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PR EFACE 

Lorn a D uffi n 

This  collection of p apers  or igin ated a s  a series  of 
semi n a r s  co nvened under  the a u s pice s and with the 
fi n a ncial  support of Oxford University  Women 1 s Stu d i e s  
Committee . T h e  editors are mo st  g r ateful t o  t he members 
of the committee for their  s u p port , to all  those who 
attended the se minars  and co ntributed to the di scu s sion s , 
and to Queen El izabeth  House for p roviding the venue . 
The work of the contributors i n  f irst  pre senting t he 
semi n ar papers  a n d  subsequently  re vi s ing  them for  
publication dese rve s our generous  t h a nk s . 

L ind sey  Charles  had the mai n re sponsibil i ty  for 
org anis ing  the seminars , a nd took on the t a s k  of 
acade mic editor . Lorn a D uffi n prepared the manu scripts  
for  pu blication a nd w a s  g i ve n  substantial  and much 
appreci ated a s s i s t a nce by John Corlett . 

T h i s  book i s  the e ighth  in the Oxford Women 1 s Stu dies  
serie s .  



l 
I NTROD TJCTION 

Lindsey Ch arles  

' To the  Victori a n s ' ,  it ha s been said , ' belon g s  the 
di scove ry of the wom an worker as  an ob j ect of pity ' .2 Thi s 
goe s fa r towa rds exp l aining why the bulk of hi storical 
re s e a rch on women ' s  work concentrate s on the nineteenth 
and twentieth centuries . To begin with , the exten sive 
invest igat ion and le gis l ation which arose from thi s conce rn 
for wom en workers  engendered con siderable material  for 
u se by hi stori a n s . In addit ion , the posi tion of the wom an 
worke r in mod ern indu strial  socie ty i s  the sub ject of 
continuing hi storical and sociological deb ate , thu s the 
nineteenth centu ry wom an wo rker is  a natural  ob j ect of 
attention and interest . 

By con tra st , wom en ' s  wo rk in earlier  periods has  
been  rel atively neglected and  de scri bed by one hi storia n  
as the 'least well-explored area of women's studies. •3 The 
reasons  a re not hard to find : empirical data i s  sca rce and 
what there i s  presents  con siderable problems of inter­
pretation and methodolog y .  While some import ant  
pioneering wo rk h a s  been do ne in thi s field , mo st notably 
Al ice Clark ' s  Work ing L ife o f  Women in  t h e  Seven teen th Cen­
tury , there h a s  until recently been little sub sequ ent 
deb a te . 4 Thi s volume i s  intended to con tribute to thi s 
g rowing  de bate . I t s  conce rn i s  with English society 
before i ts  transition to industrial  capitalism in the 
eighteenth and nineteenth centuri e s . Thi s pe riod of 
economic tran sition ha s been chosen a s  an end point 
becau se it  i s  oft en argued to have radica lly  ch anged 
fe male work patterns  and established the norms of women ' s  
work today . Wh ether it wa s industriali zat ion or pre­
exi stent ca pital is t  org a n i zation which affected such 
ch a n g e s  is not al 'ways  cle a r , and one ofe the point s made 
here by Chri s Mi ddleton is that the analytical framework 
within which such argument s a re formulated requires  
critical scrutiny . Whichever is  the ca se , we hop e th at 
the time span of thi s volume wi ll prove long enough to 
allow u seful comp a ri son s of women ' s  work patterns acro ss  
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In traduction 

severa l  ph a se s  of economic and  soci a l  organiza t ion . 
The  s t art ing poin t for our pe riod wa s more difficul t  

to de termi ne . ' P r e-i n d u strial ' , i t  h a s  been pointed out , 
i s  a ' somewhat  n e g a t ive l abel ' s wh ich can s ub sume m a ny 
d iffe rent  e r a s  and  forms  of economic org a n ization . T h e  
ch oice of  a s t arting da t e  o f  1300 i s  l a rgely pragm a t ic 
s i nce the  l at e  thirteenth and  fourteenth centuries  m a rk the  
a p p e a ra nce of  more  ade q u a t e  written sources a n d  records 
t h rough which women ' s  work can be  explored . Th u s  the  
col lect ion s t raddle s the two cu stom a ry his torical categories  
o f  med ieval and e a rly mode rn a n d  encomp a s se s  funda­
menta l  a n d  fa r-reaching  soci al  and  economic ch a nge . 

Some b rief  outl ine  of these  ch a n g e s  might  be  useful  
h e re . 6 English  s ociety at  the  turn of the  fourtee nth  
centur y  coul d  s t i l l  be  c a l l e d  fe u d a l  i n  th a t  t here wa s 
s t i l l  a l a rge body of u n free  l abour rende ri ng due s in  
kind or  l abour s e rvice to  the  seign u r i a l  cla s s , a n d  that  
m a n oria l  org anizat ion and  j u r i s d iction continued to  be 
s t rong , even ove r the town s .  But  money rents  we re 
b ecom i ng i ncre a si ngly common . T h i s  wa s p a rtly due to 
l a n d  hunger  ca u s ed by a nsmg pop u l at ion which l e d  t o 
t h e  recl amation o f  new l a n d  wi thout the at tachment of  
custom a ry due s and the  s a le of  o ld  land at  a n  i n flated 
v a l ue re qu1nng cash payments  a s  we l l  a s  trad ition al  
d ue s .  As  a r e s ult' , by the  t ime  of  the  Bl ack De ath  0348 ) 
' the  whole s i t u a t ion wa s ext remely f luid  . . .  Th e scramble  
for  l an d ,  t ogether with commuta tion h a d  somewh a t  b l urred 
s ocial  s t a tu s , v i l l e i n  a n d  fr eeman often  wo rking s ide by 
s i de on  l an d  for w hich t hey p ai d  a money ren t . ' 7 T a k i ng 
advantage  of  the  r i s ing  pr ice s oft en a s soci ated w i th 
p op u l a t ion pre s s ure  many l ords took to farming their  
de mesne  lands  for  profit , s e l l ing  t heir  surp l us t o  other 
parts  of the  country a n d , i n  many c a s e s , abroad , where 
i t  formed p art  o f  the  swe l l ing t ide of En g l ish export s .  
Tr ade i n  general  h a d  i ncre a s e d  during what  i s  oft en seen 
as the economic ex p a n s ion o f  the twe l fth  and t hirteenth 
centur i e s , and  with  i t  town s had  grown in number and 
s ize . As their  economic st rength grew they b egan to 
s l ough off the  soci al  and pol itical cont rol exe rted by t he 
baron a g e . 

