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Theresa Serber Malkiel was a Jewish immigrant who arrived in New York in 1891 at the age of seventeen. Like many other female immigrants at that time, she began working in a sweatshop in the garment industry. She quickly became active in the labor movement and joined the Socialist Labor party. Her marriage to a lawyer allowed her to leave the factory, but she remained involved in politics and began her work as a journalist. She wrote for the New York Call, a socialist newspaper, and the Jewish Daily Forward, where she wrote a women’s column. While her socialist beliefs made her suspicious of middle-class suffragists, Malkiel believed strongly in women’s right to vote. Diary of a Shirtwaist Striker is a fictionalized account of the New York City Shirtwaist Strike of 1909–1910. With twenty thousand strikers, most of them young, Jewish, immigrant women, this was, at the time, the largest strike of women workers in American history. The excerpt below presents the evolving political consciousness of one striker.
November 23, 1909
Ha, ha, ha! that’s a joke. By Jove, it is. I’m a striker. I wonder what Jim’ll have to say to this?
I must say I really don’t know why I became one—I went down just because everybody else in the workroom did. . . .
[. . .]
I guess Jim wouldn’t mind my being a striker if he knew what fun I’m getting out of it. But I know better, he’s that strict about all such things. I can just hear him call me an anarchist. And yet, it’s a good thing, this strike is; it makes you feel like a real grown-up person. But I wish I’d feel about it like them Jew girls do. Why, their eyes flash fire as soon as they commence to talk about the strike— and the lot of talk they can Put up—at times they make a body feel like two cents.
I simply can’t get over the way little Ray Goldovsky jumped on a chair and suddenly, without a minute’s notice, stopped the electricity. I must say, it’s nothing but her bravery that took us all. Why, we were simply stunned. And Mr. Hayman, too, was taken off his feet. Before you could say Jack Robinson we all rose, slipped on our duds and marched down the stairs, shouting, yelling and giggling about our walkout, as they called it.
[. . .]
I’m surprised that Mr. Hayman didn’t show up this afternoon; they were all so sure that he’d settle within a few hours. I guess it has been the girls’ own imagination. It makes me smile when I think of being labeled; but what was I to do? Everybody gave in their name, so I had to give mine and a dime with it. They warned me that I can’t get my union book unless I pay in the rest, $1.15 in all. As if a body cares for their old book. What in the world do I want with a union? My mother and grandmother have gone through life without belonging to one and I guess I, too, can get along without it.
The only thing that keeps me with them is that it may help those poor devils who have to work for three and four dollars a week. It’s but very few of the girls that make such wages as I do. And I believe they must have a real hard time of it. They look it. It was enough to break one’s heart to see some of them. Perhaps it will be over tomorrow.
November 24
Well, well, I think this strike is a more serious business than I thought, otherwise the papers wouldn’t make so much of it. Why, every one of them is full of the strike and strikers; we are made so much of. It really feels good to be somebody. It even gave me courage to tell ma that I, too, am a striker. Of course I had to give her a whopper—had to tell her that Mr. Hayman closed up shop when the girls went out. He’s just the one to do it. He’s sure to keep it up, if only for spite. I wonder why he hates the union so much?
[. . .]
It’s simply amazing what a difference one day may make. I think a complete change has come over me, and no wonder! It is enough to make any one mad the way they treat the girls, as if a body mustn’t talk to anybody on the street. That’s just why they’ve arrested Ray. It’s ridiculous, their saying that she wanted to hit big Moe, as if that ruffian would be afraid of her. Poor kid, I’m real sorry for her, she has a hard lot with that whole family upon her frail shoulders, an’ I don’t see how she can do it. Here am I that ain’t got any board to pay, for ma don’t need my money. Pa makes enough to keep the whole lot of us, so whatever I make is my own, but a body needs a whole lot these days and I don’t get much left out of my wages.
[. . .]
And then again, one can’t really help standing up for the girls. I went down to see Minnie; she’s down in bed; some hoodlum hit her last night. God! how those people do live! I don’t see how she can afford to stop for a single day.
Her brother Mack is out of work, her father never works, Minnie and her sister, Sarah, are out on strike. Talk about nerve, I really think them Jew girls have it all. I’d like a share of it myself, but somehow I ain’t of the brave kind. Ray said she’d rather starve to death than be a scab and take some one else’s bread out of their mouths. I’m sure I couldn’t have that much courage, but I’d hate to go back on the girls.
