Seminar 4.4: Factory Life 

from

PLEASURES OF FACTORY LIFE

1840

–––––––––––––––––––––––– Sarah G. Bagley ––––––––––––––––––––––––
Sarah Bagley arrived in Lowell, Massachusetts from her small New Hampshire hometown in 1836, to work in the Lowell textile mills. This essay was her first contribution to the Lowell Offering, a newspaper produced by the young female workers. Increasingly outspoken in her view of the mills, she was later the editor of a labor newspaper and active in the first labor unions.

Think Through History: Drawing Conclusions

How does this essay suggest the ways in which the "factory girls" created a sense of community among themselves? Why might such a sense of community have been important?

––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––

Pleasures, did you say? What! Pleasures in factory life? From many scenes with which I have become acquainted, I should judge that the pleasures of factory life were like "Angels visits, few and far between"-- said a lady whom fortune had placed above labor… I could not endure such a constant clatter of machinery, that I could neither speak to be heard, nor think to be understood, even by myself. And then you have so little leisure-- I could not bear such a life of fatigue. Call it by any other name rather than pleasure.

But stop, friend, we have some few things to offer here. And we are quite sure our views of the matter are just, -- having been engaged as an operative the last four years. Pleasures there are, even in factory life; and we have many, known only to those of like employment. To be sure it is not so convenient to converse in the mills with those unaccustomed to them; yet we suffer no inconvenience among ourselves. But, aside from the talking, where can you find a more pleasant place for contemplation? There all the powers of the mind are made active by our animating exercise; and having but one kind of labor to perform. We need not give all our thoughts to that, but leave them measurably free for reflection on other matters.

The subjects for pleasurable contemplation, while attending to our work, are numerous and various. Many of them are immediately around us. For example: In the mill we see displays of the wonderful power of the mind. Who can closely examine all the movements of the complicated, curious machinery, and not be led to the reflection, that the mind is boundless, and is destined to rise higher and still higher; and that it can accomplish almost any thing on which it fixes its attention!

In the mills, we are not so far from God and nature, as many persons might suppose. We cultivate, and enjoy much pleasure in cultivating flowers and plants. A large and beautiful variety of plants is placed around the walls of the rooms, giving them more the appearance of a flower garden than a workshop. It is there we inhale the sweet perfume of the rose, the lily, and geranium; and, with them. Send the sweet incense of sincere gratitude to the bountiful Giver of these rich blessings. And who can live with such a rich and pleasant source of instruction opened to him, and not be wiser and better, and consequently more happy.

Another great source of pleasure is that by becoming operatives, we are often enabled to assist aged parents who have become too infirm to provide for themselves; or perhaps to educate some orphan brother or sister, and fit them for future usefulness. And is there no pleasure in all this? No pleasure in relieving the distressed and removing their heavy burdens? And is there no pleasure in rendering ourselves by such acts worthy the confidence and respect of those with whom we are associated?
Another source is found in the fact of our being acquainted with some person or persons that reside in almost every part of the country. And through these we become familiar with some incidents that interest and amuse us wherever we journey; and cause us to feel a greater interest in the scenery, inasmuch as there are gathered pleasant associations about every town and almost every house and tree that may meet our view.

Let no one suppose that the 'factory girls' are without guardian. We are placed in the care of overseers who feel under moral obligations to look after our interests; and, if we are sick, to acquaint themselves with our situation and wants; and. if need be, to remove us to the Hospital, where we are sure to have the best attendance, provided by the benevolence of our Agents and Superintendents.

In Lowell, we enjoy abundant means of information, especially in the way of public lectures. The time of lecturing is appointed to suit the convenience of the operatives; and sad indeed would be the picture of our Lyceums, Institutes, and scientific Lecture rooms, if all the operatives should absent themselves.

And last, though not least. is the pleasure of being associated with the institutions of religion, and thereby availing ourselves of the Library, Bible Class, Sabbath School, and all other means of religious instruction. Most of us, when at home, live in the country, and therefore cannot enjoy these privileges to the same extent; and many of us not at all. And surely we ought to regard these as sources of pleasure.

Source: "Pleasures of Factory Life" by Sarah Bagley in Lowell Offering, December 1840 (Lowell. Mass.. 1840).

Chattel Slavery Versus Wage Slavery
1840

–––––––––––––––––––––––– Orestes A. Brownson ––––––––––––––––––––––––
Orestes A. Brownson, a self-taught Vermonter, made his mark as a preacher, maga​zine editor, lecturer, reformer, socialist, transcendentalist, and writer (twenty vol​umes). Fearless and uncompromising, he began as a Presbyterian minister and wound up as a convert to Catholicism. While preaching to groups of workers, he had become deeply interested in labor reform, and his blast, given here, was music to the ears of southern slaveowners. 
Think Through History: What are Brownson’s most obvious exaggerations? Was the slaveowner or the mill owner the greater hypocrite?
––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––

In regard to labor, two systems obtain: one that of slave labor, the other that of free labor. Of the two, the first is, in our judgment, except so far as the feelings are concerned, decidedly the least oppressive. If the slave has never been a free man, we think, as a general rule, his sufferings are less than those of the free laborer at wages. As to actual freedom, one has just about as much as the other. The laborer at wages has all the disadvantages of freedom and none of its blessings, while the slave, if denied the blessings, is freed from the disadvantages.