Over the fol lowi ng 200 years  the  ma nortia l s y s t em 
s uffe red increa s ing di s location and  a l though the ve st ige s 
of vil le inage  l ingered unt i l  the  seventeenth century ( when 
the  l a st  l egal bondman died ) the  society i n  which i t  had 
f l ouri shed h a d  l on g  s ince d i s a p p e a red . B y  1 600 many of  
the  de scen dants  o f  medieval b a ron s were s t ill  hol ding very 
l a rge e states , but their  tenantry wa s free a n d  u s u a l ly 
p ay i n g  money rent , a n d  their  l e g a l  j u r i s d ict ion ov e r  the  
l ocal ity h a d  dwi ndled t o nothing . Nor  were  they the  on ly  
g roup of s u b s t a n t i a l  l a n down ers  a s ,  with  the except ion of  
t h e  church , they  had  been  i n  the fourteenth century . The 
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gentry cl ass was now a n  afflue nt  and i nfluential  social 
group , and had acquired an importance , local a n d  
n a t ion al ,  in  t h e  count ryside a lmost equal to t h a t  of t h e  
a ristocracy . Below the gentry there was the nea rest thing 
Engl and  ever se ems to have  had to an independent , 
prosperous peasantry 8 in the sh ape of the  yeGm an cl ass 
- small  scale , l argely own er occupy i ng farmers ,  r ivall ing , 
a t  their we althiest end , the poorer gentry . Al ongside 
t hese were cottagers wi th more preca rious le asing arrange-­
ments over their land  and  wage l abourers who we re oft en 
e i ther l a ndless or supplementing the products of an 
ina dequate l a n d  hol ding . 

Se veral  reasons have  been ad duced for these 
cha nges . There was ,  to begin with , the dr amatic 
disrupt ion of the Bl ack De ath a n d  subseque nt  pl ague 
outbreaks which reversed the popul at ion rise of the 
previous two centuries a n d  i n  so doing may we l l  have  had 
some fa r reachi ng social  consequences . There wa s  now a 
l an d  surplus and  l abour short age and this is fr eque ntly 
a rgue d t o  have been to the advantage of the smallholde r 
who could get better terms of hiring and  service and 
ch eaper  l an d .  Town dwe llers also invested incre asingl y 
i n  land . Dur i ng the fifteenth century the b a ronage 
further weakened their  posit ion as a cl ass in the  
prolonged internecine strife of the Wa rs of the Roses . This 
reduced their  numbers ,  st retched their purses and 
consi de rably reduced their  political  power when the Crown 
eventually succeeded in assert ing more con trol than ever 
b efore over i ts gre at peers .  Their  cont rol over the local 
count rys ide was a l so quiet l y  unde rmined by lesser sorts 
buying up the l a n d  of impoverished b a rons or gammg 
i n flue nce i n  local affa irs during the prol onged absences of 
wa rring lords . The  f inal  major factor in  the cha nge i n  
the b a l ance of  l a n ded powe r w a s  the sixteenth century 
Engl ish Reformat ion and the accompanyi ng sale of  
mon astery l a nd . The p urch ase of such land by prosperous 
mi ddle cl ass fa mil ies , urb a n  and ru ra l , hel ped to  create 
the sol id gen try cl ass which was pol itica l l y  so much in 
ev ide nce in the  seventee nth century . 

Ch a nges in  the t rad ing and  manufactur ing sectors of 
the economy during this pe riod we re also ext ensive . 
Engl ish t rade a t  the  beginn ing of the fourteenth century , 
both interna l  a n d  intern ational , was brisk and expanding. 
Marketing and  exch ange took pl ace at  a l l  level s :  from the 
local sale of peasant surpluses to ra ise money for dues or 
the purch ase of commodit ies not ob tainable  from l a nd 
holdings ( for example , sa lt , fish and iron implements ) , to 
l a rge landown ers selling the produce of their fa rms and 
mi nes to central  and southern Europe and Scandinavi a .  
T h e  staple o f  Engl ish ex ports however , was wool . Engl ish 
wool was in de mand th roughout Europe , part icul ar ly  i n  
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the northern c loth mak i ng centres of Fl ande rs , B r abant  
and H ol land . I ts  ex port reached a peak in  th e early 
fourteenth century and rema ined a t  a high level t hrough­
out the  1 300s de sp ite the di sruption of  the Hundred Ye ars  
v.f a r  with France . S ince it  wa s inevitably a prime  ta rget 
for Crown t axat ion it  w a s  fiscally m ore convenient  to 
cha nnel  exported wool through one centre abroad - the  
St aple , which  bec ame fixed a t  C a l a i s  from 1392 . By the  
m i d-fourteenth century thi s wa s dominated by a small  
g roup of l a rge  En glish  merch ants  k n own a s  Merchants  of 
t he Staple or St aplers , who by the m i d-fifteenth century 
controlled about four-fift h s  of the En gl i sh wool trade . 
They included , a s  Kay Lacey shows , at  l e ast  two women 
i n  their  n umbers i n  the f i fteenth century . 

