CHAPTER 4

Immigrant Women and Work

t is impossible to talk about immigrant women today and one h
dred years ago without considering the enormous changes that
taken place in the lives of American women.

Women now vote—a right they gained only in 1920—and hold poi
cal office. More go to college, and beyond: by 1979, women students
numbered men in the nation’s colleges; some ten years later they e
over half of the bachelor’s and master’s degrees awarded and a third of
doctoral degrees.! Women executives and high-level professionals are
longer the rarity they once were. In 1910, only 1 percent of lawyers
6 percent of physicians in the nation were women. By 1995, the figures
risen to 25 percent for lawyers and 22 percent for physicians.? Divorce is
easier and more acceptable, and women on their own have access to sociul
welfare benefits to a degree unknown earlier in the century.

Perhaps most dramatic, there has been a virtual revolution in women's
involvement in the labor force. More women in the United States are now
working for wages for more of their lives. Whereas in 1900 only 20 percent
of women in the nation were in the paid labor force, by 1995 the figure had
reached nearly 60 percent.

There is also a difference in who works. At the turn of the twentieth cen«
tury, the vast majority of women workers were young and single. It way
generally assumed that work outside the home was temporary for a young
girl; when she married, she would move back into the domestic domain,
Indeed, there was a social stigma attached to the working wife, who was
often considered beyond the pale of middle-class respectability.?

Today, working daughters have given way to working mothers.* Women
now enter the labor force later —and they stay. Whether they work for eco-
nomic need, to maintain or raise their family’s living standards, or for per-
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il watisfaction, the fact is that by 1990 almost three quarters of married
e with children under eighteen worked in the paid labor force, many

R "
Wty so full-time and year-round. i |
{1 these broad changes in women’s participation in the American

{uluit force have affected the experiences of immigrant women today as
sumpaied to the past is the focus of this chapter. W.::tge work, as we
il see, has empowered immigrant wives and mothers in late twenuef:h-
untury New York in ways that were not possible for Jewish and ’Ita].lan
Juattled women of an earlier era. Comparing a time when few maf-ned_un-
wilgrant women worked for wages to a period when mo,st do brings mtlo
sharper focus the relationship between migrant women's work and their
werall status—and helps us understand the conditions that lead women

| experience gains as well as losses when they come tf) the United State-s.
An important issue in both periods is how women's status c}.Janged in
{he process of moving to New York. A common popular perception about
(e past is that migration was liberating for European women who left tra-
Aitional cultures, with their old-fashioned and repressive customs, for a
{yeer America. To some degree, this view captures the experiences f’f young
unmarried Jewish and Italian women in the past, but it mosF certainly mis-
jepresents the situation of adult migrant women at the time, who were
iore constrained in many ways after the move to New York.
In the contemporary period, in contrast, migrant women -of all ages
(1 New York have tended to experience improvements in their status as
women, although it is too strong to say that migration ¥1as e'ma,nclipated
{hem. Lately, feminist scholars have emphasized that migration’s 1m.pact
11 women should not be conceptualized in stark either/or terms. Migra-
(lon often leads to losses—as well as gains—for women, and traditional
patriarchal codes and practices may continue to .have an impact. In the
wpirit of the new feminist scholarship, this analysis mal.ces clear that even
when migration improves women’s access to €COnOmic resources, as it
oiten does today, they are not fully liberated. el
Gender inequalities are still very much with us, and wom.en—lmml-
prants as well as the native-born—continue to experience special burdens
nd disabilities as members of the “second sex.” The Chinese say that
women hold up half the sky, but many immigrant wormen i.n New York ap:
pear to be holding up more than their half. Indeed,' immigrant mothers
continued responsibilities for child-care and domestic tasks :‘f\dd new com-
plications for them when they are more likely to work outside, as well as

inside, the home.
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Jewish and Italian Women in the Great Migration

