
 
Active Viewing: Heaven Will Protect the 

Working Girl 
 

In this activity, you will watch the documentary Heaven Will Protect the Working Girl in sections, with documents and exercises 

designed to support and reinforce the film's key concepts: workers challenging the effects of industrial capitalism, the impact on 

immigrant families of young women earning money in the garment industry, and the methods used by women to improve working 

conditions in factories during the Progressive Era. 

Essential Questions: 
 In what ways did women participate in movements for social change before they earned the right to vote? 

 In what ways did workers challenge the effects of industrial capitalism? 

 What were the differing conceptions of womanhood in the early twentieth century? 

 

 

 



Instructions 
1. Step 1: We will read p. 1-3 in the Viewers Guide. 

2. Step 2: We will split into two groups -- please locate the  Heaven Vocabulary sheet. 

 We will watch the first clip (0-2:45); you should take actual notes using the "Setting the Scene" 

Active Viewing worksheet.   

3. Step 3: We will read p. 4-7 in the Viewers Guide. 

4. Step 4:  We will view 2:45-16:20.  Keep the questions from the Setting the Scene sheet in mind, and 

continue to mark up the questions when viewing the rest of the video: After viewing 2:45-16:20 answer 

the questions below: 

 What makes the job hard and unfair? 

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________ 

 How does the fact that the girls are earning their own money create conflict for them and also 

give them new opportunities for freedom? 

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________ 

5. Step 5: Please locate the Seal of the National Women's Trade Union League – and answer the 

questions below: 

 How do the words and images in the seal express the organization's reform goals? 

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________ 

 What ideals does it communicate about womanhood? 

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________ 

 Could women vote in 1903? In 1909? __________ 

6. Step 6: Please read p. 8-9 in the Viewers Guide. 

7. Step 7: We will now view the last 2 chapters of Heaven (16:21-27:00). After doing so, please locate the 

Women's Trade Union League seal and review how the image communicates ideals about womanhood 

and work. Contrast that view with the ways that male representatives of the government (i.e., the judge 

and the police) viewed the strike. Refer to the following quotes: 

 "To them a working girl's just another tramp." 

 "You are a criminal…. Your strike is a strike against God." 

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________ 

 

8. Step 8: Read p. 10-12 in the Viewers Guide. 

9. Step 9: Read the Historical Context section below: 



Historical Context 
During the early twentieth century, millions of immigrants flooded into U.S. cities. In New York City, where the 

garment industry dominated the local economy, 70% of the workforce was female, and about half of those women 

were under the age of 20. Jewish and Italian women comprised 90% of the workers. In 1909, immigrant shirtwaist 

workers led a major strike – the “Uprising of the 20,000” – that revealed to the public the low pay, harsh 

supervision, and unsafe conditions that plagued garment workers. The Triangle Shirtwaist Company was one of 

the largest employers of garment workers in New York City. In 1911, a fire at the Company claimed the lives of 

146 people, mostly young women, and brought renewed attention to unsafe industrial working conditions. Thus, 

through strikes and tragedy in the early 1900s, women laid the groundwork for further reform movements that 

would continue to change the workplace, and a woman’s place in it, during the course of the twentieth century. 

  



 

“Setting the Scene” Active Viewing Sheet  
Heaven Will Protect the Working Girl 

 
The creators of this documentary use the first 2 minutes 40 seconds to interest, excite, and 

instruct the viewer on the themes and events of the turn of the 20th century in New York City. 
Partner up with someone as we dissect this introduction that uses mostly film footage from 100 
years ago, along with photos and quotes. 
 

The class will be split into 2 groups. Each group will have a different activity for the same 
portion of the DVD; within the group, you will work with a partner to complete the assigned 
task. We will view the opening scenes TWICE. In the first viewing take mental notes. During 
the second viewing everyone please take actual notes. 
 