Th i s  t rade i n  raw wool wa s ,  howe ver ,  increa singly 
cha llenged by t he g rowi ng export of  wool len clot h .  Th i s  
i ncreased thirty fold between the mid-four teenth and m i d­
s ixteenth centuries  and  by the seventeenth century 
con st ituted over 92% of a l l  woollen export s and 80-90% of 
ex port s as a wh ole . I t  retained i ts  import ance until  
out stripped by cotton at the end of  the e ighteenth 
century . Behind this exp a n s ion in  the  cloth t rade w a s  
t h e  development a n d  exp a n sion o f  t h e  En g l i sh clot h  
industry . A c loth industry there had always b ee n , 
producing for the home m a rke t , but i t  wa s not unti l  th e 
f i ft eenth and  s ixteenth centuries  that  English  c loth s tarted 
to compete with fine Fl emi sh product s in  the European 
m a rk et s .  T h i s  wa s p a rtly due t o  influxe s of  F lemi sh 
refug ees  from the Low Co untries  who were p a rt icularly 
influential  in e s t ablishing the ' New Dr aperies ' in  Ea st 
An g l i a . Technological  change  such as the introduction of 
the 'fulling mil l  in the thirteenth and fourteenth centurie s ,  
may a l so have been a n  important factor. B y  the s even­
teenth cent ury the ma nufacture of cloth  wa s being 
d e l iberate ly  encour aged b y  the government at  the  expen se 
of  r aw wool exports  s ince i t  h a d  greater  pay-offs i n  t erms 
of  emp loyment a s  we ll  a s  f iscal  revenue . On a number of 
occ a s ion s the export of raw wool wa s b anned and in 1617 
the St aple wa s disbande d . 

W oollen c l ot h , then , for much of our pe riod wa s 
centra l ly import ant  to the British economy both as  a 
s taple  export and  a s  a major  manufacturing act ivity , a 
fact which ex plains  i t s  prominence in thi s collection . 
M a ny town s and a reas  we re involved in  i ts  manufacture 
at  some t ime  and  their fortunes waxed and  waned with 
those of the p a rticular typ e s  of cloth they made . T h e  
c lot h industry wa s both u r b a n  and rural . I n  town s it  
wa s us ually based on a network of cottager outworkers  
org anized by middle-m a n  clothiers . Sometimes the two 
i nterl inked in that  urban ma sters a l so org anized rural  
work , e specially s p inning , which wa s never  g i ld  org anized 
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and always undertaken by outworker s ,  whether urb an or 
rur a l .  So, for example , the fourteenth a n d  fifteenth 
century worsted indu stry in  Norwich wa s closely 
integrated with i ts  suppl iers of y a rn in surrounding 
vil lage s .  But  i n  other reg ions urban and ru ral  c l oth 
man ufacture wa s uncon nected and even , at  time s ,  in 
compet ition . On e of the major  ear ly  cloth town-s , Yo rk , 
w a s  in  decline by the fift eenth century while around it  
the rural  W e st Riding indu stry wa s thriving . Th i s  
l a rgely independent rur al  cloth indu stry i s  often s e e n  as  
b eing one  of  the f irs t  industries  to  experience l a rge scale 
org anization , resting a s  i t  did on the employment and 
coordination of numbers of workers carry ing out diffe rent 
and special ized processes : spinning , we aving , fulling , 
dyeing and so  on . 

Ot her industries  we re a l so growi ng in  importance , 
howe ver , a s  de mand for their products  increa sed , both at  
home and abroad . Iron work of a l l  sort s , pottery and 
coal  we re chief amongst  these . D uring the seventeenth 
century , as  En g l i sh t rade netwo rk s beg a n  their rapid 
exp a n s ion to take  in  Africa , As ia  and the At l antic , and 
goods w e re i ncre a s ing l y  c a rried , w i th government e ncour­
ageme nt , i n  En gl ish  ships  ( a s  opposed , for exa mp l e , to 
Dutch carriers ) s h ipbuilding and fitting also became a 
major industry . By the end of the century such 
mercant ile act ivity had become at l e a st as  important in  
En g l ish overseas  trade a s  the cloth  trade . Cloth still  
compri sed by fa r the l argest  export in  terms of vol ume , 
but other commoditi e s of l e s s  bulk sold into new and 
u npredictable m a rk ets  had di sproportionatel y l arge 
return s .  England had a l so evolved a system of re-export 
and monopol y s upplying wi th its colonies , particul ar ly  in 
the New Worl d ,  which proved l ucrative until  b lown apart 
by the Am erican revolut ion aries in the l ate eighteenth 
century . U nde rtaking or investing i n  ri sky but pote n­
tial ly profitable  ventures overseas  became a l iving in 
i tsel f ,  de spite the occa sion a l  speculative disa ster , and 
London became the · commercial  capital  of the worl d .  

I t  w a s  perhaps  the spoils  o f  this  t rading empire and 
the opportun itie s it  offe red i n  terms of raw ma teri a l s  and 
m a rkets  which contributed to the industrial  de velopm ent of 
th e la te eighteenth century . Ch anges  in agricultural  
org a niz a tion , comb ined wi th g rowi ng population , have a l so 
been s ingled out a s  contributory fa ctors . By the end of 
the s eventeenth century ' the m ovement towa rds to e Great  
E s t ate  wa s beginning ' , 9  at  the expense  of  smaller  fa rmers 
and l andhol ders . These we re increa singly pu shed out by 
di spos sess ion by consol idat ing and enclosing l and lords or 
neighbour s or by overw helming compet ition from the great 
estates which , i t  is  argued , were fr eque ntly created and 
expanded for the very purpose of al lowing increased 
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efficiency . By  the mi d-e ighteenth century a widening g ap 
h a d  opened up b etwe en  substantial  fa rmers and l arge 
l an down ers on the one hand and virtually l andle s s  wa g e  
l abour ers  on t h e  other . T h i s ,  combin ed w i t h  accelerated 
populat ion g rowth  in the  later  e ighteenth century is  
t ra d ition a l l y  argued to  have prov ide d the pool of surplus  
l abour required for  industri a l  de velopment . At  the same 
time , capital ist  ag riculture created surplus  capital  which 
could  be invested in  industrial  de ve lopment  and the 
technological  innovations which enabled it  to happe n .  
Capital is t  organizat ion i s fr equently a rg ued t o  have  been 
we 1 1  e stabl ished in many s ectors of the economy by thi s 
t ime - for most M a rxi st h i storians  the seventeenth century 
form s the watershed between fe udal ism and c a p ital i sm . 
T h e  m i x  of c auses  and the  weight  each  should c a rry i n  an 
explanat ion of  e ighteenth century industrial  change  i s  the  
subj ect of  prolonged a n d  h e ated d i sput e .l0 Wh at is  c lear  is  
that  the l a st years  of  the e i ghteenth century wi th their  
large , capital  intensive cot ton factories  ( a lbeit  s t i l l  
dependent  on woode n m a chinery and water  powe r )  h e r a l de d  
the  mas sive c h a n g e s  in  ma nufacture w h i c h  b y  the l ate  
n ineteenth century had t ra n s formed the En g l i sh economy 
into an industrial  one and the En g l ish populat ion to a 
predominantly urb a n  one , work i ng for wages  on an 
increa singly special ized and mechanized b a s i s .  