From the beginning, in the move itself, Jewish and Italian women typi& :
followed men —husbands, fiancés, and fathers—who led the way. W
were a minority, too. The Italian migration was, more than anything '
a movement of single men coming to make money and go home. In
years of the peak migration between 1880 and 1910, about 8o percet (
Ttalian immigrants to the United States were male.” The Jewish moven
was mainly a family affair, but even then men predominated: between 1K
and 1910 women made up 43 percent of the migration stream to the Unit
States.®
A common pattern among male Italians at the turn of the century
make the trip between America and Italy several times, either on their o
or in the company of male kin or fellow villagers. Some returned to It4
for good. Many, however, settled in New York permanently once they
saved enough money and then sent for family members. Most Jewish 1
came to stay, but they, too, usually made the journey first, later sendi
for working-age children and then arranging for wives and younger fam |
members to follow. Occasionally, Jewish daughters came first, becoml
“emissaries of family survival” in America. According to Susan Glenn, on
a network of relatives was established in New York, many Jewish fam|
lies were willing, and found it practicable, to send one or more child
including working-age daughters, in advance.’
Although women usually had husbands and fathers to greet them, the
voyage to the New World was nonetheless daunting. In his autobiography
Leonard Covello recalls that his mother had never been more than a fev
miles outside her Italian village when, in 1896, she made the long trip with
her young children, first to Naples and then on the choppy seas for twent)
days to New York. In the two-day wait at Ellis Island, before Leonards
father came to meet them, his mother “hardly closed her eyes for fear ol
losing us in the confusion.”® About the same time, in 1891, eleven-year-olt ',
Rose Cohen and her unmarried aunt left Russia for New York. They
joining her father, who had migrated a few years earlier, gotten a foothold
in New York, and sent prepaid steamship tickets to his family. Rose and hy v
aunt’s trip involved being smuggled across the border (for lack of proper
local passports), a week-long wait in Hamburg in a dismal building own
by the steamship company, and an ocean crossing, in steerage, marked -.
days of terrible seasickness. About a year after Rose arrived, the rest of the
family, including her mother, joined Rose and her father in New York."
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lmimigrant Daughters

{4 sooner had Rose Cohen settled in New York than she, like so many
Aher Jewish girls, went to work in a garment sweatshop, recalling thatt1
Jyor “fingers often stiffened with pain” as she “rolled and basted the [coatt
pilyes.” 12 Jewish daughters, as Susan Glenn notfas, vtrere expe'cted to go E:
4l carn aliving asa matter of course. Itwasas mev.ltable, said one W(;: T,
4 vating and breathing and finally dying. It was just peirt of the zcEeme
ol things.”13 Stereotypes about the freedom .that Ameflca ?ﬁ'ere dau:t';—
jwan migrant women are based on the experiences of 1mm'1grant ug t
{¢14, although even in their case, there is a risk of exaggerat-mg t}me ext.er‘;l
tr which they were empowered by the move to New York in this p;no .
Although work outside the home often expand-e('i y:?ung Italian an'd ]ew(—1
{sh daughters’ horizons, factory jobs were debilitating, poorly pat » 1
Loimetimes downright dangerous and did not lead to much economic in-
spendence. :
1 1;::1:1(:?0, more than three-quarters of unmarried .]3\:\?181.1 immlgra&r;t
duughters over sixteen worked for wages, the vast majority in the n;e e
{riudes: even younger girls, those only fourteen and ﬁft-een years of age,
ulten worked outside the home ! Italian girls were more ;h.kely to stay home
helping with household chores or to engage in industrial h.omeWQ'rk,l\;mt
lurge numbers also went to work in factories. By one count, In 1905 in : t-EW
York City 62 percent of single Italian-born wr:)men Petween the ages z six-
{ven and twenty-one were wage earners, typically in the: garfnent in us.trly
Jiit also in paper-box, candy, jewelry, and tobacco factories. For Itaha:dgirh s
{yom rural backgrounds, factory work in New York o.ften represen‘.c e
first experience with wage labor.’® Although some Jewish daughtersin Zast-
¢rn Burope had worked in small factories or, more. commonly, done In u.s-
{rial homework, their economic role expanded in New York, where, in
{he context of increased industrial opportunities, many more went out to
work.’¥ Among the American-born or -raised, there ans even some move-
\nent out of the factory into the office during this perio('i; by 1905 one out
of four Russian daughters in New York City was in white-collar employ-
iment, as a school teacher, clerk, salesperson, or shoplfeeper, WhZureiS the
proportion among Ttalian daughters, 9 perc.?nt, was still \'rery s .A |
Immigrant daughters’ earnings were crucial to tlfe famﬂ}r'budget. 191
jureau of Labor study of wages, hours, and economic conditions (')f women
nd children in the men’s clothing industry shmlved th'at ’]ewmh work-
ing daughters brought in nearly 40 percent of their family’s yearly earn-
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ings, slightly more than Italian daughters in the same situation,'
wages, nonetheless, were extremely low. In 1910, when a New York 51
Factory Investigating Commission estimated that a single woman I
alone needed to earn ten dollars weekly to maintain a minimal standal
living, Italian and Jewish daughters typically earned between six and
dollars a week. In addition, they worked in industries that experi
slack periods; for several weeks or months a year they might earn not
at all.*

