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Compelling Question: Were the mills good for women? 
In this inquiry, students will explore primary material from the period between 1830 and 1850, at the 
height of the Lowell Mills. The mills actively recruited young women to work there, but by 1832 the 
women were engaged in forms of protest working conditions. As you read the sources, annotate, and 
respond to guiding questions to form a strong sense of whether these mills were good for women and the 
arguments made at the time.  
 

ROUND 1: RECRUITMENT 
 

Document A: “Song of the Factory Girls” 
The following song was popular among working girls in the mid 1800s.  
 

O sing me a song of the Factory Girl 
So merry and glad and free 

The bloom on her cheeks, of health it speaks! 
O a happy creature is she! 

 
"Song of the Factory Girls," in Foner, Philip S., ed. The Factory Girls: A Collection of Writings on Life 

and Struggles in the New England Factories of the 1840's by the Factory Girls Themselves, and 
the Story, in Their Own Words, of the First Trade Unions of Women Workers in the United 
States. Chicago: University of Illinois Press, 1977. 

 
Document B: The ‘Benefits’ of Factory Life for Women 
In the early 1800s, rural areas were short on work and girls needed to work outside of the home and often 
in cities to support their families. Yet girls and women leaving the safety of the domestic sphere roused 
public concern both for protecting their womanhood and for making sure there wasn’t too much 
competition for male laborers. Even as late as the 1870s, newspapers like the Daily Phoenix weighed in. 
Here they quote a doctor, Jennie Collins, describes the conditions at Lowell.  
 

We have not one woman too many in Massachusetts; in the next place, they are more 
healthy than men, and both facts can be proved by the report of the city hospital, which received 
2,088 men, and in the same period only 1,113 women although they are double in number, with 
half the pay.  

The next error of Dr. Ames, is the statement that manufacturing and kindred trade crafts 
are injurious to health and morals in a greater degree than other modes of life. This is 
contradicted by the records at the State House that will bear testimony that out of 150,000 
women, only one in seventy-five chargeable to the State for support in sickness or old age, is 
from factories or shops. 

As for their morals, another record will show that out of the appalling number of poor 
girls who are led away from rectitude and seek redress from the State, very rarely one comes 
from the factory or work-shop. A significant fact for themselves and their surroundings.  

  
The Daily Phoenix. (Columbia, SC), May. 7 1875. https://www.loc.gov/item/sn84027008/1875-
05-07/ed-1/.  
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Document C: An Advertisement for Mill Workers 
The following advertisement was printed in 1870, well after the mill girls strike and initial 
recruitment.   

 
“75 Young Women 15 to 35 Years of Age, Wanted to Work in the Cotton Mills!” broadside ca. 
1870. Vertical File Collection, HBS Archives Baker Library, Harvard Business School. 

 
Hypothesis 1: Based on these documents, were the mills good for women? 
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ROUND 2: MEN’S PERSPECTIVES 
 
Document D: An Excerpt from A New England Girlhood (1889) 
"A New England Girlhood" is the autobiography of poet Lucy Larcom. Arriving in Lowell, 
Massachusetts, in the 1830s after the death of her shipmaster father, eleven-year-old Lucy Larcom went to 
work in a textile mill to help support her family. Her mother also worked there as a Matron in the boarding 
house.  
 

My grandfather came to see my mother once at about this time and visited the mills. 
When he had entered our room, and looked around for a moment, he took off his hat and made 
a low bow to the girls, first toward the right, and then toward the left. We were familiar with his 
courteous habits, partly due to his French descent; but we had never seen anybody bow to a 
room full of mill girls in that polite way, and some one of the family afterwards asked him why 
he did so. He looked a little surprised at the question, but answered promptly and with dignity, 
“I always take off my hat to ladies.” 

His courtesy was genuine. Still, we did not call ourselves ladies. We did not forget that 
we were working-girls, wearing coarse aprons suitable to our work, and that there was some 
danger of our becoming drudges. I know that sometimes the confinement of the mill became 
very wearisome to me. In the sweet June weather I would lean far out of the window, and try not 
to hear the unceasing clash of sound inside. Looking away to the hills, my whole stifled being 
would cry out “Oh, that I had wings!” Still I was there from choice… And I was every day 
making discoveries about life, and about myself… I defied the machinery to make me its slave. 
Its incessant discords could not drown the music of my thoughts if I would let them fly high 
enough. 
 
