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Canada's Industrial Women 
in the 1880's 

The R o y a l Commissioners s t u d y i n g t h e 
r e l a t i o n s between C a p i t a l and Labour 
s e a r c h e d d i l i g e n t l y b u t i n t h e end 
t h e y c o u l d o n l y f i n d G e o r g i n a L o i s e l l e , 
S i n c e t h e c o m m i s s i o n e r s were w e l l 
aware o f e n q u i r i e s s i m i l a r t o t h e i r 
own i n t h e U n i t e d S t a t e s and i n G r e a t 
B r i t a i n , t h e y f u l l y e x p e c t e d t o f i n d 
many ca s e s l i k e G e o r g i n a ' s . ( 1 ) But a f 
t e r months o f r o v i n g Canada's f o u r 
e a s t e r n p r o v i n c e s , p e r s i s t e n t l y ques-
t i o n n i n g workingmen and t h e i r em
p l o y e r s , t h e y found o n l y t h e one. And 
even t h a t one had o c c u r r e d some f i v e 
y e a r s b e f o r e , i n t h e e a r l y 1880s, when 
'modern' f a c t o r i e s were j u s t b e g i n n i n g 
i n Canada and when one mi g h t e x p e c t 
t h e accompanying t e n s i o n s t o b u r s t i n 
t o f l a g r a n t abuse. S t i l l , i t was t o o 
bad t h a t o n l y t h e one case c o u l d be 
found. The Co m m i s s i o n e r s , a l l o f 
whom were p o l i t i c a l a p p o i n t m e n t s ( 2 ) 
and most o f whom s h a r e d s o l i d l y m i d d l e 
c l a s s v a l u e s , somehow e x p e c t e d t h e 
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l o w e r o r d e r s t o misbehave, p a r t i c u 
l a r l y when t h o s e l o w e r o r d e r s were 
s e x u a l l y mixed i n t h e new f a c t o r i e s . 
But t h e r e was o n l y G e o r g i n a . 

M a d e m o i s e l l e G e o r g i n a L o i s e l l e was an 
a p p r e n t i c e i n F o r t i e r ' s c i g a r f a c t o r y 
i n M o n t r e a l . She was one o f a number 
o f c h i l d r e n s u p p o r t i n g a widowed 
mother. But sometimes she was cheeky, 
s p e a k i n g back and r e f u s i n g t o do ex
t r a work demanded by M. F o r t i e r . 
F o r t i e r was d e t e r m i n e d t o g i v e h e r a 
l e s s o n ; when she r e f u s e d t o make 100 
more c i g a r s , F o r t i e r s e i z e d h e r , i n 
t e n d i n g t o p u t h e r o v e r h i s knee and 



spank h e r . But G e o r g i n a f e l l t o t h e 
f a c t o r y f l o o r ; F o r t i e r p i n n e d h e r 
t h e r e and b e a t h e r w i t h a c i g a r mould. 
When r e p o r t i n g t h e i n c i d e n t t o t h e 
R o y a l Commission on C a p i t a l and Labour 
i n 1888, n e i t h e r G e o r g i n a n o r F o r t i e r 
seemed p a r t i c u l a r l y p e r t u r b e d . G e org
i n a had l e f t F o r t i e r ' s a t t h e end o f 
he r a p p r e n t i c e s h i p b u t had r e t u r n e d 
some t i m e l a t e r and appe a r e d q u i t e 
d o c i l e ; F o r t i e r had n o t had t o t o u c h 
h e r a g a i n . F o r t i e r , i n f a c t , c o n 
s i d e r e d i t h i s d u t y t o c o r r e c t t h e 
young p e o p l e e n t r u s t e d t o h i s ' c a r e ' 
by t h e i r p a r e n t s . ( 3 ) And o t h e r s s h a r e d 
h i s sense o f d u t y : t h e R e c o r d e r o f 
M o n t r e a l b e l i e v e d young f a c t o r y work
e r s p r o b a b l y r e c e i v e d t h e same t r e a t 
ment a t home; moreover i t was c e r t a i n 
l y b e t t e r t o have young p e o p l e s a f e l y 
i n f a c t o r i e s , no m a t t e r what t h e 
t r e a t m e n t , t h a n t o see them r u n n i n g 
t h e s t r e e t s . The Commissioners may 
w e l l have a g r e e d f o r t h e i r c o n c e r n 
w i t h G e o r g i n a was l e s s t h e p h y s i c a l 
abuse o f t h e young woman t h a n t h e 
m o r a l d e c e n c y o f "a man p l a c i n g a 
g i r l o f e i g h t e e n i n t h a t p o s i t i o n . " ( 4 ) 
I n t h e i r i n v e s t i g a t i o n s , t h e Commis
s i o n e r s would f i n d o t h e r e v i d e n c e t o 
shake t h e i r sense o f m o r a l p r o p r i e t y 
b u t t h i s was t h e o n l y c a s e o f p h y s i c a l 
abuse t o be found among t h e one hun
d r e d and two fe m a l e w i t n e s s e s b e f o r e 
t h e R o y a l Commission on C a p i t a l and 
Labour. 

There i s , however, o t h e r i n f o r m a t i o n 
t h a t can be d i s c o v e r e d about women 

work e r s i n t h e 1880s from t h a t R o y a l 
Commission. One c a n , f o r example, 
hear t h e v o i c e s o f some o f Canada's 
i n d u s t r i a l women r e c o u n t i n g t h e k i n d 
o f work t h e y d i d , d e s c r i b i n g t h e i r 
w o r k i n g and l i v i n g c o n d i t i o n s and 
v o i c i n g t h e i r c o m p l a i n t s . One can a l 
so g l e a n t h e v i e w s o f male w o r k e r s 
and male employers on t h e q u e s t i o n o f 
female l a b o u r . And f i n a l l y one can 
d e c i p h e r , by t h e v e r y q u e s t i o n s a s k e d , 
t h e a t t i t u d e s o f t h e male commission
e r s towards Canada's i n d u s t r i a l women. 
I n t h e pages t h a t f o l l o w t h e s e t h r e e 
a r e a s w i l l be e x p l o r e d . 

N e e d l e s s t o s a y , t h e R o y a l Commission 
on C a p i t a l and Labour was n o t an en
q u i r y i n t o t h e n a t u r e o f female l a b o u r 
i n t h e 1880s. Female l a b o u r was o n l y 
one o f a m u l t i t u d e o f s u b j e c t s t h a t 
t h e Commissioners were t o i n v e s t i g a t e . 
I n d e e d , a s i d e from t h e one hundred and 
two women w i t n e s s e s b e f o r e t h e commis
s i o n , o n l y a n o t h e r two hundred and 
e i g h t e e n spokesmen o f f e r e d any i n f o r m a 
t i o n o r o p i n i o n s on t h e s u b j e c t o f 
female l a b o u r . The r e m a i n i n g w i t n e s 
ses ( c l o s e t o 1800 p e o p l e t e s t i f i e d 
d u r i n g t h e y e a r and a h a l f o f h e a r i n g s 
i n c i t i e s and towns i n O n t a r i o , Quebec, 
New B r u n s w i c k and Nova S c o t i a ) spoke 
o f e v e r y t h i n g from f a c t o r y laws t o 
wages, from a p p r e n t i c e s h i p s t o r e n t s , 
from a r b i t r a t i o n t o i m m i g r a t i o n and 
from c o n v i c t l a b o u r t o s t r i k e s . (5) The 
e n q u i r y was i n s h o r t an i n v e s t i g a t i o n 
o f a l l a s p e c t s o f t h a t g r e a t n i n e -
t e e n t h ^ c e n t u r y w o r r y : Labour and i t s 
r e l a t i o n t o C a p i t a l . Women were o n l y 



a small part of such an enquiry. 