Young women’s expanded wage-earning role in New York did not
late into economic independence or control. Italian and Jewish daugh
understood their wages to be part of the family fund. They customa
handed over all their earnings, many giving their unopened pay envele
to their mothers in return for small allowances to cover weekly expenses,
gave my pay envelope to my mother,” said Amalia Morandi, an Italian gag-
ment worker. “I wouldn’t dare open it up. I'd give it to my mother becauss:
I knew that she worked hard for us and I thought this was her compensa:
tion.”* A 1916 report, based on a survey of seven hundred single (mostly
Jewish) women in New York shirtwaist factories, noted that the majority
gave their “untouched and unopened” pay envelopes to their parents. The
same was true for young Italian women, though some evidence suggests

that Jewish daughters were allowed to retain a greater proportion of theiy
earnings for personal use than their southern Italian sisters.?
Boys were less pressured to contribute all their earnings and typically
received larger allowances than their sisters.? Theresa Albino gave all her
earnings to her mother, while her eighteen-year-old brother contributed
three or four dollars a week. “But you know how it is with a boy,” she ex-
plained; “he wants things for himself.” Mothers also expected daughters
to help them with housework or tend to younger siblings, an expectation
not placed on sons, who had more freedom to roam the streets, play sports,
and seek adventures with their friends.?®
There was a double standard educationally, too. Jewish daughters often
went to work to support their brothers’ pursuit of education. My own
grandmother, who came from Russia as a child, remained bitter that she
had to go to work as a secretary, without even finishing high school, while
the family savings financed her brothers’ education at private universities.
Census reports for the beginning of the century show Russian Jewish boys
more likely to go to high school and college than girls; moreover, in high
school, boys predominated in the academically elite programs,* Although
Italian families were less sure of the value of an American education in
general, here too boys, as one immigrant recalled, “had always more privi-
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| than girls When girls at thirteen or fourteen wasteigood t'u;w

ARG ! T - e 4

hr«- lyool, it simply made us regret our coming to Arnerl1ca.ar An an.a.zs

4a ol u'n.-ll‘i data leads Miriam Cohen to conclude tha;;lf;; 1312 fanuhau -
B New York i ling for their ¢ en at all,

Hew York invested in advanced schoo heir ; i
:'u " ::11 yre likely to invest in the boys’ than the gu-l.s T w;sn tcl;?ll;lm nsl
s period to get around the various regulations demgr;ed 1:0 : ;p iy
it s hool. Before 1903 in New York, only four years of schooling

i apers were
julied before a child could legally go to.“trork, arzgui(;ﬁﬁ upc a{: i
Jutively easy to obtain. Even when stricter co :
B :.l Tctt:dyrequiring children to attend school until the age cl:f fo;tj:;:(i
Wl e i 7 £ .
little effort was made to enforce the law, and children routinely
tulwe working papers. L
' ( onditions in the factories and sweatshops that em;tloyed ];V:ilj e
Italian daughters were grim. “Fourteen hours a day you sit on a chalr,
il & |

i i i ibed
without a back, felling coats” —this is how one union orgamz;r diic(:; pes
: : i d other garment sweatshop
orking conditions to Rose Cohen an - i
“l ' unii:m meeting in the 1890s. “Fourteen hours you sit close to the
LI

{uller hand [a worker who stitched the inside flaps of s;an:ll:. SO tflh::, ;I;z
. i i body against yours, her brea

Jould lie flat] feeling the heat of her

: ' . ll 'n:rteen hours with your back bent, your eyes close to your work you
aee. 1t ; -

1t stitching in a dull room often by gas light.