 

Group A  
As you watch the DVD, note the scene, photo, and phrase(s) that the creators of the 
documentary use to introduce the main themes. Look for examples in the following three 
categories: 
 

City Life 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Labor problems 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Immigration 



Complete the following phrase:  The major themes or ideas being presented are



GROUP B 

As you watch the DVD, note the scene, photo, and phrase(s) that the creators of 
the documentary use to introduce the main themes. Look for examples in the 
following five categories: 
 

Transportation 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Buildings 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Clothing 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Activities conducted by people 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Types of people (race, gender, class) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  



Complete the following phrase:  The major themes or ideas being presented are



 

 

Active Viewing: Heaven Will Protect the Working Girl Vocabulary 
 
These words and phrases from the Heaven documentary may be unfamiliar to students. 
 
 
 

Garment Industry Terms 
 
shirtwaist/waist: a blouse, or woman’s shirt, with buttons down the front  

forelady/foreman: a worker who supervises other workers in a factory cutter: 

a person who cut the patterns for shirts 

sweatshop: a factory where people work long hours for very low wages under bad working 
conditions 
 
subcontractors: people hired by factory owners whose job was to hire workers who were paid 
less than regular garment workers 
 
 
 

Labor/Union Terms 
 
union/trade union: an organized group of workers that exists to protect the workers’ 
common interests and improve working conditions 
 
strike/general strike: when a union or other group of employees stop work in order to protest 
work conditions or wages 
 
scab: a worker hired by factory owners to replace workers who go on strike 
 
picket/picketing: a form of protest in which people gather and march outside a location in 
order to draw attention to a cause 
 
organize/organizing: to form workers into a union 
 
 
 

Political Terms 
 
socialist: a person who believes that the government – and not individual people and 
companies – should own and control major industries 
 
capitalist: a person who owns businesses; a slang term for wealthy, greedy businessmen  

anarchist: a person who wants to overthrow the government 
 
suffragist:  a person in the past who led the movement which gave women the right to vote 



 

 

Early 20
th

 Century Slang 
 
kick - “you ain’t got no kick;” “you bet it’s time we kick”: complaint, gripe  

gorillas: heavily built, aggressive-looking men 
 
wop: an offensive, insulting word for an Italian person  

togs: a set of clothes 
 
tramp: a person who moves from one place to another; a person who is without a 
permanent home 
 
 
 

Misc. (regular vocab, places, phrases…) 
 
inbred: a basic part of a person’s character 
 
shirker: a person who avoids doing something he or she is supposed to do 

goading: urging or forcing someone to do something 
 
pendulum: a stick with a weight at the bottom that swings back and forth inside a 

clock 

 intolerable: harsh and severe 
 
“just desserts”: what you deserve 
 
workhouse: a prison where the prisoners are forced to do work  

Blackwell’s Island: a workhouse in New York City 
 
resolution: a formal statement that expresses the wishes or decision of a group 

chairman: the person who is in charge of a meeting, committee, or company 



 

Working Conditions for Factory Girls 
 
These quotes are from young women who worked in garment factories in Chicago in 1910. Draw a line between each quote and the problem it is describing. 
 

 

Take the button sewers, for instance: they used to sew 
through the buttons three times, but now we must put the 
needle through six times at the same pay. 
 
 
[Factory girls] work ten hours a day. They start in before seven 

and they have three-quarters of an hour for dinner, but they 

give them so much work that they don’t eat dinner—there are 

very few who eat dinner, they mostly eat a bite and sew. 
 
 
When a girl got sick they would holler at her just for 
nothing. They would not let her go home. 
 
 
We got to punch time two times a day and if we forget 
they charge us a quarter. 
 
 
I am working with machine, and for one hundred linings 
they pay one girl $1.75 and the next girl sitting from me 
she gets $1.50 and the third $1.25 and they never pay 
the same wages to the girls—never! As long as they 
see they can cut the girls’ wages they do it. 
 
 
If we don’t keep up, [the boss] keeps at us and calls us 

bad names and you can imagine how a young lady feels. 

