WOMEN, WORK
AND PROTEST

A century of US women's labor history

Edited by
Ruth Milkman

ROUTLEDGE LIBRARY EDITIONS:
WOMEN'’S HISTORY

39031Ln0Y



WOMEN, WORK AND PROTEST
A century of US women's labor history

Edited by
RUTH MILKMAN

Volume 27

§ Routledge

Taylor & Francis Group
LONDON AND NEW YORK



First published in 1985

This edition first published in 2013
by Routledge
2 Park Square, Milton Park, Abingdon, Oxon, OX14 4RN

Simultaneously published in the USA and Canada
by Routledge
711 Third Avenue, New York, NY 10017

Routledge is an imprint of the Taylor & Francis Group, an informa business
© 1985 Routledge & Kegan Paul

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reprinted or reproduced or
utilised in any form or by any electronic, mechanical, or other means, now
known or hereafter invented, including photocopying and recording, or in any
information storage or retrieval system, without permission in writing from the
publishers.

Trademark notice: Product or corporate names may be trademarks or registered
trademarks, and are used only for identification and explanation without intent
to infringe.

British Library Cataloguing in Publication Data
A catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library

ISBN: 978-0-415-53409-3 (Set)

eISBN: 978-0-203-10425-5 (Set)

ISBN: 978-0-415-62362-9 (Volume 27)
eISBN: 978-0-203-10402-6 (Volume 27)

Publisher’s Note
The publisher has gone to great lengths to ensure the quality of this reprint but
points out that some imperfections in the original copies may be apparent.

Disclaimer
The publisher has made every effort to trace copyright holders and would
welcome correspondence from those they have been unable to trace.

MIX

Paper from
responsible sources

FSC
i FSC® C013604 ) printed and bound by CPI Group (UK) Lid, Croydon, CRO4YY




Women, Work and Protest

A century of US women’s
labor history

edited by
Ruth Milkman

3903LN0Y

N

London and New York



First published in 1985
Reprinted 1987
by Routledge & Kegan Paul Ltd.

Reprinted 1991
by Routledge
11 New Fetter Lane, London EC4P 4EE

Simultaneously published in the USA and Canada by
Routledge
a division of Routledge, Chapman and Hall, Inc.
29 West 35th Street, New York, NY 10001

Set in Sabon 10 on 12 pt
by Kelly Typesetting Ltd., Wiltshire, England
and printed in Great Britain by
St. Edmundsbury Press Ltd., Bury St Edmunds, Suffolk

Copyright © Routledge ¢ Kegan Paul 1985

No part of this book may be reproduced in
any form without permission from the publisher,
except for the quotation of brief passages
in criticism

Library of Congress Cataloging in Publication Data

Women, work, and protest.
Includes index.

I. Women in trade-unions — United States — History —
20th century — Addresses, essays, lectures. 2. Sex
discrimination against women — United States — History —
20th century — Addresses, essays, lectures. 1. Milkman, Ruth,
1954—

HD6079.2.U5W66 1985 331.40973 84-27732

ISBN 0-415-06592-5



For Nate



Editor’s preface

Feminists have always been ambivalent about the relationship of
women to trade unions. On the one hand, there is abundant evidence
of women workers’ ill-treatment on the part of organized labor.
Many unions have a history of excluding women from membership
altogether; virtually all have tended to exclude them from positions
of power. And unions have often acted to reinforce rather than to
challenge sexual inequality in the labor market. On the other hand, it
is indisputable that unionized women are better off than their
unorganized sisters. And unionism appears to have tremendous
unrealized potential as an instrument for improving the situation of
women workers.

The essays in this book seek to come to terms with this contra-
dictory legacy as it has unfolded over the past century of women’s
labor history in the United States. They take up a wide range of
specific subjects. Some are case studies of women’s participation in
individual unions, organizing efforts, or strikes; others examine
broader themes in women’s labor history, focusing on a specific
period; and still others explore the situation of particular categories
of women workers over a longer time-span. Although they are
written from a variety of perspectives, all the essays share a pre-
occupation with the complex relationship between gender, cons-
ciousness, and working-class activism, in the context of the labor
movement.

