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Introduction
A Theoretical Framework for 
Women’s Work in Forming 
the Industrial Revolution

Daryl M. Hafter

The subject of this collection of essays is central to our continuing reassessment of 
the history of economic modernization and the place of women in work and pro
duction. We no longer think of the Industrial Revolution as a total and abrupt 
move to a factory economy which took place between 1750 and 1815, but it has 
taken longer to realize that industrializing was not a solely masculine endeavor. 
What were the women doing while the men became factory workers? Historians 
such as David Landes and François Crouzet demonstrated that innovation spread 
from England to the rest of Europe more gradually and unevenly than had been 
assumed.1 E. P. Thompson led the way to understanding the role of class cohesion in 
terms of working-class acceptance of and resistance to industrial mores.2 Despite 
the work of these and other historians, a fundamental understanding of the dynam
ics of industrialization could be achieved only with the documentation of women’s 
place in the economy.

Research in the field of women’s history, particularly on women’s economic func
tions throughout history, has revolutionized our comprehension of the process of 
modernization. Natalie Zemon Davis pioneered in bringing to historians’ awareness 
the importance of early urban female workers. Focusing on the craftswomen of 
Lyon, Davis demonstrated that they participated in a wide variety of work and that 
their work identities were flexible. Shut out of most apprenticeships, forced to pick 
up whatever task presented itself, and expected to change jobs to accommodate 
their husbands’ trade, Lyon’s women workers were at the bottom of the scale. Yet 
Davis reported that the sixteenth century witnessed the closing of masterships to 
women in trades such as barbering, implying that more egalitarian status may have 
existed earlier.3 Franklin Mendels showed that the protoindustrial era blended 
farming and piecework done as cottage industry.4 Louise A. Tilly and Joan W. Scott 
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viii Introduction

gave us a framework for thought with the demonstration that economic life de
pended on family cooperation, even into the nineteenth century.5 By providing la
bor, by their choice of technology, and by their skill, women workers were able to 
advance or retard new technology, to speed up the move toward mechanization, or 
to help preserve traditional ways of life.

As historians documented the widespread participation of female workers, their 
study of economic organization led to the development of gender theories of labor. 
It has taken nothing less than deconstructive analysis to show the important effects 
that gender has had on the process of industrialization. Study of economic devel
opment does not stop at identifying women’s presence in history; it goes on to show 
that economic organization follows certain paths precisely because of the attributes 
that women are believed to have.

Gender theories of economic action begin with the assumption that whatever 
men and women do in their daily lives, their choices are constrained by gender roles 
which are socially constructed. As Joan W. Scott wrote, “Gender is a constitutive 
element of social relationships based on perceived differences between the sexes, 
and gender is a primary way of signifying relationships of power.”6

When this approach is applied to economic organization, it forms the basis for 
new theoretical interpretations of women workers’ role in the industrializing pro
cess. Feminist scholars of economic history have pointed out how incomplete the 
earlier studies of industrialization were because they did not use gender as a tool for 
analysis. As Sonya O. Rose wrote, scholars tried to explain the events of the Indus
trial Revolution by “biology or economics.”7 Instead of asking why women auto
matically received lower pay than men or why women workers never supervised 
men, traditional scholarship assumed that this was “natural.” Rather than trying to 
discover how women became relegated to a particular set of jobs, the traditional 
economists took this configuration as a given and used it to describe emerging capi
talism. Marxist theorists, too, while taking account of gender divisions, tended to 
view patriarchy and capitalism as separate, rather than examining how gender
laden both are.8

By focusing on the transitional period of 1750-1850, when European society re
defined the attributes of males and females, we join theorists in perceiving a new 
awareness of the effects of gender on economic life. In the early modem era, the 
ideal wife worked in the home or outside to help support the family. By the late 
eighteenth century this standard had changed, with the wife now separated from 
market production, occupying a purely domestic function. As the home ceased to 
be considered a place where the family created products for sale, wage labor was 
thought to rest solely on the efforts of the husband. Thus the ideal of womanhood 
exchanged the traits of industriousness, strength, commercial savvy, and public as
sertiveness for the qualities of dependence, domesticity, modesty, and delicacy. The 
ideal of manhood changed from the expectation that work should be found for 
men’s wives to hostility toward women workers and the idea of female wage earners. 
Nevertheless, certain gender assumptions about women’s work carried into the industrial 
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era, their linkage to a new female ideal throwing into relief the constructed 
nature of perceptions of female behavior.

What is specifically important to us in this context is tracing how accepted no
tions of gender became instruments with which entrepreneurs structured new forms 
of capitalist industry. Women who had performed craftwork at home in the early 
economy became crucial to the finishing process of mechanized factories.9 Capital
ist employers considered it “natural” that women should earn less than men.10 The 
employers retained this practice to enhance their own profits.

Our general paradigm for the preindustrial era shows women workers linked to 
the family economy, which functioned as a unit, as Louise A. Tilly and Joan W. 
Scott demonstrated, to produce goods and reproduce future workers. A number of 
possibilities for the family economy existed simultaneously, depending on the re
gion, the goods produced, local customs, and the pressures of merchant capitalists. 
Agricultural families spent a portion of the year manufacturing goods or parts of 
them in a putting-out system. They might work together or separately, and some
times they might largely abandon their farming pursuits in favor of craftwork. It was 
possible for craft manufacture to be so successful that it retarded technological mod
ernization in a region.11 Urban guild families cooperated in turning out regulated 
products; people without guild ties became skilled or unskilled laborers, pooling 
their earnings to enable the family to survive. Women as well as men left the house
hold to find sources of earnings; they sent their children out to scavenge, to find 
casual work, to beg, or to steal. As Olwen H. Hufton has shown, it was an impera
tive of early modem economic life that every person contributed to his or her own 
upkeep.12

Seen in every street and workshop, the woman worker became a habitual figure 
both on the farm and in the urban center. Her gender role included constant labor 
at productive work rather than genteel occupation in the home. But even though 
her work constituted not the unpaid domestic tasks that Marx pointed to but em
ployment in the public sphere, it was still a function of her gendered status that her 
efforts earned less than a man’s. Thus society was willing to let women workers per
form skilled tasks, but insisted that these activities should be paid on a low scale. As 
Rose wrote, wages were determined by who the worker was, and they often had no 
relation to what the worker did.13

Even in circumstances when women could not be found to fill essential jobs, pro
spective employers still offered them low wages. The drawgirls of the eighteenth
century silk industry in Lyon, France, illustrate this resistance to market pressures. 
The silk weavers complained that a lack of workers to pull the cords advancing the 
brocade looms caused them to fill their contracts late, but not one voice can be 
found in the guild tracts suggesting that the solution was to offer higher wages. Nor 
did anyone suggest the use of boys for this task, since in Lyon the post was firmly 
associated with young women.14 Although many circumstances in the preindustrial 
era gave women and men access to similar tasks, urban and rural tradition also im
posed sex-specific work on others.
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Jobs continued to be divided on the basis of the sex of workers into the industri
alizing era. But by the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, the terms of the struggle 
between labor and management were changing. In order to lower the cost of pro
duction, entrepreneurs introduced machines or other functional changes in some 
operations that men performed, and they redefined the jobs as women’s work. This 
attempt at deskilling met with a variety of protests from male workers. As Ava 
Baron has shown in a study of the printing industry, male printers traditionally had 
monopolized typesetting and casting, calling it so physically hard and intellectually 
demanding that only men could do it. When the industry adopted the Linotype 
process and employers started replacing male with female workers, the men felt 
their prestige as males to be undercut. “Earlier, men had claimed that the work itself 
was masculine; after the Linotype, in contrast, they claimed that there was 'no sex 
in labor.’ Work did not embody gender; only workers did, and some workers could do 
work that others could not.”15

In the nineteenth-century industrializing process, the definition of women’s work 
was sealed as hidden, auxiliary, and secondary to the economy. This assertion has 
been cogently argued by Wally Seccombe, who demonstrated that the “male bread- 
winner wage” was both an artifact of gender beliefs and also an enforcer of them. It 
was the skilled trade workers, he believed, who confronted the exploitation of fac
tory work with a demand that their wage be sufficient to keep their wives in the 
same state of idle domesticity that their bosses’ wives enjoyed. The male English 
trade unions opposed the competition of women workers, whose low wages jeopar
dized their own jobs, by insisting that the place of women was at home. To put teeth 
into this demand, they generated a campaign for a man to be paid enough to sup
port his family. Not only did this view set male and female workers in competition 
with each other, it also posed an impossible goal for working-class families whose 
husbands could never earn this much. The women forced to labor to make up the 
difference did so as marginalized, denigrated persons.16

For this reason, documentation of their activities in the industrializing process 
has seemed unimportant. The measure of economic progress was considered to be 
found in factory work and in the technological advances located there. Such trades 
as home sewing of garments, shoe construction, and watch assembly were consid
ered incidental to productivity. However, recent investigation, of which this book is 
a part, has begun to show that women’s work was essential to technical change. A 
Woman's Hand in Industrializing Craft tests and verifies this insight. It shows how, by 
working in the home, in rooms as sweated workers, or in large workshops, women 
helped to bring about the industrial society.

Women’s work has had both radical and conservative effects. In one situation, 
female employment might foster the use of new technology; in another, it might 
enable old practices to continue. Female work might be a destabilizing force or a 
means of preserving family unity. The meaning of women’s work emerges only from 
its context. For this reason, focusing on individual industries is essential. This book 
presents ten case studies that show how women’s work contributed directly and in
directly to industrial modernization.
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Five themes focusing on the relation between technology and society unify the 
questions in this book:

1. The relationship of women to technical skill underlies any discussion of female 
employment. What industrial tasks did women perform in the past? Was female em
ployment limited exclusively to low-skill activity? Was official training available to 
women? Could workers acquire specialized techniques only through formal appren
ticeships?

2. We have come to define work in terms of market production. This has led us 
to the dichotomy that male workers produced for long-distance, wholesale markets, 
while female workers made commodities for local, retail trade. Was this true for the 
preindustrial period? Did it prevail in the industrial era?

3. Closely linked to these earlier themes is the question of whether women were 
“naturally” unsuited to understand and work with mechanical devices. Did this idea 
start in the era of craft production? What social ideals did the notion of women’s 
lack of mechanical ability satisfy?

4. We are now aware that women’s craftwork persisted through the nineteenth- 
century industrializing era and even into the twentieth century. What economic 
function did their home employment have for entrepreneurs and for technological 
advance? What criteria did women use for choosing production in the home over 
factory employment? What economic effects did their choices have?

5. Finally, all of the case studies call for a review of female work in its social con
text. How does our analysis of the industrializing process change when we view it as 
a social structure of reciprocal gender roles? What kind of work did society consider 
appropriate for women to do? What about the value of a woman’s wage for the fam
ily? Why was it acceptable for women to perform industrial work in the home but 
not outside? To what extent are these definitions based on technical considerations? 
To what extent on social norms?

The essays in this book continue the groundbreaking reinterpretation of particu
lar industries in light of the five major themes set forth above. The chapters on the 
early period focus on women’s access to new technology. Reed Benhamou analyzes 
the Montpellier verdigris industry, which produced copper acetate for use in dyes, 
paints, and medicines. This craft was run entirely by women, who passed on the 
“secrets” of manufacture from mother to daughter. When men tried to enter the 
lucrative trade, the women refused to share trade information and kept them out by 
making fun of their ignorance. Inger Jonsson shows how farm women monopolized 
the “high-tech” process in flax processing in eighteenth- and nineteenth-century 
Sweden. As unofficial apprentices, they performed the traditional women’s part of 
the work, even when a new water-powered “scutching wheel” transformed it into 
skilled employment.

Walter Endrei and Rachel P. Maines trace the spread of the two-headed Saxony 
spinning wheel, which doubled the production of thread. When technical improve
ments brought it to the forefront of hand-spinning technology, women continued to 
use it in Eastern Europe. Their skill contributed to the region’s resistance to adopt
ing the simpler and more productive Arkwright frame when it was developed. Daryl 
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M. Hafter demonstrates that wives of guildmasters in the silk industry of Lyon wove 
a quarter of the textiles produced by the home workshops. Without formal appren
ticeship or recognition, these women mastered the complex and prestigious weav
ing process. Their tradition of work stimulated women’s employment in the nine
teenth century and enabled skilled male masters to maintain their profession and 
status in the industrial era.

Do these case studies document Olwen H. Hufton’s “good old days”? What they 
show is a surprising degree of economic activity for an era in which women were not 
autonomous adults under the law. They challenge several assumptions: that workers 
acquire skill only through formal apprenticeships; that women workers’ general lack 
of guild status automatically meant auxiliary jobs; that the preindustrial society it
self considered female labor peripheral to the economy. Reappraising the structure 
of preindustrial work contributes new insights into how the Industrial Revolution 
got its start.

The last six chapters in this volume examine the varied contributions that female 
work made to areas of production that have received less scholarly attention. These 
essays reveal that craft industry persisted longer than we had thought. Hand manu
facture contributed both skills and patterns of social behavior to the new industry. 
Following earlier practice, women workers brought their activity into the unevenly 
mechanizing field, with some surprising results.

The authors in this section of the book present substantive, detailed analyses of 
manufactures that continued to tap female handwork long into the industrial era. 
John Sweets demonstrates how the persistence of traditional views of women’s roles 
in the hand lace industry of Le Puy prejudiced industrialists and government in
spectors. Women were responsible for most aspects of this business, from distribut
ing the thread to making up sample patterns. Contemporaries justified paying 
women lower salaries by characterizing their work as incidental. Sweets points out 
a nineteenth-century historian’s oxymoron in calling lacemaking “an essential 
supplementary resource.” Meanwhile male merchants reaped the fortunes that hand 
lace earned in an international market through the 1870s.

We have become accustomed to viewing technological advance as an impersonal 
process, driven by the inevitability of machine improvements; but a close look at 
the context of the economy will show that many considerations influenced whether 
production would become mechanized. Examining the relationship between 
women workers and the adoption of machinery underscores this assumption. Wom
en’s choice of technology was not automatically predictable. Whitney Walton con
tends that nineteenth-century Lorraine embroiderers resisted both the technologi
cal advance of working with embroidery frames and regulation by means of 
workbooks. These young rural workers preferred the less tiring technique of hand 
embroidery and the flexibility of working on family farms. Their handmade prod
ucts competed successfully until the Swiss adopted new machines which were op
erated by men assisted by the rest of the family. This pattern suggests that the date 
assigned to the completion of the Industrial Revolution should be shifted to the 
mid-nineteenth century.
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As Pierre Caspard shows, the calico-printing industry exemplified the flexible use 
of women’s and children’s labor as handcraft was employed alongside mechanized 
technology. One of the major industries of the eighteenth and nineteenth centu
ries, the popular calico manufacture developed hand painting of cottons as a wom
an’s specialty in order to offset the increasing cost of block printing by the males. 
Here the female labor, which was actually supervised by women managers, was sup
pressed when copper-rolling technology made the hand painters redundant in the 
1840s. There is no doubt that entrepreneurs benefited from the women workers’ 
skill and their willingness to accept lower wages.

It is a testament to the complexity of sex-role applications that we can find male 
and female activities viewed differently according to place and time. In Patrizia 
Sione’s study of silkmaking in the Como region of Italy, the nineteenth century saw 
women’s skilled domestic work of reeling as a background to their induction into 
the important silk factories. As Sione writes, “The adoption of machinery did not 
destroy these skills, as the work process was not substantially altered by the con
centration in small mills or by application of steam power.” Rather, as agricultural 
incomes declined, women entered factories in ever greater numbers. There they 
continued to process silk with their customary skill, but in the industrialized setting 
their wages were kept low. Silk manufacture, especially the weaving, eventually 
moved to the cities. But the higher wages there induced entrepreneurs to relocate it 
again to rural areas. Eventually a mixed system of power and hand looms and hand 
processing enabled women to maintain their skills and to work cooperatively with 
their husbands or other heads of workshops in order to contribute to the family 
wage.

Jean Quataert’s study of the textile workers in the Oberlausitz district of Germany 
between 1780 and 1860 also shows how the mixture of hand and machine energy 
enabled a district to survive the decades of industrialization without being trans
formed into a total factory economy. Taking advantage of traditional linen-weaving 
skill, entrepreneurs there introduced the processing of cotton, which they were able 
to sell at home and to export in competition with English textiles. State support of 
handwork also helped the mixed economy to thrive. Most important, the Ober
lausitz weavers used flexibility in gender roles and in their techniques of selling and 
smuggling their goods in order to survive.

The endurance of traditional manufacture contributed to the maintenance of so
cial peace by enabling artisanal and farming households to survive. In this way, the 
structure and ideology of society did not appear to be shaken to an unacceptable 
extent. In large measure, female workers provided the means of bridging handicraft 
and mechanization with their flexibility. Flexibility has been considered a hallmark 
of women’s work in the preindustrial era. The pattern continued through the In
dustrial Revolution. Tessie P. Liu shows why certain female homeworkers in the lin
gerie trade of Chollet accepted low-wage factory or cottage labor. The key to their 
work was that it allowed the father of the family to remain an artisan of prestige. 
Wives and daughters, whose work identity was secondary, performed sweated labor 
in order to enable the men to remain hand-loom weavers. By working for wages 
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themselves, the women enabled their male relatives to escape being proletarianized; 
they helped to maintain the professional identity of the men and their households.

In order for women to perform this function, their work had to be invisible to 
society. Tessie Liu’s trousseau makers, earning from one-third to one-half of the fam
ily income, kept the hand-loom families intact. John Sweets’s lacemakers did the 
same, bringing in a similar proportion of the family funds. In both cases, their wages 
were considered merely supplemental. They were earning “the little luxuries and 
frills” to make the home more comfortable; they were not challenging the ability of 
male heads of households to support, and therefore dominate, the family. In prein
dustrial times, every individual was expected to earn a living. After the Industrial 
Revolution, the need stayed the same but the ideology changed. A notion of sepa
rate spheres defined women as competent only at home. Direct participation in the 
market economy went against women’s “nature” and their role of domestic nurture.

Women’s opportunities and choices were thus shaped by the conception of a 
moral order. The issue of factory work vs. homework drew on nationalist feelings of 
family protection and pronatalism. Needlework, for instance, had connotations of 
morality, especially when it was performed in the home. In this way women’s eco
nomic gain was veiled by their cultural function. Moreover, because the domestic 
sphere became a cultural opposite of the machine-filled workshop, any work per
formed there was considered “women’s work,” by definition unskilled, appropriately 
low-paid employment. Even men who worked in homelike settings in Chollet came 
to be denigrated as amateurs.17

With this variety of patterns, the chapters in this book document how men and 
women used all the ingenuity at their command to weather the transition from ar
tisanal shop to mechanized industry. Modem scholars need to scrutinize the semi
otics of women’s work to see how past ideology was preserved and altered by past 
necessity. We need to understand how women’s adoption of new technology in cer
tain situations and rejection of it in others helped to maintain social peace in an eta 
of profound economic dislocation. We must document what elements were retained 
from the preindustrial period and how female workers actually related to the evolv
ing technology of the early Industrial Revolution. The essays here make possible 
this kind of investigation. From historic inquiries will come a much-needed per
spective on issues relating to women and technology in the twentieth century.
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PART I
Handicraft and Invention 
in the Eighteenth Century





Reed Benhamou 1
Women and the Verdigris 

Industry in Montpellier

The history of women’s work is frequently a history of exploitation: menial tasks, 

arduous labor, health risks, inadequate wages, and severely limited opportunity. Oc
casionally, however, this dreary account can be leavened with episodes of individual 
or collective achievement. This presentation, which focuses on the verdigris indus
try in the south of France, provides such leavening. It is a success story, a report of 
a financial golden age during which many women became entrepreneurs, and a few 
developed lucrative, and legally protected, power bases.

To a certain extent, it is ironic that this economic Eden should have developed in 
France. Granted, France is a country with traditional interest in the female; but this 
interest has not been generally translated into concern for her occupational or eco
nomic fulfillment. By and large, those women who sparked the French imagination 
were aristocratic, intellectual, literary, sensual, and/or fictional. The predictable re
sult has been that we know more about the inventive Marguerite de Navarre and 
the inventive Manon Lescaut than we do about the hundreds of thousands who 
contributed the labor upon which much of the French economy was built.

The nature of their contribution—that is, the range of the occupational roles 
open to them—is not well known. In Histoire et sociologie du travail féminin, Evelyne 
Sullerot, citing Etienne Boileau’s thirteenth-century Livre des métiers, mentions that 
fifteen of the medieval trades were considered “uniquely feminine,” and finds the 
conventional irony in the fact that many of these trades revolved around gold and 
silk, “two of the most precious and sought-after materials of the time.” Referring to 
the same source, Eileen Power makes a more modest claim: of one hundred crafts 
practiced in medieval Paris, five were performed by craftswomen alone, although in 
many others women worked alongside men.

The demographic realities of the Renaissance, when peace and prosperity 
brought more men into the labor force, spelled an end to even this restricted influ
ence: “women lose one after the other the prestigious trades which had been 
theirs,” Sullerot writes, “and the working of the precious materials of gold and silk 
escapes them.”1

In any case, relatively few women had been involved in producing luxury goods 
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from these luxury materials. The majority—in the Middle Ages as throughout the 
preindustrial era—contributed strength rather than creativity or intelligence to the 
French labor force. Agriculture was at once the biggest and most anonymous em
ployer. Regional industries, particularly those based on textiles, absorbed many oth
ers, primarily for tasks requiring cheap muscle or constant attention. Other occu
pations are briefly listed by Albistur and Armogathe in Histoire du féminisme 
français; these and more are frequently depicted in the French encyclopedia edited 
by Diderot and D'Alembert in the middle of the eighteenth century. While not 
mentioned in the articles which the plates illustrate, women are shown as perform
ing over 140 tasks, preponderantly in basic industries such as glass, wax, and metals; 
in the production of decorative goods and accessories; and, of course, in areas re
lated to clothing and textiles.2 In many instances, because of the stringent guild 
rules that regulated French crafts, women would have been so employed because 
they were the wives or daughters of the craftsmen in charge rather than because 
they were licensed craftspersons.3

Remuneration for these tasks was seldom good, and only rarely equal to a man’s. 
Sullerot reminds us that as a group, women saw their wages fall from three-quarters 
to two-fifths of a man’s earnings between the beginning of the fourteenth and the 
end of the sixteenth centuries. Charles-Roux et al., consulting as had Sullerot data 
compiled by Georges D’Avenel for his Histoire économique de la propriété, found some 
improvement in the seventeenth century, when the average daily wage for female 
labor varied between 60 and 71 percent of that for men.4 Turning ourselves to 
D’Avenel, we see that the eighteenth century (the period emphasized in the present 
study) was an extension of the seventeenth. The average annual wage of an eigh
teenth-century craftsman, D'Avenel finds, was 288 livres; in general, a woman 
earned 60 percent of that. One pleasant exception was the case of female grape 
pickers in the Lorraine, whom he reports as earning the same as their male cowork
ers. The Lorraine was an economic anomaly, however; much more typical was the 
Herault, where female pickers were paid only half a man’s wage. Moving from viti
cultural dayworkers to small craftspersons, D'Avenel cites female mattress makers 
who earned one-third a man’s rate—this in 1791—although part of that difference 
was geographic, the men working in Paris and the women in the provinces.5

It is against this background of limited economic opportunity that we must con
sider the case of verdigris producers.

Most of us are familiar with only one form of verdigris, the copper carbonate that 
discolors copper cookware and gives bronze statuary its green patina. It seems not 
only that verdigris appears without help from humankind, but that it appears de
spite our best efforts to prevent it. The verdigris that concerns us here, however, is 
the deliberately cultivated copper acetate caused by the action of acetic acid on 
copper. The intentional production of copper acetate is an ancient practice: the 
eight common methods of production listed in Pliny’s first-century account imply 
an already long tradition. More recently, replaced by other substances, it has so 
faded from public awareness that the brief description of its uses found in the Encyclopedia
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Americana may be unique among popular information sources.6 For sev
eral hundred years, however, it was widely used in dyes, paints, and medicines, and, 
as a desirable and exportable raw ingredient, it figured in the French economy from 
at least the end of the thirteenth century to the early years of the twentieth.7

The basic materials of verdigris production are copper, grapes, and wine; the basic 
factory is an earthenware jar and a cool place to keep it. Perhaps for this reason, 
although verdigris was occasionally cultivated as far north as Grenoble, production 
quickly localized to Montpellier, where the climate and the nearby vineyards cre
ated an ideal work environment.

It appears to have always been a cottage industry but not, at its origins, neces
sarily the women’s industry it was later to become. In his examination of four
teenth-century tax records, Jean Combes found that production was controlled by a 
wholesaler who brokered the output of various workers. These were occasionally 
designated as ‘‘laborers”; but it was more common to find that they held occupa
tions such as carpenter, shoemaker, haberdasher, or coiner. Some degree of financial 
flexibility was necessary to purchase the copper (then, as later, imported from Swe
den), the wine, and the jars. Deals were struck and investments made, however: a 
cattle breeder and his wife contracted for copper, promising to pay its weight in 
verdigris within four months; a carpenter and his wife went into debt for 102 
pounds of copper, as did a shoemaker’s widow and her two brothers-in-law. These 
were not the only wives and widows to figure in the accounts; over the centuries, 
they would come to greatly outnumber the men.8 They were also more likely to 
control the jars and copper (and thus the manufacture itself), since these were often 
part of their dowries and estates.9

On its face, verdigris production appears to have been more tedious than diffi
cult, but successful cultivation required a sensitivity to changes in appearance, tem
perature, and odor that could come only with initiation and experience. The im
portance of making accurate judgments on the basis of minute evidence will be seen 
as we follow the various steps in the process as these were recorded by eighteenth- 
century encyclopedists.10

Generally speaking, verdigris was produced by placing copper strips between lay
ers of fermented grapes in an earthenware jar and leaving them until the acid in the 
grapes caused the copper to develop the crystals that would ripen into verdigris. The 
process was not automatic, and individual makers brought their own variants to it.

New copper strips, cut from twenty-one-inch disks and hammered smooth by the 
metalsmith, could be used immediately; but many growers first buried them for a 
few days in verdigris, saying that this “seasoning” kept them from overheating when 
they were introduced into the jars. Seasoned or not, the strips lasted through several 
production cycles, becoming more efficient (i.e., producing more verdigris) as they 
aged.

New pots, made of porous, partially fired earthenware, were moisture-proofed by 
being soaked for a week to ten days in wine vinegar. They were then scrubbed in the 
same liquid to cleanse them of any tartar deposited by the wine. Old jars were preferred,
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but they needed to be thoroughly scrubbed with sand and vinegar at regular 
intervals. As Chambers’s anglicized spelling implies, “verdegrease” is mucilaginous, 
and an excess of its fatty residue impeded new formation.

The wines used in the process were selected for their strength, judged on the basis 
of how easily they would burn (wines were accepted or rejected on the basis of their 
“fire”). Such strength was lacking in wines that were either white, sweet, or old; 
and so the verdigris producer fed her crop on the same wines that were sought by 
connoisseurs.

The grapes were prepared by a lengthy process that began with their selection in 
the vineyards at harvest time. They were then sun-dried, a process that involved 
frequent turning and an absolute avoidance of any water or oil, and then compacted 
in a press “at the top of the house.” (The reason for this location is not explained, 
although it may lie in the fact that the top of the house might be less damp than the 
basement cave. The indication of a multistory house is interesting, and reinforces 
the idea that the growers enjoyed a slightly elevated social status, first noted in 
Combes’s account of medieval producers.) Once pressed, the grapes were soaked in 
wine vinegar until they had doubled in size. A basement location was preferred for 
this and subsequent operations, although some producers (perhaps those who for 
socioeconomic reasons lacked a cave) worked on the ground floor of their houses.11 
The grapes were then packed into large balls, covered with three pots of wine, 
sealed in earthenware jars, and left to ferment. Opinions and practices varied; some 
growers stirred the wine at intervals they felt to be dictated by the ambient tem
perature and humidity and the heat produced by the fermentation process itself, 
while others allowed the process to go forward undisturbed until they sensed it had 
run its course.

Being able to judge the fermentation process accurately was extremely important 
since it determined when the copper could be introduced into the jars, and several 
methods had evolved for making these decisions correctly. Some producers looked 
for dampness on the underside of the urn’s lid, others checked for crystal formation 
when a heated copper plate was suspended over the grapes. A third approach was to 
examine the top layer of grapes for the iridescent film the growers called “a kind of 
dew.”

When fermentation was judged to be complete, the grapes were drained for a few 
days and then layered by placing around 100 heated copper strips in the urns. In 
about a week, crystals developed (or, as the producers said, “cottoned”) on the 
strips. The copper had to be withdrawn from the urns at this point, since if crystal
lization became too advanced, the growths attached themselves to the grapes and 
were extremely difficult to harvest.

The crystal-covered copper strips were then placed in racks where they were 
dampened with wine vinegar (or water, although this was illegal) over a three-day 
period, a process known as “feeding the verdigris.” “Feeding” was repeated at 
weekly intervals for about a month, or until efflorescence was complete and the 
strips showed the desired blue-green, spongy growth.

The fully developed verdigris was then scraped from the multitude of copper 
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strips by groups of women working around lipped hexagonal or octagonal tables, a 
task frequently done at night when other chores, and housework, were finished.12 
The final stage in which the producers were directly involved was packing the ver
digris into bags and passing it on to the commissioned brokers who would oversee 
its inspection and sale.

The product had to meet strict standards. It was not unusual for a district super
visor to reject a shipment and order the defective material to be publicly burned in 
the presence of its maker.13 If the crop was passed, it went to merchants who pre
pared it for resale. A good deal of it was exported to Holland, where it was used to 
make the dark green, weather-resistant paint that protected Dutch houses from the 
sea air; the rest was used in dyes, inks, and a range of pharmaceutical products from 
eyewashes to escharotics.

Production of a crop of verdigris might take as long as ninety days, but efficiency 
was gained because cultivation ran on more than one cycle. Most growers had as 
much copper in reserve as they had in production; and once the strips were taken 
from the urns to be drained and “fed,” three pots of wine were once again poured 
over the grapes so that they might again ferment. Reserved copper was added when 
fermentation was once more at its height, and another crop was on its way to mar
ket. The need for efficiency, and the amount of work involved in this essentially 
year-round industry are obvious, especially when we consider that some growers ma
nipulated as many as 500 pots and 100,000 strips of copper.

The population of growers was almost totally female, although, as we have seen, 
men were involved at the dawn of the industry. By the beginning of the eighteenth 
century, however, men were only occasional producers, and then in the indirect 
sense of paying for materials. At a time when men were excluding women from 
even that most female of occupations, midwifery,14 their absence from this trade 
invites question. It may well be that, unless a man was dealing with members of his 
own family, he found little profit in the industry. Women were much more likely to 
have been initiated to its secrets as children, simply because it is more likely that 
girls would have remained close to their mothers once they had reached an age at 
which they might be of help to the family. Excluded from this early training, men 
were easily exploited by an unscrupulous female workforce:

Most of the women who make verdigris for [male] factory owners, most of whom 
know nothing about how to prepare it, can make them believe anything. If they 
make a mistake in judging the fermentation, they will go ahead anyway, even though 
the copper will hardly dissolve, and will say that the wine wasn’t good, or give any 
other excuse that will save them the reproaches the owner has the right to make.15

Ridicule was another weapon in what may have been a guerrilla war against mas
culine encroachment. Fabre quotes an eighteenth-century writer to the effect that 
“if there were any men who wanted to keep their wives, they were jeered, and the 
women taunted them for doing work that threatened their masculine dignity.”16 It 
is possible that a threat to more than dignity was implied. Verdigris is a notoriously 
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unsafe substance, as we shall see, and might well have had the reputation of causing 
impotence in addition to a long list of other ailments.

Fear of verdigris poisoning was certainly justified. The French periodical press of 
the time frequently carried articles describing sickness and even deaths caused by 
verdigris. A dog was reported killed by eating tripe served from a copper pan ( 1754), 
and copper cookware was decried that same year. The author found it “singular” 
that Sweden, the major exporter of copper, itself forbade the use of copper pans. 
Copper fountains, an important source of water for most of the Paris population, 
and the copper cauldrons in which beer was brewed were denounced in 1757. And 
the Supplément to the Encyclopédie described how a family had died from eating 
bread baked in an oven fueled by wood coated with verdigris-based paint.17

Nineteenth-century scientists, with rising interest in public health, experi
mented on animals: a dog, which could vomit, was finally killed when it ingested 
verdigris-laced food for a third time; a rabbit, which could not vomit, died straight
away. The urine of verdigris producers was tested and was found to contain copper, 
proof that this metal was being absorbed. Researchers interviewed and examined 
around sixty producers, evaluating their working conditions. Proper hygiene was 
certainly lacking. The workers spent most of the day with their hands and arms 
immersed in verdigris-laden liquids. Their faces, hair, and bodies were covered in 
verdigris dust. Washing-up did not take place until the workday was over and the 
women were ready to go home. Many women brought infants to the workplace and 
nursed them from verdigris-dusted breasts. The situation seemed ideal for studying 
the extent of the anorexia, raging thirst, nausea, uncontrollable vomiting, diarrhea, 
anemia, and abdominal pain that were, with death, the inevitable results of copper 
poisoning.

The scientists found nothing of the sort. The worst health problems were an oc
casional sinusitis caused by a sensitivity to the dust that hung in the air and an even 
less frequent urge to vomit because of the somewhat sickly odor of the product. 
Menstruation was normal, and the mothers delivered healthy babies. Young women 
showed a pleasing plumpness, octogenarians an enviable strength and lucidity. For 
reasons the researchers could not explain—perhaps the slow and constant exposure 
to verdigris gave a kind of immunity—these women were absolutely resistant to the 
well-documented dangers of verdigris poisoning.

The finding was not new. An eighteenth-century observer had recorded that ver
digris-related sicknesses were nowhere mentioned in the annals of the industry; and 
he offered the opinion that the fumes of the wine vinegar used in production neu
tralized the pernicious effects of the copper. As rational investigators, the research
ers expressed only wonder at the phenomenon;18 it is not hard to imagine that in a 
more superstitious age, women who could handle poisons with impunity were re
garded with some awe.

Precious as good health might be, women produced verdigris for a more basic 
reason: money. Verdigris had many advantages over other cottage industries. It re
quired little start-up capital, and that could be borrowed against future earnings and 
paid back in kind rather than cash. It needed neither special facilities nor exotic 
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materials and equipment. Everything required for the making of it could be reused, 
even the grapes and the wine. Its tasks could be scheduled around housework and 
childcare. It was labor-intensive, but production could go forward with few workers, 
and these were mostly family members, committed to successful practices and work
ing for their keep and not for a salary. And it could be profitable on any scale. Small 
wonder that it was commonly believed that with verdigris, a woman could not only 
preserve her dot, she could double her money.19

In good times this could happen; but times were not always good. “The gains 
were ... irregular, production and profit varying with the weather, the price of wine, 
and the stability of the market.”20 Production fell when cold winters impeded the 
oxidation of the copper; demand dropped when war made enemies of importers; and 
cost rose when the government imposed stiff import duties on copper in the nine
teenth-century.21

Of these factors, war was the most serious impediment to profit. The bulk of pro
duction went into paints and dyes, coloring agents for the luxury trades of textiles 
and furnishings that, more than others, required peace for their advancement. The 
demand for verdigris in eighteenth-century pharmaceuticals was probably constant, 
but the number of products that used it as an ingredient was limited: “Lanfranc's 
eyewash, Metz's green balm, Egyptian unguent and that of the apostles, divine plas
ters, and manus Dei.”22 In 1755, reflecting the tensions that were soon to erupt in 
the Seven Years' War, over a third of the producers went out of business. In 1773, 
“none of the producers are making money because wine and copper are excessively 
high, and there is no demand”; again, many producers shut down.23

Not all did so, and certainly not all did so permanently. Verdigris production 
could be interrupted with relative ease: once the last crop was marketed, the jars 
could be scrubbed and the copper laid aside; even the wine could be stored. Tied as 
much to the cycles of the earth as to the movements of nations, cultivation could 
begin again with the next grape harvest. Times of slow financial gain were not al
ways times of panic: even in 1773, “well-off growers, and those who are obsessed 
with making verdigris, are holding out, and do not cease buying copper.” A good 
deal of the purchase price of this raw material reportedly came from “husbands, who 
are financing an industry that often runs at a loss—a fact their wives are not always 
careful to tell them.”24 Tables in the civil archives of Montpellier show the rise and 
fall of eighteenth-century production, if not profit: a low of 348,247 livres in 1748, 
rising to 1,011,145 livres in 1755, a second low of 377,508 livres in 1760, an all
time high of 1,155,982 livres in 1776, followed by three more years of substantial 
(over 900,000 livres) output.25 A comparable quantity—600,000 kilos—was pro
duced in 1865.26

The eighteenth-century wholesale price of verdigris varied with the international 
situation, dropping to 12 to 13 sous per pound in times of war, rising to 17 or 18 sous 
in times of peace. Many of the growers, “the wives and daughters of bourgeois [and] 
artisans,” could use their profits as supplementary income (although, as we have 
seen, the “obsessed” might be as likely to view their husbands' incomes as supple
ments to their own profits). Others, such as the “few peasant [families]” in the industry, 
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“knowing no other trade, have only this for their support.”27 (Bought rela
tively cheaply, verdigris was severely marked up when resold: a 1773 manual on 
paint processes and materials gives a price of 2 livres 15 sous for approximately 
l/32nd of a pound of a verdigris “brick” [the compacted form in which it was gen
erally marketed], and 3 livres for the same amount of pulverized verdigris.)28

In the mid-nineteenth century, dealers paid between 180 and 210 francs a kilo, 
resulting in sales ranging from 1,080,000 to 1,260,000 francs.29 A commentator of 
the time, perhaps deprecating the importance of this feminine industry to the 
economy, said slightingly, “84 pots suffice to buy the clothing of a bourgeoise and her 
daughters.”30 A century earlier, the contribution of the growers to the community 
at large was more frankly acknowledged: “From time immemorial, the manufacture 
of verdigris has been seen as having tremendous importance for the city of Mont
pellier, as much for its use of the local wines as for the number of families it sup
ports.”31

With both personal and community well-being at stake, it is not surprising that 
manufacturers would seek production shortcuts, or that buyers would seek guaran
tees of the substance’s quality. Conflicts were not uncommon. We have already seen 
that unacceptable verdigris could be destroyed before the eyes of its unfortunate 
maker; it was also possible to be sued in civil court, as was a widow who was named 
a codefendant with the wholesaler when her verdigris failed to satisfy a coachmaker 
who used it in his enamels.32 Such faulty products, it was felt, call the integrity of 
French manufacture as a whole into question.

Accordingly, the government set up an inspection system in July 1711 that de
fined how verdigris was to be produced, and forbade the use of additives (such as 
potassium bitartrate, found in wine) to speed efflorescence, of water (rather than 
wine or wine vinegar) for “feeding,” and, not unnaturally, of fillers (used to increase 
selling weight). The compaction of verdigris powder into the bricks in which the 
product was sold was given over to bonded pétrisseurs (literally, kneaders or mold
ers). These were generally, but not always, men, and, like the members of other 
occupations in eighteenth-century France, they tended to be related: in 1753, three 
of four pétrisseurs certified were related.

Finally, the government interjected between the makers and the market a num
ber of commissioned brokers whose responsibility it was to collect the verdigris from 
the growers, oversee its compaction, guarantee its purity to the intendant adminis
tering the district, find buyers for the product, and deliver payment to the manu
facturers. These brokers, all women, immediately became forces to be reckoned 
with.

Their integrity and impartiality were supposedly ensured by a prohibition against 
their producing, warehousing, or selling verdigris on their own account. The famil
ial nature of French trades, however, made it possible to circumvent the letter if not 
the spirit of the law, as did the brokers’ privilege of asking relatives and female 
friends for help in their time-consuming tasks. Almost certainly, some of the bro
kers profited by their families’ production, and families were rewarded by the almost 
hereditary nature of the post: by the late 1760s, several of the brokers were the third 
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of their line, daughters or nieces of former officeholders in the profession. This de
scent was so common that appointments made for other reasons were justified: for 
example, one woman, although an outsider (pas de race), was rewarded with a com
mission for having served as a wet-nurse to the child of a local dignitary.

Once in position, a broker competed with her sisters for business, and the in
fighting was frequently nasty. Appalled, one district administrator wrote, "Although 
they may come from a good family and have a comfortable income, they are essen
tially fishwives who will sell one another for a profit of five sous.” Another said, “It’s 
a good thing there aren’t many of them. They are so jealous of one another’s gains 
that they will destroy themselves rather than lose a client.”

The less successful might also form uneasy coalitions and turn to the law if one of 
their number gained too much power. The report of one ultimately unsuccessful suit 
reveals both the possibilities and responsibilities of the position.

In 1753, seven of the eight brokers petitioned to have the eighth removed from 
office, claiming that, since the daughter who had been helping her had moved out 
of town, she would no longer be able to service her clients. The transparency of the 
ploy ensured its failure, as did the loyalty of the defendant’s clients. This was a con
siderable number: “three-quarters of the Montpellier producers, whom she had 
known how to attract and keep ... by the quality of her advice, her loans to women 
needing copper and wine, and her cash advances on verdigris sales.” She had been 
a broker for forty-two years at the time of the suit, and these practices had brought 
her a lifetime income of over 50,000 écus (150,000 livres).33

This translates into an annual income of 3,570 livres, a sum roughly twelve times 
the annual wage of the average craftsman (to use D’Avenel’s estimate), and reveals 
the financial benefits a single-minded broker could wrest from her commission. 
There is no hint in the archival records that any broker used these funds in an at
tempt to rise in social status, even had that been possible in a country so conscious 
of social origins as France.

The comments on the manner, and manners, of these brokers, cited above, imply 
in fact that their interest was more in making money than in what it would buy. 
Still, it is interesting to compare this average income with those reported by Jean 
Sgard, who found that daily workers might earn between 100 and 300 livres; skilled 
craftsmen, teachers, and editors between 300 and 1,000 livres; and university pro
fessors, government appointees, and royal tutors between 1,000 and 3,000 livres. A 
determined broker could thus surpass the earnings average, not only of those in her 
own social class but of those with more prestigious, intellectual callings. (Diderot 
himself, for example, earned only 1,500 livres a year in 1751 for his beginning work 
on the Encyclopédie.)34 This reality may go far to explain the care with which vari
ous government administrators expressed their dismay with the brokers’ behavior.

The Revolution that eventually brought opportunity to so many ended the bro
kerage positions by which a few had been allowed to gain real financial influence. 
Even before the positions were abolished, however, there had been a revolution in 
the method by which verdigris was produced, thanks to the serendipitous discovery 
(or rediscovery)35 credited to a local grower, or, rather, to her donkey. The tale contains
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too many concrete details to be anything but apocryphal, although it was se
riously reported in the literature of the time and as seriously repeated a century 
later;36 as such, it is probably more revealing for the attitude it displays toward dis
coveries made by women than for the accuracy of its content.

The story concerns Mme Rose Refreger, the wife of Jean Bertet, a wigmaker. Like 
many of her neighbors, she supplemented the family income by cultivating verdi
gris; and, like them, she fed her donkey the skins of the fermented grapes. In De
cember 1777, distracted by a visitor, she dropped grape skins and some copper strips 
she was carrying into the donkey’s manger, where the beast nosed some of the skins 
over the copper and ate the rest. A few days later, Mme Refreger found her missing 
copper, and to her delight and astonishment, she found as well that it had devel
oped a handsome coat of verdigris. The story, whispered by Mme Refreger to her 
friends, was soon known to the community of growers, all of whom quickly aban
doned the techniques of a lifetime and adopted the new approach, which consisted 
of simply burying copper in grape skins and allowing nature to take its course.

However the change in production method came about, it is true that verdigris 
producers in the nineteenth century greatly modified the approach taken by their 
grandmothers, and that, so simplified, the industry continued “with an activity al
most equal to that of the period prior to the Revolution.”37 The eighteenth century 
writer who had first publicized the new method felt that the verdigris it produced 
was comparable in quality to that grown in the traditional, time-consuming man
ner. A nineteenth-century critic, however, saw “with regret that the quality of this 
product is deteriorating,” and wished that the inspection system, “which assured 
the quality and reassured the buyer,” could be reinstated.38

This did not happen, of course, but production itself continued until the First 
World War. When interviewed, one former producer attributed its disappearance 
“to the more modem methods developed by the Americans.”39 Perhaps politics col
ored her statement, since in both dyestuffs and pharmaceuticals, the two greatest 
users of verdigris, the Germans led the Americans in the early part of this century. 
When production stopped, the old retired and the young workers “went to ... em
broider silk hosiery.”40 It is evident now that this was a trade with no future, and 
surely as evident then that work in a regimented factory offered none of the finan
cial and personal independence that had marked the cottage industry.

The production of verdigris might be described as a quintessentially preindustrial 
occupation: other than its copper, readily available through trade, it required only 
local, and predominantly agricultural, materials; it was labor-intensive; and it uti
lized no machinery of any kind for its success.

It might also be described as a quintessentially feminine occupation, not only in 
the obvious sense that almost all of its workers were female, but because it relied less 
on skill than on heightened sensitivity, that is, to use the cliché, on “feminine in
tuition.” What Branca has said of another female industry, cheesemaking, is true of 
verdigris production as well: “Knowledge was purely empirical, the art ... handed 
down from one generation to another. Here, as in most aspects of women’s work, 
there was little formal training and no concept of skills.”41
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The contemporary attitudes toward the special fitness of women for this work can 
only be guessed at. Both eighteenth- and nineteenth-century writers on the subject 
found the fact that the labor force was female to be worthy not only of comment but 
of repetition (Saintpierre reminds his readers almost from one page to the next that 
“the work is almost exclusively performed by women”);42 but neither value judg
ments nor speculation on the phenomenon entered their reports.

Certainly men could have done the work, but the fact is they did not. The ridi
cule offered as a reason by one of the commentators seems an insufficient reason 
unless, as was said above, it reinforced fears males might have had about the effects 
of the substance on their physical safety or sexual ability. Such fears did not keep 
men from involvement with toxic materials in other crafts, however—gilders 
worked with mercury in the production of ormolu even though its pernicious effects 
were recognized.43 One is left with the admittedly unsatisfactory notion that in 
France, with its respect for tradition in the crafts, verdigris may have been a female 
trade simply because it had always been a female trade.

There is an indication of male opinions about verdigris workers in the anecdote 
about Rose Refreger, a story which implies that women were not capable of con
ceiving of more efficient methods, and that only chance in the shape of a donkey 
brought renewal to the industry. Jacques Montet, the eighteenth-century observer, 
had already deplored the resistance to technology shown by his informants when 
they rejected the thermometers he had offered as a means of judging the fermenta
tion process.44 The anecdote, however, had to demolish one myth in order to create 
another: the mutual suspicion attributed to women in the verdigris industry by eigh
teenth-century government workers had to be ignored so that the technique could 
be spread through the whispered back-channels of women’s talk.

Perhaps more to the point, however, is the tacit acknowledgment of women’s 
grasp of this craft found in the government brokerage commissions created in the 
early eighteenth century. To place women in such a position of influence—and, 
especially, to keep them there when the extent of their influence, and its financial 
possibilities, were made clear—obviously implies that the processes of verdigris pro
duction were comprehensible only to the initiated. Men could certainly tell 
whether the finished product was good or bad, because its quality affected their own 
work. To ensure that the processes used were those required by law, however, and to 
gain the workers’ acceptance of these regulations, appeared to require the inside 
information available only to, and through, women. The value of the finished prod
uct was apparently enough, especially in mercantilist France, to overcome any dis
taste district administrators may have felt about dealing with “fishwives,” and 
wealthy fishwives at that.

Certainly it is the wealth, or at least the financial independence, that verdigris 
made possible that gives the story of this craft its special interest. The methods by 
which knowledge was acquired and used are in no way unique; the recompense they 
brought is. In exercising this craft, and in so efficiently protecting it from male en
croachment, by whatever means this was done, a group of women were for genera
tions largely or completely self-supporting, able to start and direct businesses and, in 
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certain cases, to gain real financial advantage and influence at a time when this was 
generally limited to the male aristocracy. The product they made has been super
seded by modem materials; the opportunities it offered are only slowly becoming 
available to other women, in other fields.
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Women Flax Scutchers in the Linen 
Production of Hälsingland, Sweden

The water-powered scutch, or lintmill, was an important labor-saving invention 

in the production of linen in the eighteenth century. With this new technique, at 
least some of the laborious operations in the process of turning flax into linen were 
facilitated. The mechanization of braking and scutching was an obvious success, as 
the lintmills rapidly became widespread in those countries which are known to 
have had a significant linen industry. Like every other task in the manufacture of 
linen, braking and scutching were also characterized by a gender division of labor. 
However, although the technique was much the same in all types of lintmills, the 
gender division of labor was not.

In the area of my own research, the county of Hälsingland in Sweden, the brak
ing of flax was performed mainly by men, and the scutching was entirely women’s 
work. This was not, however, the case everywhere. In many countries scutching 
seems to have been an exclusively male preserve, and in some areas in Ireland, for 
example, there actually were no women at all working in the water-powered lint
mills. Even more interesting, scutching was considered to be highly skilled work, 
not only in those areas where it was performed by men, but also in Sweden, where 
it was performed by women. A study of the water-powered lintmills could therefore 
prove to be a useful starting point for a discussion of technique, skill, and the gender 
division of labor in the preindustrial society.

The question of technique, skill, and the division of labor is not new. There has 
been a lot of research undertaken in this field by labor historians, sociologists, and 
others interested in the history of work and work relations. Not many of the studies 
have paid any attention to the question of gender, however. But since the 1980s, a 
growing number of researchers have stressed the fact that gender is an essential con
cept to consider in analyzing technical development, work, and the question of 
skill.1 The subject has not yet been investigated in all its complexity, and more as
pects are still waiting to be brought to light.

For one thing, there is a gap in our knowledge when it comes to preindustrial 
society, as hitherto attention has been given mainly to modem society and indus
trial work. The studies that exist on earlier periods refer primarily to craftspersons
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and artisans. There has been, however, a growing interest in the work and working 
conditions of the preindustrial rural society, an interest that originates largely from 
the international debate on protoindustrialization. In that context it has become 
interesting to discuss problems concerning technique, skill, and the division of la
bor, even though the production takes place in a rural surrounding. Linen produc
tion of the eighteenth and the beginning of the nineteenth centuries fits very well 
into the concept of protoindustrialization, and by studying the work in the water- 
powered lintmills, I hope to contribute to our understanding of these problems.

The Cultivation and Dressing of Flax in Hälsingland

Before industrialization, the method of preparing flax was common knowledge, 
and the technique differed only slightly from one place to another. Flax growing in 
Hälsingland was, up to the nineteenth century, part of a system of crop rotation 
consisting of grass or fallow, flax, different types of grain, and then again fallow. 
When the land in fallow was to be used for growing flax, it had to be plowed in the 
autumn and harrowed in the spring. Sowing, which usually took place at the end of 
May or the beginning of June, demanded a good sower and calm weather, as the 
seed is very light and difficult to handle. In contrast to many other flax-growing 
countries, there was seldom any need for weeding the flax field in Hälsingland be
cause of the special kind of land used for this purpose.

The cultivation of flax was probably the least labor-intensive part of the process, 
while all other tasks demanded enormous efforts. Flax is an extraordinary crop in 
that it has to be pulled up by the roots. This work, which started at the end of 
August or the beginning of September, was extremely laborious as it was performed 
wholly by hand. Therefore, even if everyone on the farm, both men and women, 
participated in the harvesting, the number of workers was still insufficient and extra 
hands had to be hired.

In order to make the flax easy to handle, the seed was rippled off immediately 
after the harvest. The seed could be used for feeding cattle, but it was also some
times used for sowing. Flax growers in Hälsingland, however, bought most of their 
linseed from abroad. The rippling was performed by two persons standing or sitting 
on each side of a ripple, which can be described as a big iron comb that is fastened 
to a wooden seat. Handful by handful, the flax was pulled through the ripple until 
the seed fell off onto the ground.

