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successfully compete with New England and with other 
textile producing countries (Feller, 1974; Blicksilver, 
1959). The modernizing efforts of Southern mill owners, 
coupled with the delay of New Englanders in following 
their lead, contributed appreciably to the decline of 
mills in the latter section.

Most observers agree that labor was the key to the 
locational shift of cotton textile manufacturing during 
the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries.
Southern industrialists enjoyed access to a large 
reservoir of potential operatives willing to work long 
hours for considerably lower wages than their Northern 
counterparts. The extent of the South's labor cost 
advantage varied according to the supply, tractability, 
age, sex, and productivity of its workers and the services 
mill managers provided for them.

Generally speaking, inputs or outputs constituting a 
large share of overall manufacturing costs and exhibiting 
large spatial cost differentials are likely to exert the 
greatest impact on industrial location (Smith, 1971). 
During the study period, labor expenses constituted a 
larger proportion of overall production costs than all 
other items except cotton. According to the Census, the 
cost of labor accounted for 26% of the total in 1890 (U.S. 
Department of the Interior, 1895-1896) and between 20% and
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30% in 1933 and 1934 (U.S. Federal Trade Commission, 1935) 
depending on the type of output. Copeland assigned labor 
costs a share of 7% to 45% (1923), while Michl asserted 
that wages constituted from 45% to 63% of the value added 
by manufacture (1938).

Despite periodic shortages, between 1880 and 1940 the 
supply of cotton textile labor in the South, as in New 
England, generally proved more than adequate. Early 
accounts in the former area suggest that the number of 
persons seeking textile employment far exceeded the labor 
demands of the industry. South Carolina textile pioneer 
William Gregg claimed that "it is only necessary to build 
a manufacturing village of shanties, in a healthy location 
in any part of the State, to have crowds of these poor 
people around you, seeking employment at half the 
compensation given to operatives at the North" (Gregg, 
1941, p. 49). In 1881, Charleston's News and Courier 
reported a brisk demand for housing at factories in the 
South Carolina Upcountry. At the village of Piedmont near 
Greenville, "every house ... has been engaged and there 
are twenty families that have applied for positions, but 
have been refused". In nearby Clifton, "there are new 
families coming in constantly and the cottages as fast as 
completed are occupied, and still they come" (Oct. 21). 
This oversupply of potential workers apparently continued
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for many years, as indicated by the persistence of very 
low wage rates (Mitchell).

By the turn of the century, cotton manufacturers in 
both the North and South suffered labor shortages. In the 
former region, wage cuts and the lure of other forms of 
industry posed a significant problem; in the South, the 
insufficiency of labor stemmed largely from the rapid 
expansion of cotton textiles and the improved condition of 
the region's poor whites (Stokes, 1977). In 1902, one 
observer stated that "even a good mill in New England 
loses 5 per cent of its workpeople every week" (Young, p. 
12). Five years later, South Carolina's agriculture 
commissioner informed the American Manufacturers 
Association that the lack of operatives had led to the 
virtual cessation of factory construction (Watson, 1907).

Manufacturers responded to the shortage in various 
ways. One answer lay in the employment of greater numbers 
of women and children - the wives and offspring of nearby 
farmers (Chen, 1941). The hiring of Southern blacks 
offered another option. Many industrialists in the region 
looked beyond the vicinity of the mill toward the 
mountains of the Carolinas, Georgia, and Tennessee, where 
they found an untapped labor source "more than adequate to 
meet the industry's requirements" (Stokes, 1977, pp. 11- 
12). Piedmont employers went to great lengths to entice
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Southern highlanders to their factories, dispatching labor 
scouts to the area and offering free transportation and 
bonuses to persons willing to join the textile workforce 
(Herring, 1929; Copeland, 1923; Potwin, 1927). Apparently 
such efforts lured many individuals to the Piedmont mills, 
although "attempts to import mountaineers in large numbers 
have usually proved unsatisfactory" (U.S. Senate, 1910 
(Vol. 1), p. 121).

