of 
most of our li terature on 
teaching methods. You don't 
see anything coming out now 
that deals with the kinds of 
teaching problems that the 
articles and pamphlets ad
dressed at tha t earlier time. 

ESTHER: 
I think that it had a very great 
impact because we were really 
experimental in method. And 
that 's where Hilda Smith was 
absolutely magnificent. I don't 
think that anyone has really 
analyzed the contributions that 
we made in the methods of 
teaching. I'll never forget sit
ting down with Jane [Hilda 
Smith] and having her explain 
tha t what we had to do was to 
have the students see the whole 
world and where they fit into 
it. This was important. These 
were all new concepts to me; an 
old gym teacher was what I 
was. She had the vision and I 
don't think there's been any
thing else like it. 

We started the use of "role 
play." We started that back in 
the Twenties and Thirties long 
before there was anything else 
like it. I'd go to conferences 
later and say, "My word, that 
was figured out at the Bryn 
Mawr Summer School." I had 
to laugh at role playing. We 
never had a title for it. We'd 
just ask, "What was it like 
when the cop did this?" "What 
was it like when the boss said 
these things?" We acted out the 
whole thing . . . . a living news
paper. 

We didn't have textbooks. It 
was the experiences that were 
our textbooks. In recruiting 
students, the only things that 
they needed to be able to do 
was read and write. The pro-
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gram was all built out of their 
lives and it began with who 
they are and where they are. I 
think that is a lesson I learned 
there that helped me all 
through my life. If I am study
ing unemployment, I go to the 
unemployment office and talk 
to the people. You have a user 
concept. You don't start way up 
there and come down. I learned 
that at the Bryn Mawr Sum
mer School for Women 
Workers. 

ALICE: 
I think that what we used to 
call a discussion method, which 
Eleanor Coit so strongly advo
cated, has become more an 
accepted means of teaching in 
the universities than it was at 
the time the women's schools 
for women workers were 
pioneering in that field. Cer
tainly in the WPA days, the 
attempt to train teachers . . . 
unemployed public school 
teachers, to teach labor educa
tion, was an effort to bring 
them from the textbooks and 
lectures into dealing with real 
problems, and drawing mate
rials for the future. 

What was the impact of the ear
ly schools for women workers on 
the field of labor education? 

ALICE: 
Hilda Smith went from Bryn 
Mawr and work with the sum
mer schools to Washington, 

D.C., very early in the 
Roosevelt administration, after 
the WPA was established by 
the government as a means of 
providing employment. She 
went to work in that program 
and visualized that workers' 
education could be nationwide, 
and could reach unemployed 
workers through training un
employed teachers. 

An astonishing number of 
states had these programs. It 
was the result of these pro
grams, I think, that state uni
versities were ready to pick up 
workers' education programs 
when that time came. All of 
these things, I think, grew 
directly out of the WPA and 
constituted a kind of transition 
from the summer schools for 
women workers to the universi
ty labor education programs. 

LARRY: 
I think there is a similarity in 
giving confidence to people. 
There is a concern for their 
problems, an awareness of the 
difficulties. And there's some 
training to help them solve 
these problems. 

What are some of the differences 
between that early period in 
workers' education and the ac
tivities in the field today"? 

ALICE: 
A difference is the very high 
use today of university-trained 
people as teachers, and the 
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movement into the universities 
as the major educational re
source for these schools. The 
early schools were conducted 
under independent auspices but 
they were also often held at col
lege locations and brought in 
university teachers. 

A much more vocationally-
oriented training goes on in 
most of the schools for women 
today. The "how to" courses, 
the bread and butter courses, 
compare with the attempts of 
the schools in the early years to 
provide a background with con
siderably more depth on the 
general subjects: economics, 
history, literature, even 
psychology. Now that kind of 
teaching does not often exist to
day and it couldn't work very 
well because the courses today 
are so much shorter. 

Did the women's schools of 
those years have any impact on 
the labor movement? 

MARGUERITE: 
Yes, I think the schools had an 
impact on the labor movement. 
In the first few years, there 
weren't many union people in
volved. There were women from 
the ILGWU and from some of 
the other unions. In 1929, when 
I was just coming into the field, 
that 's when unions were just 
coming in, and the schools had 
a great deal of influence on 
them. The labor movement 
wasn't that aware of women 
coming into the work force, so 

the schools took the lead in 
helping unions recognize 
women. The unions were in
vited in and a comraderie be
gan to exist between them and 
it gave the young women new 
ideas and I think it gave the 
unions an idea of how women 
could help. 