Next it was time for retting or watering. By sinking the flax into water for about 
two weeks, it was possible to dissolve a kind of glue which attached the fiber to the 
wooden parts of the stalk. The flax was tied together on a framework of wooden 
bars, resembling a raft, before it was sunk with the help of heavy stones. The retting 
process had to be supervised carefully because flax that had been watered too long 
produced linen of inferior quality. On the other hand, there could be problems with 
removing the fiber from the refuse if it was not retted enough. When the flax had 
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been lifted out of the water it had to be dried, which in Hälsingland was done on 
drying racks or fences.

Although the fibers no longer were stuck to the stalk, they were not totally sepa
rated from the unusable woody parts. To start with, that woody stalk had to be 
crushed by braking. The methods used to brake the flax differed slightly from one 
area to another, and before the water-powered lintmills this process was performed 
by hand. It was considered to be very hard work beating the flax with a heavy 
wooden mallet against a stone as it was done in Hälsingland.

When the wooden stalk was crushed to pieces, these pieces of “shoes” had to be 
removed or scraped off the fiber. Even this work could be done in somewhat differ
ent ways. In Hälsingland, a “scutching knife” and a “scutching chair” were used for 
this purpose as long as the scutching was performed by hand. The “scutching chair” 
was a wooden post over which the flax hung. The scutcher held one end of the flax 
firmly against the post and with the other hand dressed the flax by swinging the 
“scutching knife,” a kind of wooden paddle, against it, thereby making the “shoes” 
fall to the ground. Now and then the scutcher had to change her grip to be sure that 
all parts of the flax were dressed. In this condition the flax was ready to be sold as 
raw material, but if it was destined to become linen, there still remained several 
stages in the production.

The next stage in the process was heckling. By pulling the flax through a heckle, 
which could best be described as a kind of “iron brush,” the long, fine fibers could 
be separated from the shorter, more coarse ones. This was important as different 
fibers produced different yam, which in turn resulted in different types of fabrics.

As the spinning and weaving are more well known procedures, I will not go into 
a description of them. It could, however, be of some significance to know that the 
spinning wheel was not widespread in the northern part of Sweden, where Häl
singland is situated, until the beginning of the eighteenth century. Some writers 
even argue that the diffusion of this new spinning technique played an important 
role in the expansion of flax growing during this period, as the spinning wheel made 
it possible to spin greater quantities in less time than before.

Considering this laborious process, it is not hard to understand why the linen 
industry had such a small chance of standing up against the challenge from the cot
ton industry, especially since cotton fabric had many preferable qualities compared 
to linen. There of course were attempts to rationalize the production of linen, and 
the water-powered lintmills are an early example of this. But when it came to im
portant developments concerning the mechanization of the spinning and weaving 
process, the cotton industry had a small but crucial lead. It was not until the 1790s 
that the technical problems of constructing a flax-spinning machine were finally 
solved, and a power loom for linen was still some decades away from use in the 
English linen industry.

In Hälsingland, a Swedish county with an old and considerable linen industry, 
the first and only factory for the spinning of flax was not established until 1897. By 
then the industrialization of Sweden was already in full progress, and the cotton 
factories had had a long time to expand their production since they first were introduced
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into Sweden in the 1820s. As a matter of fact, linen production never 
came to be of any importance in Sweden’s industrial development, and Hälsingland 
took a totally different path into the industrial society. Not only had the county 
long been producing linen, but it also had extensive woods, which in the mid-nine
teenth century became a valuable starting point for a flourishing lumber industry 
including sawmills and pulpmills.

The Water-Powered Scutching Mill or Lintmill

If the mechanization of spinning and weaving came too late to save the linen 
industry, the water-powered lintmill was an invention that came at exactly the right 
time. Not only in Sweden but in most major linen-producing countries, the growing 
of flax experienced a boom during the eighteenth century. Many factors, including 
a growing market for linen products, played a part in this expansion. In the case of 
Sweden, this was a period of immense activity in the reclamation of land. If the 
supply of arable land was extended, more flax could be grown without interfering 
with the growing of com. The Swedish official policy of the time, which in a mer
cantilistic spirit was eager to replace as many imports as possible with domestic 
products, also contributed to the stimulation of linen production.

Thus, on the one hand, it had become possible to increase both the growing of 
flax and the selling of linen products, but on the other hand, the techniques in use 
were a severe obstacle to the possibilities of increasing production. Two of the cen
tral bottlenecks were braking and scutching, and throughout the eighteenth cen
tury an enormous amount of energy was spent on various experiments to rationalize 
these parts of the process. Exactly how the new techniques were developed, as to 
the original stimulus and if there existed influences from one country to another, is 
a story that we still know only to some extent. It is, however, interesting to note 
that in all major flax-growing countries it was the braking and the scutching that 
first became mechanized, and the technical solution to this problem was pretty 
much the same everywhere.

Through earlier surveys of the water-powered lintmills in Hälsingland, we are well 
informed about both the persons who were involved in the process of invention and 
the contribution that each of them made. The history of the lintmills seems to be a 
history of a number of enterprising eighteenth-century clergymen, from the dean Olof 
Broman, who started the experiments with water power in the year 1700, to the vicar 
Samuel Berg, who completed the scutching machine at the end of the same century. It 
is impossible to judge to what extent the local farmers contributed to the invention 
because, unlike the clergymen, they left no documents behind. There is, however, no 
evidence of the existence of special millwrights, so we can at least assume that it was 
the farmers themselves who actually built the lintmills.

Even though it is a fascinating story, it would take too long to look in detail at the 
technical development of the braking and the scutching machine. I will therefore only 
summarize the principal features of this story. Mechanizing braking proved to be an easy 
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task, and this was done early in the eighteenth century. The technique of connecting a 
big wooden hammer or a wooden stamp to a water wheel was already in use for other 
purposes, and it was easily adapted to the use of braking flax. As a matter of fact, the 
technique was much the same as that used to perform the braking by hand.

Dean Broman tried to do the same thing with scutching, but his construction 
seems not to have been wholly suited for practical use. The simple “scutching 
knife,” attached to a water wheel which made it move backwards and forwards, was 
difficult to handle, and Broman himself complained about stubborn scutchers who 
considered his invention to be much too dangerous for their fingers and conse
quently refused to use it. It was not until the end of the eighteenth century that the 
efforts to solve this problem were successful. Through a succession of inventions by 
different persons, the “scutching knife” gradually was transformed into a “scutching 
wheel.” This machine, which was much more effective than Broman’s construction, 
consisted of twelve to sixteen flat wooden blades (“knives”) which rotated rapidly 
like spokes in a wheel.

The technique had not yet taken on its final form, and as the blade wheel was re
placed during the eighteenth century with the vertical water wheel, it also became pos
sible for one water wheel to provide power for more than one machine. This kind of 
“combined mill,” which could contain a threshing machine, a braking and scutching 
machine, and a grinding machine, became the most widespread type in Hälsingland, 
and many travelers were amazed by those scutching mills, with their water wheels spin­
ning around and around in almost every little river in Hälsingland. As early as 1764 it 
was possible to count eighteen flour mills and eight scutching mills in only one small 
river. In a way, these water-powered mills were a visible sign of the technical know-how 
possessed by the rural population of that time.

The buildings which housed the machines gradually were adjusted to suit the 
new technique. Originally the flax-dressing machines were placed in a fairly simple 
one-story house built of timber. By the turn of the century, however, the building 
had become both bigger and more specialized. The mill in its completed design had 
two stories, the first of which was always used for the braking stamps, while the 
“scutching wheel” was placed on the second floor. Figure 2 illustrates a typical wa
ter-powered lintmill from the nineteenth century.

The development of the mill also resulted in an alteration of the working place. 
In the new type of building the “scutching wheel” cut across the floor between the 
two stories and thus made it possible to arrange a place for the scutcher to sit while 
she performed the work. This, however, was only a minor improvement over the 
bad working conditions in the lintmills. The most severe problems were caused by 
the dust that whirled around in the air and sometimes caused the scutchers to get 
“mill fever.” In Ireland the conditions in the lintmills were observed by factory in
spectors, and a report from 1862 gives us the following picture:

These mills as far as I am able to form an opinion, appear to me in general to be the 
narrowest, dirtiest and worst ventilated buildings for a labour so peculiarly dusty and 
distressing to the workers. As a rule, the Irish scutching mills are illbuilt, illkept,
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Water-powered flax mill, exterior. Photo by Tors Erik (3Cat), 
Nordiska Museet, Sweden.

unhealthy sheds packed with dangerous machinery, unfenced, revolving rapidly and 
liable to entangle and perhaps destroy any person coming within its reach. As one 
consequence accidents are frequent; and loss of life or limb invariably takes place 
whenever an accident takes place.2

Accidents of this kind were not unknown in the lintmills of Hälsingland either, and 
there are still people who can tell stories about scutchers who lost their fingers. In Swe
den, it seems to have been primarily the scutching that was so dangerous, while there 
are almost no remarks upon the danger of the braking machine. In countries such as 
Ireland, on the other hand, where the braking was performed with rollers instead of 
stamps, it seems to have been even more dangerous than the scutching.

The Social Organization of Linen Production 
and the Gender Division of Labor

Compared to other cottage industries, linen production was seldom organized as 
a putting-out system. Much more commonly, linen producers not only grew their 
own flax but also were in control of both the making and the selling of their product.
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Cross-section of a typical nineteenth- 
century water-powered flax mill. 
Sketch by Olle Homman, 1940 

(EU 16167), Nordiska Museet, Sweden.

While on the one hand this model applied to the flax-growing farmer in Häl
singland, he also acted as a putting-out merchant, hiring people to work up the raw 
material with which he supplied them.

This special organization can he partly explained by the fact that the need for raw 
material was met by local suppliers, and in order to grow any larger amount of flax, 
it was necessary for a farmer to have access to a large acreage. But at the same time 
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it was impossible for the farmer and his family to harvest and dress all the flax by 
themselves, and they were therefore forced to hire people to do it. In this way, not 
only the more well-to-do farmers but also crofters and smallholders came to be in
volved in the linen industry. This special kind of organization had some important 
implications for the gender division of labor in the linen industry of Hälsingland.

It is a well-known fact that people with little or no land earned their living by 
taking up work in the cottage industry. From other studies on protoindustrialization 
we also know that it was quite common for the whole family to become employed 
in the cottage industry, and that work which previously had been performed only by 
women as a consequence of a protoindustrial development could now be taken up 
by men.3 In the case of Hälsingland no such changes occurred, however. Not even 
the introduction of a new technique, the water-powered lintmills, seems to have 
had any influence on the traditional gender division of labor.

When linen production increased, it was primarily for the laborious harvesting 
and scutching, and to some extent for the spinning and weaving, that the farmers 
had to rely on hired labor. This was the kind of work which had been performed by 
women in the days before the lintmills, and as there is no evidence of the existence 
of male scutchers, spinners, or weavers, we must assume that the only persons who 
really worked for wages in the linen production of Hälsingland were women. Why 
there were no employed brakers, as there were employed scutchers, can perhaps be 
explained by the fact that one braker could supply more than one scutcher with 
flax, and it may therefore have been enough if some of the men from the farm took 
care of this.4 In a way, this social division of labor made it possible to maintain and 
reinterpret a traditional gender division of labor.

Male or Female Scutchers?

It is hard to ignore the importance of tradition, and the question of why an old 
pattern of labor division suddenly alters has been central to many studies on the 
gender division of labor. We can only speculate whether the division of labor in the 
Irish and Scottish lintmills was only a repetition of an earlier model, as in Häl
singland, because there is (perhaps as a consequence of insufficient sources) little 
available information on this. But even if that were the case, we still have to con
sider why there were differences between the countries at all. Technique itself is 
obviously not sufficient to explain why a certain task was coded as female or male, 
and many recent studies have shown that a technical development may alter the 
labor division in one case and not in another.5

To answer why the Swedish scutchers were women while the Irish and Scottish were 
men, we must therefore analyze not only the technique in a broader context, but also 
technique as one of many factors influencing the gender division of labor. In order to 
understand this, I think we have to return to protoindustrialization as a concept. There 
is no simple way to define this controversial concept, a concept which has given rise to 
a lot of interesting research as well as much theoretical discussion.6
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Without going into the current debate, we can simply state that production in a 
protoindustrial area could be organized in many different ways, and that is of course 
what the “kauf-system” and “putting-out system” models indicate. Owing to the 
similarities in the conditions of growing and dressing flax and the techniques in use, 
it is likely that the organization of production would be much the same in different 
areas. This is also what the protoindustrial research has shown so far, and, as I have 
already mentioned, linen production seems to conform mainly to the “kauf-system” 
model, albeit with some variations, as in the case of Hälsingland. It would be wrong, 
however, to exaggerate the similarities, and the fact that linen production in differ
ent countries developed in its protoindustrial form during the same century does 
not mean that economic development was on the same level in these countries.

Sweden became industrialized very late, and its domestic market increased only 
slowly during the eighteenth and the first half of the nineteenth centuries. We can 
therefore assume that the linen producers in Sweden did not have the possibilities to 
increase their production at the same rate as their colleagues in Scotland and Ireland. 
Not only did the market put restrictions on the scale of production, but as a latecomer 
in industrial development, agriculture held the population in a firm grip in Sweden 
much longer than in other countries. Differences concerning to what extent the peas
antry were freeholders may also have been a reason for variations in the organization of 
the cottage industry in different areas. The percentage of freeholders was traditionally 
very high in Sweden compared to other European countries.

Considering such different preconditions, due to a different market situation and a 
different social distribution of the rural population, it is not surprising that there were 
differences in the ways in which the water-powered lintmills were used in the various 
countries. While many of the lintmills of Scotland and Ireland can be compared to 
small industries which were operated almost year-round by workers who practiced 
scutching as a profession, the Swedish mills were nothing more than peasants’ mills.7

In Sweden the scutching mills were used mostly in accordance with the seasonal 
variations of the working year on the farm. After the flax had been harvested in the 
early autumn, it was time for the dressing, and braking and scutching could be contin
ued as long as the water did not freeze in the rivers. Although it was possible to use the 
mills again in the springtime, this seems not to have been very common, because by 
that time the flax should already have been worked up and transformed into yam and 
linen. The linen cloth was bleached on the snow, and while the snow was still good for 
sleighing, farmers went away to market their cloth at the big seasonal fairs in places 
such as Uppsala and Stockholm. Thereafter came the spring and the summer with all 
the outdoor work, and it was not until the autumn that it was time for the flax again.

The fact that linen production in Hälsingland was so totally integrated into an 
agrarian context also explains the absence of any special professions. In contrast to 
many other protoindustrial areas, there are no professions connected to the textile 
trade listed in the parish records of Hälsingland. To judge from the records there 
were no spinners or weavers, not to mention any brakers or scutchers, living in 
Hälsingland during this period—only farmers, cottagers, soldiers, widows, and so 
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on. But it was of course those farmers, cottagers’ wives, and soldiers’ widows who 
were actually the linen producers.

The mill owners in Hälsingland were also invisible, as they are found neither in 
parish records nor in any registers of taxpayers (because the water-powered flaxmills 
were not taxed.) From other sources we know, however, that farmers could own a 
flaxmill by themselves, but more common was a kind of company mill, owned by a 
number of farmers together—and sometimes even by a whole village. It was also 
possible to hire a lintmill, with the rents usually paid with a portion of the scutched 
flax. Whether those who hired the mill also hired their own scutchers is hard to say, 
because we have no written sources that give us information about agreements be
tween the mill owner and the scutchers. From one area in Ireland we know, how
ever, that “the farmer who sent his flax to his neighbor’s mill also sent the people to 
be employed in scutching it. They often included his children who were expected to 
help just as any farmer might expect his children to help him with agricultural work 
that had to be done.”8 This may well be true for Hälsingland as well, although I 
have found no evidence of children working in the mills.

The Question of Skill

If we consider the kind of work which women and children performed in Scottish 
and Irish flaxmills, we again face the question of why women in Sweden were em
ployed to do such a skilled work as scutching. What women and children were do
ing in the lintmills of Scotland and Ireland could hardly be regarded as skilled 
work—they fed the braking rollers with flax, and they assisted the scutchers by 
fetching, preparing, and handing flax to them. This was low-skilled and low-paid 
labor involving little control over the work process, the kind that we usually asso
ciate with women’s and children’s work in the early industrial society. But as mod
ern research has revealed, it also reflects a gender division of labor which is a reality 
even in our contemporary labor market. Seen against this background, the exis
tence of female scutchers in Sweden needs to be explained.

First of all we have to ask, in what way was scutching a task which contemporary 
observers in different countries considered to require years of training? In order to 
explain this we must understand that flax was a valuable raw material which had to 
be handled with care; otherwise the result would be a product of inferior quality. It 
was not only the quality that worried the producer, however. As the proceeds from 
growing flax were not significant, it was of great importance to be economical with 
the flax throughout the preparation process. The skill, in the case of scutching, was 
therefore of a special kind, which had more to do with a feeling for the material and 
a dexterity in handling it than with actually operating a machine. As the “scutch
ing wheel” could rotate only at a speed dictated by the waterpower, the scutcher’s 
work had to be adjusted both to that speed and to the quality of the flax.

On the whole, scutching seems to have been one of the most critical steps in the
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Two men braking flax in a water-powered flax mill. 
Photo Hälsinglands Museum, Sweden.

process, and it appears that the mechanization of this work increased the need for 
skill rather than the other way around. It was much more difficult to control the 
scutching while working with a swiftly rotating “scutching wheel” than it had been 
when the scutching was still performed by hand. The water-powered lintmill never 
became accepted in those areas of Sweden where fine and light linen fabrics were 
made, because people there were of the opinion that the scutching machine wore 
out the flax too much. In Hälsingland, however, where linen production was di
rected mostly to coarser linen such as canvas, the lintmill was a success.9

It is difficult to understand and discuss skill in an agrarian context because the 
concept has been developed primarily for studies of industrial work and artisans. But 
if we look at skill as a social construct which above all has something to do with 
power—for example, the power to define what kind of qualities should be consid
ered skill—we must assume that the connection between gender and skill could 
vary in different times and in different societies. It is possible that, even if the agrar
ian society was marked by a gender division of labor, this division had less to do 
with skill than what came to be the case in the industrial society.

We can also interpret the gender division of labor in a way that takes into con
sideration both cultural and ideological aspects. The kind of work that women and 
men do must, in such an interpretation, also be seen as an expression of contem
porary conceptions of what constituted femininity and masculinity. Thus, perhaps 
the scutchers in Hälsingland were female because the skill required for scutching
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Women flax scutchers in a water-powered flax mill. 
Photo Hälsinglands Museum, Sweden.

was considered a female skill in the Swedish context, although it was not in other 
countries. And the scutching may well have been female work because it corre
sponded to ideas about the qualities that a woman ought to have.

In order to obtain a full understanding of this special gender division of labor, we 
must finally ask not why women performed the scutching but why men did not. We 
have already stated that scutching had a long tradition of being women’s work in 
Sweden, but there are aspects which may have caused this to change. That skilled 
workers and artisans have had an interest in guarding privileges which derived from 
their work in the form of high payment and high status is a well-known fact. Re
searchers have also been able to show that there is a tendency for men to take over 
and exclude women from this kind of work. What is more, examples from different 
protoindustrial areas indicate that an economically favorable development may 
cause men to take up what was previously women’s work. Men in Hälsingland, how
ever, seem not to have been interested in taking over the traditionally female 
scutching, even though it was skilled work. Neither do the mill owners seem to 
have been particularly interested in employing any men.

This behavior could be compared to the situation which Gay Gullickson has de
scribed in her study of a French protoindustrial area. The existence of a traditional 
gender division of labor prevented textile merchants there from employing women 
as weavers, even if, in theory, they could have done so at a lower cost. As a consequence
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of economic and technical developments, the preconditions of both agri
culture and the textile trade changed in a way which produced full employment for 
men, while women had to face serious unemployment problems. “Eventually their 
[women’s] search for work matched the merchants’ and large farmers’ search for 
workers, and a dramatic change occurred in the Caux. Women began to be hired to 
do men’s jobs.”10

In the case of Hälsingland this never happened, however; rather, it is as though 
the traditional pattern were reinforced. For one thing, scutching was never any
thing more than uncertain seasonal work, and in Hälsingland there was other sea
sonal work that must have appealed more to men, as those jobs, such as hewing and 
carting timber and burning and carting charcoal for the ironworks, had a long tra
dition of being a male preserve. Secondly, there was also a growing demand, due to 
the expansion of the lumber industry during the nineteenth century, for exactly 
that kind of labor which men in Hälsingland traditionally had performed. The linen 
industry, on the other hand, was in a severe decline at the same time.

It is also important to view skill not only in terms of the power to define what it 
should be, but also in terms of the power to maintain and express the same skill. In 
this respect the female scutchers in Sweden and the male scutchers in, for example, 
Scotland were in totally different positions. The male scutcher possessed a skilled 
profession, and he could probably use his position in a way that we have learned is 
common for this kind of work. The female scutcher was also performing skilled 
work, but it was not really considered to be a special profession. Women who were 
employed as scutchers came mostly from the lower social groups, and particularly 
there were many soldiers’ widows among them. We can never prove that this was 
the case, but we have good reason to assume that these women after all did not have 
the same status as their male colleagues.

Taken together, these facts give us a good explanation of why the Swedish 
scutchers were all women. For a full answer to why this was not the case in other 
countries, a more detailed comparison is needed. Without having studied condi
tions in the linen-producing areas of Scotland and Ireland, I cannot say, for ex
ample, if the labor market for men was different there from that in Sweden, or if the 
scutching in those countries had a long tradition of being a male skill. Concerning 
the scale of production, the continuity in employment, and the question of scutch
ing as a profession, there are, however, clearly visible differences. Rather than doing 
such a detailed comparison, my aim here has been to direct attention to the differ' 
ent kinds of preconditions that must be considered if we want to have a deeper 
understanding of skill, technical development, and the gender division of labor.

By this study I also hope to awaken a more theoretical interest in the question of 
skill and gender in the preindustrial rural society. A Swedish study of the link be
tween protoindustrialization and the following industrialization highlights the im
portance of the problem. One of the subjects of the international debate on proto
industrialization has been the question of how preindustrial development 
contributes to the industrialization of an area. Judging from the Swedish study, one
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of the most important legacies of early rural industry was skilled workers. While this 
is an interesting result, on closer view it becomes obvious that it is mainly male 
skills, connected to the metal trade, that the authors are talking about.

Was there a similar development concerning female skills, or were women’s spe
cial kinds of skills lost on the way to the industrial society because their jobs dis
appeared, or did previously female skills get a new code and become male skills? 
These are only some of the questions that still are awaiting an answer.
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Walter Endrei and Rachel P. Maines

On Two-Handed Spinning

T

he often-quoted chapter thirteen of Marx’s Capital, “Machinery and Large-
Scale Industry,” contains a puzzling statement:

In Germany they tried at first to make one spinner work two spinning-wheels, that is to 
work simultaneously with both hands and both feet. That proved to be too exhausting. 
Later, a treadle spinning-wheel with two spindles was invented, but adepts in spinning 
who could spin two yarns at once were almost as scarce as two-headed men.1

Marx mentions Spinnvirtuosen, which means masterly performing male spinners, 
but no doubt at least some of these rare virtuosi must have been women. This as
sumption is rooted in a long tradition of literary, linguistic, and cultural evidence 
identifying those who spin as women. In the Western tradition, artifactual and 
documentary evidence associates women with spinning in Egyptian times, and by 
the time Homer wrote of Helen spinning at the court of Menelaus at Sparta, the 
femininity of the craft was well established.2 In the familiar King James translation 
of the New Testament, Jesus of Nazareth asks his listeners to “consider the lilies of 
the field, they toil not, neither do they spin.” While gender is not mentioned, it is 
likely that the ou ... oude construction of the Greek in which the text comes down 
to us was meant to suggest a distinction between two kinds of labor, one tradition
ally performed by men and the other by women.3

The origins of spinning as female-gendered work may in fact be Neolithic, as old 
as spinning itself; deities of spinning, where they exist, are nearly always female.4 It 
is possible that spinning (and indeed the textile arts generally) developed from 
gathering activities, since the finding and/or making of a container is the first re
quirement of gathering. Leaves, skins, and similar natural container materials must 
be fastened together securely if foodstuffs are to be carried in them for any signifi
cant distance. Gathering, an activity more compatible with childcare than is hunt
ing, is nearly always gendered female, both historically and in modern gathering- 
and-hunting cultures.5 The association of spinning with women is evident in 
language as well. We speak in English of the “distaff side” of the family, in French 
of inheritances as “tomber en quenouille,” and in German of relations “über die 
Spindel verwandt.” Like food preparation and child-rearing, textile production is a 
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traditionally feminine and undervalued activity with paradoxically dramatic impli
cations for the survival of the species.

The significance of textiles to culture at its most basic level stems from the vul
nerability of the human body to extremes of climate.6 Tacit or explicit cultural 
knowledge of this role of spinning in survival probably accounts for its associations 
with feminine power, wisdom, and virtue. In ancient Greece, the fate of each hu
man being was thought to be embodied in a strand of yarn worked on a drop spindle 
by three goddesses, known as the Moirae or Fates. These women stood outside the 
world of physical reality, controlling birth, life, and death by spinning, measuring, 
and cutting off the magical silver yarn. In this paranoid fantasy of the late Me
solithic, textile producers stand between life and death for each individual. Like 
most such tales, it contains a germ of truth: textiles do often stand between life and 
death in potentially hostile environments.

Not only the Mediterranean has spawned such myths. The Hopi of North 
America believe that Spider Woman and her twin sons created the world and 
shaped its inhabitants by spinning and weaving a magical yarn. The Dogon of Af
rica assert that their messiah, the Nommo, taught humanity to speak (another sur
vival adaptation) by spitting cotton threads from between his teeth.7

Without body coverings, human beings could inhabit less than 5 percent of the 
earth’s land area. A development of the late Paleolithic, textiles have enabled the 
species to take up residence at every latitude from the equator to the polar circles, 
carrying on our backs the intimate shelter of our apparel. Textiles are sufficiently 
important to survival in the Quaternary that they may usefully be regarded as a kind 
of removable organ, an adaptive second skin that permits much greater flexibility 
than the fixed fur, feathers, and fat layers of our fellow vertebrates.8

Time and technology have only slightly modified our dependence on textiles. 
Buildings provide shelter from wind and precipitation, but not until the twentieth 
century could they be heated uniformly enough to obviate the need for warm in
door clothing in winter in subtropical, temperate, and cold regions. The products of 
spinning and weaving satisfied this fundamental need of humanity for warmth in a 
range of conditions, while spinners and weavers occupied the lowest rungs of the 
artisanal and, later, industrial hierarchy.

Spinning for family use is typically portrayed in literature and art as a virtuous 
and commendable feminine pursuit. As market activities, however, women’s spin
ning and, later, apparel production have the dubious distinction of a consistent 
claim to the nadir of manufacturing wages throughout all of Western history, in
cluding the present. In the fourteenth century, for example, Piers the Ploughman 
met women who “whatever they save by spinning they spent on rent, or on milk 
and oatmeal to make gruel and fill the bellies of their children.... The miseries of 
these women who dwell in hovels are too pitiful to read or describe in verse.”9

In this economic environment, improvements in productivity could mean the 
difference between survival and starvation. While great dexterity was required, 
some spinners apparently learned to spin two yarns at the same time even during 
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the millennia of drop spindles, as G. M. Crowfoot asserts of Egyptian tomb repre
sentations of spinning:

Many of these scenes show rows of women preparing flax fibres by hand. This may be 
regarded as hand spinning, and the final product as a partly spun thread [i.e., yarn] or 
rove for use of the spinners. This careful preparation no doubt contributed to the 
excellent quality of the linen. The same scenes often show spinning with two 
spindles at a time. Though this is an intricate way of spinning which requires great 
skill, it has been proved possible and modem instances are quoted. It goes to show 
what expert spinners the ancient Egyptians must have been.10

It may also go to show the economic pressures on the women artisans of Egypt. In 
Coptic times, a later text cited by Crowfoot speaks of a male spinner achieving simi
lar ambidexterity: “forty-eight threads ... which David has spun from each pair [of 
spindles].”

Like many writers, Crowfoot fails to recognize the distinction between thread 
and yarn. Yam is the product of the spinning process, which imparts a twist in either 
the “s” or “z” direction to fiber prepared as roving or rolag. Thread is the hard- 
twisted product of plied yarns of linen, silk, or cotton.11 Yam can be produced from 
almost any fiber, the method of preparation depending on the fiber source. Wool, 
for example, must be carded after shearing to straighten and align the fibers. Pre
industrial carding was performed on two rectangular, slightly dished paddles to 
which leather card clothing was attached to the interior (convex) surfaces. 
Through this leather clothing, sturdy bent wires were punched to create a pair of 
working surfaces much like those of the modem brushes used for grooming pets. 
The carder worked the fiber between the paddles, pulling the wool back and forth 
across them until a smooth, relatively straight mass was formed. This was removed 
in a small bundle called a rolag and stored, usually in a basket, for spinning. Air 
circulation in storage was necessary, as wool is hygroscopic and will absorb up to 
three times its weight in water before it feels wet to the touch. While wool can be 
spun very fine, it could not until the eighteenth century be spun fine enough or 
plied tightly enough to produce the very strong and smooth products required for 
carpet warps, the longitudinal yarns in the loom. It is too rough and soft for use as 
a raw material for thread.

Linen is a plant fiber, the bast or longitudinal stalk fibers of the flax plant. Good 
linen is produced by pulling the stalks out of the ground whole, with the roots, and 
submerging bundles of them in water, a procedure called retting, until the plant 
pulp rots away from the bast fibers. The trash is removed from the bundles by 
pounding with a narrow wooden paddle, called scutching. The fibers are straight
ened in a process analogous to wool carding by drawing them through hackles, rect
angular blocks of wood from which long iron spikes protrude. This separates the 
long fibers, called line linen, from the short fibers or tow. Line linen is sturdy and 
easy to spin; for centuries it was the only practical choice in Europe for the making 
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of carpet and blanket warps. For this purpose the yarn was spun on the wheel more 
than once. The single-spun yarn was plied and hard-twisted with one or more ad
ditional yarns in the opposite direction from that in which it had been originally 
spun, either “s” or “z.” The tow linen was the fiber of choice for making soft yarns 
for such end uses as undergarments, and for the making of thread. For this latter 
purpose, it was spun on small table wheels and then plied and twisted on the wheel 
a second time with other strands in much the same way carpet warp was made from 
line linen. This process was time-consuming, of course, and could not have been 
performed two-handed, as table wheels were hand-operated.12 When cotton is spun 
by hand, a difficult procedure because of the shortness of the fibers, it is typically 
treated like tow linen, with an intermediate step of consolidating the combed fibers 
into roving, a soft, loose rope or elongated bundle.

Silk yarn was produced by two methods, neat silk by the traditional Asian 
method of reeling the 120-yard-long silk filaments from the cocoons and twisting 
them together, and spun silk by cutting the cocoons and spinning the noil or short 
fibers on a wheel, much like the process used for tow linen.13 An expensive but very 
high quality sewing thread is produced by plying neat silk yarns.

From Neolithic times to the Middle Ages, the production of yarn in Western 
cultures was accomplished by twisting fibers together on a spindle suspended usually 
(but not always) from the spinner’s dominant hand, rarely one from each hand, 
weighted with a whorl that served as a flywheel, regulating the rotary motion of the 
spindle. Fibers were fed to the yarn as it formed from a loose bundle on a forked 
stick or similar device, called a distaff. Whether spinning was performed standing or 
sitting, the spindle suspended from the attenuated fibers, twisted from the end of 
the spindle into yarn, eventually reached the floor. At this point the spinner paused 
to wind the yarn onto the shaft of the spindle, and to bring the spindle and its whorl 
or weight back up to shoulder or elbow height. This technique is called “drop” spin
ning, as the spindle is “dropped” as it rotates.14

Spinning techniques, whether hand or mechanized, vary considerably in accor
dance with the fiber being spun. Wool spins easily because the fibers are covered 
with scales that interlock readily when twisted and pulled. Although the cellulosic 
fibers of cotton and linen are smooth, the long fibers of line linen have considerable 
tensile strength, and their lengths, averaging from 30 centimeters to a meter, allow 
them to be joined by twisting. The shorter fibers of tow linen and of cotton are 
more difficult to spin, as more torque must be introduced per centimeter of spun 
yarn to make the fibers hold together in tension. It is difficult to imagine double 
hand spinning of cotton or tow linen.15

The spinning wheel translated the yarn attenuation, stretching, and twisting pro
cedures from the vertical to the horizontal plane. The device is thought by some to 
have originated in ancient India, where it is in fact still in use. The primary fabric 
of India is, of course, cotton; the plant is indigenous there. Herodotus wrote of cot
ton being spun east of Persia in the fifth century B.C. Early Indian wheels had small 
knobs attached to a spoke; later and modern models were operated with a crank.
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The wheel appeared in the Middle Ages first in Flanders and northern Europe, and 
was used in Austria in the fourteenth century. Changes and improvements were 
continuously made in the arrangement and dimensions of the wheel, distaff, and 
spindle. Although we have little documentary evidence, it seems likely that many 
of these innovations were made by women.16

Until the introduction of the flyer bobbin in the fourteenth and fifteenth cen
turies, the wheel spinner fed the fiber from the distaff and put tension on the yarn, 
into which she introduced torque by turning the spindle with one hand, drawing it 
back until she reached the limit of her arm’s length. The rotation of the spindle was 
then reversed to wind the yarn onto it, and the cycle began again. The other hand 
was required to rotate the wheel, either with a crank or directly, as in the case of the 
great or walking wheel.

The flyer bobbin eliminated the winding step, as it wound the yarn during spin
ning, greatly enhancing the spinner’s productive capacity. But both hands were still 
required to spin a single yarn, one to serve as the power source and the other for 
feeding fiber and drawing the yarn. Drop spinning with two hands required the use 
of both halves of the brain at an almost superhuman level of ambidexterity; wheel 
spinning with both hands added to this the requirement of a power source—the 
feet—to replace that of the spinner’s subordinate hand.

Productivity gains in spinning and weaving have always been economically signifi
cant, as labor is the most costly input into textile production. In the Neolithic era, 
when textiles began to be traded over long distances, opportunities for saving and in
vestment were, as one might expect, quite limited. Agriculture rewarded the worker 
with food for the family, and perhaps a surplus for trade, but few of its products kept 
well, and most were cumbersome to transport. Toolmaking was an honored and remu
nerative skill, but it required, both for education and for production, exemption from at 
least some of the endless labor of subsistence farming. Textile production, on the other 
hand, was highly compatible with agriculture, since its raw materials could be raised as 
part of the farming enterprise, and the labor of spinning and weaving could be carried 
out during the winter, when crops did not demand attention. Significantly, in the case 
of women, textile production was more compatible with childcare than such activities 
as hunting and warfare. As a trade good, cloth could be transported easily, did not spoil 
as grain, fruit, and vegetables did, was available at all seasons, and even a small family 
could produce a surplus over immediate needs. The market outside the community for 
such products consisted of two main groups: those from distant areas whose textiles 
were different and who wanted to trade for variety, and those whose specialized func
tion in Neolithic society, such as warrior, hunter, or toolmaker, prevented their engag
ing in textile production themselves.

By 2000 B.C. cloth had become an important medium of trade, carrying with it 
not so much the value of its raw materials as of the labor invested in it. Textiles’ 
position as the cornerstone of the trading economy had been elevated to symbolism 
of almost mystical significance as the embodiment of group identity. In the twelfth 
century b.c., flags were already well established as symbols of esprit de corps. Loss of 
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the symbolic scrap of fabric held aloft in battle, then as now, meant demoralization, 
often followed by defeat. Costume, too, had already become a means of demonstrat
ing economic power and personal rank.

Throughout antiquity, textiles were an important component of intercontinental 
trade. Linen traveled from Egypt as far north as Britain, cotton and silk came to the 
Mediterranean overland from India and China, and wool was traded everywhere 
along the coastal areas of Europe and Britain.

By the eighth century A.D., patterns of textile economics had begun to emerge 
that were to persist, in modified form, well into the modem era. Britain, for ex
ample, had begun exporting wool to continental Europe. Five centuries later, wool 
had become so significant to the economy of the British Isles that a red sack of it 
became, as it still is, the permanent seat of judges’ court and of the Lord Chancellor 
in Parliament, lest these officials forget the source of Britain’s power.

International rivalries inevitably arose, made especially bitter when competing 
nations were at war. France and Italy struggled for control of the international silk 
market from the fourteenth century until well into the nineteenth. Britain held its 
leading position in wool textiles with difficultly against stiff competition from 
nearly every European nation. Then as now, systems of tariffs and restrictions were 
imposed to protect domestic industries; few of these are thought to have been suc
cessful. Prohibitions of certain fabrics, such as the ban on Belgian lace in France 
and that on imported cotton in Britain in the seventeenth century, simply made 
these commodities more expensive and fashionable on the black market.

In this environment, an innovation that could double productivity in spinning 
would have created a considerable competitive advantage, and indeed did so when the 
spinning jenny and spinning mule were invented in the eighteenth century. Spinning 
two yarns at once on human-powered machinery proved so difficult that it was never 
implemented on a large scale. Our sources are silent for a millennium or so after David’s 
achievement, but the idea was taken up again at some point in the seventeenth cen
tury. Sometime after 1600 in Europe, foot-powered spinning was introduced. The pedal 
had long been known for driving emery wheels and lathes; in the seventeenth century 
it was attached to a drive band on the spinning wheel. The speed of spindle rotation 
could be increased considerably with foot power, and it was thus necessary to deliver 
fibers and impart tension to the yarn at an accelerated rate. According to Mokyr’s dis
cussion of the industrial revolution in textiles,

The central technical problem in textiles was that of spinning. Since time immemo
rial, the crucial operating part in the spinning process had been the human finger, 
the thumbs and index fingers of millions of women who gave the raw materials in 
the rovings the “twist” that made it into yarn. The spinning wheel increased the 
efficiency of the spinner’s work, but did not replace the human finger as the tool that 
transformed the material.17

The release of one of the spinner’s hands from turning the wheel might have given 
the impetus to new efforts to employ this anatomical resource in two-handed spinning, 
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but it seems likely that other technological and economic factors played a role as well. 
Weaving productivity began to accelerate in England and elsewhere in the 1730s, put
ting pressure on spinners to produce more yarn. Later in the century, developments in 
spinning machinery were to reverse the situation, producing “demand pull” innova
tions in looms and their power sources. Clothiers, some of whom operated integrated 
protoindustrial factories employing hundreds of textile artisans, were especially con
cerned about maintaining workflow from spinners to weavers.18 After the middle of the 
eighteenth century, hand spinners, especially those in worsted yarn, faced competition 
from power machinery that drove piece rates down. The spinning jenny and spinning 
mule both employed the principle of the great or walking wool wheel, in which the 
spinner attenuated the yarn by simultaneously stretching the yarn from the spindle, 
turning the wheel, and walking away from it. The machinery placed the spindles on a 
moving rack that “walked,” or rather rolled, away from the distaffs that held the roving. 
These were, of course, multiple-headed so that a number of yarns were spun at once. 
Not only could these machines spin more yarn faster than even the most ambitious and 
ambidextrous hand spinner, but the mule could spin and ply a woolen yarn strong and 
smooth enough for carpet warp.

The double-headed wheel’s place of origin is difficult to determine, but a case can be 
made for its emergence in England or France in the seventeenth century. The English 
origin is supported by the fact that its earliest representation is found in a letter of the 
philanthropist Thomas Firmin in 1681. It had already become well established in En
gland by the eighteenth century. W. Bailey describes three different wheels of this type 
in the 1760s, and Macquoid’s work on English furniture mentions a late seventeenth-
century double spinning wheel.19 Alastair Durie cites evidence that two-handed spin
ning wheels were being introduced into the Scottish linen industry in 1757, as part of 
a larger program to improve spinning productivity.20

There is evidence from the middle of the eighteenth century about technological 
transfer of the process to the northern countries and to France in the form of 
schools where the two-handed spinning was taught to girls and women. The first 
data came from Scandinavia, where an inventor, Abraham Hedman, is mentioned 
in 1738. A teacher of the technique, Elisabeth Forsellt, was sent to Finland, which 
had several spinning schools about 1750.21

A spinning school is depicted in a drawing by G. de Saint-Aubin (1724-80), now 
in the École des Beaux Arts, Paris. It shows at least forty young women spinning in 
a large room. The equipment, shown separately in the right comer, has one wheel 
in the middle driving two spindles with flyer bobbins. The fibers are spent from a 
single distaff, drawn with both hands.22 The inventor of this wheel, de Bemière, 
had in mind training children to take advantage of what he took to be their natural 
ambidexterity. In Germany, the first evidence of double-spindle spinning is given by 
Krunitz, according to whom a certain Herr von Wullen improved a French proto
type in 1760.23

In Austria, Josepha Sedlmayer is credited with having invented the double-spindle 
wheel in 1782, although her device clearly postdated similar inventions elsewhere. She 
developed her machine in Bruun (Brno), and her method was subsequently transferred 
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to Klagenfurt in 1785, and then to Pozsony (Bratislava), then the capital of Hungary.24 
The Klagenfurt school still existed in 1793, when a Hungarian woman, Erzsébet Mar
tini, applied for a privilegium exclusivum (patent) for her “spinning-machine,” which she 
used in her “spinning school for two hands.”25 She claimed that this school trained fifty 
women in the skill. Some of the artifacts of this technolgocial movement have survived 
at the Technisches Museum in Vienna, which has several double-spindle wheels from 
the period of the Austro-Hungarian monarchy.26

The double-spindle wheel lost ground in these countries when spinning jennies 
escaped governmental efforts to control their spread and appeared in Vienna and 
Pozsony between 1787 and 1789. By 1811, a blueprint for Arkwright’s water frame 
had been published in Pest. It seems doubtful that Arkwright’s invention had much 
immediate effect on spinners of wool and flax, but as the harbinger of a trend it 
must certainly have suggested that the pace of spinning generally was undergoing 
irreversible acceleration.

The perception of actual or potential competition from other multiple-spindle 
machinery such as jennies may account for the double-spindle wheel’s persistence 
in some German countries, where it survived tenaciously into the nineteenth cen
tury. Spinners may have felt a need to increase productivity in order to survive. 
Rettich mentions the invention of a certain Roemer in 1821, and gives a precise 
picture of Walter’s wheel.27 Vallinheimo writes about one Alois Mager of Würtem
berg, whose wheel had been introduced in Sweden in the 1840s, but which cannot 
have represented much of an improvement in efficiency, as it required two women 
to spin on it.28 In a German weaver’s sampler of 1841, the introduction enumerates 
five different wheels of this kind, two of which are pictured.29 The author describes 
the difficulties of spinning with both hands:

It takes a lot of practice to pull the two strands out of the distaff using both hands 
simultaneously. In particular this requires agility because one hand must help the 
other separate the bundles into their constituent fibers so that a homogeneous yarn 
is spun. In order that this can be made easier, it is necessary to have not only a very 
well hackled flax, but also the flax must not be wound tightly around the distaff.30

This description shows that the device could be used only with excellently prepared 
flax; a part of the time saved had to be invested in the hackling process. Hackling is 
not, however, as skilled an activity as spinning, and good hacklers must have been far 
more plentiful than ambidextrous spinners. In addition, hackling is typically performed 
at a different time of year than is spinning, so the additional time burden required to 
prepare it for this type of spinning might not have been apparent to spinners.

The German inventors of this equipment made productivity studies which 
claimed that yarn output per unit of time could be doubled with their device. 
Müller, however, states that the double-spindle wheels “are not fit for fine yarns, as 
these require the undivided attention and the cooperation of both hands of the 
spinner.” He then gives measurements of productivity showing that in a workday of 
thirteen hours, coarse numbers [Nm 13-17] ought to be spun in a relation of 2:1, 
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i.e., 3,940 meters on the single- and 7,880 on the double-spindle wheel.31 This di
minishes with somewhat finer numbers [Nm 30-34] to the proportion 1.5:1, and 
becomes equal with the finest linen yarn [Nm 47-50]. That would mean that over a 
fineness of about Nm 40, the double-spindle wheel had no advantage. Rettich does 
not mention the fineness of yarn, but indicates 498 meters per hour for the double 
and 350 m/h for the single wheel, corresponding to the Müller data for about Nm 30 
yarns. However, it seems doubtful whether anyone had the capacity to spin with 
both hands for thirteen hours a day. Jeremy provides figures of “340 yards of low- 
count (2-run) woolen yarn an hour on the [single] wool or spindle wheel (not in
cluding fiber preparation, chiefly carding)—some 4,080 yards in twelve hours” in 
eighteenth-century New England.32

Between 1880 and 1920, this spinning wheel for virtuosi was still used in remote 
places before finding its way into museums.33 There is an analog in the brief fashion 
in the United States during World War I for knitting two socks at once on the same 
pair of needles; the technique was too demanding to remain popular after the war.34 
It is possible that the eighteenth-century double-spindle wheel was used for special 
occasions such as spinning contests in some places longer than it was used as a pro
duction mechanism; this may have been how Marx came to hear of it. We cannot 
call the appearance of two-handed spinning anything but an intermezzo in the pre
industrial development of European countries, which brought additional burden 
and stress to the mainly rural working women whose economic condition in diffi
cult times required productivity almost beyond human capacity. Had not Marx 
thought two-handed spinning to be a rare exception, he would have denounced it 
as an example of the total exploitation of the body.
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Women Who Wove in the 
Eighteenth-Century Silk 

Industry of Lyon

A
s historians have turned their attention to women’s work in the preindustrial 

era, we now have a far more comprehensive understanding of the contributions 
women have made to the economy. The importance of women’s dowries in starting 
the family farm, workshop, or business has been documented by Olwen Hufton, 
Maurice Garden, Sarah Maza, and Theresa McBride.1 Other scholars have called 
our attention to the family economy in both cottage industry and urban trades.2 We 
have been alerted to the preindustrial practice by which most craftsmen married in 
order to start a workshop. Laura Strumingher has demonstrated for the silk industry 
of Lyon that this tradition was carried on into the nineteenth century.3       

Despite the wealth of new information, however, we are still in the dark about 
many aspects of wives’ actual contribution to the regulated urban craft industry. Did 
guildmasters’ wives perform solely managerial functions, or did they also work in the 
family trade? What happened after the bride contributed her hard-won dowry to 
create a family business? Did the guild value wives’ and daughters’ productivity? 
Were the masters’ wives in competition with women workers who had no guild fam
ily ties? Did guild journeymen resent working with masters’ wives?

This chapter will show why women’s “shadow labor” was crucial for silk produc
tion in Lyon and how the terms of female employment became a subject of conten
tion between factions within the guild. The major controversy between the master 
weavers and the merchants within the Grande Fabrique, as the silk guild was called, 
came to a climax during the eighteenth century. This struggle pitted master weav
ers, eager to retain the right to accept commissions on their own right, with the 
merchants, who wanted to gain exclusive control of the connection between the 
market and workers. When masters’ wives could weave for employers outside the 
home, they contributed to the independence of guild families.

After many political conflicts within the guild, the merchants succeeded in re
ducing the master weavers to the level of virtual wage workers. Although nominally 
still masters, they had to accept contracts on the merchants’ terms, since it was illegal
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for them to undertake work on their own behalf or to profit from the manipu
lation that direct contact with the market would afford. The 1744 statute that for
bade master weavers’ wives from legally working outside the home ateliers was a 
means of reducing the weavers’ economic independence; it was also a sign of the 
master weavers’ political defeat within the guild.

Enlightened administrative reformers who entered the intraguild struggle by mid-
century appreciated the economic and symbolic role that women workers played. 
By fostering legislation permitting drawgirls to weave, the officials lent weight to 
the merchants’ cause. They suggested that drawgirls, unrelated to guild families, 
could be used as cheap substitutes for master weavers. Thus royal officials con
sciously promoted the freedom of women’s work as a means of curtailing the guild 
monopoly.

After the Revolution had suppressed the guilds, the family workshop found 
itself under pressure from the proliferation of Jacquard looms and the competition 
of innumerable workers in countryside and town. Ironically, it was the work of un
related female weavers, willing to accept low wages and household board, that al
lowed urban family workshops to persist through the early years of the Industrial 
Revolution.

                                                                                              The Elusive Women Workers

For a number of reasons, ascertaining the contribution married women made 
to urban trades before the French Revolution is one of the most difficult fields 
of inquiry. Even when women retained their maiden names, as they generally did 
in the eighteenth century, their “covered” legal status as wives obscured their 
economic activities. In the family workshop, particularly the guild workshop, 
production was considered to be in the hands of the men. Unless the guild was open 
to female masters, the men alone were part of the prestigious group of sworn lic

ensees. By virtue of their accepted “citizenship” in the guild, they provided man
agement for the family business and political direction for the guild. The wife, chil
dren, and hired girls, meanwhile, were supposed to perform auxiliary, unskilled 
work.4

How could it be any other way, when females were generally deprived of formal 
training as apprentices? This is the view that has begun to emerge from recent 
scholarship. Earning their keep before marriage in the least desirable jobs, most fe
males hired on as servants, industrial drudges, and day workers in any number of 
unskilled and semiskilled jobs. After marriage, women picked up the unskilled tasks 
that flowed from their husbands’ trade. Frequently, the skills they had already de
veloped were of no use in their new circumstances—if the bride moved from town 
to farm after marriage, for example, or if her husband’s craft was different from what 
she did before marrying. While men’s trades provided them with formal classifica
tion in official records and nicknames characterizing their trades, women’s work 
identity was frequently undocumented. In sum, researchers have characterized married
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women as having an ephemeral work identity, which enabled them to turn 
their flexibility to their family’s advantage.5

From a theoretical viewpoint, there are two problems with this conception. First, 
as historians repeat the judgment that women’s work was not skilled and that 
women did not have a strong work identity, we come to associate women’s work in 
a prescriptive way with unskilled work. It becomes almost automatic, then, to use 
the term “women’s work” as a tag for unskilled labor. We then confirm the assump
tion that whether women were well paid or poorly paid, their employment was to 
perform rudimentary tasks, which were auxiliary to the main functions of the craft
worker.

This definition leads to a second theoretical problem: we misunderstand the pre
industrial era’s conception of “skill.” Before the Industrial Revolution, most tech
niques used in a particular craft were similar throughout Europe. As Michael Son
enscher suggested, in the preindustrial world, skill was found wherever people 
worked. Workers did not require drastically specialized training to use the tools of 
that era proficiently. Most techniques required practice rather than abstract school
ing to be performed well. Therefore, to give skill the cachet of a special quality that 
could be monopolized, guilds clung to the idea that craftwork involved “secrets” 
that could be learned only from guildmasters.6 In fact, skill was often an artificial 
label that shed more light on the sex and status of the worker than what was pro
duced. Given the standards of gender-based work, the employment of males was 
readily designated as “skilled.” This is in part because males were automatically paid 
more, and calling their activities skilled justified the higher salary, a reason that 
seemed to inhere in an unassailable rationale. This rationale was challenged when 
women workers entered industries and took over men’s jobs either spontaneously or 
because management was purposely trying to undermine the male workers. Because 
society was unwilling to admit that work done by a skilled male worker could also 
be done by a skilled female worker, entrepreneurs changed the name of the task or 
altered it so that it could be reclassified. Thus reeling silk, the highly skilled tech
nique of unwinding the cocoon and cleaning and winding the raw silk, was classed 
as low-paid “women’s work” in both the eighteenth-century preindustrial workshop 
and the nineteenth-century factory. The fact that this task was crucial to the silk 
industry was irrelevant to its payment. It was the worker who set the standard for 
pay, not the work.

In the early period, nonguild workers who were not apprenticed or formally ex
amined and licensed were known as unskilled, cheap workers. Women too, no mat
ter what their actual capacity, usually fell into the nominal category of the unpro
fessional, the untrained. Thus the gender system contributed to the social structure 
of work and made for a segmented system of economic activity. Since many skills 
could be acquired by informal training, however, women in some guild families be
came adept at the family manufacture.