Cotton manufacturers also supported immigration as a 
means of satisfying the demand for operatives. Prior to 
the Civil War, New England industrialists brought in 
foreign labor to supplant local agriculturalists when the 
supply of the latter proved inadequate (Chen, 1941). 
Reduced textile wages during the 1890s led to "waves of 
foreign invasion" in some Northern mill towns (Young,
1902, p. 12), but efforts to attract Europeans to the 
Southern Piedmont met with very limited success (Clark, 
1949) .

Unscrupulous mill managers attempted to alleviate 
their labor shortage by pirating workers from competing 
establishments. The frequent occurrence of the practice 
prompted manufacturers in Gaston County, North Carolina to 
impose fines on anyone who "stole" help from a neighboring 
enterprise (U.S. Senate, 1910 (Vol. 1), p. 126). Despite 
this action and the passage of laws forbidding such
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activity in both Carolinas and Georgia, it continued to 
plague mill managers (Lahne, 1944).

When the boll weevil dealt the South's farmers a 
severe blow during the twenties, they viewed factory work 
as an increasingly attractive employment alternative.
This time, however, the move to the mill village was not 
motivated by the "drive of desolate poverty" that 
characterized the earlier exodus from the soil. In 
addition to the push of unproductive farmland, 
agriculturalists felt the pull of improved mill services 
and textile wages "considerably above the pre-war level" 
(Gilman, 1956, p. 130).

In spite of pronounced fluctuations in the supply of 
cotton mill workers, dire labor deficiencies rarely 
occurred (Clark, 1968; Mitchell, 1921). Southern 
farmers, who comprised the bulk of the region's textile 
operatives, received modest remuneration for their efforts 
even in prosperous times. Tenants accounted for a large 
and growing percentage of the South's farm population, 
and their poor economic condition rendered them good 
candidates for mill employment.

Keeping factory operatives on the job often proved 
more difficult than hiring them. Southern industrialists 
suffered greatly from a high incidence of worker 
absenteeism and mobility. Mill managers in the region
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assigned their employees longer hours than those required 
of New England laborers, but operatives in the South spent 
fewer hours on the job. A direct comparison of the two 
areas revealed that Northern spinners worked on 61% of 
their assigned days whereas their counterparts in the 
South worked only 49% of the time. On the average day,
56% of Northern weavers and 43% of Southern weavers were 
present (Doane, 1971). Other studies by the federal 
government confirm the substantially higher absence rate 
among Southern operatives (U.S. Department of Labor, 1926; 
U.S. Senate, 1910).

To minimize the effects of absenteeism, mill owners 
employed a spare-hand system (Potwin, 1927; Berglund 
et al., 1930). August Kohn, who regarded the attendance 
problem as the leading labor-related difficulty for South 
Carolina cotton manufacturers, advocated the hiring of 20% 
to 25% more workers than needed in order to insure a full 
complement of millhands each day (1975).

The South also compared unfavorably with New England 
in regard to its employee turnover rate. Payroll data for 
91 Southern mills in 1907 show that for every 100 workers 
employed during the year, there was an estimated change of 
75 hands (U.S. Senate, 1910). Statistics published in 
1926 reveal a turnover problem of even greater 
proportions; in that year, the annual rate for New England
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factories stood at 94.9% while the Southern figure reached 
a staggering 189.5% (U.S. Department of Labor).

Various factors account for the undependable nature 
of operatives in the South. Some agriculturalists-turned- 
mill workers "came tentatively or, to begin with, had no 
thought of remaining permanently". During the 1920s, they 
sought factory employment "to 'tide them over1 until the 
scourge of the weevil had abated, and to furnish them with 
some cash money to pay up their debts" (Gilman, 1956, 
p. 131). Others simply experienced difficulty adjusting 
to mill life. Accustomed to the autonomous environment of 
the farm, they rebelled against the regimentation and 
confinement they found in textile towns (Mitchell, 1921; 
Thompson, 1906).