The enquiry i t s e l f was also p o l i t i c 
a l l y i nspired, and, in spite of early 
e f f o r t s to obtain female suffrage and 
even some early successes i n terms of 
the municipal franchise, women r e a l l y 
had very l i t t l e to do with p o l i t i c s in 
the 1880s (6)and even less so, i t would 
seem, with labour p o l i t i c s . ( 7 ) B u t be
cause of some labour a g i t a t i o n i n the 
1880s—including r a d i c a l papers, 
p o l i t i c a l candidates and attempts to 
create national trade union c e n t r a l s — 
the aging Prime Mi n i s t e r , John A. 
Macdonald, decided to e s t a b l i s h the en
quiry. Macdonald was also f e e l i n g 
pressure from the two central provin
ces . Both Ontario and Quebec, i n the 
mid-1880s, passed factory l e g i s l a t i o n 
regulating hours and ages for working 
people". The Prime Minister had never 
shown the same keen i n t e r e s t i n fac
tory l e g i s l a t i o n ; he was s t i l l coun
t i n g on his p o l i t i c a l reputation as a 
fr i e n d of labour established back i n 
1872 when he accorded trade unions i n 
Canada some l e g a l status. However, he 
was not anxious to have the provinces 
e s t a b l i s h an undisputed claim for 
sovereign j u r i s d i c t i o n i n the area. In 
many ways, therefore, the Commission 
was as much a p o l i t i c a l manoeuvre as a 
labour enquiry. And, of course, 
women's place i n that kind of a c t i v i t y 
was v i r t u a l l y non-existent. As an 
added incentive for the establishment 
of the Royal Commission, Macdonald had 
the unsettled economic conditions of 
the mid-1880s. The Prime Minister was 

anxious to show that h i s National 
P o l i c y of 1879 had been and could con
tinue to be b e n e f i c i a l to the Can
adian economy and to the Canadian 
working c l a s s . The Commissioners i n 
fact took t h i s part of t h e i r under
taking very seriously; t h e i r reports 
credited the i n d u s t r i a l i z a t i o n of the 
country to the National P o l i c y . 

But again, none of that had much to do 
with women. Hence the muffled q u a l i t y 
of t h e i r voices: no one r e a l l y wanted 
to hear from them. As witnesses be
fore the Commission they constituted 
only o n e - f o r t i e t h of the Ontario wit
nesses, one-tenth of the Quebec wit
nesses, one-twentieth of the New 
Brunswick witnesses and o n e - t h i r t i e t h 
of the Nova Scotia witnesses. To 
understand the muffling that those 
figures reveal, one need only contrast 
them with the census figures f or 1891, 
In the category "manufactures and 
mechanical i n d u s t r i e s , " working women 
made up almost o n e - f i f t h of the labour 
force i n Ontario, Quebec and New 
Brunswick and s l i g h t l y more than one-
f i f t h i n Nova Scotia.(8) Another i l 
l u s t r a t i o n of t h i s muted q u a l i t y i s the 
anonymity of so many of the women wit
nesses. Forty-three of the one hundred 
and two voices had no name at a l l . And 
the women were decidedly more r e t i c e n t 
than t h e i r male counterparts: i n a l l 
seventy-three people chose to t e s t i f y 
anonymously; only t h i r t y of the close 
to 1700 male witnesses wished to hide 
t h e i r names, 



G i v e n t h e purpose o f t h e commission 
and t h e m u f f l i n g o f t h e women w i t 
n e s s e s , i t i s s u r p r i s i n g t h a t much a t 
a l l can be g l e a n e d about Canada's i n 
d u s t r i a l women. But h i s t o r i a n s o f 
women a r e becoming used t o s q u e e z i n g 
e v e r y drop o f i n f o r m a t i o n from e v e r y 
k i n d o f s o u r c e and t h i s p a r t i c u l a r 
s o u r c e can be s u b j e c t e d t o t h e same 
t r e a t m e n t . The women t h e m s e l v e s g i v e 
d e s c r i p t i o n ; t h e men, a t t i t u d e s . 

From t h e one hundred and two v o i c e s 
t h e r e emerges c l e a r l y t h e t y p e o f work 
t h e s e women u n d e r t o o k . T e x t i l e work
e r s i n c o t t o n m i l l s c o n s t i t u t e d t h e 
l a r g e s t group o v e r a l l and f o r each o f 
t h e f o u r p r o v i n c e s e x c e p t O n t a r i o . 
Other k i n d s o f t e x t i l e w o r k e r s made up 
t h e n e x t l a r g e s t g roup: women i n 
w o o l l e n and k n i t t i n g f a c t o r i e s . Then 
t h e r e were women i n shoe-making f a c 
t o r i e s , i n match f a c t o r i e s , i n t o b a c c o 
i n d u s t r i e s and i n p r i n t i n g o f f i c e s , 
where t h e women d i d t h e f o l d i n g and 
s t i t c h i n g , n o t t h e t y p e s e t t i n g . And 
f i n a l l y t h e r e was an odd a s s o r t m e n t o f 
m i l l i n e r s , d r e s s m a k e r s , rope makers 
and paper bag makers. One p o r t e n d o f 
t h e f u t u r e appeared b e f o r e t h e Com
m i s s i o n ' — a t e l e p h o n e o p e r a t o r ; and one 
c a r i c a t u r e - b e f o r e - h e r - t i m e appeared i n 
t h e form o f a WCTU e x e c u t i v e member 
who had no answers a t a l l f o r t h e Com
m i s s i o n e r s ' p r o b i n g q u e s t i o n s . 

B e h i n d t h e hundred and two l u r k e d even 
more women w o r k e r s . When male employ^ 
e r s commented upon femal e l a b o u r t h e y 

o f t e n t o l d t h e co m m i s s i o n e r s how many 
'hands' t h e y employed. I n t h i s way 
t h e y r e v e a l e d a n o t h e r , much l a r g e r 
group o f women'—some 5000'—not m e r e l y 
m u f f l e d b u t e n t i r e l y v o i c e l e s s and 
shadowy as w e l l . S t i l l t h e i r o c c u p a 
t i o n s a r e c l e a r . I n d e s c e n d i n g numer
i c a l o r d e r t h e y were t o b a c c o w o r k e r s , 
c o t t o n m i l l o p e r a t i v e s , shoemakers, 
c l o t h i n g makers, match makers and wool
l e n m i l l w o r k e r s . The o c c u p a t i o n s a r e 
s i m i l a r t o t h o s e o f t h e one hundred 
and two; o n l y t h e o r d e r i s somewhat 
d i f f e r e n t . But how r e p r e s e n t a t i v e 
were t h e s e one hundred and two v o i c e s 
o r t h e s e 5000 shadowy 'hands'? Com
p a r e d once a g a i n w i t h t h e "manufac
t u r e s and m e c h a n i c a l i n d u s t r i e s " c a t e 
g o r y o f t h e census o f 1891 (where t h e 
m a j o r i t y o f women i n t h e l a b o u r f o r c e 
d i d n ot i n f a c t appear; t h a t m a j o r i t y 
was r a t h e r i n t h e s e r v i c e and p r o f e s 
s i o n a l c a t e g o r i e s as s e r v a n t s and 
t e a c h e r s ) , t h e o c c u p a t i o n a l s t r u c t u r e 
o f t h e women i s q u i t e d i f f e r e n t . From 
t h e c e n s u s , t h e o c c u p a t i o n s , i n d e s 
c e n d i n g n u m e r i c a l o r d e r were d r e s s 
makers, s e a m s t r e s s e s , t a i l o r e s s e s , 
m i l l i n e r s , c o t t o n m i l l o p e r a t i v e s , 
m i l l w o r k e r s , b o o t and shoe w o r k e r s 
and w o o l l e n m i l l o p e r a t i v e s . ( 9 ) Even 
a d d i n g a l l t h e m i l l w o r k e r s t o g e t h e r 
would o n l y move them t o t h i r d p l a c e 
i n t h e l i s t o f i n d u s t r i a l o c c u p a t i o n s . 
But such a r a n k i n g m i g h t , however, p u t 
them i n f i r s t p l a c e i n terms o f f a c 
t o r y w o r k e r s , s i n c e many dres s m a k e r s 
and s e a m s t r e s s e s would work i n t h e i r 
own home, i n p r i v a t e homes, i n v e r y 
s m a l l e s t a b l i s h m e n t s o r as " o u t s i d e 



