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Preface

These volumes demonstrate the phenomenal growth of the field of U.S.
women’s history during the past twenty years. Kathryn Kish Sklar began
teaching American women’s history at the University of Michigan in 1971,
Thomas Dublin at Wellesley College in 1975. Since then the field has blos-
somed into one of the most vital areas of historical study in the late twenti-
eth century. With the founding of the International Federation for Research
in Women’s History in 1987, its impact has become evident on a global
scale. The introduction of women’s experience has irrevocably changed the
discipline of history, in the United States and throughout the world.

This transformation occurred as the result of collective action taken
in classrooms, at conferences, and in professional organizations. These vol-
umes build on a legacy of struggle to achieve a more complete and demo-
cratic representation of human experience. Within that struggle two groups
have been particularly meaningful to us, and we wish to thank them here.
First and foremost, our own students, at the undergraduate and graduate
levels, have provided a constituency for women'’s history. Their insistent de-
mand for answers to questions about the history of women gave this new
scholarship a reason for being. Their questions sprang from the stuff of life
itself in the late twentieth century—participation in social movements in
the 1960s and 70s, the transformation in women'’s labor force participation
in the 1970s and 80s, and new forms of family and social relationships.

Second, our colleagues in women’s history have steadily supported our
efforts to bring new research findings in women’s history into the classroom.
Beginningin 1977, the UCLA Workshop on the Teaching of Women’s History
provided a splendid forum for the discussion of problems and strategies in
the teaching of U.S. women’s history. Drawing on scholarly talent in the far
West and Southwest, from Washington to Texas, this dedicated group of
college teachers shaped our approach to classroom teaching. Our debt to
them is very great. Later at the graduate level, the 1988 NEH-Wingspread
Conference on Graduate Training in U.S. Women’s History helped us syn-
thesize the needs of graduate and undergraduate teaching. These resources
have been sustained by the Berkshire Conference in Women’s History,
which at triennial national conferences since 1973 has nurtured the devel-
opment of women’s history.

This all goes to show that historians of women have benefitted from
the same processes that have shaped the lives of average American women.
Like them, historians of women have responded to the circumstances of
their lives and times. Like them, historians of women have expressed their
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vi PREFACE

commitment to social goals. Like them, historians of women have re-
sponded to new opportunities to assert their interests. Since 1970 changes
in the historical discipline have brought historians of women into close con-
junction with the lives of average women. These volumes reflect and cele-
brate that conjunction.

Binghamton, New York
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Introduction: Power as a Theme
in Women’s History

One of the biggest challenges facing historians of American women is the
task of identifying the causes and consequences of long-term changes in
women’s lives. That task looms large not only because it is central to the
historian’s chief calling—analyzing change over time—but also because the
turning points of historical change for women differ from those that have
mattered most to men. When history is history seen from the perspective
of women’s experience, then new categories of analysis are clearly needed,
since wars and other political events that have marked the standard histor-
ical divisions have usually been less important in the lives of average women
than changes in family values, social movements, or the organization of the
paid labor force. Thus during the first twenty years of its existence as an
academic discipline, the field of U.S. women’s history has focused more
attention on women’s family lives, their working lives, and their community
activism than on the larger themes of power that pervade male-centered
treatments of American history.

Yet the need to analyze change over time in U.S. women'’s history has
grown more urgent as the field itself has grown. Its abundant diversity, em-
bracing women of all classes, ethnicities, races, religions, and regions, poses
serious challenges as to how this diversity can be meaningfully synthesized
into a coherent whole. In their search for unifying themes, historians of
American women have found new uses for the most fundamental category
of analysis known in the discipline of history—the study of social power, its
components, causes, and consequences.

Power is a very useful means of depicting change in women’s lives over
time. First, it is a theme capable of linking changes in the three fundamental
dimensions of women’s lives—family, work, and community experiences.
We know that changes in these three arenas of women’s experience overlap
and influence one another, but to understand that process we need tools of
analysis that cut across all three. Themes relating to power do that effec-
tively since they embrace personal relations of the sort found in family life
as well as collective identities located in community activities and the work-
place.