The unreliability of some landless whites stemmed 
from a lack of motivation. Described by one observer as 
"tramp operatives" who disdained work (Yorkville Enquirer 
cited in Stokes, 1977, p. 164), a more sympathetic account 
characterized this class of workers as a group with "all 
pride as well as every remaining vestige of ambition swept 
away ... a people who appeared to have lost faith in 
themselves and in their power to improve" (Rhyne, 1930,
132 p. 194) .

One undeniable asset of Southern laborers was their 
tractability. More obedient than Northern factory
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workers, operatives in the cotton states generally- 
remained a loyal group who responded appreciatively to the 
efforts of mill owners to improve their lot (Blicksilver, 
1959). The portrayal of Southerners as "patriotic to the 
core" and "untainted by radicalism" reinforced the image 
of cooperativeness (Manufacturers Record, 1926, p. 522).

Tractable or not, cotton textile operatives in the 
South, like their counterparts in New England, 
periodically showed their dissatisfaction with mill 
managers by participating in strikes and other union- 
sponsored activities. Although labor unions encountered 
considerable difficulty in their attempts to organize 
cotton mill workers, a number of unions enjoyed temporary 
success, primarily in response to concerns about wages, 
hours, and workloads during periods of severe depression 
(Earle & Bennett, 1983).

Unionization in the New England branch of the 
industry began during the antebellum period, when several 
associations conducted strikes with little success. By 
1875 these groups gave way to craft unions, centered 
primarily in Lowell and New Bedford, which also failed to 
gain the recognition sought by their leaders (Rowan &
Barr, 1987). During succeeding decades, a number of other 
unions took their turn at organizing the region's 
operatives. The Knights of Labor began their campaign in
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the North in 1883, attracting a large membership before 
yielding to the Lowell-based National Union of Textile 
Workers (NUTW) in the early nineties (Woytinsky, 1953). A 
decade later the NUTW merged with other unions to form the 
United Textile Workers of America (UTW). That 
organization reached its zenith in 1920 as wages declined 
relative to the rising cost of living (Dunn & Hardy,
1931) .

While these organizations sought to establish a 
single union for all textile employees, independent unions 
remained active. Noteworthy examples include the American 
Federation of Textile Operatives (AFTO), embracing craft 
unionists in New Bedford and Fall River, the radical 
Amalgamated Textile Workers of America known for its brief 
success in the 1922 New England textile strike, the 
Federated Textile Unions of America designed to 
accommodate all "outlaw" unions, and the National Textile 
Workers Union (Dunn & Hardy).

The unionizing impulse generally emanated from 
Northern sources, but at times it diffused rapidly 
southward as unions attempted to capitalize on worker 
discontent. The Knights of Labor included the Southern 
branch of the industry in their organizing efforts, 
participating in strikes throughout the region during the 
eighties. Under the direction of the National Union of
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Textile Workers, the campaign continued until after 1900. 
Southern operatives were involved in the UTW from its 
inception in 1901, and while the influence of the union 
waxed and waned during the twenty years that followed, its 
leaders actively recruited in the South and sponsored 
numerous strikes. In the fall of 1919, the UTW claimed 
40,000 "paid-up" members in North Carolina alone (Dunn & 
Hardy, 1931).

A wave of labor unrest swept through the Piedmont 
during the late twenties and early thirties in response to 
the stretchout, which exerted a much larger impact on 
Southern factories because of its greater usefulness in 
the production of coarse fabrics. The UTW, the American 
Federation of Textile Workers, and the communistic 
National Textile Workers Union accelerated their 
organizing efforts in the hope of benefiting from worker 
opposition to the increased workloads (Lahne, 1944;
Gilman, 1956).

In 1934, mill owners in both the North and South 
found themselves embroiled in disputes with employees 
occasioned by the introduction of the National Recovery 
Administration's code for cotton textiles (Gilman, 1956). 
The UTW called a general strike, but the trouble quickly 
subsided as President Roosevelt appointed a board to 
investigate violations of the NIRA (Marshall, 1967).
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Strikes often netted gains for laborers. In some 

instances, unrest minimized wage cuts or led to pay 
increases (Lemert, 1933) In addition, it checked the 
stretchout, helped improve general working conditions, 
promoted better communication between management and 
operatives, and sometimes minimized or alleviated 
discrimination against union sympathizers (Blicksilver, 
1959 ) .