These unofficial workers contributed to the family economy without challenging 
the guild framework. In this way, gender was used to designate a group of workers 
whose access to skilled work would not require them to be given privileged status.
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The unit of the family workshop blended into the guild structure: skill was taught in 
the family unit, which was also the guild unit. Thus the hands-on nature of acquir
ing techniques could not be generalized to the outside world. Those with familiarity 
and experience with the trade—sons and daughters, and sometimes wives of 
masters—were acknowledged to gain proficiency by hands-on experience. Others 
brought into the family setting to get the same training received the designation of 
apprentices.7

While the family workshop accorded well with the social structure of the pre
capitalist or protocapitalist era, it contained problems of definition that would be
come irritants in difficult times. This was mainly because the artisanal system con
flated the economic hierarchy of work skills with the social structure of the family 
relationships. As master of the trade, the father set the standards for training and 
acted as business manager at the same time that he provided the legal and moral 
focus of family life. The state expected that in his person he would combine the 
dual qualities of technical and moral authority. This gave the guild system its niche 
within traditional society and made it appear to be a quintessentially patriarchal 8 
institution.

Women’s place in this system adds to our difficulty in gaining concrete evidence 
which can help us understand what women workers did and how their employment 
was perceived. Three factors have contributed to this lack: (1) We have found it 
difficult to discover the importance of married women to guild manufacture because 
they were so infrequently listed as bona fide workers. (2) Our present preconception 
of women as domestic workers, or at the most managers, led us astray. (3) The guild
masters of the past also had a hand in misleading us by their disingenous treatment 
of women’s work, an attitude that had everything to do with their own material 
interests. Guild families used a variety of strategies to apply women’s work to cur
rent needs. By alternately revealing and concealing women’s activities, depending 
on how the political climate shaped guild regulations, guild families took advantage 
of women’s work capacity without necessarily crediting them with the skills so au
tomatically pressed into service. Because contemporaries in the crafts were perfectly 
conversant with this shadow economy, these practices were not necessarily re
corded. Thus documentation is difficult to find and must be pieced together from 
such indirect sources as laws and guild tracts.

Even current scholarship may have obscured the women workers’ perspective 
about their work. While much crucial investigation has informed us about the im
portance of dowries in beginning a family farm, workshop, or business, we invariably 
perceive them as a donation to found a family, resources that enabled the husband 
to work. To be sure, with men’s salaries twice those of women, providing a vehicle 
for men to work made rational economic sense. But the new economic unit also 
provided a means for the wife to maximize her work efforts, not only by assisting the 
husband but by contributing to the pool of production that was subsumed under the 
mantle of the husband’s privilege. In the family workshops of Lyon’s silk industry, 
wives participated in the work, which included the prestigious task of weaving, and 
formed a sizable part of the labor force.
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Lyon: Capital of Industry

Lyon’s role as a large, centralized, industrial city ironically encouraged this use of 
corporate privilege, whereby the guildmasters’ wives provided work in the home 
atelier. Located in what was then France’s second-largest city, with its population 
rising to 143,000 inhabitants by 1789, Lyon’s silk industry presented a striking ex
ample of merchant capitalism. Approximately 25 percent of the working popula
tion was employed in some aspect of silk manufacture. As a luxury industry, tightly 
controlled by guild officials who were under the influence of the wealthy entrepre
neurs, the silk manufacture was a natural setting for a large capitalist export indus
try. Its labor history focused on the struggle between the large-scale merchants’ 
campaign to control the industry and the master weavers’ unsuccessful efforts to 
keep from becoming proletarianzed laborers. In such a setting we should expect fe
male workers to be in the lowest echelon of the labor force, at the mercy of their 
employers, and lacking in status or training.9

Recent scrutiny of the late medieval economy by Martha Howell,10 however, has 
suggested that merchant capitalism had a more nuanced and varied development 
than we have thought, and that female workers played a more important and dis
parate role than has been revealed. By reappraising the nature of the work structure, 
we learn that more gradations existed in the eighteenth-century productive process 
as well. Arguments over the terms of women’s employment recurred as a constant 
theme, as the silk guild debated the hegemony of merchants vs. workers, urged the 
central government to lift the duty on imported silk, and debated the wisdom of 
permitting non-Lyonnaise apprentices.

Historians since the late nineteenth century have demonstrated that women’s 
work played an important role in silk manufacture. In the first major histories of 
Lyon’s silk guild, Justin Godart and Ernest Pariset signaled that female labor was 
extensive in Lyon. Maurice Garden’s demographic research indicated that females 
provided at least 60 percent of the labor force, and that all our statistics about eigh
teenth-century employment in Lyon are skewed by the deficiencies in our knowl
edge of women’s production and wages. Jean-Pierre Gutton’s study of the poor 
showed that women’s work was “widespread in the Lyon of the Old Regime.” Piene 
Cayez’s estimate was that 69 percent of the silkworkers were female. He emphasized 
that their numerical dominance was eclipsed by their economic dependence. It was 
not just the size of the female workforce which marked their importance but their 
function within the guild industry.11

Of the approximately 35,000 persons working directly to manufacture articles of 
silk in 1788, Maurice Garden counted 5,575 master weavers, 1,796 journeymen, 
and 507 apprentices. Along with these workers, who were all male, the women 
weaving numbered 3,924 wives, an estimated 5,575 children, and 1,015 females 
weaving illegally.12 The wives were already accustomed to work in the silk fabrique, 
and many had earned dowries unwinding silk cocoons (dévideuses), pulling cords 
(tireuses), reeling warps (ourdisseuses), or doing other tasks. Garden’s analysis of 
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marriage contracts shows that two-thirds of the silkworkers’ wives had immigrated 
to Lyon. The other third comprised many daughters of silk masters who contributed 
their skill rather than a dowry to the new household.13

Although the silk industry seemed like a monolith from the exterior, it was di
vided into separate guilds which handled different types of manufacture. The part 
with most prestige consisted of the silk weavers. Like all such organizations, the 
guild included master merchants, master weavers, journeymen, and apprentices. But 
the internal composition of the silk fabric makers was more complex, having expe
rienced within its own unit some of the struggles between artisanal and capitalist 
ways of organizing work. Long and acrimonious disputes between the merchants 
and the weavers had resulted, by the mid-eighteenth century, in the merchants’ ex
clusive control of sales. The early eighteenth century saw the establishment of be
tween 120 and 180 large-scale merchants. They hired hundreds of master weavers 
and determined both the contracts with consumers and the weavers’ wages. At their 
side were some 700 petits marchands, struggling to maintain the legal right to sell 
their woven goods directly to consumers.

The capitalist nature of the business, the large sums needed to purchase raw silk, 
and other exigencies of a far-flung luxury trade had gradually allowed the large-scale 
merchants to gain the upper hand in their disputes with the master weavers. By 
1737 the master weavers lost their right to market their goods and had to accept the 
increasingly less advantageous contracts the merchants forced on them. Economic 
cycles buffeted the industry. War created a demand for the plain black textiles re
quired by royalty’s mourning, and silk cocoon shortages further shook the economic 
independence of the weavers.

In this situation, women’s labor became a resource that had decisive ramifications 
for the factions involved. Before the industrial era, power was an inelastic resource, 
laying heavy emphasis on workers as the key to increased production. As the most 
prevalent workers in the silk fabrique, women determined whether more or fewer 
goods would be produced, both for capitalistic merchant masters and for artisanal 
master weavers. The future structure of Lyon’s silk industry depended on the access 
of either group to cheap female labor. To understand what was involved, we must 
analyze the status of the women workers in Lyon.

Female workers in the Grand Fabrique comprised two groups: the daughters and 
wives of masters on the one hand, and the crowd of auxiliary workers on the other. 
The silk industry needed thousands of auxiliary workers to unwind the cocoons, 
warp the looms, and advance the brocade patterns. These jobs were filled in Lyon 
by young female workers from the surrounding regions of Bugey, Beaujolais, and Sa
voy. Recruited by entrepreneurs or brought by relatives already in the metropolis, 
these young workers started their employment as servants and industrial assistants 
as young as age ten or twelve. Guild statutes insisted that they be hired for the year, 
and that they be given contracts they might read and sign. In the course of events, 
their masters declined to pay them when business was bad. Their illiteracy kept 
them from effectively protesting the broken contracts. Competition from other fe
male immigrants kept their salaries low. No matter how minimal the salaries of 
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these auxiliary workers were, master weavers complained about them bitterly as a 
drag on their slim resources. These unlicensed workers were legally forbidden to 
perform the prestigious art of weaving.14

Masters’ Wives

The most controversial and problematic workers in the privileged group were the 
wives of masters. They received their training and status from their husbands; their 
most gainful employment was in weaving, alongside husband, journeymen, and ap
prentices; and their products were sold without prejudice or differentiation among 
the other products of the workshop. Through the successive rules that permitted 
household ateliers to have two, three, four, or five looms, the contribution of weav
ing wives could constitute a half, a third, a quarter, or a fifth of the family’s income. 
Pierre Cayez has estimated that the average family workshop consisted of 2.4 looms 
in 1788. Thus the authorization permitting wives to “sit at the loom” can be seen as 
an important resource. Particularly in guild families without the means to employ 
journeymen, the weaving wives’ efforts were crucial in maintaining the workshop’s 
independence. This category of work was a prize in the struggle between merchants 
and master workers in the corporation.15

As in other crafts, women found their least restrictive opportunities when the 
manufacture was in its early days. When Louis XI installed the silk industry at Lyon 
in 1466, the edict offered work to males and females without discriminating among 
the tasks. As a result, women became apprentices and journeyworkers. In the next 
century the regulations of 1561, which converted the industry into a guild, re
stricted their access to silkwork. From then on, successive regulations defined new 
categories of workers whose access to technology was determined by their relation
ship to the masters. Instead of the “free crafts” which were a Lyonnaise tradition, 
silkmaking evolved into a centralized industry that was composed of hundreds of 
family workshop units. In these family cells, economic function coincided with so
cial discipline. The necessity to control the size of the workforce, as well as the 
process of technical training, found expression within the master’s family.16

While the transition from free trade to guild industry was in progress, guild stat
utes affirmed that as a wife’s legal person was subsumed in that of her husband, his 
license to work inhered to her. Accordingly, the statutes of 1561 assumed that wives 
would work alongside their husbands at the loom, and private contracts made this 
specification explicit. Moreover, in this flexible business community, the work of 
husband, wife, or both might take place in their own workshop or in that of another 
master. As Natalie Zemon Davis has written, “Indeed in 1561, the master silk weav
ers were still talking about compaignonnes, as well as compaignons, in their shops, 
which means that some trained females were weaving for wages.”17

As time went on, the industry moved toward using restrictive regulations as a 
response to its problems. Economic difficulties through the religious wars of the six
teenth century stimulated the journeymen themselves to request that masters restrict 
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access to the industry. The regulations of 1569 imposed a five-year term for 
apprentices and a term of two years for journeymen, stipulated a limit of two ap
prentices per master, and forbade women in guild families to work at the loom.18

Although regulations may have put restrictions on women’s legal access to weav
ing, the idea that they had the skill and obligation to contribute to this aspect of the 
family business was deeply rooted. It persisted even when the pressure to limit new 
members of the silk fabrique canceled the automatic awarding of masterships to jour
neymen marrying widows or daughters of masters, if the men originated from out
side Lyon. While the “foreign” journeymen would not automatically succeed to the 
mastership through their wives’ connections, they received an economic bonus as 
their wives were permitted to weave.

The regulations of 1686 stipulated that “the journeymen bom outside the vicin
ity of Lyon or in a foreign country, who marry a widow or a daughter of a master, 
acquire through this act the license needed for both himself and for his wife, to 
occupy two looms, and work at them.” The rule’s wording underscores the equal 
contribution of wife and husband, authorizing “la franchise nécessaire pour occuper 
deux métiers, et y travailler tant le mari que la femme” (italics added). With this for
mula, the guild was able to modify its draconian restrictions on the nonnative work
ers: workers from other regions had to pay 200 livres, and those from outside France 
300 livres, for the privilege of working ten years without the aid of apprentices or 
other journeymen. During this period, the household workshop would be limited 
to subsistence productivity. Since it was always considered legitimate for a woman 
to work to support herself at a subsistence level, and by extension to do her part in 
contributing to her household, it was appropriate for these journeymen’s wives to 
weave at home.19

That rationale continued to operate into the eighteenth century, permitting 
daughters, as well as wives or widows of masters, to weave, provided they were able 
to demonstrate their ties with the masters. Thus the regulations of 1703 required 
these female weavers to show documents to the guild officers on their periodic 
visits.20

We can interpret the new regulations to mean that women’s employment in 
weaving had proliferated by the early eighteenth century. It was not unusual for 
poor masters or their wives to be found weaving for others. Large-scale workshops 
run by master merchants, who did no weaving themselves, competed with family 
workshops of master weavers employing their own female relatives, their journey
men, apprentices, and perhaps hired workers. Evidence suggests that journeymen 
and their wives also sought work at busy ateliers, whether run by the originally con
tracted master or not.

Economic pressure on journeymen’s families and the necessity for weavers to 
complete rush orders inevitably drew “foreign” journeymen’s wives and daughters 
into workshops outside their home. Thus a metamorphosis occurred in which the 
skill the wife was permitted to acquire because of her legal indivisibility from her 
husband enabled her to function as a wage earner in her own right. Acknowledging 
this reality, the 1703 statute forbade the hiring of nonlocal and foreign journeymen 
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or their daughters and wives, “unless they had been registered in the guild’s book of work
ers” (emphasis added). Both master merchants and master weavers who worked on 
their own account were liable for fines for the first offense and loss of mastership for 
subsequent ones. Not only do these rules validate the work of journeymen’s female 
relatives, they also suggest that women without family ties to guildsmen frequently 
infiltrated the workshops.21

Who benefited from the work of women in guild families and from the employ
ment of females without guild ties? For entrepreneurs with resources to pay wages, 
hiring additional labor was a rational economic strategy. Thus the master merchants 
found ready use for any weaver available to undertake particular jobs as they came 
along. Except for being concerned over a possible fine imposed by guild officers, it 
did not matter to the master merchants whether the female workers belonged to 
guild families or not. Master weavers, on the other hand, had a vested interest in 
closing off work to nonrelatives, so they caused the statutes to exclude female aux
iliary workers from weaving.

The sanctity of guild tradition extended to daughters and sons of masters the 
freedom to weave at home or in outside workshops. Under the cloak of guild soli
darity, journeymen also retained the freedom to employ their own wives and chil
dren. This privilege may have been one factor influencing journeymen to throw in 
their lot with the master workers in their struggle against the master merchants. 
Throughout the century, journeymen were able to rise to the rank of master weaver, 
and this must have cemented their loyalty to their own guildmasters.22

The changes in guild regulations which we have examined were produced in 
stages as part of the ongoing struggle of factions within the guild dealing with out
side economic pressures. The early eighteenth century saw a surge of influence by 
the large merchants and increasing discomfort on the part of all the other classes 
within the guild. Small-scale merchants were in an intermediate category between 
the merchants and the weavers. They were increasingly unable to maintain their 
position as merchants and began falling into the ranks of master weavers, living by 
their labor alone rather than by sales. With their ranks thus increased, the master 
weavers raised a crescendo of complaints to Paris. The royal government responded 
by ordering the redaction of new statutes designed to assuage the master weavers’ 
cries of injustice. The statutes of 1737 were an unabashed instrument for master 
weavers and the former petits marchands to recover their position of equality with 
merchants in the guild. These rules reinstated the possibility that master weavers 
could enter commerce, giving them the freedom to “produce or to be responsible for 
production for all sorts of persons, merchants and others, who wish to place orders, 
whether for their own use, or even to sell,” provided that these individuals belonged 
to the guilds.23

The guild’s governing body was redrawn to create a balance between master 
weavers and merchants (four master guards were to come from each segment). The 
statutes acknowledged the harsh economic conditions that kept many master weav
ers from maintaining independent workshops. For the first time, regulations explicitly
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permitted the master weavers’ wives to work outside the home ateliers. The new 
rules stated: “Masters who work at the houses of other masters, in the status of jour
neymen, just like their wives or widows, are held to conform to that which has al
ready been prescribed for journeymen.”24

As master weavers were falling into the dependent economic situation of hired 
hands, they grasped at the idea of extending the guild family ethos to what was 
actually a wage-work situation. In this formulation, wives and widows would retain 
the status that they had gained from their master weaver husbands, the “property of 
skill” acquired by hands-on training and consecrated by the guild’s moral authority. 
Extending the right of wives to work as independent artisans was not a step toward 
promoting women’s independence; it was a desperate means of stretching the fam
ily-based traditional mode of production to gain a vital advantage in an increasingly 
rationalized economy. The fact that the statutes recognized that this enabled the 
masters’ wives to follow the path already taken by the journeymen’s wives shows 
that the masters were conscious that they were now in the same economic condi
tion as their former subordinates. Here a clear example of John Rule’s “age of manu
facture” presents itself, with its first characteristic of an artisanal system under siege, 
trying to defend itself by means of the ideology of tradition.25

In the aftermath of the propaganda war of tracts from various factions of the 
guild, the statutes had linked the rights of masters’ wives to “sit at the loom” with 
that of their children. Masters’ daughters and sons had long been legally privileged 
to work either in their fathers’ workshops or for wages at the homes of other mas
ters. So deeply rooted was this tradition in Lyon that the right of fille de maître 
(daughter of a master) belonged to a woman all her life, regardless of whether her 
eventual husband was in the guild. The advantage of this entry into high-status 
work can be seen in estimates that daughters of masters earned wages at least one- 
third higher than their brothers. Masters’ families clearly regarded this privilege as 
an important economic contribution. The one extant book which registers work 
assignments of filles de maîtres records numerous requests on behalf of the masters’ 
families that their daughters should be entitled to work for a certain period to sup
port aging or needy parents.26

Whether masters’ wives and daughters might work for wages continued to be part 
of the complex struggle which the elements of the silk fabrique conducted over their 
internal destinies. As the merchants reasserted their dominance in guild politics, 
they agitated against the master weavers’ economic independence. By 1744 the 
three hundred or so merchants had successfully lobbied Paris to rewrite the regula
tions prohibiting master’s wives from weaving outside the home workshop. The be
leaguered master weavers’ families lost the benefit of salaries their wives might have 
brought into the guild families. The statutes that were registered in June of that year 
also put a definitive end to the master weavers’ hopes for access to the advantaged 
position of merchant. In the future, a fee of 800 livres had to be paid to the bureau 
of the guild by any master who wanted to have weaving done by another weaver. 
Only the large-scale wealthy merchants could afford such a price. To keep the master
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weavers from giving them even minor competition, the merchants inserted a 
clause requiring a fee of 200 livres for any master wishing to change his status from 
weaver to merchant or vice versa.27

That is not to say that the merchants had gained unchallenged control of the silk 
industry, or that the master weavers had lost all rights. The guild remained a forum 
for mediating the tension between merchants, weavers, and journeymen. The mas
ter weavers received a concession in the form of a traditional repetition of the re
quirement that “no one may have an open workshop to manufacture, nor to put out 
work, neither for piece wages, nor for his account or for himself, if he has not been 
received master in the guild.” Although the guild still ensured master weavers their 
place in the workshop, the economic struggle was over. Defeat led to the shrinkage 
of the legal rights of women in the families of master weavers to work indepen
dently. An ordonnance consulaire, set forth by Lyon’s city authorities on 2 October 
1744, “revoked all permissions given to the daughters of masters or to the wives 
authorizing their working.”28

Productivity of Masters’ Wives in the Family Workshops

The 1744 laws set the legal standards for masters’ wives until the eve of the Revo
lution. Provisions outlawing daughters’ weaving outside the home were soon elimi
nated, but the prohibition against wives’ work remained on the books until 1786. 
Nevertheless, it was an open secret in Lyon that masters’ wives were continually at 
work weaving. Justin Godart asserted that after 1744, “almost none of the masters 
or wives of masters differentiated among the privileges which bound the guild to
gether as a unit.”29 Within the intimacy of the household atelier, the guild’s careful 
provisions for work were modified so that the home-workshop was treated as 
a seamless whole, a continuous process, rather than a rigidly hierarchical work 
station.

While they could not legally hire themselves out as weavers, wives found it was 
an accepted part of work culture to be occupied with the loom in guild families. In 
calculating the number of family members dependent on each workshop, respon
dents to the Lyon Academy’s 1777 prize question, “How to occupy silkworkers in 
time of crisis?” demonstrated contemporary standards for normal years. Estimating 
the needs of a master who wove only plain silk (étoffe unie), one author wrote:

Given:
1. That the worker has three looms;
2. That his wife or an apprentice occupies a loom;
3. That he has a journeyman;
4. That he has only three children, one still nursing;
5. That he has only one servant who takes care of things outside the house and in 

the atelier, winding silk cocoons and making the bobbins.
The author estimated that food and shelter would be needed for seven persons. 

Taking for granted that the nursing baby would be farmed out to a wet-nurse, he 
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included as normal expense the 72 livres annual fee for the infant’s feeding and 
care. This, of course, would free the wife for industrial as well as household tasks.30

A similar scheme obtained for those who wove brocaded silk, either with colored 
silk and gold thread or with velour. The author’s list of workers was identical except 
for the additional workers needed for the brocading techniques. Thus he assumed 
three looms, with “the wife or an apprentice occupying one loom,” one journey
man, three children, of whom one is with a wet-nurse, and one domestic servant 
working at household and industrial tasks for the looms. In addition, five workers, 
needed specifically to service the brocade looms, would be used on a part-time basis. 
The wet-nurse’s fee of 72 livres for care and feeding of the infant was again listed as 
a normal expense.31

As Olwen Hufton has indicated, the choice of keeping infants at home and car
ing for them within the crowded loom-filled household workshops was not possible 
for master weavers’ families. “The wife of a weaver of Lyons, working fulltime, and 
perhaps organizing the labor of three girls, however slender the apparent profits of 
her work offset against the costs of keeping a child en nourrice, parted with her chil
dren until they reached the age of seven rather than have them dislocate the fami
ly’s industrial activities, most of which took place within a single room.” Even if 
half the mother’s wages went to pay for the childcare, her role in maintaining the 
continuity of the family business made it worth the loss of money. The sacrifice in 
terms of children’s lives was high: Maurice Garden estimated that almost 60 percent 
of the children placed with wet-nurses in the country around Lyon died by the age 
of six and a half years. The prevalence of this practice suggests that urban families 
may have used it as a form of population control, as well as a means to enable wives 
to continue working.32

In later years, wives continued to be mentioned as weavers, but increasingly with 
apologies that reflected society’s changing ideological perspectives. The silk weavers’ 
rhetoric began to become a subtle part of a local acceptance of wives’ work and new 
standards of feminine domesticity that were becoming generalized. Their request in 
1779 that the city government increase the minimum wage may also have influenced 
the master weavers to describe their wives’ work as sporadic. Referring to a typical 
workshop with three looms making taffeta, the masters enumerated the workers as the 
master, a servant, and the wife. The wife, they wrote, “continuously occupies the loom, 
which is not usual in view of the need to care for the household, the workshop, and 
other domestic details.” This hypothetical household consisted of three children, one 
of whom lodged at the wet-nurse’s. Again, the expense of boarding out the infant, this 
time at 79 livres, was listed among the other regular fees.33

The continuing necessity for wives to work at the loom was expressed near the 
end of the century, when master weavers were marshaling their efforts to obtain a 
tariff from the city officials. In a handwritten document that Godart judged a good 
representation of workers’ views, one Antoine Celle, maître fabricant d’étoffes, de
scribed a typical workshop in May 1786. Included in his description was a dis
claimer paying lip service to the new notion of female frailty and the ideal of full- 
time housekeeping:
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Our example assumes that a master fabricant has three looms mounted with taffeta 
d’Angleterre. He occupies one; his wife, contrary to the custom and difference owing to 
the weakness of her sex [sa femme, contre à l'usage [sic] et la difference due à la faiblesse 
de son sexe], occupies another. The third loom is occupied by a journeyman and there 
are two persons for the unreeling of cocoons and the necessary canettes, and to do all 
the other tasks.34

Celle’s close description of the workshop production puts the lie to any protestation 
of wifely idleness, as it shows just how necessary her work was to the enterprise.

Let us say further that seven hundred fifty aunes of cloth can be woven on each loom 
per year; this constitutes the output of a good worker without contradiction. In shar
ing these estimates, it is clear that the looms of the husband and the wife produce 
fifteen hundred aunes per year at 16 sous. . . and that the sum of their work will be 
1,200 livres.35

By contrast, the product of the 750 aunes of the journeyman, at a rate of only 6 sous 
8 deniers per aune, is worth only 249 livres.

Even the optimum number of brocade looms was calculated on the assumption 
that the wife would provide one-third of the labor. Hence the following curious 
testimony from the period: “The merchants say that a master worker can have four 
looms. We reply to them that you can calculate the most lucrative proportion of 
looms as three, because with four it is virtually impossible that the wife can occupy 
one, which diminishes by a great deal their daily gain... .”36 The problem in using 
all four looms to which the guildmaster was legally entitled was the number of aux
iliary workers needed for each loom. Celle estimated that to fetch the material, to 
weigh, measure, and finish the cloth by cleaning it, seven workers would be required 
for four looms. It was more profitable, he asserted, to use only five workers for three 
looms. And even if only six persons were employed for four looms, “the wife could 
not work” because she would have to help the other weavers. Given the demand for 
auxiliary workers and weavers during this period, guild families found it very diffi
cult to maintain productivity.

A New Source of Weavers

Productivity was a preoccupation not only for the master weavers’ families but for 
the merchants as well. While the use of unpaid wives’ labor and their clandestine 
work outside the home helped to maintain the guild families’ slim margin of sur
vival, the merchants’ orientation to the market caused them to seek cheap workers 
regardless of their origin. The 1789 survey showed over one thousand females 
employed in this way. The drawgirls, who were so much in evidence in the work
shops, provided an irresistible pool of workers to entrepreneurs with the means to 
activate numerous looms. Strictly forbidden from weaving, these female workers, 
and probably others involved in the arduous and low-paid tasks of unwinding cocoons,
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reeling, and cleaning, viewed clandestine stints at the loom as worth the 
risk. Because their work put drawgirls-turned-weavers into direct competition with 
weavers, the master weavers had been fiercely opposed to their training as weavers.

Thus guild conflict aroused controversy not only over wives and daughters of 
masters, but also over drawgirls. These two groups of women workers found them
selves pitted against each other. The families of master weavers and journeymen 
viewed their wives’ work outside the home as central to their economic indepen
dence. The merchants preferred to draft drawgirls or other nonguild female workers 
into their shops. With this practice, the merchants could deal a double blow to the 
master weavers’ pretensions. They could cause the master weavers to become more 
economically dependent, and they could increase their own profits through large 
workshops staffed by cheap and pliant workers.

Since the silk industry employed hundreds more girls than masters’ wives, any 
ruling that categorically permitted females to weave—without specifying that they 
must be related to guild families—would have flooded the weavers’ desks with ap
plications from drawgirls. This was precisely the aim of the merchants in legitimiz
ing all female weaving when they caused yet another revision and rewrote the 1744 
statutes in their own favor.

Although the weavers and journeymen were not strong enough in the guild to 
overturn the entire code of new rules, they launched a general uprising that pro
tested opening the workshops to women. A contemporary account vividly portrays 
the workers’ mood. Silk weavers had congregated at an inn called the Moulin-à- 
Vent, dancing and chatting. At three o’clock in the afternoon, when an officer ap
peared and tried to disperse them, the workers talked with him and “complained 
about the new regulation ... and of the abuse that certain masters were committing 
by having ‘women’ work at the loom.” The weavers’ unrest caused the royal gov
ernment to overturn that portion of the new law that applied to women workers. By 
phrasing the revision in general terms, however, the officials caused the work of 
guild wives outside the home to be illegal as well.37

The significance of this description—that it represents a protest against the ac
ceptance of drawgirls and other nonguild female workers—is found in a later tract 
that was written to protect the decorative braidmakers against closer amalgamation 
with the silk weavers. In an undated memorandum addressed to Vergennes, the of
ficers of the Decorative Braid guild (Passementiers-Guimpiers) stated that incorpo
rating their craft with that of the silk weavers would require changing the regula
tions to permit the employment of girls. This, they warned, “will cause a rebellion 
among the workers of this guild as in 1744.”38

The Imposition of Enlightened Reform

The guildmasters inadvertently gave an opening to the very situation they op
posed when an unusual scarcity of drawgirls in 1759 aroused the masters’ complaints 
about the difficulty of attracting auxiliary workers from the regions around Lyon 
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and Savoy. To the silk masters’ dismay, the controller general, Bertin, advised them 
to create a market for the labor by admitting young women to the weavers’ trade 
after a stint of drawing cords. This signaled the beginning of a full-fledged campaign 
on the part of royal officials to insert laissez faire reforms into the economic life of 
Lyon. As a major industrial city rent by acrimonious guild disputes, Lyon had al
ready attracted the censure of enlightened critics. In 1751, the early proponent of 
reform Vincent de Gournay used his position as intendant of Lyon to write the first 
tract advocating the suppression of guilds.39

Based on natural rights principles, the reformist position chastised guilds for ham
pering the natural flow of economic activity, preventing the poor from sustaining 
themselves, and retarding the progress of inventions. According to this theoretical 
framework, God had given human beings needs that could be satisfied only by em
ployment; therefore the system of rules which constrained access to work must be 
overturned. The reformers noted the guilds’ prohibition of female access to the 
guild hierarchy and asserted that the right to work should be open to all. As Inten
dant Terray wrote of guilds later in the century: “The exclusion of women is a prac
tice contrary to natural law.”40

In 1759, Bertin had proposed the idea of admitting female auxiliary workers to 
the weaving trade as a practical move. He suggested “that the anticipation [of weav
ing] would influence the drawgirls to withstand the exigencies and inconveniences 
of their condition more patiently, and would attract more to the work.”41 In their 
reply, the officers of the Grande Fabrique set the lines of argument that they were to 
use for the next thirty years. They reasoned that if the drawgirls could leave their 
ill-paid drudgery for better work, they would flee the auxiliary jobs and the silk in
dustry would come to a standstill. All the women’s tasks of preparing the silk— 
unwinding the cocoons, twisting and preparing thread, making bobbins, fashioning 
the cords for brocading—would be abandoned. The Grande Fabriqués solution to 
the shortage of auxiliary workers was to send out “intelligent persons” as recruiters, 
who would assure the girls that the masters would never again repeat their bad faith 
of 1750 and default on salaries.42

At the heart of the guild’s objection lay the fear that since the former drawgirls’ 
salaries would be lower, females would come to supplant males in the trade. This 
would harm the journeymen directly, since “in hard times especially, the masters 
would given them [the drawgirls] preference. They alone would be hired, and the 
men would have no other choice but to leave the country.” The girls would “take 
the work away from our men and discourage our aspirants.” Indeed, the guild offic
ers suggested, since “the masters’ interest is to reduce their ranks to the smallest 
possible number, there is no doubt that they would form a preference for these girls 
who could never claim a higher status than that of joumeywomen.”43

Journeymen were not alone in opposing this proposition. The master weavers 
also viewed work expansion for drawgirls as a threat, because by using them the 
merchants could sidestep the family workshops. For the merchants, the new scheme 
offered several attractions: lower salaries, the chance to fire workers at will, and a 
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way to avoid tortuous disputes with master weavers intent on following the regula
tions literally in disregard of market demands.

Despite the many well-founded arguments against the “Bourgeois Revolution,” 
the documents show that with respect to Lyon’s silk industry, the merchants found 
allies in the reforming ministers’ campaign to overturn the guild system. Although 
Turgot’s rulings to outlaw guilds failed, subsequent royal administrators kept up the 
pressure to weaken guild control of the industry. A rationalized system putting all 
workers on an equal footing would satisfy the freedom-to-work ideals of natural 
rights advocates. In national economic terms, it was expected to increase employ
ment and production. This atomizing of the labor force was designed to annihilate 
guild privilege, as it invalidated the work monopoly of the masters and the special 
access of guild families to trade secrets. As Maurice Garden wrote, the liberty to 
increase the number of looms and the freedom to hire girls as weavers was “in fact, 
a formal and definitive attack against the guild itself and its regulations.”44

In support of these enlightened ideas, in 1781 the intendant of Lyon drafted a bill 
to reorganize silkmaking into five categories. Wives and unmarried females would 
receive explicit permission to become apprentices, joureywomen, and masters in 
all aspects of the manufacture, in accord with the special regulations of each guild. 
For access to silk weaving, an old scheme requiring four years of work pulling the 
cords of a drawloom or a button loom was revived. Four years of work as a cocoon 
unwinder would also entitle a dévideuse to enter the new craft. The girls who wished 
to learn weaving could then spend two years as apprentices and four as compa
gnonnes. “And so after ten years of work and formation, girls and wives could be
come maîtresses ouvrières."45

While the master weavers were able to resist the intendant’s 1781 formula to 
open their ranks to young women, they were only postponing this step. Pressure to 
incorporate hired girls into weaving became irresistible as the economic crisis of the 
1780s caused masters to shrink their expenses by any means. This time, impover
ished masters themselves broke the rules and hired drawgirls for weaving. The 
maintenance of guild regulations was now undertaken by the city administration. 
But no amount of threats by the local officials could succeed in chasing the draw
girls and other auxiliary workers away from the weaving benches. Finally the matter 
was settled by the king’s jurisdiction. An Arrêt du Conseil on September 3, 1786, 
made weaving legal for hired female workers who had no family ties to silk masters 
(filles, sans distinction).46 Royal officials finally succeeded in imposing their stan
dards of enlightened reform on the Grande Fabrique.

What effect did the legal entry of female wage weavers have on the silk industry? 
Many factors hinder our ability to draw neat conclusions. The economic downturn 
associated with the lowered tariffs of the treaty of 1786 exacerbated problems in the 
silk trade. While cheap female wage labor may have taken employment from male 
master weavers, it also displaced the masters’ wives and daughters symbolically as 
the privileged female workers. The turbulent events of the Revolution threw pro
duction and markets into disarray. Moreover, in 1791, Revolutionary legislation 
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suppressed the entire guild system, rendering moot the issue of female prestige 
within the silk weavers’ household.

The Revolution and Beyond

The silk masters, however, blamed their misery in 1789 on the entrance into the 
trade of untrained girls from the countryside who undercut the male weavers’ wages 
and turned out faulty cloth. It was the merchants who had turned one sex against 
the other and succeeded in enslaving both, they argued. The silk masters’ com
plaints were instructive to our analysis of women’s work. They recommended that 
weaving be “reserved to men, stronger and therefore more capable of making all 
sorts of textiles, [and] to the daughters of masters who by their experience have the 
right to this favor.” In this reassertion of moral principles in the guild economy, 
women workers were not discredited as a category but were differentiated according 
to their ties to the association.47

According to the former masters, it was the new female weavers, unqualified ei
ther by training or by breeding, who were responsible for subverting the families of 
the honest silkworkers by causing their salaries to be cut in half. This wage squeeze 
forced “the fathers of families, them, their wives and their children, to work seven
teen to eighteen hours a day, unable to earn enough without public charity.”48 The 
irony of this situation would become felt when the girls themselves wanted to 
marry, the guildmasters warned. If the girls managed to rise above the “corruption of 
their habits” to find husbands, their economic situation would immediately throw 
them into “the most frightful misery.”49

Silkmaking in the Nineteenth Century

Prophecies that the workshop economy would collapse on the altar of unregu
lated  work did not prove accurate. The family structure of the industry conformed 
to the demands of silkmaking into the nineteenth century, and so it persisted. Even 
as the manufacture of plain silks spread to rural areas, fancy silks and brocades re
quired the high level of skill that only urban workshops could provide. While this 
was so, Lyon’s silk industry continued to follow the structure it had developed in 
pre-Revolutionary times. Even though the guild system was dead, the master weaver 
and his wife continued as partners in managing family life and production within 
the home.50 This pattern was neither a novelty of the new industrial age nor an 
example of post-Revolutionary freedom for women workers; it was rather a time- 
tested practice of the guild system.

As they confronted the technological and economic problems of the nineteenth 
century, silkworkers continued to rely on traditional strategies and to use hand 
weaving rather than the power loom. Their problems were formidable. Suppression 
of the silk guild enabled the weaving of plain silks to proliferate in rural areas. Silkworm
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disease had increased the price of raw silk and made the lower rural salaries 
more attractive to manufacturers. With the invention and spread of the Jacquard 
weaving device, manufacture of brocaded textiles had become open to less-skilled 
workers. Finally, changes in fashion had shrunk the demand for fancy brocade silks. 
These factors created a crisis for urban silk manufacture. By 1861, the number of 
hand-loom cottage manufactures and factory power looms in the countryside sur
passed that of looms within Lyon.51

George Sheridan’s pioneering work has shown to what extent the urban silkwork
ers’ response drew on preindustrial economic assumptions and repeated eighteenth-
century behavior. Using censuses of 1847 and 1866, Sheridan reveals that a struc
tural change in the formation of the family workshop emerged from a shift away 
from brocade weaving to the manufacture of plain silks. In addition, there was “a 
reduction in the numbers of looms and household residents, a reduction in the pro
portion of nonresident workers needed to weave the active looms (‘familialization’), 
and a reduction in the proportion of males, both kinfolk of the head or spouse and 
non-kin, residing in the same household (‘feminization’).” This was particularly 
striking among the remaining brocade workshops, since the plain-weaving work
shops already had these characteristics.52

Nineteenth-century weavers responded to crisis just as their forebears had, by cal
culating the relative gain for each loom and by shrinking the working household 
accordingly. As Antoine Celle had written a century earlier in 1786, even though 
the use of four looms with seven workers was legal, it was more profitable to use five 
workers for three looms. Sheridan’s analysis shows a drop in average number of 
looms per household from 2.77 in 1847 to 2.53 in 1866. The nineteenth-century 
silk families had the same motive for this shift as their predecessors a hundred years 
earlier. A major source of profitability, in Celle’s view, was the large proportion of 
weaving that might then be done by the wife. The debate over the Lyon Academy’s 
1777 appeal for advice in time of crisis also leaned heavily on the role that wives 
undertook in weaving. Diminishing the size of the workshop and “familializing” it 
were strategies already widely used by preindustrial craftworkers.53

What was new in the equation was how “feminization” worked in the later pe
riod. The women workers still provided most of the crucial auxiliary work for the 
silk looms, but the important difference was that, with the restrictions against them 
lifted, female workers provided an abundant source of cheap weavers. Faced with 
the alternative of even lower paid work in miserable conditions such as the crowded 
dévidage workshops, many of these girls and women preferred weaving in a silkmak
ing family workshop. Sheridan demonstrates that it was their willingness to work as 
resident weavers that enabled the hand-loom master weavers’ businesses to survive 
in Lyon. It was the women’s labor which made possible the “effective resistance” of 
traditional silk artisans both to factories and to rural cottage industry.54

Although the exploitation of women weavers enabled the urban silk industry to 
endure beyond rational expectation, the industry did not survive without changes. 
The dire prophecies of guildmasters and journeymen came true to some extent. Fe
male labor did depress weavers’ wages, and many male weavers left the industry.
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Nevertheless, a significant number of skilled journeymen circulated among the 
workshops which still turned out fancy goods; this group of weavers helped to main
tain the advantage of sophisticated technology belonging to Lyon. Nor was the 
trade without renewal, as some masters’ sons found in the female workers a means to 
continue in the old way.55

What changed was the permeability of the industry and the ramifications of this 
change for women. As silkmaking households became less “entrepreneurial” by vir
tue of their smaller size and family orientation, the silk trade stopped recruiting 
weavers who would eventually become heads of businesses. Women were valuable 
because they could not compete with masters, and their status as low-wage workers 
was a double-edged sword for the industry. Their circumstance prevented the female 
weavers from becoming integrated on a managerial basis and maintaining the dig
nity of the trade. Moreover, just as the guild tracts had warned, their chances of 
becoming masters’ wives diminished as the number of male weavers declined. It is 
not surprising that some displaced male weavers considered their female weavers 
unfair rivals and that they came to regard women workers in general as strikebreak
ers, wage depressers, and the tools of repressive bosses.

However, the use of women as low-paid workers in skilled jobs did not at first 
drive a wedge between the masters and journeymen. Surprisingly, the ties that had 
developed through the eighteenth century between the poor but privileged masters 
and the journeymen who made common cause with them lasted even when the 
prize of a mastership no longer existed. The separation of categories by privileged 
status, which had enabled wives to become associated as welcome helpmeets with 
their privileged guild husbands, had been changed into a struggle by all to maintain 
hand silk manufacture. Segmentation owing to legal category had given way to seg
mentation depending on sex as Lyon absorbed the lessons of the post-Revolutionary 
casteless society.56
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The Lacemakers of Le Puy in the 
Nineteenth Century

In February 1799, several months before the coup d’état that was to bring Napo

leon Bonaparte to power in France, a government official touring the Haute-Loire 
wrote: “The two arrondissements of Le Puy and Yssingeaux and the mountainous 
part of Brioude form one vast lace workshop, occupying all of the young girls and all 
of the old or feeble women.”1 This description would remain valid for at least an
other century until changing fashions, the social and economic dislocation associ
ated with the First World War, and competition from improved lacemaking ma
chines dramatically reduced the demand for handmade lace.

Estimates of the number of lacemakers in the departmental capital, Le Puy, and 
its environs ranged from 30,000 early in the century to between 70,000 and 100,000 
in the 1850s and 1870s. Given that the total population of the Haute-Loire in the 
second half of the century was little more than 300,000, a home without a lace
maker was obviously a rarity. At the end of the century three-fourths of all lace
makers active in France lived in the Haute-Loire.2 Understandably, the prefects of 
the Haute-Loire consistently referred to lace as the mainstay and principal industry 
of the area. Oddly—or perhaps instructively—the same prefects frequently de
scribed the contribution of women who made lace in the region as a “supplement” 
to the family income, even though their husbands’ wages in agriculture or as manual 
laborers often provided little more, and sometimes less, than was brought into their 
households by the lacemakers.

The nerve center of the lace trade at Le Puy in the nineteenth century was lo
cated in two streets, rue Chènebouterie and rue Raphaël, narrow passageways from 
the center of town, the Place du Plot, just behind City Hall and the Tribunal de 
Commerce, climbing up to the fountain on the rue des Tables, which offered the 
most direct access to the great cathedral overlooking the city from its heights. Al
most every building on these streets housed one or more lace merchants. On Sat
urdays and fair days these streets were beehives of activity from earliest light until 
well into the evening. Contemporary observers witnessed what might have ap
peared to be two converging processions of lacemakers, the women arriving from 
the northwest through the Saint-Laurent toll gate (octroi) moving down the hill 
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from the Place des Tables, and those entering the town from other directions climb
ing up from the Place du Plot.

Inside the small boutiques the lacemaker was greeted by the merchant seated be
hind a large counter, elevated by a couple of steps in his, or more frequently her,3 
cashier’s booth. The merchant was separated from the client by a sliding glass win
dow through which lace and money would be exchanged after the strips of lace were 
measured with a demi-aune (roughly sixty centimeters) or, more often, by a length 
marked by two nails driven into the side of the counter. A lacemaker who was un
happy with the first price offered her might try two or three shops along the rue 
Raphaël or return to the first merchant to haggle for a price acceptable to both 
buyer and seller. Strips of lace bought in the morning would be joined together as 
required, folded or wrapped around a plioir, a frame used to wind the lace into a 
bundle, and then prepared for shipping. In the afternoons the “Dames de Raphaël,” 
as the merchant women of the district were called, would sell their packets of lace 
to agents of fashion houses in Paris or London, or perhaps to the representatives of 
the larger lace businesses in Le Puy.4

This commerce of the rue Raphaël handled a large part of the ordinary lace, 
“l’article de rue,” made with patterns that every lacemaker knew, the classic pat
terns for trim on dresses, ruffles on shirts, edging on tablecloths, and so forth, that 
had been produced in the region for generations. The higher-quality lace and the 
new patterns introduced in hopes of capturing the attention of the trendsetters of 
Parisian fashion were channeled through the big lace merchants at Le Puy, who 
provided the lacemakers with thread and patterns for their lace and either picked 
up the finished lace directly or received it from agents, called leveuses, who selected 
it for them on fortnightly tours of the region.

This traditional practice of providing the raw materials (thread) and patterns for 
the lacemakers was the source of frequent disputes between lacemakers and mer
chants. The merchants who had created the patterns complained that lacemakers 
sold their lace to other merchants offering a better price or to unscrupulous agents 
of fashion houses who cut the merchants out of their just due for having created the 
original designs. In 1843 many of the leading merchants at Le Puy addressed a pe
tition to the prefect asking him to stop itinerant buyers from approaching the lace
makers along the road to Le Puy on fair days. These individuals, who were unli
censed and paid no taxes, were buying the lace that had been commissioned by 
merchants in Le Puy who owned the patterns used by the lacemakers. Alleging their 
concern for the unwitting lacemakers who were being taken in by such rogues, the 
merchants noted that the lacemakers had no recourse when they were cheated by 
such characters because they had no local address.5 One may assume, however, that 
the lacemakers knew what they were doing, and probably sold their lace to such 
men because they offered better prices than the merchants in Le Puy.

Various methods were tried to limit disputes between lacemakers and merchants, 
but apparently with little success. Under the first Napoleon, lacemakers were or
dered to have livrets (workbooks) as were all other workers;6 but there is no evi
dence that the system was enforced at that time. The idea of a livret that would 
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record the details of each transaction between lacemakers and merchants was re
vived under the Second Empire and tried by a few merchants,7 but the experiment 
was soon abandoned. In the absence of written contracts to record their agree
ments, complaints of bad faith on both sides continued throughout the century, and 
when the government introduced the minimum wage and old-age pensions in the 
twentieth century, merchants argued vociferously that they had no responsibility to 
contribute to these, asserting that lacemakers were not “workers” but independent 
artisans who made their own deals with anyone who would buy their lace.8

In the late nineteenth century, several of the leading merchants in Le Puy began 
to alter traditional practices by selling the thread to individual lacemakers rather 
than giving it to them, allowing them credit only for the amount that had been used 
in the lace returned to the merchant when he made his rounds to pick up the fin
ished product.9 With the improvement of rural roads and the coming of the auto
mobile, the merchants could also begin to dispense with the services of the inter
mediary leveuses (most of whom had been women) who in the past had collected 
the lace for them from the isolated hamlets of the region. In a similar fashion the 
coming of the railroad to the Haute-Loire in the 1860s10 had reduced the influence 
of the women in the Raphaël district as railroad stops closer to the lacemakers’ 
homes served as direct channels to the exterior for the lace business; and even in Le 
Puy several important merchants moved their businesses to the southeastern side of 
the city for easier access to the rail terminal.11

If certain traditional practices associated with the lace trade were altered over 
time, one thing remained constant—an idyllic notion that lace was the best sort of 
“women’s work,” a morally uplifting craft. Given the ideological bias of France’s 
Vichy regime, it was not surprising that a lace conservatory was created under its 
auspices during the Second World War to try to revive the handmade lace industry 
in the Haute-Loire. Vichy officials, arguing that lacemaking, would foster social har
mony, praised it because it would keep women in the home and contribute to the 
regime’s programs in favor of a “return to the land.”12 Sources from the period em
phasized as well the idea that lacemaking was an ideal complement to agricultural 
labor. Because of its poor soil and harsh climate, the land in the Haute-Loire was 
inadequate in and of itself to sustain a substantial population; families required a 
“supplementary activity.” Without it the mountainous countryside would soon be 
depopulated and the land would return to nature. According to the prefect of the 
Haute-Loire, each crisis in the history of the lace industry corresponded to a period 
of misery and social troubles, whereas when the lace industry was healthy, “the 
women, while taking care of their housework and the farm, make lace, especially 
during the winters, and thereby earn the indispensable supplement for their family’s 
livelihood.”13 If these two themes, that lacemaking was ideal “women’s work” and 
that wages from the lacemaker’s efforts were a “supplement” to the family income, 
were congenial to Vichy’s paternalistic government, they were by no means an in
vention of that regime.

Writing in the middle of the nineteenth century, one author, with a peculiar view 
of the potency of women’s breath, observed: “Lacemaking is an industry that is at 
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once healthy, moral, and lucrative. It is healthy because it forces the worker to pay 
attention to cleanliness, without which she could not work. A lacemaker who does 
not have fresh breath could produce only a tarnished lace, lacking firmness and 
value. This industry is healthy also because the workers are not crammed into work
shops; it is moral because it is done in the home, associated with work in the fields 
under the eyes of the mother, who is thus able to guard her daughter from all per
nicious contacts; it is moral finally because it is lucrative, something which is very 
rare today when life is tough and at the same time so slippery for poor women.”14

The police commissioner at Le Puy, writing a generation later during one of the 
periodic slumps to which the lace trade was subject, made the same connection be
tween lacemaking and morality. With the shops overflowing with merchandise, the 
lacemakers were unable to find an outlet for their lace. This situation, combined 
with the recent arrival of two thousand troops in the city meant that many young 
girls, deprived of their livelihood, had turned to prostitution, “seeking in vice the 
resources that their work refuses them.”15 In a similar vein, when encouraging fash
ionable French women to insist on handmade lace rather than machine-made imi
tations, the coauthor of a law that required girls to take lacemaking classes in the 
schools of the Haute-Loire at the turn of the century pointed out that these women 
could have the comforting assurance that in buying handmade lace they were spon
soring “a little comfort and well-being in some faraway cottage, that they were help
ing stout peasants to overcome the difficulties of their life, and perhaps preventing 
some disadvantaged young girl from coming to ruin in the streets of a big city, end
ing up God knows how!”16 All in all, lacemaking was “really the ideal sort of wom
en’s work, not tiring, almost recreational, distinguished, healthy, done in the home 
or, in good weather, outside in the fresh air, begun in infancy and continued until 
death.”17 Lacemaking kept the young girls in the house, “preserved them from the 
risk of dissipation, gave them an interest in housework, and attached them to their 
village.”18 Lace was the “good fairy”19 who had kept her children in the mountains 
of the Velay.

We have seen that women gradually became less prominent, or at least less vis
ible, in the commercial side of the lace industry at Le Puy in the second half of the 
nineteenth century. Were they affected by the “cult of domesticity” influencing 
middle-class Frenchwomen elsewhere to accept the idea that their place was in the 
home?20 This is quite possible, although I have found no documentation to prove it. 
Certainly the changes in transportation and the Third Republic’s removal of the 
béates from control over primary education in the rural parts of the Haute-Loire had 
an impact on the visibility of women in the commercial aspects of the trade.

The béates, members of a lay order, the Filles de l’instruction de 1’Enfant Jesus, 
founded at Le Puy in the seventeenth century, were women who had traditionally 
taught young girls at age four or five to make lace and often served the merchants as 
leveuses for the most isolated parts of the region. Residents of Le Puy at the turn of 
the century remembered that fifty years earlier women, as evidenced by their domi
nance of the commerce in the Raphaël district, had been more obviously prominent 
in the business side of the trade. Their husbands were “relegated” to occasional buying
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trips at commercial fairs in distant towns, to entertaining foreign clients in local 
cafés or restaurants, or to looking after their small vineyards which covered the hill
sides surrounding Le Puy—and given the difficulty of cultivating grapes in the 
harsh climate of the area, they probably expended a good share of their wives’ lace 
profits unfruitfully.21 It was notable that when successive patronal syndicates were 
organized in the last decades of the nineteenth century in order to try to protect an 
ailing lace industry, almost all of the prominent spokespersons and most of the 
members were men.22

Aside from this progressive diminution of women in the commercial side of the 
lace business, there were several aspects of the trade that, despite the occasional 
exception to prove the rule, were always differentiated by sex.23 Virtually all of the 
largest merchant houses, those that received commendations and awards through
out the century for the lace they displayed at the various government-sponsored, 
commercial expositions, were headed by men.24 These men were usually merchant-
fabricants or fabricants-dessinateurs, indicating that they played a direct role in the 
production of their lace. The chief role for which these men were distinguished, or 
failed to receive distinction, was as designers of patterns. For example, Theodore 
Falçon, by all accounts the most influential lace merchant-designer in the history of 
lacemaking at Le Puy, reinvigorated a slumping industry in the 1830s, 1840s, and 
1850s with the introduction of silk threads and highly artistic designs drawn from 
his research on lace patterns in French and Italian archives. When classes were cre
ated at the lycée in Le Puy to train lace designers, the only students were males; and 
men or young boys were the ones who served as designers of patterns in the mer
chants’ shops. In addition to creating new designs, they also frequently traced the 
designs onto cartons, the pasteboard patterns used on lacemakers’ carreaux (lace 
pillows—the apparatus upon which handmade lace was produced) to guide their 
work. Then, using an instrument called a piquaire, they made holes in the cartons to 
indicate pin placement to the lacemaker. During the long winters, at veillées, tradi
tional evening social gatherings in the homes of lacemakers, while the women 
worked at their carreaux, old men often made intricately carved plioirs around which 
the lace would be folded. Otherwise, lacemaking in the Haute-Loire was women’s 
work.

