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A Note on Quotations

To convey a sense of what early women workers were like, I have
avoided modernizing or correcting their spelling or grammar in quota-
tions. The only changes I have made are ending sentences with a period
and beginning them with capitals. Otherwise, any additions are noted
within brackets. I have avoided use of the admonitory [sic] except in
quoting published sources or in cases of particularly literate writers
where errors stand out.
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CHAPTER ONE

Women Workers
and Early Industrialization

WowMeNn have always worked, but until the past century their work has
been confined almost entirely to the domestic setting, and it has been for
the most part unpaid labor. Women’s work was an element in the larger
family economy that predominated in preindustrial society. Although
this work proved crucial to family subsistence, it also constituted the
basis for women’s subordinate position in patriarchal society. In the

American colonies, for instance, women made substantial contributions -

to both agricultural production and domestic manufacture; still, married
women could not own property, nor could they make contracts on their
own.! This legal framework reinforced the economic subordination of -
colonial women; without means for self-support, women’s place was
clearly in the home.

The nineteenth century saw crucial changes in this dominant pattern.
With the rise of the cotton textile industry in New England in the years
between 1820 and 1860, large numbers of young, single women left their
parental homes to work in the expanding mill towns. Employment in the
mills enabled women to enjoy social and economic independence un-
known to their mothers’ generation. At the same time it created new
pressures—in both the economic and cultural spheres—to which Yankee
women had to respond. In responding to the novel demands of industrial
capitalism, women workers relied upon familiar cultural traditions and



