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MEN AND WOMEN AT WORK

However sophisticated industrial firms became technologically and administratively, 
manufacturers still relied above all on a supply of labor.  In the 1820s and 1830s, factory  labor 
came primarily from the native-born population.  After 1840, the growing immigrant population 
became the most important new source of workers.

Recruiting a Native Work Force
Recruiting a labor force was not an easy task in the early years of the factory system.  Ninety 
percent of the American people in the 1820s still lived and worked on farms.  City residents, 
although increasing in number, were still relatively few, and the potential workers among them 
even fewer.  Many urban residents were skilled artisans—independent craft workers who owned 
and managed their own shops as small businessmen; they were not likely to flock to factory jobs.  
The available unskilled workers were not numerous enough to form a reservoir from which the 
new industries could draw.

The beginnings of an industrial labor supply came instead from the transformation of 
American agriculture in the nineteenth century.  The opening of vast, fertile new farmlands in the 
Midwest, the improvement of transportation systems, the development of new farm machinery—
all combined to increase food production dramatically.  New farming methods were also less 
labor intensive than the old ones; the number of workers required to produce large crops in the 
West was much smaller than the number required to produce smaller crops in the Northeast.  No 
longer did each region have to feed itself entirely from its own farms; it  could import food from 
other regions.  As a result, farmers and their families began to abandon some of the relatively 
unprofitable farming areas of the East.  In the Northeast, and especially in New England, where 
poor land had always placed harsh limits on farm productivity, rural people began leaving the 
land to work in the factories….

Labor conditions in these early  years of the factory system were significantly better than 
those in English industry, better too than they would ultimately  become in much of the United 
States.  The employment of young children created undeniable hardships.  But the misery was 
not as great as in European factories, since working children in American usually remained under 
the supervision of their parents….

Even more different from the European labor system was a second labor system, common in 
Lowell and factory towns like it.  This was a system that relied heavily, indeed almost 

1 Unless otherwise noted, your history teacher wrote the footnotes.



exclusively, on young unmarried women.  In England and other areas of industrial Europe, the 
conditions of work for women were often horrifyingly bad.  A British parliamentary investigation 
revealed, for example, that women workers in the coal mines endured unimaginably  wretched 
conditions.  Some had to crawl on their hands and knees, naked and filthy, through cramped, 
narrow tunnels, pulling heavy coal carts behind them.2  It was little wonder that English visitors 
to America considered the Lowell mills a female paradise by contrast.  The Lowell workers lived 
in clean boardinghouses and dormitories, which the factory  owners maintained for them.  They 
were well fed and carefully supervised.  Because many New Englanders considered the 
employment of women to be vaguely immoral, the factory owners placed great emphasis on 
maintaining a proper environment for their employees, enforcing strict curfews and requiring 
regular church attendance.  Employers quickly dismissed women suspected of immoral conduct.  
Wages for the Lowell workers were low, but generous by  the standards of the time.  The women 
even found time to write and publish a monthly magazine, the Lowell Offering.

Yet even these relatively  well treated workers often found the transition from farm life to 
factory work difficult, even traumatic.  Uprooted from everything familiar, forced to live among 
strangers in a regimented environment, many women suffered from severe loneliness and 
disorientation.  Still more had difficulty adjusting to the nature of factory work—the repetition of 
fixed tasks hour after hour, day after day.  That the women had to labor from sunrise to sunset 
was not in itself a new experience; many  of them had worked similarly long days on the farm.  
But that they  now had to spend those days performing tedious, unvarying chores, and that their 
schedules did not change from week to week or season to season, made the adjustment to factory 
work especially  painful.  But however uncomfortable women may have found factory work, they 
had few other options.  They  were barred from such manual labor as construction or from work 
as sailors or on the docks.  Most of society  considered it  unthinkable for women to travel the 
country  alone, as many men did, in search of opportunities.  Work in the mills was in many  cases 
virtually the only alternative to returning to farms that could no longer support them.

The paternalistic factory system of Lowell did not, in any case, survive for long.  In the 
competitive textile market as it developed in the 1830s and 1840s—a market prey to the booms 
and busts that afflicted the American economy as a whole—manufacturers found it difficult to 
maintain the high living standards and reasonably attractive working conditions with which they 
had begun.  Wages declined; the hours of work lengthened; the conditions of the boardinghouses 
deteriorated as the buildings decayed and overcrowding increased.

In 1834, mill workers in Lowell organized a union—the Factory Girls Association—which 
staged a strike to protest a 25 percent wage cut.  Two years later, the association struck again—
against a rent increase in the boardinghouses.  Both strikes failed, and a recession in 1837 
virtually  destroyed the organization.  Eight years later the Lowell women, led by the militant 
Sarah Bagley, created the Female Labor Reform Association and began agitating for a ten-hour 
day and for improvements in conditions in the mills.  The new association not only made 
demands of management; it also turned to state government and asked for legislative 
investigation of conditions in the mills.  By then, however, the character of the factory  work 
force was changing again.  The mill girls were gradually  moving into other occupations: 
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teaching, domestic service, or marriage.  And textile manufacturers were turning to a less 
contentious labor supply: immigrants.

The Immigrant Work Force
The rapidly increasing supply of immigrant workers after 1840 was a boon to manufacturers and 
other entrepreneurs.  At last they  had access to a source of labor that was both large and 
inexpensive.  These new workers, because of their vast numbers and their unfamiliarity with 
their new country, had even less leverage than the women they at times displaced.  As a result, 
they  often encountered far worse working conditions.  Construction gangs, made up increasingly 
of Irish immigrants, performed the heavy, unskilled work on turnpikes, canals, and railroads 
under often intolerable conditions.  Because most of these workers had no marketable skills and 
because of native prejudice against them, they  received wages so low—and received them so 
intermittently, since the work was seasonal and uncertain—that they generally  did not earn 
enough to support their families in even minimal comfort.  Many of them lived in flimsy 
shanties, in grim conditions that endangered the health of their families (and reinforced native 
prejudices toward the “shanty Irish”).

Irish workers began to predominate in the New England textile mills as well in the 1840s, 
and their arrival accelerated the deterioration of working conditions there.  There was far less 
social pressure on owners to provide a decent environment for Irish workers than there had been 
to provide the same for native women.  Employers began paying piece rates (wages tied to how 
much a worker produced) rather than a daily wage and employed other devices to speed up 
production and use the labor force more profitably  and efficiently.  By the mid-01840s, Lowell—
once a model for foreign visitors of enlightened industrial development—had become a squalid 
slum.  Similarly miserable working-class neighborhoods were emerging in other northeastern 
cities.

In almost all industrial areas, factories themselves were becoming large, noisy, unsanitary, 
and often dangerous places to work.  The average workday was extending to twelve, often 
fourteen hours.  Wages were declining, so that even skilled male workers could hope to earn only 
from $4 to $10 per week, while unskilled laborers were likely to earn only about $1 to $6 per 
week.  Women and children, whatever their skills, also earned less than most men.  Conditions 
were still not as bad as in most factory towns in England and Europe, but  neither were American 
factories the models of cleanliness, efficiency, and human concern that many people had once 
believed them to be. 
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