w o r k e r s " f o r r e t a i l c l o t h i n g shops. 
And i t was, a f t e r a l l , t h e f a c t o r y 
w o r k e r s t h a t most i n t e r e s t e d t he 
R o y a l C o m m i s s i o n e r s . By t h a t v e r y 
f a c t , f a c t o r y w o r k e r s would be more 
l i k e l y t o hear o f t h e e x i s t e n c e o f t h e 
commission; hence t h e y t u r n e d up i n 
r e l a t i v e l y l a r g e r numbers t h a n t h e i r 
s i s t e r s i n o t h e r o c c u p a t i o n s . 

N o n e t h e l e s s , o n e hundred and two v o i c e s 
r e m a i n a v e r y s m a l l sample o f t h e 
57,283 women who worked i n manufac
t u r e s and m e c h a n i c a l i n d u s t r i e s i n 
1891.(10) And as t h e l i s t o f occupa
t i o n s g i v e n above i n d i c a t e s , t h e i r 
work was a l m o s t as l i m i t e d as t h e i r 
numbers. But s t i l l some g e n e r a l i z a 
t i o n s can be made, b o t h about women 
wo r k e r s and about Canada's n a s c e n t 
f a c t o r y system. A l l t h o s e t e x t i l e 
w o r k e r s m e r e l y r e p r e s e n t e d a t r a n s f e r 
from home t o f a c t o r y o f t h e t r a 
d i t i o n a l female s k i l l s and t a s k s . F o r 
the women, t h e r o l e would be f a m i l i a r ; 
o n l y t h e s u r r o u n d i n g s and perhaps t h e 
pace would d i f f e r . But t h e shoe 
w o r k e r s t e l l us something e l s e . They 
were a d i r e c t r e s u l t o f t h e f a c t o r y 
system w i t h i t s l o g i c o f b r e a k i n g 
down a t t a i n e d s k i l l s i n t o s i m p l e , 
r e p e t i t i v e and m e c h a n i c a l t a s k s . Where 
once t h e shoe t r a d e r e q u i r e d l o n g 
a p p r e n t i c e s h i p s and h i g h l y s k i l l e d men, 
now t h e factory-made shoes s i m p l y r e 
q u i r e d h i g h l y a t t e n t i v e women t o watch 
th e machines. Women were, o f c o u r s e , 
cheaper. And f i n a l l y , t h e matchmakers 
and t h e p r i n t i n g employees r e p r e s e n t e d 
the f l o u r i s h i n g o f l i g h t i n d u s t r y i n 

c e r t a i n p a r t s o f Canada, L i g h t i n 
d u s t r i e s r e q u i r e d v a s t numbers o f un~ 
s k i l l e d and t h e r e f o r e cheap l a b o u r . 
A l l o f t h e i n d u s t r i e s were, i n f a c t , 
welcomed by t h e women i n v o l v e d ; i n a 
s o c i e t y where d o m e s t i c s e r v i c e o r 
s c h o o l t e a c h i n g were t h e o n l y i n d e p e n 
dent economic p a t h s women c o u l d t a k e , 
t h e f a c t o r y system opened new a r e a s 
o f p a i d employment. 

The hundred and two v o i c e s a l s o p r o 
v i d e a g l i m p s e o f t h e w o r k i n g c o n 
d i t i o n s o f Canada's i n d u s t r i a l women. 
The h o u r s o f work appeared t o v a r y 
from west t o e a s t , w i t h t h e women w i t 
n e s s e s from O n t a r i o w o r k i n g a n i n e -
hour day, t h o s e i n Quebec a t e n - h o u r 
day and t h o s e i n t h e M a r i t i m e s an 
e l e v e n - h o u r day. Such a v a r i a t i o n 
would o b v i o u s l y produce t h e Commis
s i o n e r s ' f i n d i n g s o f an average t e n -
hour day i n t h e f a c t o r i e s o f e a s t e r n 
C a n a d a , ( 1 1 ) b u t i t does n o t r e v e a l much 
more. More can be g l e a n e d from t h e 
women's remarks about t h e i r wages. As 
perhaps might be e x p e c t e d , t h e wages 
v a r i e d w i t h t h e age o f t h e woman and 
h e r s k i l l . F o r example, a f o u r t e e n 
y e a r o l d f o l d i n g i n a p r i n t i n g p l a n t 
e a r n e d $2.00 p e r week; a twenty y e a r 
o l d i n a c o t t o n f a c t o r y e a r n e d $4.00 
pe r week; a m i d d l e - a g e d e x p e r t d r e s s 
maker e a r n e d $7.00 p e r week and a 
m i d d l e - a g e d forewoman i n a t a n n e r y 
earned $10,00 p e r week.(12)But t h e r e 
were c a t c h e s i n t h o s e s a l a r i e s . The 
women (as d i d most f a c t o r y men a t t h e 
time) e a r n e d t h e i r wages by p i e c e 
work; t h e y were p a i d by t h e number o f 



i t e m s t h e y p r o d u c e d , n o t by t h e day o r 
by t h e week. But i n o r d e r t o make t h e 
i t e m s and i n o r d e r t o make enough o f 
them t o e a r n a " l i v i n g w a g e , " ( 1 3 ) t h e 
w o r k e r s had t o be p r o v i d e d w i t h t h e 
m a t e r i a l f o r t h e i r work. I f t h e r e was 
no m a t e r i a l p r o v i d e d , t h e y m ight hang 
aroun d t h e f a c t o r y a l l day w a i t i n g f o r 
n o n - e x i s t e n t work. The r e s u l t would 
be a s l i m m e r pay p a c k e t a t t h e end o f 
t h e week. Nor c o u l d t h e women co u n t 
on t h o s e wages f o r t h e e n t i r e y e a r . 
A t a t i m e o f o v e r - p r o d u c t i o n , a f a c 
t o r y s i m p l y s t o p p e d i t s m a c h i n e s , 
c l o s e d i t s d o o r s and t u r n e d i t s work
e r s o u t . Then, t o o , many o c c u p a t i o n s 
were o f a s e a s o n a l n a t u r e : p r i n t i n g , 
d r e s s m a k i n g and m i l l i n e r y f o l l o w e d de
mand and f a s h i o n w h i c h d e t e r m i n e d 
t h e r e b y t h a t women would n o t have 
y e a r - r o u n d work. And women's wages 
were c o n s i s t e n t l y l o w e r t h a n t h o s e 
p a i d t o male w o r k e r s . A f i n a l c a t c h 
i n t h e wage r a t e s o f women (and o f men 
too) was t h e number o f f i n e s e x a c t e d 
f o r d e f e c t i v e work o r unseemly be
h a v i o u r . A snag i n a p i e c e o f c l o t h , 
a d e f e c t i v e shoe s o l e , a l a t e a r r i v a l , 
a c h a t , a g i g g l e , a p i n c u r l f a b r i c a t e d 
w i t h p a p e r from t h e f a c t o r y ' c l o s e t ' 
w ould b r i n g t h e foreman's i r e and 
f i n a n c i a l e x a c t i o n . ( 1 4 ) F o r t h e most 
p a r t women appear t o have a c c e p t e d 
w i t h o u t c o m p l a i n t t h i s " m u f f l i n g " o f 
t h e i r b e h a v i o u r . 