4 I"|\l: :P:;tgei :10 when shorter, nine- to ten-hour workdegsdbt;cs}n: ::11:

o ; i kers extended thelir ho
¢ Italian and Jewish women factory wor )

;“'l \l*:.lfltr:rzle &:)r taking work home. There was no alternatn-fe, they df;;t, t(:
;:nmg the additional work. They feared losing their jobs if Ifl'éey 5 :::2_
apree to the added work, and they were spurred on tgos s;.::Le nizen):yw_

omi d the need for extra earnings.
nomic pressures at home an . s
i i her weekly earnings o
uld Louisa Trentino was able to increase / M
iff i il 8:30 three nights a week. Her wag

w fifty cents if she worked until 8:30t ; .
:Il\u- Imﬁi‘z:-stay of the family: her father was employed 1rregulalrlly ?i; 11:;

. arrier, and her mother and the young children earned a few dollars g

28
lowers at home every week. . 5
l “Tl: r:d?iition to the long hours and low wages, the various ﬁ;:ejn e;x; :
; ; o

charges for supplies cut into earnings. An Itahafl corset ope.-mt(::il vf\(r) o en
about $5.50 a week at piecework had to pay thirty cents a;l spc; s
and might use one or two spools a week.?® In garment shops, 8 S
rent their chairs and pay twenty-five cents to store their hats in 1:v18d fm..
Being five minutes late often cost an hour’s pay, a.md ﬁneshw:;';eads ol
mistakes on garments. A young Ttalian girl who trimmed t‘feh S
neckwear at four dollars a week had to pay for the collar if she
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that could not be mended.® In other cases, there were charges for g
ing a machine: one girl who earned about seven dollars a week at 1
padding for coats by machine had to pay $1.50 when she broke part of |

In the factories, working conditions were notoriously unsafe: iy
were often locked when work began; fire escapes were inaccessible;
ways were dark and dangerous; and machines and workers were crows

together. The disastrous fire at the Triangle Shirtwaist Company in .
which resulted in the death of 146 workers, exposed the terrible overcrog
ing and dangerous conditions that plagued even the most modern gary
factories.

There were some bright spots, however. Work outside the home broug

opportunities to make new friends and to speak freely with peers y
out the presence of elders. Within female factory work groups, immig
daughters broadened their cultural and social worlds. Susan Glenn .
of young Jewish workers cultivating new tastes in dress and adornment
garment factories and learning about American mores and modern ¢
ceptions of romance. Likewise, Italian daughters discussed current b
friends and the latest romantic novels and magazines with friends on |
job.:ﬂ

In fact, the move to New York gave immigrant daughters greater
dom over marriage choice. Old World patterns of arranged marriages |
gan to give way in the context of new ideas and norms in America,
eastern Buropean Jewish communities, matchmakers, or shadkbens,
cally arranged marriages between a bride and groom, who were wed sight
unseen. In New York, some dispensed with the services of matchmal
altogether as young people chose their own mates, often meeting —free ¢
chaperones—at the array of public venues available in America, such ay
dance halls, amusement parks, lecture halls, and evening schools.®® When
matchmakers were used, they assumed a different role, introducing pro«
spective mates who might reject the match.* Italian girls, too, had greater
freedom to decide on prospective husbands than in Italy. As among Jews,
parental influence remained strong. But no matter how much parents tried
to restrict their daughters’ social life, many young Italian women met and
socialized with single men in the streets and parks, in walks around the
block, and on trips to the beach and the movies.®

As one historian suggests, young Jewish women’s ability to earn their
own living allowed them more control over whom they married and the
power to resist the services of marriage brokers.* As time went on, Jew-
ish daughters also gained more control over their earnings. They still felt
obliged to contribute most of their wages to the family fund, yet it became
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4 pted 1o keep back at least a portion for their oW tise. By the 1920s,
Wit lewish parents had begun to believe that their d.aughters were en-
Wil 1o some of the money they had earned for clothm{.; and entertain-
St Mather than have their daughters hand over all their wages and re-
e b koan allowance, parents now accepted that daugh.ters co_uld decide
L i h money they required for expenses and then give their mothers
W et "1 ust told my mother, “This is what I need,’” recallfa:d"one woman,

Ll when 1 had to buy clothing, T went out and boug}}t it. ij'oung It_al-
it women, generally living in poorer families than their Russian }ev.\ush
Luuiierparts, were forced to accept for much longer—by one S.iCCOU‘nt, into
e 1o and 1940s—the expectation that they turn over their entire pay-