Such , the n ,  i s  t he g eneral  soc ia l  a n d  economic 
b ackgroun d to  the s tudy of  women ' s  work . Wh at  p icture 
has emerged from such s tudy to date?  Fo r the e a r l ier  
p a rt of the  period , up to  the seventeenth c entury ,  some 
col'l! mon fe atures emerge from the exi sting l iterature . It  i s  
genera lly ag reed that  women , wh i le o n  t h e  whole virtually 
excluded from publ ic li fe , played an ext remely  active 
economic  role . Th i s  wa s expected by contemporaries : 
' hu sb a n d  and wife were then mutually de pendent a n d  both 
supported their  chi l dren . oll The  exact  nature  of t h i s role 
is di ffic ult to  de fine . There wa s ,  i t  i s  argued , far  more 
to be  done in the way of product ion for con sumption by 
t he household - 1 the  spinning of thread and we aving of 
cloth , the making of c lothes , and the preparat ion of 
foods . ol2_ which wa s l a rge ly  undert aken by the women of 
t he household . But women a l so unde rtook remunerative 
work . They appear to  have participated to some ext ent  
in  most craft g ilds . !] any c a rried on a craft or t rade 
independently , and a h a ndful , p a rticularly in  the upper 
reaches of society , we re succes sful and prominent i n  their  
field . On the whol e , however , women ' s  involvement in  
g i ld org an ized crafts  wa s t hroug h their  part icip ation in  
th e ir husbands ' or fathers ' t rade s. These , i t  must  be 
remembered , we re fr equently carried on in  the same 
premi ses  as  the household 1 s l iving quarters , and  i t  is  
argue d  that  the women of the  hou se a s s i sted in them 
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a lmost as a matter of cour se . Th ere wa s also ,  h owever , 
a range of occupation s undertaken by women outside g i l d  
org anized craft s ,  m a ny of wh i ch were almost exc l usively 
fe male . The most common of these we re spinning , 
brewing , retailing and general  provi sioning . Rural  
wome n ,  b y  fa r the  mo st numerou s but  most  forgotten 
g roup , worked the l an d  and tended l ive stock . I n  c loth 
manufacturing districts , both men and women frequently 
drew p a rt of their  l ivel ihood from out-work for entre­
preneur cloth iers : spinning generally s eemed to fa 1 1  to 
women , while men l ooked aft er th e l ooms . 

It i s  generally a s s umed th at fe male .act ivity wa s 
l a rge ly  de termined by the  de mands of the h ou seh old and 
the fort unes of its  male wo rker s .  He nce Eileen Powe r ,  a 
p ion eer in the study of medieval women a rgued that  ' i t 
wa s necessary for the m a rried wom an to e a rn a supple­
mentary wa g e ' 1 3 in whatever wa y sh e coul d ,  and 
de signates  many wives ' occ upation s as  ' bye-i ndustries ' 
s id elines rath e r  than ful l  t ime occupations . Th i s  view 
a l so emerg e s  from more recent 1 iterature Sa l ly 
Alexande r ,  for example , argue s tha t a woma n ' s  wo rk in 
the h ome was  ' a l loc ated between dome stic l abour and wo rk 
in  product ion for s a le , accord ing to the fa mily ' s  economic 
needs . ' 1 4 Further , it i s  oft en argued that  ' these  we re 
oft en t rade s which related direct ly to  the work of wom en 
in the household bec ause  at th i s  stage domest ic and 
industrial l ife we re not c learly separa te . Women th u s  
c a rried o n  food , drink and clothing product ion . '  1 5 For 
the most p a rt women ' s  work is a lso seen in the context of 
m a rriage and wi dowh ood since it  is generally as sumed 
that  the de mographic  bal ance betwe en the sexe s wa s mor e 
even than in the p'\st  200 years and that most women 
married at  some time. 6 On ly Power ma intain s ,  on somewhat  
shaky evidence , th at there  wa s a ' s urplus ' of s ingle  
women who h ad to  support t hemselve s . 1 7 Ov erall , wom en ' s  
l abour i s  s een a s  de termined by , and subord inate to ,  th e 
de mands of husband , h ousehold and family . On th e whole 
th ey we re a l so leg ally s ubordinate to their h u sb ands and 
t heir  economic activity wa s in th eory closely confined by 
legal  incapacity , which affected , amongst  other thing s ,  
their  right t o  own and di spose o f  property . Th i s ,  
h owever , wa s not a s  incapacitating a s  the l e g a l  subordin­
at ion of women in  the nineteenth c entury , part ly  due to 
looph oles  ari sing from conflicting and overl apping 
j ur i sd ictions wh ich at t imes  al lowed even ma rried women 
con s ide ra b l e  legal  independe nce . 1 8  On e furth e r  important 
ch a racteristic of medieval women ' s  work wh ich has been 
generally i dentified i s the l ow level of fe male wage s .  In 
examp l e s  wh ere th ese  can be compared with those of men -
in fie l d  l abour ing or servant , work , th ey appear to be 
con siderably l owe r .  1 9 
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Th e picture of  women ' s  work g enerally presen ted for 
th e e a rl ier  part of  th i s  period is a somewh a t static  one . 
Few h ave ident ified any movements  for ch ange  in women ' s  
work over t ime . 2 0 Th i s  i s  in  contrast  to  th e seventeenth 
century and onwa rds , wh ich , a s  de scribed above , i s  
generally  seen as  a pe riod of  radical  social  and  econ omic  
tran s formation and wh ere resea rch focusses  on h ow th i s  
affe cted women ' s  l abour . Th e most substantial  and 
th orough research on women in  ' p r e-industrial ' En g l a nd to 
date de al s with th ese  l ater years . M ost  important  are 
Clark ' s  V.lorking L ife and anoth er e a rly p ioneering wo rk 
by I vy P i nch beck : fv'omen l4orkers a n d  the Ind u s tria l 
Revolu tion 1?50-1850 . 21 Both see s imilar  ch anges  taki ng 
pl ace in women ' s  work during th e period c . 1 6 50- 1 850 , but  
d i ffe r about th eir c ause  and t iming . 