P e r h a p s t h e women were used t o s i m i l a r 
c u r t a i l m e n t s o f t h e i r a c t i v i t i e s a t 
home. A l t h o u g h v e r y few o f t h e hun
d r e d and two t a l k a t a l l about t h e i r 

l i v i n g c o n d i t i o n s , t h o s e who do admit 
t h a t t h e y c o u l d n o t a f f o r d t o b o a r d 
o u t . The $2.00 p e r week demanded by 
. p r i v a t e homemakers o r a h i g h e r amount 
demanded by b o a r d i n g houses o r i n s t i 
t u t i o n s (15) would p u t in d e p e n d e n t l i v 
i n g beyond t h e r e a c h o f a l l b u t t h e 
most s k i l l e d o f women w o r k e r s . They 
l i v e d a t home, dependent upon t h e i r 
f a m i l i e s t o house and f e e d them, j u s t 
as t h e f a m i l i e s were dependent on t h e 
income t h a t t h e young women c o u l d 
b r i n g home. Where ages were mentioned 
a t a l l , t h e women appeared t o be be
tween s i x t e e n and t w e n t y - f o u r and many 
of them had been w o r k i n g s i n c e t h e y 
were t w e l v e o r f o u r t e e n . I t would 
seem t h e n t h a t a w o r k i n g c l a s s f a m i l y 
r e q u i r e d t h e wages o f i t s y o u n g s t e r s 
and t h a t , from about the age o f 
t w e l v e , a g i r l would be e x p e c t e d t o 
c o n t r i b u t e t o t h e f a m i l y income. Em
p l o y e r s c o u l d count on t h i s k i n d o f 
i n t e r d e p e n d e n c y ; t h e y were a s s u r e d o f 
a c o n s t a n t s u p p l y o f w i l l i n g w o r k e r s 
and, because o f t h o s e w o r k e r s ' l i v i n g 
a r r angements, t h e y c o u l d a l s o pay them 
low wages.(16) 

A l t h o u g h t h e one hundred and two women 
were r e l a t i v e l y open and f o r t h r i g h t 
when d e s c r i b i n g t h e i r work and t h e i r 
w o r k i n g and l i v i n g c o n d i t i o n s , when 
t h e t i m e came t o v o i c e c o m p l a i n t s , 
t h e i r v o i c e s f e l l s i l e n t . The women 
were v e r y r e t i c e n t , even w i t h t h e 
s y m p a t h e t i c p r o b i n g o f some o f t h e 
Comm i s s i o n e r s , O n l y when women gave 
t h e i r t e s t i m o n y anonymously would t h e y 



dare t o u t t e r a word o f c o m p l a i n t . I n 
e f f e c t , o n l y when t h e y m u f f l e d t h e i r 
own v o i c e s , would t h e y speak o u t . And 
t h e y spoke o f b a d l y v e n t i l a t e d work
rooms: t h e y were e i t h e r ' t o o h o t ; o r 
too c o l d , o r t o o d u s t y ; "We have a l l 
g o t f r i g h t f u l c o l d s ; i t i s n o t good 
f o r t h e h e a l t h , I a s s u r e you." They 
c o m p l a i n e d o f e x t r a t i m e added t o t h e 
work day w i t h o u t any f i n a n c i a l compen
s a t i o n . They arg u e d t h a t t h e y d i d n o t 
r e c e i v e enough pay f o r t h e work t h e y 
d i d . One woman even c a r r i e d a p e r s o n 
a l f e u d i n t o t h e h e a r i n g o f the Com
m i s s i o n e r s : she c l a i m e d she worked 
much h a r d e r t h a n t h e p r e v i o u s w i t n e s s 
b u t she r e c e i v e d t h e same pay. Other 
women c o m p l a i n e d t h a t , on l e a v i n g a 
j o b , t h e y d i d n o t r e c e i v e t h e pay ow
i n g t o them. S t i l l o t h e r s had t o have 
th e t i n i e s t o f c o m p l a i n t s p u t i n t o 
t h e i r mouths by t h e Com m i s s i o n e r s : 

Q. Wouldn't a h a l f - d a y h o l i d a y on 
S a t u r d a y be a boon? 

A. Yes. 
Q. Do you t h i n k t h a t you would 

n o t w i s h f o r a n y t h i n g more? 
A. I t h i n k we would w i s h f o r a 

g r e a t many more t h i n g s t h a t we 
do n o t g e t . ( 1 7 ) 

Where t h e women were w i l l i n g t o i d e n 
t i f y t h e m s e l v e s , e i t h e r t h e i r remarks 
were o f a d i f f e r e n t n a t u r e o r t h e y 
t h e m s e l v e s were d i f f e r e n t . F o r ex
ample, two f a c t o r y w o r k e r s i n O n t a r i o 
f r e e l y gave t h e i r names b u t when t h e 
tim e came t o v o i c e c o m p l a i n t s , t h e y 
s t a t e d t h a t e v e r y t h i n g was f i n e i n 

t h e i r f a c t o r y . A n o t h e r young f a c t o r y 
w o r k e r and h e r mother g l a d l y f u r n i s h e d 
t h e i r names, b u t t h e younger woman, i t 
t u r n e d o u t , had been d i s m i s s e d from 
h e r j o b : i n d e e d t h e two c o m p l a i n e d 
t h a t t h e d a u g h t e r had l o s t h e r j o b 
because o f t e s t i m o n y she had g i v e n a t 
a c o u r t i n v e s t i g a t i o n o f a workman's 
i n j u r i e s . She had r e f u s e d t o be 
s i l e n c e d b u t she had p a i d f o r t h a t 
r e f u s a l . And f i n a l l y t h e r e were t h e 
s k i l l e d d ressmaker and m i l l i n e r , em
p l o y e r s o f o t h e r women. They t o o were 
q u i t e w i l l i n g t o g i v e t h e i r names and 
t o use t h e o c c a s i o n t o v o i c e t h e i r 
c o m p l a i n t s about t h e shoddy w o r k e r s 
t h e y were o b l i g e d t o h i r e . The 
s c h o o l system, t h e y c o n t e n d e d , s i m p l y 
had n o t p r e p a r e d young g i r l s f o r 
needlework j o b s . M o r e over, t h e g i r l s 
were more i n t e r e s t e d i n g e t t i n g mar
r i e d t h a n i n b e i n g t r a i n e d f o r a 
s t e a d y j o b . ( 1 8 ) Thus c o m p l a i n t s from 
women w o r k e r s o n l y r e a c h e d t h e e a r s o f 
t h e C ommissioners i n i n d i r e c t ways. 
On l y t h o s e women who were removed from 
t h e immediate work a t hand, by anony
m i t y , by d i s m i s s a l o r by s t a t u s would 
d a r e say a n y t h i n g c r i t i c a l . Even 
G e o r g i n a L o i s e l l e d i d n o t c o m p l a i n 
about t h e t r e a t m e n t she had r e c e i v e d 
a t t h e hands o f c i g a r m a n u f a c t u r e r 
F o r t i e r . But t h e n F o r t i e r was p r e s e n t 
d u r i n g h e r t e s t i m o n y . I t can o n l y be 
c o n c l u d e d t h a t t h e women were a f r a i d 
and so m u f f l e d t h e i r own v o i c e s . 

