
CHAPTER I . 

NEGRO WOMEN IN INDUSTRY BEFORE AND DURING THE WAR. 

Before the war. 
Work for wages is much more widespread among Negro than 

among white women. I n 1910, -2,013,981 (or 54.7 per cent) of the 
3^680,536 Negro women 10 years of age or over, and 6,043,709 (or 
19.6 per cent) of the 30,769,641 white women 10 years of age or 
over, were gainfully employed. By far the greatest number of these 
Negro women wage earners (1,904,494) were engaged in agriculture 
and domestic and personal service.® , 

Negro wonuen workers have been so largely confined to agriculture 
and domestic and personal service for generations that these labors 
are conceded to be traditionally their own. I n these kinds of work 
they have been trained and have become experienced. I t is to these 
labors that they have been bound, and more than other women they, 
have been, lunited in engaging in other forms of gainful occupation. 

I n 1910, manufacturing and mechanical industries which employed 
1,366,959 women employed only 16,835 Negro women. I t is sig-
nificant that of the 16,835 Negro women in industrial occupations 
10,672J or 63 per cent, were laborers and semiskilled operatives in 
cigar and tobacco factories, and 6,163, or 37 per cent, were general 
laborers and "no t specified*' in manufactures. Thi^ indicates that 
the tobacco industry was the one in which Negro women had their 
strongest footing prior to the war. Wi th the exception of that 
industry, they had a very unimportant place and little industrial 
opportunity in the manufacturing processes in general; where they 
were employed in other industries than tobacco they were there sim-
ply to perform the unskilled manual work which i t was necessary to 
have done in the establishment. 

During the war. 
The can of industrial opportunity was directed toward Negro 

women for the first time during the period of the World War. Many 
causes made necessary at that time the mobilization of labor from 
any available source. 

An acute labor shortage was created by the drafting and. enlist-
ment of men who served the Nation on the battlefields and by the 
cessation of immigration; at the same time, production of materials 

»Bureaa of the Census Negro populatioii in the UnUed States, 1290-1915, pp^ 523 and 525. 
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and implements necessary for the successful prosecution of the war 
had to be greatly increased. Besides these causes of the shortage 
of male workers, the war munitions and implements industries made 
heavy drafts upon the traditional woman-employing industries such 
as garment and textile making, where more than 75 per cent of all 
the women in manufacturing industries were concentrated before 
the war. As white women workers were advanced industrially into 
the more skilled and higher paid positions, because of the existing 
labor shortage, Negro women were recruited in large numbers to fill 
the places thus left open in the ranks of industry. This is indicated 
partly in Table 1, which shows that 75 per cent of the Negro women 
studied were working in industries which have been classified as the 
five principal woman-employing industries in the United States in 
the prewar period, namely, textiles, clothing, food products, tobacco 
products, and hand and foot wear. This fact is further brought out 
in that between 60 and 65 per cent of the 21,547 Negro women whose 
occupations were listed in 1919^ were engaged in these five tradi-
tional woman-employing manufacturing industries. 

Although Negro women have entered other industries also, there 
is a definite indication that for the more skilled processes they were 
drafted in largest numbers in those industries which white women 
had left for new occupations. I n addition, many other industries 
for the first time opened their doors to a limited number of Negro 
women. There are no complete figures available to show to what 
extent Negro women did embrace the opportunities that were offered 
to them. The facts revealed in a bulletin of the United States De-
partment of Labor® as a result of an investigation made in 1918 and 
1919 give valuable information concerning the Negro woman at work 
during the war. According to this report in 152 plants distributed 
in aU sections of the country there were employed 21,547 Negro 
women. These women were working on many processes which were 
new to them and, in some industries, new to all women. Including 
those engaged in such war work as the making of shells, gas masks, 
and parts of airplanes, 15,157 Negro women were working in the 
manufacturing industries.. The remainder were in some kind of 
clerical work or domestic and personal service. Included in these 
industries were approximately 75 different kinds of work, much of i t 
involving the use of hitherto imfamiliar power machinery. 

That this period wiU be far-reaching in the history of the Negro 
woman in industry is further emphasized by several studies of local 
industrial situations. A New York study made during 1918 states 

< U . S. Department of Labor. The Negro at Work during the World War and during Reconstruction, 
1921, p. 125. 