One of these talking women was trying to tell us girls that we ought to be glad of the opportunity to be idle for awhile—it gives us a chance to see and learn things that we could have never known anything about. She may be right, after all; what I’ve learned in these last two days is enough to put me wise to many a wrong. Only a little while ago I would have laughed had somebody told me that I would take this strike in earnest, but this afternoon, listening to the stories of assault upon the girls, watching the poor, miserable creatures that don’t earn enough to keep body and soul together, I believe I was as much excited as the rest of them.
[. . .]
November 25
Another day spent in that dingy, smelly hall and still no end. Mr. Hayman don’t come around and I’m pretty sure he won’t come, either. The crowds increase every hour. Just like the ocean tide, their number grew higher and yet they said down at the headquarters that forty-one bosses have settled already and seven thousand girls are back to work. But then there are still four times seven thousand out and if the bosses will be settling at the rate of seven thousand in three days it will take almost two weeks before this big strike is settled. I think it’s terrible. Why, some of the girls can’t wait a day!
They asked me to go picketing, but I refused, of course. The idea of walking around the street corner as if I was a watch dog! They ought to be glad that I come down to their meetings every day. . . .
[. . .]
. . . .Jim was up here a little while ago. It’s just as I had expected; why, he is just wild at my having mixed myself up with the strike. He said that I’d better quit and I said I won’t, and before long we were having a tongue lashing and came pretty near having a falling out. That never happened to us since we have been going together.
The idea of his saying that a strike is good enough for these East Side girls, but he can’t see the sense of my going into it. As if I was something better, made of different clay, perhaps. No, the speaker justly said that it makes no difference to what nationality we girls belong, or of what religion we are, so long as we have to work one is as good as the other, for all have one and the same interest—to make life a bit easier.
I’m mighty glad I had the courage to tell Jim just what I thought of his words. I’m sure he’ll mind his business after this and I’ll try to mind my own. It’s a bit too much, him acting as if he is my boss already. Not by a long shot! There’s many a slip between the cup and the lip.
[. . .]
November 26
[. . .]
It ain’t only our girls that are out doing the job, there is a lot of college women, members of the Woman’s Trade Union League, who spend their days watching our factories. And a fine lot of women they are at that. I’ve come to know quite a number of them. What sets me a-thinking is the fact that these women could go on living to their heart’s content. They needn’t come downtown among us if they don’t want to, and why should they do it? It can’t be for the sake of what’s in it, for there ain’t much fun in standing around the bleak, cold corners, being arrested by the cops and taken to the station house and police court.
I shouldn’t wonder that their conscience pricks them a bit—they must be ashamed of being fortune children while so many of the girls have never known what a good day means. The rich women seem to be softer than the men; perhaps it’s because they ain’t making the money—they’re only spending it. Or is it that women, as a rule, are better natured than their men folk? The saying has it that there is nothing so bad as a bad woman, nor anything better than a good one. I must admit the league women are the goodest of the good. And the Woman’s Trade Union League in general is a mighty good thing for us girls.
[. . .]
November 27
I felt a bit shaky when I came down town this morning. But picketing ain’t half as bad as I thought it would be. And another thing—it’s enough to get down in that neighborhood and see the way these cops handle our girls, to be mad through and through; there ain’t no thought of shame in them.
To tell the truth—it’s only false pride—this imaginary shame is. There is nothing dishonest in standing up for one’s bread. We must warn the newcomers that us girls are out on strike because our boss is paying starvation wages. To be sure, this is a business of much consequence, and so far as I can see the union is really the one to help us out. Then why be ashamed to belong to it and fight for it? In fact, we’re all union people, only we don’t seem to remember it. This land is one big union, and us children were taught very early that united we stand and divided we fall, and that’s just what we girls are demanding—the right to be united.
[. . .]
. . . .Jim is just set on seeing me leave the strike, and I’m just as set on sticking to it. He even went so far as to threaten me—said that I’d have to make my choice. And suppose I will, I’m sure it’s better to suffer than turn traitor, and this is just what I would be were I to leave the girls now, when they are abused the most, and treated worse than street dogs. . . .
[. . .]
November 28
I stayed home today; thought I’d rest up a bit, but nothing doing—had more trouble than I’ve bargained for. Pa didn’t have a chance to say much to me during the week; in fact, we hardly see him at all except Sundays and holidays. And I guess he had it in for me all along. At any rate, I got all that’s a-coming to me today.
“See here,” was the first thing he said to me this morning. “I’ve never been very strict with you girls; you’ve always had enough rope to run about, but not too much. I won’t stand for it. I wouldn’t have my neighbors point their finger at me. I ain’t the kind to be pitied. You’ve been fooling around long enough with that strike business of your ‘n, and now it’s high time to quit. I don’t give a snap about the money you’ve lost during the week. It ain’t that. It’s just because I don’t think it’s a woman’s place to be hangin’ around street corners, fighting with rowdies and be taken to jail. Union is all good and well by itself, but it was never meant for the women.”