In addition to their activities as merchants and leveuses, women had several im
portant functions in the lace trade. In the lace merchant’s shop the work of the 
échantillonneuse was crucial to the success of a new lace pattern. This highly skilled 
lacemaker was the person who tried out a new design to determine whether or not 
it could actually be made, whether the design could hold together and stand up as 
finished lace. Some of the designer’s ideas might be very attractive on paper but 
impossible to reproduce as lace; and this critical determination was the responsibil
ity of the échantillonneuse. Although some of the best male designers could them
selves use a carreau and had a fairly good idea of what might work as a lace pattern, 
in effect all lace designs were the product of close collaboration between the de
signer and the échantillonneuse. This expert lacemaker would also produce samples 
of all of the sorts of lace marketed by the merchant for use by salespersons representing
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the company, and the time required by the lacemakers to produce a certain 
pattern would be estimated in relation to the work of the échantillonneuse.

In the lace merchant’s workshop women acted as crayonneuses, marking with 
goose-quill pens in red and black ink the path that the lacemaker’s threads were to 
follow on the cartons attached to the rollers on their carreaux. Others served as ap
ponceuses, joining together strips of lace of various lengths purchased from the lace
makers and preparing them for shipment in standard lengths of thirty-three meters; 
or as crocheteuses, specializing at joining together different types of lace for a par
ticular effect or attaching different parts of complicated patterns requiring several 
cartons to hold the complete design. These workers were so skilled that only the 
trained eye would be able to detect where the separate patterns or strips of lace had 
been joined. Finally, a brodeuse might sew embroidery or other types of handwork to 
the lace or attach the lace to cloth for objects such as tablecloths or fabric for up
holstery. Some types of lace were soaked in beer and ironed with special irons to 
give them more body, and this finishing work would be done by women in the mer
chant’s workshop. The smaller shop would employ one or two workers for all of 
these tasks associated with the lace trade, whereas the large merchants might need 
ten to fifteen workers.

The concept of “women’s work” as applied to the lacemakers of the Haute-Loire 
seemed to imply that it was “cheap” labor in terms of employers’ payrolls and that 
it was somehow less significant than the work of the lacemaker’s husband, father, or 
brother. All sources concur that in normal times the lacemakers were paid very 
little. During the Second Empire, the prefect at Le Puy reported that lacemakers 
were earning between thirty centimes and one franc, a sum he considered to be the 
“normal level.” Highly skilled workers might make a few centimes more than this. 
“This salary might seem very low in itself,” he wrote, “but one must remember that 
the lace industry is entirely domestic, so to speak, it is exclusively in the hands of 
women and is interspersed seasonally with agricultural work.”25 Although acknowl
edging that there were some women in Le Puy who lived exclusively from their 
lacemaking, contemporary sources from the nineteenth century, as well as later his
tories and commentaries on lacemaking, suggest repeatedly that the lacemakers’ 
work was “a supplemental earning, in effect a bonus.”26 Agriculture fed the lace
maker’s family, while lacemaking allowed a bit of extra money for the home or the 
individual. Lace provided enough for a bit of white bread or warm clothes for the 
children: lacemaking meant “a little more well-being, a little comfort in the poor 
households of this region.”27 According to one observer, writing immediately after 
the Second World War, for nine-tenths of those involved, lace was “a supplemen
tary trade to agriculture, made necessary by the mountainous character of the region 
and engaged in during idle time.”28

It is possible that this last characterization of lacemaking was more valid for the 
mid-twentieth century, when there were fewer lacemakers and income from agri
culture was substantially better, than it was for the nineteenth century. But overall, 
it would be wrong to imagine lacemakers sitting in their doorways or chatting with 
their neighbors as their busy fingers twisted threads and placed pins in the carreaux
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on their laps, or out in the field making lace as they watched the sheep or cattle, 
merely in order to bring in some extra income for “luxuries” or added comfort. The 
author of the best social and economic survey of the Haute-Loire in the nineteenth 
century, although adopting the common terminology of “supplemental” work, 
noted oxymoronically that industries such as lacemaking provided “an essential 
supplementary resource.”29

In fact, the very notion of supplementary work for women in the Haute-Loire 
during the nineteenth century seems problematic. Virtually all of them had to make 
lace in order for their families to make ends meet; their wages from lace were as 
indispensable as the money brought in by the men. In response to arguments at the 
turn of the century that low wages were “good” for women because they kept them 
in the home, one perceptive writer commented: “One cannot repeat too often that 
women workers, whether peasants or not, as a general rule work in order to support 
their own needs or those of a family; those for whom a salary is truly supplementary, 
that is to say for buying uniquely superfluous goods, are the most rare exceptions.”30 
Emphasizing the importance of lacemaking to the Haute-Loire, the author of a sta
tistical survey published at the end of the Second Empire noted: “It gives to the 
woman a very large part in the work which ensures the upkeep and well-being of 
the family.” Indicating clearly that lacemaking was more than a part-time hobby for 
the women of the region, this writer even complained: “However, in absorbing the 
greatest part of female activity in a large number of rural communes and in certain 
cities, notably the most important town [Le Puy], the carreau distracts women from 
their housekeeping chores and the interior of their homes are let go to rack and 
ruin, leaving much to be desired in terms of cleanliness.”31 One wonders whether 
he realized the contradiction between his comments and the prevalent ideology 
which emphasized that lacemaking developed good habits in young girls by promot
ing tidiness.

The backbone—or perhaps better put, the fingers—of the lace industry were the 
thousands of women and young girls who made the strips of lace in their homes, and 
from whose labor the merchants’ fortunes were made. Some lacemakers worked 
year-round, particularly those living in cities such as Le Puy or Craponne; but far 
and away the most common practice was that women who worked in the fields 
alongside their husbands or brothers during harvest time and at other moments 
when they were needed for agricultural chores produced relatively little lace at 
those times. These women would produce large quantities of lace during the long 
winter season. (In the highest parts of the Haute-Loire one might be snowed in for 
five or six months.) Unfortunately, they could not always count on receiving a good 
price for the lace they had made. Any number of factors beyond their control might 
affect the value of their product. In an extremely volatile and insecure business, not 
surprisingly, the lacemakers themselves were in the most precarious position. The 
lacemakers of Le Puy and its environs were buffeted by the changing winds of Pa
risian fashion, subject to the impact of war and revolution, and threatened by com
petition from cheap, machine-made imitations of their artistry. These problems af
fected the lace merchants and their families as well, of course, but the fabulous 
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wealth they had accumulated from their businesses allowed them to ride out many 
storms that the lowly lacemakers, usually paid the most minimal wage, could 
weather much less easily.

For approximately 60,000 women in the Haute-Loire, many of whose circum
stances could be described as bare subsistence, wages from lacemaking were an im
portant source of income in the nineteenth century.32 Significantly, a woman who 
was asked “Do you work?” knew that she was being asked “Do you make lace?” 
Travailler for the women of Le Puy and the Haute-Loire meant making lace.33 To 
establish exactly how much money they derived from this work is difficult if not 
impossible. Like everything else in the lace business, wages were volatile. One can 
follow their fluctuations only in the most general manner by examining prefects’ 
reports or documents originating with the Conseils des Prudhommes. A statistical 
survey taken at the end of the Second Empire suggested a formula based on esti
mates of percentages that merchant-fabricants paid out in wages in relation to other 
expenses and profits; but these are very rough gauges of questionable value. In a 
rough manner these “official” sources suggest a range of fifty centimes to one franc 
per day as the “average wage” of a lacemaker in the Haute-Loire during most of the 
century.34 Whatever the best statistical estimate might be, it is unlikely that the 
workers with whom we are concerned calculated their earnings in terms of an av
erage wage.

As William Reddy has demonstrated with regard to textile workers in northern 
France during the same period,35 given the unpredictability of wage rates, no lace
maker could anticipate with confidence the level of her earnings from one week to 
the next. She was paid not for her time but for the individual strips of lace whose 
value differed according to the complexity of the pattern, the quality of her work, 
and the fashion world’s demand as interpreted by the merchant with whom she had 
contracted. It was not at all uncommon for a lacemaker to work assiduously over the 
winter months on a pattern that had been in great demand in November only to be 
told when she delivered her lace in March that, because styles had changed, the 
merchant could pay only one-half or one-fourth the amount he had paid the pre
vious fall. In Reddy’s example, the lacemaker had little recourse when confronted 
with the merchant’s decision. The prefect in Le Puy advised her to bring her com
plaint before the Conseil des Prudhommes, but local police authorities in the small 
villages of the Haute-Loire confirmed the lacemakers’ claimes that they could not 
afford the time or the expense for a trip to Le Puy, only to have the Conseil des 
Prudhommes, whose president was inevitably a lace merchant, decide against 
them.36

During most of the nineteenth century, the majority of the lacemakers in the 
Haute-Loire, working with well-known, popular patterns, probably made no more 
than fifty or sixty centimes per day. When times were good, they might have aver
aged one franc, or a bit more. But there were moments (for example, under the 
Second Empire, when lace-covered crinolines were all the rage, or during the early 
1870s, when every fashionable lady had to have a black lace shawl) when the ca
price of fashion drove merchants to offer three, four, or even six francs for a day’s 
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product. At these golden moments even the men of the Haute-Loire were reported 
to have tried their hands at the carreau.37

Wages in the lacemaking trade were essentially piecework rates. Salaries per se 
were paid only to a small number of highly skilled lacemakers, the chantillonneuses, 
who worked in the merchants’ shops trying out new patterns in order to determine 
the approximate length of time, quantity of material, and level of skill needed for 
the work. The chantillonneuses and other workers employed full-time in the mer
chants’ stores made approximately thirty-five to forty francs per month.38 The large 
majority of lacemakers, however, were paid for each piece of lace produced. For 
most of the century, women in the Haute-Loire were given thread and patterns by 
the merchant-fabricant and paid upon delivery of the finished lace (so much for a 
given length of lace with deduction for flaws). If she lived in Le Puy, the lacemaker 
would take her lace directly to the merchant’s shop. Normally, she would deal only 
with the merchant who had given her the thread. But if the pattern was one of the 
traditional ones that all merchants bought, she might shop around for the best 
price.

One of the most intriguing aspects of the documentation concerning wages is 
evidence that the lacemakers were not entirely at the mercy of the merchant-fab
ricants. They did not hesitate to take advantage of favorable conditions to insist on 
better compensation. Merchants, desperate to beat their competitors to the new 
pattern that would strike the fancy of the trendsetters in Paris, and pressured by 
clients to supply the season’s hottest item at once, would find that many lacemakers 
refused to make new patterns unless paid more for their trouble. Even when offered 
more money, some women preferred to make the old patterns with which they were 
familiar, although they knew they would be paid very little for this work. To the 
dismay and perplexity of the fabricants, clearly they were not motivated by money 
alone.39 Similarly, industrial inspectors reported that many young women in the 
Haute-Loire rejected better-paying jobs in the ribbonmaking factories of the region 
in favor of lacemaking, because the environment in which they worked was more 
pleasant and they could control the pace of their work.40

If the lacemaker lived in the countryside, most transactions with the merchants 
would pass through the hands of an intermediary, a leveuse, who would supply her 
with materials, pick up the lace, and pay for it. This role was filled frequently by a 
béate, who taught the catechism and lacemaking to young girls and organized 
evening veillées for lacemakers in the small villages of the department. The leveuses 
would take the finished lace to Le Puy or to towns such as Craponne or La Chaise- 
Dieu that served as pickup points for agents of the Ponot (Le Puy) merchants. Stan
dard practice seems to have been for merchants to allow a 5 or 6 percent benefice to 
the leveuses on the wages they paid to the lacemakers. The leveuse would also be 
paid, of course, for the lace she had made herself. Frequent complaints from lace
makers that they were being cheated by the leveuses suggest that these women may 
have enlarged their compensation by false reporting of rates offered by the mer
chants and by excessive charges for flaws in the lace. In any case they certainly drew 
more income from their activity than did the average lacemaker.41
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The chance discovery of the account books for one merchant-fabricant family, 
the Avond-Portals,42 provides a precise description of the activity of the leveuses in 
their employ. The register for the first nine months of 1868, for example, indicates 
that thirty-five women and fifteen men brought lace into the shop under some sort 
of arrangement with the merchant. In addition to these transactions noted by 
name, the books record a large number of anonymous purchases of lace under the 
title “various credits.” For every strip of lace there was a notation of pattern num
ber, length, and wages paid to the lacemaker. Considering the number of transac
tions recorded, and specific indications of “benefice to the leveuse,” it appears that 
about one-fourth of the women worked under a regular arrangement with the mer
chant whereby they combed the countryside—in most cases notations of Craponne, 
La Chaise-Dieu, Chalignac, and so forth suggest that each leveuse had her own 
“territory”—and brought packets of lace to Le Puy periodically. Of the nine women 
who can clearly be identified as leveuses, seven were paid a 5 percent benefice and 
two were given 6 percent. Most of the leveuses came to Le Puy once or twice a 
month, although one of them returned with smaller quantities of lace every week. 
Together they paid out in wages to individual lacemakers almost 20,000 francs. Mlle 
Fannie Manson, who delivered the largest quantity of lace (7,040 francs’ worth), 
received the largest benefice, 395 francs. This amount of money, which might have 
been in addition to payment for lace the leveuse made herself, was approximately 
twice what a skillful lacemaker could expect to receive for a year’s work in 1868. 
Ten women with only one transaction and eight others with five or fewer visits to 
the merchant’s shop may have been selling their own lace or that of their family, 
because the amount of money paid to them was under 325 francs (and for most, 
only 100 or 200 francs). No benefice was indicated for any of these transactions.

The eight remaining women present a bit of a mystery. Most came into the shop 
fairly often—at least once a month for five of them, twice a month for one, and 
every other month for two others. Half of these women were from out of town (one 
from Nantes, but the others from towns nearby). All were paid fairly substantial 
amounts of money (from 550 to 2,235 francs) for the lace they delivered, but none 
was paid a benefice as such. For three of these women no payment to them was 
noted, whereas the others were credited with some portion of the amount they had 
paid out to the lacemakers, from one-third, to one-half, to almost the full amount— 
one woman who had paid out 750 francs to the lacemakers was paid 696 francs. 
Clearly, these were not leveuses with the usual 5 or 6 percent benefice, yet they seem 
to have had some sort of regular association with the merchant, because they paid 
out wages to lacemakers for him, and they were paid as though they were agents of 
some sort.

Might they have had some sort of arrangement similar to that of the fifteen men 
who were also credited with bringing in lace to the shop? Only four of these men are 
identified as having received payment or reimbursement for their activities. In each 
case this was far more than a benefice would have produced. One man was even 
paid 100 francs more than the 1,787 francs he had paid out in wages for the lace he 
delivered. In contrast to the women, the men seem to have received fairly regular 
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payments of substantial amounts of money, as if they were regular, salaried employ
ees or agents of the merchant. Since almost all of the evidence available to me men
tions only leveuses (or men working as factors in a similar capacity) as the interme
diaries between lacemakers and merchants, I am uncertain who these other, 
apparently more numerous, agents may have been.

In terms of total amounts of money paid out by the company for lace, the nine 
leveuses handled 18,997 francs, compared to 15,075 for the fifteen men. The most 
active man paid out only 2,022 francs, less than one-third of Fannie Manson’s ac
tivity. The eight women in the “mystery” category paid out 8,932 francs, while the 
eighteen women identified as regular clients who sold their own or their family’s 
lace distributed 2,712 francs. I have concluded that all of these agents or clients had 
a regular arrangement with the merchant because their names were given with each 
transaction, whereas under the title avoirs divers (various credits), the company led
gers record 153 transactions for payment to unnamed individuals for their lace. Al
together these avoirs divers total 3,387 francs, but most entries are for small 
amounts, usually a few francs and even as little as 95 centimes in one case, indicat
ing that individual lacemakers brought their lace to the shop whenever they needed 
a small amount of money.

Either directly or through these intermediaries, the Avond-Portal company paid 
49,103 francs in wages for the lace delivered to them in the first nine months of 
1868. If, as has been estimated, an “average” lacemaker might earn 100 to 200 
francs per year, the company could be said to have provided work for approximately 
250 to 500 women in the Haute-Loire; but in fact, the number making lace for the 
Avond-Portals was probably larger than this, given the lacemakers who sold their 
lace over the counter to different merchants on an irregular basis. While suggestive, 
the evidence we have concerning the income of lacemakers and leveuses is not en
tirely satisfactory. The account books of the Avond-Portal family do offer, along 
with census data and notarial records, one of the few concrete traces left by these 
women. At least we can discover their names: for the leveuses, usually their full 
names; for the lacemakers who lived in the countryside, normally a first name 
(Marie, Paulette, Annie), but occasionally only a nickname (“the deaf one” or “the 
cripple”). The notations of the leveuses, with their deductions for flaws and higher 
pay for certain strips of lace, may even intimate something about skill levels of in
dividual lacemakers. However, because there were many “Maries” and “Paulettes,” 
one cannot be certain what any one lacemaker was paid by the Avond-Portals in a 
given year, and even if this were possible, there is no way to determine whether she 
made lace for sale to other merchants. Whatever the exact amount a lacemaker’s 
income might have been, we do know that in a relatively impoverished part of 
France, this money was vital to her family’s subsistence.

The delicate lace made in the towns of the Haute-Loire and in the most remote 
hamlets of the region surrounding its commercial hub at Le Puy found its way into 
an international network of trade reaching clients in England, the United States, 
and Latin America, as well as the lucrative internal market centered in Parisian 
fashion houses. Significant fortunes were made in the lace trade in the nineteenth 
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century, and an examination of the generation of these fortunes illuminates several 
aspects of the lace business.

In the nineteenth century in the Haute-Loire, the threads of fortune led from a 
dingy peasant farmhouse or a village assembly through the hands of a leveuse to the 
comptoir of a merchant on the rue Raphaël in Le Puy to the cash drawer of an haute- 
couture house in Paris. At each step of the process someone benefited from the lace 
trade, but the benefits were unequally distributed. The researcher following the 
flow of money along the lace network from the lacemakers and the leveuses to the 
merchant-fabricant is still bedeviled by the lack of entirely adequate documenta
tion. In part because the lace trade in the nineteenth century was not subject to the 
same administrative scrutiny as “factory industry,” prefectorial records offer only the 
most general comments about levels of wealth achieved by the merchants. Electoral 
rolls of the Restoration and the July Monarchy and tax lists for the Second Empire 
suggest the relative importance of lace fortunes among Le Puy’s notable elites.43 
Bankruptcy files (especially those including detailed inventories of the merchant’s 
personal property) underline the risks of a highly volatile trade, but provide valu
able insights into the lifestyle that might be enjoyed through the lace trade.44 Here 
again, the account books of the Avond-Portal family are invaluable. Using these in 
combination with notarial acts, recording marriage contracts and financial transac
tions, and including tax documents describing inheritances, one can obtain a strik
ing impression of the wealth achieved by lace merchants, as well as an interesting 
look at the uses to which they put their fortunes.

Members of the Avond and Portal families were involved in the lace business at 
Le Puy throughout the nineteenth century. A Portal was among the four merchant
fabricants representing Le Puy at an exposition sponsored by Napoleon in 1802, and 
the Guichard-Portal company was described as one of the leaders of the industry in 
the Haute-Loire during the following decade.45 For the balance of the century their 
names do not appear in the front ranks of the great lacemaking families, but they 
may be taken as typical of the middling merchant at Le Puy, not fabulously wealthy 
but leading a very comfortable life. Account books from the 1840s through the 
1890s describe the activity of the Avond-Portal business, and marriage records and 
inheritance documents allow us to follow the growth of their fortune. Like the evi
dence for wages of lacemakers and leveuses, the sources concerning the fortunes of 
the merchants are uneven.

Just as the calculation of an “average wage” for the lacemakers was difficult and 
of questionable utility, estimates of the annual income of lace merchants are at best 
unreliable and tend to mask the volatility that is the chief characteristic of the lace 
market. For example, during 1868, the year for which I have analyzed the leveuses 
registers, we saw that the Avond-Portals paid almost 50,000 francs in wages for the 
lace they purchased. According to a statistical survey published in 1872, lace mer
chants averaged a seventeen centime profit on sales for every 100 francs paid in 
wages.46 This would suggest that after covering other expenses, the Avond-Portals 
should have earned roughly 8,500 francs (17 x 500). In fact it appears that the fam
ily was running a substantial deficit that year. In addition to wages for lacemakers 
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and leveuses, the Avond-Portals paid 10,679 francs to purchase thread and other 
supplies for their business, and for the wages of the employees in their shop. Mean
while, the ledger recording sales to clients in Paris and elsewhere records only 
19,683 francs in sales for the year. The ledgers indicate that Paul Portal deposited 
21,500 francs in the cash drawer as a “loan for their lace business” in 1868 and 
another 21,700 francs in 1869. The first of January 1868 there had been an inven
tory of unsold lace valued at 7,052 francs in the shop.47 All of these indications of 
a negative balance in the company’s affairs correspond to reports from the prefec
ture at Le Puy48 of a sharp downturn in commerce for the years from 1865 to 1868, 
with the first hint of recovery for lace in the last quarter of 1868. Although the 
Franco-Prussian War and the Paris Commune would bring the trade to a temporary 
halt, the early 1870s were one of the true golden ages for lace at Le Puy. These were 
the years when it was possible for a skillful lacemaker to make as much as five or six 
francs a day at her carreau, and police reported that mothers were keeping their 
children home from school to work on lace.49 For these years the bankbooks of the 
Avond-Portal family record a clear shift in their fortunes. From a negative balance 
in 1872 of almost 20,000 francs, the company achieved a small positive balance of 
4,000 francs in 1874, which they increased fairly steadily throughout the rest of the 
century.

A favorable balance of more than 70,000 francs in January 1886 seems to have 
been the high point of their accumulation of liquid capital, but they were able to 
weather the bad years of the 1880s and ’90s because of the prosperity of the 1870s.50 
Any given year or even several consecutive years might seem disastrous. In the 
spring of 1876, for example, Paul Portal wrote to his brother Louis that it was simply 
impossible for him to contribute to their mother’s pension. The lace in his store
house had lost three-fourths of its value, many merchants at Le Puy faced bank
ruptcy, and he would go to Paris to try to start some other business were he able to 
salvage anything from the sale of his lace business. Paul suggested to his brother that 
he urge their mother to spend less money, noting that she had spent 5,594 francs 
the year before, which should have been more than enough!51

The instability of demand for their products encouraged the lace merchants at Le 
Puy to try to limit wild fluctuations in the market by keeping close tabs on the 
fashion world and trying to work out arrangements with their Parisian clients that 
would help to spread the risk they took when commissioning lacemakers to work on 
a particular pattern. In letters to André Ware, Vaugeoir et Binot, and other Parisian 
retailers of lace products, Paul Portal begged that he be kept abreast of the latest 
shifts in fashion and insisted that his clients agree to pay for all of the lace they had 
ordered at the contracted price. For his part Portal promised to deliver the special 
lace patterns exclusively to these clients.52

The Avond-Portal experience suggests that timing might be crucial to one’s suc
cess in the lace business, but that once established, a merchant might do quite well 
at Le Puy. The evolution of the Portal fortune as we trace it may not be perfectly 
“typical,” but the impressionistic image it conveys is not out of line with what we 
know about many of the forty or so established merchants who maintained their 
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business through the nineteenth century. Jacques Jean Marie Portal, a goldsmith, 
the son of an employee at the prefecture, married Jeanne Claudine Sahuc, the 
daughter of a lace merchant, in 1825. Portal brought 6,000 francs and his bride a 
dowry of 12,000 francs to the marriage contract. When in 1867 one of their sons, 
Paul Portal, married Anne Marie Georgette Avond, the daughter of lace merchants 
at Le Puy who were to bring the newlyweds into their business, he brought approxi
mately 20,000 francs to the marriage. Interestingly, the bride retained her family 
name and became Madame Avond-Portal. This seems to have been a common 
practice for young women at Le Puy whose parents were in the lace business. The 
new couple soon moved into a residence on the fashionable Boulevard St. Louis. 
When Paul Portal died in 1892, he left an estate valued at more than 100,000 francs 
to his wife and children. In liquid capital alone, 60,299 francs, he was ten times 
wealthier than his grandfather had been sixty-seven years earlier. Well might he 
have thought of lace as the golden thread.53

The succession records offer an intriguing guide to what lace merchants did with 
their wealth in the nineteenth century. Paul Portal had purchased one large house 
in a suburb of Le Puy, with a garden and so on, worth 48,000 francs. He also owned 
two rental properties in the countryside at Polignac and Beaulac. This might suggest 
that late in the nineteenth century, landowning was still considered an important 
symbol of status for the middle class in France. Perhaps more interesting is evidence 
that lace merchants at Le Puy were very active investors in French and interna
tional financial markets. Paul Portal owned 50,355 francs’ worth of stocks and 
bonds, representing twenty-four different kinds of securities (especially railroad 
bonds) from France, Central Europe, South America, the Middle East, Africa, and 
Russia.54 A rapid survey of the wills of many of the leading lace merchants at Le Puy 
reveals that all of them made similar investments.55 Stubborn holdovers from the 
putting-out system of early capitalism, the lace merchants of Le Puy helped to 
grease the wheels of industrial modernization in nineteenth-century France. Re
markably, the trail of the lacemakers’ thread stretches from rural Velay to Le Puy 
and Paris to railway construction sites in Argentina and Siberia.

By 1900 there were several indications that the possibility of “striking it rich” in 
the lace business might be a thing of the past and that the handmade lace industry 
was faced with a serious crisis; its future as a commercially viable operation was by 
no means certain. Indeed, although its death was to be a lingering one, a farsighted 
observer at the turn of the century might have realized that the industry would 
never recapture the days of artistic perfection achieved during the “Falon era” of 
the 1830s through the 1850s, nor, despite the occasional short-lived vogue for lace, 
would the astonishing prosperity of the early 1870s return. Among the factors con
tributing to the demise of handmade lace were changing tastes in fashion, always a 
perennial threat to the industry, of course; but following the First World War, wom
en’s fashions were much more sleek and trim, never to return to the layer upon layer 
of lace that had captured the fancy of nineteenth-century trendsetters. And when 
lady fashion did smile upon lace again, few women looked closely enough to dis
tinguish between the handmade variety produced in the villages of the Haute-Loire 
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and the machine-made imitations that were so much cheaper to produce. More
over, should a customer demand the “real thing” (that is, handmade bobbin lace), 
the lacemakers of Le Puy now faced still competition from their far more numerous 
and less well paid sisters in French Indochina, who had been taught the craft by 
French missionaires.56

Cognizant of the seriousness of the threat to their livelihood, the lace merchants 
of Le Puy responded to the challenge in a variety of ways, all of which proved ul
timately to be inadequate. Many witnesses believed that the Ferry school laws of the 
1880s, by evicting the béates from their central position in elementary education, 
had destroyed the traditional apprenticeship system for teaching young girls in the 
region how to make lace at an early age. Consequently, two deputies from the 
Haute-Loire, Monsieurs Engerand and Vigouroux, both former lace merchants, 
sponsored a bill, passed by the Chamber of Deputies in 1903, providing for obliga
tory lace classes for young girls in the public schools of lacemaking regions.57 Con
trary to the intentions of the sponsors of this legislation, the students spent only a 
few hours a week learning the craft. Despite evidence that a few of the girls taking 
these classes produced commendable handiwork,58 often the women teaching the 
classes knew only the most basic patterns.

A special school, La Dentelle au Foyer, was founded at Le Puy in 1909 with a 
program to train young women as expert lacemakers who would serve as teachers in 
their home villages after several months’ internship at the school.59 Unfortunately, 
after being converted to an infirmary during World War I, La Dentelle au Foyer 
failed to attract many students when it reopened in the 1920s, and like the En
gerand-Vigouroux law, it was unable to provide the lace merchants with the large 
pool of labor they had enjoyed in the nineteenth century. Today, a curious tourist 
requesting assistance at the central police headquarters in Le Puy may be perplexed 
by the large inscription emblazoned across the top of the building: LA DENTELLE 
AU FOYER, marking the site of one failed attempt to salvage the past.

In addition to their ultimately unsuccessful experiments with educational reform, 
the lace merchants at Le Puy turned to the French government in hopes that tariff 
reform and laws requiring patents and stamps of authenticity would protect their 
designs from foreign competition and unprincipled imitation from their mechanized 
rivals in France and elsewhere.60 As heated disputes raged between France and the 
United States over war debts in the 1920s, high tariffs on lace that virtually closed 
the American market to Le Puy’s merchants cannot have been the highest priority 
for French negotiators. Similarly, success in obtaining government regulation of la
bels for authentic handmade lace neither stopped pirating of designs nor overcame 
the basic problem that many women who bought lace garments, tablecloths, and so 
forth simply could not distinguish between handmade lace and the increasingly per
fected machine-made product.

In fact, at the turn of the century, several lace merchants at Le Puy became in
volved in the production of machine-made lace, and they served as champions of 
the idea that the lacemakers and the machines need not be rivals. Despite improve
ments in technology, these men argued, the machines, which produced simple patterns
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very rapidly, and with little difference in quality from handmade lace, could 
never produce the most artistic designs. Consequently, the “modem” lace mer
chants urged the region’s lacemakers to abandon the simple patterns and concen
trate on more intricate work, for which they might receive higher pay without fear 
that the machines would replace them.61 Not surprisingly, such merchants were 
among the supporters of La Dentelle au Foyer’s attempts to develop a core of highly 
skilled lacemakers for the region; and they were heard calling plaintively for the 
emergence of imaginative new designers to revive the industry through their artistry 
and leadership as Falon had done in the previous century. While several prominent 
merchants called for cooperation between the producers of handmade and ma
chine-made lace, the fact that separate patronal syndicates were maintained sug
gests that their interests were not always identical.

Although the introduction of machine-made lace did extend the life of commer
cial lacemaking in Haute-Loire, it was not to be the panacea some had hoped for. 
There were even businesses established in Le Puy to make the machines, and quite 
a few “factories”62 took advantage of the region’s water power to install machines in 
abandoned mills along rapidly flowing rivers. By the late 1930s, quantitatively, four
teen times as much lace was produced in Haute-Loire by machines as by women 
working at their carreaux; yet the much smaller quantity of handmade lace sold for 
25 percent more money than the total produced by the machines. In 1938 there 
were twice as many merchants (110 versus 58) dealing with handmade lace as with 
the machine-made product. At the end of the Second World War the lace ma
chines employed 740 men and women, whereas there were perhaps 20,000 tradi
tional lacemakers, barely one-sixth the number working at the turn of the century. 
Twenty years later little more than 1,000 would remain.63

Lamenting the precipitate decline of lacemaking in the twentieth century, one 
former lacemaker noted that as economic conditions and lifestyles were progres
sively ameliorated in the Haute-Loire, fewer and fewer women showed an interest 
in lacemaking. The young girls admired and tried to imitate the “typist or secretary 
with her powder, rouge, painted fingernails, and smartly styled hair,” not “the poor 
old lacemakers, with their sunken shoulders, straight hair, and gnarled hands.” 
Women in their forties who knew how to make lace began to hide the fact. “To say 
that one made lace was to reveal that one came from a very modest family. One was 
a bit ashamed of it. With a chance for a better life ... one put away the bobbins and 
carreau in the attic, those objects with which one had had to work so hard for so 
little.”64

Notes

Research for this chapter and for my book-length study, The Threads of Fortune: The Lace
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Working Women, Gender, 
and Industrialization 

in Nineteenth-Century France:
The Case of Lorraine Embroidery 

Manufacturing

Deploring the misery of female embroiderers at the hands of unscrupulous 

manufacturers and intermediaries, a public health crusader in 1856 described in 
melodramatic terms these martyrs to capitalist greed and consumer vanity:

Enter with me into this mean-looking house on the outskirts of Epinal.... Five or 
six girls huddle around a feeble lamp that gives off a thick, fetid smoke. They are 
embroiderers.

Their thin, pale faces and reddened, watery eyes are as much due to their over 
whelming fatigue as to their poor diet. They work from four in the morning to eleven 
in the evening, their eyes fixed on this blackened and creased rag that they cover 
with arabesques, stars, and blossoms, and surround with jaunty scallops. The comple
tion of the work will yield for each of them 60 or 80 centimes, up to 1 franc, or, very 
rarely, 1.50 francs for a workday of eighteen to nineteen hours.1

While Dr. J. Haxo was absolutely right about the long hours, low pay, and general 
poverty that embroidery workers endured, his treatise on embroiderers was very 
much a polemic against the physical and moral degradation of women of the de
partment of the Vosges in France’s eastern region of Lorraine. Haxo did not object 
to the embroidery industry as such; to the contrary, he considered it an economic 
boon to an impoverished area. What really bothered him was the array of abuses in 
the manufacture of embroidery that “prevented] working-class girls from becoming 
complete women, healthy mothers.”2

The character and condition of working-class women were at the heart of a de
bate over the merits and failings of the Lorraine embroidery industry to which Haxo 
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contributed in the middle of the nineteenth century. Ostensibly, this debate con
cerned French economic policy: should the government maintain the prohibition 
against importing foreign embroidery into France, or should it lift the trade barrier 
and force the Lorraine industry to compete against its German, English, and espe
cially Swiss rivals? While issues of balance of trade, regional employment, and na
tional industry entered into the controversy, the recurring theme that embroidery 
manufacturers, retailers, and administrators evoked was whether Lorraine women 
could or should embroider for a living, and if so, under what circumstances to pro
mote family and social stability. In other words, gender—in this case, the popular 
belief that women belonged in the home and under male authority—was integral to 
the discussion of national economic policy.

This study will analyze both the arguments surrounding embroidering as an oc
cupation for women, and the actual experience of female embroiderers in Lorraine. 
It will argue that working women and gender were crucial influences on the devel
opment of the Lorraine embroidery industry, contributing to the persistence of hand 
methods of manufacturing and a dispersed production structure that were both 
characteristic of French industry as a whole.

Recent research has shown that, contrary to the model of industrialization that 
posits inexorable progress toward greater efficiency and output through mechaniza
tion and concentration of production, in France hand manufacturing and dispersed 
structures were often viable alternatives to mass production. Scholars note several 
factors behind this form of industrial development, including labor supply, the mul
tiple income sources of working-class households, a distinctive work culture, con
sumer demand fluctuations, and the ingenuity of entrepreneurs.3 In addition, a 
growing number of researchers are focusing on the sexual division of labor within 
working-class families, and the contribution of working women to explain develop
ments related to this pattern of industrialization, notably declining fertility and the 
absence or peculiar nature of working-class activism.4 While these works have 
greatly enhanced understanding of industrialization and of the role of working-class 
women in this process, none has been able to show how gender—that is, ideas 
about proper female activity and behavior—as distinct from the sexual division of 
labor contributed to industrial development. The unique documentation of the de
bate over economic policy in relation to Lorraine embroidering allows for an analy
sis of industrialization that integrates the sexual division of labor and gender. This 
essay will emphasize the economic and family structures that made embroidery a 
female occupation in Lorraine, and that enabled women to resist manufacturers’ 
efforts to alter the production process at the expense of embroiderers’ independence 
and convenience. It will also show how gender informed the arguments about na
tional economic policy, resulting in the perpetuation of dispersed, hand manufac
turing of embroidery in Lorraine.

The Embroidery Industry and the Supply Crisis

Embroidering has a long history in France. For centuries prior to the French



Working Women, Gender, and Industrialization 89

Revolution, embroiderers used valuable materials such as gems, gold and silver 
thread, colored silk, and colored wool to produce expensive articles of furnishing 
and clothing for the church and wealthy lay consumers. Both women and men en
gaged in this highly skilled and, after the thirteenth century, incorporated craft, in
capacities ranging from apprentice to respected master.5 After the French Revolu
tion, however, when embroidering and other luxury industries declined precipi
tously, a merchant named Chenut introduced into Lorraine the production of white 
embroidery (la broderie blanche), consisting of designs stitched in white cotton 
thread onto white cotton cloth to embellish personal and household linen.6

From the start, white embroidery manufacturing in Lorraine was a woman’s oc
cupation performed in the home. Several explanations for this fairly rigid sex typing 
are possible. Because Chenut was taking a risk with the new industry, he could save 
on labor costs and overhead by hiring young, unmarried women and having them 
work at home. In addition, white embroidery materials cost much less than the ma
terials used in the older form of embroidering; therefore, Chenut could afford to 
entrust the cotton cloth to inexperienced workers outside of his immediate control. 
Finally, in a predominantly subsistence-level agricultural region, the labor of fe
males was probably more expendable than that of males for industrial wage earning 
on a part-time basis. As long as men owned property and provided the primary 
source of family income through cultivation, women embroidered for supplemen
tary cash when men did not need their assistance in the fields. Only later did the 
powerful ideology about women’s place in the home lend support to the economic 
interest and necessity behind embroidery as women’s work.

After Chenut’s venture proved successful, the number of manufacturers increased 
and the white embroidery industry spread, so that by the middle of the nineteenth 
century an estimated 150,000 to 200,000 embroiderers plied their needles in the 
four departments of Lorraine (Meuse, Meurthe, Moselle, and Vosges). Workers who 
produced common grades of embroidery earned an average of .40 to .60 francs per 
day, while those who did finer work brought in 1 franc, occasionally 1.25 francs, for 
thirteen to fourteen hours of labor.7

While manufacturers in Paris, Nancy, and other towns of Lorraine sometimes 
employed a small number of workers on the premises—twenty-five or thirty-five at 
the most, including male designers and finishers—embroidering itself was done al
most entirely by women at home in the towns and especially in the countryside of 
Lorraine. Embroidery manufacturing began in the cities with the creation of em
broidery designs. Intermediaries (called entrepreneuses or entrepreneurs), who were 
mostly women and often former embroiderers, then distributed the patterned cloth 
to embroiderers in their homes. The workers provided needle, thread, and their in
formally acquired but impressive skill. After the intermediary retrieved the com
pleted embroidery and paid the worker by the piece, she returned the embroidery to 
the manufacturer for bleaching, pressing, finishing, and finally for sale in France or 
abroad. White embroidery was very fashionable at midcentury, decorating handker
chiefs, collars, cuffs, petticoats, chemises, bonnets, napkins, tablecloths, pillow 
cases, sheets, runners, and other articles of clothing and furnishing.8

For several decades in the first half of the nineteenth century, Lorraine embroidery
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flourished; one commentator described the period as similar to the California 
gold rush.9 Men and women hastened to become manufacturers or intermediaries in 
an industry that yielded high returns for minimal investments, and manufacturers 
always found female embroiderers to do the work. However, abuses and inefficien
cies were inherent in the putting-out structure of embroidery manufacturing. Em
broiderers resented and regional officials deplored the excessive cuts intermediaries 
took out of the wages paid to workers. “The intermediaries... are in agreement to 
pay the least possible,” asserted an embroiderer from Epinal (Vosges).10 Workers 
and manufacturers agreed that while 10 percent of the price for a given piece of 
embroidery was a reasonable fee for the intermediaries’ services, intermediaries were 
wont to take 15, 33, and even higher percentages for themselves, at the expense of 
the embroiderer.11

For embroiderers with a little capital and the ability to travel regularly, a solution 
to this problem was to join the ranks of the intermediaries. Another, more common 
strategy of workers to try to ensure a steady income was to accept from intermedi
aries more jobs than they could complete on schedule.12 This practice caused seri
ous difficulties for intermediaries and manufacturers because orders could not be de
livered on time, and sometimes a total loss was taken when fashion changed and the 
tardily completed embroidery pattern was no longer in vogue. Despite these diffi
culties, high demand for all grades of embroidery kept French manufacturers in busi
ness and Lorraine embroiderers employed. But in the late 1840s—a period of severe 
economic depression and a time when Swiss embroidery threatened French control 
of foreign and domestic markets—this boom waned.

Swiss embroidery manufacturers had modeled their industry after Lorraine’s be
ginning in the 1830s, but owing to several significant differences, manufacture in 
Switzerland proved more competitive. First, Swiss embroiderers allegedly used a 
frame, which probably consisted of small, interlocking wooden hoops, while most 
Lorraine embroiderers worked by hand alone. Placing the cotton cloth between the 
hoops stretched it taut, allowing embroiderers to count each thread of the weave 
and reproduce patterns precisely. In principle, frame embroidery was superior to em
broidery done by hand, because the stitches were even and the pattern was more 
carefully executed. However, several embroiderers, intermediaries, and even manu
facturers contended that handwork was just as fine as frame embroidery and that it 
displayed more creativity and imagination.13

Second, Swiss manufacturing was less widespread geographically than Lorraine 
manufacturing, and production was better regulated in that intermediaries supplied 
workers with cotton thread, and workers had the right to verify manufacturers’ 
prices through the intermediary. In addition, the number of workers in Switzerland 
was between 10,000 and 40,000—smaller and more manageable compared to the 
hundreds of thousands in Lorraine. Third, men as well as women and children em
broidered in Switzerland, which suggests a greater family dependency on income 
from embroidering. Herding was the only significant agricultural occupation in the 
Swiss embroidery region, which left considerable time and need for peasants to em
broider. It is likely that few men owned cultivable property that would have kept
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them in the more prestigious agricultural sector, as in Lorraine.14 Because of the 
poorer economic conditions, compared to Lorraine, in the area surrounding St. Gall 
and Appenzell, the sexual division of labor that designated embroidering as wom
en’s work did not develop. Finally, wages were lower in Switzerland than in France, 
due to lower costs of living, which meant that Swiss manufacturers sold their em
broidery at lower prices than the French.15 For all of these reasons Swiss embroidery 
presented a formidable rival to the Lorraine product because it was finely executed 
and comparatively cheap.

Not surprisingly, Parisian retailers began to order embroidery from Switzerland, 
despite the fact that its importation was prohibited by an 1816 law designed to pro
tect the French cotton textile industries. Smuggling Swiss embroidery was relatively 
easy, however, until Lorraine manufacturers complained to the French government 
about this violation of the law. From 1846 to 1848, customs officials increased their 
vigilance, searching retail shops in Paris and confiscating suspected contraband em
broidery from Switzerland.16 But these measures solved neither retailers’ demand for 
fine embroidery nor manufacturers’ fears of Swiss competition. Presumably in re
sponse to this situation, a few manufacturers in Lorraine tried to increase their out 
put of fine embroidery by introducing a frame method of embroidering to their 
handworkers. But such a change in production proved fairly costly to manufacturers 
and unacceptable to most embroiderers.

In order to introduce frame embroidering into the Lorraine countryside, manu
facturers had to establish workshops, hire embroidery teachers, purchase frames, and 
then persuade embroiderers to give up regular earnings during a six-month to one- 
year apprenticeship while they learned to embroider with a frame. These changes in 
the labor process represented a form of proletarianization because they increased 
the number of women solely dependent on wage earning for their livelihoods and 
increased manufacturers’ control over embroiderers.17 As an embroidery mistress in 
charge of a workshop with thirty-five embroiderers asserted, “This is advantageous 
because I supervise them [les surveille]. The work is better done, and in addition they 
work harder.”18 To be sure, women were learning a new skill by embroidering with 
a frame, and they even earned minimal wages during the apprenticeship. But how 
valuable was this skill to workers under the circumstances?

The frame used in France was “rather inconvenient,” as the author of a techno
logical dictionary described it.19 Called a drum (métier à tambour), this device con
sisted of a thin wooden hoop covered with wool or flannel cloth. A worker 
stretched the embroidery muslin across it like the skin of a drum, securing the mus
lin with a leather belt and a buckle (see Fig. 5). Just mounting the muslin onto the 
frame took half an hour, according to a report on embroidery at the Crystal Palace 
Exhibition of 1851.20 Moreover, frame embroidering was more demanding than 
handwork, requiring the embroiderer to peer intently at the weave of the fabric and 
to bend constantly over the frame while she pushed and pulled the needle through 
the cloth. Manufacturers could promise embroiderers little financial gain for the 
production of frame rather than hand embroidery, since they were competing with 
cheaper Swiss products. After several weeks of effort, most rural embroiderers who 
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tried to learn the frame method gave it up. “It took too long to learn,” Mademoi
selle Poucher, an embroiderer from Lorquin (Meurthe), explained. “We are used to 
embroidering by hand, and we feared that we might earn no more doing frame em
broidery even though the work was more painstaking and more difficult.”21 Other 
embroiderers asserted that their hand embroidery was just as good as that done on 
a frame. An embroiderer in Mirecourt (Vosges) said, “I do as well and as quickly 
embroidering by hand as I would do working on a frame.”22

For these embroiderers, the frame was merely a means for manufacturers to ex
ploit workers even more, and the women refused to go along with this innovation 
because it entailed greater hardship for them with inadequate remuneration. Rejec
tion of the frame was one of many strategies that embroiderers used to resist prole
tarianization. Other efforts included the acceptance of too many jobs, refusal to do 
jobs that paid too little, total withdrawal from the putting-out system in favor of 
direct dealings with consumers, and seasonal (occasionally permanent) abandon
ment of embroidering to do agricultural labor.23 But in this critical period of eco
nomic depression and serious competition, manufacturers seized upon embroiderers’ 
resistance to the frame to further their interests in another way. Accusing embroi
derers of being set in their ways and too independent, manufacturers called upon 
the government to save their foundering industry by protecting it against foreign 

competition.24  
Countering the demands of Parisian retailers for free trade that would enable 

them legally to import fine embroidery from Switzerland for a flourishing domestic 
and foreign trade in finished embroidery and embroidered goods, Lorraine manu
facturers claimed that such a policy would ruin the French embroidery industry and 
throw thousands of Lorraine women out of work. According to the manufacturers, 
the reason they could not compete with the Swiss was that French women workers 
were too obstinate and proud to produce frame embroidery at low wages.

Nonetheless, they argued, this was no cause for destroying an industry that 
brought prosperity to an entire region and that generated yearly revenues in the 
millions of francs. Enforcement of the prohibition against foreign embroidery, they 
concluded, was the only solution to the problem.

Advisors to the minister of agriculture and commerce, Jean-Baptiste Dumas, to
whom retailers and manufacturers directed their c posing demands, hesitated to go 
along with either side until an investigation of the industry was completed and the 
claims of both sides could be weighed with some knowledge. Thus, in 1851 the min
istry appointed a nine-man committee of retailers, manufacturers, and a customs 
official for this purpose. In their interviews of Lorraine manufacturers, intermediar
ies, local officials, and embroiderers, the members of the investigating committee 
tried, albeit feebly, to determine whether sufficient numbers of embroiderers could 
be persuaded to adopt the frame and thereby satisfy retailers’ demand for fine em
broidery. Though they never answered this question definitively, the testimony they 
gathered indicated that manufacturers stretched the truth regarding workers. Many 
embroiderers, indeed, rejected the frame, but not for the reasons manufacturers 
gave, while others, particularly in urban areas, accepted the new technique.

What made some women resist this form of exploitation and others acquiesce?
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Round frame or “drum” mounted on a stand. 
With the kind permission of le Musée de la Broderie, 

Fontenoy-le-Chateau (Vosges).

What resources were available to embroiderers to support a collective works manu
facturing system that was less exploitative than workshop production? Census data 
reveal that significant differences in embroiderers’ roles in the family economy and
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TABLE 1

Age and Civil Status of Embroiderers

Source: ADM 6M 89, Listes nominatives de la population, Lorquin, arrondissement Sarrebourg, 
1846; ADM 6M 110, Listes nominatives de population, Nancy-ville, sect. 1-4, 1851; ADM 6M 111, 
Listes nominatives de population, Nancy-ville, sect. 5-8, 1851.

AGE AND CIVIL STATUS ASPACH 1846 NANCY 1851
No. % No. %

Mean age of embroiderer 22 — 30 —
Unmarried 21 100 116 71
Married or widowed 0 0 47 29

Total 21 - 163 —

the relative importance of paid industrial work to embroiderers and their families 
influenced female workers’ response to the frame. From this information a clearer 
understanding of female workers’ responses to proletarianization emerges and a basis 
for evaluating male entrepreneurs’ and officials’ views about women and their work 
can be established.

The Condition of Embroiderers

Lorquin (Meurthe), in the eastern reaches of Lorraine, was an area where manu
facturers failed completely to introduce frame embroidering. The 1846 census of the 
commune of Aspach in the canton of Lorquin reveals several salient features about 
local embroiderers that help explain this failure. All of the 21 embroiderers in this 
community of 236 inhabitants were young (mean age of 22) and unmarried, and 
they were all daughters living in their parents’ (or in one case grandparents’) house 
holds (see Table 1). The fathers of embroiderers were almost all involved in agri 
culture: five were day laborers, two were farmers, two were property owners or pen
sioners, and one was a peddler. The three female heads of households with 
embroiderers were day laborers, and one was a property owner or pensioner (see 
Table 2). Clearly embroidering was not the sold means of support for the embroi
derers in Aspach, nor was it a lifelong occupation for women. Moreover, as the ar
chives repeatedly indicate, rural embroiderers invariably alternated industrial work 
with seasonal agricultural labor.25

At this time agriculture in Lorraine consisted primarily of smallholdings for the 
cultivation of grains and common pastures for the keeping of animals.26 Laboring 
on the family plot or tending family animals was probably more important for 
women in Aspach than industrial work, especially after marriage. In addition, some 
chores appropriate for adolescent daughters, such as minding younger siblings or 
watching animals in pasture, could be done while embroidering by hand but not
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TABLE 2

Occupations of Heads of Households with Embroiderers

OCCUPATIONS ASPACH 1846 NANCY 1851
No. % No. %

Day laborers 7 53.8 21 16.0
Domestic servants — — — -
Unskilled workers — — 14 10.7
Embroiderers — 46 35.1
Other needleworkers — — 1 .8
Textile workers — — 8 6.1
Laundresses — — — —
Factory workers - - - -
Clerks — — 1 .8
Delivery/transport — - 1 .8
Artisans — — 25 19.1
Shopkeepers/merchants — - 5 3.8
Liberal professions - - - -
Farmers 2 15.4 0 0
Owners/pensioners 3 23.1 1 .8
No profession — - 8 6.1
Other 1 7.7 - -

Total 13 - 131 -
Source: ADM 6M 89; ADM 6M 110; ADM 6M 111.

while using a frame. A recent sociological study of a contemporary rural village in 
Lorraine (in the northern portion of the department of Moselle) reveals that the 
extensive traditional obligations of married women left them no time for industrial 
wage earning. Women in Grand-Fraud assumed with marriage enormous responsi
bilities for food cultivation and household maintenance: they had complete charge 
of the stable and animals, they did all the gardening, and they helped in the fields 
when necessary, in addition to performing all household tasks such as food preser
vation, cooking, cleaning, and child rearing.27 It is likely, too, that in the middle of 
the nineteenth century women’s productive work on the land was essential to fam
ily survival, and that the wages from embroidering were either a welcome cash ad
dition to the family income or the source of a dowry for a single girl. Thus, women’s 
life-cycle stage and their role in the rural family economy help explain why Lorquin 
embroiderers refused to adopt the frame technique.

In addition, the many opportunities for and importance of sociability while work
ing might have stiffened rural women’s resistance to the frame and to the workshop 
setting it entailed. The testimonies of manufacturers and regional officials indicate 
that embroiderers often worked together in groups of ten or twelve at a worker’s 
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home, in order to share heat and light.28 Though the questions directed to embroi
derers never elicited any comments on this practice, a contemporary embroiderer 
living in Lorraine today can shed some light on the significance of collective work 
outside of a workshop. Madame Rapin of Remoncourt (Vosges) remembers that be
fore World War II the veillées—evening gatherings of local inhabitants for work and 
socializing—were lively, cheerful occasions that strengthened community ties while 
providing a congenial and relaxed atmosphere for needlework.29 For embroiderers 
who could survive on hand embroidery, the veillée was clearly a better work envi
ronment than a workshop.