While strikes often enhanced the condition of 
workers, they did little to permanently elevate the status 
of labor unions. Operatives often joined the 
organizations only after a strike had commenced, promptly 
relinquishing their membership when the turmoil ended. In 
New England, unions played a more effective and 
significant role in the development of the cotton textile 
industry, but even there union activity usually involved 
only a small percentage of operatives.

Several factors explain the lack of unionization in 
cotton mills between 1880 and 1940. Staunch resistance on 
the part of management, the numerical sufficiency of 
workers, their lack of a "class consciousness", and the 
favorable response of laborers to village welfare programs 
all militated against the success of union organizers. In 
addition, Northern unionists faced the continued influx of 
immigrant laborers who found it diffucult to communicate
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with fellow workers and who were often willing to work for 
lower wages (Copeland, 1923; Blewett, 1982). In the 
South, activists suffered from the operatives' inherent 
distrust of outside influences, their individualistic 
nature, and their fear that union membership might lead to 
their replacement by blacks.

The presence of large numbers of women and children 
in the workforce has also been advanced as an explanation 
for the limited success of unions, especially in the 
South. This is true for children, but it appears more 
questionable in the case of female operatives in light of 
their substantial role in many strikes (Blewett, 1982).

Although representatives of textile unions suffered 
from a variety of circumstances beyond their control, part 
of the blame for their limited accomplishments rests 
squarely on their shoulders. As two students of Southern 
textile unionism observed, "time and again, burgeoning 
union movements were crushed by poor preparation, lack of 
strategy, internal divisions, inept leadership, and 
refusal of those with a stake in the dispute ... to 
support the striking workers" (Nolan & Jonas, 1976, p.79).

Interregional differences in union activity have been 
cited as a reason for the southward migration of cotton 
textile manufacturing prior to 1940. This assertion has 
been challenged on the grounds that, while labor activism
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in New England persisted throughout the postbellum period, 
there was "little institutional strength or continuity in 
union organizations" until the late thirties (Blewett, 
1982, p. 8). By that time the industrial exodus was well 
underway.

It is worth noting, however, that New England was the 
cradle of cotton textile unionism in the U.S. and that the 
tradition of labor organization was better established 
there than in the South. The more restrictive labor laws 
in the former region undoubtedly owed much to the pressure 
of labor activists. Their presence in New England, where 
operatives were "far more suspicious and antagonistic 
toward management than in the South" (Blicksilver, 1959, 
p. 97), helped to create a climate that strongly 
encouraged manufacturers to look toward the South when 
faced with heightened competition and declining profits.

Concerns about the supply, dependability, and 
tractability of their workers notwithstanding, 
industrialists understandably showed even greater interest 
in labor costs. As stated above, expenditures for labor 
constituted a large proportion of total production costs, 
and one of the South's chief advantages over New England 
lay in the relatively low wages of its factory hands.

Wage statistics, although somewhat flawed (Kane, 
1988), provide much useful information regarding labor
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cost changes in the North and South. As Table 6 
indicates, the wages of textile employees in several 
occupational categories rose greatly between 1890 and 
1937. During that period, the average earnings in each of 
the four groups grew by over 27 5% in the North and by more 
than 330% in the South. Female frame spinners experienced 
the most dramatic gain - Northern wages increased fivefold 
while the earnings of Southern spinners rose tenfold.

Operatives in both regions experienced their largest 
wage gains during the late teens. Wage rates clearly 
reflect the wartime stimulation of industry and the 
consequent heightened competition for labor. From 1914 to 
the peak year of 1920, the earnings of both Northern and 
Southern textile workers in nearly all occupational 
categories more than tripled. While operatives in the 
South enjoyed more sizable percentage gains, New 
Englanders experienced a larger absolute increase in pay. 
Rising wages, although beneficial to Southern operatives, 
served to stifle the region's textile growth and delay its 
ascendency over New England in the manufacture of cotton 
(Wright, 1981).