Second, power is a valuable theme for connecting women’s history
with other dimensions of American history. The field’s effectiveness as an
illuminator of all American history hinges on its use of a@r_oﬂ_heanjnew
category of historical analysis—gender as a principle of social organization.

1
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2 INTRODUCTION

Since women can never be studied totally in isolation from men, gender
relations are central to women’s history, bringing with them the experience
of men and their relations with women. In this context, power is a key cate-
gory of analysis because it illuminates the relationships between men and
women.

Thirdly, power is a helpful vehicle for understanding relations among
women of different social standing. Most differences among women are so-
cially constructed. Differences of class, race, ethnicity, religion, or region
are generated by social structures. Much as they may appear to be natural,
they are created by social values and social institutions that reinforce social
hierarchies and distribute power unevenly. Women'’s history needs to take
account of differences among women and the way social disparities trans-
late into differences of power.

For these and other reasons historians of women are increasingly us-
ing power as a leading category of analysis. This collection of writings in
American women’s history is the first to focus centrally on themes of power
in women'’s lives. It seeks to convey the diverse perspectives from which
this theme can fruitfully be viewed, as well as the wide variety of female
experiences the theme can integrate.

What do historians of women mean by “power?” The newness of the
term’s application to women can be seen in historians’ tendency to leave it
undefined. Many dictionaries define power as the “possession of control,
authority, or influence over others.”* Yet an important aspect of women’s
power has been expressed in their ability to exercise control over their own
bodies, to limit men's access to their sexuality and to control their own
reproductive lives. From the perspective of women’s history, then, a more
suitable definition of power is the ability to control the distribution of social
resources. Women’s power has often rested in their ability to control the
distribution of things or services rather than persons. Put another way, the
essence of women’s power has historically rested in their control of goods
or services through which they frequently, albeit indirectly, have controlled
persons. Women’s power has often been expressed through a withdrawal
of their services. For example, the meat boycott led by Jewish housewives in
1917, described in this volume’s article by Dana Frank, expressed women’s
power as consumers and demonstrated their ability to control the distribu-
tion of their grocery money. At another level of power, women reformers
affected the access of women workers to trade union organizing and the
eight-hour day.

Short introductions to each article in this collection provide a guide
to how each historian analyzes themes of power. Less evident are the ways
that women’s power changed over time. It is useful to identify four princi-
ples of change that shape the period between 1869 and 1990—that is, be-
tween the emergence of the woman suffrage movement and the present.

*Webster’s Ninth New Collegiate Dictionary (Springfield, Mass.: Merriam-Webster, 1989).
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The first principle concerns the interconnectedness of the major are-
nas of women’s activities—family, work, and community life. Changes in
one of these dimensions have invariably been linked to changes in the oth-
ers. Thus, for example, changes in women’s family status, as reflected in
higher divorce rates after 1960, were closely related to the sharp increase
in women'’s labor force participation rates, which gave many women an in-
creased sense of their own worth and to an unprecedented degree made it
possible for them to assume financial responsibility for their children. Both
of these changes, in turn, were reflected in the reemergence of feminism in
the 1960s. How the causal arrows point within the triad of family, work, and
community life depends upon the circumstances at any given moment, but
those connections have been central to women'’s experience of change over
time.

Another important principle is that change in female experience is
often excruciatingly slow. Perhaps because gender constitutes the most fun-
damental form of social organization—the one upon which all others are
built—changes in gender relations involve a multitude of other categories
of change, and these, in turn, require their own sets of causes, many of
which are long in the making. For example, the dramatic decline in birth-
rates experienced by American women between 1800 and 1940, which re-
duced the average number of children born to women of all races, classes,
and regions, was caused by factors so pervasive that they continue to elude
historical analysis today. Historians used to attribute the long-term decline
to industrialization and urbanization. But recent research has shown that
rural Americans accounted for most of that-decline in its most intensive
decade—the 1850s. Recently, historians have turned to even larger and
more elusive causes, such as the growth of the market economy and its mir-
ror image, the decline of subsistence agriculture. The new valuation placed
on each individual child was also important, historians now believe, along
with religious beliefs that made human agency the cause of salvation. Since
each of these and other causal components of fertility decline had its own
chain of causes, fertility decline rested upon a pyramid of other historical
changes. Taken together, they constituted an almost total transformation in
American life—a transformation that took more than one hundred years to
achieve.