LARRY: 
Did it impact on the labor 
movement? No, because during 
this period and also during the 
beginnings of the big growth of 
the labor movement in the 
Thirties, the role of women was 
submerged rather than ex
panded. If you take the unions 
in the period in which I first 
got involved with unions, you 
saw the unions struggling. 
There was still some role for 
women, but they were gradual
ly forced out of it . . . when the 
unions grew, with a few excep
tions. 

But if you look at the unions 
in the textile industry, there 
were more women. When the 
Textile Workers Organizing 
Committee was set up, we had, 
I guess, two women on the ex
ecutive board. It soon became 
one, and then none. And the 
same thing was true in the gar
ment unions. There were many 
more women in the garment 
unions in the Twenties but 
they tended to be pushed aside. 
Before institutions became 
established and viable, there 
was much more room for 
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women in them than after
wards. 

ESTHER: 
I don't think the labor move
ment thought of these pro
grams as a way of women gain
ing movement. I don't think 
they cared about it at that 
time. I think they saw these 
activities as an educational 
force. At the same time that 
Hilda Smith was working to ex
pand labor education services, 
the trade unionists began to do 
far more in education. We all 
began to work on a national 
labor extension services bill, 
that Hilda worked on so hard, 
to try to get support for labor 
education. 

There were a lot of things 
going on and I think the labor 
movement awakened to the fact 
that they had to have schools 
for their members and perform 
other educational activities. 
The summer schools began to 
admit men and the schools 
became not just for women. I 
think it affected the way the 
labor movement looked at these 
programs. 

What were the contributions of 
middle-class women'? 

LARRY: 
The people who started the 
women's schools did not come 
out of a trade union back
ground. While some of the staff 
in the women's schools had 

some background in labor prob
lems or in organizing and 
working with unions, a large 
number did not have that ex
perience and tended to get in
volved with the unions as 
through their experiences in 
the summer schools. It required 
a real concern for many of 
these middle-class women. 
Many stayed in and around the 
labor movement and made 
their careers that way; others 
stayed in labor education. 

You need to look at the de
cline of the women's schools 
coming in a period when they 
couldn't raise the money to 
keep them going. It needed lit
tle money to keep the institu
tions going in the early days 
but then it began to take more 
money. I look at the Brookwood 
[Labor School] experience. I 
don't know if it was the same 
experience for the women's 
schools but I think it reflects 
part of it. Money was contrib
uted to Brookwood, much of it 
coming from outside the labor 
movement. As long as there 
was no strong union movement 
challenging the society, when 
workers were downtrodden and 
didn't have much hope, you 
could raise money from outside 
sources. 

ESTHER: 
You see, we raised the money 
for all these scholarships at 
meetings and teas. I went to so 
many teas raising money to get 
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scholarships. The money that 
was raised there came mostly 
from the upper class. I think 
that it was a little bit of the 
"lady bountiful" image, helping 
the poor working girl who is at 
the factory. I can remember 
going to those [fund-raising] 
meetings and talking about 
these bright young women who 
were just hungry to learn. But 
then, of course, the husbands of 
some of these [wealthy] women 
got angry because we were 
teaching the young women 
workers about trade unions. 

MARGUERITE: 
A number of these wealthy 
women, a lot of whom had been 
active with the Women's Trade 
Union League, and carried on 
in that tradition, they might 
not have known the deep prin
ciples of the schools but they 
thought it was a wonderful idea 
and they supported it. Middle-
and upper-class women would 
have meetings and make con
tributions to the schools. Bryn 
Mawr alumni in many cities 
set up committees to raise 
funds and select women to 
attend the school. A lot of peo
ple were supporting the schools 
and that 's why in 1933, during 
the Great Depression, the 
schools went under because 
they couldn't afford to contrib
ute any more. They'd give teas 
and bridge parties to raise 
funds. In many cases, they 
didn't understand the principles 

of unions but they thought 
these are poor girls, working 
hard, who need to have a break 
and get to know more about the 
world. It was a desire to help 
other women look at the world 
and give more to the world. 

How did the change to includ
ing men in the programs affect 
the women's schools? 

ALICE: 
The change came with the mas
sive organizing of tens of 
thousands of people who had 
never been organized before. I 
think there was a real pressure 
then to bring men into the 
schools because they actually 
needed this education. But I 
think that the real pressure 
came from the needs of the un
ions and the fact that the 
schools themselves were 
changing. 