His words just set my blood a boiling—as if it is woman’s place to go out of the home in order to be the breadwinner for the family. If she’s good enough to spend her days in some of the shops that ain’t fit for pig stys, she may as well stand up on the corners and fight for her rights. I’m sure it’s much better than standing on the corner for other purposes, which some women are compelled to do. And if woman is to go on submitting to the love-making of every rowdy that’s got some power over her, she may as well teach others that she, too, can stand up for herself. I wouldn’t have minded him so much, if he hadn’t been a union man himself. People laugh at woman’s reason, but, honestly, I think man’s beats it all to pieces. Where’s the difference between man and woman when it comes to work? They’re both anxious to earn an honest living and have the right to protect themselves as best they can.
[. . .]
December 2
[. . .]
Everybody tried to make love to the little coal stove when we got back to the meeting rooms. But I wouldn’t be a bit surprised if many of the girls will be laid up with sore throats by tomorrow. It is terrible; they go down like flies. There’s scarcely a shop but has a number of girls sick in bed. This makes it so much harder for those who are still up. Poor Ray, her teeth were just rattling when she got back this afternoon; even the cup of hot water we gave her didn’t help much. She ain’t fit to work or strike, either. It’s a sanitarium and good care that she needs, but where is she to get it, and what will the others do without her?
[. . .]
December 4
[. . .]
Stopped on the square this afternoon and listened to them that talks votes for women. It’s all very true. I also say that a woman is every bit as good as a man and should have the same rights with him. But us girls have something else to think of just now. We must see to it that we win the strike for bread and then we can start one for the ballot.
As I was leaving the square I met a girl going to the headquarters; her face was all swollen, one of her teeth knocked out, her clothes in tatters and she running around since early this morning unable to find a policeman willing to arrest the brute who beat her so terribly. I wonder if this is what our good Mayor is doing for us?
As I said, we have our hands full just at present—a number of girls went back on us. The fools got scared because Hayman told them that he’d rather go out of business than give in to us girls. I don’t believe a word he says—what else would he do if not be in business unless he turned dog catcher? But it wouldn’t pay as well as the waist making business does.
The pity of it is that us working people don’t really realize what a power we are. I fully agree with that speaker who said that in spite of all their money our bosses couldn’t get along without us working people. For if they had even a hundred times as many machines, and the whole world built of factories, they couldn’t deliver a single order unless the working people chose to make them up.
[. . .]
December 8
[. . .]
The judges and police make the mistake of their lives if they hope to stop us by keeping up this jail business—every new arrest makes a firm convert to the cause. The girls’ sense of justice becomes sharpened by the fact that they are persecuted for telling the truth. Helen tried to assure us that they’ll impeach the judges—I’d like to know who’ll be brave enough to do it. But anything is good, so long as it quiets the girls.
Some of the League women rushed off in a hurry, they said, to hold a conference with the bosses. I do hope they’ll come to some understanding this time, for this strike is just killing many of the girls. But some of them labor leaders needn’t think that they can bunco us into any tom fool settlement, for we won’t stand for it. Us girls have come to realize that the welfare of one means the welfare of all, and this is likewise true about the hardships. Annie and Rosie don’t amount to anything as long as they remain only hands and stand up each one for herself and let the devil take the hindmost.
[. . .]
December 12
[. . .]
“Why, Jim, what are you cursing about, and on Sunday at that?” “I’m cursing that blame strike of yourn,” says he. “Before that nuisance took place you were perfectly satisfied with your lot, obeyed your father and cared and believed in me as every good woman should do, and now you seem so changed that I often wonder what has come over you.”

“Why, Jim, my boy,” I said, quietly. “I’ve grown up since then and learned a thing or two. A tin rattle and a funny man can’t satisfy me any longer. I’ve come to understand that, until I left the workbench on that Tuesday morning, I had lived in a trance without really knowing why I kept it up from day to day. I was no better than the cow in the stall—as long as I had enough to eat I was satisfied. But I’m sure, Jim, that even you wouldn’t want me to remain a cow.”

“I—I don’t know what I’d want; I’d want you to be a woman and not a freak,” blurted out Jim at last.
“I wonder what a man means when he says he’d want you to be a woman? If to believe in everything that’s right, to sorrow for the needy, to help the weak, to censure the wicked, to refuse being stepped upon, used and abused, means not being a woman, then I don’t want to be a woman. Honestly, I don’t. My Ma is considered a good woman—she wakes up long before sunrise and she works and works until we are all in bed. And she never has her say, but does what Pa wants her to do.”