Larcom, Lucy. A New England Girlhood, Outlined from Memory. United States: Houghton, Mifflin 

Company, 1889. 
 
Guiding Questions: 
 

1. How did Larcom’s grandfather view gender roles in this period?	
 
 

2. Why does  Lucy Lacrom, a mill girl herself, emphasize the distinction between “ladies” 
and “working-girls”?  
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Document E: Orestes Brownson 
The operatives are well dressed, and we are told, well paid. They are said to be healthy, 

contented, and happy. This is the fair side of the picture . . . There is a dark side, moral as well as 
physical. Of the common operatives, few, if any, by their wages, acquire a competence . . . the 
great mass wear out their health, spirits, and morals, without becoming one whit better off than 
when they commenced labor. The bills of mortality in these factory villages are not striking, we 
admit, for the poor girls when they can toil no longer go home to die. The average 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. 
 
Brownson, Orestes. The Laboring Classes: An Article from the Boston Quarterly Review, Boston: 

Benjamin H. Greene, 1840.  
 
Guiding Question: 
 

1. Why does Orestes oppose women’s labor in the factories? What is he most concerned 
with? 

 
 
 
 
Hypothesis 2: Based on these documents, were the mills good for women? 
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ROUND 3: DATA 
 

Document F: Lowell Timetable 

 
“Timetable of the Lowell Mills.” 1868.  
 
Guiding Questions: 
 

1. What time of day do the mill-girls begin work? 
 

2. What time of day do the mill-girls stop work? 
 

3. How much of a break do they get for breakfast? 
 

4. Do these seem like reasonable working hours to you? Explain. 
 
 
 

5. This timetable is from AFTER a period of worker strikes. Does it surprise you that these 
were an improvement on the hours they were supposed to work? 
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Document G: Boarding House Rules 
"All persons in the employ of the Hamilton Manufacturing Company are to observe the 

regulations of the room where they are employed. They are not to be absent from their work 
without the consent of the over-seer, except in cases of sickness, and then t hey are to send him 
word of the cause of their absence. They are to board in one of the houses of the company and 
give information at the counting room, where they board, when they begin, or, whenever they 
change their boarding place; and are to observe t he regulations of their boarding-house. 
 
Those intending to leave the employment of the company are to give at least two weeks' notice 
thereof to their overseer. 
 
All persons entering into the employment of the company are considered as engaged for twelve 
months, and those who leave sooner, or do not comply with all these regulations, will not be 
entitled to a regular discharge. 
 
The company will not employ any one who is habitually absent from public worship on the 
Sabbath [Sunday], or known to be guilty of immorality. 
 
A physician will attend once in every month at the counting-room, to vaccinate all who may 
need it, free of expense. 
 
Any one who shall take from the mills or the yard, any yarn, cloth or other article belonging to 
the company, will be considered guilty of stealing and be liable to prosecution. 
 
Payment will be made monthly, including board and wages. The accounts will be made up to 
the last Saturday but one in every month, and paid in the course of the following week. 
 
These regulations are considered part of the contract, with which all persons entering into the 
employment of the Hamilton Manufacturing Company, engage to comply." 
 
Avery, John. “Boarding House Rules.” From the Handbook to Lowell 1848. 

https://libguides.uml.edu/c.php?g=529205&p=3619725.  
 
Guiding Questions: 
 

1. What rule surprises you most? 
 
 
 

2. Do you think these rules are unreasonable? 
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Document H: Images of Working Girls 
The first image below gives you a sense of typical women’s fashion in the mid-19th century. The female 
silhouette of the middle of the 19th century consisted of a fitted corseted bodice and wide full skirts. The 
conical skirts developed between the 1830s, when the high waist of the Empire silhouette was lowered and 
the skirts became more bell shaped, to the late 1860s, when the fullness of the skirts were pulled to the back 
and the bustle developed. The second image is from the Lowell Historical Society. It shows two mill 
workers and their dresses. Mill girls kept their dresses shorter because they would get caught in the 
machines at the mill. 

 
Brooklyn Museum Costume Collection at The Metropolitan Museum of Art, Gift of the Brooklyn 

Museum, 2009; Brooklyn Museum Collection. Retrieved from 
https://www.metmuseum.org/art/collection/search/158960.  