Phos bV

Imiyrant Mothers

When newly arrived Rose Cohen asked her father whether everybody in

Atnetlea goes to work early, comes home late, anc;l goes to sleep, day ffilfter
viilless day, he replied, “No, you will get married. 38 His t.:omme:nt reflects
{he realities for most American women at the time. Married white women
\were a rarity in the American workplace, with fewer than 5 percent of them

wirking for pay in 1890 and 1900.% For the vast majority of Jewish and
{talian immigrant women, marriage, typically at around the age of twenty
(i twenty-two, spelled the end of factory work.* In the 19308 and 1940s,
e eventually returned to the paid workforce when their chllc.lren were
yrown. But immigrant women who came to New York as married adults
ulten never worked outside the home. |
In one view, immigrant women’s “retirement” to the domestic arena
was i blessing.4! By taking in boarders and doing piecework a.t home, they
(ontributed much-needed money to the family incorfle Wh'l].e a}so rear-
iy children and performing time-consuming d(?mestu: duties. Clefmmg,
(ooking, and doing the laundry were labor-intensive cl'fores for poor immi-
jrant women who could not afford mechanical conveniences or hired help.
I'he weekly laundry, for example, involved the laboFlous process of soakl;
iing, scrubbing, wringing, rinsing, drying, and ironing clothes. Althoug.
women did a tremendous amount of daily housework, they defined their
own rhythms. Unlike the factory, where bosses were in control, women
exercised real authority and set the pace in their own householc}s. In F’aﬂ
It Sleep, Henry Roth’s autobiographical novel of his Lower Bast ‘Slde child-
hood, Aunt Bertha looks forward to marriage: “Ten hoursaday ina sm?th-
ering shop. Ten hours, afraid to pee too often because the foreman might
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!:hinkl was shirking. . .. Idon’t want to wear my buttocks to the bone sitt
in a shop and weave paper flowers and rag flowers all my life.”4? |
In the home, immigrant wives nurtured and disciplined children. T}
also managed the family budget: husbands and sons usually gave them |
larger part of their wages each week, and, as we have seen, most daug
ters hsmde(if ozer their entire paycheck. The role of housewif’e and moth
moreover, if done well, carried with i ili
e vy with it respectability and the approval ‘
Yet it is important not to glorify immigrant wives’ housebound ¢ s
tence. It had a downside as well. Although it may be too strong to say, s - '
w'ith one historian, that immigration disempowered women who c;ml
wives and mothers and intensified their subordination, clearly there wet
ztspects of life in the New World that represented a change for the worse |
For many Jewish and Italian women, the journey to New York impo o
new constraints, and they were forced to lead more sheltered lives t
they had in the Old World. '
Jewish women came from a culture that offered them contradi ;
messages. On the one hand, patriarchy ran deep. Women were exclud |
from seats of power in the community and from positions in the religion '
sphere. The most respected people in the social order, religious schola
i almost without exception men. Boys were encouraged to study rab- |
binic learning and the texts of the Hebrew Bible, and no sacrifice was tog
great to send a boy to yeshiva, or advanced religious school. “In Russia,” said
Ida R.ichter, an immigrant from a small town near Minsk, “a w0m3;1 was
n;)thlln%. 35 d Wh;:ln rn;; father used to pray in the morning with his prayer
shawl, I used to hear him i ‘ E !
b D i say in Hebrew, ‘Thank God, I'm not a woman,'
At the same time, women had a central role in economic life. The ideal
Jewish man was a full-time scholar who withdrew from the mundane world
while his wife labored to support him. Most men did not have the talent,
education, or resources to live up to this ideal, but religious scholars, as the
cultural elite, set the tone for the society as a whole. It was no sha;ne for
men to lack interest in business and no embarrassment for women to earn
a hv.ing for her family.** “The hard-working scholar’s wife acted as a legiti-
mating symbol of the female breadwinner for the masses of east European
Jews,” Susan Glenn observes. “If the scholar’s wife worked, then why not
the merchant’s, the trader’s, the watchmaker’s, or the tailor’s? And that
was the pattern.” Women’s work, throughout the world of eastern Euro-
pean Jews, was considered necessary and respectable. Says Glenn: “The
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i v(juency of married women’s work was high enough and had sufficient
\ultural support to make it something of a norm.” %

|.arge numbers of Jewish wives worked in business or trade, some-
{imes helping in a store formally run by their husbands or keeping a store
o stall on their own where they sold food, staples, or household wares.
Loime women were peddlers who stood in the marketplace or went from
linuse to house selling rolls and bagels and other food they had prepared
4 home.#” Others bought small lots of manufactured goods in cities to
(rade with peasants in the market. Jewish wives, in these circumstances,
Jwcame tough bargainers. They developed a knowledge of the marketplace
il a certain worldliness about the society outside their own communi-
{{es. In the market, women had a better command of local languages spo-
len by the peasants—Russian, Hungarian, and Polish—than did the more
Jearned men, and many developed a reputation for being outspoken and
llggrussi\?e.“