6 U. S. Department of Labor. The Negro at Work during the World War and during Reconstruction, 
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frankly that the ''Colored woman is a new-comer in the field of 
industry," ® and that during this period establishments which had 
formerly practiced an industrial boycott against Negro women in-
serted in their advertisement the word ''colored'' before the word 
''wanted." So prevalent and urgent was the need in this and many 
other localities that employers eagerly sought the labor of Negro 
women. This investigation found Negro women in 217 establish-
ments—in the garment trades, in paper box factories, in establish-
ments making leather goods, fashioning hats, and dyeing furs, and in 
other kinds of work. The greatest number in any one industry, 892 
of the Negro women represented, were employed on the several dif-
ferent operations of the garment trades. 
t The Consumers' League of Eastern Pennsylvania made a similar 
study of colored women as industrial workers in Philadelphia,^ 
which disclosed the employment of approximately 2,800,Negro 
women in 108 factories in that city. Here, too, the labor shortage 
was reflected and the use of the labor of Negro women was a result. 
The transition is indicated by stories which appeared in Philadelphia 
newspapers with such captions as the following: 

Use Negro woman labor to fill war workers' gaps. 
Negro women take place of men i n industry. 
Colored girls doing housework, Y . W. C. A. is placing many i n shops and 

factories. 

The prevailing occupations for the Negro women covered by this 
survey were in the manufacture of munitions, textiles, paper products, 
tobacco products, candy, glass, and clothing. Negro women in 
Philadelphia also received their greatest opportunity in the garment 
trades, which they entered in largest numbers. 

In an article entitled "Reconstruction and the Colored Woman,"® 
by Forrester B. Washington, the middle western situation during the 
war period is well depicted. I t is pointed out that in Chicago, unlike 
other cities, Negro women made litt le progress into the s l ^ed a^d 
semiskilled occupations in actual mantiacturing industries; that of 
170 firms which employed Negro women for the first time during the 
war, 47 per cent gave them new or wider outlets in domestic and 
personal service but only 7 per cent hired Negro women in those 
occupations which might give them a real place among ''women in 
industry." On the other hand, i t is shown that in Detroit consider-
able numbers of Negro women were working on machines in large 
automoT)ile factories, many of them in skilled or semiskilled occupa-
tions. They were employed as " assemblers, inspectors and shippers, 

«Consumers' League of the City of New York [and others), A New Day for the Colored Woman Worker, 
1919. 

* Consumers' Iveaguo of Eastern Pennsylvania, Colored women as industrial workers in Philadelphia, 
1919-20. 
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in auto plants, as core makers and chippers in foundries, as shell 
makers in munition factories^ as plate makers in dental laboratoriesj 
as garment makera, and as armature winders in insulated wire 
factories/' This employment gave important, unprecedented open-
ings to Negro women, and i t also meant opportunity in the more 
skilled, better paid work from which Negro women formerly had been 
barred. I t is estimated that at least 1,000 Negro women were in the 
skilled industries in the Detroit district. 

The industrial tide which swept so many Negroes into sections of 
the country hitherto unknown to them, aroused in these women a 
desire to search for new gainful opportunities. Kecent releases of 
the census report of 1920 have shown this ebb and flow of the Negro 
populatioDu Negro women migrated in large numbei-s to those cities 
whieL they knew afforded a good chance for earning a living, some-
times because of family relationship^ sometimes because individ-
ually they were stirred with a fervent desire to better their conditions. 

I n some of the plants where they found employment the actual 
industrial operations were too heavy for the employment of any 
women; in others, where the operations were lighter and more suit-
able for women and where there was a labor shortage, Negro women 
were able to get work. I n some communities there were openings^ 
in domestic service which were far more remunerative, agreeable, 
and healthful than those in the places from wliich these women came. 
I n such cases there was a happy solution of what might have been 
serious personal problems, for iudustrj^ Avas not ready to receive the 
large numbers of Negro women who moved North and West, following 
for the most part the movement of Negro men. 

There were many things which might have kept the Negro woman 
out of these new industrial opportunities. One of the first problems 
was to overcome the prevalent belief that she was capable of perform-
ing only domestic and persomil service. The woman herself was 
conscious of her own industrial inexperience and showed a timidity 
which was a drawback in acquiring the assurance and speed so nec-
essary in the factory. Handicapped by industrial ignorance, inex-
perience, and an acute lack of factory sense,, she was suddenly launched 
into the world of industry during a time when " efficiency—maximum 
production" was the country's slogan.- A t the same time, industrial 
management had neither the time nor the experience effectively to 
direct and train such unprepared^ immature workers. I n spite of 
this fact^ the Negro woman, was under the necessity of holding her 
own among the white women who had the advantages of years of 
precedent and industrial experience and training. 