The history of women workers’ relationship to trade unionism has
only recently emerged as an object of serious scholarly inquiry, and
the literature is still quite limited. In the past two decades, there has
been an enormous outpouring of new research and interpretation in
both labor history and women’s history, yet the study of women and
unions has remained marginal to both these fields. In labor history,
despite the strong influence of social history and the movement away
from narrow, institutional studies, the tacit presumption that the
history of the working class is the history of male workers has been
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preserved intact. In this respect, the ‘new’ labor history has failed to
remedy the defects of the old. An adequate historiography of
women’s relationship to formal working-class institutions like
unions and parties is still lacking; nor have the recent efforts to
reconstruct the history of working-class culture and consciousness
been particularly concerned with women. Within the rapidly pro-
liferating literature in women’s history, there has been more
attention to women workers and their role in the labor movement,
but here the study of women’s past experience in relation to family,
sexuality and feminism has been pursued far more extensively.
Perhaps it is because the topic has been so neglected that so much
of the recent work which has appeared in women’s labor history has
been essentially descriptive in nature. Interpretative efforts have
been largely devoted to questioning the traditional assumptions
about women’s relationship to the labor movement, rather than to
reaching an independent definition of the terrain of debate.
Certainly, it was necessary to challenge the total invisibility of
women in conventional accounts of labor history, and the initial
efforts to unearth the record of women’s militancy as workers and
labor activists were bound to produce descriptive histories. But this
led, implicitly or explicitly, toward an overly simplistic and highly
romanticized conception of women’s labor history. The old myths of
women’s lack of interest or involvement in labor struggle were
effectively supplanted by new myths, which were equally one-sided
and, indeed, the mirror-image of the old. In the new feminist ortho-
doxy, each discovery of female militancy was taken as evidence of a
virtually limitless potential for women’s activism in the labor move-
ment — a potential thwarted primarily by the disinterest or active
hostility of male-dominated unions. While yielding some valuable
insights and motivating a substantial body of important research,
this approach could not do justice to the complexity of its subject.
The essays collected in this volume offer more nuanced perspec-
tives on women’s labor history, and begin to examine issues which
were neglected in the early, essentially compensatory literature. For
example, rather than insisting in a general way on the existence of a
huge untapped potential for female activism, these studies seek to
specify the historical conditions which have encouraged women’s
militancy and those which have impeded it. And, in reconstructing
the history of women workers’ protest activities, several of these
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essays suggest that the mobilization of women has been especially
effective when it has utilized organizational forms and techniques
very different from those typically employed by men — forms that are
rooted in women’s own distinctive culture and life-experience. Also
included here are efforts to begin to explain, rather than simply
describe, the long history of male unionists’ poor treatment of
women workers. After all, insofar as men have an interest in pro-
moting working-class unity, they might be expected to encourage
women’s full participation in unions, rather than to exclude them,
and it is hardly self-evident why men’s gender interest should prevail
over their class interest in this regard. By examining the structural
characteristics of unionism, on the one hand, and the impact of
broader social ideology about gender on the labor move-
ment, on the other, several of these essays shed new light on this
critical problem.

The research collected in this volume also breaks new ground in
regard to the period that it covers. The bulk of recent scholarship on
women’s relationship to unionism in the United States concerns the
late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. Even for this earlier
period, the literature is sparse; but for the years after World War [, it
almost disappears altogether (with the exception of a small group of
studies of women and the United Auto Workers in the period
immediately after World War II). This book begins to fill in some of
the gaps. While the first few essays deal with the period before 1920,
all the rest analyze more recent developments.

This emphasis opens up a range of new substantive issues as well,
for there were a number of interrelated shifts in women’s position,
both in the paid workforce and in the labor movement, which began
in the interwar years and then culminated in the post-World War II
period. First, in the aftermath of the suffrage victory, with the
growth of female participation in the labor force, the legitimacy of
trade union claims to special protection for women began to wane,
paving the way for the development of a labor movement com-
mitment to the pursuit of gender equality in the workplace. At the
same time, both in the labor movement and in the larger society,
there was a shift away from the ‘family wage’ ideal — according to
which male wages should be sufficient for family support, so that
married women have no need to work outside the home — and
women were increasingly regarded as individuals with the same
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rights to work as men. These changes, of course, coincided with the
rise of industrial unionism, which greatly expanded the space avail-
able to women and women’s concerns within the mainstream labor
movement. The new constraints and possibilities shaping women’s
relationship to trade unions in the past half-century, then, were quite
different from those operating in earlier years, and more directly
relevant to the dilemmas facing women in the unions today.

The contributions in this volume extend the scope of the literature
in women’s labor history, both conceptually and in terms of
historical periods covered. Nevertheless, there are many serious
omissions as well. In particular, the one essay included here on
African—American women and the labor movement does not com-
pensate for the severe underrepresentation of women of color in this
field. But if this book generates more research and rethinking about
women’s relationship to trade unionism, historically and in the
present, its purpose will have been amply fulfilled.