Statistics for money wages must be used cautiously, 
as they present only part of the earnings picture. The 
material progress of cotton mill operatives depended, in 
large measure, upon their living expenditures. Therefore,
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Table 6
Hourly Wage Rates in Selected Textile Occupations in the
North and South, 1890-1937

Loom fixers Frame spinners Weavers
(male) (female)

Male Female

Year North South North South North South North South

1890 .183 .133 .075 030 .144 .069 .117 .062
1891 .182 .122 .074 031 .137 .060 .118 .057
1892 .183 .127 .079 025 .140 .056 .120 .054
1893 .188 .127 .085 025 .150 .059 .130 .055
1894 .177 .123 .079 030 .138 .060 .120 .057
1895 .174 .123 .081 028 .137 .054 .119 .050
1896 .182 .113 .084 034 .140 .060 .124 .055
1897 .183 .126 .081 .035 .139 .065 .121 .060
1898 .176 .127 .076 033 .127 .066 .116 .060
1899 .180 .127 .077 034 .130 .067 .115 .059
1900 .202 .132 .091 036 .152 .070 .133 .060
1901 .201 .131 .086 041 .147 .073 .130 .063
1902 .209 .131 .095 041 .155 .078 .136 .068
1903 .210 -- .098 -- .160 -- .137 --
1904 .207 .130 .094 060 .155 .102 .146 .077
1905 .206 .132 .100 075 .157 .103 .142 .092
1906 .218 .156 .112 079 .170 .111 .154 .099
1907 .244 .162 .131 085 .188 .124 .165 .114
1908 .229 . 162 .121 084 .183 .129 .160 .126
1909 .223 .161 .118 087 .173 .129 .156 .119
1910 .224 .162 .128 086 .167 . 132 .160 .121
1911 .228 .173 . 126 090 .173 .135 .155 .125
1912 .253 .177 • .136 101 .190 .142 .170 .129
1913 .254 .177 .146 101 . 192 . 145 .172 . 131
1914 .266' .180 .149 106 . 195 . 151 .176 . 135
1916 . 313 . 193 .184 109 .235 .161 .215 .146
1918 .466 .279 . 287 173 .353 .234 . 324 .200
1920 . 779 . 578 .492 365 .622 . 507 . 555 .449
1922 .611 .374 . 371 215 .463 .293 .417 .270
1924 .687 .402 . 413 225 . 539 . 335 . 489 . 300
1926 .628 .389 . 361 218 .488 . 316 . 453 .289
1928 .601 .392 .359 224 .464 . 326 .441 . 300
1930 . 585 .420 .349 225 .462 . 349 .426 .319
1932 .496 .355 . 277 185 . 353 . 289 .331 .273
1933 .631 .498 .373 322 .439 . 396 . 426 .386
1934 .648 .507 . 378 321 .442 .401 . 435 . 3821937 .773 . 574 . 457 355 . 560 .456 . 511 .436

Note. From U.S. Department of Labor, 1929, 1935, and
1938.



156
the real wage - a measure of purchasing power based on 
both actual earnings and living costs - provides a more 
accurate basis for assessing the changing economic status 
of the textile labor force.

Real wage figures reveal that financial gains made by 
the nation's cotton manufacturing employees during the 
study period were considerably more modest than actual 
wage levels indicate. Paul Douglas compared relative 
hourly money earnings with relative real hourly earnings 
for U.S. cotton textile workers between 1890 and 1926. 
Using 1890-99 figures as a base, he found that the former 
rose 242% while the latter increased only 45%. With a 
1914 base, the growth was somewhat slower -the money 
earnings of cotton mill employees advanced 151%, compared 
with a 39% gain in real earnings. During the same years, 
the relative purchasing power of average annual earnings 
in the industry grew by not more than 12% (1966). The 
economic condition of mill workers therefore improved 
somewhat during the late nineteenth and early twentieth 
centuries, but most of the additional remuneration was 
absorbed by the rising cost of the goods and services they 
purchased.