 

 

Unfair fines that workers have to 
pay 
 
 
 
 

 

Expecting workers to work faster 
for the same or less pay 
 
 
 
 

 

Mean and unfair bosses 
 
 
 
 

 

Long hours 
 
 
 
 

 

Paying some workers less for the 
same work



Seal of the National Women’s Trade Union 
League 

 

Founded in 1903, the Women’s Trade Union League (WTUL) was an organization that brought together working-class 

women, reformers, and women from wealthy and prominent families. League members believed that working women needed 

help to gain better wages and working conditions, and that all women shared important values and goals. This seal 

represented the WTUL’s attitudes and goals; it appeared on their letterhead, publications, and pins. 

 

 

SOURCE | Julia Bracken Wendt, National Women’s Trade Union Seal, pen and ink drawing on board, Manuscript Division, Library of 

Congress, http://www.loc.gov/exhibits/treasures/trm167.html 

CREATOR | Julia Bracken Wendt 

ITEM TYPE | Poster/Print 

http://herb.ashp.cuny.edu/archive/files/wtul-seal_256fbd5e05.jpg


The Brooklyn Consumers' League Takes on 
Sweatshops 

 

Women, who did most of the shopping in turn-of-the-century households, used their purchasing power to push forward many 

Progressive reforms. They organized local and national consumers' leagues to boycott businesses that employed unfair labor 

practices, such as child labor or tenement sweatshop labor. Consumers leagues also "rewarded" good businesses with their 

patronage and with labels and signage that indicated that a shop met fair labor standards. Though working-class women were 

involved in similar measures, the Brooklyn Consumers' League reveals its middle-class biases in its views on immigrant 

sweatshop workers and the idealization of "home" as a place of rest, not work. 

 

. . . The Consumers' League of Brooklyn was organized four years ago with Mrs. Ruth Huntington Sessions as 

president, and did quietly persistent work in furthering the objects of the league . . . to secure the best possible 

conditions in the stores of Brooklyn.. . . In the large department stores the conditions that prevail are better 

than those in any other line of business in which women are engaged and the league now proposes . . . to turn 

its attention to the product of the sweat shop and to protect its members from the purchase of sweat shop 

goods. 

 

In order to do this, it has decided to accept the guarantee of any firm name after the place of manufacture has 

been visited by a paid inspector employed by the league. The Consumers' League label and the Labor Union 

label are recognized standards, but, as both of these are limited in the possibilities of use, the Brooklyn League 

has decided that, until the moral sentiment of the manufacturer equals the apprehension of the consumer, every 

method of protection must be tried. 

 

It is also the purpose of the league to compel the enforcement of law whenever the violation in the manufacture 

of garments is discovered. The present labor laws regulate the making of garments in living rooms. The 

Consumers' League hopes to secure the passage of a law which will abolish the making of garments in living 

rooms. . . . So long as it is possible to secure a license for the manufacture of goods in living rooms, says the 

Consumers' League, so long will such distribution of garments be possible. The sweat shop is responsible for 

bringing to this country the least desirable emigrants and it is the sweat shop that makes and keeps them the 

worst class of citizens. The sweat shop in a tenement makes home impossible. It is the most prolific source of 

child labor and it is the worst enemy of the working man. A law which will eliminate the sub-contractor will 

eliminate the sweat shop, and this is the ultimate aim of the Consumers' League. 

 

SOURCE | "Consumers League Plans; The Sweat Shop to Be Considered at Public Meeting to Be Held April 10," Brooklyn Eagle 6 March 

1901; from Brooklyn Daily Eagle Online (1841-1902), http://www.brooklynpubliclibrary.org/eagle/. 

CREATOR | Brooklyn Eagle 

ITEM TYPE | Newspaper/Magazine Article 

  



The Brooklyn Consumers’ League Takes on Sweatshops 
(short version, with text supports) 

 
During the Progressive era, some women believed they could improve conditions for workers through their 

power as consumers—how they decided what products to buy, and from which stores. At both the local and 

national levels, women organized consumers' leagues to boycott (not buy from) businesses that didn’t treat its 

workers well or pay them enough. Consumers’ leagues also started programs that put labels on goods that 

were made with fair labor standards, so shoppers could buy from companies and stores that treated workers 

well. This newspaper article describes the work of the Brooklyn Consumers' League. 
 