“Mary!” exclaimed Jim in anger. “I’m sure you’ll rue the day you’ve mixed yourself up with those darn anarchists. They’ll be the ruin of you,” and with this he left me standing near the house and rushed off.
[. . .]
December 17
[. . .]
They’ve brought me to their fashionable clubhouse to hear about our misery. To tell the truth, I’ve no appetite to tell it to them, for I’ve almost come to the conclusion that the gulf between us girls and these rich ladies is too deep to be smoothed over by a few paltry dollars; the girls would probably be the better off in the long run if they did not take their money. They would the sooner realize the great contrast and the division of classes; this would teach them to stick to their own. But say and think what I please, we simply have to go to them for the present and accept as little or as much as they’re willing to give. The lines down at Clinton Street are growing daily. And it ain’t for curiosity that they come there and shove and push, only to get a bit nearer to the sacred door behind which sits Mr. Shindler. No, it’s nothing but merciless hunger that brings them there.
The women gave us a thousand dollars, but what does this amount to? Not even a quarter a piece for each striker, and I know of many that need at least a ten-dollar bill to drive the wolf away from the door. And can there be a worse wolf than the landlord when there’s two months’ rent due him?
Only this morning as I was leaving home I walked past an evicted family. It almost broke my heart to see their pitiful faces. Can they be blamed for insisting that their daughters give up the strike and go back to work? Some of these people hadn’t a cent to their name when the strike first started and one can imagine the state they’re in after almost four weeks of idleness.
I can’t understand somehow where in this world the justice comes in as it is arranged just now— here’s us that work hard and steady and must face starvation as soon as we cease to work, while them that’s idle have more money and good things than they really know what to do with.
I think it’s foolish of us working people to accept our fate so quietly. It can’t be that we are doomed to go through life in misery and darkness, without a ray of natural light in the shop, without a bit of sunshine at home. Can’t the working people realize that we are at the complete mercy of selfishness and greed? I did to-day when I was brought face to face with all those riches; if they’d know what’s good for them they wouldn’t bring us in their midst, for, if anything will, this is sure to arouse the spirit of rebellion. I know it did in me. I felt sore for the rest of the day.
[. . .]
December 23
[. . .]
When I got there Jim was waiting for me, and, by the way he acted, I’m beginning to believe he has changed his opinion about us girls. I tried to be as jolly as I possibly could under the circumstances— I don’t believe of sniffling before anybody, especially Jim—I wasn’t going to show him how bad I felt. What’s the use? And yet, I’d be more than happy if I could turn him to my way of looking upon life. Not that I’d want to boss over him. I wouldn’t want that for anything in the world—no more than I’d want him to boss over me.
[. . .]
December 24
It just struck me this morning that this is the second month since we are out on strike. It seems easy to say the second month. But Lord! Thirty-two whole days, 7248 hours since Clara said to us girls down at that big meeting: “Come, girls, let’s go out on strike.” And all those hours were hours of suffering, agony and growth. Yes, growth—whatever else we’ll gain from this strike it certainly was an eye-opener to some of us, myself especially.
[. . .]
December 25
[. . .]
Silently, for the first time in this holy morning, I delivered a prayer to the Lord. The Jim I disliked was slipping away and a new one, nobler and more generous, was entering into my life.
We left the barracks after a while, had a bite and, I leading the way, started up Fifth avenue. I thought it was a good policy to let him note the difference. And, sure enough, he did.
“Mary,” says he, “it seems to be a shame that these people gorge themselves with all good stuff, while most of the others have to stand in line in order to get their leavings. I—I really think you’re about right in trying to help make things as they should be, for it seems a grievous sin to live amid all the misery without lifting a finger to help.”

And so I’ve succeeded in awakening another human heart. I know Jim, and am sure that he won’t shrink from the trials he is sure to meet on this new path of life.
[. . .]
December 27
[. . .]
In the afternoon there were five mass meetings held in different halls in order to give all the girls a chance to vote on the latest proposition. I made it my business to have a peep at all of them, and I must say it was the greatest sight I’ve met yet. Girls with sore throats and girls with broken noses; girls with wet, torn shoes and girls without hats or coats, shivering from cold and faint from hunger; they were all on hand; their condition didn’t matter a bit. Their vote was wanted and they came. Tired, half starved and almost dropping from weakness, they stood up on the tables, clung to the banisters, steadied themselves on window sills and hung onto the balcony railings. Their deep, thoughtful eyes wide open, their lips parted, they tried not to miss a single word uttered from the platform and the expression of their worn faces was even more eloquent than words.