Wage differences between North and South changed 
considerably between 1890 and 1937 (Table 6), but workers 
in the latter region earned consistently lower pay per
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hour of work than their counterparts in Northern mills. 
Between 1890 and 1902, frame spinners received somewhat 
less than half of the Northern wage. A similar 
discrepancy between the two regions occurred with respect 
to male and female weavers. During the same years, 
Southern loom fixers earned less than three-fourths as 
much per hour as their equivalents in New England.

During the following decade, the interregional 
disparity narrowed significantly in the case of both 
weavers and female frame spinners - principally a result 
of the diminished Southern labor supply occasioned by 
industrial expansion (Mitchell, 1921; Blicksilver, 1959). 
As competition for workers increased, managers enticed 
prospective employees with promises of higher pay. By 
1909, Southern workers in all three categories received 
about three-fourths of the pay earned by fellow laborers 
in the North, and weavers remained at or above that 
level for several years thereafter.

The gap between Northern and Southern operatives 
widened in the late teens and twenties, as New England 
mill owners faced threats from labor unions and stiff 
competition for industrial operatives while manufacturers 
in the South enjoyed an ample supply of cheap mountain 
labor. North-South wage differences peaked in 1924, when 
male loom fixers in New England averaged almost 30 cents
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more per hour than loom fixers in the South and the 
regional disparity for frame spinners and weavers stood at 
18 to 20 cents. This sizable wage differential posed a 
special problem for Northern manufacturers which figured 
prominently in the region's relinquishment of its cotton 
textile leadership (Wright, 1981).

In the thirties the wage difference between the two 
regions declined once again, thanks to lower earnings and 
federal regulations. The Cotton Textile Code included 
minimum wage rates which enhanced the position of the 
Southern worker vis-a-vis his Northern equivalent. 
According to government sources, the Code narrowed the 
earnings gap between North and South from 38.5% to 15.9% 
(U.S. Senate, 1935; U.S. Department of Labor, 1935). A 
subsequent minimum wage law was passed in 1937 (Gilman, 
1956), and two years later a wage and hour administrator 
announced a nationwide figure of 32.5 cents per hour for 
all textile workers (Hodges, 1986).

The South's inferior position with regard to wages 
may be explained in part by the low pay of Southerners 
engaged in other occupations. Most of the region's 
inhabitants remained wedded to the soil, and low 
agricultural wages, along with the displacement of farmers 
occasioned by technological change, helped insure a large 
supply of potential mill workers who demanded little
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remuneration for their efforts (Shapiro, 1971). According 
to one report, in 1909 a tenant farm family of three 
earned an average of $37 5 per year; the same family could 
make as much as $900 working in a cotton mill (Potwin,
1927).

Statistical evidence from the last two decades of the 
study period demonstrates that workers in Southern 
industries other than textile manufacturing also earned 
less than cotton mill operatives. For instance, the $607 
annual salary of the South Carolina cotton textile 
employee in 1924 stood well above the yearly compensation 
of persons engaged in the production of lumber, 
fertilizer, and other manufactured articles in the State 
(Blicksilver, 1959; Simpson, 1943). According to 
Department of Labor figures for 1937, unskilled males 
employed in Southern cotton factories received an average 
hourly wage of 31 cents, compared with a rate of 24 to 28 
cents for common laborers in North Carolina, Georgia, and 
South Carolina (1938). With a lack of comparable 
employment alternatives, the supply curve for Southern 
textile workers was reportedly elastic; i.e., even a minor 
rise in the wage rate could induce a large influx of 
workers into the mills (Galenson, 1975). This argument, 
however, fails to explain the sharp increase in wages 
which accompanied the industry's growth in the region
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during the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries 
(Kane, 1988).

Labor costs depended, in part, on the age and sex of 
workers. With the introduction of automatic devices, most 
notably the power loom, textile manufacturing employed 
more women than any other form of industry (U.S.
Department of Labor, 1936). Cotton manufacturers valued 
female laborers for their lower salary levels and their 
adeptness at performing various tasks. The presence of 
working women, however, failed to provide Southern 
industrialists with a significant cost advantage over 
Northern factory owners. In the first place, women 
constituted a smaller proportion of the textile labor 
force in the South (U.S. Department of Labor, 1925). 
Secondly, in relation to their male counterparts, female 
employees in the region generally fared as well as women 
in the New England states with regard to wages. Female 
operatives in the South sometimes earned more than 90% of 
the male wage (Table 6), and they were more likely than 
Northern women to receive equal or greater pay than men in 
the same occupational group (Galenson, 1975).