I was at the Southern Sum
mer School for Women Workers 
when it changed over to include 
men and we had only three or 
four men there the first sum
mer. It was still predominantly 
a women's school; there were 
women faculty and most of the 
students were women. I don't 
think we felt any change in 
emphasis or curriculum at that 
point. When the Bryn Mawr 
school changed, it was after it 
had moved to Hudson Shore. I 
went back in 1942 and by that 
time, it was accepted that we 
have coeducational schools. I 
don't remember thinking that 
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it was continuous with the old 
Bryn Mawr Summer School [for 
Women Workers]. It became a 
different school, and not just 
because men were there. There 
were shorter sessions. There 
was a closer link to reality in 
teaching about organizational 
problems, collective bargaining 
problems, and labor law. I 
think there was a conscious de
cision to change from a more 
humanities-based program to 
"how to" classes. 

By then, evening classes in 
the localities were much more 
available, thanks to the WPA 
programs and the labor colleges 
in the big cities. When I look 
back and when I did some re
search on what was actually 
taught at those schools, I found 
that they were very practically 
oriented. They taught par
liamentary procedure, public 
speaking. The effort was to 
offer trade unionists the chance 
to express themselves with 
some coherence on their feet 
and to be able to think through 
problems and present them 
with some logic. 

How did the experience of 
teaching at the schools for 
women workers affect you per
sonally and professionally? 

ESTHER: 
Personally, along with other 
experiences of the period, it 
changed my life completely. It 
gave me a whole new direction. 

I left my old profession com
pletely and wanted to throw my 
lot with the labor movement. 
Here I was out of college, 
graduated with honors, and I 
didn't know a thing about the 
labor movement. I just didn't 
understand the world. I became 
converted to the trade union 
movement at tha t time as the 
avenue for accomplishing the 
things tha t I believed in. I 
became converted. 

Politically, it did mean a lot 
to me. I was the recreation 
director at the Bryn Mawr 
school and of course I went to 
all the classes. The thing that I 
did that was creative was to 
translate their economics 
classes into rhythm and to 
dance and to drama. I am told 
it was a terrific original method 
which added to the teaching of 
economics and labor history. 

ALICE: 
Beginning with my teaching at 
Commonwealth College, these 
programs gave me an exposure 
to the ways of thinking of 
working-class men and women 
and it certainly shaped my pro
fessional interests. When I had 
the opportunity to go abroad to 
do my graduate work, I chose 
to do my dissertation on labor 
education. And while I never 
got my graduate degree be
cause Hitler interfered with 
that, I went through the pro
cess and thought of myself from 
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tha t point onward as a profes
sional labor educator. I began 
then to have the interest that 
has been consistent ever since 
of comparing this country with 
Europe, my interest in compar
ative labor movements, par
ticularly in labor education. 

My experience with the labor 
movement and then in Ger
many—all that experience be
came part of a single role that 
made it possible for me to move 
right into an academic setting 
[at Cornell! and I was also ac
tive in the extension work at 
Cornell, teaching classes to 
trade unionists and doing re
search on labor unions. 

MARGUERITE: 
I had gone to the YWCA camps 
for a number of years where I 
was a counselor. And the 
YWCA told me about the 
Carhar t Overall girls' strike, 
what troubles they were having 
and that it would be interesting 
if some of us just went over to 
chat with the strikers. That 
was kind of a start for me. My 
family was startled at the time. 
I took economics and labor 
problems at Wheaton College 
and got more and more in
terested. Ernestine Friedmann 
was teaching there and she 
took me once a week to the 
Boston Labor College where 
she was teaching economics 
and current events in the eve
nings to working people and 

she used me to help tutor them. 
At Wheaton, we also set up an 
arrangement with the young 
women at the Bedford Textile 
Mills there and we'd have regu
lar meetings. 

Ernestine asked if I wanted 
to be on the staff of the 
Vineyard Shores School which I 
certainly did. After being there 
several years, when that school 
closed down, I got a fellowship 
from the University of Chicago 
to study labor problems. And 
that really affected my career. 
The more I read and the more I 
heard about labor problems, the 
difficulties workers had getting 
decent wages and working con
ditions and how much they 
were being cheated out of the 
good things in life, it just sent 
my life in those directions. 

These women and men—the 
pioneers of labor education— 
have had a profound effect on 
the development of contempo
rary labor education programs. 
Today, as in the past, schools 
for women workers address con
cerns and build skills, confi
dence and leadership unparal
leled in any other kind of pro
gram. In these programs, 
women of different unions, gen
erations, racial and ethnic 
backgrounds understand com
mon experiences and shared 
differences. 