But embroiderers could not always work under such ideal conditions. A big job 
with a short deadline required a different kind of collective labor, where a half 
dozen or so women joined in on a single project for an intense bout of continuous 
labor. Madame Rapin and her friends once worked on a piece of embroidery for two 
days and two nights straight, after which one of the embroiderers climbed on her 
bicycle in the wee hours of the morning to deliver the completed fabric to an in
termediary by 6:00 a.m.30 The community networks supported rural embroiderers 
psychologically and practically in ways that would have been difficult to re-create 
in a workshop.

To be sure, even the sociability of handwork in the home could not banish the 
stresses and strains of embroidering as a trade. But rural women could call upon the 
saints to help them through such difficulties. Madame Bonétat of Mirecourt (Vos
ges), the daughter and granddaughter of embroidery intermediaries, recalls one em
broiderer who lit a taper to Saint Jude, the saint of persons in desperate situations, 
when she had to do a lot of embroidery in an impossibly short amount of time. As 
she expected, Saint Jude came through, and she finished the job. Other embroider
ers invoked Sainte Lucie, the saint of light, to relieve them of the eyestrain that 
embroidering caused. They did this by filling a carafe with clear water on 13 De
cember, Sainte Lucie’s day, and then placing the carafe in front of a candle to refract 
the light onto the embroidery.31

Resistance to the frame and the workshop, then, was possible for rural embroi
derers whose first priority was agricultural labor. In addition, the persistent demand 
for hand embroidery allowed them to continue to work by hand and in the home, 
conditions that were more agreeable to them for practical and personal reasons. Fi
nally, the rural setting, with its religious rituals and community networks, may have 
contributed to embroiderers’ sense of solidarity against manufacturers’ efforts at ex
ploitation.

A brief glimpse at the situation of embroiderers in urban Nancy reveals an en
tirely different family economy and labor supply compared to those in rural areas, 
which explains why workers here did both hand and frame embroidering. Nancy 
was a thriving city with a growing population of over 40,000 in 1851; significantly, 
the number of female inhabitants greatly exceeded that of males (22,310 females 
versus 17,979 males), especially among individuals between the ages of twenty and 
thirty-five, which suggests considerable need and competition for jobs among 
Nancy women.32 The census sample from Nancy includes 1,649 individuals from
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TABLE 3

Females over 13 Years Old in Occupations

OCCUPATIONS ASPACH 1846 NANCY 1851
No. % No. %

Day laborers 3 3.3 54 7.8
Domestic servants — — 9 1.3
Unskilled workers — — 7 1.0
Embroiderers 21 22.8 162 23.4
Other needleworkers 1 1.1 52 7.5
Textile workers 1 1.1 5 .7
Laundresses — — 10 1.4
Factory workers — - - —
Clerks — — — —
Delivery/transport - — - —
Artisans — — 5 .7
Shopkeepers/merchants — - 5 .7
Liberal professions — - 2 .3
Farmers — — — —
Owners/pensioners 3 3.3 4 .6
No profession 63 68.5 372 53.7
Other — - 6 .9

Total 92 - 693 —
Source: ADM 6M 89; ADM 6M 110; ADM 6M 111.

two densely populated working-class streets in the center of town in 1851. While 
the 163 embroiderers in the sample, like their coworkers in Aspach, tended to be 
young and unmarried, their mean age of thirty was considerably higher than that of 
women in the countryside. Twenty-nine percent of them were married or widowed, 
while no embroiderers in Aspach were married (see Table 1). For women in Nancy, 
then, embroidering could be a lifetime occupation, and more families in the city 
than in rural areas depended on married women’s wages (as opposed to their pro
ductive functions).

Perhaps most striking in suggesting why many Nancy embroiderers accepted the 
frame and occasionally peopled embroidery workshops are the data on the occupa
tions of heads of the 131 households with embroiderers. Forty-six households, or 35 
percent, were headed by embroiderers, many of them single and living alone, some 
living with other embroiderers, and several with children (often illegitimate) or 
other relatives to support (see Table 2). The next-largest single category of heads of 
households with embroiderers was artisans (19 percent), which was followed by day 
laborers (16 percent) and unskilled workers (10 percent). Not surprisingly, embroi
derers most often lived in poorer, working-class households. Clearly, women and
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Embroidering by hand in Nancy (Meurthe), ca. 1905. 
From Chambre de Commerce de Meurthe-et-Moselle, 

Cinquantenaire, 1855-1905 
(Nancy: Berger-Levrault, 1905), 

between pp. 40 and 41. 
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families in Nancy depended more upon the income from embroidering than did the 
inhabitants of Aspach, and so embroiderers were more likely to adopt the frame 
technique, which might better ensure steady earnings. Additional reasons for some 
Nancy embroiderers’ acceptance of the frame probably included (1) manufacturers’ 
having more control over workers since they lived and worked in close proximity; 
(2) a few more women competing for jobs in embroidering; and (3) the greater pos
sibilities of better pay and job mobility for more skilled embroiderers in Nancy than 
in the countryside.

In general, then, embroiderers’ responses to the frame method depended on age, 
life-cycle stage, and whether productive functions were more valuable than wage 
earning in the family economy. The situation of the embroiderers expands upon and 
modifies Louise Tilly’s findings in her comparative study of female workers’ re
sponses to proletarianization by introducing yet another form of female wage labor 
during industrialization. Tilly concluded that collective resistance to proletarianiza
tion among female workers was likely when (1) women worked away from home 
rather than under the supervision of a male head of household, (2) they felt soli
darity with other female workers, as opposed to being isolated in homes or small 
shops, and (3) they were more concerned about wage earning than about other fam
ily interests.33

Lorraine embroidery workers differed from Tilly’s samples of urban working-class 
women in that most of them combined industrial wage earning with agricultural 
labor. Though embroiderers worked at home, no male family member supervised 
their labor, because embroidering was an exclusively female occupation. Nor were 
embroiderers (at least in the countryside) isolated from one another, because local 
women often worked together. And contrary to the situation of the female cigar 
makers Tilly studied, embroiderers were more capable of resisting proletarianization 
when other family interests prevailed over industrial wage earning. To be sure, the 
embroiderers’ resistance to proletarianization was neither activist nor collective in 
the sense of an organized strike, such as that the cigarmakers waged, but it was no 
less effective for being passive and seemingly unorganized. Moreover, persistent de
mand for both fine and ordinary-quality embroidery throughout the 1850s allowed 
embroiderers to earn wages through handwork even after they rejected the frame. 
Thus, the case of Lorraine embroiderers shows that different work organizations, 
family economies, and gender divisions of labor influenced the motivations for and 
types of female workers’ responses to proletarianization.

It is also possible that embroidery manufacturers welcomed any excuse to desist 
from innovations—such as frame technology and workshop organization—that 
were costly and unrewarding. Certainly manufacturers put more concerted energy 
into lobbying the government to maintain protectionism than they put into re
structuring embroidery production, a priority that momentarily won them relief 
from Swiss competition and the pressure to reorganize the industry. During the 1851 
investigation of the embroidery industry, manufacturers argued their case in both 
market and gender terms, maintaining that protection of the embroidery industry 
was necessary for economic stability and social order in France. Though their claims 
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about women’s role, women’s work, and embroidering often were inconsistent and 
erroneous, gender proved a powerful support for protection of the embroidery in
dustry in Lorraine.

Gender and Embroidering

Those members of the 1851 investigating subcommittee who actually visited Lor
raine queried manufacturers and local administrators about social as well as eco
nomic issues related to the embroidery industry. At a time when the conventional 
view of the female role maintained that woman’s first priority was family nurturance 
in the home, subcommittee members (consisting of five bourgeois men) wanted to 
know how industrial wage labor affected the social behavior of embroiderers and 
their families. Testimonies and other pertinent archival materials revealed male ap
prehensions about embroidering’s negative effects on family relations and local wel
fare, but the vast majority of administrators and manufacturers agreed that the work 
was a necessary source of income for poor families in the region. Indeed, they sup
ported this position with the argument that embroidering was suitable as women’s 
work because it was done in the home. This argument proved particularly useful in 
manufacturers’ theoretical case for protectionism, despite their practical efforts to 
remove embroiderers from the home by introducing frame embroidery and work 
shop organization.

Some local officials asserted that embroidering led to immorality and debauchery 
among girls and young women because it fostered their desire for finery, which, 
given the low wages embroiderers earned, could be satisfied only through loose liv
ing.34 Equally bad, according to the subprefect of Mirecourt (Vosges), was that girls 
who embroidered might never learn housekeeping skills and, as he once witnessed, 
would treat their parents with disrespect.35 Men holding these views feared that 
embroidering, as a wage-earning occupation, destabilized families and promoted so
cial unrest, since women had neither time nor training to inculcate good morals 
among family members.36 Local administrators’ solution to this problem was not to 
eliminate the embroidery industry but to guarantee that women and girls worked at 
home and under family supervision so they would learn and perform household 
tasks.

Embroidering, as a domestic industry, suited these requirements in principle. But 
in fact, rural Lorraine women regularly abandoned embroidering and left the home 
to do agricultural labor. An intermediary in Roechicourt (Meurthe) complained to 
the subcommittee that she could never find enough embroiderers at harvest time 
because women were “forced by farmers to work in the fields.”37 Clearly, agricul
tural labor took precedence over embroidering because it contributed to the sur
vival of the family farm and to regional economic and demographic stability. But 
how did local administrators reconcile this practice with the ideal of women in the 
home? Indeed, they strongly condemned other instances of embroiderers working 
outside of the home. For instance, the mayor of Fontenoy-le-Chateau (Vosges), the 
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only small town the subcommittee visited in which frame and workshop embroi
dering were common, asserted that “the meetings of workers on leaving small work 
shops, and in which they chat about their intrigues, might have contributed to their 
moral decline.” Similarly, the subprefect in Commercy (Meuse), who thought that 
embroidering did not harm women’s morals since they worked at home and alone, 
said, “It might be different if they were gathered in a workshop.”38

An important distinction between agricultural labor and embroidering away from 
home for Lorraine women was that field work was a family affair and occurred under 
male supervision. By contrast, when embroidering brought women together outside 
of family influence, local officials feared for female morality and docility. Patriarchal 
control, then, along with economic necessity, justified women’s work outside of the 
home in the case of agricultural labor. However, male attitudes toward the sexual 
division of labor permitted no such flexibility for men. When the subprefect of 
Mirecourt learned that a few adolescent boys in his district had renounced farm 
labor to earn money by embroidering, he protested that the latter occupation “ac
cords neither with [the boys’] age nor with their sex, and even less with the devel
opment of their health and their physical strength.”39 What the subprefect sug
gested here was that agricultural labor—rough, tiring, taking place outdoors, and 
the mainstay of family and regional economies—was “men’s” work, while the sed
entary, painstaking, indoor, and secondary occupation of embroidering should be 
left to women. The rigidity of occupational sex-typing was less important than the 
belief that men should be the chief breadwinners and should be in control of family 
labor. It was precisely this position that embroidery manufacturers successfully ex
ploited to support their case for protecting the industry in 1851.

Lorraine manufacturers argued for maintaining prohibition by asserting that em
broidery benefited France because it allowed women to work at home under familial 
supervision and shielded from immoral influences outside the family. Echoing the 
position of manufacturers during the investigation of 1851, the prefect of Meurthe 
wrote to the minister of agriculture and commerce in 1854: “Beyond the resources 
it procures for the poor class, especially during the season when other types of work 
are lacking, embroidery offers the incomparable advantage of providing work for 
women and girls in the very heart of the family, without requiring their meeting in 
workshops where health and morals are only too often imperiled.”40

However, at the same time the prefect, along with the manufacturers he sup 
ported, was extolling embroidering for allowing women to work at home where 
their morals were safe, market forces threatening Lorraine embroidering were mov
ing women out of the home and into the workshop. As the census data suggest, 
manufacturers’ chances of procuring fine embroidery were greatest where women 
were most dependent on embroidering for wage earning and where women and girls 
might work outside of the home. Yet manufacturers supported their case for protec
tionism with arguments positing an opposite situation for female embroiderers— 
wage earning subordinated to family productive interests and work in the home. 
Manufacturers tried to address this inconsistency by establishing schools where girls 
could learn valuable skills of embroidering (presumably the frame technique) and 
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where teachers, clerics, and bourgeois ladies would supervise pupils at all times and 
give them Christian readings and lessons while they worked.41 But the fundamental 
conception of domestic womanhood won the day for embroidery manufacturers. 
They concealed their economic interest in removing embroiderers from the home 
behind their rhetoric on embroidering as a form of home manufacture and therefore 
a suitable feminine occupation. In 1851 the argument that embroidering contrib
uted to female morality and family stability was more effective in serving entrepre
neurial interests than were the efforts to train embroiderers to use a frame and com
pete with Swiss producers.

Of course, gender arguments were not manufacturers’ only justification for main
taining protectionism. Manufacturers reiterated to the commission and to the min
ister of agriculture and commerce how important their industry was to the French 
economy, how formidable Swiss competition was because of factors out of French 
control, how patriotic and good-hearted manufacturers were in providing employ
ment for so many thousands of poor women, and how utterly disastrous a free-trade 
policy would be for France as a whole.42 These assertions were very persuasive, par
ticularly given the strong precedent of protectionism in French economic policy. 
But the argument about embroidery allowing females to work in the home, thus 
preserving domestic and social tranquility, was also integral to the protectionist 
cause.

When the commission ended its investigation of the white embroidery industry, 
it decided in favor of protectionism. It concluded that the industry was too valuable 
in terms of revenue and jobs to expose it to the rigors of foreign, especially Swiss, 
competition. Gender, too, appeared in the commission’s recommendation to the 
minister of agriculture and commerce, as members indicated the importance of em
broidering in providing the type of work that allowed women to help with family 
and farm, which in turn fostered social order. “Embroidery ... is ... (what one looks 
for so often today) one of a small number of jobs that, reserved especially for 
women, also combines with agricultural labor.... There is then a humanitarian and 
political interest of the first order [in embroidery]; for where there is work, tranquil
ity reigns.

The history of the Lorraine embroidery industry in the mid-nineteenth century 
shows how manufacturers’ efforts to control workers, and workers’ strategies to 
evade proletarianization, resulted in a standoff during a critical period that pre
served the putting-out structure of embroidery manufacture. Rural women contin
ued to divide their time among household responsibilities, agricultural labor, and 
embroidering by hand at home, while manufacturers, shielded from Swiss competi
tion, still found ready markets at home and even abroad for Lorraine embroidery. 
Embroiderers remained overworked and underpaid, but they again engaged in pas
sive resistance when, during the 1850s, regional prefects tried to implement a work 
book (livret) requirement to prevent workers from accepting more than one job at a 
time. This attempt to make embroiderers carry workbooks in which all their jobs 
were inscribed failed utterly.44
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The situation, of course, eventually changed. As a result of several factors, the 
1860s marked a steady decline in the number of embroiderers in the department of 
the Meurthe.45 In the first place, embroidery as an important part of feminine dress 
went out of style. Second, the Civil War in the United States deprived French em
broidery producers of a major market. Third, the French government finally 
adopted a free-trade economic policy that forced Lorraine embroidery to compete 
with foreign goods, including machine-made embroidery from Switzerland. Finally, 
industrial developments in Nancy and other parts of the Meurthe meant that in 
creasing numbers of women found more remunerative types of industrial-age em
ployment than embroidering.46

However, domestic and workshop embroidery manufacturing never disappeared 
completely from Lorraine. In the later decades of the nineteenth century, manual 
embroidering continued to sustain families in the less industrialized department of 
the Vosges.47 In fact, in this comparatively poor economic setting offering few ag
ricultural and wage-earning opportunities, frame embroidering flourished, and even 
men took up embroidering in some villages.48 These developments reinforce the 
findings of this study—that forms of manufacturing during industrialization were 
various and mutable within the framework of manual technologies and nonfactory 
capitalist organizations. The conditions of workers and their interaction with em
ployers influenced the forms and structures of manufacturing, and not necessarily in 
the direction of mechanization, concentration, and mass production.

In addition to showing how the sexual division of labor within the family and 
rural women’s resistance to work intensification contributed to the persistence of 
hand and dispersed manufacturing in embroidering, this study also reveals the im
portance of gender in the making of French economic policy and in the develop
ment of French industry. Gender was embedded in the controversy surrounding em
broidery manufacture and trade in Lorraine, which was part of a long-standing 
political conflict over national economic policy. Previously regarded as a gender 
neutral subject, the debate over free trade versus protectionism that continued 
throughout the nineteenth century in France actually embodied male notions about 
female character and behavior and the respective roles of men and women in soci
ety. Feminist scholars have argued recently that this is not at all surprising—that 
gender is incorporated more or less explicitly in all social, political, economic, and 
cultural institutions.49 The debate over economic policy with regard to the embroi
dery industry is noteworthy in the openness of the discussion of gender and helpful 
in illuminating this fundamental basis of social organization and politics. In addi
tion, the case of Lorraine embroidery hints at the tension between gender and the 
actual experience of working women and the means by which bourgeois men could 
maintain and enhance their power through the construction of gender.

The Lorraine embroidery industry during the mid-nineteenth-century crisis offers 
a view of the resources mobilized by workers and employers to protect their respec
tive interests. Rural embroiderers relied upon agricultural labor, the still-viable mar
ket for hand embroidery, and possibly community solidarity with other embroiderers 
to resist the manufacturers’ introduction of the frame. For their part, manufacturers’ 
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most potent resources were their connection with the state and the arguments 
about women’s proper place and French economic stability that they used to sup
port protectionism. The very failure to impose the frame upon some rural embroi
derers became a useful weapon in the manufacturers’ campaign against free trade. 
This case indicates how important the examination of working-class women and 
gender can be to the understanding of industrialization in the nineteenth century.
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The Calico Painters of Estavayer: 

Employers’ Strategies toward the Market 
for Women’s Labor

In the eighteenth century the calico industry, which produced chintzes and 

printed calicoes, was one of the leading sectors of the western European economy. 
In the course of the century England, France, Belgium, Holland, western Switzer 
land, Germany, Spanish Catalonia, and Bohemia all witnessed the birth of hun
dreds of cotton-printing manufactories.1

This type of product had originally appeared in the previous century. It was im 
ported from India, and its price made it a luxury item: in 1670 one had to be a 
“person of quality” like Moliere’s Bourgeois Gentilhomme to be able to boast about 
possessing “a dressing gown made of chintz,” for these first decorated calicoes were 
hand-painted. However, from the end of the seventeenth century, Dutch, French, 
and English workshops began to print cotton fabrics using engraved wooden blocks. 
This produced important gains in productivity and brought down production costs. 
In France and England the producers of woolen and silk cloth demanded and ob
tained a prohibition on the manufacture and use of printed calicoes. Yet only the 
ban on manufacturing was respected, whereas there was an active smuggling trade, 
and both countries were flooded with goods arriving from many different sources, 
particularly ones located in Holland and Switzerland.

For it was true that, quite apart from the added attractiveness of printed calicoes to 
the more snobbish consumers because of the very fact that they were banned, their use 
value was really greater than that of the rival fabrics used for clothing and furnishings: 
their lifespan, the brightness and variety of their colors, and their durability when 
washed were all clearly superior for a price that was some 20 percent less.

When the ban was lifted in the middle of the eighteenth century, the western 
European market was extremely buoyant. This was to permit an exponential growth 
both in the volume of production and in the profits made. For a time there was a 
real printed-calico craze, which encouraged even the most incompetent to set up as 
improvised manufacturers. The celebrated Casanova, in person, opened a workshop 
in the very heart of Paris in 1759. Around twenty women workers were employed
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“Les Travaux de la Manufacture,” calico designed by J. B. Huet, 1784; 
detail showing the pinceauteuses (female workers applying painted 

decoration to calico).

there, whom, in his Mémoires, he did not fail to mention as being particularly se
ductive! More seriously, large firms, which were among the most important con
centrated manufactories of the period, prospered on a continuous basis: for example, 
the businesses of Peel at Manchester, of Oberkampf at Jouy near Paris, of Dollfus at 
Mulhouse, of Fazy at Geneva, and of Pourtales and Du Pasquier at Cortaillod near 
Neuchâtel in Switzerland. During the second half of the eighteenth century, each of 
them employed a workforce of about a thousand persons to print between 500,000 
and 1,000,000 meters of cotton cloth per year. Calico printing thus contributed in 
a significant fashion, albeit less spectacularly than mining, metallurgy, or spinning 
and weaving, to the start of the Industrial Revolution.

The social history of calico printing remains relatively underresearched, whereas 
in fact the number of men and women workers that were employed in it at the end 
of the century was considerable: for the whole of western Europe it was somewhere 
on the order of 100,000 to 150,000. This figure continued to increase until the 
1830s, reaching around the 200,000 mark before falling off thereafter.2

In addition, apart from its quantitative importance, calico printing constituted 
an original example of the combination of old and new forms of the division and 
organization of labor: calico printing was both a craft and a mass industry. It was 
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heir to Indian artisanal techniques and also provided an opportunity for the appli
cation of innovations in mechanics (printing with rollers), in chemistry (the use of 
new dyes, mordants, and bleaching agents), and in motive force (the steam engine).

This same complexity is also to be found in the makeup of the labor force. The 
essence of what constituted the technical originality of the manufacturing process 
at the end of the century depended upon workers—designers, engravers, printers, 
and colorers—who had a common set of characteristics: male, highly skilled, well 
paid, work concentrated within the walls of the manufactory, long occupational ca
reers, stable employment, and high geographical mobility, with these last two char
acteristics not necessarily being naturally contradictory. Studies of the calico 
printing labor force have concentrated on these workers.3 But in all the 
manufactories this skilled labor represented only a fifth of the total workforce. The 
rest was made up of workers with very different characteristics: young children of 
both sexes (aged between 6 and 11) and, above all, female labor dividing up into 
two distinct components: the more skilled—the rentreuses or assistant printers, who 
did work similar to that of the male printers—and the others, possessing no skill 
whatsoever, called pinceleuses or calico painters.

It is this latter occupation that we want to look at here in the context of one of 
the great manufactories of the eighteenth century: the Fabrique-Neuve at Cortail
lod.4 It was founded in 1752 by C. A. Du Pasquier (manufacturer) and J. L. de Pour
tales (merchant) and employed about 800 men and women at the end of the cen
tury, before going into decline until its eventual disappearance in 1854. Up to 1820 
this firm was very representative of its branch, and thus it allows us to analyze the 
sexual division of labor within calico printing with respect to two sets of factors: on 
the one hand the techniques employed and their various requirements in terms of 
age, physical force, and occupational training; and on the other the interplay of the 
offer and demand for labor on the regional, and even national and international, 
labor market. Such interrelations can be drawn out in all their complexity only 
within a monograph. This alone allows us to go beyond general schemes of expla
nation applicable to whole regions or branches and to take into account the com 
bination of forces creating a concrete interplay, in the long and in the short term, 
between factors of production that are both internal and external to the firm.5

Calico Painting: Technical Backwardness and Labor Requirements

The calico painters represented about a third of the labor force employed by the 
printing manufactories and a quarter of their wage bill. In certain respects, however, by 
the second half of the eighteenth century they were an anachronism. Originally brush 
work constituted the principal technical method of cotton-fabric painting, as practiced 
in India.6 One of the fundamental innovations that the European manufactories had 
introduced consisted in replacing this brush painting by a much more rapid printing 
process using engraved wooden blocks. However, not all colors could be obtained by 
block printing: only black, puce (brownish purple), violet, red, and pink mordants 
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could initially be applied by this process. For a long time blue, made from indigo, could 
be obtained only with brushwork. Indeed the indigo-blue preparation contained ar
senic sulfide as well as a considerable quantity of lime. When exposed to the air, the 
latter made a fat coppery crust form on the surface of the preparation, which would 
have clogged the fine engravings on the wooden blocks or on the copper plates which 
succeeded them. Application by brush was consequently the only possibility: the 
crushed willow shoots which served as brushes allowed the oxidizing crust to be elimi
nated and only indigo of an appropriate consistency to be applied.

Blue brushwork was extensively used in the manufactories, but other colors were 
also obtained by this process, for instance green, which was produced by mixing a 
rusty yellow made from iron dissolved in vinegar with indigo blue. Green brushwork 
figures appear most frequently, along with those in blue, in the fabric patterns of the 
Neuchâtel manufactories in the second half of the eighteenth century. To a lesser 
extent brushwork could also be used for applied yellow made from Persian seed.

Brushwork also made it possible to obtain resistant areas on the fabric by applying 
certain colors in such a way that another color, applied to the whole cloth, took only 
on the remaining white patches. In this way one could obtain, for example, a yellow 
resist under blue. In fact, only a small proportion of résistants were applied by brush 
work: most of them were block-printed. Finally, brushwork also enabled fabrics that 
were already block-printed to be touched up or their designs to be embellished.

By contrast with block printing, brushwork required no particular skill. It was 
simply extremely time-consuming and as such was typical of older modes of produc
tion. The Encyclopédie Méthodique noted significantly that “in Persia and in India 
labor costs practically nothing, hence the time given over to these types of work 
[painted calicoes] is not something to be taken into account. Here [in Europe], on 
the contrary, time is what is most precious . . . one has to find how to save time if 
one is to be able to make any profits.”7 Saving time was the aim of block printing, 
which could technically rival most of the tasks carried out by brushwork, save where 
indigo blue was concerned. From this point of view, resorting to brushwork thus 
constituted an archaism that was denounced as such by the Basle calico printer 
Ryhiner as early as 1766: “Brushwork takes longer and is less precise; block printing 
is quicker and produces a more uniform product.”8 For a long time, however, brush 
work was preferred by the majority of manufacturers, which explains the place 
within the manufactories’ labor force occupied by the calico painters until at least 
the beginning of the nineteenth century.

The recruitment and employment of the calico painters were part of the training 
and orienting of the workforce. This general process took effect in workers’ lives 
from the age of six years and up.9 By the age of six, boys and girls could get them 
selves taken on as tireurs or printers’ assistants. Their work consisted principally in 
spreading out the paint in the frames where the male printers and the female assis
tant printers dipped their blocks; in pulling (tirer, hence the French term tireur) 
each successive section of the fabric to be printed in front of the printers; and in 
getting the many different blocks needed by the latter from the storeroom. These 
children were paid by the printers or assistant printers themselves. The latter were 
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sometimes their own parents, and the children worked under their supervision in 
the same workshop. They were thus able to acquire the first rudiments of the trade, 
and began to get used to factory discipline.

Toward the age of eleven, a first parting of the ways separated the destiny of the 
boys from that of the girls: the boys became young laborers, the girls calico painters. 
At about fifteen the children arrived at a second parting. The boys remained labor
ers or began an apprenticeship as assistant printers, which prepared them to become 
fully fledged printers at about twenty-one, while the girls remained calico painters 
or began an apprenticeship as assistant printers, but unlike the boys, they never 
were allowed to go on to become full-fledged printers. The women workers who 
remained calico painters could in the course of time rise to the “first tables,” to 
which the most difficult and the best-paid tasks were entrusted as they demanded 
the most experience. As for the most skilled trades—designers and engravers—they 
were not concerned by this process. All the workers so employed were male, and 
their course was without variation: an apprenticeship lasting about three or four 
years began at about age fifteen, followed directly by practice of the trade.

In sum, the sexual separation of the different tasks was absolute after the age of 
eleven: males performed the most-skilled jobs or those needing the greatest physical 
force. These two criteria were operative simultaneously in explaining the difference be
tween the printers (who applied the first printing block) and the female assistant print
ers (who applied the second and subsequent blocks). These two tasks were practically 
identical, although the printers’ wages were one and a half times higher than those of 
the assistant printers. However, the first-application printing blocks were much larger 
and heavier (3 to 4 kgs) than those used by the assistant printers (1 to 1 1/2 kgs), lead
ing to a considerably greater labor productivity on the part of the printers.

As for calico painting, we have seen that it was in fact carried out by three cat
egories of women workers:

• Adolescents doing a job that fit into a lifetime career that progressed from be
ing a printer’s assistant (6-10 years old) to being a calico painter (11-15) and 
finally an assistant printer (16-ca. 60).

• Young women, between 11 and 20 or 25, doing temporary work before getting 
married or being taken on as farm servants.

• Women who worked as calico painters throughout their lives, staying for 
twenty, thirty, or even forty years in the same manufactory.

The thing that all these calico painters had in common was their low level of 
skill: the basic requirement was meticulousness and precision, experience being 
necessary only for the most difficult items. Training took place on the job, and vir
tually any woman or girl could get herself taken on overnight as a calico painter in 
a calico-printing manufactory. This led the manufacturers to adopt a specific strat
egy toward recruiting calico painters and organizing their labor time.

By the 1770s, Neuchâtel calico printing was at the end of a very rapid phase of 
growth which had witnessed the creation of more than a dozen firms of all sizes in 
the three previous decades.10 The number of workers employed was over the 2,000 
mark, with 80 percent of them concentrated within four communes in the Vignoble 
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area, namely Boudry, Cortaillod, Bevaix, and Colombier. The local, and also re
gional, labor market was completely saturated: the principality of Neuchâtel then 
had only 40,000 inhabitants, of which 10 to 15 percent lived in the Vignoble area. 
As a result these manufactories resorted very early to immigrant labor. Between 
1754 and 1793, the percentage of workers at the Cortaillod Fabrique-Neuve who 
came from the Vignoble area fell from 52 to 21 percent, that of workers from the 
rest of the principality remained constant (33 as compared to 32 percent), while the 
proportion of workers from Switzerland rose from 10 to 32 percent of the workforce, 
and those from abroad (France and Germany) from 0 to 7 percent.

In fact, the situation was different for each category of workers, the most skilled be
ing the most mobile. In 1793,49 percent of the designers and 43 percent of the printers 
were bom outside the principality as compared to only 28 percent of the calico paint
ers. As regards the skilled workers, the manufacturers frequently developed a hiring 
strategy that reached beyond the principality to Geneva, Switzerland, or right over to 
Paris or Nantes. The calico painters, on the contrary, were normally recruited within a 
limited radius, unless they belonged to a family of which the head—either father or 
husband—was himself a skilled worker. Thus the tension in the labor market was the 
greatest for this category of workers. In 1776 the Fabrique-Neuve alone employed no 
fewer than 160 calico painters, whereas that same year the village’s entire population 
was only 800 (an increase of 60 percent from midcentury).

To loosen up the labor market, the Neuchâtel manufacturers first resorted to de
centralizing part of the calico painting: they gave out work to women living in dis
tant villages. This system rapidly came up against its inherent limitations, however, 
which were technical in nature: only small items such as handkerchiefs or shawls 
could be worked upon individually by women working at home. Guinea cloths, baf
tas, or salemporis, all of which measured twelve square meters or more, could be 
worked upon only in manufactories.

That was why in the 1770s the manufacturers adopted a new solution to the 
shortage of calico painters, namely the locating of calico-painting workshops on the 
east of Lake Neuchâtel, in what are today the cantons of Vaud and Fribourg. Al
though these areas were only a few kilometers away from the Neuchâtel Vignoble, 
their economic and social structures were actually noticeably different. The 
economy was still predominantly agrarian. Cereal growing, which was the main 
form of agricultural activity, was carried out by a landowning, or less frequently a 
land-renting, peasantry, which worked small farms with geographically dispersed 
landholdings. A few large estates employed wage labor. Livestock farming, like 
winegrowing, was relatively rare.

In this setting of small-scale cereal production, it would seem that the demo
graphic pressure prevalent in the eighteenth century gave rise to or accentuated a 
situation of underemployment. The decennial rate of natural increase of the Vau
dois population had varied between 5.8 and 8 percent since 1740, producing emi
gration both toward the canton’s towns and abroad. Various attempts were made to 
use this surplus labor for industrial purposes, but we know little about them. Thus 
attempts were made in the canton of Fribourg to introduce the earthenware industry
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and cloth, ribbon, and stocking weaving, but, for reasons little understood, these 
attempts met with little success, save for straw weaving, which developed only at 
the end of the century. In this respect the situation was scarcely different in the area 
corresponding to today’s canton of Vaud. Thus in the 1770s the Neuchâtel manu
facturers undertook to set up calico-painting workshops in an area which had never 
seen any significant industrial activity before, in order to be able to put hundreds of 
women to work under centralized supervision.

The Hunt for Calico Painters

The Creation of the Calico-Painting Workshops

The Cortaillod manufactory established its first outlying calico-painting workshop in 
Estavayer-le-Lac in February 1777.11 For a long time this establishment was managed 
by Dominique Perrier du Cotterd, who belonged to one of the town’s old burgher fami
lies. His role consisted in recruiting and paying the labor force from funds provided by 
the Fabrique-Neuve, keeping the accounts and dealing with correspondence, and ex
ercising authority over the calico painters and their forewomen delegated to him by the 
manufacturer. On the other hand he was not in charge of the technical side of things. 
Supervision and control of production were carried out by the forewomen, former 
calico painters from Cortaillod whose experience and competence had led to their be
ing-promoted to a supervisory role (see Fig. 8).

At Estavayer the role of forewoman was filled between 1777 and 1810 by the 
Bonny sisters, Marie and Suzanne-Esther, who had begun working at Cortaillod as 
calico painters in 1771. Their wages were relatively high, rising from 222 livres per 
year in 1777 to 235L in 1780 and then to 269L between 1795 and 1810. Thus for 
more than thirty years the Bonny sisters provided the main element of technical 
management at the Estavayer workshop.12

In return for the capital he invested and his own work, Perrier du Cotterd for his 
part received a remuneration equal to 18 percent of the wages paid to his workers 
(forewomen excluded). He was succeeded by his younger son, Perrier-Dorrington, 
in 1802, who was in turn replaced by the ex-army chief administrator Georges-An
toine-Endrion between 1804 and 1810, the year in which the workshop was closed.

Between 1777 and 1810, Estavayer produced painted calicoes worth a total of 
215,000 livres. In its first year of functioning, the wages and profits paid out 
amounted to 5,5OOL, representing the decoration of 4,000 pieces of cloth, or 16 
percent of the Fabrique-Neuve’s production. They subsequently varied between 
5,000 and 10,000 livres in the period until 1805 (see Fig. 9). C. A. Du Pasquier 
opened a second calico-painting workshop at Chevroux in the canton of Vaud in 
1786. By 1789 its volume of production was close to that of Estavayer. In 1791, 
3,600 pieces of cloth were painted there, representing an added value of 4,946L.

In the following year a third workshop was founded at Grandcour (Vaud). It was, in 
fact, the result of the decentralization of the workshop at Chevroux, where, prior to 
1792, many workers from Grandcour had been hired. Between 1792 and 1794, the
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TABLE 1

The Activity of the Calico*Painting Workshops, 1777*1810

Source: Cortaillod Fabrique-Neuve: Ledgers, Registers of goods sent to Estavayer

NUMBER 
OF PIECES 
OF CLOTH 
PAINTED

WAGES OF 
CALICO 

PAINTERS

WAGES OF 
FOREWOMEN

MANAGERS’ 
SHARE OF 
PROFITS

TOTAL

Estavayer 141,000 169,956 14,597 30,593 215,146
17774810 
Chevroux- 
Grandcour

47,000 72,772 4,559 10,916 88,247

1786-1800
Portalban 
1789-1792

1,000 1,800 0 280 2,080

Total 189,000 244,528 19,156 41,789 305,473

work was done in a number of different rooms which were relatively unsuited to calico 
painting, but in 1795 all the fifty or so calico painters at Grandcour were brought to
gether-in a specially built spacious hall with six windows, one per worktable.

The workshops at Grandcour and Chevroux were managed by Lieutenant Müller 
until they closed in 1800. Their links with the Fabrique-Neuve were practically 
identical to their ties with Estavayer. Müller’s remuneration amounted to only 15 
percent of the wage bill, but the forewomen’s wages were very close to those of the 
Bonny sisters. Between 1787 and 1800, Marie Nicolet earned about 230L a year to 
manage Chevroux. At Grandcour Jeanne-Marie and then Suzette Benoît were suc
cessively in charge between 1792 and 1800, with wages varying between 210 and 
290L. In 1789 and 1792, the Fabrique-Neuve in addition made use of the calico
painting workshop at Portalban. It had been founded in 1778 by a rival Neuchâtel 
firm and employed 35 workers (see Table 1).

Thus, between 1777 and 1810 the workshops that the Fabrique-Neuve set up in 
the cantons of Vaud and Fribourg alone painted 189,000 pieces of cloth of a total 
length of about 4,000,000 meters. The wages paid out added up to more than 
300,000 Neuchâtel pounds, a figure which is suggestive of the importance of these 
establishments in their respective local economies and societies. If, on the other 
hand, we follow step by step the stages in the workers’ recruitment, by an inverse 
process we will discover the resources that this rural society was able to offer as a 
precondition for the development of industrial employment.

Recruitment of the Workers

The calico painters were mainly recruited from among the young peasant girls of 
the area. The local labor market in fact had a structural labor surplus. Food crises
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Neuchâtel calico printing and its outlying establishments at the end of the eighteen cen
tury:

O = Neuchâtel manufactories
O = manufactories managed 

by people from Neuchâtel

• = calico-painting workshops working 
for Neuchâtel manufactories

• = other population centers

accelerated the movement away from agriculture by increasing the requests for em
ployment in the calico-painting workshops: “As the harvest has been a small one,” 
wrote Müller in July 1792, “everybody is trying to protect himself from the distress 
which will certainly be acute next year amidst the poor peasantry. ... As there are 
a lot of young girls about, it will be easy to get pupils.” The situation was the same 
at Estavayer: “Here we have a lot of destitute poor who have no idea of where next 
to turn: they have no money or other resources. Some would like to take up calico 
painting,” wrote Perrier du Cotterd in October 1793, adding that twenty or so girls 
were in this situation.

Under these conditions the managers of the calico-painting workshops could eas
ily recruit the workers they needed. These are the terms in which Perrier du Cotterd 
presented the progress he had made in recruiting in the first months of 1777 to 
Claude-Abram Du Pasquier. January 31: “Our affairs seem to be going well. I will 
have a good collection of girls.” February 12: “I already have forty girls all ready for 
work; I’ll manage to get sixty for this first year.” February 19: “I have sixty-four girls 
ready to work. I think we should stop there for now.” February 26: “We should come 
to an agreement about how many workers we want to take on this year, for if I really



The Calico Painters of Estavayer 117

The evolution of the total wage bills for calico painting. Light solid line = annual wages 
for table workers at Cortaillod; light dotted line = items put out on a piecerate basis (Cor
taillod area); heavy solid line = wages at Estavayer (1); heavy dotted line = wages at 
Chevroux-Grandcour (2).

(1) These figures include the wages of the calico painters, the profit share of the work
shop’s manager (18% of the previous figure), and the wages of the two forewomen (445£ 
from 1777 to 1782, 480£ down to 1805, 403£ in 1808, and 151£ in 1810).

(2) These figures include the wages of the calico painters, the profit shares of the work
shop’s managers (15% of the previous figure), and the wages of the forewomen (from 201 
to 497£ according to the year in question); Portalban figures for only 3 years: 1479, 463£ 
in 1790, and 138£ in 1792.

go out to get them in the local villages, I am going to bring back all the girls who go 
to the neighboring manufactories.” April 3: “Our girls are going along satisfactorily. 
Some get fed up, others come back. Our ten worktables (each of eight workers) are 
not yet full.” April 14: “I have nine full tables at the moment.” April 21: “The ten 
tables are full and I have six girls too many. I will take my workforce up to a hun
dred.” Thus despite some early turn over and the limits imposed on the area of re
cruitment by the proximity of the rival workshops, Perrier du Cotterd was able to 
take on one hundred young peasant girls for industrial work in less than three 
months. Even if one knew nothing else about the exact social origins of the workers 
recruited, this in itself would say much about the labor resources that a region of 
small landholdings, such as the one along the shore of Lake Neuchâtel, could offer 
to industry in its first stages.

The number of calico painters at Estavayer subsequently stabilized at around one 
hundred until 1805, save for the years 1798 and 1799, when there were slightly 
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more. These figures, it should be noted, take into account only those working at the 
tables: several dozen other women were employed in their homes, but the number 
of pieces of cloth that they painted was marginal (see Fig. 9).

It was just as easy to recruit workers at Chevroux and Grandcour. In 1786, the 
year of its opening, Chevroux employed 32 calico painters. Grandcour had 12 in 
1792 and 48 in 1795. Together these two establishments had about 100 workers, 
“women and children,” in the closing years of the century, and still about 60 in 
1800, the year in which their operations fell by half. Taken together, all the calico
painting workshops working for Cortaillod employed between 200 and 250 workers 
in the 1790s, when their operations were at their height. This was a figure which, 
when added to that of the manpower employed by the other similar workshops in 
the area, ended by creating a degree of tightness in the labor market and thus posing 
problems for the managers of the calico-painting workshops.

The large-scale recruitment of calico painters indeed led to fears that the general 
wage level might rise. As early as January 1778, Perrier du Cotterd denounced “the 
hiring sessions which soaked up all available labor and put up the daily wage for 
workers and farm servants.” The same hostility can be detected in this further re
mark that Perrier du Cotterd addressed to C. A. Du Pasquier in May 1783: “You 
would have difficulty in imagining how spiteful and nasty everybody becomes when 
they see that things are not going well at the manufactory!” “Everybody” here 
clearly refers to that class of big farmers and rural landowners who, although they 
were in a minority in the local economy, could not but view in an unfavorable light 
an employer who competed against them in the labor market and pushed up wages. 
A fear of the same order was expressed in the obligation imposed upon young girls 
entering the calico-painting workshop at Chevroux “first to have to prove to the 
baron of Grandcour that this didn’t mean they were neglecting their work in the 
home or in the fields.” In fact, it is likely that most calico painters worked only 
between the ages of twelve and twenty or twenty-five. They then left industrial 
work either to get married or to get themselves taken on as farm servants.13 Agri
cultural wage rates, however, were no higher than those in the calico-painting 
workshops. For instance, in the area around Gilly and Rolle in the Vaud, a day’s 
wages for a washerwoman or a grape picker were often no more than four sous in the 
period 1756-57.14 But the prospect of being taken on for the year was no doubt 
more attractive than the rather too uncertain pay to be earned in the workshops.

Another source of tension in the labor market was the fact that the different 
calico-painting workshops came to compete against each other in the search for 
labor. In the region of Lake Neuchâtel, the manufacturers, who were all relatives, 
associates, or friends, passed rules forbidding the enticement of each other’s female 
workers away from their factories. Thus even when they obtained permission to 
leave, the hand painters could be refused employment in the other factories, alerted 
by the “good offices” of the duplicitous boss whom they wanted to leave. The em
ployers, however, took into consideration human circumstance, as the following let
ter proves. The message, with its exceptionally jocular tone, was addressed to the 
management of Cortaillod by the boss of a neighboring factory:
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Sirs,
We have just learned that the reason A. Heyer [a female worker at Cortaillod 

since 1786] has asked us for work in the imminent campaign is her imminent mar
riage to Jean-Pierre Giroud, our printer. We hope that for a reason as legitimate as 
this, you will not prevent the wife from following her husband and thus conforming 
to the Holy Scriptures.

When among our women workers some exceptional Beauty is found in the same 
circumstance relative to one of your people, we will be equally careful not to hinder 
the fulfillment of this precept.

Bovet, Robert & Co.
Boudry, 3 January 1798

Simply to judge by their population figures, the localities where the workshops were 
established did not contain sufficient reserves of labor. Thus some of the calico painters 
working at Chevroux came over every day from Grandcour (2.5 km), Forel (2 km), 
Gletterend (2.5 km), and beyond. At Estavayer many of the workers came from distant 
villages and had to lodge with the locals during the industrial season. At Chevroux, 
Müller asked the owners of the Fabrique-Neuve to warn him “a few days before the 
beginning of the season, so that he could have time to assemble his little division.”

So the calico-painting workshops’ areas of labor recruitment ended up overlapping. 
Portalban opened in March 1778 after having recruited painters who had been em
ployed at Estavayer the previous year. In the same year the Deluzes, from the Bied, who 
were trying to set up an establishment in the area, “went the rounds of the villages to 
try and hire the girls [from Estavayer] by offering them a higher wage rate.” In March 
1780 it was the Verdans, who employed labor at Chevroux, who were “trying to tempt 
away all the Fribourgeois girls that they can”; Perrier du Cotterd had to take the affair 
before the bailiff, who forbade the Verdans to recruit them. Inversely, in April of the 
same year, it was the forewomen of Estavayer who, “seeing that they didn’t have 
enough workers, went to get others in the vicinity of Portalban.”

In conclusion, the labor market was a scene of contrasts throughout this period. 
The region had reserves of labor from which the calico-painting workshops were to 
draw abundantly, but for various reasons shortages and competition emerged. It was 
as a response to this situation that the manufacturers established an organization of 
labor which also presented a number of ambiguous characteristics: they aimed both 
to mobilize and to retain their workers by adopting the model of the manufactory at 
Cortaillod and forms of organization better adapted to the local labor market.

The Organization of Work

Operating decentralized units of production posed two types of problems for the 
manufacturer. The first was related to the control of the quality of the products; its 
acute nature derived from the fact that the painting operation took place right in 
the middle of the manufacturing process, whereas its results could not become evi
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dent until the latter’s conclusion. The second, closely linked to the first, was a func
tion of the complexity of managing the calico painters’ labor time, which was itself 
necessarily irregular given the role assigned to the calico-painting workshops.

The Control of Quality

The exercise of this control rested in the first place, as at the Fabrique-Neuve, on 
the organization of the workers into a hierarchy of “tables” according to the type of 
work and the skills required. The tables around which the different groups worked 
were from ten to twelve feet (three to three and a half meters) long and from three 
to four feet wide. Each table consisted of eight workers, but there were also half-
tables of four. Each piece of cloth was thus painted collectively by a group of work
ers, the size of which varied. The best workers, who were capable of carrying out the 
most difficult pieces of work (the “fine items”), sat at the first tables; they were 
sometimes paid a day rate. The last tables were filled by the apprentices, who were 
always paid a day rate. The tables were also differentiated by their specialization in 
certain types of work. Thus applying resistants and painting with blue were carried 
out by different workers: in 1778 Estavayer had seven tables for the application of 
resistants and four for painting with blue. Finally, some workers worked at home. In 
their case it was a question of part-time work, which implied the existence of other 
sources of income.15 The number of girls and women working as outworkers was no 
doubt quite high, although difficult to quantify, and in addition subject to very 
strong annual, even seasonal, fluctuations.

By comparison with the situation obtaining at Cortaillod, the possibilities of op
timizing quality were, however, thwarted by two factors. One was caused by the 
physical absence of the technicians—the colorists and engravers—capable of re
solving the problems posed by the storing and use of the paints. The other stemmed 
from the workers’ not being immersed in an ordered industrial environment such as 
that provided by the manufactory at Cortaillod. Control of the work performed thus 
necessitated the combined intervention of the manufacturers at Cortaillod and the 
forewomen at the site of production.

The general framework of this control was defined by a set of regulations like the 
one established by C. A. Du Pasquier for Estavayer in 1779:

Wages will not be paid for work on all pieces of cloth that are stained, whether with 
blue or resistant or green or with whatever color. Work on all pieces of cloth badly 
finished in blue, green, rusty yellow, etc. will be paid at reduced rates, and to be able 
to judge this we will inspect them here, and we will be careful to note our findings 
regarding those which prove to be faulty so that a deduction can be made on the 
next payment. As for the application of resistants, the Bonnys will be careful to note 
all those which have been badly worked or stained in order to have them washed 
immediately, if they are not finished, and if they are finished they should be sent to 
us separately so that we can see if having them washed is appropriate, and as it is not 
possible to see everything before they have been dipped in blue, if any pieces were 
found to be faulty owing to poor workmanship or stains, we will send them back once 
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they are finished so that the work can be given to those having done the original job, 
and they will repair them as well as they can.

It was up to the forewomen to exercise part of the control defined by these regu
lations. As a result they played a more important role than their equivalents at Cor
taillod. This role was first a technical one: it was a matter of resolving the problems 
posed by the storing and the use of the paints, notably the indigo. If the latter re
mained exposed to the air too long, it oxidized and became unsuitable for use with 
the brushes. If it was too thick, it did not penetrate the cloth; if it was too liquid, it 
caused smudging. Humidity and temperature levels also played an important role. 
This called for careful supervision of the heating of the buildings, especially at Es
tavayer and Chevroux because of the lakeside humidity during winter. The fore
women were supposed to resolve this type of problem even if, as appears to have 
been the case, they didn’t always have the necessary skills. Thus, in 1793 Müller 
reminded Jeanne-Marie Benoît, the forewoman at Grandcour, that ‘’the blue must 
be stirred every evening and the cups [used by the calico painters] changed every 
morning.” To this Benoît retorted that it was not her fault: if the blue was bad, it 
was because it had “long since” been in that state at Cortaillod. Or again in 1799 
Perrier du Cotterd’s youngest son noted that “despite all the care taken by the 
Bonny sisters to render the blue more liquid, it has not been possible to make it 
penetrate and get into the cloth.”

The second function of the forewomen, and the more important of the two, was 
to “manage and train the calico painters,” a matter of instructing the apprentices 
and of distributing, controlling, correcting, and paying for the work performed by 
the workers.

The training of the workers was made difficult by the high turnover of the work
force in the calico-painting workshops. In addition, the young calico painters re
cruited between the ages of ten and twelve had no experience working in a manu
factory, whereas at the same age those in the Neuchâtel manufactories had already 
worked as printers’ assistants, that is, as helpers to the printers and assistant printers. 
The clumsiness of the apprentices is indeed frequently alluded to by the members of 
the workshops, although they brought up the subject only most cautiously. Drawing 
too much attention to it would have been tantamount to encouraging the managers 
of the Fabrique-Neuve to limit their deliveries of pieces of cloth to be worked up, as 
they often threatened to do. The forewomen could also recommend that those ap
prentices whose workmanship seemed unlikely to improve be sacked.

The forewomen also had to divide up the work in accordance with the skills of 
each worker, to whom they assigned a place in the hierarchy of tables, and to con
trol the quality of the labor supplied; and, if the need arose, they had to correct the 
defects or “to hand out the pieces of cloth again when things had been forgotten.”

The forewomen of Estavayer left only purely technical information about their work. 
The atmosphere of a hand-painting workshop is better described by the testimony of 
another supervisor, Louise-Frederick Verda. She was the daughter of an owner of the 
Neuchâtel factory of Boudry, whose father wanted to see her keep busy and to earn her 
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wage in the environment of the hand painters. At nineteen years of age, she kept a 
journal in which she recorded her experience, which lasted several months. Here we 
have three extracts, which evoke more the atmosphere of a workplace in a female poor-
house than a factory; especially striking is the length of the workdays.

Wednesday 25 March 1817: Papa proposed that I inspect some forty of the painters. 
He claims that they work more under my supervision than they would ever do under 
the aegis of good will alone. . . . This new occupation will help me to exercise my 
patience, for I will not hide from myself that it takes a lot of patience to spend the 
lovely season of summer shut up from five o’clock in the morning until eight o’clock 
in the evening with a swarm of female workers who do not have the feminine deli
cacy of their designation and who have given up everything that our sex is interested 
in or, even worse, who never knew anything about it and who live in the most dis
gusting unconcern.

? March: I got up this morning at daybreak. I took myself off to my post, where I 
stayed faithfully until seven o’clock in the evening, without any interruption other 
than that given to the working girls taking their meals.

Friday 11 April: Nothing is more monotonous than how I employ my time. There 
I am seated with my knitting in my hands. ... I am going to examine the work of 
those under my supervision very seriously. I scold them, if necessary, with a severity 
which I didn’t think myself capable of. And would you believe, that’s how I spend 
the most beautiful hours of the day.