New York City R.M.
January 1984
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Bread before roses: American
workingmen, labor unions and the
family wage

Martha May

For most of the twentieth century, American trade unions have both
endorsed and actively pursued the ideal of a ‘family wage’ — a wage
rate sufficient to support a male worker and his family. Con-
temporary feminists have often criticized the family-wage ideal and
have pointed to the many difficulties it has presented bistorically for
women workers in their struggle for equality. But whether the
family-wage ideal historically constituted a class aspiration, which
both women and men of the working class supported, or, alter-
natively, an effort to consolidate male supremacy within the
working-class family, is a point of intense controversy among
feminist commentators. In this chapter, Martha May offers an
important new historical perspective on this debate. Tracing the
early history of the family-wage ideal and its relationship to the
American labor movement, May suggests that initially, in the
nineteenth century, the family wage emerged as a working-class
cause, supported by both sexes — and strenuously opposed by
capital. Subsequently, however, as the pragmatic unionism of the
American Federation of Labor became the dominant force within
the labor movement, gender privilege superseded the claims of class,
and the family wage became a cross-class ideal, supported by
Progressive reformers as well as workingmen. In the long run, May
contends, the impact of the family-wage ideal on the labor
movement was extremely divisive; yet its origins were in a politics of
class unity.
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‘The idea that the worker should be paid a living wage rather than
the market rate of wages as determined by the laws of the universe,’
railed one magazine writer in 1872, ‘is pure and simple
communism.’! In the late nineteenth century, employers and laissez-
faire economists argued strenuously against the living wage capable
of supporting a worker and his family. Forcing employers to provide
for non-workers through the pay packet, they warned, would mean
the demise of American industry. The very spirit of free enterprise
was at stake.

In the Progressive era, however, the idea of a living wage won
widespread acceptance. By 1918, the authors of a social survey of
Philadelphia could state confidently:

Nowadays very few persons object to the principle of a living
wage. It is generally agreed that the humblest worker is entitled
to a return for his services that will enable him to support
himself and his family in decency and comfort.?

Once championed only by workingmen and labor unions, now the
living-wage ideal was endorsed by Progressive social scientists, and
even by some employers — notably Henry Ford, Elbert Gary and John
D. Rockefeller — for whom it offered the promise of worker stability
and productivity, and a bulwark against radical unionism.?

The living wage of labor, Progressives and paternalistic employers
was in practice a family wage: the earnings of a male worker which
were sufficient to support a dependent family.* As an ideal — and,
indeed, it was more often a demand than an achievement — the family
wage legitimated the division of labor by gender.® It encouraged the
notion that female participation in the labor force merely sup-
plemented family income, and served to justify unequal wage rates
and sex segregation in the labor market.

Contemporary feminists agree on the consequences of the family-
wage ideology for women; its historical purpose, however, remains
ambiguous. Was the family wage a vehicle for male supremacy? Or
was it, as Jane Humphries has argued, primarily an attempt by the
working classes to retain autonomy?® Or, did the family-wage
demand constitute an effort by workers to win better conditions by
mobilizing values accepted throughout society in support of their
complaints? Exploring these issues may help illuminate the processes
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through which sex segregation in the labor market is created and
maintained, and how it might be overcome. Specifically, analyzing
the historical origins of the labor movement’s commitment to the
family-wage ideal may help to explain the enduring tension between
women workers and American labor unions.

This chapter examines the family-wage ideology of organized
labor in two periods: the decades of its formation in the nineteenth
century, and its operation in the early twentieth century. I will argue
that, in the earlier period, the family-wage demand emerged as a
working-class cause, which capital opposed but which both
working-class men and women supported. Its meaning was
transformed in the early twentieth century, however, as the class
perspective of labor changed into a more pragmatic unionism. In the
Progressive era, the family wage became a cross-class ideology, and
now, within that ideology, issues of gender superseded the claims of
class autonomy.