The Jewish community itself provided some jobs for women, for ex-
ample, as attendants at the mikvah (ritual bath) or as bakers of matzos at
Passover. By the end of the nineteenth century, with the development of
fuctory production in Russia and the movement of many Jews to cities, in-
(reasing numbers of young unmarried Jewish women were drawn to arti-
wans’ shops and small factories, where they made matches, cigarettes, and
other goods. The sewing machine created new opportunities for doing out-
work, and thousands of married and single homeworkers made dresses or
Jid other kinds of needlework for contractors, who then distributed the
parments to stores. As a last resort, some unmarried girls went into domes-
{ic service. When they married, Jewish women rarely took factory jobs or
paid work that demanded long hours away from home. Instead, many were
involved in various kinds of home-based artisanal or outwork production.

The move to New York altered notions of a married woman’s proper
role. In Russia, one immigrant woman explained, often “the women made
a living for the man.” In New York, she added, it was widely acknowl-
edged that “a man of character never let his wife work.”* The husband
was expected to be the main support of his family. A character in Abraham
(Cahan’s novel The Rise of David Levinsky tells Levinsky that before he came
{0 America his wife “had a nice little business. She sold feed for horses and
rejoiced in the thought that she was married to a man of learning.” In this
country, however, “instead of supporting him while he read Talmud, as she

used to do at home, she persisted in sending him out to peddle. ‘America
is not Russia,’ she said. ‘A man must make a living here.” "%’
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Formerly respected for their abilities as breadwinners, married
increasingly stressed their domestic over their economic role. The p
cal problems of child-care and domestic responsibilities in New York mi
it hard to work outside the home. Because grandparents seldom migruk
they were not around to help out; older daughters were in school ¢
work themselves. Household tasks were more demanding in the con
of new standards of cleanliness and new acquisitions. Moreover, in
American cultural environment, female labor was seen as a necessary v
to be tolerated only if a family was in difficult economic circumstances
for single women, as a brief interval between adolescence and ma
Wives’ income-producing activities took place, by and large, in the
and often remained hidden and unacknowledged as “work.”5! _
Hardly any Jewish wives worked for wages. In 1880, census material
show only 2 percent of immigrant Russian Jewish households in New Y _
City reporting wives who worked for wages; in 1905, the figure fell to 1
cent.” A United States Immigration Commission survey of households
seven cities (including New York) a few years later revealed an average
only 8 percent of Russian Jewish wives in paid employment.5
In the early years of the immigration, in the 1880s and 1890s, many Jew
ish women did piecework at home in the needle trades. After this, the i
creasing shift of garment production to factories, legislation on tenemen
manufacture, and competition with lower-paid Italian women who can ,
into the clothing industry sharply cut the participation of Jewish women |
the homework market.54 Taking care of boarders, virtually indistinguisl
able from other domestic duties, became a more attractive alternative
and the main way Jewish wives contributed to the family income.
According to the Immigration Commission’s 1911 study, as many as 56
percent of New York Russian Jewish families had boarders living with
them.” Rose L. observed that Jewish women did not work outside the
home once they were married. “Boarders you had,” she recalled: “you
worked for them, you cooked for them, you cleaned for them.” In Judith
Weissman’s Lower East Side tenement apartment, two men who worked
in the same factory as her father boarded with her family. The two board«
ers shared a bedroom, while she slept on the couch with her brother—until
her father thought she was too old for this. Her brother then moved into
the kitchen, where his bed consisted of two chairs placed close together.
Even when the family moved to a better apartment, they had three board-
ers who, in addition to rent, paid thirty-five cents a month for a big dinner
every day.®
Many immigrant wives helped their husbands in mom-and-pop stores,
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"3 s van the shops on their own. “Minding” the stc:re was considered
..g saleinion of a woman’s proper role as her husband'’s he_lpmate. Often
W luinlly lived above or in the back of the store 50 that Wives could run
L0 b il forth between the shop counter and the kitchen. “If you had to

hlp uul in the store,” one immigrant woman said, “you we%-e still at home.
L 0i i the store or stall was physically apart fronf the family apartr'n'ent or
W wares were peddled on the street, such enterprises had more legitimacy
4 4 lowish married woman than wage work, beca.use they gave her more
Wbependence and greater flexibility regarding child rearing and domes-

(170 L) :
1 :';"l result of Jewish mothers” work patterns in New Ym.'k was .tht'au'
lwlghtened centrality” in the home, where the ove.rwhelrflmg ma]orilltly
Ak wll their work, both paid and unpaid. In his memoirs of his Brownsville

ilidhood, Alfred Kazin recalls how the kitchen, where his mother c'ooked
sl sewed, was her life. “All my memories of that kitchen. are dom_umted
Iy the nearness of my mother sitting all day long at her sewing machine. ...