Finally, it was the forewomen who distributed the tickets to the calico painters. 
These tickets were credit vouchers, printed on the backs of playing cards, which 
corresponded to the value of the working up of a piece of cloth, for example be
tween twelve and twenty-four sous in 1787. In principle the workers exchanged 
these vouchers for cash from the manager every two to four weeks, but the poorest 
converted them more quickly. Thus on May 19, 1795, Müller noted that “as every
thing is expensive this year, the workers are obliged to change their tickets as soon 
as they have finished a piece of cloth.” The delay in paying the tickets also allowed 
the quality of the labor supplied to be checked in the meantime. To impose a re
duction upon a worker for poor work was equivalent to “holding back tickets,” an 
operation which was the source of many protests.

The responsibilities of the forewomen were thus quite important. However, the 
extent to which they were able to supervise the quality of the work was limited 
because of the distance which separated them from the rest of the calico-printing 
process. In fact, the essential elements of control had necessarily to take place 
within the Fabrique-Neuve, since it was only at the end of processes that were car
ried out there later that certain defects might appear. The role of the managers of 
the calico-painting workshops was itself minimal. Basically they merely gave out 
cash in return for the tickets and, in respect to the labor process, simply transmitted 
the observations of the managers of the Fabrique-Neuve to the forewomen, who 
knew how to read and write fluently.
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In sum, it seems that despite the forms of control which were instituted, defects 
were markedly more frequent than in the calico-painting workshops at Cortaillod 
itself. This reflected the fact that, quite apart from the technical reasons already 
mentioned, the demand for quality was partially contradicted by the way in which 
the manufacturer decided to use the time of his calico painters.

Use of the Workers' Time

The length of time worked, on a daily but also annual basis, is the main target of 
an employer’s policy regarding the management of the labor market. It is therefore 
important to be able to separate out as precisely as possible what in this area is the 
product of technical constraints, of economic conjuncture, and of employers’ and 
workers’ strategies.

THE WORKING DAY
The length of the workday was identical to that of the workers at Cortaillod: it 

lasted from sunrise to sunset. This made for a very long day, at least in summer, but 
despite this there is no trace to be found of any protest or of attempts to avoid this 
work in documentation deriving from either the employers or the workers at the 
calico-painting workshops. On the contrary, the workers asked to be able to work 
beyond sunset on “short days.” The authorization to do so was given only with 
much reluctance by the manufacturer because he feared that a lack of light would 
encourage defective workmanship and that candle wax would stain the calicoes. 
The following exchange of letters is particularly revealing about what the aspira
tions  of the calico painters could be.

On October 14, 1798, Müller wrote to Henri Du Pasquier:

All the girls at Chevroux and Grandcour came to beg me to write and ask you to be 
so kind as to grant them candles and permission to work after daylight, that is to say 
those girls who know how to work best in the two workshops, and not those working 
at home. The forewomen have promised them that they would stay up with them 
and would take care of the candles and make sure that the work was of good quality. 
They add, and with reason, that during the grape-harvesting season they saw that 
work continued after daylight in all the manufactories in your districts, that this year 
they had little hemp to spin, and that they would be very pleased to earn enough to 
buy coffee. ... So I have done my duty toward the girls!16

H. Du Pasquier gave belated and reluctant satisfaction to this request:

As it pleases your workers at Chevroux and Grandcour to work after daylight, we 
consent to this and will pay for the necessary candles. But we ask you to advise the 
two forewomen not to give out new candles until the remaining candle-ends have 
been used up and to make sure that none are pilfered. One candle is enough for two 
workers, that is to say they must so organize themselves that they are in even num
bers at each table. Be so good as to tell them, above all the workers and the fore
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women, that if they are to be allowed to continue to work after daylight, the work 
must be done as well as that done during the day, and that they must be careful to 
avoid stains from both paint and tallow. If the work is well done, we will ensure that 
it is not in short supply and we will not leave them unemployed for long this winter!

This exchange is instructive in several respects. First, it shows that if the wages 
earned by the calico painters were low, they could nonetheless be a complement to 
other forms of income (hemp and cotton spinning, grape harvesting, and haymak
ing), and that when taken together their standard of living allowed them to include 
a product such as coffee in their patterns of consumption. Coffee was already a part 
of the area’s “social minimum” despite the fact that it was very expensive.17 Second, 
and above all, it contradicts the impressions that often derive from the normative 
rulebooks that governed the first forms of industrial work.18 Here one notes no trau
matizing rupture with the normal conditions of work in rural society, where many 
forms of work were carried out by candlelight. In fact, the calico painters aspired 
not to the rhythm of agricultural work but to the rhythm of work in a manufactory; 
and it was their employer who was reluctant to accord them the “pleasure” of work
ing after sunset, as it was little in his economic interest.

THE CAMPAIGNS: FLEXIBILITY AND ITS UNINTENDED EFFECTS
It was equally with reference to the situation obtaining at Cortaillod that both 

the calico painters’ aspirations concerning the length of the working year, known as 
“the campaign,” and the employers’ policy toward it should be understood. In an 
average year the campaigns at Estavayer were as long as those at Cortaillod, the 
period of winter unemployment caused by climatic factors being generally two to 
three months in both cases.

The campaigns at Estavayer, however, were much more often interrupted for one 
reason or another than those at Cortaillod. Layoffs could, first, derive from unfa
vorable meteorological conditions: if bleaching of the calicoes was held up at Cor
taillod, all calico painting came to a halt. Storms or fog could also make it impos
sible for the boats to cross the lake and thus prevent Estavayer from being supplied 
with calicoes and dyeing materials. All in all, breakdowns in supplies were frequent. 
In 1778, Perrier du Cotterd complained of not having materials to work with on 
March 17, May 17, June 26, July 1 (“Still nothing . . . ”), August 29, October 7, 
November 17, and December 23. These interruptions sometimes lasted for quite 
some time: “We have been without work for a whole week for those applying résis
tants, and for two days for everybody else. You have abandoned us completely,” 
complained Perrier du Cotterd on October 30, 1786.

The interruptions were particularly frequent at the beginning and, above all, at the 
end of each campaign. It was at these times of year that the manufacturers preferred to 
make their workers bear the risks of the economic conjuncture. Thus in 1800 the 
manufacturer warned that he “would do everything to employ the workers [at Es
tavayer] without interruption for a part of the year if this was possible, but to achieve 
this they would have to start working late [in the year].” Thus while the campaign nor
mally began in February or March and went on until December or January of the fol
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The monthly breakdown of operations in the calico-painting workshops. N = the number 
of pieces of cloth sent to Cortaillod by the calico-painting workshops. The delay between 
receipt of the calicoes by the workshops and their return was between two and four weeks.

lowing year, in times of slump it could start only in April (in 1790) or even in May (in 
1808) and finish in November. In between times, operations were often irregular from 
one month to the next. It can be observed, for example, that at Chevroux in 1790, as 
at Estavayer in 1803-1804, the consignments of painted calicoes for Cortaillod culmi
nated in spring and summer, two-thirds of the year’s work being carried out between 
April and August. September was always marked by a clear decline in production, as 
most of the calico painters went grape harvesting.

Alternation between calico painting and agricultural work aided a more flexible hir
ing policy. This was why the manufacturer on occasion encouraged the latter type of 
work; thus even before the start of the 1801 campaign, he recommended that Perrier du 
Cotterd “make all the workers stop working during the grape harvest for at least a fort
night, during which many of them will be able to find employment elsewhere.”

On the other hand, discontinuity in the offer of work could produce two harmful 
consequences. First, it could prompt the calico painters to seek employment in 
other workshops. There was a remedy to this danger: a private agreement between 
manufacturers, which will be analyzed below. Second, work in the fields could dam
age the manual dexterity that was particularly required for calico painting. This is 
what lies behind the following appeal made by Müller on June 13, 1793: “We are 
short of blue. I am sending a boat across with this note to get some, for the girls who 
have no blue to work with are going to get themselves taken on by the peasants to 
do haymaking and will leave the manufactory like bees leave the hive when they 
swarm. They will stay perhaps longer than we would like, and in addition they will 
spoil their hands for brushwork!”19

The manufacturer was conscious of these unintended consequences. That was 
why he tried to guarantee the calico painters a minimum quantity of work relatively 
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independently of the commercial conjuncture, still without abandoning the regu
latory role he had assigned to the calico-painting workshops. Thus in April and 
May 1790, despite “the poor state of business,” he sent over enough calicoes for 
painting “of the sort that he normally had decorated by block printing.” In 1800, 
when it was even more seriously affected by the economic crisis—the stocks in the 
warehouses of Vaucher, Du Pasquier, and Company by then represented two years’ 
worth of production—the Fabrique-Neuve continued to ensure Estavayer a level of 
production that was above a strict interpretation of Cortaillod’s needs, although of 
course considerably reduced. The managers of the Fabrique-Neuve assured Perrier 
du Cotterd that “if they followed only their own interests it would soon be to their 
advantage to dismiss seven-eighths of their workers and to cease to work with him 
altogether. The only reasons which make them continue are the hope that their 
business will improve and the pleasure they take in working with him.”

The management of the calico-painting workshop’s labor force thus appears to 
have been complex, with the ideal of flexibility aimed at by the manufacturer often 
being moderated, if not reversed, when the unintended consequences of its appli
cation were taken into account. In addition, management of the labor force also 
had to allow for the individual and collective reactions of the workers. These were 
rarely spectacular, but they have left sufficient traces for us to glimpse the place 
occupied by the workers within the dynamic of social relations.

The Balance of Forces in the Labor Market 
between Employers and Women Workers

For those who worked in them, the calico-painting workshops constituted a more 
attractive model of employment than what the surrounding economy could offer. 
There were, however, two exceptions to this situation: the Fabrique-Neuve itself, 
which was sufficiently close to constitute a point of reference regarding wages and em
ployment, and the neighboring workshops, which offered the possibilities of competi
tive hiring. In both cases the workers tried to play the laws of the market to their own 
advantage, while the manufacturers on the contrary strove to thwart them.

Wages

The workers’ protests centered above all on the problem of wages. The wage rates 
in the calico-painting workshops were not in themselves very different from those 
at Cortaillod. In the first year Estavayer was open, the workers there received 
3,966L for the painting of 5,599 pieces of cloth. According to an extremely precise 
calculation carried out by C. A. Du Pasquier himself, wages for the same work at 
Cortaillod would have been 3,936L. However, from 1779 onward, C. A. Du Pas
quier lowered the piece rate at Estavayer by one to two sous for each piece of cloth. 
As a result, that year the painting of 7,172 pieces of cloth at Estavayer cost him 
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4,836L as against the 5,224L that the same work would have cost at Cortaillod. In 
both cases, however, the difference was slight.

The wages paid in the calico-painting workshops were lower for a number of rea
sons. The first of these was that the workers were on balance less skilled and there
fore performed easier and lower-paid work. This phenomenon was particularly clear 
when the workshops first opened. In March 1777, Perrier du Cotterd noted that 
although the seventy-odd girls that he had just taken on were “full of good will” and 
“were quite good for beginners,” they earned very little. In order not to discourage 
them, he proposed to pay them a day rate for a trial period of six weeks, giving “five 
sous a day to the best, four sous to the next best, and two sous to the very young.” 
By comparison, the daily wage rates for the same month of March varied from thir
teen sous (first table) to seven sous (eighth table) at the Fabrique-Neuve. Relatively 
quickly, however, the experience gained by the apprentices allowed them to paint 
better-paid calicoes. Yet taken as a whole, the calicoes remained less well paid. Thus 
in 1779, it was mainly Guinea cloths which were decorated at Estavayer, with two 
different reds on blue or over a resistant, paying fourteen sous. These were worked 
on from only the fifth to the eighth tables at Cortaillod, whereas the first four tables 
painted Guinea cloths which were either all blue or contained three different reds, 
and these were paid twenty and eighteen sous respectively. The day rates received 
by a minority of the workers at Estavayer were also constantly lower than those at 
Cortaillod. In May 1779 they were less than nine sous at Estavayer, while at Cor
taillod the first two tables earned fifteen sous a day and the sixth, twelve; roughly 
speaking, the highest day rates paid to the calico-painting workshops were equal 
only to the lowest wages at Cortaillod. In addition, faulty workmanship needs to be 
taken into account. Wages at Estavayer were subject to far from negligible reduc
tions on that account: in 1778 Claude-Abram Pasquier valued the “redoing” of 
omissions or defects at Cortaillod at 200L, or 5 percent of the wages paid to the 
painters at Estavayer.

As the campaigns were also shorter than at Cortaillod, the average annual wage 
was low. In 1778 it was 50L at Estavayer (forewomen’s wages not included); in 1781 
it rose to 63L as compared to that year’s figure of 100L at Cortaillod. This average 
wage subsequently increased markedly: in 1790 it was 59L at Estavayer and 72L at 
Chevroux-Grandcour. It reached 92L in all the calico-painting workshops taken to
gether in 1796 and was 93L in 1800. This increase for the most part reflected the 
overall increase in the workers’ skill and working time, but it was not bigger than 
the increase in the wages of the table workers at Cortaillod for similar reasons. In 
1796 the latter earned 152L, whereas average annual earnings of the outworkers 
were only 60L; in 1800 the table workers earned 160L and the outwork had prac
tically disappeared. What is more, average annual earnings figures disguise consid
erable disparities. In 1796 at least a quarter of the table workers at Cortaillod earned 
more than 200L, while another quarter, including mainly the apprentices, earned 
less than 100L. These disparities were at least as great in the calico-painting work
shops, but overall the gap between wage levels in the workshops and in the Fab
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rique-Neuve continued to exist. This was to be the cause of numerous demands 
emanating from those who worked in the former.

As early as 1777, Perrier du Cotterd informed C. A. Du Pasquier that “several girls 
had already asked him why he didn’t want to pay them as much as was paid on the 
other side of the lake.” More frequently the workers complained about the calicoes that 
they were given to paint, accusing them of being “bad.” By this they meant that the 
difficulty of their execution was not proportionate to the piece rate. This depressed 
their earnings, as workers were paid mostly for the job and not for the day, unlike the 
workers at the first tables at Cortaillod. From 1779 onward the workers demanded both 
easier pieces of work such as handkerchiefs and for more to be paid by the day. Finally, 
the workers also asked for more regularity in the sending over of the calicoes. The man
agers of the calico-painting workshops constantly echoed this request, but it is true that 
this time, as they were paid on a percentage basis, their own interests were also directly 
concerned: “You should think about their small earnings, and even more about my 
own,” wrote Perrier du Cotterd blandly in 1778, while demanding employment for his 
workers who had been laid off for too long.

Working-class protest took several forms. The most frequent was the simple ex
pression of a grievance that the manager of the workshops was asked to trasmit to 
the manufacturer. Thus in 1794 the calico painters at Chevroux and Grandcour 
asked Müller “through a very humble request to ask the manufacturer to fix the 
rates [the wages] higher than they are.” But shows of rather more lively discontent 
can sometimes be discerned in the correspondence between managers. In 1779 Per
rier du Cotterd noted that

the girls are complaining bitterly. The first tables will only earn 3.5 batz [= 7 sous] at 
most this fortnight. I have got some who want to leave and who are stirring up 
trouble to get others to follow them. Such a scene of “trouble,” in which the leading 
actor was besides a former worker from Seigneux [Vaud] who worked at your place, I 
believe, with her husband, caused a terrible uproar in the manufactory. I was sitting 
down, otherwise I would have given her a kick in the ass. She argued with the Bonny 
sisters, accusing them of cheating on badly finished work and saying that you didn’t 
cheat as much. She told our girls that you paid more for the job than at Estavayer. 
We came close to a revolt. She ended up by climbing down, saying: “I will go to 
Cortaillod, where they don’t look over the work so closely.” Imagine what a sensa
tion this created, and what I had to say to refute her falsehoods!

In several cases, finally, these protests took the form of ceasing or refusing to 
work. The first of these two modes of action, which was by far the most common, 
went together with falling back upon other sources of income, notably money de
riving from agriculture, for a far from permanent workforce. Thus in October 1779, 
“disgusted by the bad designs” that they had been sent, a “large part” of the Es
tavayer workers left the workshop to go grape harvesting. Perrier du Cotterd was 
obliged to ask the manufacturers to send him better designs by return boat that 
would be likely “to reward the girls whom he still had and to make those who had 
flown off regret their action.” Other forms of action more clearly took on the char
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acteristics of a strike, the means of collective pressure by organized workers. Thus in 
1787 twelve workers from Grandcour stopped working for more than a week to pro
test the deductions (for faulty work) that the manufacturer was asking Müller to 
take out of their wages. The latter characterized these workers as being “able,” that 
is to say with considerable length of service and experience behind them; he 
pleaded for the cancellation of the deductions, declaring that he would be able to 
replace the workers only with girls “of lesser quality.” We do not know if his plea 
was granted by the manufacturer.

The most significant instance of collective action of which we have a record took 
place in March 1796. Over the previous year, food shortages had pushed the price of 
com up to over 70 percent of its price level in 17844 793. On March 3, 1796, fifty 
workers from Chevroux wrote a letter to H. Du Pasquier that they signed collectively:

Sir,
We are writin’ you this to tell you that we canot work on the peeces that you are 

sendin’ us for the prise that were payd. If you do not want to hincrease the prises we 
all wish to stop workin’ for we canot earn our livin’ bred is to deer, the prises are 
much badder than last year, and you pay much less, so Sir try and fix things so that 
we can at least live, if not we are all goin’ to leave, so Sir we are expectin’ you to 
hincrease the prises.

Signed
The girls of the manufactory

On March 9, H. Du Pasquier sent his reply to Müller:

Please tell the workers at Chevroux (who wrote to us to say that they didn’t wish to 
work if we didn’t increase prices) that we continue and will continue to pay as last 
year, and not a sou more, and to require that the work be perfectly carried out, and 
if it is not it will be subject to the deductions that we judge fit. If they are not in 
agreement, we will send only goods for Grancour in future and we will do a good turn 
to more than 60 calico painters at Cortaillod, Bevaix, and Boudry who have asked, 
and who ask every week, for work and to whom we will give the pieces of cloth des
tined for Chevroux if the workers of said Chevroux no longer wish to work at the 
rate we pay, for it is certain that we will not increase it.20

The end of H. Du Pasquier’s letter confims that one of the principal issues at 
stake in creating the calico-painting workshops had been to create secondary pools 
of labor at some distance from Cortaillod so as to be able to play off those working 
at Cortaillod against those in the “reserve armies” so created. However, this strategy 
could have been upset by the presence of other manufacturers in the labor market, 
to wit the sponsors of the neighboring calico-painting workshops, toward which 
workers left idle for too long could turn in search of work. In order to eliminate this 
danger, which threatened them all, the Neuchâtel manufacturers deliberately dis
torted the interplay between the offer of and the demand for work by coming to a 
common agreement on the hiring of their calico painters.
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TABLE 2

The Flexibility of Employment: Annual Variations 
in Total Wage Bills, 1790-1799

YEAR TABLE 
WORKERS 

AT 
CORTAILLOD 

(%)

INDIVIDUAL 
ITEMS 

(CORTAILLOD)

ESTAVAYER 
(%)

CHEVROUX- 
GRANDCOUR 

(%)

TOTAL 
WAGES 
OF ALL 
CALICO 

PAINTERS 
(%)

1789/90 +5 -42 +20 +33 +8
1790/91 +1 +770 +27 +38 +21
1791/92 +1 +50 +5 +21 +10
1792/93 -5 -39 +13 -5 -4
1793/94 +1 -19 +4 -3 0
1794/95 +7 +118 +3 +7 +11
1795/96 -10 -27 -17 -16 -14
1796/97 0 +40 +52 +46 +25
1797/98 -4 -29 -4 -15 -9
1798/99 +4 -86 -43 -40 -27

Average of absolute variations for the period
1790-1799 ±3.8 ±122.5 ±18.8 ±22.4 ±12.9
1778-1804 10.6 N/A 16.3 27.1 [1787-1799] 13.2
1760-1777 12.2 N/A N/A N/A

The Alliance between the Neuchâtel Manufacturers

The Neuchâtel manufacturers managed the labor market on a genuinely collective 
basis. They agreed first to cushion any hiccups in the economic conjuncture by guar
anteeing a minimum amount of work to their fellow employers’ workers in case of need. 
The letter that H. Du Pasquier sent to the Bonny sisters on February 7,1797, illustrates 
this aspect of their agreement perfectly: he told them that the Bovets of Boudry had 
proposed “to give employment to the workers of Chevroux and Grandcour for a few 
weeks until he had work to give them and that he had consented to this proposition, 
being very glad that they would be able to earn something.” Such agreements were 
frequent and sometimes involved large quantities of calicoes. For example, in Septem
ber 1787, Bovet and Son from Boudry sent 322 pieces of cloth to be painted at Chev
roux and 200 to Estavayer. Inversely, on April 27, 1792, Louis Verdan from Grand
champ asked Henri Du Pasquier to do him the “great service” of having painting done 
in his workshop at Portalban, “as it was presently without pieces needing to have re
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sistants applied,” and assured him that “he would be most pleased if on a similar or 
other occasion he could in return be of use to him.”21

This spirit of agreement could on occasion go so far as to take on an air of con
nivance for fraudulent purposes. In 1790 Abram Verdan from La Borcarderie, who 
possessed another manufactory at Fribourg that was subsidized by the town’s au
thorities on the condition that it employ a certain minimum number of people, pro
posed to H. Du Pasquier that he buy “simply for form’s sake” the workshop at Por
talban that Du Pasquier then owned, “which would help him to make up the 
numbers of those he was supposed to employ,” taking into account the agreements 
he had signed with the Fribourg authorities. “It goes without saying,” he added, 
“that all my workers would work on your behalf.”

The organization of an employers’ alliance also had as its objective to prevent the 
workers from being able to play upon the competition existing between the Neu
châtel manufacturers over wages and hiring. This possibility effectively existed, and 
the workers knew how to use it when necessary, but the manufacturers made a se
rious effort to limit it to a bare minimum. Thus in February 1788, Jean-Pierre Du 
Pasquier, cousin of the Cortaillod Henri Du Pasquier and himself a calico printer at 
Bied, asked Müller to have a number of pieces painted for him at Chevroux. His 
calico painters had threatened to go on strike, and he had decided to deprive them 
of work to keep them at bay, for if he failed to do so they would “try and get him by 
the throat.” This form of conduct, in which H. Du Pasquier readily took part, suc
ceeded, for after having worked for Le Bied up until the end of April, Müller was 
able to tell H. Du Pasquier on May 6, “Your cousins were very happy with the work 
we did for them: this little foretaste of things to come has made the calico painters 
once again recognize their duties.”

Another episode that says much about the employers’ front took place in the pe
riod of the workshops’ decline. In 1801 work stopped at Chevroux and Grandcour, 
which in the previous year had still employed about sixty workers. Forty of these 
were taken on at the Fabrique-Neuve. Twenty workers remained. Deluze, Petitpi
erre, and Company from Le Bied asked H. Du Pasquier’s permission to employ them 
at a time when the buildings that the latter continued to rent to Samuel Bonny 
were not being used. Du Pasquier’s reply once again reflects the connivance which 
had always gone on between the manufacturers behind their formal respect for the 
rules of free competition in the labor market: “If it were only a question of employ
ing these women, I would gladly consent, but were our workers from those areas to 
hear that you were employing people there, they would immediately ask to return 
there and by this arrangement we would be deprived of forty calico painters whom 
we need at the moment, given the few workers of this sort that we have in the 
vicinity. I must therefore ask you... not to employ them, but please without letting 
him [S. Bonny] know that it is I who am the cause of the hindrance”

In reality, however, little was at stake in this exchange because of the time at 
which it occurred. Since 1800 the demand for calico painting had gone into a clear 
decline, for a number of different reasons: the crisis situation that had hit the Neu
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châtel calico-printing industry after a decade of prosperity; the sharp increase in the 
price of indigo because of the wars and the Continental Blockade that followed, 
which led quite simply to a complete interruption in the supplying of the Fabrique-
Neuve between 1803 and 1809; changes in fashion, which now favored abundantly 
decorated work less than in the past; and finally, the evolution of techniques which 
led to much greater use of block printing for the application of blue. By 1811 H. Du 
Pasquier could write: “Most of the work that we do today contains no brushwork.” 
This was a somewhat exaggerated statement when it was made, but it indicated the 
future of the industry in correct terms. Between 1790 and 1799, the annual wage 
bill given over to calico painting had been 32,000L (24 percent of the total wage 
bill at the Fabrique-Neuve). For the period 1800-1809 it fell to 21,000L (18 percent 
of the total), for 1810-1814 to 16,000L (13 percent), and in 1815-1819 to 12,000L 
(8 percent). By 1821, calico painting had come to a complete and definitive end, 
both at the Cortaillod Fabrique-Neuve and in the other Neuchâtel manufactories.

Faced with this rapid decline which rendered obsolete their former strategy, the 
manufacturers relocated the calico painting that they had previously decentralized 
back to Neuchâtel: Chevroux and Grandcour closed in 1801. Estavayer closed for 
the first time at the end of 1805. Some of the workers who had been employed there 
went to work at Cortaillod; the others were dismissed and thereafter were hired only 
on an irregular basis. On November 6, 1810, a boat left Estavayer loaded with 
eighty-two pieces of cloth that the last thirty-five workers had painted for Cortail
lod. Endrion tried “to console the workers as best he could, but felt that even the 
best reasoning could not replace bread.”

In the long term, the results of the location policy for the calico-painting work
shops were visible in the evolution of the size of the workforce at Cortaillod itself 
and of its wages. The number of calico painters working at tables fell sharply from 
the 1776 figure of 150 and subsequently varied between 100 and 120, despite an 
increase in production; as for the wage rates, they were perfectly stable between 
1779 and 1800. The decrease in the offer of work in the Cortaillod area must cer
tainly have contributed to this.

In the short and the medium term, the creation of the calico-painting workshops 
constituted an efficient means of managing the labor market. Looked at from this 
point of view, its results appear clearly in the annual variations in the total wage bill 
paid out to the workers of Cortaillod, Estavayer, and Chevroux-Grandcour (cf. 
Table 2). The flexibility of the wage bill indeed appears to be very different in each 
establishment. If the firm is considered as a whole, the arithmetical average of the 
annual variations, increases and decreases included, was about 13 percent between 
1760 and 1804 without much long-term change (12.5 percent between 1760 and 
1777,13.2 percent between 1778 and 1804). However, whereas the table workers at 
Cortaillod had borne nearly all the consequences of these fluctuations up to 1777, 
they subsequently constitute a protected core at the heart of the system which had 
been erected. From 1778 to 1804 they were subject to employment variations of 
only 10.6 percent, and, above all, in the 1790s, when all the outlying calico-paint 



The Calico Painters of Estavayer 133

ing workshops were functioning, the figure fell to 3.8 percent. This figure was much 
lower than production variations at the Fabrique-Neuve, which were running at 9 
percent per annum in this period.

A second group of wages was made up by what the account books call “individual 
items paid to calico painters.” This covered the payment of the work carried out by 
either the outworkers in the Cortaillod area or the workers at the Fabrique-Neuve 
working after daylight in the manufactory or at home. These wages were normally 
paid out for extra work designed to respond to abrupt changes of either an annual or 
a seasonal nature in the economic conjuncture. Thus they were subject to consid
erable variation: over the period 1790 to 1800, they varied between 219L (1791) 
and 3,458L (1798) (see Table 2).

The case of the calico-painting workshops at Estavayer and Chevroux-Grand
cour seems to fall between the two already discussed. Between 1790 and 1799, the 
average annual variation in the wage bill was 18.8 percent at the former and 22.4 
percent at the latter. The function of these establishments thus appears clearly in 
the figures: given an average annual variation of +/-12.9 percent for all wages paid 
for calico painting, they were designed to keep the wage bill paid out to the table 
workers at the Fabrique-Neuve (+/-3.5 percent) as stable as possible while also 
avoiding the haphazard temporary recruitment of auxiliary workers implied by the 
sharp variations undergone by the entry “individual” (+/-122.5 percent).

Thus a whole hierarchy of jobs was created within the firm, with the stability of 
some depending on the instability of others. This represented a solution to a general 
problem common to all firms, namely flexibility of employment. In the case of the 
Fabrique-Neuve, which was representative of the firms in its branch of the 
economy, it is striking that the most peripheral parts of the labor force had also kept 
several of the characteristics of the world of traditional production. One could 
doubtless make similar remarks about other industrial branches of the period such as 
the iron and steel industry.22 The first industrial revolution thus consisted of tran
sitions in varying degrees of flexibility between old and new forms of work and of 
the organization of labor, at least when each sector is considered in its own right. 
Such flexibility could be found even within individual firms themselves.

Throughout the eighteenth century, European calico printing for its part com
bined separate forms of work. The history of the creation and the subsequent dis
appearance of the Neuchâtel calico-painting workshops is a witness to the way in 
which an entire banch of industry passed from youth to maturity. The creation of 
these establishments in fact coincided with a phase of extensive growth of produc
tion, characterized by an increase in capitalization in an unchanging technical en
vironment. The labor recruitment that this type of growth necessitated rapidly 
came up against a problem of optimal size: it is significant that no calico-printing 
firm in the eighteenth century markedly overstepped the threshold of 800 to 1,000 
workers. The creation of the calico-painting workshops by the Neuchâtel manufac
tories was an attempt to cross this threshold by managing separately, on the one 
hand, a hardcore of manufactory workers that alone was fully concerned with the 
rhythm, the constraints, and the wages that went with highly productive industrial 
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work, and, on the other, a peripheral labor force that could be supplied (and in the 
event of crises reabsorbed) by the world of traditional rural occupations. It is strik
ing that the workers in the calico-painting workshops had all the characteristics 
that M. J. Piore attributes to the principal occupants of “social roles outside the 
workplace” within dual economies:23 they were young females of peasant and foreign 
origin.

Much was at stake with this peripheral labor force. The attention that was fastidi
ously paid to it by the manufacturer is sufficient proof of this. Yet it was always the 
printing sector strictu sensu which was the site of the principal innovations and therefore 
of the real profits, and the overall evolution of the division and organization of labor in 
the last analysis depended upon the same sector. It was the adoption of roller printing 
at the beginning of the nineteenth century—a major innovation that gave the industry 
the look it has today—which prompted the disappearance of women and children from 
the factories. In fact, this innovation was to create a veritable change in the center of 
gravity of the industry’s occupational skills. A certain number of men’s jobs were pro
moted: those of designer, mechanic, and roller engraver. Some did not change status, 
notably those requiring physical strength, while, on the other hand, all the jobs linked 
to the old process of block printing were deskilled. The printers and above all the fe
male assistant printers now finished off work only on particularly complex cloths 
printed by roller, such as finishing fabrics or fancy handkerchiefs. As for the printers’ 
assistants, they disappeared completely in the name of productivity after being replaced 
by a simple machine called a “mechanical puller.” The percentages of men, women, 
and children in calico printing went respectively from 18 percent, 47 percent, and 35 
percent in the 1790s to 65 percent, 35 percent, and 0 percent in the 1840s, while at the 
same time the average annual length of cloth printed by a worker rose from about 2,000 
to 5,000 meters.

In the case of calico printing, women’s participation in industrial work appears to 
have been a transitory phase in the Industrial Revolution. It lasted only as long as 
its degree of technical evolution allowed the manufacturers to come to terms with 
the traditional mode of production, which was both rural and artisanal and in 
which women had participated on an equal footing. The history of women’s inter
vention in the Western economy is thus far from linear, as it is the result of the 
permanent confrontation shaped by technical, economic, and demographic param
eters that opposes it to male labor. This, by way of conclusion, pleads in favor of a 
history of women’s work which does not take merely half of the world into account, 
even if it is the better of the two.

Notes

An earlier version of this chapter appeared in Revue suisse d’histoire 36 (Basle, 1986): 121- 
56. The present text was translated from the French by Andrew Lincoln.
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Translator's note: The word “chintz,” deriving from the Sanskrit chitra, meaning “varie
gated,” was the original seventeenth-century English term for the painted cotton fabrics im
ported from India. Its meaning subsequently shifted in line with the technological evolution 
of the industry, and it came to refer to cotton cloths fast-printed with designs of flowers, etc. 
in a number of colors. The term “calico” derives directly from the city of that name on the 
coast of Malabar and originally (1578) referred to all cotton cloths imported from the east 
before taking on its meaning in this article of plain white unprinted cotton cloth. American 
readers should note that in eighteenth-century English usage, that term did not imply any 
distinction between fine cotton cloths, such as muslin, and coarser ones.
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From Home to Factory:

Women in the Nineteenth-Century 
Italian Silk Industry

For most Italian scholars who dealt with industrialization and the working class 

in Italy, women’s work was one of the parameters of industrial change. For some, it 
was the revealing clue that “advanced” change had failed to happen; for others it 
was precisely the opposite—the very sign that industrialization had occurred. In 
both cases, industrialization was understood as the concentration in factories of 
workers who performed partial tasks at power-driven machinery.1 In late nine 
teenth-century Italy, textiles, particularly silk production, were the most important 
industrial sector. Silk remained the largest export item from the Italian peninsula 
from the early nineteenth century to World War I.2 Historians who saw in the rela
tive importance of the textile industry the sign of Italy’s “delay” in achieving in 
dustrialization comparable to that in England, pointed to the presence of women in 
the workforce as evidence of the sector’s “backwardness”: these workers were of ru
ral origin and poorly paid, often mixed domestic with factory work, and were by 
definition unskilled.3 Other historians rejected such categorization and its underly
ing assumption that rural workers were inherently backward. They claimed that 
women’s presence in factories signaled the accomplished revolution by industrial 
capitalism. Citing Marx and Lenin, they insisted that while unskilled and poorly 
paid women in textiles were from rural families, they were nevertheless the typical 
proletariat of the factory system. They had no control over their work, they labored 
close together in factories, and they were subjected to discipline. Thus women 
working in textiles at the end of the nineteenth century were elevated to the ranks 
of the modern proletariat.4

Both positions were looking to the factory worker as evidence of industrialiaz
tion, and both concentrated their attention on women in factories. Great numbers 
of them did work in textiles, particularly in the silk industry in the province of 
Como, in Lombardy, which was the leading silk-production center in Italy. In 1873, 
an official source indicated that in the Como area more than 32,000 out of the 
37,000 silkworkers were women, a quarter of them children below the age of twelve,
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but an estimate raised the total figure to 50,000 including domestic work.5 Twenty- 
two years later, in 1895, when a large part of production was mechanized, millwork
ers numbered more than 46,000 of whom at least 33,000 were women in factories.6 
Most worked in the countryside, in myriad mills scattered among dozens of indus
trial villages. In 1873 there were silk mills in 206 out of 508 municipalities included 
in the province of Como, and most were villages.7 This situation seems to validate 
the view that unskilled rural women were typically employed when industrial pro
duction was mechanized.

Reality is more complex. As many contemporaries had pointed out, long before 
the advent of the factory, many rural women and men performed domestic indus
trial work, not only in silk but in other branches of textiles and in the metal trades.8 
Recently Italian historians seem to have taken notice, especially after a wave of 
rejuvenated interest in rural industry helped them to redefine “industry” in broader 
terms that included decentralized and small-scale production.9 The conviction took 
firm hold among Italian historians that Italy’s “road to capitalism” was of a very 
special nature, setting Italy apart from the other Western countries.10 Some found 
evidence that much of Italian industrialization and the working class originated in 
the countryside.11 Thus a recent study on the “protoindustrial phase” of the silk 
industry pointed out that women constituted most of the workforce in the “first 
stage” of industrialization.12 Still, taking a further step allows us to grasp more of the 
complexities of women’s experience of industrial work.13

An examination of women’s work in the silk industry in all of its branches, from 
the late eighteenth to the late nineteenth century, reveals the falsity of several key 
notions about rural women’s work in factories. According to a consolidated 
“model,” female industrial work would be the end result of a linear course of devel
opment from skilled to unskilled work, where skilled work is male, unskilled is fe
male, and where rural work is by definition unskilled. Women’s experience in silk 
subverts these notions, in the first place because of the continuity of female work 
throughout the industry’s history, from the predominantly decentralized phase in 
the eighteenth century through manufacture and the factory. In addition, women 
working in particular branches of the silk industry at home—particularly reeling— 
possessed a high degree of skill, which was employed subsequently in the manufac
ture and even in the factory. These skills were one of the important factors in the 
localization of the factory in the Como district.14 In other branches, such as weav
ing, women’s work underwent a more complex process of change. Urban women’s 
skills did disintegrate with the advent of the factory, but before that happened, they 
were passed on from urban to rural domestic working women. In other words, many 
rural female workers who operated power looms in 1895 replaced other urban and 
rural women who had performed skilled work at home.15

Reeling and weaving were only two of the many steps in the complex silk-pro
duction process, which included distinct branches of the industry, all of which were 
present in the Como district. For clarity, it is necessary to outline them here. The 
silk thread used for weaving cloth was an animal product, generated by silkworms 
that formed cocoons. A filament had to be extracted from these shells before it 
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could be processed and become a manageable thread, ready to be spun, dyed, and 
woven. Thus the silk industry included an agricultural phase of production, depen
dent on the activity of rural workers who tended the mulberry trees, on whose 
leaves the silkworms fed, and the insects themselves, until they became pupae and 
started spinning their cocoons.16

The cultivation of mulberry trees and the rearing of the silkworms, called seri
culture, were done by families of mezzadri (sharecroppers) who lived on the hilly 
uplands close to the Como lake, north of Milan. Men tended the trees, but the rest 
of the family joined them in early spring to rear the silkworms, from the hatching of 
the eggs to the larval stage until the pupae formed the cocoons. It was a delicate 
process that required constant attention and care. To hatch, eggs needed controlled 
conditions of temperature, humidity, and light; the larvae needed a constant supply 
of leaves, for they ate voraciously through successive stages of sleep and growth, and 
had to be fed every few hours. The families of mezzadri customarily made room in 
their own homes for the trays on which the hatching eggs were placed, sometimes 
even putting them in their own beds. Then they gathered the leaves and made sure 
the supply was abundant, and when the larvae turned into pupae, they provided the 
brushwood branches which the insects ascended. The worms produced a gummy, 
flossy silk thread, about 4,000 yards long, which they spun continuously for three 
days, until a hard, compact shell was formed. The families of mezzadri collected the 
cocoons, making sure there were no stains, holes, or other defects caused by the 
larvae’s premature death.17

Reeling was the following step, in which a filament had to be extracted from the 
cocoons after the pupae were killed (usually by suffocation). It had to be done 
quickly, or the delicate cocoons would spoil. As the thread was heavily aggluti
nated, four or five cocoons were placed in a vat containing warm water, so as to 
dilute the gum and loosen the main strand. A worker (always a woman) gently 
brushed the shells, found the ends of a few filaments, gathered them with a slight 
twisting motion so as to form a continuous, uniform, round strand, and passed it 
through a guide in order to clean off the gum and dirt. The thread was finally wound 
on a reel, ready for shipment. In this form (the so-called “raw silk”) most Lombard 
silk was exported until the mid-nineteenth century, and it was deemed among the 
best available on the international market. The ability and expertise of the trattrice 
(the reeler) were pivotal to achieving high quality, for it was up to her to obtain a 
continuous, durable, and even thread.18 The operation had to be performed quickly 
enough that the warmth of the water would not spoil the silk; the right number of 
filaments had to be joined together to form a thread with the proper thickness; and 
the thread had to be stretched and twisted delicately, so as to make it strong but 
smooth. The reeler was customarily helped by a child, who turned the simple ma
chinery-for winding the filaments on reels as they were being extracted. Reeling 
could be performed at home, and in fact most reelers were members of the same 
sharecropping households in which cocoons were produced. Throughout the eigh
teenth century and well into the nineteenth, women reeled silk in huts or on the 
porches of their homes, using wood fire to heat the water in the vats. The operation 
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lasted only during the warm and dry summer months (on average 60-70 days), be
cause silk was easily damaged by humidity, but even then work was halted in case of 
rain.

The operation called ‘’throwing” (torcitura), which was peculiar to silk, included 
three different procedures: twisting, in which a single strand was slightly twisted 
and then cleaned of lumps by passing it through a slit; doubling, in which two 
threads were wound together; and throwing, which consisted of spinning the 
doubled threads, giving them a swift, tight twist. The thread to be used in the weft 
for cloth weaving was only slightly spun and was not twisted before doubling, so 
that it became soft and flossy, giving fullness to the fabric. This was called tram. 
The thread for the warp, called organzine, had to be strong, and was formed of two 
strands which were twisted separately in one direction, then twisted together in the 
opposite. Throwing was obviously independent from agriculture and required much 
less skill than reeling. It was done in small mills, scattered in the silk-producing 
areas. Lombard throwers were the first European silk producers to introduce a 
simple hydraulic throwing machinery, in the mid-eighteenth century, and water re
mained the main source of energy until the 1870s. Throwers preferred to take ad
vantage of the abundant sources of energy offered by the numerous streams de
scending the pre-Alpine valleys in the Como area. However, incannatura (winding) 
was for a long time done by hand, as it was the preparatory operation that trans
ferred raw silk from reels to spindles, to be taken to the spinning mill. Adult women 
usually did this work in their homes.

Silk weaving requires less explanation, as from a technical point of view it did 
not differ substantially from wool or cotton weaving, save for the fact that it was 
more difficult to perform. The quality of the thread influenced the final results, but 
according to the ability of the weaver, the fabric might turn out more or less full, 
shiny, and light. Weaving became of some importance only at the end of the eigh
teenth century in the city of Como. Dyeing, performed right before weaving by 
skilled workers, became more widespread in Como at the same time as weaving, but 
it was an ancient craft that dated back to medieval times.19

Women were present in all of these branches at least from the early eighteenth 
century. In reeling, women were able to mix agricultural work with industrial skills 
in the domestic phase through manufacture. As I will show, women had consider
able skills which were transmitted from one generation to another. The adoption of 
machinery did not destroy these skills, as the work process was not substantially 
altered by the concentration in small mills or by the application of steam power. 
The fundamental change occurred in the sexual division of labor within rural 
households, and in the relative weight of income from industrial and agricultural 
work.

Initially women worked in reeling as a complement to agricultural activity, with 
which it was integrated. In the same households the raw material was produced and 
processed for further elaboration. The type of land tenure was well adapted to seri
culture and reeling, for sharecroppers by contract had to provide the work necessary 
to tend the mulberry trees and produce the cocoons, in addition to grains or grapes.
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This contract was common in the hilly area between the large capitalistic estates in 
the plains farther south and the small plots on the mountains. Mezzadri (also called 
massari, later pigionanti) were entitled to keep half of the products, including the 
mulberry leaves and the cocoons, but they had to perform many accessory tasks for 
the upkeep of the tools, roads, and buildings.

Women in sharecroppers’ households ended up performing industrial work at 
reeling for a number of reasons. Such activity not only did not interfere with agri
cultural work, but was somehow its natural extension. Women continued to help 
with agricultural tasks before and after the silkworm-feeding season, and the reeling 
season did not last but two months. Reeling work was paid in cash, which was a 
welcome addition to the family support. Also, reeling was such a delicate operation, 
calling for a high level of dexterity, that women’s acquired familiarity with hand
work became crucial in their being assigned the task. Landowners obviously reaped 
great advantages from encouraging women’s industrial work. The family unit could 
provide the constant care that productive silkworm rearing required, plus the build
ings, the tools, and the labor force for the transformation of raw materials. Owners 
thus avoided heavy capital outlay and upkeep costs, while at the same time they 
enjoyed the increased land value through a type of industrial activity that did not 
interfere substantially with agriculture. Thus Lombard reelers between the early 
eighteenth and the early nineteenth centuries performed a variety of tasks at home, 
including agricultural and industrial work.

The type of land tenure under which rural women performed industrial work as a 
complement to agriculture changed in time with the success of mulberry cultivation 
and sericulture. Landowners requested that more and more mulberry trees be 
planted on their property, and at the same time imposed harder contracts. They 
increased their demands on the mezzadri by asking that a rent be paid in a fixed 
amount of grain. Formally, the sharecropper was still entitled to half the leaves and 
cocoons. But landowners took for themselves the right to sell the leaves and co
coons on the market and split the cash with the sharecroppers, which gave them 
the opportunity to cheat and pay much less than they owed. In addition, landown
ers started to request that mezzadri provide a fixed number of days of work on ad
ditional tasks, in exchange for little cash. Sharecroppers as a consequence had less 
time for the cultivation of grains, grapes, and mulberry trees, for tending silkworms, 
and also for taking care of their own gardens. So at the end of the rural year, when 
the balance was drawn, the landowner was inevitably able to show that the share
cropper was in debt. As a result, owners could compel sharecroppers to work harder 
and tie them to the land in times of great expansion of raw silk sales. Between 1734 
and 1846, the number of mulberry trees in the Como province increased from 
78,000 to 3 million.20 The economist Stefano Jacini observed that the whole region 
had quickly become a “big mulberry orchard,” and recalled the old adage which says 
that “the shade of the mulberry tree is the shade of gold.”21

One of the consequences of this development was that greater numbers of 
women were involved in silkmaking. In addition, more and more owners invested 
some of their increased capital in rudimentary hydraulic machinery for winding silk 
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during reeling. Thousands of small mills (filande), located mostly in old huts on 
landowners’ property, dotted the Como countryside. Women would reel, while men 
took care of starting and feeding the wood fires under the vats. Still, millwork was 
seasonal and a supplement to agriculture, even though at this point few members of 
sharecropping families did exclusively agricultural work. Carlo Ravizza, a contem
porary Catholic priest, vividly described the mixing of agriculture and industry, 
which he favored because it supposedly helped to avoid the evils of a factory system 
like that of Manchester.22 At harvest time, he wrote, in the Lombard hilly coun
tryside everybody left their occupations and helped out: “women left the filande, 
men left the looms and the ploughs.”23 And silkmaking was not the only temporary 
wage work among these populations, as it was common for men to migrate at the 
end of the summer and hire themselves out in construction or on some big farm as 
wage laborers. Women would go work in the great rice fields farther south in the Po 
valley.24 Landowners were partly responsible for the persistence of this mixing of 
various types of work, as they still could not or did not want to expend capital on 
the construction of large buildings, where silk would be protected from humidity. 
At midcentury, most of the work was still done exclusively in the summer. It in
volved about 18,000 workers in the Como province.25

The concentration of female workers in “mills”—which were actually little more 
than huts—and the use of hydraulic machinery did not change the work process 
and the tasks assigned to reelers. Like many other women who continued to perform 
this job at home, mill reelers did work that required a considerable amount of skill. 
They soon earned a reputation for their expertise in handling silk. Their ability ac
cording to foreign silk buyers as well, was unsurpassed. Women gained and custom
arily passed on their skill from generation to generation. While men took care of 
agricultural tasks, women reeled silk and taught young girls the “art,” and older 
women looked on and prepared meals. The expertise of the family unit reached 
such a level that whole families (the bigattieri) were called to silk-producing areas in 
other Italian states to tend mulberry trees, rear silkworms, and reel silk. But indi
vidual workers also migrated to perform their wage work in better conditions. Ex
pert female silk reelers moved for the duration of the reeling season to nearby prov
inces, such as Bergamo, in whose filande they could demand better wages.26

Such ability was not lost even when steam was introduced as a source of power 
for the engines and of heat for the vats. First introduced in Como in 1815 by a 
Frenchman, steam-powered machines were a great improvement, for they allowed 
the production of a constant source of heat, which made silk of much better qual
ity.27 But it was not applied extensively—in 1856, only 144 reeling mills out of a 
total of 3,088 used the new source of energy.28 Only after the great crisis of the 
1850s, when a devastating illness of silkworms almost halted production, did a new 
group of silk entrepreneurs introduce better tools, employ capital, construct larger 
mills, and use steam extensively. As a result, much of the work available to women 
became long-term and full-time. Although some landowners protested this in
fringement by industrial interests upon their activity, women entered reeling mills 
in greater and greater numbers. They were induced to accept new employment also 
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by the constant worsening of agrarian contracts. Industrial income was now so cru
cial in sharecroppers’ households that an observer declared that plots of land had 
become “just a dwelling, not a source of income” for rural populations in manufac
turing Lombardy.29 As a consequence, from the 1860s on, most reelers and winders 
engaged exclusively in industrial work, and their income became necessary for the 
family survival. Although they lived in a rural home, they worked in a factory, to 
which they dedicated all their energies even after marriage. In 1873, a local doctor 
reported that most women left work in the mills not before the age of thirty, after 
marriage and several pregnancies.30 And in a letter he had sent to the mayor of 
Como in 1867, the prefetto lamented nursing women’s habit of taking infants with 
them into the factories.31 Still, factory work did not alter the reelers’ reliance on 
their skills. In 1884, the silk manufacturers’ journal reported that reelers, although 
very skilled, were not paid enough by their employers, who would have everything 
to gain from raising workers’ wages. The journal even published a series of articles 
celebrating reelers’ work.32

If women’s work in silk reeling was skilled but domestic and mixed with agricul
tural activity until the 1860s, throwing required much less skill, and remained do
mestic in some operations while it was quickly mechanized in others. In any case, 
great numbers of women were employed in this branch of the silk industry from the 
early eighteenth to the late nineteenth century and beyond. Also in this case, how
ever, the work women performed in steam-powered factories was a continuation of 
tasks that had been performed at home for a long time. And again, as contempo
raries observed, the factory system took advantage of work habits and accumulated 
familiarity with industrial activity acquired before, and transmitted from generation 
to generation. The throwing operations outlined above required a preliminary step, 
called incannatura, which consisted of winding the reeled silk onto spindles. Then 
the silk was taken to the spinners, either in the homes of rural workers or in small 
mills in the countryside. Throwing became mechanized early, while incannatura re
mained domestic for a long time, as it was a simple operation that could be done 
when agricultural activity stopped. In 1748, the Mori brothers obtained tax exemp
tions from the Como authorities and installed new hydraulic spinning machinery.33 
A century later, in 1855, while most throwing was done by machine, four-fifths of 
production was accomplished with machinery moved by water, very little moved by 

34 steam.
From the times when spinning was a hand operation, incannatura was the domes

tic activity of women, both the wives of artisans and male hand spinners living in 
mountain villages up north, and the wives and daughters of mezzadri farther down 
in the hilly region.35 The number of women employed in this operation could only 
be estimated, but everyone agreed that it was substantial. In 1774, Marco Paolo 
Odescalchi reported that in the circondario Ponte (a subdivision of the Como prov
ince) alone there were 2,619 people working at spinning, of whom 2,310 were 
women working at home at incannatura. In the village of Canzo, the spinning mill 
had 20 male and 60 female workers, and in addition employed 300 women at do
mestic incannatura.36 An estimate also indicated that 18,000 domestic winders were 
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to be added to the 1,200 to 1,700 throwing mill workers laboring in the dipartimento 
del Lario (in the Como area) between 1800 and 1810.37

Incannatura, like reeling, remained a domestic, albeit crucial, task in silk produc
tion. In 1856 someone observed that, although Lombardy was a manufacturing re
gion, it would have been necessary to enter rural homes to find evidence of indus
trial work.38 According to opportunity, women were able to alternate reeling with 
incannatura or even throwing, because until the mid-nineteenth century women 
worked in manufacturing mills only eight or nine months a year. According to some 
sources, there were women who alternated reeling work in the summer with incan
natura in winter, thus extending industrial work to a year-round occupation. Incan
natura could very well have been done while taking care of agricultural tasks.39 Still, 
other sources later implied that domestic work at incannaggio left very little time for 
agricultural work.40 It is obvious, however, that when all these branches adopted 
steam power, many women accepted conditions of work that compelled them to 
dedicate all their energies to one occupation only. At the end of the nineteenth 
century, a devastating agricultural crisis, combined with a harder land contract, im
poverished rural families, who had to rely more and more on women’s industrial 

41 income.
Much as had happened in reeling and throwing, women’s skills in weaving were 

passed on from home to factory, but in this case the transferral was physical and 
geographical. Work opportunities were taken from urban domestic weavers (women 
and men) and offered to rural factory girls, but first domestic hand silk weaving was 
encouraged among rural workers. Urban women entered into competition for jobs 
with rural domestic weavers first, then with rural factory operatives. The transferral 
of skills was far more swift and traumatic.