The family wage as a working-class demand

The family-wage ideology emerged in the first half of the nineteenth
century as a response by workingmen to specific industrial and social
conditions: the inadequacies of wage rates; the difficulties of
securing subsistence; the relative fluidity of the labor market, with its
high turnover rates, decreasing skill requirements, and technological
innovations; and the presence of a powerful ideology defining gender
roles. Fearful of the erosion of customary traditions of
craftsmanship, a decline in status and decreasing wages, skilled
workmen expressed serious concern about the effects of industrial
development on family life. “The name of freedom is but a shadow
. . . if we are to be torn from our fireside for endeavoring to obtain a
fair and just support for our families,” journeymen cordwainers in
Philadelphia argued in 1806.7 Similarly, at a Utica, NY convention
in the 1830s, workers agreed that ‘the mechanic with his family . . .
has the honest right not only to a livelihood for himself and them, but
to save from his earnings the means of education for his children, and
comfort for himself in his old age.”

The family wage represented a dual claim to subsistence and
industrial justice to its early advocates: workingmen, organized in
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trades’ societies and unions, demanded both sufficient wages and the
rights due the industrious producer in a republic. Without fair
wages, the workingman faced poverty and a diminution in status, as
dependency upon industrial wages placed new constraints upon
family resources. Under existing wage rates, frequently inadequate
for the needs of one person, the working-class family would be
unable to maintain a tolerable standard of living or retain its customs
or traditions.?

Workingmen repeatedly condemned ‘purse-proud aristocrats’
and ‘tyranny,’ as labor’s demands in the early industrial era centered
around regaining status, recouping losses and reaffirming the
laborer’s basic rights, including the right to maintain a family. In
demands for better educational standards, and in attempts to secure
consumers’ cooperatives, mechanics’ lien laws and equitable
methods of payment, workingmen recognized the connection
between control over working conditions and over home life. The
family wage became a first step toward ameliorating the precarious
position of the workingman and his family under the new conditions
of industrialization, a means to restore their dignity and equality.
Male workers claimed that ‘which the God of nature intended as
their right, but which avarice denies them — a comfortable sub-
sistence.” The family wage also promised a means to diminish
capitalists’ control over family life, by allowing workingmen to
provide independently for their families. Cordwainers from Lynn,
Massachusetts, complained in 1844 about an industrial system
which robbed ‘our families of support, our children of the benefits of
the higher branches of education, and ourselves of the many
comforts of life,” while enriching employers and creating ‘anti-
republican’ distinctions. '

Through such rhetoric, workingmen expressed the belief that only
‘producers’ and their families faced the dislocations of family life
resulting from industrialization. Only their wives and children
experienced the pressures to join the labor force; only their children
confronted the possibility of a lifetime of poverty and need. Divorced
from other sources of income, workers claimed that only a fair wage
rate stood between their families and the specter of poverty and
starvation. As early as the 1830s, workers argued that if wives and
children were forced to enter the labor market to supplement family
income, the status of the workingman would be degraded. As labor
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organizer Seth Luther reasoned, ‘we know . .. that the wives and
daughters of the rich manufacturers would no more associate with a
factory girl than they would with a negro slave. So much for equality
in a republican country.’'* The National Trades’ Union asked, ‘is not
avarice satisfied with a nation of Fathers and Sons, but our Wives
and Daughters, the Loved Ones of our hearts and affections, shall be
thrown into the spoilers” arms?’'? One purpose of the family-wage
demand was to spare the workingman’s wife and children the
degradation of factory labor. And, equally important, it was to
insure that the workingman would retain his status within the
family, and his right to a family structure resembling that of the more
advantaged classes.

Workingmen left little doubt as to the form of family life they
sought. William English, a leader in the National Trades’ Union,
wondered in 1835 if the time would arrive when ‘our wives, no
longer doomed to servile labor, will be the companions of our
fireside and the instructors of our children.’®® Without adequate
wages, the workingman could not fulfill the normative prescriptions
for a ‘proper’ family life. The family-wage demand asserted the
social right of the working class to the ideal of family and gender
roles embodied in the ‘cult of true womanhood.’ Indeed, the family-
wage ideology was heavily dependent on arguments about female
domesticity and male responsibility. “The physical organization, the
natural responsibilities, and the moral sensibilities of woman, prove
conclusively that her labor should only be of a domestic nature,’
declared the National Trades’ Union.!* In a speech delivered in 1867,
William Sylvis of the National Labor Union inveighed in similar
terms:

It will be fatal to the cause of labor, when we place the sexes in
competition, and jeopardize those social relations which render
woman queen of the household. Keep her in the sphere which
God designed her to fill, by manly assistance.'

The family-wage ideology operated by connecting class issues of
subsistence and justice with gender, thus defining the relationship
between men, women and work. The domestic ideal placed women
in the home, while waged work received an increasingly masculine
definition. Indeed, the ‘cult of breadwinning’ was featured promin-
ently in the class ideology which developed among industrial