Meeting and working with 
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these pioneers has been a rare 
opportunity to learn history 
from the people who lived it. In 
sharing their experiences with 
us, they provide a new genera

tion of worker-educators the 
opportunity to carry this proud 
tradition forward. And thus we 
keep the spirit and soul of the 
movement alive. 
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Noontime factory Bible class at a Birmingham, Alabama, YWCA 
(ca. 1915). 

Source: National Board, YWCA Archives. 
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YWCA Industrial Girls' Club, Kalamazoo, Michigan 
rrRosenbaum's Add-a-Link-52 Hustlers" (no date). 

Source: National Board, YWCA Archives. 
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Industrial girl delegates at the Blue Ridge YWCA Conference 
(no date, probably 1920s). 

Source: National Board, YWCA Archives. 
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Folk dancing at the ILGWU Unity Center (ca. 1919). 
Source: ILGWU Research Department. 

An English class at the New York Women's Trade Union League 
Headquarters (early 1920s). 

Source: New York State Department of Labor Archives. 
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Directing Board of the Bryn Mawr Summer School for Women 
Workers (June 1921). Left to right: 

Dr. Susan Kingsburry, Miss Ernestine Friedman, Mr. Henry Clay, 
Dean Hilda Smith, Miss Leila Houghteling. 

Source: The Schlesinger Library, Radcliffe College. 

The Machine Dance. Bryn Mawr Summer School for Women Workers 
(1932). 

Source: The Schlesinger Library, Radcliffe College. 
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T"Ae Robots. Bryn Mawr Summer School for Women Workers 
(1932). 

Source: The Schlesinger Library, Radcliffe College. 
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An ILGWU symposium on women in the labor movement (July 
1925) at Unity House, Forest Park, Pennsylvania. 

Fannia Cohn is at the far right, seated on the platform steps. 
Source: New York Public Library, Fannia Cohn Papers, Rare 

Books and Manuscripts Division, 
Astor, Lenox and Tildeu Foundations. 

•'lav entitled "Work and Wealt Play entitled "Work and Wealth" produced by Hollace Ransdell. 
Southern Summer School 

(1929). 
Source: Michael Studio, Asheville, N.C. 
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Students at the Southern Summer School for Women Workers 
perform "Mother Jones' Tin-Pan Army" (1933). 

Source: National Archives and Records Collection. 

Summer School for Office Workers, Chicago (1940). 
Source: The Schlesinger Library, Radcliffe College. 



350 Photographs 

Unemployed young women get training in domestic arts in a 
WPA educational camp for household employees in Michigan 

(ca. 1934). 
Source: Archives of Labor and Urban Affairs, Wayne State 

University. 

FERA Educational Camps for Women, 1934 and 1935. 
Source: The Schlesinger Library, Radcliffe College. 
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A performance about domestic workers at a WPA program in 
Illinois (mid 1930s). 

Source: National Archives and Records Collection. 

Hudson Shore study class, 1939. 
Source: The Schlesinger Library, Radcliffe College. 
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Unemployed women at WPA Camp Eleanor Roosevelt perform a 
puppet show (1935). 

Source: National Archives and Records Collection. 

Palmers' Lodge, South Carolina, a WPA educational camp for 
unemployed women (ca. 1935). 

Source: The Schlesinger Library, Radcliffe College. 
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An educational trip to Washington, D.C. (1930s). 
Source: Archives of New York State Department of Labor. 

Eleanor Roosevelt, Bessie Hillman, and Hilda Smith at a 
graduation banquet of the Hudson Shore Labor School for 

Women Workers (early 1948). 
Source: The Schlesinger Library, Radcliffe College. 
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A workshop at the 1975 Michigan Summer School for Women 
Workers, Ann Arbor, Michigan 

Source: Labor Studies Center, Institute of Labor and Industrial 
Relations, 

University of Michigan. 

A trade union women's studies class at Cornell University's New 
York State School of Industrial and Labor Relations, 

New York City (late 1970s). 
Source: Institute for Education and Research on Women and 

Work, 
New York State School of Industrial and Labor Relations, Cornell 

University. 
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UCLEA Southern Summer School for Women Workers, Austin, 
Texas (June 1982). 

Source: Texas AFL-CIO. 

Public Employee Federation Summer Women's Conference 
in Lake Placid, New York, 1982. 

Source: Service Employees International Union. 
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