Such considerations as these must be borne in mind in any effort 
to- discover what employers think of the success or failure of their 
Negro women workers. Some idea of their opinions may be gleaned 
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from a summary statement made in an earlier report of the Depart-
ment of Labor.® 

Realizing that the opinion of their employera would serionsly affect the future of 
Negro women i n indxistry, an attempt was made to secure the opinions of superintend-
ents or other officials dealing w i th Negro women i n these plants. Of 34 employers 
who expressed a definite opinion on this subject, 14 said that they found the work 
of Negro women as satisfactory as other women workers, and three found their work 
better than that of the white women they were working w i th or had displaced. Of 
the 17 employers who felt that the work of Negro women d id not compare satiafac-
toriiy w i th that of the white women, 7 reported that irregularity of attendance was the 
main cause for dissatisfaction, and 7 otkers felt that the output of Negro women was 
less because they were slower workers. 

In ' 'A New Day for the Colored Woman Worker/ ' i t is stated 
that— 

An effort was made to discover what employers thought of the success or failure of 
their experiment. As was to be expected, their testimony was contradictory. I n 
many instances colored women have made good. I n other cases they have not. 
About half of the employers considered them as efficient as their white workers. 
These foimd them well-mannered and more courteous than the white girls, and found 
them steadier, although sJgweriQJfiovements. The other half considered them lazy, 
stupid, and unreliable, and declared tl iat they would not have them i f white girls 
were obtainable. 

The following extracts from an article which appeared in Life and 
Labor" have the same tenor: 

There has been a lot of theorizing regarding colored working women, but the testi-
mony of their worth has far outweighed the unfavorable criticism. ''More loyaK more 
cheerful and more intell igent than foreign girls,' ' are some of the reports. 

So far as efficiency is concerned, there have been numerous cases where colored 
girls, given equal conditions, far excelled their white sisters. I n the cartridge factor}-
at Newark, N. J., the colored women working nights averaged fifteen huntked more 
shells per eight-hour shift than the white women who worked i n the day. J 

At Decatur, I I I . , a tent and awningcompany engaged i n making bags for the Govern-
ment hired colored girls to take the place of white. According to the rate at which 
the white girls had been turning out the work, i t is estimated that i t would take the 
new force un t i l Fcbruar>' to complete the contract. The colored girls worked so 
much faster than their white predecessors that the contract waa completed early i n 
December. These examples have no significance as to the comparative superiority 
of white or colored girls, but they do show that as many examples can be given of the 
colored girl's efficiency as of her inefficiency. I t has been suggested that colored girls, 
realizing that they were on tr ial, should have taken pains to be extra efficient. But 
isn't this expecting too much vision from a poor working girl? 

These bits of expert testimony from authorities who were in 
contact Avith the industrial situation during the war give ground 
for believing that the Negro woman in spite of the handicaps which 

S. Department of Labor, The Negro at Work during the World War and during Reconstruction, 
1921, p. 130.̂ . 

"Consumers' League of the City of New York [and others], A New Day for the Colored Woman Worker, 
1919, p. 25. 

" Life and Labor, Vol. I X , No. 1, pp. 3-7, 

Digitized for FRASER 
http://fraser.stlouisfed.org/ 
Federal Reserve Bank of St. Louis

July 21, 1921



1 0 ^TEGRO WOMEN I N INDUSTRY. 

surrounded her did make a record in the work which i t fell to her lot 
to do. The majority,of the criticisms directed against Negro women 
may be traced directly or indirectly to some of the living or working 
conditions surrounding them. They are slow,- unreliable, inexpe-
rienced? Long hours and low wages, menial, undesirable work, 
unhealthy working conditions, with a lack of welfare facilities— 
conditions which colored women as marginal workers had to face— 
underlie much of this criticism. 

The salient facts concerning the Negro woman in industry during 
the war may be very briefly summarized: 

1. Labor shortage due to the mobilization of men for the Army, 
cessation of immigration, the drafting of white women from the 
traditional woman-employing industries into new occupations, and 
the war's demand for varied, increased production made necessary 
the employment of Negro women. 

2. Although recruited for many industries, opportunity on the 
more skilled processes came to the largest numbers of Negro women 
in the traditional woman-employing industries from which white 
women had advanced into those industries which men had monopolized 
during the prewar period. 

3. Considerable statistics point to the fact that large numbers of 
Negro women were employed on varied, semiskilled, and skilled 
processes in many industries not heretofore employing them. 

4. Negro women migrated into remote industrial centers in their 
search for opportunity, but they were the marginal workers and had 
to fill the gap, either in domestic or industrial openings, wherever 
they were needed. 

5. Skepticism about her uti l i ty on the one hand and her industrial 
ignorance and inexperience on the other, presented barriers to the 
success of the Negro woman in industry. 

6. Examination of available data shows that the Negro woman 
was as successful as could reasonably be expected in view of her 
handicaps, the discrimination against her, and the dearth of indus-
trial incentives. 

7. I n inany cases the criticisms against her may be traced in the 
last analysis to the conditions under which she has lived and worked . 
more than to the Negro woman herself. 
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