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Our Female Self-Defense

Much is said, complained, written and disgruntled at the unjust and misery of women’s lives in general, 
moreover, those who work to earn their living and are severely exploited. It is still necessary to emphasize and 
remind our feminine community that, as we know well ourselves, in life the improvement of work conditions 
starts with the deed, the deed itself, and as a preparation for the rescue and the destruction of evil, the detection 
of the cause of the very core of harm and failure must be examined. First of all, it must be asserted, that of all 
the women who work for their bread in the United States, the Slavic females in general are the most exploited 
and the hardest working group, and among them our Polish sisters are enduring the worst treatment. We know 
about this from the numbers presented by statistics, sometimes published and containing the amount of wages 
offered to women, we know this from interviews printed in the Polish press, as well as we know from the first 
source, from people working in the departments collecting this news, and from Polish female workers in various 
professions with whom we were able to meet and speak.

This is a fact and there is no doubt that Polish girls and women, brought here by hardship of their fate, endure 
the hardest, the worst, the lowest paid jobs. Besides, being foreign, knowing little or no language at all, those 
women are pushed, neglected, exploited and harmed. The newly broken strike of workers from the Hercog’s 
gloves factories gives a vivid illustration of what is happening in such factories, where several hundred Polish 
females work, many of whom were earning not 6 dollars, not 5, not even 4 per week, but 2.80 to 3.50 for a whole 
week of work. The Federal Industrial Commission, which has been investigating for two years these relations 
claims, that a girl earning $6 a week can barely support the cost of housing, life, commute, there is nothing or 
very little left to purchase something to wear. Nothing is left to buy anything to brighten the daily life, with no 
pleasure or dream, and after all the nature of the youth cannot do without some joy, a ray in the constant toil of 
the day. 

This Commission demands, that for the morality of life, for the sake of deplorable relations, the government 
should look into this exploitation of women’s labor and establish a standard lowest payment at least, equitable for 
life necessities. This is said about workers earning (weekly) 6 dollars, and what to say about those 3 and 4 dollars’ 
earners, how can they survive? The Commission keeps silent about them, because only the English-speaking 
American women were studied, the females under the care of various clubs and associations. On the other hand, 
the poorest, the most exploited Polish women, the girls who come mostly unaccompanied by anyone and are 
forced to be taken advantage of, to slaughter, like herds of the mute cattle, walking in silence towards the terrible 
fate. Well, those are the bare facts; nobody deals with these matters of the countless refugees, nobody cares. 
The Polish press writes about sensational facts of those shameful acts happening to our fellow countrywomen, 
thrown into this cold ground without care or help of any, and all of us, as long as we read these descriptions, 
feel the aches in our hearts filled with grief, but that is the end of it; tomorrow we will forget about the grim 
impression, life goes on, the unemployed rows of Polish women are led to shame – how often to suicide, even 
a crime. Then, reading about it again, it might shake our souls, we might be even ready to do something, but 
since there is nothing at hand for the time being, we forget again soon, and the defeat of life unshakable goes on, 
grows, increases, tramples and kills those new bodies, new souls, new youths, full of strength and rights to live 
and exist, our sisters so close and so familiar. 

Therefore, that’s how it is, it happens, and what must be added, are the ranks of our countrywomen, who no 
longer work in factories, warehouses, offices, etc., where relations are much better, but driven by poverty to the 
worst dens of corruption and demoralization — especially to the kitchens of Chinese and Greek cuisines, to the 
most miserable work — washing floors, helping with cooking in the kitchens, where conditions are extremely 
disgusting, dirty and terrible.



After this brief description of how it is, let us ask ourselves in turn: why is this so? Because the detection of the 
source of evil already becomes a step towards repairing the relations, so let’s take this step and investigate the 
causes. Here, we ought to divide working Polish girls and women into two categories: those who arrive here from 
Poland with a hope for great earnings and those who are born and raised here. Now, those arriving from the 
country, most often are unprepared for life, without knowledge of conditions, without knowledge of the language 
— so there is no doubt they fall to be a prey to exploitation. The main and only hope might be in preventing 
it with the assistance of the Polish countrywomen living here, who with their organizations would offer the 
newcomers help and direction. 

The second category are our Polish workers born here. Although they naturally gain much better conditions at 
work than the newcomers, but even they usually receive the lowest and worst positions at work. In those cases, 
the main fault is of their parents who throw their daughters – just like that – into the life without any specific 
preparation. Parents usually care less about their daughters, reasoning most often that they will get married, the 
husband will earn a living and that’s the end... What a fatal mistake and grave fault, parents thus reason to push 
their daughters into the depths of life’s misery and give them away, like shackled female slaves, to the mercy of 
fate. They themselves can do nothing and wait, but what will happen to them, and who will take them as wives 
by their grace? Mothers from their childhood put into the heads of their daughters: “dress up, for men like it”, 
so the poor child does it, grins her teeth, dresses up, twirls, even puts on makeup, at all costs to please men and 
catch the husband. Parents push the daughters as much as they can to find any husband as soon as possible, 
when the girls are still children themselves, having no idea about life, and are forced to tie their young life with 
another person, to bring defeat often to herself, himself and their children. And who’s to blame here, please say? 
Aren’t the parents, mothers especially, obliged by their own experience, to prepare their daughters for life, to be 
defensive, secured and self-reliable and ready to earn for the bread? This is morality, it is a sacred duty. Do not 
dress up, do not poison your daughters’ minds over and over by talking about marriage, about clothes, about 
bachelors, etc., but to give them the education first, which is free here. This is even not enough, you have to give 
the girl the specific knowledge, chosen appropriately, that is — profession. Not that the daughter could do this 
and that, but nothing well, but that she would master one skill, so she could become appreciated in her field and 
later work as a valued and well-paid worker. 

Marriage will not escape her, it will come to a conscious girl better than to a stupid child, when she could choose 
a man, make him and the children happy. 

Well, Polish parents don’t (…) care enough to equip their daughters with the best life weapon, which is a 
profession, a mastered skill that can provide bread. Without it, it happens that the bachelor somehow is not 
arriving, it is hard for the family to survive, so the older maiden is forced to go to work at the mediocre job, for 
such 3 or 4 dollars weekly, where she works and is demoralized as a child, who was thrown out of the house as 
ignorant into hell at once.

She can’t comprehend this in her head, she moves slowly like in the dream, she doesn’t know what it is, what and 
how to do it and what to do with it — and she loses her balance eventually, her will to live. Now she is exposed 
to the bad examples, persuasion, overwhelming work, and suddenly we have the fatal consequences of the twist 
of her life, the cessation of existence and we cry out: shame, demoralization, fall, misfortune, etc. A disgrace, 
indeed, but to whom – do those who fall in the confusion of this hellish life, as if lost, or to those who bred them 
in this way, gave nothing to live, so to the beaten doom, helped and threw into misfortune? 
(to be continued)