Other less complex changes in women’s lives also need to be measured
by decades rather than years. For example, the women’s rights movement,
born in Seneca Falls, New York, in 1848, took more than seventy years to
achieve its goal of woman suffrage in 1920, making it the longest-lived con-
tinuous social movement in U.S. history. Similarly, changes in women’s la-
bor force participation, surely the single most important transformation in
women’s lives in the twentieth century, occurred in a series of stages be-
tween 1880 and 1980.

This does not mean that women’s history lacks turning points or that
it forms one long progression of achievement. Rather, it shows us that when



4 INTRODUCTION

turning points do occur, they usually involve a multitude of causes that have
deép social roots and extend across more than one generation.

Another key principle of change over time in women’s history involves
differences among women. The social construction of dissimilarities among
women may change to reflect changing social, economic, or political struc-
tures. For example, the passage of the Woman Suffrage Amendment in 1920
nominally extended voting rights to all women citizens, but actually created
new differences between white and African-American women in regions
where all blacks were excluded from voting. Conversely, changing social,
political, or economic realities have also eroded differences among women.
For example, the massive entrance of married white women into the paid
labor force between 1950 and 1980 has made their life-cycle working pat-
terns more similar to those historically experienced by black women. Thus
differences and similarities among women are constantly changing, reflect-
ing, and influencing changes in the larger society, polity, and economy.

Finally, and perhaps most importantly, women’s agency—that is, their
ability to influence changes in their lives and in their society—commands
our attention as a crucial principle in the interpretation of change over
time in women’s history. No one proposition is more widely held in the
field of women’s history than the view that women have not been merely
passive victims, but have played a part in shaping their historical destiny.
No women were totally lacking in agency; even poor immigrant women
made choices that enhanced their ability to control their life circumstances.

The extent to which women have been able to shape the circumstances
of their lives has itself changed over time, offering us one of the most fruit-
ful avenues of historical inquiry. For example, the ability of women to con-
trol their reproductive lives increased significantly after the 1973 U.S. Su-
preme Court decision in Roe v. Wade ruled unconstitutional all state laws
prohibiting abortion.

By viewing women'’s agency over time we gain a clearer understanding
of the other principles of change evident in examining women’s history: the
interrelationships among family, work, and community life; the tendency
for changes in women’s lives to reflect long-term, deeply rooted alterations;
and the shifting relationships between different groups of women. For ex-
ample, the empowerment of women’s political culture through the Wom-
an’s Christian Temperance Union between 1874 and 1900 buttressed a
steady expansion of women’s agency in family and community life. The
American Birth Control League, seeking greater agency for women in their
ability to control their reproductive lives, both reflected and reinforced the
long-term decline in fertility in the United States since 1800. Finally, wo-
man’s agency was highly visible in the civil rights movement of the 1960s,
which did much to erode racial differences between women.

The history of American women is a history of struggle. We can under-
stand that struggle better by viewing the changing dimensions of power in
women'’s lives.
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These essays reveal dramatic changes in all areas of women’s lives dur-
ing the past one hundred years. Women'’s working lives, their family experi-
ences, their expression of sexuality, and their political culture underwent
profound transformation in the decades between 1870 and 1990. Affecting
different groups of women in different ways, these changes dramatically
altered women’s experience in the twentieth century, their ability to control
their life circumstances, and their access to social resources.

Growing labor force participation has served as the most important
engine of change bringing new forms of power into women'’s lives. Before
1900 the vast majority of women wage earners were young and unmarried.
This meant that they faced enormous difficulties in engaging in collective
action to improve their working conditions. Historians, such as Carole Tur-
bin, have recently shed new light on the experience of women workers by
investigating occasions when women succeeded in organizing unions. These
successful occasions highlight the factors that helped women prevail over
the demographic facts of their youth and their temporary status in the
waged labor force. Nevertheless, in the early twentieth century most work-
ing women remained unorganized; in 1920 one out of every five working
men was a trade union member, but only one out of fifteen women. That
difference reflected occupational distinctions in which women were ex-
cluded from the vast majority of jobs open to men—especially high-paying
skilled jobs—and were crowded into few, relatively unskilled occupations.