Women participated in Como’s silk industrial activity after 1737, when the re
gion fell under Austrian domination and the empire eliminated guild regulations 
and much of the tax burden on manufacturing. As the Austrian government pro
moted and protected the production of cloth to be “exported” within its territories, 
many raw and spun silk merchants in Como favored local throwing and weaving. 
At the same time, the introduction of machinery in rural throwing mills, favored by 
the great availability of water as a source of energy, contributed to the increase in 
spun silk production. In the course of the eighteenth century, more and more reel
ing and throwing mills appeared in the city of Como, while merchants were en
couraging the production of cloth they knew could be favorably sold at the Vienna 
and Frankfurt fairs. Women were particularly present in the reeling and throwing 
mills and in orditoi, the small workshops where they prepared the warp to be given 
out to weavers. Until the mid-nineteenth century, however, as in the countryside, 
most winders and warpers worked at home, either on their own or for the family 
workshop. In 1835, when the silk industry had become the major economic activity 
in the city and in the countryside, there were thirty-five reeling mills in Como, 
employing 1,346 people, of whom 70 were men, 676 were adult women, and 600 
were girls. Fifteen throwing mills employed 100 men and 160 women, in addition to 
about 1,000 winders in the countryside. At this point throwing and reeling mills 
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were already abandoning the city for better conditions in the countryside, while 
weaving was taking root within the walls of the city. Warpers were not included in 
this count, although they represented a considerable proportion of working women 
in Como.42 Weaving, however, was to become the major urban branch of the silk 
industry. In the following ten years it increased 50 percent, thanks to the empire’s 
tariff protection and better commercialization. In 1847, thirty-six “firms” (of mer
chant-entrepreneurs) gave work to 2,372 looms in the city, of which 1,930 were 
located in private homes.43 Many women worked at looms in 1847, but their par
ticipation was as unstable as the weaving industry itself. In addition, it was over
shadowed by the predominant role traditionally played by men and by the particu
lar structure of production.

Domestic weaving in Como had a peculiar organization, deriving in part from 
Austria’s abolition of guild regulations. Production had broken up in a multitude of 
workshops, directed by master weavers who owned a few looms and paid their work
ers (the lavoranti) by the piece. Many weavers worked independently in their 
homes, helped by family members, and owned their own looms. When demand was 
high, often spouses and children in these households tended looms as well. Mer
chants (called fabbricatori) organized the distribution of raw material among the 
workshops and the commercialization of the finished product. They bought the silk 
thread in the countryside, had it made into warp in urban workshops, gave it out to 
the weavers, collected the woven cloth, and sent it to distant markets, where their 
agents had taken orders. The length, weight, and difficulty of execution of the silk 
cloth determined the compensation, according to specified rates. Fabbricatori and 
master weavers gave their workers an advance in cash against the final compensa
tion, but usually retained a sum for expenses on tools and warp. This system re
sembled traditional putting-out, but merchants were also entrepreneurs who owned 
small orditoi. It was a sort of pyramidal structure, at the base of which lavoranti were 
the most numerous element.44

This structure was loose and unstable, as production and producers expanded and 
contracted over the decades. Intense competition, the market instability typical of 
a luxury item, and frequent political and military upheavals subjected the industry 
to crises marked by sudden downturns in production and prices and widespread un
employment. Merchants therefore favored the domestic hand-weaving system, as it 
produced flexibility in the use of labor and eliminated both the cost of training 
workers and large expenditures of capital on machinery.45 Many silk producers spe
cialized in plain fabrics, and reduced production costs by not introducing significant 
technical improvements and by encouraging the survival of decentralized hand 
weaving. Fabbricatori had limited expenses, as they provided weavers only with the 
warp and the small advance against final compensation. In turn, weavers provided 
the tools and trained the labor force by teaching weaving to their children.

Women’s work in weaving was to be significantly affected by the system’s insta
bility. There was great competition among weavers, who would sometimes work for 
minimal wages in order to obtain an order from fabbricatori. Master weavers tended 
to reduce their laborers’ compensation as much as possible. In addition, fabbricatori 
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did not hesitate to terminate a weaver’s contract when they found someone willing 
to work for less. As a result, weavers were in constant danger of economic ruin, 
subject to unemployment and low wages. During a crisis, lavoranti lost work and 
migrated or lived on charity; some independent weavers reverted to the condition 
of lavoranti; and small masters surrendered extra looms and kept only one in their 
home. As sudden and devastating as an economic crisis might be, a reversal of for
tune might spur an explosion of activity. Credit being more available, lavoranti 
could abandon masters and set up business in their homes, alone or with the help of 
family members. Independent weavers added one or two looms and had their wives 
and children work at them. Just how fluid the situation could be was evident in 
some data derived from registries of weavers. Taking 1847 as a time of boom and 
1857 as a time of crisis, the proportion of productive units with just one loom in
creased from 9.9 percent to 38.2 percent, while the numbers and proportion of small 
productive units and of their workers decreased significantly.46

Inevitably, women’s presence in silk weaving fluctuated widely but remained al
ways elusive. Women contributed directly to domestic production, but contempo
rary accounts of the industry slighted them, while celebrating independent male 
weavers. It was the male household head who went to see the fabbricatore, picked up 
the warp, bargained on the price, collected the advance, and finally went to deliver 
the finished cloth, often having to argue about complicated calculations of weight, 
size, and quality of silk.47 The male household head was normally in charge of the 
operations of the small family business. However, all the members of the family had 
to cooperate. Women might work outside the home in warping mills, help at home 
in accessory tasks at the loom, or weave at home with their husbands. Precisely 
what women chose to do depended on market conditions and specific circum­
stances.

The 1847 Chamber of Commerce census of active looms, the only one to anno
tate the names of weavers, is typical of a situation of economic boom, when we 
assume more women wove. Nevertheless, it shows that married and unmarried 
women contributed wages to the household well before the advent of the factory 
system. Out of 2,286 weavers, 552 (36.4 percent) had female names. These were not 
just young unmarried daughters of male weavers. A substantial 43.5 percent of all 
the female weavers were married, working with—but not necessarily for—their 
husbands at home. Experience taught weavers that working for a fabbricatore was 
precarious, and the family members likely tried not to depend on one merchant. 
Only half of married women declared that the husbands were their master weavers, 
while 23 percent worked for master weavers other than their husbands, and 17 per
cent (41) were self-employed. The diversification of fabbricatori was more pro
nounced in the case of single women, only 36 percent of whom worked for someone 
with the same last name.48

The larger proportion of married women working for a male household head re
sulted from the temporary nature of their help to their husbands, who otherwise 
would have only one loom or no loom at all. Their unmarried daughters, by con
trast, tended to find employment in someone else’s larger workshop. That male 
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weavers could rely on their wives in times of increased opportunity for work is evi
dence that urban women had been trained in the “art,” either in cooperation with 
husbands or as unmarried breadwinners for their family of origin. The registry can
not tell us, of course, how work and cash were distributed in the family, but it is 
clear that women were able to choose weaving when necessary. It is likely, there
fore, that women possessed a variety of skills, and in times of boom they worked at 
the more remunerative type of activity.

Until the end of the century, no other registries are available that describe wom
en’s roles as accurately as the 1847 registry did. However, all sources indicate that if 
anything women’s contribution increased, for all took for granted that urban 
women contributed to the family economy and great numbers of them wove. After 
the unification of Italy, available statistics reveal that the proportion of working 
women remained high. In 1871, women constituted 43 percent of the employed 
population of the city, and working women made up 68.5 percent of the total female 
population.49 The contribution of women, including married women, to the family 
and to the silk industry was significant. In 1878, a report of the Chamber of Com
merce investigating a wave of strikes tried to estimate the average income for a typi
cal family of four, and assumed that three people worked, wife included.50 An 1890 
report by the Lega di Resistenza (a workers’ militant association) also took for 
granted that women contributed wages by weaving, which it calculated as a contri
bution to the family income.51

Urban women’s work, like men’s, was jeopardized when the silk industry started 
to move to the countryside in the 1870s. Merchant-entrepreneurs increasingly al
located weaving to rural homes, supposedly to avoid the relatively high wages and 
labor unrest of urban workers, and in order to cut costs following the 1873 depres
sion. Thanks also to the emergence of a new, militant weavers’ association, the So
cietà di Previdenza, the demand was spreading among workers that fabbricatori pay 
uniform rates for all. Also, weavers were trying to halt the downward trend of wages. 
The fabbricatori’s response was to try to take work away from city weavers. Their aim 
was to re-create in the countryside the same system of domestic industry that had 
flourished in the city of Como, but at significantly lower costs because rural workers 
supposedly lived inexpensively. In the villages, a labor force versed in textile pro
duction willingly worked at cheaper, less fine fabrics.52 The strike movement in 
1877, organized by the Società di Previdenza, involved thousands of urban and rural 
weavers and induced merchants to yield to their demands for equal rates in the city 
and in the countryside. However, it also strengthened fabbricatori’s resolve to move 
more looms to rural homes. By 1878, the number of looms in the city had declined 
to 5,500 from 6,500 in 1872, and the number of workers from 12,000 to 10,000.53 
Only two-fifths of all the hand looms were in urban homes; the rest were distributed 
in rural homes in sixty surrounding villages.54 At the same time, many entrepre
neurs started to erect mills and employ women at power looms.55 Still unable to 
invest capital in factories and machinery, some entrepreneurs opted for a mixed 
system—they gave out work in rural homes and ran power looms in a large factory 
in the countryside.56 In the words of an entrepreneur, the movement of 1877 had
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“brushed away doubts and uncertainties,” convincing silk producers to introduce 
some power looms in small rural mills. Still, the number of both hand and power 
looms for the production of plain silks increased. “With power looms,” the entre
preneur made clear in 1881, “we intend only to increase and complete our produc
tion, not to substitute a new weaving system for the other already in existence.”57 
By 1893, Como entrepreneurs gave work to 6,264 weavers at hand looms, 976 at 
power looms. Most of the hand looms were located in the countryside.58

In moving to the countryside, fabbricatori and entrepreneurs alike were trying to 
take advantage of the rural population’s experience in textile production, of which 
they were perfectly aware. Rural weavers were the sons and daughters of sharecrop
pers, who had often looked for temporary work in Como to supplement income 
from agriculture. In times of prosperity they were able to find employment as simple 
lavoranti in small workshops.59 Thus, fabbricatori were extending on a larger scale an 
old practice, for they had customarily sent skilled urban weavers to train workers in 
the countryside. It was also because of this practice that fabbricatori knew they could 
invest some capital in looms to be rented out to the sons and daughters of share
croppers. As an entrepreneur observed, there were many advantages in perpetuating 
the domestic system for the production of the better grades of fabric, while resorting 
to power looms for plain silk.60

The developments in silk weaving at the end of the nineteenth century illustrate 
the complex history of women’s skills during industrialization. Women’s skills sur
vived the factory for a long time, as they did in rural reeling and throwing, for as we 
have seen, the introduction of the power loom in the countryside was not sweeping 
and swift—in 1893 the great majority of rural looms were operated by hand in 
workers’ homes, even though a supposedly cheap labor force was available. The de
velopments in weaving are made more complex mainly by the existence of an urban 
system of production, in which men and women cooperated. Although urban 
women earned lower wages than male weavers, it was not feasible for merchants to 
shift all the work from urban men to urban women. Many urban women, like men, 
had to succumb to a more devastating fate than their rural counterparts.
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S
trategically placed along key historic trade routes that moved goods around Eu

rope, the Oberlausitz Margravate of Saxony by the eighteenth century had become 
an indispensable link in the commercial and transportation networks of the conti
nent. Its favored geographic location at the crossroads of traffic going east-west as 
well as north-south tied the remote territory directly into the growing manufactur
ing and export sectors of Europe. During the so-called Atlantic Stage of European 
economic development, the territory was a major supplier of woven linen cloth for 
the advancing world market. Capitalizing on tandem social changes in the coun
tryside of the south Oberlausitz, merchants in Britain, Spain, and other countries 
that also owned colonies had moved textile production beyond the city gates, and 
growing numbers of agricultural smallholders were simultaneously becoming small 
manufacturers. Oberlausitz linenwares produced by these rural cottagers became an 
essential part of the flowing colonial trade of cloth, cutlery, and hardware from 
Central Europe in exchange for indigo, rice, sugar, and tobacco. Destined princi
pally for Hamburg, London, and Cadiz, the linen cloth subsequently was reexported 
by the colonial powers to clothe the slaves in the West Indies and North and South 
America and to sack sugar, cotton, tobacco, and dyes.1

An accumulating series of technological and organizational changes upset this 
older economic order, which, while dynamic in its own right, nonetheless had 
grown up around a connected web of customs and traditions steeped in the forces of 
nature and geography. Beginning around the last third of the eighteenth century, 
parts of the manufacturing sectors in Britain turned to new machine technology, 
inanimate sources of energy, and centralized spaces for the organization of produc
tion. In those industries initially shaped by economic innovations, prices fell, pro
ductivity rose dramatically, and overall demand increased, generating ever-widening 
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markets for the goods. The new economy of industrial capitalism promised to 
restructure productive tasks and rerank economic sectors, as well as overturn exist’
ing relations between developed and less-developed regions. It posed a major chal
lenge to important hand-weaving regions such as the Oberlausitz territory in Sax
ony, inaugurating in effect a protracted “period of transition” to the industrial 
economy, the end of which—full industrialization or ruralization, to mention 
merely the two outer poles—was not fully predictable solely from the region’s eigh
teenth-century economic profile.2

Much of the scholarly literature treating the broad theme of economic develop
ment in Europe pays insufficient attention to these important decades of transition, 
highlighting the final outcome of a region’s development rather than the transition 
processes themselves. Yet, examination of the precise mechanisms of adaptation by 
groups speaking for hand-weaving interests in the Saxon Oberlausitz sheds impor
tant new light on broader themes in European economic history during the critical 
time period preceding widespread introduction of mechanized factory production in 
the various German states. Indeed, the example of the Oberlausitz Margravate rec
tifies what Pollard sees as a major shortcoming of economic theory. Economists, he 
notes, have failed to assess adequately “the relationship which was by far the most 
important and dynamic in nineteenth-century Europe: the trade implications of the 
industrial revolution, as a process which took place most unevenly at different 
stages and differing speeds as between regions, sectors, and countries.”3 The prob
lem is compounded by a “provincial” focus, a concentration on the geographic bor
ders of Europe alone rather than a willingness to place the European case in its in
ternational context.4 In the evolving industrial economy of the first half of the 
nineteenth century, the Oberlausitz region became entwined in a trade nexus ironi
cally opened up by the very successes of British industrialization and competitive 
position. Importing mechanized yarns from Britain and exporting handwoven cloth 
to points east (particularly to areas such as Turkey and the Levant), Oberlausitz 
traders and commercial capitalists carved out a successful niche in the world mar
ket; they also actively sold cloth closer to home in Central Europe. For its turn, 
rising per capita cloth consumption as part of the growing involvement of the Ot
toman Empire in the cash economy accounts for the lively demand for Oberlausitz 
cloth in Bursa, Damascus, and Aleppo. By the 1860s, the improved standard of liv
ing of the agricultural population in the eastern parts of Germany fanned a suffi
ciently vibrant internal market for Oberlausitz cloth to help propel the province 
toward mechanization. Then the Saxon Oberlausitz became linked to the wider 
German industrial economy by the specialized function it performed within the 
whole. But that is getting ahead of the story.

The critical period of challenge for hand-manufacturing interests in the Ober
lausitz lasted well over a half a century, from roughly 1780 to 1860. Three major 
forces worked together to bring out the region’s potential to seize a variety of market 
opportunities. The first involved the multiple economic advantages that accompa
nied the introduction of cotton weaving into the margravate while simultaneously 
perpetuating the area’s historic involvement in linen goods manufacture. The sec 



Survival Strategies in a Saxon Textile District 155

ond was the extent of state efforts in capital expenditures for adoption of new hand 
technology. And the third involved the local small producers themselves. The com
bination of manufacturing and agrarian involvements in the small family enterprise 
rested on highly flexible gender work roles. Householders responded to the chal
lenges of competition by turning to inceasingly intricate combinations of work, by 
extensive hawking, and by bold efforts at smuggling.

Linen exports from the Oberlausitz Margravate had reached their high point in 
the decade of the 1780s at the precise moment when machine-spun cotton yarn 
from Britain began to infiltrate the Saxon market.5 At the time there was no cotton 
industry of note in the Oberlausitz land itself. Other regions of Saxony long had 
been involved in cotton manufacture, however. Along with the Swiss and the sub
continental Indians, the Saxons stood at the center of world cotton production at 
the end of the eighteenth century.6 Saxon businessmen, therefore, could ill afford to 
be indifferent to the newfangled inventions in cotton textile manufacture occurring 
in England. The growing influx into Saxon markets of machine-made yarns and 
quality cloth from across the channel elicited worried responses. It prompted a 
Plauen distributor named Baumgärtel to make a trip to England in the summer of 
1791 to observe firsthand changes in the cotton industry which were affecting his 
profits adversely. His comments are worth repeating in some detail, for they capture 
the dramatic sense of challenge posed by the new mechanized technology which 
infected far-thinking continental businessmen.

There had been recently in England unbelieveable progress in machine spinning, 
and the efforts of late by the rich English manufacturers to multiply yam output and 
make it less expensive had such dimensions and were of such quality that they cre
ated well-warranted concerns that the British, with their volume, grade, and cheap
ness of production, would soon displace other manufacturers who lacked mechanized 
equipment of equal efficiency. Already, the Swiss muslin producers were beginning 
to sense the overwhelming competition of their English counterparts, and after a 
while they would probably no longer be able to cope with it. The same outcome was 
threatening muslin manufacture in the Voigtland district [of Saxony] unless the pro
ducers could succeed in acquiring yarn-spinning machines of the same quality as the 
English—which would be very difficult because the British keep this machinery ex
traordinarily secret.7

Baumgärtel’s style, his determined language, betrays a keen appreciation of the 
pressing need to deal with rapidly changing economic conditions. Embedded in his 
imagery of the new age—machinery, competition, progress—were simultaneous 
promises of extraordinary benefits and devastating hardships.

Baumgärtel was right to stress the competitive pressures, for in the subsequent 
decade and a half after his trip to England, British exports of muslins, calicoes, 
pique, and walks rose rapidly, sending shock waves throughout the whole Saxon 
textile industry. The British materials were being purchased in increasing amounts 
because buyers substituted the cheaper cotton ware for more expensive silk and fine 
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wool cloth. At the Leipzig fair alone in the early nineteenth century, the total value 
of imported English cotton goods nearly doubled in five years, rising from 2.5 mil
lion Thaler in 1800 to 4.1 million Thaler in 1805. It was merchants from Russia, 
Moldavia, Poland, and Turkey—presumably based in northern Ottoman lands close 
to the border between German and Slavic-speaking peoples—who most actively 
promoted this trade in fashionable cotton goods. In exchange, the eastern traders 
brought wool, tallow, Lithuanian hare pelts, and other furs. Earlier they had bought 
Saxon cotton cloth, but by the turn of the nineteenth century they shifted enthu
siastically over to British manufactured textiles for their “superior quality, original
ity, and moderate price.”8

Unquestionably, British cotton yam and cloth exports posed a real threat to the 
indigenous Saxon cotton industry between roughly 1793 and 1806, and economic 
historians agree that the Continental Blockade essentially saved it.9 Prohibitions 
on British imports gave the industry a much-needed breathing spell, without which 
it largely would have been destroyed; protection simultaneously permitted the shift 
to machine yam spinning, and the number of spindles in Saxony rose from 612 in 
1806 to 97,006 in 1812.10 But there were costs as well. Protectionism was, after all, 
an artificial respite, permitting noncompetitive growth; it slowed down the impor
tation of British machinery, and at the end of the blockade, the technological gap 
between Central Europe and Britain had increased significantly. Furthermore, after 
1815, British-manufactured yam and cloth returned to Saxon markets with a ven
geance. If the economic impact of the blockade on the Saxon cotton industry was 
mixed, Napoleon’s continental system was an unmitigated disaster for the Ober
lausitz linen industry, which depended so heavily on exports. One traditional mar
ket after the other was lost; indeed, in 1813 at the once-vital Hamburg trade fair, 
most of the linen export houses from the Oberlausitz simply did not appear.11 The 
protectionist policies of the Continental System, however, encouraged a temporary 
shift to cotton weaving that proved permanent just as the long-term results of the 
Napoleonic wars, disruptions of trade, and redrawing of the European map after 
1815 spelled a significant change in the axes of the continental economy, which 
also affected the economic fortunes of the Oberlausitz Margravate. In the case of 
the continent, its active hub shifted from the Atlantic seaboard to the Rhineland, 
from the coast to the heartland. Thenceforth, the explosive area of growth of the 
continental industrial economy was northern and eastern France, Belgium, and 
northwestern Germany. But there had been significant developments as well in 
Saxony, Bohemia, Austria, and Hungary. Industrial growth in these lands was 
spurred on by evolving trade relations with the east, which also solidified at the 
time of the blockade.12 Revival of manufacture in the Saxon Oberlausitz after 1815 
owed its major stimulus to these new trade links to the east, and the main products 
of export were different kinds of woven cotton cloth.

The serious disruption of linen production in the Oberlausitz during the Conti
nental Blockade had been met by the introduction of cotton weaving into the area 
on a large and increasingly successful scale. The first products were calicoes and 
cotton prints and raw and colored nankeens. Both were a simple flat weave which 
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could be manufactured on the same loom used for linen with the same skill level, so 
weavers initially moved interchangeably between the two branches of textiles. Pro
tected by the Continental System, these cotton cloths replaced banned British 
equivalents in the Turkish and Levant trade, which was being mediated successfully 
at the Leipzig and other Saxon fairs. After 1815, Oberlausitz manufacturers contin
ued to provide a variety of cloth to Turkish and Levantine markets. To some extent, 
these entrepreneurs benefited from earlier established trading ties to the Ottoman 
Empire. The Ottomans had exported red yam to the Oberlausitz on a rather large 
scale in the decades following the Seven Years’ War.13 This yam was the last major 
manufacturing export of the empire, except for carpets and raw silk. At one time, 
Ottoman-made cloth had been sold throughout Europe, but by the mid-eighteenth 
century these textiles no longer were competitive, so some Oberlausitz firms began 
to manufacture an “Oriental” cloth that sold well in Europe. After 1815, they be
gan to export a similar cloth to the Orient (the Near East) itself.

The history of weaving in the Oberlausitz of Ebersbach is largely the story of the 
special trade relationships between the south Oberlausitz and parts of the Ottoman 
Empire that played such a vital role for a time in the economic survival of the old 
Saxon hand-weaving region. The village, described as “beautiful, large, and densely 
populated” in 1815, became the most important center for so-called colorful (bunt) 
Greek or Oriental tweed.14 A set of documents prepared by officials concerned with 
the growing socioeconomic crisis of the mid-1840s provides sufficient details to re
construct these hitherto neglected exchange relationships. In the eighteenth cen
tury, Ebersbach had been a significant contributor to overall linen production in the 
margravate. In 1777, for example, of 84,000 pieces of linen from the Zittau area 
exported through Herrnhut, the village of Ebersbach alone contributed 8 percent, 
or 6,745 pieces. But this once-vibrant linen industry suffered irreparable damage in 
the early nineteenth century, as occurred elsewhere throughout the land. Accord
ing to government reports, manufacturers then turned to finishing pure cotton 
cloth “in large volume.” Through connections with “solid Viennese businesses,” 
this expansion was directed toward the Levant.15 Thus, Ebersbach entrepreneurs 
became integrated directly into the Levantine component of the historic trade 
nexus between Europe and the wider Orient. Viennese firms had long-standing 
commercial relations with the Near East; in the peace of 1718, the victorious Haps
burg government had concluded trade agreements with the Ottoman Porte, giving 
its citizens free access to markets within the empire and around the Mediterranean 
basin as well. It even founded the Eastern Trading Company, which directed the 
exchange of goods and established warehouses in Vienna and Belgrade.16 So Eber
sbach manufacturers moved into an existing structure that once had contributed 
measurably to the commercial development of both territories. But now, with on
going industrialization, exchange became more one-sided, if its contribution to sus
tained economic growth is the object of inquiry. The Oberlausitz economy obtained 
raw materials and foodstuffs from the Ottoman provinces for its cloth furnished 
with imported European machine-made yarns.

Ebersbach businessmen saw new market opportunities open up and moved in.
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Provincial officials in the capital of Bautzen with some exaggeration asserted that 
“there was a time when Ebersbach supplied the whole Oriental market almost by 
itself.” The two leading entrepreneurs in the export business, Henke and Freude, 
were geographically more specific and in a report referred to Turkey—that is, the 
Turkish and Arab provinces of the Ottoman Empire—as the chief consumer of the 
colorful, flat-woven tweed cloth.17 In this transition period, however, village weav
ers did not abandon linenmaking completely; a proportion continued to finish es
pecially fine linen cloth destined for Saxony and the states of the Customs Union, 
and some also wove half-linen goods which were sent to North America. All this 
activity gave the village of Ebersbach, according to a traveler in midcentury, who 
drew on new industrial imagery, “the appearance of a city: good houses with light
ning rods, many professionals, doctors. . . .”18

Oriental tweed became an essential export branch of the Saxon Oberlausitz. 
Growth of the specialty compensated for a continuous decline in the competitive 
position of Oberlausitz raw calicoes and colorful nankeens and shirtings, the origi
nal cotton products introduced into the margravate. These simple cotton weaves 
had been the first to be mechanized in England, and starting in the 1820s and ac
celerating thereafter, Oberlausitz hand producers simply were unable to compete 
with the same British cloth made on power looms. The growing reliance on colorful 
Oriental tweeds was part of a more general shift to handmade cotton textiles that at 
the time were not amenable to mechanization. During the decades of transition, the 
Saxon Oberlausitz came to specialize in so-called Buntweberei, a hand-manufactured 
colored cloth which remained competitive in a wide range of market settings. Not 
until the very late 1840s were the steps involved in the complicated alternation of 
various colored yarns first mechanized.19 One essential strategy for survival became 
the manufacture of cloth which established its own competitive niche in the evolv
ing world market. If this criterion explains in good measure the supply side of pro
duction, what accounted for the demand side in the exchange of goods? Why would 
a growing market for such colorful tweeds manufactured in Europe open up in the 
Ottoman Empire?

Economic historians of the Ottoman Empire note two important commercial 
trends in the early nineteenth century that may shed light on some aspects of the 
wider exchange relationships between Europe and the Near East during the early 
Industrial Revolution. First, the empire was increasingly using imported European- 
made cotton yarn to weave its own cloth locally, and second, it was purchasing 
growing amounts of European cloth. In the standard interpretation, rising yarn im
ports signaled the destruction of the once-vibrant hand-spinning industry of the 
empire, confirmation of ongoing deindustrialization in light of technological 
changes in Europe. By contrast, in a revision of this established wisdom, new re
search shows that yarn imports should be taken as a measure of added value. And 
the history of the Ottoman silk industry holds the key in this new interpretation. 
Between 1810 and 1850, silk cloth production declined significantly in the empire. 
Yearly output in the production center of Bursa fell from a high of 100,000 pieces to 
between 20,000 and 30,000, and the livelihoods of large numbers of silk spinners 
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and weavers were threatened. But the switch away from silk was met by a corre
sponding shift to production of high-quality cotton cloth (made from imported 
yarn) and a simultaneous growing consumption of European-made cloth. Ottoman 
consumers had been introduced to cotton textiles in the eighteenth century when 
moderate amounts of Indian-made cloth created new tastes in the upper part of the 
market. Initially, the British were able to satisfy the new preference as Ottoman 
traders bought large amounts of cloth in fairs such as Leipzig; eventually, the Ober
lausitz trader actively stepped into the market. For Ottoman consumers, high-qual
ity cotton cloth began to displace their traditional reliance on silk. British mecha
nization of yarns encouraged a transformation of industrial manufacturing in the 
Ottoman Empire. It altered the place where Ottoman labor was being used, away 
from silk to cotton and away from cotton spinning to weaving. Revisionist histori
ans, thus, speak not of absolute decline but of transformation of manufacturing ac
tivities.20 The availability of cheaper-quality cloth changed consumption patterns, 
and the empire’s greater involvement in the wider cash economy spelled rising lev
els of per capita cloth consumption generally. It accounted for the sustained de
mand for Saxon handmade cotton textiles in the 1810s, 1820s, and 1830s. Trade 
remained strong until the late 1840s, when fashions changed once again and Otto
man buyers, responding to the fickle tastes of consumers, showed a growing prefer
ence for decorative cloth resembling damask rather than the original flat-woven 
product. Worried Oberlausitz officials correctly feared that much of the business of 
the Viennese houses now would be taken over by Swiss producers shifting over to 
the decorative motifs.

The Saxon Oberlausitz never relied solely on Oriental tweeds as its major export 
commodity, however. Another kindred specialty blossomed at the same time, des
tined mainly for markets closer to home, in Saxony, the states of the Customs 
Union, Bohemia, and other parts of Central Europe. Into the nineteenth century, 
most central and northern Europeans essentially used wool material for their cloth
ing; it was, however, relatively expensive, although extremely durable. It is not sur
prising that the lower classes increasingly turned to the less expensive cotton ma
terial for their attire; this cloth became the staple export article of the Oberlausitz 
and, given the relatively low wages of local rural producers with their ongoing ties 
to subsistence agriculture, the cheaper handmade ware came to dominate the mar
kets of Central Europe, displacing the same cloth which originally had been made 
in the mills and workshops of the lower Rhine.21 Coincidental with the decline in 
demand for Oriental tweed came a turn to another product, the manufacture of Or
leans cloth, based on a mix of cotton and wool yam, which for a time remained 
competitive on hand looms. It was precisely the stages of production of both the 
colorful cotton and Orleans wares that were mechanized starting in the 1850s. A 
successful sequence of cloth manufacture—from monocolored nankeens to white 
calicoes to colorful cotton and mixed Orleans cloth—had permitted capital accu
mulation for eventual investments in factory buildings and machine technology.22

The first five decades of the nineteenth century, then, were especially challeng
ing for hand-weaving specialties in Europe and elsewhere. Machine-made cotton 
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yarns undercut their handspun equivalents in all but the finest grades, and cloth 
woven with the new threads was cheap, durable, and increasingly preferred by cus
tomers over linen, silk, and wool materials. Few areas of the world could escape for 
long the momentous consequences of these broad shifts in production and con
sumption patterns; but their impact was complex and multifaceted, and varied over 
time and region. For some areas, most notably India, British industrialization essen
tially destroyed the local manufacturing base.23 For other areas, in contrast, the 
same technological changes opened up alternative productive and market opportu
nities, which historians only recently have come to investigate empirically. In the 
case of the Ottoman Empire, European industrialization on balance transformed the 
nature and extent of manufacturing in the nineteenth century rather than ruined it. 
And the old linen-weaving district of the Saxon Oberlausitz maintained its manu
facturing profile by turning to new products that were competitive in the market
place. 

One key factor that sustained hand manufacturing in the Oberlausitz province 
during the early phases of factory industrialization was the introduction of cotton 
weaving into a historically linenmaking region. This same combination of produc
tive activities helped explain the dramatic growth of Lancashire, “the classic indus
trial region” of England during the Industrial Revolution, as well as the economi
cally vibrant Scheldt Valley of Belgium and the lower Rhineland in western 
Germany.24 By contrast, contemporary European linen-weaving regions that dein
dustrialized, such as East Westphalia, Silesia, and Flanders, had failed to attract a 
viable cotton branch to their borders and were forced to rely on a single export for 
which markets were shrinking. But even the old hand-weaving districts of Nor
mandy, which manufactured siamoises, a mix of linen and cotton yams, could not 
remain competitive and suffered general depopulation. Earlier advantages such as 
cheap labor and market access became, in the new age, deterrents to technological 
experimentation.25 In these cases, however, the consequences of deindustrialization 
varied. In areas of richer farmland, such as Upper Normandy or East Westphalia, 
that lost their industrial concentrations, smallholder labor was reabsorbed into ag
riculture; but in the case of Silesia and Flanders, their unfavorable location offered 
small manufacturers no employment alternatives, and labor was forced to move 
elsewhere for jobs. The regions were not located near substantial markets for fin
ished goods, and their transportation costs were high relative to those of competi
tive regions.

The Saxon Oberlausitz was spared this fate. Starting in the early nineteenth cen
tury, as seen, cotton manufacture became an increasingly important source of live
lihood in the region. The area continued to weave and export linen, though on a 
much smaller scale than a century earlier. What were the economic benefits of the 
linkages between cotton and linen manufacture? In essence, they worked to facili
tate a slow but eventually successful transition to mechanized production in textiles 
and related industries. In the first place, cotton was the “strategic sector” of the 
region’s economy at the time.26 Given the elasticity of demand, it was the only 
product expanding rapidly, the one most suited to mechanization, and its development
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and technical improvement were the surest way eventually to introduce the 
new mechanized technology into the various stages of cloth production. Besides, 
cotton weaving spawned an important and related machine-making industry. Sec
ond, during the critical decades of competitive challenge, the Oberlausitz was able 
to sustain a dynamic export sector by shifting to the making of colored cloth and 
tweeds. In contrast, regions producing solely linen faced declining market opportu
nities. This growth in the cotton sector promoted ongoing capital accumulation, 
ever greater proportions of which eventually were invested in centralized mills, new 
types of machinery, and steam power. Third, there was much transference of labor 
and capital among the cotton, linen, and half-cotton branches of the local textile 
industry. These alternative production lines gave both small producers and the busi
nessmen considerable flexibility to respond to the fluctuations of the business cycle. 
When demand fell off for cotton goods, there was a good chance for linenmaking to 
take up the slack. For example, in 1860 the businessman Wilhelm Meissner de
scribed how he shifted his business from Orleans weaving to the making of damask 
when there was a sudden drop in orders for the half-wool cloth. During the Ameri
can Civil War, which disrupted raw cotton exports worldwide, the Oberlausitz linen 
industry experienced a growth spurt the likes of which had not been seen in de
cades.27 The multiple employment and production options compensated for the dif
ferences in the timing and rate of mechanization of the heterogeneous textile in
dustry. They bought time for the area’s domestic linen industry until the later date 
at which it, too, began to shift over from hand to mechanized production.

Other factors, however, also contributed to the region’s ability to preserve capital, 
labor, and markets. The Saxon Oberlausitz was never simply a one-industry region, 
a weakness that later often spelled deindustrialization. Early on, the presence of 
manufacturing work for export in the countryside had supported extensive popula
tion growth and the accumulation of a variety of skills, and it encouraged a lively 
local exchange economy, offering work for a wide range of village artisans and 
craftsmen. Already in the era of rural manufacture, the area exported textile tools 
and machinery as well as stones from its numerous quarries. Furthermore, there was 
considerable movement of labor between manufacturing and agriculture, which 
continued throughout the nineteenth century. On one occasion in October 1862, 
the Zittau entrepreneur Meissner himself wrote to local officials that his weavers 
had not yet experimented with new hand looms made possible by state subsidies 
because they were too busy doing the harvest work.28 Local and state officials had 
been supporting businessmen in their efforts to raise the competitive position of 
hand manufacturing before the region was ready to sustain mechanized production. 
Saxon officials, overseeing the state’s general economic health in the first half of 
the nineteen century, invested considerable capital in the Oberlausitz region. The 
transitional economy was strengthened in important ways by state expenditures for 
material and human growth.

Among economic historians of Central Europe, the Saxon state is reputed to 
have been “laissez faire” in its efforts to promote capitalist enterprise and industrial 
growth.29 For example, Trebilcock, among others, writes that the Saxon rulers 
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adopted a “near Smithian” posture toward business ventures, in marked contrast to 
their Prussian counterparts, seen as prime examples of official dirigisme, or active 
involvement in the economy.30 Indeed, the theme of state involvement in eco
nomic development in the late eighteenth and nineteenth centuries long has en
gaged scholarly interest in European economic history. But as with many major in
terpretations of Europes’ industrial past, judgments concerning the historic role of 
the states in recent years have been modified considerably. It was once common to 
note that pioneer England industrialized with minimal state assistance, in contrast 
to continental Europe, where the state played a more active role to compensate for 
its comparative backwardness. But scholars such as Immanuel Wallerstein who offer 
excellent synthetic discussions of the recent literature point to a significant shift in 
analysis: economic historians now recognize the role of the state in the British case 
after all, in offering protection for industrial growth, freeing markets for its goods, 
and supervising and safeguarding key industries.31 Others stress, as did some earlier 
historians as well, the state’s role in increasing the country’s capital stock by adding 
to the infrastructure: investing in public buildings, transportation networks, and 
wider communication services.32

In the early nineteenth century, government priorities in Saxony began to in
clude investments in the state’s economic infrastructure. After 1815, officials for 
the first time included trade requirements, not only military contingencies, in their 
decisions to build new streets, roads, and highways.33 The first route in Saxony to 
be upgraded to a highway for transit purposes was the Böhmische Strasse, a main 
artery connecting the industrial south Oberlausitz along the Bohemian border with 
the key market town of Leipzig; construction began in 1815. New trade routes also 
were planned that linked the south Oberlausitz with Dresden; other modernized 
routes went north-south and joined Löbau and Zittau together; and in the early 
1830s, with an eye to promoting the sale of damask cloth, a smaller highway was 
built that tied Zittau with Gross-Schönau and on down to the Bohemian town of 
Rumburg.34 Throughout the century, the state also acted in a timely and energetic 
fashion in the planning, negotiating, financing, and constructing stages of railroad 
building; it established a modernized postal service and encouraged all manner of 
new municipal construction beyond street renovations such as improvements in 
government structures and town halls as well as building orphanages, schools, and 
storehouses for grain. Official documents demonstrate unmistakably that the timing 
of this range of construction work in local Oberlausitz communities was designed 
partly to offer seasonal employment to a percentage of the male hand-weaving 
population caught in a business downturn.35 (The policy never was defined explic
itly in gender terms, however.) Such jobs helped diversify income for numbers of 
households and, as will be explored in more detail below, contributed to their sur
vival during the difficult transition decades. State ends dovetailed with householder 
needs and worked to limit outmigration.

Equally characteristic was the government’s investment in human capital 
through its efforts to further general literacy, training, and skill acquisition as well as 
professional growth. These commitments began in an earlier age, although they accelerated
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in the first half of the nineteenth century. In 1735, state officials had es
tablished a Commercial Deputation which was transformed thirty years later into a 
State Deputation for Agriculture, Manufacture, and Commerce, a visible and effec
tive body offering advice on technical innovations and vocational training. In the 
nineteenth century, they fostered a variety of educational and technical institu
tions, including an academy for forestry, a polytechnical school in Dresden, and 
other trade schools; in 1835 they passed laws mandating primary education 
throughout the land and helped set up an annual industrial exhibition in Dresden 
(Gewerbe-ausstellung).36

Most economic historians, however, have something more specific in mind when 
turning to the issue of the “role of the state” in economic life. The phrase has be
come shorthand for an inquiry into the extent to which enterprises were founded 
on state or private initiative. In the Saxon case, Rudolf Forberger, the foremost eco
nomic historian of the kingdom’s capitalist development, concludes that the state 
played a truly secondary role in the founding of manufactories and later factories; 
Saxon business history is tied up in the main with private capital.37 But beginning 
in the second half of the eighteenth century and accelerating with greater urgency 
thereafter, government officials became increasingly preoccupied with new tech
nology. On a continuous basis they sought to make available to enterprising busi
nessmen the latest machines and work tools through subsidies, cash premiums, 
competitions, and prizes. Government interest and entrepreneurial needs coalesced 
to promote the acquisition of new work tools as well as construction of modem ma
chinery to increase productivity. For example, officials offered “cash rewards” for 
introducing steam power in 1814, and beginning in the 1820s advertised “cash pre
miums” for the use of new looms for ticking, of machines for making reeds, shaping 
the teeth in the combs, and carding as well as for leathermaking, indigo dyeing, and 
fulling.38 In this way, officials expected to benefit fiscally from the strengthened and 
more competitive position of the state’s manufacturing and industrial base. In the 
Oberlausitz land, before the area could support power-driven machinery, state assis
tance specifically centered on making hand technology as competitive as possible. 
Archival materials furnish details on these official endeavors.

In their efforts to attract state funding, Oberlausitz businessmen were actively 
supported by local administrators worried about the region’s overall economic 
health. This blend of private and administrative advocacy centered around efforts 
to obtain two types of “modern” presteam technology: the Jacquard loom for figured 
weaving in both damask and cotton cloth manufacture, and so-called regulator 
looms, which allowed hand weavers to make a more “regular” or even weave, in
troduced into the Orleans branch. In all the cases that were found in the archives, 
the businessmen obtained looms made in Saxony, and local officials spent consid
erable time investigating conditions in the industry to obtain the most suitable ma
chinery. For example, in 1835 during long negotiations to introduce patterned cloth 
in the ticking industry in Waltersdorf, the district officer, Amtshauptmann von Ig
enhoeff, concluded that the best looms for the new purposes were being built by 
Gottlieb Friedrich Muller in the Saxon town of Chemnitz.39 The arguments mustered
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by the local entrepreneurs and officials for state subsidies read like a catalogue 
of the great late nineteenth-century exhibitions extolling the fruits of industrial 
progress. In 1847, for example, Zittau administrators writing on behalf of the busi
nessman Henke unquestionably favored the use of Jacquard looms for the Ebersbach 
tweed industry, which was then in some trouble. The new looms promised a “better 
product” and “better wages” and thus a way to achieve a more profitable industrial 
branch than “ordinary” cotton weaving. Echoing the perspective of the business 
community poised to adopt the new technology, officials wrote that “the introduc
tion of Jacquard looms promises only advantages, not harm, and unquestionably 
represents progress in the industry. . . .”40 That small producers might have a dif
ferent point of view is not surprising. As hand weavers, they were deeply skeptical 
of the alien processes of mechanization going on around them. Indeed, weavers em
ployed by the Zittau firm of Meissner and Haebler had actively resisted the initial 
efforts to introduce regulators into production. The workers feared that the new 
machinery somehow would hamper their custom of skimming off the extra yarn for 
personal use and lead to outside encroachment on the work processes by the distant 
employers.41 But by the 1860s, these same businessmen were able to present the 
Dresden government with an impressive set of petitions signed by their workers in 
support of the innovations in hand technology. By then, the weavers apparently 
accepted the argument that only improvements in hand machinery would enhance 
their competitive position. In 1865, Orleans weavers of the firm of Meissner and 
Haebler called on government officials to consult the account books, which, they 
stated, showed unmistakably that “next to mechanized production hand weaving 
still can make money.” Perhaps prompted by their employers, the weavers also 
noted that over the past two years, the firm had boasted a 15,000 RT profit.42

Public investments in hand technology in the Saxon Oberlausitz remained mod
est at best, however, although apparently no general survey of total government ex
penditures in the territory has yet been made. Archival documents offer the follow
ing picture of state support for technological experimentation. The first steps to 
encourage adoption of new hand technology occurred in the damask industry in 
Gross-Schönau, a coveted branch of manufacturing which long had received special 
government attention. In 1832, government officials offered cash premiums of 100 
to 200 RT for the purchase of Voigtland-made Jacquard looms and doubling frames. 
Officials also were active in helping to introduce patterned weaving in the ticking 
industry in neighboring Waltersdorf in the mid-1830s.43 During exceptional periods 
of crisis, as, for example, the one suffered by small producers in Reichenau as the 
result of a costly fire in 1848, state officials willingly gave subsidies to help defray 
the costs of starting the business up again. In the case of Reichenau, they offered 
150 RT to ten weavers, including a woman by the name of Marie Rosine, to buy 
replacements for the damaged looms. The next sustained commitment of public 
monies, however, came in the Oriental tweed industry in the mid-1840s, when Le
vantine tastes shifted to patterned and figured cloth. State officials then hoped to 
improve the economic fortunes of the once-vibrant export branch by encouraging a 
shift to Jacquard-made cloth. Finally, in the 1860s, businessmen such as Wilhelm
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Meissner convinced Dresden officials to underwrite part of their loan from the mar
gravate regional bank for the purchase of the regulator looms for the Orleans in
dustry. The timing of the request was critical because the finishing processes of dye
ing and pressing in the branch had become fully mechanized with steam power. 
According to Meissner’s logic, which proved quite persuasive, the industry was fac
ing inexorable pressures also to mechanize the weaving stages of production, which 
would undercut the livelihood of large numbers of Oberlausitz hand producers. At 
the time, Meissner alone employed 1,000 people. But with the help of regulator 
looms, he argued, “we would be able to produce goods which could compete with 
those made on the mechanical looms.” A 2,000 M capital outlay granted in 1862 
enabled Meissner to dispense 151 such looms to eighteen neighboring villages and 
keep production going, at least in the short run. The ultimate outcome was not 
favorable, however. The firm went bankrupt in 1868 (a fate shared by numerous 
other Orleans businesses, as noted by local officials) and was bought two years later 
by the carpenter Pogge, after it had suffered further damages during a flood. The site 
ultimately was turned into a lumber mill.44

Public monies for the purchase of new technology easily shaded into financial 
support for the acquisition of new skills and tools. The final stage of government 
involvement in the hand manufacture of Orleans cloth came in the early 1880s in 
the villages of Ober- and Mittelweigsdorf and Domhennersdorf. By then, power 
looms dominated the Orleans branch, but the hand weavers themselves had in no 
way shifted completely to factory production. The Zittau Chamber of Commerce 
was concerned with improving hand-weaving skills and dispensing new tools to 
hard-pressed weavers. Determined to help local hand producers learn to weave col
ored cotton material for dresses and aprons, the municipalities set up so-called 
workrooms (Arbeitsstuben). They explained to the Saxon Ministry of Interior, from 
which they were trying to obtain reimbursement for their expenses, that factory 
owners usually took the lead in establishing and paying for such instruction. But 
these small villages were some distance away from factory hubs, so the burdens had 
fallen on the townships. Through municipal efforts, a course was set up to teach 
new skills and dispense improved brushes to interested weavers. These brushes per
mitted a more “equal distribution” of the starch on the warp. Given the dispersed 
nature of the communities, one instructor also went into the homes of targeted 
weavers to teach the new skills on an individual basis and to give the weavers up- 
to-date tools. In their request, chamber officials estimated that forty-three men and 
women had been trained in their central location, while sixty-four men and women 
had been reached in their homes. The total cost came to 463 Marks 29 pennies for 
the salary of the instructors, purchase of seventy-one brushes, expenditure for rent, 
and other improvements of the looms.45 The archival source has an added impor
tance beyond its manifest intent of documenting expenses in order to obtain com
pensation. The report makes eminently clear that women weavers were involved in 
the educational process both in the central workroom and in their homes. But in 
the published record of the Chamber of Commerce activities that same year, only 
male weavers are mentioned in the discussion of the vocational training.46 The 
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printed account strikingly omits the participation of women in this textile branch, 
demonstrating clearly the pervasive gender bias at work, which was eliminating 
women’s important role from the record of this changing world of industrializing 
manufactures.

In their effort to safeguard small-producer livelihood and the economic health of 
the hand-weaving province, Oberlausitz officials unintentionally provided extraor
dinary glimpses into the household gender dynamics of hand manufacturing in the 
first two-thirds of the nineteenth century. Their surveys and reports as well as the 
active and detailed exchange of information with local businessmen capture in
triguing gender work relations that were operating beneath the level of public dis
cussion and recognition. Indeed, these work roles offered small producers consider
able economic flexibility during these difficult transitional decades. The impact of 
manufacturing in the countryside had important consequences for household gen
der relations, work roles, access to resources, and power, the nature of which histo
rians are still exploring to good advantage.47 But just as no single economic and 
demographic pattern characterizes the European regions undergoing extensive rural 
manufacture, so too local variables such as topography, inheritance customs, the na
ture and strength of manorial controls, and folk beliefs influenced the actual distri
bution of work among the men and women in small-producer families.48

In the Oberlausitz Margravate, the turn by rural people to linen weaving for ex
port, which gathered momentum starting in the mid-seventeenth century, initiated 
a highly complex and continuously evolving set of gender dynamics shaping pro
duction. With the onset of mechanized competition beginning in the 1780s and the 
crisis years of war and blockade, small-producer households were able to develop 
their own strategies for survival, increasingly deploying adult men to do supplemen
tal work outside of textiles and thus in many ways making women the year-round 
weavers in the district. They also carved out their own market strategies, exploring 
ways to sell and market cloth, both legally and, when necessary, through smuggling.

Rural manufacturing in the countryside of the Saxon Oberlausitz clearly had a 
profound impact on household formation and the work relations within the house
hold. But since the economic and political forces organizing rural production itself 
were not static, the gender work roles were subject to considerable modification 
over time. The continuity in the location of production in individual households 
should not mask considerable change in the way householders balanced agricul
tural, manufacturing, marketing, and later other work over time. This pattern of 
change is difficult to capture, particularly for the pre-1780 era, but some of its broad 
outlines come through the often opaque source materials. Without a doubt, these 
shifting gender work roles helped maximize meager incomes in households tied to 
both agricultural and industrial pursuits.

The work generated by the manufacture of linen cloth in smallholder cottages of 
the south Oberlausitz—and the ancillary tasks of spinning, dyeing, and finishing 
that it gradually spawned—at the outset consolidated community ties to the land. 
Introduced into a feudal economy itself in considerable demographic and economic 
flux, textile production in many cases repositioned a mobile male labor force; it also 
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opened wider opportunities for new household formation. The village of Oybin of
fers a classic example of these forces at work in the Oberlausitz. Prior to the intro
duction of linen weaving to the village after the Thirty Years’ War, the local agri
cultural and wood products economy provided an insufficient basis for village 
livelihood in the face of population growth; some men of the village then trekked 
daily over the hills to the Bohemian town of Krombach for jobs in glassworks, while 
other toiled in nearby quarries. Women cared for the small subsistence plots that 
customarily came with a cottage; they grew com and oats and watched over live
stock as well, but many also worked in beekeeping for the local demesne, controlled 
in this case by the city of Zittau.49 The new jobs in weaving, however, returned 
male workers to the home, and the added income permitted new family formation. 
Cottagers involved in textile production were the fastest-growing social group in 
the village economy of the south Oberlausitz. Indeed, these cottagers at the pro
duction end of a capitalist network became linked with local artisans, also expand
ing (although less rapidly) as a group, and peasants in a set of partially monetized 
exchange relations that underpinned community life for a time.50

Manufacturing drew women into its orbit more gradually as it continued to rear
range the balance between agricultural and industrial work. Long after the initial 
introduction of linen weaving into the countryside of the margravate, women ap
parently still focused much of their time on subsistence agriculture, raising crops 
that came to include vegetables and flax, and caring for the livestock. Evidence on 
the allocation of work in public spaces indicates that they also grazed livestock on 
common lands and picked berries, fruits, and nuts in summer and gathered fuel for 
household use in the forests.51 By contrast, the allocation of work within the four 
walls of the household is difficult to determine with precision. But two types of in
direct evidence suggest women’s involvement in the manufacturing side of the cot
tage economy as well—a commitment that, indeed, became increasingly central to 
household livelihood. Scattered loom tax statistics in the eighteenth century record 
an increase in the number of households with two looms as well as looms operating 
throughout the year.52 Admittedly, the gender of the weaver remains unspecified, 
but the numbers testify to the growing significance of manufacturing in the house
hold economy still tied to agriculture. Indeed, by the early nineteenth century, in 
calculating time for rates per woven piece of cloth, the local custom included time 
spent by family members on “planting, hoeing, funowing, and digging up” of pota
toes in that overall calculation.53 Clearly, by then, the continuation of women’s 
earlier agricultural domain had become subsumed within the accounting formulas 
for textile production.

Second, and perhaps more directly to the point, contemporaries of a variety of 
persuasions—local and state officials, moralists and other religious figures, as well as 
angry urban guildsmen—all recognized at the time that rural manufacture pro
moted the independence of women. Through a variety of actions ranging from legal 
enactments to outright violence, they sought measures to curb that threatening au
tonomy by passing territorial decrees restricting women’s work to agricultural ser
vice or, at best, spinning; by outlawing new expressions of wealth through sumptuary
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laws that defined proper dress for females in modest households; and by 
curtailing women’s access to public spaces as well as their participation in village 
festivities. On occasion, guildsmen stormed outside the city gates to destroy the 
looms of village competitors, deriding the family work of cottage production as the 
work of women.54 But the ongoing incorporation of women into clothmaking was 
not to be halted.