From t h e hundred and two t h e m s e l v e s , 
t h e r e i s l i t t l e more t o be h e a r d . 
F o r t u n a t e l y t h e Commissioners p u r s u e d 



t h e q u e s t i o n o f female l a b o u r w i t h 
b o t h male w o r k e r s and male e m p l o y e r s . 
A g a i n one must remember t h a t t h e en
q u i r y was n o t p r i m a r i l y about f e m a l e 
l a b o u r ; i n d e e d t h e q u e s t i o n was by no 
means t h e ma j o r c o n c e r n o f e i t h e r t h e 
c o m m i s s i o n e r s o r t h e male w i t n e s s e s . 

O nly 218 w i t n e s s e s o u t o f t h e 1800 
spoke o f female l a b o u r a t a l l . O f t e n 
t h e r e was a one word o r a t most a one 
se n t e n c e r e p l y t o a q u e s t i o n about 
female l a b o u r and a q u i c k p a s s i n g on 
t o a t o t a l l y d i f f e r e n t s u b j e c t . F o r 
example, one male w i t n e s s a l l i n one 
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b r e a t h a greed t h a t women t e a c h e r s 
s h o u l d r e c e i v e t h e same s a l a r y f o r 
the same work as men t e a c h e r s and t h e n 
l a u n c h e d i n t o a l e n g t h y d i s c u s s i o n o f 
th e d r a i n a g e and sewers i n London, 
O n t a r i o . ( 1 9 ) I n s p i t e o f t h e s e h a n d i 
caps t o a c l e a r p i c t u r e o f i n d u s t r i a l 
women i n t h e 1880s, t h e r e a r e a num
ber o f t h i n g s t h a t can be wrenched 
from t h e comments, f i r s t o f t h e male 
w o r k e r s , and t h e n o f t h e male em
p l o y e r s . 

Men f a c t o r y w o r k e r s were d e c i d e d l y am
bi g u o u s about t h e q u e s t i o n o f female 
l a b o u r . They had, i t would seem, n o t 
y e t come t o terms w i t h i t . Where, f o r 
example, one c i g a r worker r e a d i l y ad
m i t t e d t h a t women c o u l d do t h e same 
work as w e l l as men and t h a t , t h e r e 
f o r e , t h e y s h o u l d r e c e i v e t h e same 
wages, o t h e r s , i n p r i n t i n g , t a i l o r i n g 
and c i g a r making, would j u s t i f y t h e 
lo w e r s a l a r i e s p a i d t o women by t h e 
c o n t e n t i o n t h a t t h e women, 
d i d an i n f e r i o r j o b . S t i l l o t h e r men, 
w o r k i n g i n d r y goods shops o r t a i l o r 
i n g e s t a b l i s h m e n t s , r e c o g n i z e d t h a t 
t h e l o w e r s a l a r i e s p a i d t o women en
couraged employers t o h i r e them r a t h e r 
t h a n men; t h e s e men were f u l l y aware 
t h a t t h e wage d i f f e r e n c e was a means 
b o t h o f c u t t i n g i n t o j o b o p p o r t u n i t i e s 
f o r men and o f d e p r e s s i n g t h e i r wage 
r a t e s . But the men had no re a d y s o 
l u t i o n t o t h e v e x i n g p r oblem; t h e y 
v o i c e d o n l y t h e i r p e r s o n a l c o n c e r n . 
O ther w o r k e r s p o i n t e d o u t t h a t t h e r e 
was a s e x u a l d i v i s i o n o f l a b o u r i n 

many f a c t o r i e s : men and women worked 
a t d i f f e r e n t t a s k s . There c o u l d be, 
t h e r e f o r e , n e i t h e r c o m p a r i s o n nor com
p e t i t i o n between t h e two and t h e women 
were p a i d l e s s . ( 2 0 ) I n s h o r t t h e f a c 
t o r y system i t s e l f was a n o t h e r h i g h l y 
e f f e c t i v e means o f m u t i n g t h e v o i c e s 
o f s u c h women. 

Some o f t h e male w o r k e r s were more 
d i r e c t . They b e l i e v e d , f o r example, 
t h a t young g i r l s s h o u l d n o t be w o r k i n g 
i n t h e l a r g e m i l l s because t h e r e t h e y 
would h e a r ''immoral words" and t h u s 
become i m m o r a l , And t h e y s u g g e s t e d 
t h a t women, i f t h e y were w o r k i n g i n 
f a c t o r i e s , s h o u l d l e a v e t h e i r work
p l a c e a t a d i f f e r e n t t i m e from t h e 
men. I n t h a t way t h e y would n o t h e a r 
t h e "bad words" u t t e r e d as t h e hands 
l e f t t h e f a c t o r i e s . ( 2 1 ) I n b o t h t h e s e 
c a s e s t h e male w o r k e r s v o i c e d an 
o p i n i o n t h a t was much more pronounced 
among t h e Co m m i s s i o n e r s : m o r a l l y 
c o r r u p t i b l e women had t o be p r o t e c t e d 
from t h e i l l e f f e c t s o f words. P e r 
haps t h i s m o r a l c o n c e r n on t h e p a r t 
o f t h e male w o r k e r s was one way o f 
c o v e r i n g t h e i r b e w i l d e r m e n t a t t h e 
economic c o m p e t i t i o n t h e y were sudden
l y f a c i n g from women f a c t o r y w o r k e r s . 
C e r t a i n l y i t s u g g e s t e d an e f f e c t i v e 
way o f c o n t r o l l i n g t h e women. But 
o t h e r male w o r k e r s were even more 
b l u n t : one s i m p l y need n o t l i s t e n t o 
th e women. There was no need, r e 
marked one man, t o pay any a t t e n t i o n 
t o women f a c t o r y w o r k e r s c o m p l a i n i n g 
about d u s t i n a work-room, because 
t h e y were a l w a y s " g r u m b l i n g about 



s o m e t h i n g o r o t h e r a l l t h e t i m e . " ( 2 2 ) 
The men warned t h e Commissioners 
t h e r e b y t h a t t h e y s h o u l d n o t t a k e t h e 
few c o m p l a i n t s t h e y h e a r d from women 
w o r k e r s t o o s e r i o u s l y . Women were a l 
ways c o m p l a i n i n g . S h o r t o f m u f f l i n g 
them d i r e c t l y by rem o v i n g them from 
t h e f a c t o r i e s , t h e men s h o u l d do so 
i n d i r e c t l y , s i m p l y by n o t l i s t e n i n g . 

I n f a c t , t h e r e were a l m o s t as many 
o p i n i o n s about f e m a l e l a b o u r as t h e r e 
were workingmen w i t n e s s e s . T h i s v e r y 
d i v e r s i t y o f o p i n i o n s u g g e s t s t h a t t h e 
male f a c t o r y w o r k e r s were u n s u r e o f 
j u s t what femal e l a b o u r meant t o them. 
As h o u s e h o l d heads t h e y knew p e r f e c t l y 
w e l l t h a t t h e w i f e ' s o r d a u g h t e r ' s 
wages were n e c e s s a r y t o t h e f a m i l y ' s 
s u r v i v a l . As u n i o n men t h e y a l s o 
r e c o g n i z e d t h e n e c e s s i t y o f e q u a l pay 
f o r e q u a l work.(23) As members o f t h e 
w o r k i n g c l a s s t h e y had a l w a y s known 
t h a t women worked. And y e t . . . wheth
e r t h e i r backgrounds were r u r a l o r u r 
ban, t h e s e men a l s o knew t h a t women's 
work was d i f f e r e n t from t h e i r s . Now 
t h e e x i s t e n c e o f f a c t o r i e s i m p l i e d ' — a l 
though d i d n o t alw a y s e n s u r e — t h a t 
women's work c o u l d be t h e same as 
men 1s, might even be b e t t e r and u s u a l l y 
was c h e a p e r . Female l a b o u r d i d n o t 
augur w e l l f o r men. T h e i r u n e a s i n e s s 
about i t r i n g s t h r o u g h t h e i r t e s t i m o n y . 