Th e ch i ef ch anges  i dentified by both are th e 
d i s a ppe a rance of man y  t rad itional fe male  occ upation s ,  th e 
g row th of a c l a s s  of idle  women in more affluent s ocial  
groups and th e re sort by th eir poorer s i sters to waged 
l abour out s ide th e h ome . Clark attributes th ese  de velop­
ments  to th e g rowth of capit a l i sm ( a lth ough sh e confoun ds 
capi tal i sm  with industrial izat ion ) and places  th eir  
b eg innin g s  i n  th e l ate  seventeenth cen t ur y . I n  agriculture  
c a p it al i st de velopment led to  l a rge  scale fa rming wh ich 
even tually  di spos sessed  th e de sce ndants  of many of th e 
smal l  independent fa rmer s  pr ized an d en couraged b y  th e 
T udors an d forced th em , male  and fe male  a l ike , to turn to 
waged  l abour . In indu stry capital ist  development edg ed 
out small  craft smen and led to th e concentration of  
incre a s in g  numbers of wo rker s  in  workp laces  aw a y  from 
h ome . Taken togeth er ,  th e s e  de velopmen t s de prived women 
of  th eir  opportunities  to sh are th eir  husbands ' work . For 
we alth y  women th i s  led to  th e para sit ism de scribed by 
Ol ive Schreiner , 2 2 for th e poor , incre a s ing exploitation at 
th e h a nds of wage-p a y i ng capital is ts . Th e incre as ing 
a moun t s of c apital  required in business  combined with new 
skill  spec i a l izations  from wh ich women we re effect ively 
excluded prevented th e vast maj ority of women from 
c a rrying on th eir  own busine s s . P i nch beck attributes  far 
more respon s ibil ity in  th i s  proce ss  to incre asing in dustrial 
m ech a nizat ion , al th ough h er a n a lys i s  of th e effect  of l arge 
scale  ag ricu ltural  de velopmen t  i s  s imilar  to th at  of  
Clark ' s . Th e g rowth of factories  in  th e l ate  eigh t eenth 
and nin eteenth centur ies  led to th e de s t ruct ion of 
ha n d icraf t  indu stry and th e separati on of  h om e  an d wo rk . 
I t  a l so g radual ly removed m a ny of th e t a sk s of h ou seh old 
product ion formerly undertaken by women to mass factory 
p roduction . H e r  view of  t h e se ch anges  is le s s  g loomy 
th an Clark ' s  s ince i t  maintains  tha t fem a le wa ge  earners  
i n factory in dustry we re no more  exploited th an th ose 
p reviously worki ng a t  h ome  on ou t-work for capital is t  
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e m p loy ers and middlemen - an a s pect o f  early c a p ital ism 
of  which Cl ark t ak e s  l itt le acco unt . 23 

These interpretatio n s, mo st  o f  them e stab l ished early 
i n  thi s century , o f  the effects  o f  industrial  capitalism , 
have o n  the who le been accepted with l ittle mo dific atio n  
s ince and fo rm the b a s i s  o f  much o f  the  theo retical  debate  
on the de termi nant s of  wo men 1 s wo rk i n  mode rn industrial  
soc iety .2 4 \'/ hat  hi storical modificatio n  there h a s  been h a s  
us ually  been to the view of  nineteenth century women 1 s 
wo rk it h a s  been pointed out , for example , that o ut-
wo rk , h ome-work and han dicraft work , much of it  
invol vi ng women ,  survived into thi s century . 2 5 Even the 
co ncep�6 

of the idle mi ddle c l a s s  wi fe has been chall­
enged . But the picture of the antecedent co nditio n s  
sketched above rem ains  l a rgely intact . A p a rt from its  
theo retical  co nveniences , one reason for the l ack o f  
modifica tion to t h i s  view may we l l  b e  the scarcity o f  
sources  available  a n d  the fo rmidable methodolo g ical  
pro blem s they present  in  use . Before exam 1 n1ng the  
p a rticul ar contributio n  of the papers in this  co llectio n  to  
the fi eld out lined above , a survey of  the raw material  
avai l able and i ts  l imitat ions wil l  b e  useful . 

On e of the s taple  sources for the hi story of the 
earl ier part of our perio d  is court records ( rol ls ) .  The 
most  important here , in  a collectio n  of  papers heavily 
b ias ed tow a rds urban l ife , are tho se of roy a l , eccle s ias­
t ical and bo ro ugh co urt s .  Surviving rol l s  are quite 
ext ens ive and are . made up of a mass of de positio n s ,  
presentm ents, _a l legat io n s , de c is ions  and o rde r s . They are 
pe rhaps the mos t sys te m a tical ly  and re gular ly  k e pt 
records , e specially at the level of nat ion al j u dicial  
circuits . Ye ar o oo k s , which we re notes on the procee­
ding s  of  c a ses , apparently by a sp iring l awyers , can also 
b e  i lluminating . R a rer , but al so we ll  kept , are t axation 
records . Ag ain , these  are b e st at a nat ional l evel where , 
for e x ampl e ,  the l ay sub sidies and p ol l  taxe s  levied by 
the royal  governme nt in  the  f ourteenth cent u ry provide a 
fairly comprehen sive and h ence valuao l e  coverage ? 7 A n other 
im portant so urce 1 s  g i l d  records and  regul ations - the 
nature and ext ent of these de pends on tn e lo c a l ity . I n  
additio n  t o  these typ e s  o f  data , there i s  a v ariety of 
mat erial  to be fo und at  l ocal  level . H ouseho l d  l i s ting s ,  
baptismal  registers , the 1 Ea ster b ook s  1 used b y  Sue 
1-l r ight a re exam p l e s  of o ffic ial reco rds kept o cc a sion al l y  
i n i ndividual tovm,r . 