“Two Young Women.” 1870. Tintype. Center for Lowell History, University of Massachusetts Lowell 
Libraries. 

 
Guiding Questions: 
 

1. What differences do you notice between the ideal gown, and how the mill workers 
dressed? 

 
 

2. How might the mill girls’ dresses have been viewed by the public? 
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Document I: Mill Girls with Shuttles 
The image below shows mill girls posing with their 
“shuttles,” a tool used to operate the large power looms. 
The looms were dangerous: hair could get caught in the 
machines and the shuttle they used could shoot out of the 
machine. Thread would be “threaded” through the 
shuttle then pulled out the eye, operators typically used 
their teeth, creating problems with germ spreading. Girls 
died from tuberculosis at a higher rate than the 
population outside. Operators would throw the shuttle 
through the loom and catch it on return. The shuttles 
moved at high speeds. The air inside the factories was full 
of cotton particles that the girls would breathe in, all of 
this damaging their lungs and causing shortness of 
breath and fatigue. 
 
 
“5 Young Women.” Tintype. M6106 PN 25. University 

of Massachusetts Lowell. 
https://libguides.uml.edu/c.php?g=545336&p=3740991.  

 
 
Guiding Question: 
 

1. Why would the women pose with their shuttles?   
 
 
 
 
 
Hypothesis 3: Based on these documents, were the mills good for women? 
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ROUND 4: WOMEN’S PERSPECTIVES 
 
Document J: “A Factory Girl” 
The mill promoted themselves to parents and young women with promises that they would have engaging 
cultural experiences at the boarding houses. The women also began publishing The Lowell Offering from 
1840 to 1845. It contained the work produced by some women, including poems and autobiographical 
sketches, published anonymously or acknowledged only by their initials. The mill owners controlled what 
appeared in the magazine, so the articles highlighted the girls femininity and tended to be positive. The 
Lowell Offering stopped being published when women began to strike in 1845. When the magazine 
promoted the cause of a workday shortened to 10 hours, tensions between workers and management 
became inflamed and the magazine was shut down. 
 

It has been asserted that to put ourselves under the influence and restraints of corporate 
bodies, is contrary to the spirit of our institutions, and to that love of independence which we 
ought to cherish. . . . We are under restraints, but they are voluntarily assumed; and we are at 
liberty to withdraw from them, whenever they become galling or irksome. Neither have I ever 
discovered that any restraints were imposed upon us but those which were necessary for the 
peace and comfort of the whole, and for the promotion of the design for which we are collected, 
namely, to get money, as much of it and as fast as we can; and it is because our toil is so 
unremitting, that the wages of factory girls are higher than those of females engaged in most 
other occupations. It is these wages which, in spite of toil, restraint, discomfort, and prejudice, 
have drawn so many worthy, virtuous, intelligent, and well-educated girls to Lowell, and other 
factories; and it is the wages which are in great degree to decide the characters of the factory girls 
as a class. . . .  

Mr. Brownson may rail as much as he pleases against the real injustice of capitalists 
against operatives, and we will bid him God speed, if he will but keep truth and common sense 
upon his side. Still, the avails of factory labor are now greater than those of many domestics, 
seamstresses, and school-teachers; and strange would it be, if in money-loving New England, 
one of the most lucrative female employments should be rejected because it is toilsome, or 
because some people are prejudiced against it. Yankee girls have too much independence for 
that. . . . And now, if Mr. Brownson is a man, he will endeavor to retrieve the injury he has done; 
. . . though he will find error, ignorance, and folly among us, (and where would he find them 
not?) yet he would not see worthy and virtuous girls consigned to infamy, because they work in 
a factory. 
 
A Factory Girl, "Factory Girls," Lowell Offering, December 1840.  
 
Guiding Questions: 
 

1. Why do you think “A Factory Girl” remains anonymous?  
 
 

2. Is she concerned about the way women are treated in the Lowell factories? Why or why 
not? 
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Document K: Mary Paul Letters to her Father 
Mary Paul was one of thousands of Lowell mill "girls." She grew up in northern Vermont, one of four 
children born to Bela and Marry Briggs Paul. She worked in the mills from 1845 through 1848, joining 
her father in Claremont, New Hampshire. 
 