Male e m p l o y e r s , however, were q u i t e 
d i r e c t and f o r t h r i g h t . None o f t h e 
w o r r i e s o f t h e male w o r k e r s appeared. 
The employers l i k e d f e m a l e l a b o u r be
cause i t was "more p r o f i t a b l e t o us o r 

we would n o t employ them."(24) And y e t 
t h a t v e r y p r o f i t a b i l i t y was based on 
c e r t a i n e x p e c t a t i o n s about t h e n a t u r e 
o f women w o r k e r s . The employers ex
p e c t e d t h e women t o be d o c i l e , c l e a n , 
q u i c k , cheap and s o b e r . ( 2 5 ) As l o n g as 
women m a i n t a i n e d t h o s e c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s , 
t r a i t s w h i c h r e n d e r e d them s u p e r i o r t o 
male employees, t h e y would be s u r e o f 
j o b s . The employers had v e r y e f f e c 
t i v e means o f e n s u r i n g t h a t women 
wor k e r s d i d m a i n t a i n t h o s e q u a l i t i e s . 
S h o u l d t h e women p r o t e s t any o f t h e i r 
w o r k i n g c o n d i t i o n s , s h o u l d t h e y i n 
e f f e c t , c e a s e t o be d o c i l e , c l e a n , 
q u i c k , cheap o r s o b e r , t h e y c o u l d be 
" m u f f l e d " v e r y e a s i l y . There was a l 
ways a n o t h e r group o f women w i t h t h e 
a p p r o p r i a t e b e h a v i o u r r e a d y t o r e p l a c e 
t h e p r o t e s t e r s , T h i s t a c t i c worked 
w e l l i n t h e Stormont C o t t o n M i l l s i n 
C o r n w a l l when s t r i k i n g women, p r o t e s 
t i n g t h e foreman's demand t h a t t h e y 
be q u i e t and o r d e r l y d u r i n g t h e d i n n e r 
h o u r . r e t u r n e d d o c i l e l y t o work under 
t h r e a t o f b e i n g r e p l a c e d . ( 2 6 ) And, as 
happened i n a n o t h e r c a s e , t h e employer 
s i m p l y moved h i s f a c t o r y away from t h e 
o f f e n d i n g women.(27) M u f f l i n g c o u l d 
t a k e many form s , a l l e q u a l l y e f f e c t i v e . 

Employers e x p r e s s e d s t i l l o t h e r expec
t a t i o n s o f women w o r k e r s . They f u l l y 
e x p e c t e d t h e i r f e m a l e employees t o be 
temporary w o r k e r s ; ( 2 8 ) t h e women would 
work a few y e a r s b e f o r e m a r r i a g e and 
t h e n would v a n i s h , t o be r e p l a c e d by 
a n o t h e r group o f young women. T h i s 
c o n t i n u a l t u r n o v e r n o t o n l y e n a b l e d 



t h e e m p l o y e r s t o keep t h e wages o f 
women low b u t a l s o p e r m i t t e d them t o 
dub t h e women u n r e l i a b l e , u n i n t e r e s t e d 
i n l e a r n i n g a t r a d e o r i n a p p l y i n g 
t h e m s e l v e s s e r i o u s l y t o i t . That 
c h a r a c t e r i z a t i o n , w h i l e perhaps ap
p l i c a b l e t o t h e women, e f f e c t i v e l y 
c o n c e a l e d t h e f a c t t h a t t h e women's 
p o s i t i o n s were s t e a d y , u nchanging and 
p r o f i t a b l e . The employers r e a p e d t h e 
b e n e f i t s b u t j u s t i f i e d them by 
m u f f l i n g t h e women i n terms o f 
male e x p e c t a t i o n s . Sometimes t o o t h e 
employers j u s t i f i e d t h o s e b e n e f i t s by 
c l a i m i n g a p a t e r n a l i n t e r e s t i n t h e i r 
women w o r k e r s . F o r t i e r b e l i e v e d he 
was r e p l a c i n g G e o r g i n a L o i s e l l e ' s dead 
f a t h e r when he admonished h e r p h y s i c 
a l l y f o r d i s o b e d i e n c e . ( 2 9 ) And a mas
t e r b a k e r b e l i e v e d t h a t t h e women 
w o r k i n g i n h i s new, modern b a k e r y 
would be b e t t e r w i v e s and mothers f o r 
t h e i r e x p e r i e n c e . ( 3 0 ) Women wo r k e r s 
were so b e n e f i c i a l t o male employers 
t h a t t h e employers had t o b e l i e v e t h a t 
t h e y t o o were o f b e n e f i t t o t h e 
w o r k e r s . 

F i n a l l y , t h e employers c o u n t e d on t h e 
women b e i n g l e s s s k i l l e d t h a n men. 
Such an e x p e c t a t i o n e n a b l e d t h e em
p l o y e r s t o j u s t i f y t h e l o w e r wages 
t h e y p a i d t h e i r female hands. Some 
employers even e n f o r c e d t h i s p a r t i c u 
l a r c h a r a c t e r i s t i c o f t h e i r women em
p l o y e e s . C e r t a i n f a c t o r i e s m a i n t a i n e d 
a s t r i c t s e x u a l d i v i s i o n o f l a b o u r , 
w i t h t h e women a s s i g n e d t o t h e l e a s t 
s k i l l e d t a s k s . O t h e r workshops main

t a i n e d a s e x u a l d i v i s i o n o f wages by 
w h i c h , f o r example, a male t a i l o r 
w o uld be p a i d by t h e week and a woman 
t a i l o r by t h e p i e c e . ( 3 1 ) The p i e c e 
work r a t e e n s u r e d t h a t t h e woman would 
work c o n s t a n t l y and q u i c k l y , i n o r d e r 
t o p r o d u c e enough garments t o f i l l a 
pay p a c k e t . She may have succeeded i n 
t h a t t a s k b u t t h e comment from t h e em
p l o y e r was t h a t t h e man's work was 
f i n e r . She c o u l d n o t w i n ; n or was she 
i n t e n d e d t o . 

Male employers were q u i t e c l e a r i n ex
p r e s s i n g , and o f t e n i n e n f o r c i n g , 
t h e i r economic i n t e r e s t i n a c e r t a i n 
t y p e o f female l a b o u r . N o t i c e a b l y 
a b s e n t f r o m t h e i r c a l c u l a t i o n s was 
the m o r a l i n t e r e s t w h i c h some w o r k i n g -
men had shown. Where t h a t m o r a l i n 
t e r e s t f o u n d f u l l e x p r e s s i o n was i n 
th e C o m missioners t h e m s e l v e s . J u s t 
what t h a t m o r a l c o n c e r n meant i s , 
however, a n o t h e r m a t t e r . The w o r k e r s ' 
i n t e r e s t i n p r o t e c t i n g t h e m o r a l i t y 
o f t h e i r female c o - w o r k e r s p r o b a b l y 
r e f l e c t e d t h e i r u n e a s i n e s s a t t h e 
p r o s p e c t o f economic c o m p e t i t i o n from 
women. B u t o b v i o u s l y t h e m i d d l e 
c l a s s Commissioners had no such wor
r i e s . Were t h e y v a g u e l y aware t h a t 
t h e f a c t o r y system was u n d e r m i n i n g 
t h e i r sense o f f a m i l y and o f p r o p r i 
e t y ? Were t h e y a f r a i d ? Was some
t h i n g " c a t c h i n g " g o i n g on i n t h e f a c 
t o r i e s ? (32) Or were t h e Commissioners 
s i m p l y r e v e a l i n g t h e i r m i d d l e c l a s s 
n o t i o n s o f t h e t i m e : t h a t women were 
b o t h t h e g u a r d i a n s o f m o r a l i t y and 
th e most e a s i l y c o r r u p t i b l e and t h a t 



t h e p o o r were po o r because o f some 
f l a w , u s u a l l y a m o r a l one, i n t h e i r 
c h a r a c t e r ? What t h e n o f p o o r w o r k i n g 
women? They t r u l y were a s c a n d a l . 