Oth er impol!' tant c.nd widely used sourc e s  c..::::- e 
person al recorc. s in t�1 e form of wi lls, �esta:nents anci 
invento ries  which can sD. ed l ig ht on everyday l i fe, 
inheritance cu sto m s , farr· i ly  rel at ionships  and sc on . 
Personal papE r s  becomE mor e ext ensive a�. ou r period 
pro g r e s ses  a s  diary-keeping becarr. e  more commo n  and 
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co rrespondence more fr equent  due to  h igh er  s tandards of 
l iteracy and a more s table  pol itic al environment � 8 F inall y , 
th ere  are l iterary sources , wh ich al so become more 
extensive  in  th e l ater p a rt of th e period due to e a sier  
acce s s  to  printing pr e s s e s  and , again , increasing 
l iteracy . Book s and pamph lets  of advice , warning and 
exh ortation on a range of s ubj ects  appear in g rowi ng 
numbers  as  we l l  a s  th e more arti stic works of fict ion : 
p lays , poetry , s atires  a n d , e ventually , novel s .  

A l l  th ese  sources present  fun damental  problems in  
u s e , e specially for h i storia n s  studyi ng women .  \'l omen , a s  
i s  oft en pointed out , t e n d  to be ' i nvi sible ' a s  fa r a s  
m a n y  h i storical  source s a re conce rned , r a rel y  appearing , 
or doing so only f leetingly . Th i s  i s  due l a rgely to th eir  
subordinate  legal  and politic al position wh i ch means  th at 
th ey  were rarely h ou seh olders , l it igants  or g i l d  members .  
Th i s  i s  p a rticularly s o  for ma rried women wh ose righ t s  
a n d  i dent ity we re l a rgel y  s ub sumed · under th eir  h u sbands ' 
and  wh o present th e add ed complicat ion of a ch anging 
surname wh i ch m akes  th e m  very di fficult  to trace , 
e speciall y  th rough rem arri a g e s .  But th e actual  position 
of women wh o do appear in  the  records can be very 
d i fficult  to a scertain . T a k e , for example , gild records , 
wh ere women are  occ a s ion al ly recorded a s  members . I t  
c a n not be un que stioningly a s sumed th at  such women 
actually  c a rried on a t rade or e nj oyed  the same gild 
p rivileges  a s  men . I t  se ems clear that  th e re were d iffe r­
ent  t ypes  of  m e mbersh ip .29 To beg i n with , many g ilds  h ad 
social  and religiou s function s wh ich were a s  
imp ort ant  a s  th eir  role i n  reg ul ating a n d  protecting 
trade . Women migh t  p a rticipate  ful1y i n  th e rel igious a n d  
social a spects  of a g i l d  wh i le h a ving only a l imi ted role 
i n  its economic  1 ife . M oreover , with i n th at  economic  1 i fe 
th ere cou l d  b e  diffe rent level s  of pa rticip ation : for 
exa mpl e , someone m igh t en j oy th e privilege confe rred by 
th e g i ld to  t rade w i th out h aving th e righ t  to  p a rticipate 
i n  th e governance of th e g il d .  \lh e n  th i s  h appened , 
women were prob ab ly u s u al ly in  th e former category . Th e 
sh eer  divers ity of g i l d  t ra d itions add to th e comp licat ions  
of determining th e position of  women with in th em . 

Wome n , p a rticularly w i dows , d i d , h owever , h ave one 
unique role  with i n th e g i lds in  th a t  th ey could  offe r  a 
way to  membersh ip for outsiders . M e mbersh ip wa s often  
extended to  th e w i dows of  c ra ft smen, but wa s t ra n s fe rred 
to th eir  new h u s band if th ey ma rried a man working the 
same t rade . Th i s  raises  th e furth e r  import ant  p roblem of 

h ow far fe male g i l d  members actually c a r ried on a t rade 
th emselves  and h ow fa r i t  wa s in  th e h ands of m a le 
r el atives  and  employ ees  - p a rticul arly i f  th ey were wi dow s 
( a  que st ion exp lored h ere by Sue W r igh t ) .  Th i s  in  turn 
r a i ses  the  que stion of th e type and  ext ent of th e expertise  
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acquired by the wives and da ughters who fr equently 
seemed to have a s s i sted ma ster craft smen wi thout official  
recognition . I t  a l so presents  an interesting problem in 
those cases  where husband and wi fe a re found pur suing 
diffe rent g ild craft s  or t rade s or when gi ld  privileges  a re 
g r a nted to both husband and wife - examples  of both have 
been u ncovered by Diane Hut ton and Kay Lacey . 