Yuur by year, as I began to take in her fantastic caplacity for labor E:,’I;gd her
sislons zeal, I realized it was ourselves she kept stxt:fhed toge'ther.'

Iy and large, married women's lives were more E:Jr.cums'cnbeld in 1\1[9.\:'l
Vork Jewish immigrant mothers did, of course, socialize with friends all:l
welghbors and go out to shop. As the family mer_nber most .respons_; ;
lo decisions about household purchases, the Jewish house\'\rlfe. preside
wver the acquisition of consumption items. Jewish women are said to have
vuvelled in the American custom of bargain hunting as they scou.red the
| ower Bast Side in search of goods at low prices.®® But -whereas'm eas-t-
vin lurope, Jewish wives were often the worldly ones, in America thelé:
housebound existence made it more difficult to learn the new language an
ustoms.® Their husbands picked up English in the workplace, and their
daughters learned American ways in factory work groups. Many mf)thers,
however, remained fluent only in Yiddish and felt uncomfortable in new.v
JItuations outside the Jewish community.5? They had to depend on their
¢ hildren to teach them American customs or, as a few managed to do, at-

‘nd night school to learn English.® :

' “[tu.]-\t;iltwives from small tfwns and villages, used to doing chores like
lnundry in the company of other women, now f?ce'd the more lonely and
difficult task of washing clothing by themselves inside cramped tenement
apartments.® According to Elizabeth Ewen, houseworl'i was generally mori
demanding in America. In small European towns and villages, women wen

{0 the nearest stream or lake once a month to wash 'clothes: now the laun-
dry was a weekly task. Another example: mattresses in eastern Europe were




120 Immigrant Women and Work
generally made of straw, and in cold weather feather bedding was co
In America, beds came with mattresses that required sheets and b
all of which needed to be washed and aired on a regular basis.®
Immigrant wives’ income-earning activities rarely represented the
jor contribution to the family economy. Industrial homework or
in boarders was not as lucrative as work outside the home, and
were seen as helping out their husbands in family businesses. From |
charged with providing a major portion of the family livelihood in e
Europe, married women in America were now outearned by their
daughters in the industrial labor force, who emerged as the main feny
breadwinners in the Jewish family.¢
Italian immigrant wives also became more housebound in New ¥ _
and their wage-earning daughters also earned more than they did. A
though they took an active role in the family economy in both Italy 4 _
New York, the nature of this participation inevitably changed in significay
ways in the New World.
In the rural Sicilian and southern Ttalian villages immigrants left h
hind, married women supervised household chores, organized the mak
of clothes and food preparation, and managed the family budget. Often
they tended animals and tilled the garden, producing food for family con
sumption and for sale at the local market. Artisans’ wives also helped oul
in the shop. Although it was a mark of poverty for women to work I
the fields, wives in poorer families often had no choice but to help as day
laborers during harvest periods, picking fruits and nuts, husking almond
and threshing wheat,5 '
Peasant women’s day-to-day work took them out of the house
brought them into contact with people of varying status. Although 2
sans’ wives worked inside the privacy of their homes, the small, dimly Ii
houses of peasant women made poor workplaces. Whenever the weather
allowed, they did their household chores outside, alongside neighbors in
the street or courtyard. The Sicilian cortile, or shared courtyard outside
a group of houses, was, according to one writer, a kind of shared living
room.® Sicilian peasant wives met as they hauled water from the fountain
or distant springs and sat together at open streams laundering clothes. It
was not unusual for them to help better-off families with heavier houses
hold chores in return for food or money or to sell eggs or other produce to
more prosperous neighbors.5
When they moved to New York, most Italian wives did not go out to
work for wages, although the percentages were higher than for their Jewish
counterparts. The 1905 census recorded only 6 percent of immigrant Ttal-
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L lseholds in New York City with wives employed outside the home,
Wutnly I tailoring shops and textile factories.” These figures are prob-
Wby ton low. A 1913 study of Ttalian women in lower Manhattan found- tl.'nat
W sore than half (279) of the 515 families where the mother \e\:ras living
o hunne, she contributed to the family income. As many a8 a third of th’e
Ji e carning mothers did factory work, largely in men’s and women’s

Authing and in the flower and feather industries. More thanna third di;:l
Widustrinl homework; about a fifth kept lodgers and boarders.” More Ital-

{uis than Jewish married women worked in shops outside the home ;)zr in
Sl employment, because their husbands general!y earned lle_f.s. 'As
L athie lriedman-Kasaba puts it, Italian women’s cont.mueaj.l partlclpan‘on
i1 “the lowest-paid and most exploitative segments of clothing production

swedd largely to the low-paid and highly irregular employment available to
{he Italian immigrant men of their households.””?