Technological advances and the coarseness of Southern 
yarns and fabrics permitted the use of children, 
particularly in the spinning room. Their employment was 
encouraged and even necessitated by periodic labor
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deficiencies and the desire of manufacturers to keep wages 
low. (U.S. Department of the Interior, 1901-1902; Gilman, 
1956). Juvenile operatives earned considerably less than 
adults of either sex - in 1890, their wages in New England 
mills amounted to a mere 55% of women's salaries and 41% 
of the money earned by adult males. Southern children 
fared even worse, making only 50% of the adult female wage 
and 34% as much as older males (U.S. Department of the 
Interior, 1895-1896).

The employment of children reached greater 
proportions in the South (Blicksilver, 1959), largely 
because of regional differences in laws regulating child 
labor and the Southern tradition of employing entire 
families in the mills. Such statutes found favor with New 
England legislatures prior to their appearance in the 
cotton states, and mill managers in the South "openly and 
freely violated" them (U.S. Senate, 1910 (Vol. 1), p.
171) .

A source of much heated debate, the child labor 
question was resolved during the twenties. The practice 
perished, thanks to a variety of developments. Temporary 
federal restrictions on the employment of minors forced 
mill owners to utilize more adult operatives. When legal 
constraints were later eased, children held less appeal 
for industrialists desiring to improve efficiency, who
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enjoyed an abundant supply of adult labor as they faced 
growing public opposition to the use of children (Gilman, 
1956) .

By the time the Cotton Textile Code outlawed the 
employment of all persons under 16 years of age, Southern 
industrialists had ceased to regard child labor as either 
necessary or desirable (U.S. Senate, 1935). While it 
lasted, the employment of children undoubtedly played a 
significant role in keeping the region's wages well below 
those in the North. Eventually, as the burdens of the 
practice began to outweigh its benefits, the South 
"outgrew" it, and factory owners sought alternative 
methods of lowering costs.

Additional factors help to explain why cotton mill 
workers in the South earned somewhat less than their 
Northern counterparts. The emphasis of Southern mills on 
coarse yarn and fabrics, which added less value to the 
final product, justified lower wages (U.S. Department of 
Labor, 1938). Furthermore, a shortage of liquid capital 
in the region necessitated that management minimize costs 
(Blicksilver, 1959). Finally, the relative lack of 
skilled labor in the South helped keep wages low.

An interregional comparison of labor costs requires 
an examination of social services as well as cash wages. 
Hills in both New England and the South engaged in welfare
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activities, but "on the whole, gratuities and payments in 
kind prevailed much more widely in the South" (Chen, 1941, 
p. 543).

Even in the cotton-growing states, welfare schemes 
were far from universal. Herring's 1929 study of more 
than 300 factories revealed that fewer than one-third 
reported "considerable" welfare activities, while about 
half provided "a little" assistance to employees (p. 298). 
A later inquiry by Rhyne found no social services of any 
type in more than 50% of the mills surveyed (1930). The 
evidence suggests that only a small proportion of 
operations, whose large size enabled them to minimize 
expenditures per worker, engaged in comprehensive welfare 
schemes (Blicksilver, 1959). Nonetheless, the frequency 
and significance of social services warrant their 
inclusion in the labor cost equation.

Did southern textile operatives have a lower cost of 
living than fellow workers in the North? Some observers 
hasten to answer "yes", citing regional differences in 
expenditures for housing, food, fuel, and other 
necessities (Lemert, 1933). Other students of the cotton 
industry have reached a different conclusion. An 
investigation by the National Industrial Conference Board 
in 1919 and 1920 found that the necessities of life cost 
more in the South, and that the Southern mill population