We are no advocates of slavery. We are as heartily opposed to it as any modern abolitionist can be. But we say frankly that, if there must always be a laboring pop​ulation distinct from proprietors and employers, we regard the slave system as de​cidedly preferable to the system at wages.

It is no pleasant thing to go days without food; to lie idle for weeks, seeking work and finding none; to rise in the morning with a wife and children you love, and know not where to procure them a breakfast; and to see constantly before you no brighter prospect than the almshouse.

Yet these are no infrequent incidents in the lives of our laboring population. Even in seasons of general prosperity, when there was only the ordinary cry of "hard times," we have seen hundreds of people in a not very populous village, in a wealthy portion of our common country, suffering for the want of the necessaries of life, willing to work and yet finding no work to do. Many and many is the applica​tion of a poor man for work, merely for his food, we have seen rejected. These things are little thought of, for the applicants are poor; they fill no conspicuous place in society, and they have no biographers. But their wrongs are chronicled in heaven.

It is said there is no want in this country. There may be less in some other countries. But death by actual starvation in this country is, we apprehend, no uncommon occurrence. The sufferings of a quiet, unassuming but useful class of females in our cities, in general seamstresses, too proud to beg or to apply to the almshouse, are not easily told. They are industrious; they do all that they can find to do. But yet the little there is for them to do, and the miserable pittance they receive for it, is hardly sufficient to keep soul and body together.

And yet there is a man who employs them to make shirts, trousers, etc., and grows rich on their labors. He is one of our respectable citizens, perhaps is praised in the newspapers for his liberal donations to some charitable institution. He passes among us as a pattern of morality and is honored as a worthy Christian. And why should he not be, since our Christian community is made up of such as he, and since our clergy would not dare question his piety lest they should incur the re​proach of infidelity and lose their standing and their salaries? …
The average life-working life, -- working life we mean— of  the girls that come to Lowell, for instance, from Maine, New Hampshire, and Vermont, we have been assured, is only about three years. What becomes of them then? Few of them ever marry; fewer still ever return to their native places with reputations unimpaired. "She has worked in a factory" is almost enough to damn to infamy the most worthy and virtuous girl. . . .

Where go the proceeds of their labors? The man who employs them, and for whom they are toiling as so many slaves, is one of our city nabobs, reveling in lux​ury; or he is a member of our legislature, enacting laws to put money in his own pocket; or he is a member of Congress, contending for a high tariff to tax the poor for the benefit of the rich; or in these times he is shedding crocodile tears over the deplorable condition of the poor laborer, while he docks his wages 25 percent… And this man too would fain pass for a Christian and a republican. He shouts for lib​erty, stickles for equality, and is horrified at a Southern planter who keeps slaves.

One thing is certain: that, of the amount actually produced by the operative, he retains a less proportion than it costs the master to feed, clothe, and lodge his slave. Wages is a cunning device of the devil, for the benefit of tender consciences who would retain all the advantages of the slave system without the expense, trouble, and odium of being slaveholders.

Regulations at the Lowell Mills 
1830s
––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
Factory life was a novelty to all involved in the early nineteenth century, employers as well as employees. Manufacturers often worried about both the efficiency and the moral character of their workers. At the Lawrence Manufacturing Company in Low​ell, Massachusetts, the following regulations were designed to guide the work and the very lives of the mill workers. 

Think Through History: 
Why did the company law such emphasis on the reli​gious practices of its workers? What do these regulations suggest were the employer's greatest concerns? What can be inferred from these rules of conduct about the backgrounds from which the workers came?

––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
[image: image1.jpg]REGULAT

N LAWRENCE MANUFACTURING COMPANY

The Overscers arc to be punctually in 2 one who is habitually absent from pub-
their rooms at the starting of the mill, ) lic worship on the Sabbath.

& and not to be absent unnceessarily du-

J§ ring working hours.

8 They are to scc that all those em-
ployed in their rooms are in their places
in due sesson, and keep a correct ac-

B8 count of their time and work.

¥  They may grant leave of absence to

% those employed under them, when there

& are sparc hands in the room to supply
their places; otherwise they are not to
grant leave of absence cxcept in cases of
abeolute necessity.

All persons in the employ of the Law-
rence Manufucturing Company, are re-

B quired to observe the Regulations of the

% room where they arc employed. They

&% are not to be absent from their work

without consent, except in case of sick-

ness, and then they are to scnd the Over-

seer word of the causc of their absenee.

They are to board in one of the board-

ing houses lglonging to the Company,

and to conform to the regulations of the
house where they board.

33 The Company will not cmploy any

All persons entering into the employ &
of the Company are <onsidered as en-
gaged to work twelve months.

All persons intending to leave the 9
cmployment of the Company, arc to give

two weeks' notice of their intention to g

their Oversecr, and their cngagement i
with the Company is not considered as
fulfilled unless- they comply with this
regulation.

Payments will be made monthly. in- ¢,
cluding board and wages, which will be
made up to the sccond Saturday of cv-
cry month, and paid in the course of
the following week.

Any one who shall take from the ;
mills or the sard, any yarn, cloth or
other article helonging to the Company,
will be considered guilty of stealing,
and prosccuted accordingly.

These Regnlations arc cousidered a
part of the contract with all persons cn-
tering into the-cmployment of the Law.
rence Manuficturing Company.

JOHN AIKEIN, Agent.
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