Lowell Dec 21st 1845 
Dear Father 

I received your letter on Thursday the 14th with much pleasure. I am well which is one 
comfort. My life and health are spared while others are cut off. Last Thursday one girl fell down 
and broke her neck which caused instant death. She was going in or coming out of the mill and 
slipped down it being very icy. The same day a man was killed by the [railroad] cars. Another 
had nearly all of his ribs broken. Another was nearly killed by falling down and having a bale of 
cotton fall on him. Last Tuesday we were paid. In all I had six dollars and sixty cents paid $4.68 
for board. With the rest I got me a pair of rubbers and a pair of 50.cts shoes… Perhaps you 
would like something about our regulations about going in and coming out of the mill. At 5 
o'clock in the morning the bell rings for the folks to get up and get breakfast. At half past six it 
rings for the girls to get up and at seven they are called into the mill. At half past 12 we have 
dinner are called back again at one and stay till half past seven.,, I get along very well with my 
work. I can doff as fast as any girl in our room… I think that the factory is the best place for me 
and if any girl wants employment I advise them to come to Lowell…  

 
“Mary Paul Letters.” Vermont Historical Society. Montpelier, Vermont. Retrieved from 

https://www.albany.edu/history/history316/MaryPaulLetters.html.  
 
Guiding Questions: 
 

1. Why do you think “A Factory Girl” remains anonymous?  
 
 

2. Is she concerned about the way women are treated in the Lowell factories? Why or why 
not? 

 
 
Hypothesis 3: Based on these documents, were the mills good for women? 
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ROUND 4: STRIKE 
 
Document I: Harriet Robinson’s Recollection of the Lowell Girls’ Strike of 1836 
 

One of the girls stood on a pump, and gave vent to the feelings of 
her companions in a neat speech, declaring that it was their duty to resist 
all attempts at cutting down the wages. This was the first time a woman 
had spoken in public in Lowell, and the event caused surprise and 
consternation among her audience. 

Cutting down the wages was not their only grievance, nor the 
only cause of this strike… It was estimated that as many as twelve or 
fifteen hundred girls turned out, and walked in procession through the 
streets. They had neither flags nor music, but sang songs, a favorite (but 
rather inappropriate) one being a parody on “I won't be a nun.” 

 
Oh! isn't it a pity, such a pretty girl as I- 
Should be sent to the factory to pine away and die? 
Oh ! I cannot be a slave, 
I will not be a slave, 
For I'm so fond of liberty 
That I cannot be a slave. 
 
…I worked in a lower room, where I had heard the proposed strike fully, if not 

vehemently, discussed; I had been an ardent listener to what was said against this attempt at 
"oppression" on the part of the corporation, and naturally I took sides with the strikers. When the 
day came on which the girls were to turn out, those in the upper rooms started first, and so 
many of them left that our mill was at once shut down. Then, when the girls in my room stood 
irresolute, uncertain what to do, asking each other, "Would you? " or "Shall we turn out?" and 
not one of them having the courage to lead off, I, who began to think they would not go out, 
after all their talk, became impatient, and started on ahead, saying, with childish bravado, "I 
don't care what you do, I am going to turn out, whether any one else does or not;'' and I marched 
out, and was followed by the others. 

As I looked back at the long line that followed me, I was more proud than I have ever 
been since… 

 
Robinson, Harriet Hanson. Loom and Spindle or Life Among the Early Mill Girls. New York: T.Y. 

Crowell, 1898. https://historymatters.gmu.edu/blackboard/robinson.html.  
 
Guiding Question: 
 

1. According to Harriet Robinson, what caused the strike of 1836 and how did it unfold? 
 
 

2. How did the lyrics in the workers' song change from the previous song? 
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Document J: Preamble of the Lowell Factory Girls Association 
This is the introduction to the Union Constitution the working girls formed in 1836.  
 

Whereas we, the undersigned, residents of Lowell, moved by a love of honest industry 
and the expectation of a fair and liberal recompence, have left our homes, our relatives and 
youthful associates, and come hither, and subjected ourselves to all the danger and 
inconvenience, which necessarily attend young and unprotected females, when among 
strangers, and in a strange land; and however humble the condition of Factory Girls, (as we are 
termed,) may seem, we firmly and fearlessly (though we trust with a modesty becoming our 
sex,) claim for ourselves… 
 
“Constitution of the Lowell Factory Girls Association.” 1836. Mill Girls in Nineteenth-Century Print. 

https://americanantiquarian.org/millgirls/items/show/54.  
 