Once they had children, most Italian women earned money by work:
I a1t home. Although many Italian wives supplemented ?helr husbands
I ome by taking in boarders, it was a less frequent practice than among
Jows. lHomework was common. By the first decade of the century, most
Industrial homeworkers in New York City were Italian. Whererr home
garment finishers exist in large numbers, one investigator wrote, “we may
Iw sure that they are Italians. . . . Among the Italians n:ay be foun‘d whole
Ilocks that are practically colonies of home finishers.”” The typical Ital-
lai homeworker was in her mid-thirties, and most were between the ages
ol twenty-one and forty-five.™ Working in the kitchen or a‘bedr'(x')m, Ita}-
lnn women finished garments or made artificial ﬂowers.whlle raising thz_elr
(hildren and caring for the house. Children in the family had to [Txtch in,
{00, Accounts of homework in the artificial-flower industry describe Ital-
lun children of three and four helping make violets by pick.ing' apart petals
and dipping stems into paste.”” Older children relieved -thelr mother of
(he need to walk the few blocks to carry bundles of clothing and boxes of
{lowers back and forth from the contractor to their homes. |

In one Italian family of ten, the father earned $7.00 a week selling lunc}}es

in a saloon; the oldest daughter made $6.50 in a box factor)'r; and the six-
{een-year-old son brought in $3.00 as a wagon boy. Four chlldre.n were at
school, and two babies were at home. Every member of the family excePl
(he father and two babies helped make flowers. The mother worked ir-
regularly during the day, the school children after school hours, and 1the
working daughter and son in the evening. They made three-petaled.modef:s
at $.07 cents a gross, earning a total weekly wage of $3.00. They 'lwe in
three rooms for which they paid $12.50 a month.”™ The pressure to increase
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earnings, and the demands of housework, meant that homeworkers i
worked late into the night. More than one-third of a group of Italian
ficial flower makers reported that they had worked after 10 p.M. the |
before, two-thirds of the late-night group having worked past 3:00 A,
least once during the week.”

Homework paid distinctly less than factory jobs. One study of artilh

flower makers in New York found that the average weekly wage for I
tory workers was $6.72; for home workers it was $4.92, and this represeniy
combined earnings for an average group of more than three worl
Women were well aware that factory jobs paid better, but the demm
of caring for young children and household duties, as well as the wile
accepted notion that women should leave the workplace after ma
usually kept them at home. One Italian homeworker with four chil
under the age of four had worked in a candy factory before she martl
“That's better than making flowers,” she said, “but we can’t gotowork
we're married.”8!

Like Jewish immigrant wives, Italian women working at home wer
more insulated from American ways and language than other family mem:
bers. One Italian minister of the time wrote of hearing Italian women say |
have been down to America today” to describe going a few blocks outside
the Italian enclave.®? Whereas Andrea Bocci’s father frequented a Prince
Street saloon every night, her mother never went out: “If one of her friends
would be sick, she would go and help them out, but otherwise she would
stay at home.”® Ttalian, like Jewish, wives visited with neighbors in the
halls and stairways, on front stoops, and in their apartments, but they led
amore “inside” —more isolated —life than in Italy.

Most household chores, as well as industrial homework, were done
within the four walls of their tenement apartments. By 1911, according to
the Immigration Commission’s report, women in Little Italy did not have
to leave their tenement buildings to get water, although a considerable
number shared a sink with people in other apartments.® Whereas washing
in Italy was a social function, in New York it was a task for the individual
woman.* Laundry was done in the apartment in big tubs filled with water
boiled on the kitchen stove. The kitchen was also the place for cooking
meals and for doing industrial homework. Women went out to do some
of their shopping, but they also often sent children to make purchases for
meals as well as to pick up materials from contractors. The move from
Sicily to Elizabeth Street, Donna Gabaccia concludes, “limited immigrant
women’s opportunities to interact with others,” and these limitations were
a source of dissatisfaction with their new environment.%
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