The wider economic changes associated with English industrialization acceler
ated the process of drawing women more fully into the weaving side of clothmaking, 
just as they eventually forced small producers to diversify their productive involve
ments, a process easier for men than women to undertake. Evidence is much more 
direct for these changing gender work roles in the decades of transition, and a broad 
brush can capture the larger picture. Mechanization of spinning in England and 
elsewhere increased the availability of yam and led to a dramatic rise in demand for 
weavers. The secular trend is clear in the Oberlausitz, despite the momentary de
viations during the years of war and blockade. Women increasingly lost their work 
in hand spinning (indeed, so-called spinning villages which had “specialized” in an 
earlier age went over to weaving cloth in the 1820s) and increasingly found it in 
hand weaving.55 Tandem agricultural changes underpinned this shift to manufac
turing, for industrial transformation was accompanied by significant agricultural re
forms, in Saxony accelerating at the end of the eighteenth century. Common lands 
were divided up, forests turned into arable land and ponds into meadows; the three- 
field system was transformed into a seven-year productive cycle, and fertilizers were 
introduced on a growing scale.56 In the process women lost their customary rights to 
graze livestock and scavenge on common lands—important nonmonetary sources 
of livelihood. Consequently, women’s household tasks came to include more cen
trally weaving cloth.

And yet, these very changes in household labor allocations, which greatly re
duced gender distinctions in the work of small producers, were themselves subject 
to serious strains as the transition decades deepened. Once the weaving process 
elsewhere had started its inexorable path toward mechanization, members of hand
weaving households in the Oberlausitz adopted other strategies to maximize dimin
shing cash income. As noted earlier, they took alternative jobs—in municipal con

struction, in the laying of railroad beds, and in agriculture—but this seasonal work 
was opened only for men. Male availability for work outside the home, indeed, re
introduced gender work divisions into the family enterprise during certain seasons 
and stages of household growth. At other times, men and women worked together 
in weaving and selling cloth. In reality, the letters, petitions, and reports by local 
officials confirm that women had become the full-time weavers during these diffi
cult decades. For example, a Hirschfelde magistrate writing to the police chief in 
Zittau in the early 1880s about the activities of various local textile distributors 
noted almost parenthetically that since “the men typically sought work elsewhere, 
the women are employed.”57 This tenacious effort to perpetuate weaving reflected 
small-producer priorities to safeguard the family household with its ties to subsis
tence agriculture. In a survey remarkable for its inclusion of weaver voices, this priority
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was summed up admirably well—at least from the male perspective. The 
“single, unattached men” could pack up and move to factory villages or cities for 
work, but not “a family man, one who is tied to cottage, wife, and child.”58 Not 
only did this commitment ensure that small manufacturing households survived to 
once again make a complicated transition to capitalist industry, but the continued 
availability of a potential workforce in the villages, in turn, helped shape the sub
sequent dispersed character of factory industry in the area. Indeed, household sur
vival had rested partly on a flexible mix of gender work roles; all evidence indicates 
that it often was women who met the hand-weaving contracts in the transition de
cades, while men were forced to take a variety of seasonal work elsewhere. It was 
women’s work that permitted men to continue their primary identification in weav
ing. Gender structured class formation in highly significant ways in the Saxon 
Oberlausitz. But the official public discussion and presentation of work captured 
none of these complex, shifting, and constitutive gender roles: weaving remained a 
masculine occupation irrespective of the grassroots evidence of women’s essential 
place within it.

Hawking self-made goods (and smuggling them as well) was a vital element in 
the economic activities of hand weavers in the Oberlausitz province. These market 
strategies also contributed in no small measure to the survival of many hard-pressed 
weaving households during the decades of transition to mechanized production. 
And these activities functioned best when men and women in family businesses 
shared work roles and alternated schedules. In the Oberlausitz, the widespread prac
tice of selling cloth door to door was an official right confirmed by the state, and it 
underscores the importance of including the political context in economic and so
cial analyses.59 Oberlausitz weavers as well as those in Sebnitz had been given spe
cial rights to hawk goods throughout the Saxon kingdom in 1810; these rights, 
however, were not extended to guild weavers in the original lands of Saxony (Er
bland). As the century unfolded, bringing new challenges to the Saxon textile in
dustry, urban guildsmen launched a series of protests against the Oberlausitz rural 
peddlers who came to their doorsteps. For their turn, Oberlausitz hand weavers, 
aided by local officials safeguarding the economic interests of the province, success
fully preserved these rights, although with some modification, until the new indus
trial code of 1862 opened up the job of hawker to all properly certified people.

Archival documents make clear that Saxon state officials by the early 1840s had 
intended to abolish the special hawking rights of Oberlausitz weavers in the name 
of rectifying a “legal inequality of producers.” A resolution of the economic minis
try to the king in 1840, prompted by the first protest of Erbland craftsmen, expressed 
its intention to end the “inequality” in the near future. But from the start, the min
isters recognized that they could not abolish hawking in one blow without creating 
serious hardships. Indeed, they were not insensitive to the arguments forcefully 
made by Oberlausitz officials careful to document the significant place this informal 
trade nexus occupied in the economic life of the territory. “Not an inconsiderable 
part of the province’s entire output was sold through hawking,” provincial officials 
wrote in the 1840s, as the economic climate worsened. The local officers clearly 
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recognized that hawking served as a critical safety valve. In their words, it gave the 
“less well-to-do weaver an opportunity to sell his goods,” ensuring that the enter
prise functioned at least part of the time independently of middlemen (in the Kauf- 
system). But it also was important for those producers in the more classic “putting- 
out” system (Verlag). During the crisis year of 1848, for example, provincial officials 
recognized that the intertwining agrarian and industrial crisis was seriously threat
ening those weavers typically dependent on entrepreneurs for sales. “Since the ma
jority of weavers who did no selling of their own but relied on manufacturers and 
wage income found employment no longer, it can easily be explained that many 
were pushed into hawking, for which they still had some cash to purchase materials 
for fabricating goods. In this manner they could care for both themselves and the 
members of their family.” Hawking, indeed, permitted the weavers “to continue 
their customary work and thereby ensure their preference for this most-loved em
ployment [in weaving].” This was particularly important, the officials pointedly 
noted, “for many, including the aged and wives and daughters, the so-called weaver
maids who had few opportunities for other suitable employment.”60 The reference 
to women is doubly important. On the one hand, it underscores the point made 
earlier that women were integral to production; on the other, it distorts the picture 
through the label “maid,” which implies an involvement only in the ancillary tasks 
of weaving.

Oberlausitz officials were not the only ones protecting the local hawking privi
leges; small producers themselves mounted a collective defense of their rights in 
petition after petition in the 1840s and 1850s. One such appeal in 1856, signed by 
concerned weavers in twenty-two industrial villages, made, in their words, the “in
disputable” case that “if hawking had been prohibited we would have frequently 
heard of terrible events in our overpopulated province,” an ambiguous point that 
contained a veiled threat of unrest as well as an image of destitution.61 Indeed, 
Saxon officials were deeply concerned about the potential for disorder. At one 
point, in 1844, government officials had seemed intent on full abolition of the 
hawking privilege but backed away after an uprising of desperate weavers in neigh
boring Silesia in June of that year. The Silesian weaver revolt became a highly 
charged symbol in Central Europe, with its loss of life and arrest and sentencing of 
the destitute weavers; destruction of machinery, houses, and other property of busi
nessmen; and extensive use of military force. It conjured up visions of an impending 
war of the poor against the rich and raised concerns among the more privileged 
groups of mounting threats to the existing social order. Perhaps the Saxon govern
ment feared a repetition of such unrest in its manufacturing villages without the 
margin of safety offered by hawking. Thus, in December 1844, it instituted only a 
series of modifications, restricting the criteria employed to issue the official passes 
which hawkers were required to carry.62 Thenceforth, persons who earlier had 
hawked were required to reapply every six months (and make a persuasive case for 
continuation), and new passes were to be given only to persons or their immediate 
family members who would hawk goods that they themselves had woven on their 
own looms. The original law had been ambiguous about whether passes could also 
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be obtained to peddle goods made by others locally and seemed to underwrite the 
existence of a petty trading group in the village. But after 1844, requests for new 
passes for people not involved in weaving the cloth themselves were turned down 
regularly. Thus, for example, Zittau officials rejected the effort of a widow, Johanna 
Gröllich of Eibau, to obtain a hawking pass because “she had neither hawked earlier 
nor did she plan to hawk either self-made cloth or that made by a family mem
ber.”63

The petitions by weavers seeking hawking privileges offer an extraordinary 
glimpse into small-producer households, as members sought to justify and perpetu
ate their role in selling cloth door to door. Husbands were given passes, but so were 
wives and daughters. For example, at the sudden death of her father, Jocob Hättig, 
in Bertsdorf in 1858, his married daughter, Christiane Rössler, petitioned for per
mission to hawk his goods and settle his business for two years. She had accumu
lated enough experience as daughter and later as wife working in her own home. 
The request was granted. Karl Gottlieb Korselt’s case also is revealing. Complica
tions with his eyesight meant that his wife singlehandedly, in his words, “produced, 
commissioned, contracted as well as hawked” the cotton cloth made at home. He 
petitioned to obtain the right to help her sell the goods. But government officials 
“smelled” something irregular about the cloth that was to be sold and denied his 
request.64 Through the lens of hawking, then, work roles were exchangeable among 
men and women in small-producer households and were not gender-specific. When 
the husband was away, the wife ran the family work unit, continuing to weave and 
meet work contracts; conversely, when the wife was out hawking, the husband took 
care of the home, looking after children and tending the small garden. The docu
ments, in fact, affirm the importance of such role sharing, ironically in part by re
verse example. A few cases exist (although they are not typical) in which a survivor 
petitioned the Saxon government to assume the peddling rights of a wife who had 
died unexpectedly. Johann Scholze from Heinewalde was such an individual. In his 
petition of 1850, he described a gender division of labor in his home: he “finished 
the goods and [his] wife alone undertook the selling and hawking.” While the mu
nicipal officials supported Scholze’s request, they predicted the family’s imminent 
downfall. Due to rigid gender-role division, Scholze was ill informed about custom
ers along the hawking circuit and would be unable to support the household.65 Role 
sharing was a matter of practical necessity in this era of high mortality and eco
nomic deprivation.

The lack of an official pass did not necessarily deter people from hawking, how
ever. The same documents contain a number of cases, which might be only the tip 
of an iceberg, in which Oberlausitz residents were arrested by police elsewhere and 
charged with illegally selling goods. In 1850, for example, Johanna Grosser from 
Opprach was sentenced to 10 RT or four weeks’ imprisonment for violating the law; 
first she claimed she was not hawking at all, but she later recanted and pleaded 
leniency on the basis of dire poverty. Similarly, Johanna Christiane Gacht from 
Ebersbach was arrested in Spremberg also for hawking without a pass; but she fought 
the charge, saying she simply was bringing cloth to customers who had commissioned
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the goods. She mentioned the peasant households of Schindler, Thomas, 
and Freund as her customers and also a local fruit grower and a widow, who would 
testify on her behalf. Gacht, poor and indebted, was desperate to win her case and 
get back her confiscated cotton goods.66

Hawking goods illegally, an activity difficult to document anyway, easily shaded 
into smuggling, which, by all impressionistic accounts, also was widespread, particu
larly between Saxony and Bohemia, but also in places farther east. During the Na
poleonic era, with its bewildering shifts of territory and tariff agreements, goods 
evading the tolls regularly were smuggled through the moutain passes from the 
Saxon Oberlausitz to points south. Business firms also used their own form of sub
terfuge to get around the laws. For example, they neglected to stamp the finished 
cloth with the company’s insignia so that they could export the goods to places oth
erwise off-limits to Saxon-made wares.67 The decision by Saxony to join the Cus
toms Union in the early 1830s raised public debate among south Oberlausitz offi
cials about the future of such theretofore profitable and winked-at smuggling 
activity across the border with Bohemia. Oberlausitz small producers, correctly as it 
turn out, feared that Austria would impose crippling tariffs on imported goods and 
patrol the border much more effectively; only in 1853, with the easing of trade re
lations between Austria and the German states of the Customs Union, did the mar
kets to the south again become more open to wares made in the Saxon Ober
lausitz.68 Smuggling produced its own legends. One of the great popular heroes of 
the era of rural manufacture was Johannes Karasek, a deserter from the Austrian 
army known as the Prague Tease (Prager Hansel), who plied his form of social ban
ditry in the decades between 1780 and 1810. Karasek was the Oberlausitz counter
part to Robin Hood and, in the weavers’ version of the tale, stole cloth from rich 
distributors and producers in towns such as Niederoderwitz or Sohland and hid out 
with his supporters in Leutersdorf, then under Austrian jurisdiction. At first he sold 
the stolen goods at a cheap price, but later he gave them away to impoverished 
linen weavers. The different laws, customs, tariffs, and rates of exchange in the bor
derlands opened up semilegal economic niches which some used to make easy prof
its, others to purchase goods at a just price, and still others to promote their version 
of social justice. Even Adam Smith linked smuggling with popular justice, recog
nizing that the smuggler was a “respected” member of the community: “a person 
who, though no doubt highly blameable for violating the laws of his country, was 
frequently incapable of violating those of natural justice, and would have been, in 
every respect, an excellent citizen, had not the laws of his country made that a 
crime which nature never intended to be so....”69 During the early decades of the 
nineteenth century, smuggling had a particular economic logic which helped ac
count, perhaps, for its popularity. Given the interregional gaps in European devel
opment between areas which had begun to mechanize (such as England and Bel
gium) and those still operating according to customary techniques (such as 
Bohemia or Eastern Europe), Saxony enjoyed the advantage of geographic proxim
ity in competition with otherwise cheaper, equivalent British-made goods. Smug
gling short distances was highly profitable because British cloth, given transport 
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costs and higher wages at home, was not competitive in the interior of the conti
nent.

The Saxon Oberlausitz has offered a rewarding perspetive from which to view the 
concrete impact of many of the broader changes propelling the European economy 
as a whole. Its significant place in the networks of production and exchange in the 
prefactory era was seriously threatened by the transition to mechanized production. 
Yet the margravate made the slow and painful transition to industrial capitalism, 
and its particular course adds rich and necessary details to the composite narratives 
of industrialization that are reshaping economic and social history.

A complex series of strategies worked to ensure the survival of small manufac
turers until the area could accommodate factory industry on a large scale. Some 
were a function of more global and impersonal forces, linking regions for a time in 
sets of new trade relations; indeed, as the Oberlausitz case had shown, an intense 
exchange developed between it and Ottoman Turkish lands that proved economi
cally rewarding for both sides in the 1820s and 1830s and, from the perspective of 
the ongoing industrialization of Saxony, bought precious time. Others reflected en
trepreneurial initiatives, a willingness to chance a new exchange or a new product. 
Not only did these entrepreneurs operate in a political and legal context overseen 
by the state, they also benefited from more active state aid. In the Saxon case, state 
officials had their own agenda, to encourage technological innovations in hand pro
duction for fiscal and social reasons, that underwrote some entrepreneurial designs 
for a time. And small producers were equally important agents in their efforts to 
meet drastically changing economic contexts. Their survival rested in good measure 
on the complex set of gender relations that came to characterize domestic arrange
ments in manufacturing households tied into subsistence agriculture. These shifting 
gender roles offered cottagers considerable flexibility in maximizing incomes in 
cash and kind and developing ways to sell goods, including hawking them illegally 
if necessary.

Transition decades often are lost in narratives with a particular end in sight. Yet 
the evolving interaction of the transition period directly alters the very present and 
thus shapes the context within which future events and decisions occur. On one 
level, the final outcome of the separate yet often interconnected strategies of state 
officials, businessmen, and small producers achieved the ultimate objective of the 
initiators: mass outmigration and deindustrialization did not occur. This outcome 
was not without costs, including numerous bankruptcies and seriously deteriorating 
incomes of manufacturing households. Furthermore, it brought to the surface, 
though never explosively, the economic conflict that underlay relations among 
state officers, businessmen, and small producers. Time and again, weavers simply 
disregarded the law in their efforts to ensure their livelihood, and for a time they 
actively resisted technological innovations; for their part, weakened businessmen 
complained that state aid was insufficient. Women’s essential participation in these 
survival strategies remained beneath the surface, invisible under the patina of pub
lic discourse. On another level, these overlapping systems of values and beliefs generated
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in confrontation with changing economic fortunes carried forward into the 
new era of industrial capitalism. They set the stage for ongoing interaction once 
again among state decision-makers, industrialists, and men and women workers. In
deed, they gave rise to the particular set of class and gender features that marked the 
distinctive nature of industrial capitalism in the Saxon Oberlausitz.
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No other kind of work is more regularly represented as women’s work than is 
sewing. Our image of the activity focuses attention on the seamstress’s hands—her 
nimble fingers, their agile and precise gestures. Unlike so many other activities rep
resented as feminine and perceived as belonging to nature and biology, sewing is 
broadly recognized as an acquired mastery, an expression of social identity. Com
ments about a woman’s facility with needle and thread are but thinly veiled judg
ments of her upbringing and character. The bourgeois lady of leisure who knits in
tently among the embroidered birds and satiny flowers adorning her table linens, 
dresser scarves, and chair covers testifies that she has perfected the arts of woman
hood. Her activity places her at the emotional center of her world.1 She earns the 
respect of a society which values domesticity, and the admiration of her friends.

As a feminine activity, sewing is overloaded with meaning. Knots and all, it sig
nifies the whole of our confusion and struggles over the concept of femininity and, 
implicitly, over that of masculinity as well. In studying needlework, we encounter 
all the difficult questions which seem peculiar to women’s oppression. The battle 
over the place of sewing in women’s education, for example, is not waged over 
needles, pins, and cloth: the social relations between the sexes are at stake. The 
appropriateness of sewing as metaphor and the power of its representations rest on 
the familiarity of their referents, the ordinariness of women laboring with needle 
and thread. Quite apart from the society which expects women to sew, for many 
women sewing is a pleasurable activity. It is also an ability in which they take pride. 
Needlework crafts objects which are used to adorn the self, to decorate the home, 
and to provoke admiration. Through needlework, some women find a medium of 
self-expression. Indeed, sewing is women’s art as well as women’s work.2

Yet why is it that when needlework is a labor of love, women’s hand-stitched
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creations are treasured as artifacts, but when women perform the same tasks for 
wages, the same ability pays barely enough to support the seamstress? Womens 
skills, or, more accurately womanly skills, are transformed and devalued when they 
enter the marketplace. Unraveling the twisted relationships between women’s so
cial value and market value is one of the most difficult problems that historians of 
women’s work must resolve. We must account for the intimacy of the power over 
women and the fact that oppression seems so near the female construct of identity 
and self.

The evolution of the lingerie trade in France offers a particularly appropriate case 
study for examining these questions. Definitionally, lingerie denotes undergar
ments, shirts, collars, sheets, towels, napkins, and tablecloths. It has always included 
the intimate clothing and household items which brides brought into marriage, that 
is, the bride’s trousseau. Closely identified with the woman herself, the unity of linge 
de corps and linge de maison expressed the merging of her personal body with her 
social, domestic, body.

By the late nineteenth century, trousseau work was commercialized. Mass pro
duction of household linens and undergarments replaced much of the embroidery, 
sewing, and hemming done for personal use and the bespoken trade of seamstresses 
working for a limited local clientele. It was a mass industry which employed women 
to produce for women. The commercialization of trousseaux was part and parcel of 
a more extensive revolution in the production and retailing of ready-to-wear items. 
Pioneered by department stores in the mid-nineteenth century, this revolution in 
selling and buying became the foundation of mass consumer culture in Europe.3

Like other fashion trades, lingerie work was a “sweated trade.” The industry paid 
notoriously low wages. Despite the possibility for factory organization, production 
was dominated by outwork. Rather than investing capital in machinery to increase 
productivity, the industry relied on “sweating” greater productivity out of hand
workers by lowering piece rates. The notoriety of work conditions in this trade oc
casioned several extensive government inquiries. From these we have a wealth of 
information on work hours, types of tools and machinery, the location of work and 
markets, as well as the observations of wholesale merchants, subcontractors, and 
workers.

For women’s historians, industrial homework seems to typify the fate and the 
value of women’s labor in an industrial society—that 150 years after the Industrial 
Revolution which supposedly established the hegemony of machine labor and the 
factory system, women wage earners continued to depend on the speed and agility 
of their fingers and do their stitching at home. How are we to explain this phenom
enon? Did the prior association of sewing with female gender and the resulting so
cialization influence the way the trade became organized when it was commercial
ized? Did it affect the location and organization of work, as well as the choice of 
technology? Are there special characteristics to the organization of women’s work 
which are peculiarly suited to women’s social identities and roles?

This essay begins with a survey of the lingerie trade in France in the early twen
tieth century, paying particular attention to the organization of production: the 
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types of production techniques employed, the locations of work, the geographic dis
tribution of the industry, and the type of workers recruited. My basic question is: 
What makes sweated work a viable production strategy? How does the logic of its 
organization reflect the nature of its product market on the one hand, and the dy
namics of labor markets on the other? My purpose is to offer an empirical framework 
to test how different sets of ideas about women’s proper sphere and proper activities 
become actualized. In particular, I will focus on the tension between the entrepre
neurs’ expectations of finding their ideal labor force among married women, and the 
circumstances under which these conditions were realized.4

The French Lingerie Trade

Sometimes stereotypes about a culture are based on observable realities. The 
French bourgeoisie has always taken great pride in the quality and elegance of its 
manufactured goods because they reflected the refinement of their national cul
ture.5 While the French have set the international standards for grace in styling 
home furnishings, glassware, and the like, certainly it was in the fashionable needle 
trades that French distinction excelled.6 In the later decades of the nineteenth cen
tury, German, Swiss, Austrian, and Belgian producers with cheaper versions of 
French designs began to make inroads into the French domestic market and com­
pete with France internationally. French production, however, prevailed in both 
domains. Between 1898 and 1900, French retailers imported about 700,000 francs’ 
worth of lingerie articles every year from Germany, England, Switzerland, and Bel
gium, while French exports, including exports to these same countries, amounted to 
23 million francs a year.7

The varieties and subspecialties offered to customers at home and abroad 
stretched the limits of imagination. First there were men’s shirts: white shirts and 
colored shirts in cottons, in linen, in flannel, in plain and fancy weaves; men’s 
drawers made of linen, silks, and flannel; vests, shirt fronts, collars, and cuffs. Then 
there was the branch of the trade specialized for women and children. Lingerie for 
women incorporated an endless variety of articles available in an equally vast array 
of fibers and weaves: for wearing, chemises de jour and chemises de nuit, camisoles, 
slips, dressing gowns, collars, sleeves, cuffs; and for household linens, pillowcases of 
all shapes and sizes, sheets, napkins, tablecloths, hand towels, bath towels, dish tow
els, and the like. For children, there was an equally sophisticated array of garments 
and infant “layette.”8

With its many subbranches, this trade was among the most complex of the needle 
trades. Specialties differed from one region to the next. Paris and its suburbs pro
duced the entire range from skirts to baby layettes, from coarsest grades to finest. 
The center of France, the departments of Cher, Indre-et-Loire, and Loire-et-Cher, 
specialized in men’s shirts and undergarments for women and children. In the east, 
in the departments of Vosges and Meurthe-et-Moselle, lingerie work was a solution 
to the problems of the region’s famed embroidery industry.9 In the west and in the 
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north, specialization in household linens grew out of the crisis of older textile- 
manufacturing regions, particularly the linen districts of the Choletais in Maine-et- 
Loire, and the linen- and fine woolen-producing areas of the Cambrésis in the de
partment of the Nord.

Lingerie production alone employed a significant proportion of the female .work
ing population. At the turn of the century, according to the employment census of 
1896, this trade employed a total of 1,234,916 women, of whom nearly 56 percent 
(688,098 workers) worked at home. The number of women engaged in the lingerie 
trade represented about 57 percent of all women employed in industry. Women lin
gerie workers were three times more numerous than women occupied in textile in
dustries.10

The perfection and mass marketing of the sewing machine aided the rapid ex
pansion of the mass-market fashion industries all over Europe. Sewing machines 
transformed the fashion trades by changing their pace. Capable of 1,000 to 2,000 
stitches per minute, compared to the average 35 stitches per minute by hand, sew
ing machines sped up production from six to eleven times, depending on the article 
and the quality of the work required.11 The increase in the pace of stitching en
couraged greater subdivision of tasks, making simpler and smaller tasks, and 
changed the technology of pattern cutting and design to accommodate the increas
ing demand. After the 1860s, the band saw was adapted for cutting patterns in bulk. 
Adding more stitches, such as the zigzag, the simple sewing machine was used to 
make buttonholes and to do embroidery. Other modifications revolutionized the 
stitching of leather uppers in the shoe trade.

The general-purpose sewing machine was highly portable. These machines 
greatly increased productivity without taking up plant space with heavy, bulky ma
chinery. Even specialized machines such as the buttonhole machine were no larger 
than the average simple machine. The adaptation of electric motors as well as small 
kerosene and petroleum motors made the machines even faster than those driven 
by hand cranks and foot pedals but did not alter their flexibility. So although it was 
possible to group high-speed and specialized sewing machines into factories and to 
incorporate all the various tasks under one roof, garment factories existed but were 
quite rare.12

The high risks involved in fashion markets influenced production arrangements. 
The logic of factory production did not always match the demands of this industry. 
For the factory system to be adopted effectively, the demand for a particular style or 
for a particular decorative design had to be great enough to justify a long-run series. 
Highly specialized, product-specific machines could be operated profitably only if 
the mounting and specifications did not change and machines were not idled often. 
For these reasons, men’s clothing, especially army clothes and work clothes, for 
which style changes were less frequent and demand was more constant and predict
able, became and has remained one of the few branches of the cloth industry to be 
located in factories. Often, the demand for variety and seasonal changes in mate
rials and styles went against the logic and economic advantages of factory-based 
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mass-production strategies. The extreme seasonability of the industry and the con
stant changes in style tended to favor smaller workshops and homework.13

This is the conventional wisdom for explaining the “persistence” of smal-scale 
dispersed production into the age of factory manufacture. Yet when the French Of
fice du Travail conducted a national survey on the conditions of the lingerie trade 
between 1905 and 1908 (the results of the survey were published in five volumes 
between 1909 and 1911),14 the enquête showed that nationally, entrepreneurs used 
homework and shopwork in almost equal proportions regardless of product spe
cialty.15

When the investigators of the Office du Travail asked manufacturers in various 
regions whether they preferred to group workers into factories or to put work out to 
homeworkers, they were of mixed opinions. Those who favored workshops and fac
tories argued that the pace of production was more rapid and regular when work was 
centralized. The entrepreneur had greater control over the quality of the work, and 
could supervise the work more closely, ensure that mistakes were repaired, and 
guard against waste. With centralized production, there were fewer problems with 
uncertain delivery dates, and with irregular and faulty work. Partisans of workshops 
and factories argued that, in addition, centralized production was better for workers. 
They earned more money, worked shorter days, and labored under more hygienic 
conditions.16

Manufacturers who favored outwork primarily argued that homework was more 
economical for the business managers. Overhead costs were significantly lower. 
Capital was not immobilized in equipment and materials, and during the slack sea
son, the entrepreneurs did not risk their investments in idled plants. They could 
reduce work to a minimum more easily than if they had workers regularly employed. 
These manufacturers claimed that workmanship was not necessarily inferior, but of
ten superior. In addition, outwork gave entrepreneurs more flexibility in organizing 
production. They did not have to follow state legislation on work hours and work 
conditions. Moreover, because workers were dispersed, there were fewer strikes and 
no unions to challenge the authority of the entrepreneurs, they said. Homework, 
they argued, provided women a way to combine work and home life. Hence, it was 
more moral than factory work.17

Tallying the advantages and disadvantages, the investigators of the Office du Tra
vail were surprised to learn that the important factor governing the choice between 
homework and shopwork seemed to be location: “The geographic situation of the 
establishments—the conditions which include the particular industrial and social 
situation—exerts more influence on whether homework or factory work is prefer
able than the type of articles made.”18 Given the efficiency arguments for matching 
production strategy to product markets, one might expect preferences for work or
ganization to be divided along specialties. The importance of regional variations, 
however, points to the fact that entrepreneurs had to pay attention not only to the 
nature of product markets but also to differences in the conditions of the local labor 
market.
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For example, in the department of Cher, one of the most important centers for 
the lingerie trade, manufacturers told investigators that they increasingly resorted 
to factories and small workshops because competition from other industries and 
from agriculture made it difficult to recruit homeworkers. At Bourges, many women 
homeworkers left the lingerie trade to work for higher wages in an establishment 
making army clothes. At Aubigny a men’s shirt factory competed against lingerie, 
and at Vierzon a porcelain factory was the chief competitor.19 The situation was the 
same in the department of Indre. At Villedieu (Indre), the installation of a shirt 
factory by Parisians and the development of a porcelain works attracted workers 
away from the lingerie trade.20 Facing these difficulties, local entrepreneurs 
searched the countryside for homeworkers but found the rural situation unsatisfac
tory. As one of them explained,

All the finishing work is done in the countryside, [and] that is the inconvenience. 
The workers work only when they have nothing better to do. They do their lingerie 
work between All Saints’ Day and May, most often when watching over their goats. 
In summer they work in the fields; they work in the harvest and gather grapes, which 
lasts a long time because there are so many large vineyards. Between the rush season 
and the slow season in manufacturing, which depends on many factors, from time to 
time we are blocked by the mismatch between our need for workers and times when 
we have enough labor.21

Many rural entrepreneurs complained that it was difficult to push farm women to 
work sufficient hours. Farm women sewed only when they had nothing more press
ing to do. Between the seasonal demands in field work and for the harvests and the 
daily demands of the farmyard animals and dairying, many would do needlework for 
only an hour a day, and that was not enough for the needs of the industry.

Similar difficulties explain why the industrial northeast never became an impor
tant center for the lingerie trade. In the town of Saint-Quentin, for example, there 
were too many competing industries which hired female workers. In the surround
ing countryside, entrepreneurs complained that the work rhythm was too irregular. 
Women abandoned needlework for farm work; in particular, the extensive beet cul
ture took female labor away from needlework.22 In one center, Villers-Outreaux in 
the department of the Nord, most of the year there was a sufficient female popula
tion for the lingerie trade, but the situation was untenable because during the har
vest season most families migrated to the Soissonais.23

Indeed, finding the appropriate workers was much more problematic than many 
urban merchants, and historians of the sweated trades, might have imagined. Many 
manufacturers thought married women provided an ideal labor force. Women 
wanted homework because it allowed them to combine and balance reproductive 
activities with wage earning. The nature of handwork and piecework was such that 
women could work when they liked. They were not obliged to meet the regimen of 
machines and an established workday. They could allow the necessities of day-to- 
day family life to interrupt their labor and turn their empty hours into cash. Since 
manufacturers argued that many women worked for supplemental incomes, “une 
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salaire d’appoint” or “pin money,” they thought that these women would be rela
tively indifferent to low wages. The fact that all women were presumed to know 
how to sew, thus requiring no training at the entrepreneur’s expense, added to the 
vision that women with domestic responsibilities were ideal homeworkers.

However, there was not an inexhaustible reservoir of workers ready to be tapped. 
Reality did not mesh with such wishful thinking. The volatile character of fashion 
markets may have encouraged entrepreneurs toward dispersed production, in order 
to minimize investments in capital and product-specific machinery and to empha
size flexibility in the production process. We should not underestimate the tremen
dous problems which dispersing production incurs, however. The geographic suc
cesses and failures of the French lingerie trade lead to several observations about the 
nature of labor relations peculiar to outwork which many researchers in the field 
have overlooked.

First, even though the fashion trades were highly seasonal and the conditions of 
retail markets favored outwork and even part-time workers, business succeeded only 
when the entrepreneur controlled the work season and the slack seasons and when 
the entrepreneur could reasonably regulate the hours and the productivity. In other 
words, workers had to be flexible according to the needs of the entrepreneur and 
not according to their own needs. This distinction is crucial because it gives a dif
ferent meaning to the “matching” of labor demand and supply. The usual analysis of 
homework presents it as an adaptive strategy for unstable markets but does not 
stress enough that homework is a production strategy for minimizing risks for the 
merchant entrepreneur.24 This is accomplished by passing on the consequences of 
risks to workers. Recognizing this fact points to the necessary power imbalances in 
the social relations of production that allow this strategy to be viable economically. 
Thus when workers had many choices, or could impose their own priorities onto the 
work routine, as was the case with women in agricultural households, manufacturers 
who had the capital resources felt that centralized production was preferable to 
homework. Manufacturers closer to the edge of survival, and unable to afford the 
capital investment this production strategy demanded, probably had to abandon the 
trade.

Second, while gathering workers together introduces problems of collective ac
tion, homework is not free of disciplinary problems. For dispersed production to 
function effectively, entrepreneurs must hold even greater disciplinary power than 
factory foremen because homeworkers must be regulated without direct supervision. 
Here we must be careful not to exaggerate the power of the entrepreneur. This 
power to enforce sweated conditions did not necessarily derive from the relations of 
production. More often, entrepreneurs were benefiting from other, more intimate 
forms of discipline.

Third, many studies of sweated work have argued that the key to its success was 
cheap labor, but they do not examine or treat as problematic the conditions which 
render labor cheap.25 In these explanations, “cheapness” appears as an inherent 
quality of rural labor or female labor. My examples argue against these assertions 
empirically. Counterexamples alone do not resolve this problem, though. Unless we 
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can specify those processes which render labor cheap and exploitable, most labor 
segmentation theories are redescriptions of existing inequalities and not explana
tions of them.

A Regional Case History

An examination of a region where entrepreneurs in the lingerie trade did not 
complain of labor shortages will be instructive. The manufacturers and subcontrac
tors in the region around the town of Cholet in the department of Maine-et-Loire 
favored outwork. The obstacles which blocked the successful organization of out
work in the fashion trades in other regions, such as the center or the northeast, did 
not impinge on the entrepreneurs of the Choletais. The workforce was available 
consistently year-round and could be depended on to work at its trade as a primary 
occupation. Local entrepreneurs enjoyed a high degree of control over a decentral
ized production process.26 What characteristics of this labor supply sustained 
sweated work in the region? How did these conditions come about?

By their own testimony, many entrepreneurs began with workshops and small 
factories for finishing work, but soon abandoned them in favor of outwork.27 Put
ting out did create problems for distributing and collecting work, and some mer
chants complained that the quality of work suffered. One subcontractor noted that 
he could not produce the finer decorations which required detailed supervision.28 
The benefits of outwork, however, outweighed the difficulties.

Although in principle homeworkers could work as much or as little as they 
wanted or needed, most homeworkers in the Choletais worked between eleven and 
thirteen hours a day. This was far longer than the regulated ten-hour workday in 
factories. Moreover, workers in the Choletais on the average worked the longest 
workdays of all the lingères surveyed in the national inquiry.29 While no one obliged 
them to work these hours, their low piece rates served as the disciplinarian. Piece 
rates were extremely low in the Choletais, and as everywhere else, lingerie work was 
highly specialized. Tasks in the finishing trade were extensively subdivided. One 
piece often passed through five, sometimes six, seven, and even eight workers. Fin
ishing pillowcases was divided into the following tasks, with a different specialized 
worker performing each task: drawing threads paid ninety centimes per dozen; bast
ing and quilting paid about seventy centimes per dozen; making buttonholes by ma
chine paid about forty centimes per dozen; and sewing buttons by hand paid about 
ten centimes for every six dozen buttons. For a final finishing, the pillowcases were 
distributed for embroidery. Hand embroidery and machine embroidery were yet an
other special subbranch of the finishing trades with its own elaborate divisions and 
pay scale. A similar division of tasks and piece rates existed for sheets. Napkins paid 
thirty-four to forty centimes a dozen, but often it required twelve to fourteen hours 
for a worker to realize that dozen. Hemming hand towels and dish towels by hand 
required almost ten hours of labor to finish a dozen. This task, however, paid only 
thirty-five centimes a dozen. Finishing handkerchiefs paid forty to sixty centimes 
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per dozen depending on the style. On a good day, working by hand, one worker 
reported that she could finish eighteen kerchiefs.30 Others reported a productivity 
of two dozen kerchiefs a day.31

Typically, after twelve- to fourteen-hour workdays, needlewomen could earn as 
little as ten, fifteen, or twenty francs a month. Rarely did a woman earn seventy to 
eighty francs a month.32 These wages could not support a family. Many of the daily 
salaries could not support even a single wage earner. Of the twelve workers inter
viewed by the investigators, on the average each contributed about a third of the 
household resources. Individually, the contributions of the yearly wages differed 
dramatically, ranging from 8 percent to as high as 53 percent.33 Clearly this was 
part-time pay for full-time work. Women did not fill the empty hours after house
work and family duties with a little stitching. Sewing invaded family life. Stray 
threads littered the floors. Patterns, finished pieces, material, scissors, and pins cov
ered the family table. Children helped with this work, and sometimes even hus
bands.

Here we see that domesticity and wage work, even done at home, placed contra
dictory demands on women’s time and energies. Some women may have wanted to 
balance motherhood with wage earning at home, but the actual constraints and or
ganization of the trade meant that neither the dreams of entrepreneurs nor the 
dreams of workers were simultaneously realizable. When homework is a tenable or
ganization of production from the perspective of the entrepreneur, it does not per
mit women to actually satisfy the reasons for their preference to stay home. Why, 
then, were these women willing to accept this kind of work?

In the last decades of the nineteenth century, two kinds of homework moved into 
the Choletais. In addition to the lingerie trade, there was also shoe production. 
Both these industries hired primarily women, but not all rural women were poten­
tial recruits for lingerie work. Employment patterns were socially specific and re­
flected the broader trends in the regional economy. The village of Villedieu-la- 
Blouère, typical of the inner bocage, provides a useful case. Examining the 
background of the workers reveals that approximately 72 percent of the shoe work­
ers came from weaving and artisanal households, whereas only 6 percent came from 
agricultural households; 73 percent of the needleworkers came from weaving and 
artisanal households, and less than 4 percent came from agricultural households.34 
Not all women in the Choletais were available for homework. Explaining this pat
tern requires an examination of the situation in weaving households.

By the early twentieth century, the Choletais, like the Cambrésis, which was also 
a center of the lingerie trade, was one of the few remaining centers of hand-loom 
weaving in France. The Choletais had a long history of small-scale rural manufac
turing. Superfically, at least, the lingerie and shoe industries appeared to continue 
the tradition. In the eighteenth century, the region was famous for its linen cloths 
and linen kerchiefs, with the work organized as cottage industries. The nineteenth 
century was marked by protracted struggles over mechanization of textiles in which 
hand-loom weavers were remarkably successful at holding onto their domain. Since 
the 1880s, when linen weaving was first mechanized on an extensive scale in the 
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main towns of the region, hand-loom weavers as small-scale independent producers 
had tried to prevent the rapid decline of their standard of living by negotiating stan
dard piece rates with local merchants and wholesalers. In a series of bitter strikes, 
hand-loom weavers were able to slow the decline but were powerless to stop mecha
nized production from taking the lion’s share of the market. By the early twentieth 
century, a new division of labor between machine production and handwork had 
emerged. Power looms produced the median grades of linen which formerly were 
produced on hand looms, pushing handwork to the margins of the linen market, as 
it specialized in the fine counts which machines could not reproduce technically as 
well as the coarse counts which were not remunerative enough to justify the invest
ment in expensive machinery.35

While the number of hand-loom weavers in the region declined, the losses were 
not as significant as one might have expected. For example, in the commune of 
Villedieu-la-Blouère, in 1881, when linen weaving was first mechanized, there were 
128 households in which the head of the household was a hand-loom weaver. After 
thirty years, in 1911, the census taker listed 114 weavers as heads of households. 
However, while in 93 percent of these weaving households in 1881 every member of 
the household held some occupation connected to cloth production, either as 
weavers or in an ancillary task, in 1911 only 44 percent of the 114 weavers were 
heads of family production units. In 46 percent of the households where a weaver 
was the head of the household, children and wives were employed in another pro
fession.36

Clearly male weavers did not respond to declining piece rates by switching oc
cupations or even looking for other jobs. Equally, they did not leave the region to 
look for work elsewhere.37 In fact, these weavers refused work in the shoe industry 
even when jobs were offered. As one disgruntled and perplexed shoe entrepreneur 
explained, he had initially conceived of slippermaking as a good venture, anticipat
ing the number of weavers who would flock to this new trade. He discovered to his 
dismay, however, that hand-loom weavers did not want new jobs. A few tried their 
hand at shoemaking for a while, but soon returned to weaving. Shoe entrepreneurs 
solved their problem by hiring women instead.38

As their livelihood was threatened, hand-loom weavers reacted by organizing and 
trying to hold onto their status as independent producers. They battled against pro
letarianization. This conflict must be understood as a struggle over the technical 
arrangements of production in the region’s textile industry. Power looms and hand 
looms represented different social relations of production. In essence hand-loom 
weaving survived only as the occupation of fathers, whose position as head of a fam
ily production unit was increasingly becoming the memory of another era.

The accommodation between the two types of weaving technology, that is, the 
ability of hand-loom weaving to survive in relation to power-loom production, 
rested on particular family dynamics. The most pressing problem was the collective 
survival of household members. Rapidly declining piece rates no longer paid for the 
subsistence of all those who worked in the household production unit. Weaving 
families received diminishing returns for the same and perhaps even greater effort.
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Additional income was required if these families were to survive as units. Yet, if the 
object was supplemental income alone, why should declining piece rates in hand
loom weaving affect men and women differently? Why should a crisis in income 
lead to women taking extremely low-paying work? Many more sons of hand-loom 
weavers continued in weaving than went into other occupations. The crisis of 
hand-loom weaving brought more women—wives and especially daughters—into 
the wage labor market. This process, which reshaped the regional labor market by 
creating a new group of people who sought employment and the process on which 
the new outwork industries subsisted, was gender-specific. In this case, understand
ing the content of gender and generational identities is the key to the puzzle.

In weaving households, the organization of work and family life and to a large 
degree individual identities as well was grounded in clothmaking. We can distin
guish a division of labor between male and female tasks. Male heads of households 
were “weavers” or “master weavers,” younger males were “apprentice weavers” or 
called simply “weavers.” Female members of the household were identified by an
cillary tasks in clothmaking, such as mounting the warp and skein winding as our- 
disseuses and dévideuses. Within this division we can discern a notion that male 
“skills” were linked to craftsmanship—that is, knowledge and adeptness at making 
cloth, and that female “activities” were linked to helping and aiding the main pro
ductive activities of the household, but that women were not directly responsible 
for the quality and production of the actual product.

It mattered little that in day-to-day production, who performed which tasks was 
solved in flexible ways.39 Occupation titles did not necessarily govern or limit the 
kinds of tasks people performed. Rather, it is more important to conceive of occu
pational titles, in this case, as signifying relationships. That is, although ourdisseuse 
and dévideuse denote specific activities, the names actually specify the relationship 
of those who carry these titles to those who are named tisserand (weavers). It is tis
sage which gives the household its social identity, not ourdissage or dévidage. The 
notion of male craftsmanship or skill in clothmaking integrated members of the 
household into the production process along a particular authority structure. This 
underlying logic subdivided tasks by sex and generation, affirming the power of men 
over women, of older men over younger men.

The equation between masculinity and skill was not unique to the male hand
loom weavers of the Choletais. Sally Alexander and Barbara Taylor have observed 
that Chartist tailors and bootmakers in nineteenth-century England made the same 
claims about their activities, especially when they wished to exclude women from 
their trades.40 The frequency of this pattern has led John Rule to conclude that 
most artisans believed that they held “property” in their skills but that this property 
was thought to inhere in men exclusively.41 Extending the analogy further, skill is 
not just any possession: I would liken it to patrimony. Like patrimonial property it 
is not just about an individual’s ownership. Patrimony orders kin relations around 
the patriarch as well as the relationship of individual family members to each 
other.42

This arrangement rested on a concept of moral order. Like all these constructs, it 
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describes the “ought” in the system rather than the “is.” The belief system did not 
ensure the actual authority of fathers as heads of households, nor did it describe how 
compliance and cooperation were actually achieved. Nor was it a matter of personal 
gain that fathers should assume responsibility for the family enterprise. Certainly 
not all fathers lived up to or even welcomed this responsibility. However, the pa
triarchal division of labor was very real in the moral self-perception of hand-loom 
weavers. We witness a telling expression of this moral economy in the language of 
protest. In the words of hand-loom weavers in Saint-Léger-Sous-Cholet in a strike 
in 1904:

What does the honest and hard-working worker want? It is to live by the work of his 
profession, to raise his family honestly, to give to our beloved France soldiers robust 
in body and spirit, and mothers who possess the moral energy to raise their children. 
It is greed that grows in society, and perhaps (in all) humanity, all society should be 
based on the three grand words of human thought, Duty in all things, Justice, and 
Reason. For us, the cost of labor must be raised to where the worker has a propor
tional part of the boss’s profits because they contribute to the wealth of the latter.43

Interestingly, the hand-loom weavers of Saint-Léger-Sous-Cholet placed profession 
first. They did not indicate that their first duty was to family, and consequently they 
would take any work to support their families. For many hand-loom weavers, the 
struggle to maintain and raise piece rates was a battle for justice. In their view, a just 
society would give to the weaver his fair share. A just society would allow him in 
the exercise of his profession to adequately fulfill his duty to his family.

The above passage suggests an order of priorities which subsumes family interest 
into the individual professional identity of the father. This is a subtle distinction but 
one that takes on greater significance if we think about who took wage work in 
weaving households. The significance of this connection for authority within the 
family is clear when the equation begins to break down under outside pressures. If 
the head of the household entered another profession, it was a sign of defeat, mark
ing the end of the struggle he had waged collectively. Women, however, could be
come wage earners in order to supplement the family income because their work 
roles were less central to the social identity of the household. These were not gen
der identities of a predictable sort. Women were not defined by their reproductive 
abilities, although they clearly performed them. Instead, they were defined as pro
ducers, but secondary producers whose specific activities were not crucial to family 
identity.44 The indivisibility of masculinity, skill, and status as head of a household 
defined the family interest around the prerogatives of the father. The majority of 
male weavers continued in their trades, but the struggle against proletarianization 
was a victory only for the père de famille. Wives and daughters were called upon to 
maintain the fiction. Obviously, there is another story embedded here, one which 
articulates the understanding and the experiences of the women involved. It is par
ticularly important to tease out how these women might have thought of them
selves and whether they articulated a notion of individual interests in relation to 
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the collectivities in which they lived. The difficulty of finding appropriate sources 
to recount experiences from their perspectives often seems insurmountable. Finding 
ways to illuminate the questions about consent, cooperation, and sacrifice is equally 
daunting. While I do not yet have adequate answers, we can find a point of depar
ture in the folklore of women’s work. Although the rich set of associations between 
needlework and femininity do not explain why women end up sewing for a living, 
the prominence of textile metaphors in female storytelling traditions suggests that 
perhaps the language women use in their needleworking activities becomes meta
phors for articulating their experiences as well as commenting on their fate and life 
chances as women.45

It is evident that women are oppressed by both capitalist and patriarchal struc
tures, but the two systems do not act as one. The precapitalist handicraft economy 
was organized by particular sets of patriarchal principles. Capitalists did not simply 
take over these patriarchal principles, as some feminist theorists have argued.46 In 
fact, this was not possible because patriarchal authority was inseparable from the 
market-based autonomy of small-scale producers, their knowledge of manufacturing 
processes (what we would call skill), and from the sexual division of labor which 
allowed the household to function as a production unit. To proletarianize artisans 
was to attack precisely those aspects of artisanal production where patriarchal au
thority was embedded. Thus the artisanal struggle against capitalist relations of pro
duction was at the same time a struggle for their notion of the father’s prerogatives.

In retrospect, the resistance of hand-loom weavers may seem doomed to fail, but 
the fact that many of these weavers who were in the prime of life in the 1880s fin
ished their days as hand-loom weavers thirty or forty years later should indicate the 
tenacity of their grip on this identity and their notion of craft and skill. Small-scale 
producers have a remarkable degree of staying power. Their decision to stay rather 
than migrate, to remain hand-loom weavers and not to search out new jobs, how
ever, was predicated emotionally and materially on the acceptance of the same set 
of associated meanings by the women in the households. The final link in the chain 
rested on the ties which bound these women as family members—bound in by the 
interlacing of fragile threads. Indeed, we can appreciate the accuracy and power of 
textile metaphors to capture the quality of these social ties. It may very well be that 
the women and men in these families never articulated the terms of their relations. 
The ultimate power of these meaning systems and the personal identities con
structed within them is that the assumptions implicit in their actions are not con
sciously, or at least not fully, questioned.

The emotional and economic complexities of women’s oppression in this struggle 
came from the unspoken demand on women to fill in the gaps—the shortfalls in 
money and ideology. In the end, the fabric must be strong. Women in weaving fami
lies stood at the juncture of the entrepreneur’s search for cheap labor and the male 
weavers’ struggle for craft identity and independence. They stood at the point 
where the demand for labor and the supply of labor converged. Holding these dis
parate strands, they bore the costs passed on by others and absorbed the conse
quences of other people’s priorities.



192 Tessie P. Liu

The term “women’s work” is ambiguous. It can be interpreted as a purely descrip
tive phrase, as the work that women end up doing in any particular context. Alter
natively, it can also be interpreted as work which belongs to women, work which 
expresses female social identity or some kind of female essence. Sewing is often 
thought of as women’s work in the sense of expressing women’s social identity. As a 
prescription for the work that women should do, the activity signifies a field of 
meanings centered around notions of domesticity, linked to the process of becoming 
female socially. In terms of appearances, the work that women end up doing seems 
neatly to replicate the cultural prescriptions of the kind of work which is quintes- 
sentially female. It is thus tempting to assume that there is a causal connection be
tween the two different meanings of women’s work.47

This essay has shown that these causal links are mostly illusory. The line of in
quiry following from this assumption usually misspecifies how gender as a social 
phenomenon shapes historical processes by posing the question in essentialist 
terms. A more fruitful approach disentangles the questions analytically, distinguish
ing the logic behind the organization of production in the sectors of the economy 
where women workers tend to concentrate from questions about why it is that 
women performed these kinds of jobs. In this essay I have used two sets of research 
strategies, one for understanding how entrepreneurs use labor and the other for un
derstanding the social processes which create the supply of female labor.48

Following the dominant social ideologies about women’s domesticity, many en
trepreneurs and subcontractors in the lingerie trade expected to find their work
force among married women with children. The realities of maintaining control 
over the production process and of finding a steady labor supply, however, quickly 
taught them otherwise. Economically, the viability of producing by hand in the 
homes of workers depended on finding a group of workers desperate enough to work 
the long hours for what were the lowest possible wages. As a production strategy, 
sweating exposed the blatant power imbalances which existed between entrepre­
neurs and homeworkers. Creating these “appropriate” conditions and structures in 
the labor supply, however, was not under the control of individual entrepreneurs. 
As I have shown, the processes which created the supply of female labor must be 
examined separately. In the Choletais, this process was one of the unintended con
sequences of the protracted struggles over proletarianization in the local textile in
dustry. Gender systems which were part of the organizing principles of precapitalist 
household economies became the divisions along which the local labor market was 
segmented. A contextual understanding of the meaning of these gender identities is 
the critical link in explaining why men’s resistance to the establishment of capital
ist relations of production in weaving would lead to the development of proletari
anized outwork for women.

There can be no simple answer for understanding the “technology of women’s 
work” because both production technology and gender ideology are flexible systems 
which must be understood contextually. At times, gender ideology affects the de
mand for female labor, but equally, gender affects the conditions under which there 
is a “supply” of female labor. It is important to apply gender analysis to both domains,
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but each is subject to a different order of intervening circumstances, con
flicts, and contingencies which together produce the outcomes we observe. These 
outcomes cannot be derived simply from an examination of the ideology around 
women’s work and family roles. Rather, as I have demonstrated in this essay, the 
outcome depends on a series of complex historically and geographically specific in
teractions.
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