C e r t a i n l y t h e Commissioners were n o t 
i n t e r e s t e d i n t h e women as w o r k e r s . 
Even when women c o n s t i t u t e d t h e ma
j o r i t y i n a g i v e n f a c t o r y , t h e Commis
s i o n e r s ' q u e s t i o n s c o n c e r n e d t h e male 
employees.(33) And when t h e women w i t 
n e s s e s were f a c t o r y hands, t h e i r v o i 
ces were e f f e c t i v e l y m u f f l e d by p e r 
f u n c t o r y q u e s t i o n i n g . The Commission
e r s a sked about h o u r s o f work, about 
wages, about language and about 
c l o s e t s . And t h a t was a l l . B ut i f 
t h e women w i t n e s s e s happened t o be em
p l o y e r s o f women, t h e y had f r e e r e i n 
t o e x p r e s s t h e i r o p i n i o n s on a wide 
v a r i e t y o f s u b j e c t s , n o t a b l y one d e a r 
perhaps t o t h e h e a r t s o f t h e w i v e s o f 
t h e C o m m i s s i o n e r s : why young g i r l s 
were u n w i l l i n g t o go i n t o d o m e s t i c 
s e r v i c e . ( 3 4 ) Women as w o r k e r s were n o t 
t h e p r i m a r y c o n c e r n o f t h e Commis
s i o n e r s . 

I n s t e a d t h e y s e a r c h e d d i l i g e n t l y f o r 
what t h e y most e x p e c t e d from w o r k i n g 
c l a s s w o m e n — s c a n d a l . Assuming t h a t 
immoral b e h a v i o u r was a n e c e s s a r y c o n 
sequence o f t h e m i n g l i n g o f t h e sexes 
i n t h e f a c t o r i e s , t h e Commissioners 
p a i n s t a k i n g l y h u n t e d down e v e r y i n 
s t a n c e o f i m m o r a l i t y . They found i t , 
t h e y t h o u g h t , i n t h e language women 
h e a r d . I m m o r a l i t y , i t seems, was some 
k i n d o f d i s e a s e s p r e a d t h r o u g h l a n 

guage and p a r t i c u l a r l y c a t c h i n g f o r 
women. Women s h o u l d n o t t h e r e f o r e 
h e a r , much l e s s u s e , v i o l e n t l a n g u a g e . 
But t h e w o r k i n g women o b v i o u s l y had a 
d i f f e r e n t s e t o f v a l u e s . W h i l e one 
Commissioner f r e t t e d o v e r t h e k i n d o f 
language a c e r t a i n woman might hear i n 
h e r f a c t o r y , t h e w i t n e s s i n q u e s t i o n 
t o o k i t a l l v e r y c a s u a l l y . She must 
have shrugged as she r e p l i e d o f f 
h a n d e d l y t h a t t h e language was n o t 
v i o l e n t — " j u s t c u r s i n g ; t h a t i s 
a l l . " ( 3 5 ) 

U n d e t e r r e d , t h e Commissioners c o n 
t i n u e d t o t r a c k down i n s t a n c e s o f , o r 
o c c a s i o n s f o r , i m m o r a l i t y . They found 
them, t h e y t h o u g h t , i n t h e " c o n v e n i e n 
c e s " t h a t t h e w o r k i n g p e o p l e had t o 
use. Hence t h e i r r e c u r r i n g q u e s t i o n : 
were t h e r e s e p a r a t e " c l o s e t s " f o r t h e 
male and female w o r k e r s ? H e r e , im
m o r a l i t y , a t l e a s t i n t h e minds o f t h e 
Com m i s s i o n e r s , seems t o have something 
t o do w i t h t o i l e t s . The s t a t e o f f a c 
t o r y t o i l e t s amounted t o a v i r t u a l ob
s e s s i o n . " D i d you e v e r see t h e men 
t r y t o g e t i n t o t h e f e m a l e s ' c l o s e t s 
when t h e fem a l e s were i n t h e r e ? " "What 
i s t h e h e i g h t o f t h e w a t e r c l o s e t s 
s e p a r a t i n g t h e men from t h e women?"(36) 
E t c . e t c . The c o n c e r n p r o b a b l y r e 
v e a l s more about t h e s t r a n g e i n n e r 
w o r k i n g s o f m i d d l e c l a s s V i c t o r i a n 
minds t h a n i t does about t h e s t a t e o f 
w o r k i n g c o n d i t i o n s i n Canadian f a c 
t o r i e s b u t any i n v e s t i g a t i o n o f t h a t 
w i l l have t o a w a i t t h e f l o w e r i n g o f 
p s y c h o - h i s t o r y i n t h i s c o u n t r y . C e r 
t a i n l y t h e Commissioners d i d f i n d a 



s u f f i c i e n t number o f "combined c o n 
v e n i e n c e s " t o c l u c k about. B u t what 
t h e c o n n e c t i o n was w i t h t h e m o r a l i t y 
o f women w o r k e r s remains u n e x p l a i n e d . 

S t i l l t h e y p r e s s e d on. How, t h e y wan
t e d t o know, d i d t h e foremen and t h e 
f a c t o r y owners behave t o w a r d t h e f e 
male employees? Was t h e i r b e h a v i o u r 
" g e n t l e m a n l y . " ( 3 7 ) The l o w e r o r d e r s 
were, i t seems, e x p e c t e d t o misbehave 
and t h e men i n p a r t i c u l a r were ex
p e c t e d t o t a k e advantage o f women i n 
s u b o r d i n a t e economic p o s i t i o n s . The 
Commi s s i o n e r s ' s e l f - a p p o i n t e d r o l e o f 
m o r a l watch-dog f o r t h e f a c t o r y 
women may have been t r u l y a p a r t o f 
t h e i r own g e n t l e m a n l y p r o t e c t i v e im
p u l s e o r i t may have been an u n w i t t i n g 
r e v e l a t i o n o f m i d d l e c l a s s b e h a v i o u r . 
I n t h e Canada o f t h e 1880s t h e r e were 
f a r more women w o r k i n g as d o m e s t i c 
s e r v a n t s t h a n as f a c t o r y w o r k e r s and 
t h e d o m e s t i c s were f a r more s u s c e p 
t i b l e t o male (and m i d d l e c l a s s ) 
a g g r e s s i o n s . I ndeed, s t u d i e s o f t h e 
p e r i o d i n d i c a t e t h a t most p r o s t i t u t e s 
began t h e i r c a r e e r s as s e r v a n t s . ( 3 8 ) 
The Commissioners may t h u s have r e 
v e a l e d more o f t h e i r own c l a s s a t t i 
t u d e s t o women t h a n o f t h e c l a s s 
r e a l i t y o f f a c t o r y women. I n any case, 
j u s t as f o r t h e i r o t h e r q u e s t i o n s , 
t h e y were ne v e r a b l e t o f i n d s u f f i c i e n t 
e v i d e n c e t o s u p p o r t t h e i r w o r r i e s . 
There was o n l y M. F o r t i e r smacking 
G e o r g i n a w h i l e she l a y on t h e f a c t o r y 
f l o o r . 