Crowding is a key concept that historians and sociologists have used
to describe women'’s waged work and the powerlessness that has persistently
accompanied it. Despite many significant changes in women’s labor force
participation between 1870 and 1990, the crowding of women workers into
relatively few sex-segregated occupations remains constant. Crowding has
meant that women strenuously competed against one another for the few
jobs available to them. It has rendered their skills less meaningful and has
kept their wages low.

A good example of the effects of crowding can be found among Catho-
lic sisters in Massachusetts in the early twentieth century, as described by
Mary Oates. Their increased crowding into school teaching was accom-
panied by a loss of their religious community’s control over the terms of
their labor and a reduction in their income.

For many African-American women, sex-segregated work has also
been race segregated. For example, although the proportion of women who
worked as household servants declined dramatically between 1900 and
1940, the proportion of wage-earning black women who worked as servants
actually increased because their exclusion from manufacturing jobs
crowded them into domestic service. Nevertheless, as Elizabeth Clark-
Lewis’s article shows, these women found ways to enhance their ability to
control their life circumstances and increase their contribution to commu-
nity organizations.
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Ethnic segregation has been another feature of the female labor force,
as demonstrated by the Mexican and Mexican-American women garment
workers employed by the Farah Manufacturing Company in the 1970s.
While their ethnic identity aided in the workers’ solidarity during their
strike, and their consciousness of their power was enhanced by collective
action, these workers are examples of the continuing exploitation of minor-
ity women in the labor force. The growing Latina population in the United
States in the 1990s means that this problem too will grow.

While many problems related to women'’s exploitation in the paid la-
bor force remain, there is no doubt about the single most visible change in
women'’s labor force participation in the twentieth century—the consider-
able increase in the proportion of women who work for wages. World War
II is often taken for a turning point in the history of women’s waged labor,
but as Ruth Milkman’s essay argues, women’s work experience remained
sex-segregated even under those unusual conditions. As Suzanne Bianchi
and Daphne Spain’s article demonstrates, the most important change in
women’s labor force participation in the twentieth century are visible in
the numbers of women working for wages rather than in changes in the
occupations in which they have worked.

Have these increases in women’s wage-earning activities significantly
enhanced women’s ability to control their life circumstances? For many
women the answer to this question is no; wage-earning work has merely
absorbed them into the same unrewarding routine that men have long
known, the chief difference being that they now do two jobs—one at the
workplace, one at home. Nonetheless, women’s increased earnings have laid
the foundation for new sorts of power in their lives, flowing from their
dramatically greater ability to contribute to their own and their family’s
support.

Important changes in women'’s family and sexual experience preceded
this rapid rise in their labor force participation. While the 1970s witnessed
transforming changes in the proportion of women who worked outside the
home, the 1920s introduced thoroughgoing and enduring changes into
women’s family and sexual lives. The first and most obvious of these might
be called “the revival of heterosexuality.” Victorian sexual values were
strongly shaped by the long-term decline in fertility called the “demo-
graphic transition.” Beginning in 1800 and continuing until 1940, this de-
cline had an even more profound effect on women'’s lives than their move-
ment into the paid labor force after 1950, since it reduced from seven to
two the average number of children born to women who survived to the
age of fifty. Two-thirds of this decline occurred before 1880 without the
use of artificial contraceptive techniques. Relying on sexual abstinence to
lengthen the intervals between births, couples were aided by Victorian sex-
ual values, which discouraged the expression of sexual desire and granted
women unprecedented control over their own bodies. These values also ex-
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aggerated the differences between the sexes and treated women as morally
superior to men. In this context the proportion of women who never mar-
ried rose to an all-time high between 1870 and 1910 (much greater than
today), and many women—married and unmarried—formed what histo-
rians have come to call “homosocial” relationships with other women.