Guiding Question: 
 

1. What words do the women use to describe themselves? 
 
 

2. Do they seem “fearless” or “humble” in their preamble? 
 
 

3. Based on other reading, why do you think they used those words? 
 
 
 
Document K: Ten Hour Petition 
This is one of many petitions sent by Lowell mill girls to garner support for their strike.  
 

Sign the Petition! 
Ten Hours, Ten Hours!! Sign the Petition! 

We have forwarded to some of our friends in different towns of Massachusetts, petitions asking 
the Legislature to prohibit incorporated companies for employing one set of hands more than ten 
hours per day. We hope our friends will be active in circulating them for signatures and have 
them all returned to the office of the Voice of Industry. 
—Lowell Female Labor Reform Association 
 
“Petition from the Lowell Mills.” Voice of Industry, January 15, 1845. Retrieved from 

http://industrialrevolution.org/petition-and-legislature.html.  
 
Guiding Questions: 
 

1. What are the girls asking for? 
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Document L: The “Beauties of Our Factory-System—Or Lowell Slavery” by an “Operative” 
This anonymous author described her experience working in the Lowell Mills.  
 

[L]et us go with that light-hearted, joyous young girl who is about for the first time to 
leave the home of her childhood; that home around which clusters so many beautiful and holy 
associations, pleasant memories, and quiet joys; to leave, too, a mother’s cheerful smile, a father’s 
care and protection; and wend her way toward this famed “city of spindles,” this promised land 
of the imagination, in whose praise she has doubtless heard so much… 

Follow her now as she enters that large gloomy looking building—she is in search of 
employment, and has been told that she might here obtain an eligible situation. She is sadly 
wearied with her journey, and withal somewhat annoyed by the noise, confusion, and strange 
faces all around her… 

Here is the beginning of mischief; for in addition to the tyranous and oppressive rules 
which meet her astonished eyes, she finds herself compelled to remain for the space of twelve 
months in the very place she then occupies, however reasonable and just cause of complaint 
might be hers, or however strong the wish for dismission; thus, in fact, constituting herself a 
slave, a very slave to the caprices of him for whom she labors… she must still continue to toil on, 
long after Nature’s lamp has ceased to lend its aid… thus working on an average, at least twelve 
hours and… hasty meals, which is in winter simply one half hour at noon,—in the spring is 
allowed the same at morn, and during the summer is added 15 minutes to the half hour at noon. 
Then too, when she is at last released from her wearisome day’s toil, still may she not depart in 
peace. No! … subjected to the manifold inconveniences of a large crowded boarding-house, 
where too… she is obliged to sleep in a small comfortless, half ventilated apartment containing 
some half a dozen occupants each, but no matter, she is an operative—it is all well enough for 
her; there is no “abuse” about it; no, indeed; so think our employers,—but do we think so? time 
will show. 
 
“Factory Tracts. Factory Life As It Is. Number One.” Lowell, MA, 1845. 

https://historymatters.gmu.edu/d/6217.  
 
Guiding Questions: 
 

1. Why does the author of the “Factory Tracts” remain anonymous in the text itself, opting 
to only refer to themselves as an “operative”?  

 
 
 

2. What concerns her the most about the way women are treated in the Lowell factories? 
 
 
 

3. Why might it be controversial that they refer to themselves as “slaves”? 
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Document M: Petition 
 

March Boldly On 
Sisters, let us be encouraged to labor yet more abundantly! Let the thought that we are engaged 
in a good work nerve us on to duty. The battle is not to the strong, alone, nor the race to the 
swift—but to the righteousness of the cause. In the strength of Elijah's God, the God of Right, let 
us march boldly on to the conquest. Let us take no rest until the shout shall rend the earth and 
heavens— "Goliath is fallen!" 
—Juliana 
 
Voice of Industry, June 12, 1846. Retrieved from http://industrialrevolution.org/petition-and-

legislature.html.  
 
Guiding Questions: 
 

1. Based on this source, do the mill workers' complaints seem resolved by 1846? 
 
 
 
Synthesis: Based on these documents, were the mills good for women? Why or why not? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