And y e t t h e Commissioners would n o t 
g i v e up. They p e r s i s t e d i n e n q u i r i n g 
about t h e p r e s e n c e o f "persons n o t 
m a r r i e d , i n such a c o n d i t i o n as t h e y 
ought n o t t o have been i n " — a r o u n d 
about V i c t o r i a n way o f l o o k i n g f o r un
wed m o t h e r s . And when t h e y f i n a l l y 
d i d d i s c o v e r a few s u c h women, t h e y 
r e f e r r e d t o them as "the g u i l t y 
p a r t y . " ( 3 9 ) O n l y one o f t h e Commis
s i o n e r s i n d i c a t e d any economic aware
ness o f t h e p r o b l e m when he asked 
whether a w i t n e s s b e l i e v e d t h a t l ow 
wages d r o v e women i n t o p r o s t i t u t i o n . 
B u t even t h a t s e a r c h i n g q u e s t i o n was 
t o be d e f l e c t e d , t h i s t i m e by t h e 
s o l i d l y m i d d l e c l a s s w i t n e s s . Mayor 
Howland o f T o r o n t o r e s t o r e d t h e ques
t i o n i n g t o i t s p r o p e r l e v e ] by remark
i n g i c i l y : "A good woman w i l l d i e 
f i r s t . " ( 4 0 ) 

F i n a l l y t h e Commissioners were a b l e t o 
f i n d one f a c t o r y i n M o n t r e a l t h a t d i d 
c o n f i r m many o f t h e i r p r e c o n c e p t i o n s . 
A t t h e S t Anne's C o t t o n F a c t o r y t h e y 
d i s c o v e r e d men and women t h r o w i n g 
w a t e r a t each o t h e r o v e r t h e p a r t i t i o n 
i n t h e c l o s e t s " p r e t t y f r e e " c o n d u c t 
on t h e p a r t o f men and women w o r k e r s , 
"tough a c t s " by t h e manager and s u p e r -
i n t e n d a n t , and "young u n m a r r i e d p e r 
sons. . . i n such a s t a t e t h a t i t was 
not f i t t i n g t h e y s h o u l d a s s o c i a t e 
w i t h o t h e r s . " (41) B u t even i n t h i s 
c a s e , t h e w o r k e r s were n o t w i l l i n g t o 
have t h e Commissioners c o n f i r m t h e i r 
p r e c o n c e i v e d n o t i o n s . One o f t h e 
women w i t n e s s e s c o m p l a i n e d t o t h e 
Commission t h a t t h e l o c a l p r e s s had 



e x a g g e r a t e d t h e " g o i n g s - o n : ! a t t h e 
m i l l . ( 4 2 ) 

P e r h a p s t h e Commissioners t o o k t h e 
c o m p l a i n t t o h e a r t . Or per h a p s t h e y 
c o n v i n c e d t h e m s e l v e s by t h e i r own 
s c r u p u l o u s i n v e s t i g a t i o n . C e r t a i n l y 
t h e y l e f t no s t o n e u n t u r n e d i n t h e i r 
q u e s t f o r m i s b e h a v i o u r . But i n t h e 
end, when t h e y made t h e i r r e p o r t s , 
t h e y had t o c o n c l u d e — a l b e i t some
what r e l u c t a n t l y one s u s p e c t s ' — t h a t 
t h e r e were no s i g n s o f " s e r i o u s im
m o r a l i t y " i n C a n a d i a n f a c t o r i e s . I n 
deed, i n a gr a n d g e s t u r e , t h e y even 
conceded t h a t t h e m o r a l c h a r a c t e r o f 
Ca n a d i a n w o r k i n g women was "as h i g h 
as t h a t o f o t h e r c l a s s e s . " ( 4 3 ) No one 
had asked them t o i n q u i r e i n t o t h e 
m o r a l s t a t e o f Ca n a d i a n women b u t 
t h e y had done so anyway and i n t h e 
p r o c e s s had managed t o m u f f l e n o t 
o n l y t h e women t h e m s e l v e s b u t a l s o t h e 
c r u c i a l economic and s o c i a l q u e s t i o n s 
r a i s e d by t h e f a c t o r y system and by 
women's p l a c e i n i t . G i v e n t h e i r 
m o r a l c o n c e r n t h e y c o u l d n o t h e l p r e 
i t e r a t i n g t h e n o t i o n t h a t women c o n 
s t i t u t e d a h e l p l e s s c l a s s , t h a t t h e y 
needed b o t h m o r a l and p h y s i c a l p r o t e c 
t i o n from t h e dangers o f t h e work 
w o r l d . I n t h a t , o f c o u r s e , t h e Com
m i s s i o n e r s were no d i f f e r e n t from 
t h e i r c o n t e m p o r a r i e s who were p a s s i n g 
f a c t o r y l e g i s l a t i o n and demanding f e 
male f a c t o r y i n s p e c t o r s . P r o t e c t i n g 
women from t h e w o r l d was a common c o n 
c e r n i n t h e 1880s. 

The f o u r groups o f p e o p l e d i s c u s s e d 
above seem t o have been l i v i n g i n 
f o u r d i f f e r e n t w o r l d s . Working women, 
w o r k i n g men, male employers and male 
Commissioners c o n s t i t u t e d so many 
v o i c e s s p e a k i n g i n t h e d a r k . The 
women t r i e d t o speak o f t h e r e a l i t y 
o f t h e i r w o r k i n g days b u t t h e y d i d so 
i n m u f f l e d t o n e s . The w o r k i n g men h i d 
t h e i r c o n f u s i o n about female l a b o u r i n 
a f l u r r y o f c o n t r a d i c t o r y o p i n i o n s . 
The male employers spoke c l e a r l y : 
women were an economic a s s e t i n a 
f a c t o r y as l o n g as t h e y f u l f i l l e d c e r 
t a i n r e q u i r e m e n t s . And t h e male Com
m i s s i o n e r s d e l i b e r a t e l y c o n f u s e d t h e 
e n t i r e q u e s t i o n o f female l a b o u r by 
t r e a t i n g i t as synonymous w i t h m o r a l 
i t y . The o n l y c h a r a c t e r i s t i c t h a t 
t h e f o u r groups had i n common was t h e 
m u f f l i n g i t s e l f . And t h a t m u f f l i n g 
was o m n i p r e s e n t i n t h e women's anony
m i t y , i n t h e male w o r k e r s ' a m b i g u i t y , 
i n t h e e m p l o y e r s ' economic i n t e r e s t 
and i n t h e Co m m i s s i o n e r s ' m o r a l i n t e r 
e s t . P e rhaps one has here an a s p e c t 
o f "female c u l t u r e , " ( 4 4 ) t h e s i l e n c e 
t h a t i s b o t h imposed upon and a c c e p t e d 
by women. That s i l e n c e may be b o t h 
cause and consequence o f t h e economic 
dependency o f women i n t h e f a m i l y and 
i n t h e f a c t o r y . C e r t a i n l y t h e i n 
j u n c t i o n t o be s i l e n t accompanied 
young women as t h e y e a g e r l y sought t h e 
v a r i e t y o f j o b s t h e f a c t o r y system 
o f f e r e d . The t r i c k f o r t h e h i s t o r i a n 
r e m a i n s however: how t o c r a c k t h a t 
s i l e n c e . 
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