Toward the end of the demographic transition, around 1920, these
Victorian values gave way to the new sexual values described by Christina
Simmons: companionship between men and women—before and after mar-
riage—and an intolerance for close relations between women. As Kathy
Peiss’s essay indicates, the heterosexual leisure culture of turn-of-the-
century working-class women suggests that they were in the vanguard of
changing sexual mores. All that remained to make this change complete
was the access to birth control techniques described in articles by Linda
Gordon and Jessie Rodrique. Gordon analyzes the strong support Margaret
Sanger drew from middle-class women, who by the 1920s relied on artificial
birth control techniques to limit their fertility. Rodrique shows that African-
American women, though not as active in the American Birth Control
League as white women, controlled their fertility in ways that reflected post-
1920 assumptions about separating sexuality from reproduction. These
four articles demonstrate the importance of women'’s actions in defining
their own reproductive lives. They also illustrate some of the forces opposed
to these actions. Ultimately they show that this “personal” issue is also polit-
ical.

Margaret Sanger was one of a multitude of women reformers who ex-
emplified the power of women’s political culture that arose from women'’s
separate institutions between 1870 and 1930. Launched in the antebellum
era, women’s political culture was energized through women’s service in the
Civil War. Many new institutions—the women'’s club movement, the Wom-
an’s Christian Temperance Union, and the social settlement movement to
name only a few—emerged in the decades after 1870 to create the social
space within which women attempted to bridge racial, class, and regional
differences; train women leaders; and articulate women'’s issues. Forces pro-
moting the extension of women’s political culture extended into rural as
well as urban areas. Nevertheless, the success of women’s separate institu-
tions can only partly be explained by women’s triumphant mobilization in
these decades. Equally important were the opportunities open to women
in the U.S. political domain. Many of these opportunities were created by
traditions of limited government that empowered the voluntary sector in
which women played so important a part. For example, the U.S. Sanitary
Commission during and after the Civil War empowered women in positions
that in Europe were occupied by male bureaucrats. Under the Sanitary
Commission women held important positions in the administration of hos-
pital care and the awarding of widows’ and other forms of war pensions.

Other gaps engendered by traditions of limited government became
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more apparent as American society underwent rapid industrialization and
urbanization after 1880. In addition to its work for prohibition the Wom-
an’s Christian Temperance Union offered shelter, food, and medical care
to needy women, men, and children. Women on state charity boards urged
more attention to the problems of the poor, and the social settlement move-
ment found new ways to advocate the redistribution of social resources to
meet the needs of working class people. Not surprisingly in this context,
the woman suffrage movement justified its goals in social justice terms—
women voters would end political corruption, reorient public policy, and
eliminate social injustice.

While women’s political culture depended upon coalition building,
women’s assumptions about gender-based solidarity were often disap-
pointed by the persistence of class, ethnic, and racial distinctions within
their political cultures. Viewed positively, these distinctions were an inher-
ent feature of women'’s collective action because they expressed an essential
aspect of women’s lives. Thus the raucous consumer boycotts through which
Jewish immigrant women expressed their own view of social justice built on
ethnic as well as gender identities. Likewise, the political culture of African-
American women was rooted in their distinctive experience of the social
construction of race in the United States. Yet, as Rosalyn Terborg-Penn’s
essay shows, white women'’s political culture often buttressed social distinc-
tions that discriminated against black women. The Nineteenth Amendment
did not bring suffrage to black women as readily as it did to white—especially
in regions where black men did not vote. By accepting that outcome, the
white-dominated suffrage movement reinforced the barriers between itself
and black women’s political culture. In the Civil Rights Movement of the
1960s, however, those barriers were significantly eroded.

Just as a multitude of causes led to the empowerment of women’s polit-
ical culture in the early nineteenth century, a confluence of many causes
eroded its power in the 1920s. The dispute over whether to pursue strate-
gies for women’s advancement based on women’s difference from men or
on their similarities to men, accentuated by the Equal Rights Amendment
(ERA) proposed in 1922, debilitated the women’s movement during the in-
terwar years.

The reemergence of feminism in the 1960s built on four decades of
growing equality between the sexes as illustrated by women’s labor force
participation rates, their place in family life, and their sexual identity. As a
result, the new feminists championed equality rather than difference as the
mode by which they advanced women’s interests. A telling landmark in this
shift was the endorsement of the ERA by women members of the United
Automobile Workers and by the U.S. Women’s Bureau in 1972.

Nevertheless, in the late 1980s the need for some recognition of gen-
der differences reemerged in legal causes fostering the advancement of
women’s interests in the paid labor force. As Christian Littleton argues in