 
. . . The Consumers' League of Brooklyn was organized 

four years ago. . . to secure the best possible conditions in 

the stores of Brooklyn. . . In the large department stores 

the conditions that prevail are better than those in any 

other line of business in which women [work]… 

 

[T]he league now proposes . . . to turn its attention to the 

product of the sweat shop and to protect its members from 

the purchase of sweat shop goods. 

 
The Consumers' League hopes to secure the passage of a law 

which will abolish the making of garments in living rooms. . . . 
 
So long as it is possible to [get] a license for the 

manufacture of goods in living rooms, says the Consumers' 

League, so long will such distribution of garments be 

possible. The sweat shop is responsible for bringing to this 

country the least desirable emigrants and it is the sweat 

shop that makes and keeps them the worst class of citizens. 

The sweat shop in a tenement makes home impossible. It is 

the most prolific source of child labor and it is the worst 

enemy of the working man. A law which will eliminate the 

sub-contractor will eliminate the sweat shop, and this is the 

ultimate aim of the Consumers' League. 

 
 
Source: "Consumers League Plans; The Sweat Shop to Be Considered at 
Public Meeting to Be Held April 10," Brooklyn Eagle 6 March 1901; from 
Brooklyn Daily Eagle Online (1841-1902), 
http://www.brooklynpubliclibrary.org/eagle/. 

 
 
Vocabulary 

 

prevail: exist 
 

sweat shop: a factory 
or home where people 
work long hours for 
very low wages under 
bad working conditions 

 

secure: make happen 

 

abolish: to end or stop 

 

tenement: run-down 
and overcrowded 
apartment building 

 

prolific: produces 
a large amount 
 
sub-contractor: people 

hired by factory owners 

whose job was to hire 

workers who were paid 

less than regular 

garment workers 

 

 

 



Progressive Era Activists Call for Trade Unions 

 
Founded in 1903, the Women’s Trade Union League (WTUL) was an organization that brought together 

working-class women, reformers, and women from wealthy and prominent families. The WTUL believed that 

the best way to help women workers was to help them organize into labor unions so that they could bargain for 

fair pay and safe working conditions. WTUL members provided money to striking workers, walked on picket 

lines, got lawyers for strikers who were arrested, and sometimes were arrested themselves. This statement 

was written in support of a strike of 35,000 female garment workers in Chicago in 1910. 
 
 
 

One common ground on which all the workers unite is a 

demand for some means of presenting their grievances to 

their employers instead of being individually at the mercy of 

petty bosses who may or may not be just. It is on the face of 

it absurd that a girl of sixteen years should be left to bargain 

as an individual with a shrewd and powerful firm. 

 

The only [practical] method of presenting general 

grievances is through the trade union organization, and the 

recognition of the union is therefore the fundamental demand 

underlying all other demands made by the workers… 

 
All intelligent and fair-minded Americans must understand 

the helplessness of the individual worker to maintain his rights… 

 
Without the trade agreement and the right of . . . 

employers and the workers [to meet] on an equal basis, there is 

no certain justice or peace. The workers regard the right to 

organize and to have the education from their shop meetings 

and the protection and support of their union as of the first 

importance. This is a primary and essential right without which 

all other rights are mere words and incapable of being enforced. 

 
Source: Women’s Trade Union League of Chicago, “Statement on the Strike of the 35,000 
Unorganized Garment Workers of Chicago,” Harvard University – Schlesinger Library on the 
History of Women in America / National Women’s Trade Union League of America Records, 
1910-1934; B-16, folders 24, 30, 58, and 63. Schlesinger Library, Radcliffe Institute, Harvard 
University, Cambridge, Mass., http://ocp.hul.harvard.edu/ww/nwtul.html#arc 

 
Vocabulary 

 
grievances: reasons 

for complaining or 

being unhappy about 

a situation 
 
petty: small 
minded, mean 
 
on the face of it: 
obviously 
 
shrewd: smart 
and tricky 

 

trade union: an 

organized group of 

workers that exists to 

protect their common 

interests and improve 

working conditions 
 

 

organize: to form 

workers into a union



 