Ev en such apparently straightforwa rd as pects of 
g i lds a s  their reg ulations cannot b e  t aken at face value . 
For our purposes  here , those regul ating the emp loyment 
practices of ma sters  are most interesting . For example , 
from t ime to  t ime there we re prohibit ions on the empl oy­
ment of  women by masters  except for their own wives  and 
daughters . This  throws interest ing light on the 
employment of  women in the t rade s concerned , and on the 
position of wives and daughters . But i t  also raises  the 
problem of the rea sons for  the prohibition and i ts  effect . 
I t  must  have been enacted in response to what wa s 
perce ived a s  a n  unacceptable level of female  emp loyment 
in  the t rade . But  wa s this higher than formerl y ,  or we re 
economic condition s and male unemployment getting worse?  
Wa s it  perh aps due  to politic al  pressure  from male  
apprentices and  journeymen prompted by  the ir  own 
preca rious position ? An d why wa s female  l abour seen a s  
unacceptable  anyway?  F requently t h i s  must  have been 
due to the threat of unde rcutting pre sented by fem a le 
l abour s ince women ' s  rates  of pa y then as  now tended to 
be  lowe r than men ' s .  Th i s  r a i ses  l arger que stions of the 
sexual division of labour and diffe rential  wage rates  to 
which we s h a l l  return l ater . 

Difficul t ies  s imi larly ari se with that even richer 
source - court records . He re the problem of typ icality 
h a s  been recognized for some t ime  and not j u st in  this  
period or in ' women ' s  h i story ' .  I t  i s  obviou sly diffic ult  
to  get  a b a l anced v iew of a com mun ity and i ts  l i fe from 
court or pol ice records . On e of the many probl ems i s  
j udg ing the prevalence o f  a pa rticular crime o r  mi s­
demeanour at any one t ime : a f lood of prosecutions for an 
offe nce could mea n  that  i ts  incidence had ri sen , or i t  
could  s imply indicate more efficient pol icing or increased 
pub l ic concern about i t  for some rea son s .  Thu s ,  for 
examp le , women prosecuted for i l leg al  retailing could be 
p a rt of a n s1ng trend or could be the victims of a 
p a rticularly vigilant  town corporation . Moreover , it i s  
diffic ul t to assess  how wide spread the  offence wa s :  the  
a uthorities may ha ve swoop ed successfully on all  such 
l awbreakers or they may have been s truggl ing in vain 
against  a major  problem , in which case  even a large 
number of prosecutions may represent  only the tip of the 
iceberg . Records of prosecutions and th e l ike therefore 
have  to be used very ca reful ly  and in c lose conj unction 
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with other da t a  about the l i fe of the commun ity as  a 
whole . 

However , court records a r e  not confined to r eport s of 
c a s e s  heard and de ci sions and penalties  g iven . As David  
V a i sey h a s  pointed out , much u seful i ncide n t a l  informa tion 
can oft en be  g leaned from the  s tatements of  witne s s e s , the  
comments  of c lerks  a n d  what  we re to contemporaries  
u n important  incidental  c ircum stances  of a c a s e : 1 the  most  
v a luable  nuggets  are to be found i n  the most  unl ikely­
sounding cases . 1 3 0  Th u s  a source which has been we l l  
worked over in convent ion a l  w a y s  might , with a l ittle 
im a g i n a t ion and a l ot of  t horough tooth-combing , be  made 
to y ie ld  new insight s .  

The  sources  which are  perhaps  most obv iously 
fr aught  with problems  of u s e  and interpretation are  
l iterary one s .  W h ether  ov ertly polemical  o r  not , they 
obv iou sly offe r  a highly subject ive view of the wo rld  and 
i t  i s  ext remely diffic ult  to de termine how far  and how 
accur ately the norms of contemporary society are  reflected 
therein . H owever , such sources s t i l l  have  valuable  
potential , provided that  their  l imi tat ions are  recog nize d . 
Thu s ,  they cannot be re l ie d  on to g ive concrete infor­
m a t ion on the natur e  and extent  of women 1 S  employment  
but may g ive some ide a  of  the way in which it  wa s 
perceived , by women and  oth ers , of the s tatus  it enj oy ed 
a n d  s o  on. I n  a d d i t ion , t h e  v e r y  a p p e a r a nc e  of s u c h  
tracts  or other forms of l iterature , may have its  ow n 
soc iolog ical  s ignificance . M ich ael  Robert s s how s here how 
l iterary sources , when ca refully h andled , can  yi e l d  
im ages  and ide a l s  which themselves  reflect important 
facet s of and changes  i n  the  society of a p a rticul a r  
period . 

Th i s ,  then , i s  the background of source material  
and  general  methodological  con siderat ion s against wh i ch 
t he papers  col lected here , with their  specific foci and 
varying approaches  must  b e  set . 

VI e  begin wit h  a s tudy by K ay Lacey of the  l e g a l  
context o f  women 1 s wo rk in fou rteenth a n d  fifteenth 
century London . Th i s  is  a central i s sue a s  terms of 
trading , own ership of l an d  and goods , r ight  to  prosecute 
for de bt , in  short , everything nece s s a ry for econom ic  
activity wa s affe cted by l aw , whether i t be p a rl iamentary 
s tatut e ,  common l aw or borough regulation . Lacey thre a d s  
her  way t hrough the m a s s  of complex a n d  often  conflicting 
l aw governing women 1 s wo rk i n  London during this  period 
to de termine what  women 1 s l e g a l  c apacities  may have been 
i n  theory . Sh e then comp ares  their  theoretical  position 
with what can be di scovered about their  actual work in 
London at  this t ime , and shows that the two frequently 
did  not coincide . 

Diane  Hut ton put s women i n  roug hly the same period 
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but a d i ffe rent t own - Shrewsbury - under the mi croscope . 
She t ries  to ascertain the ty p ical ity of the few women 
appea ring in the records and to reconstruct the working 
l ive s  of women in general , ex a mmm g the diffe rences 
between the ty p e s  and pa tterns of  male and female  work . 
She point s out the  need a l so to consider  the work done by 
women wi thout financial  returns for the maintenance of 
individual  hou seholds and fa milies  in a s s e s sing their 
overal l  contribution to the economy . 

Sue Wright takes  us  on to the s ixteenth and early 
seventeenth centuries with a de t ailed examination of 
women ' s  wo rk in Sa l i sbury during this  period . Sh e 
d i scusses  women ' s  role both inside and out side the formal 
gild sector of the  town ' s  economy , trying to assess  the 
ext ent of their part icip ation in all are a s , and the 
typ ica l ity and ex act  role s of the i solated examples  which 
surface in g ild and court records . She too discusses  
whether  and how fluctuations in  the town ' s  economic  
fort unes affe cted t he position of working women . 

