
Women And Working Class Politics In The
United States 1900-1965: Gender and the Fight
for Equality
Throughout the course of history, women have played a pivotal role in shaping
socio-political movements and working towards equal rights. In the United States,
the period between 1900 and 1965 was a transformative era that witnessed
significant changes in the status of women, particularly those from working-class
backgrounds. This article explores the intricate relationship between women,
working-class politics, and gender dynamics during this critical period.

The Rise of the Working Class

The early 20th century marked the era of industrialization, which dramatically
altered the division of labor and class structures. As the United States
experienced rapid urbanization and the growth of industrial cities, a large number
of working-class women found themselves employed in factories, sweatshops,
and domestic service. This newfound economic independence provided women
with a platform to engage in political and social activism.

Suffrage and the Women’s Movement

One of the most influential factors shaping women's involvement in politics during
the early 1900s was the suffrage movement. The fight for women's right to vote
resonated strongly with working-class women, who recognized the significance of
political agency in addressing social inequalities. Women activists played a
pivotal role in organizing suffrage campaigns and lobbying for legislative change,
culminating in the ratification of the 19th Amendment in 1920.
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Working-Class Activism and Trade Unions

As more women entered the workforce, they became acutely aware of the
exploitative conditions and inequalities they faced. In response, working-class
women actively participated in labor movements and trade unions, seeking to
improve their working conditions and secure fair wages. Women like Rose
Schneiderman and Clara Lemlich emerged as key figures in organizing strikes
and advocating for social justice. Their efforts laid the foundation for future labor
rights advancements.

Intersectionality and the Challenges Faced by Women of Color

While working-class politics provided a platform for many women, it is essential to
acknowledge the challenges faced by women of color during this period. African
American, Hispanic, and Native American women often faced double
discrimination based on their gender and race. Despite these obstacles, women
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of color played a crucial role in fighting for civil rights and labor reform,
significantly contributing to the broader struggle for equality.

The Impact of World War II

World War II brought about significant societal changes, and women were at the
forefront of these transformations. With men leaving to serve in the military,
women stepped into traditionally male-dominated industries, demonstrating their
capabilities and contributing to the war effort. The wartime experience fostered a
sense of empowerment among working-class women, leading to heightened
activism and demands for equal treatment and opportunities.

Feminism and the Second Wave

In the post-war era, the feminist movement gained momentum, advocating for
gender equality and challenging traditional gender roles. The second wave of
feminism brought increased attention to issues such as reproductive rights,
workplace discrimination, and domestic violence. Working-class women, inspired
by activists like Betty Friedan and Gloria Steinem, joined the movement,
demanding recognition and equal rights in both the private and public spheres.

The Civil Rights Movement and the Fight for Equality

The civil rights movement in the 1950s and 1960s highlighted the systemic
discrimination faced by African Americans. Women from working-class
backgrounds actively participated in this movement, advocating for racial equality
alongside their male counterparts. Women like Rosa Parks and Fannie Lou
Hamer not only fought against racial injustice but also challenged gender norms
within the movement itself, paving the way for future progress.

The period between 1900 and 1965 witnessed an incredible surge in women's
involvement in working-class politics in the United States. Women from diverse



backgrounds fought tirelessly for equal rights, labor reforms, and social justice.
The contributions and sacrifices made by these women laid the foundation for the
advancements in gender equality that we continue to see today. It is essential to
remember their struggles and celebrate their achievements as we strive for a
more inclusive and equitable society.
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Common Sense and a Little Fire traces the personal and public lives of four
immigrant women activists who left a lasting imprint on American politics. Though
they have rarely had more than cameo appearances in previous histories, Rose
Schneiderman, Fannia Cohn, Clara Lemlich Shavelson, and Pauline Newman
played important roles in the emergence of organized labor, the New Deal welfare
state, adult education, and the modern women's movement. Orleck takes her four
subjects from turbulent, turn-of-the-century Eastern Europe to the radical ferment
of New York's Lower East Side and the gaslit tenements where young workers
studied together. Drawing from the women's writings and speeches, she paints a
compelling picture of housewives' food and rent protests, of grim conditions in the
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garment shops, of factory-floor friendships that laid the basis for a mass uprising
of young women garment workers, and of the impassioned rallies working women
organized for suffrage. From that era of rebellion, Orleck charts the rise of a
distinctly working-class feminism that fueled poor women's activism and shaped
government labor, tenant, and consumer policies through the early 1950s.
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