Like a numberless army of bees they rose in a body against those who were trying to mar their future. “We’re sick of all these assurances,” shouted Fanny. “This is the time to strike them while the iron is red hot and we’re going to get what we want or die in the attempt.”

To listen to the numerous individual expressions one would have thought that us girls must be positive of a near victory, and yet this very morning many of the girls deserted our ranks and went back to work, but it doesn’t seem to matter; somehow we’ve become so desperate that we look upon the whole thing this way: We don’t die twice and don’t live on forever, and us girls are resigned to accept whatever comes along. At any rate, it’s better to die fighting than being fought with your hands tied behind your back.
“We ain’t going back!” yelled Molly, jumping from a nearby table onto the platform. “I move that we remain out unless the bosses sign an agreement with the union.” I’m happy to say her motion was accepted unanimously.
[. . .]
December 28
Spent this morning in the office of the union and, honestly, it pretty near did me up—the lines of applicants for strike benefits grow hourly; as it is they already extend from the fourth ‘way down to the ground floor, standing four abreast. It’s enough to break one’s heart to witness their misery, even for a little while. People are dying with hunger, and this, coupled with the horrible brutalities practiced upon our girls, reaches a point where description becomes impossible.
We in the office had to listen to their tales of unbearable cold, of starvation and sickness that reigns in their gloomy homes. The truth of their words could easily be verified by the careworn expression of their pale faces. God! where do we get the power to stand it all? I myself often go for days with just a bit of dry bread, but somehow a body’s insides get so dried up that one don’t mind it any longer—only that our strength is giving out bit by bit.
[. . .]
January 13
[. . .]
“Mary,” said Jim to me after we had talked a while about our future life, “I don’t know as I could be called a woman’s rights man, but it seems to me that these women ought to try and wake up us men as well. I know this little woman,” pointing at me, “did wake me up. I’ve come to believe that us men do not understand the make-up of you girls. For we would know better if we did. It’s silly talk; we can’t live without one another; there can’t be no man’s nor woman’s world, Mary, there must be a human world.”

I just wonder what pa would say if he heard Jim talk. Lord! . . .
January 19
[. . .]
God! what a terrible, bloodless tragedy this strike of ours turned out to be! Yes, I’m right in saying bloodless, for there ain’t a bit of blood left in the girls. I don’t know, but I had a funny day and can’t help seeing everything from the dark side. I guess it’s because Jim didn’t come ‘round.
Strange as it may seem, in spite of my moods and thoughts, I ain’t a bit sorry for having struck. For the last few years things have been getting steadily worse. Wages decreasing and the cost of living getting higher. Many of the people that I’ve met since the strike have lost half of their families through nothing but starvation. Why, even the charities reported that this year is the worst ever. It was about time that somebody should protest and I’m glad that us girls were brave enough to do it, even if many will have to pay with their life for it. I’m willing to forfeit mine.
[. . .]
January 21
[. . .]
Some blame us girls for having started this whole affair. They claim that it’s going to hurt everybody and won’t help us. Well, I beg to differ. It helped us already—twenty-one thousand people enrolled on the union books, about seventeen thousand back to work under agreements with the bosses, the remainder still fighting and at the same time being molded into types that will withstand any fire.
[. . .]
January 23
All comes to him who works for it! All hail to us girls—we got what we wanted—Mr. Hayman had to sign the agreement after all. Oh, I begged and coaxed them and they took me along on the committee—just wanted to see for myself how he behaved. Well, well, he made me think of the animals at the circus—jumped and kicked and gnawed his teeth to the very last moment—but us girls had the strong whip over him—he must send out his orders and pride must go. Ours went long ago—we needed bread to keep up our life. And why should we alone suffer all the time?
I know that it has been going on that way for a long, long while—the poor worked and suffered and watched their children growing pale from lack of food and ill health. But still they went on uncomplaining—it’s all because there’s a dark curtain hung over their tired eyes and they don’t see natural things in their natural light. And yet—the contrast is getting too great. I know it’s nothing but the terrible contrast that helped open my eyes and Jim’s.
[. . .]
I know, I’ve promised Jim to marry him on the day Mr. Hayman settles with us girls. I shall keep my promise; in fact, I’m happy to do it—I’m perhaps as anxious for the event as he himself. . . .
[. . .]
. . . I mean to bring myself to the point where I could be a real friend and companion to Jim. I shall be with him in the hour of joy and in the hour of sorrow. I shall soothe and comfort him, consult and advise. For one thing—I know Jim will meet me exactly on the same grounds—we will be, we must be, happy.