The  l a st two papers  move from the local study to the 
nat ional  overview . F irs t , Michael  Roberts gives us  a 
d i ffe rent and 1 ittle explored perspective on women ' s  work 
in  the seventeenth and eig hteenth centur ies . He presents  
five views of  women ' s  work , dr awing l a rgely , although 
not exc lusively , on l iterary sources . Us ing these , he 
s hows the i de ological  uncertainty and ambivalence 
surrounding wom en ' s  work , and indeed work i n general , 
during this  period . He then rel ates  these  variou s  and 
sometim e s  conflict ing views to the economic real ity of 
wom en ' s  position and the changes probably t ak i ng pl ace 
in i t  due to  the de velopment of  capitalism and the first 
stag e s  of  i ndustri a l i zation . 

A cont rasting treatment of the  effects  of capital ism 
i n  i ts  va rious stages  of  d e velopment fol lows in Ch ris  
M i ddleton ' s  paper . H e  seeks firstly to evolve a clearer 
and more rigorous theore t ic al per s pective on what pre­
industrial  c apital i sm comprised . He then argue s  that  
many of the  cha racteri stics  of women ' s  work which can be 
d i scerned under pre- i ndustrial  capitalism pre-da te  i ts  
development . I n  so do ing he chal lenges  many of the  
a r_g uments fr eq uently advanced about the rea son s for 
sexual  d ivi sion s of l abour . He draws p a rallels  over time , 
r efer ring for wa rd to the pr esent  a s  w el l  a s  b ack to feudal 
society , to point u p  t he s imilar it ies  and continuit y in 
women ' s  work exp e rience a s  well  a s  the dif f e ren -
ce s. 

from 
There 
which 
drawn 

W omen ' s  work d uring this  period , then , i s  v iewed 
a number of contrasting angles  in this collection . 

are , howe ver , a few common themes and problems 
occur th roughout the papers and w h ich may be  
together briefly here  and compared with  other 
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fi ndings  to  date on th e s ubject . 
On e of th e most imp ort ant  of th ese  i s  th e a s socia tion 

betwee n  h om e  and wo rk in th i s  period . As seen ab ove , 
t h i s  i s  often  identified a s  a k ey d i ffe rence , certainly for 
fe m a le l abour , b etwe en  pre- and post-i ndustrial  society . 
I t  wo uld b e  imp ossib le to de ny th at  th i s  th eory h a s much 
i n i t s  favour . ' P re-i ndustrial  1 t rade and manufacture 
was usual ly c a rried out in  close proximity to  domest ic 
li fe , wh eth er in  th e cottag e s  of rur a l  work e rs  producing 
cloth or yarn unde r th e put ting out sy s t em , or i n  th e 
shop o r  work sh op of urb a n  traders  and craftwor]{ ers  wh i ch 
wa s  u s u a l ly in  th e same  bui lding a s  a fa m i ly ' s  l iving 
qu a rt er s .  I t  i s  a l so c lear  th a t  members o f  th e same 
fa m i ly often pur sued or a s s i sted i n th e same economic  
act ivity . Th e exa m p le o f  th i s  wh i ch arises  most frequently 
in th e s e  urb an-ori ented papers  i s  th e one c ited e a rl ier of 
wives  and da ugh ters a s s i st ing  i n  craft smen ' s  work . It 
wa s  recog nized th at family and work relat ions we re 
c losely intertwined - h ence th e r i gh t  of  wi dows to  i nh e rit  
and  continue th eir de ad  h u sbands 1 trade , or pass  on h i s  
gi ld s tatus  t o  a new h u sb a nd . 

Furth ermore , many h ou seh ol d  activities  overl apped 
wi th commercial  one s .  For example , i t  i s  l ik ely th at 
m any h o u sewives  still made bread , a le and h omespun 
cloth e s for  th eir h ouseh olds , but  t h e s e  we re also  produce d  
for s a le - P ow e r ' s  bye-i n d u s t ri e s. Oft e n , a s  w i t h  b r e a d  
a n d  t ext ile  manufacture , th ese  craft s  h ad reach ed a fairly 
adv anced de g ree  of  org anizat ion , and th u s  wh at counted 
a s a s tandard fe male  occupation wi th in th e h ouseh ol d  h ad 
become a t rade i n  i ts  own r igh t out s ide i t .  But th e l ines  
we re often  b lurred - a le wa s frequently made by h ou se­
wives , for exa mple , h ence th e name ' a lewi fe ' and  
' brewster ' .  How we l l  de fined th i s  act ivity wa s for th e 
wom a n  concerned , th at i s ,  wh eth er it constituted a 
di stinct oc cupation rather th a n  · a  s i del ine in surplus  from 
ale made routinely for th e h ou seh ol d  i s  diffic ult  to say , 
not l e a st b ecause  it doubtl e s s  va ried with each c a s e . 

It i s ,  h owe ver , possible  to overdr aw th i s  i dent ifica­
t ion of h ome and wo rk , for b oth male and fe m a le l ab our . 
M a ny , po ssibly most , men worked a way from th ei r  
l iving qu a rters . Journeymen and  apprentice s ,  for 
ex a mp le , wo rked on th eir  ma sters ' premises  and we re 
s upposed to l ive as p a rt of h i s  h ou s eh ol d . But many 
journeymen we re ma rried , a n d  for  th em th ere wa s a clear  
se p a r a t ion of  home and work . It  also ,  a s  D i ane H utton 
point s out , ruled out fa mily p a rticipation in  th eir  craft 
a nd put  th eir  wives  in  a quite  diffe rent  position to th ose 
of  m a ster craft smen . For th e far g reater  numb er s  work i ng 
th e l and  a s imi lar  c a s e  could  prob ably b e  made . I t  h a s 
b een pointed out e l sewh ere th at th e male  populat ion were  
fr equently out  of th e h ou seh ol d  ' sowing , p lough ing , 
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