
T H E O P E N I N G OF O P P O R T U N I T I E S 

THE change from hand to machine manufacture not only 
revolutionized woman's economic place in society but 

made profound changes in her social status. Many customs 
and prejudices were based on the fact that, in the old days, 
women's work was that of providing food, shelter, and cloth-
ing for the family within the home. Social standards for the 
behavior of women in regard to work were limited to the 
household duties of wife and mother. For these duties edu-
cation was not considered necessary, and a century ago only a 
single college, Oberlin, opened its doors to women. Affairs 
outside their homes were not considered the concern of 
women. They were not allowed to vote and could take no 
part in legislative matters. 

Against this social code came the impact of the machine. As 
soon as women entered factory employment their social hori-
zon was immeasurably broadened. Now they must work long 

15 

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

1933



WOMEN AT WORK 

hours and under conditions over which they had no control. 
If these were too long or arduous, their only remedy lay in 
organizing for collective bargaining and strikes, or in attempt-
ingtogain corrective labor legislation. But both these courses 
involved meetings, speaking on platforms and parading—ac-
tivities that were not only unusual but absolutely scandalous 
for women of their day. 

Meanwhile, as the wage-earning woman became an ac-
cepted part of our industrial life, it was natural that the more 
intelligent and ambitious women should turn toward the pro-
fessions and the opportunities of education. Many of these 
women were not wage earners but had been freed by machine 
production from long hours of work within the home, and 
with more leisure were becoming actively interested in the 
events of the day. 

But even here tradition and prejudice stood in women's 
way—insisting that women's place was the home, and not the 
lecture platform, the streets, in public life, in college, or com-
peting with men. 

During the century women have carried on a struggle to 
break down these prejudices. The scenes and issues of the 
feminist movement have varied, but the driving force behind 
the movement has been unaltered. It has been an effort on 
the part of women to adjust public opinion to their changed 
economic status; an effortto share equal opportunities with men 
in making a contribution to society outside the home, whether 
in industry, in the professions, or in public life. Though 
aided in their fight by the economic forces that were driving 
them, and by social changes that did much to break down old 
traditions, the gains that women have made have been the re-
sult of hard-won battles against hostileandbitterpublicopinion. 

The struggle began simply with an attempt to organize, hold 
meetings, and speak on the lecture platform for whatever 
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cause they were interested in. But that women should speak 
or appear on a platform, whether to improve working condi-
tions, to protest against slavery, or to fight for temperance 
was a cause of extreme public indignation. In 1837 Inde-
pendence Hall was set on fire while Angelina Grimke was 
speaking, the mob incensed partly because a woman was 
speaking and partly because she spoke against slavery. Per-
sisting in the face of this hostile public opinion, the early 
women speakers were shamed and ridiculed not only by men 
but by their sisters. 

But the fight of women went on, soon centering around the 
struggle to obtain the vote, since this would help in the adjust-
ing of other wrongs. The first public meeting to discuss the 
political rights of women was held in Seneca Falls, N.Y., in 
1848, but the suffrage fight began in earnest with the forming 
of the National Woman Suffrage Association in 1869, which 
elected Elizabeth Cady Stanton as president and Susan B. 
Anthony as chairman of the executive committee. In 1878 
the first suffrage amendment was introduced into the United 
States House of Representatives and its wording was never 
changed from that time until it was passed and made into a 
law that enfranchised women in 1920. The closing scenes 
of the fight for suffrage were dramatic. Mass meetings were 
held throughout the country, accompanied by spectacular 
street parades and outdoor speeches. A pilgrimage was 
made to Washington, and women suffragists picketing with 
banners in the Nation's capital were arrested and carried off 
in the "Black Maria" to the police station. 

But the success of the feminist movement can be meas-
ured in more terms than the obtaining of the vote, important 
as was that step. It can be measured in the opening of edu-
cational opportunities to women and in their occupational 
advancement. 

17 

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

1933



WOMEN AT WORK 

When Oberlin College was established in 1833 on a coed-
ucational plan it was the first school in the world to offer a 
college education to women. In 1848 Dr. Elizabeth Black-
well graduated in medicine at Geneva, N.Y., the first woman 
physician in the world. During her three years of study there 
the women at her boarding house refused to speak to her, and 
meeting her on the streets drew aside their skirts in contempt. 

Today many women's colleges of the highest standing 
have been established. State universities and law and med-
ical schools have opened their doors to women. During the 
decade 1920 to 1930 the number of professional women 
increased by 48 percent, until today they comprise more than 
1,400,000, only 50,000 short of the number of professional 
men. Three fifths of these women are school teachers and 
another fifth are trained nurses, the latter an occupation 
entered by many women in the World War. But the numbers 
of women college presidents and professors, librarians; 
authors, editors, and reporters; and lawyers, judges,and jus-
tices—professions more recently opened to women—practi-
cally doubled during the past 10 years and represent real 
occupational gains for women. 

Nowhere perhaps has the advancement of women been 
better shown than in the service of the United States Govern-
ment. Here the only woman employed before the Civil War 
was Clara Barton, who in the late fifties worked in the Patent 
Office. She was dismissed because of her outspokenness in 
denouncing slavery, and for some years there was no woman 
in the Federal employ. Then in 1862 the barred door was 
opened just wide enough to admit one woman. The Secre-
tary of the Treasury of that period, Francis E. Spinner, 
appointed Jennie Douglas to cut and trim paper currency, 
work done by hand and until then entirely by men. Secre-
tary Spinner remarked that Miss Douglas' first day's work 
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"settled the matter in her behalf and in woman's favor." 
Shortly after, women were introduced into the dead-letter 
office of the Postal Service, where they opened and returned 
letters, soon doubling men's output. But many years passed 
and much legislation had to be enacted sanctioning women's 
employment, and not until 1919 was it made compulsory that 
all competitive examinations should be open to women and 
men alike. From then on women became a really important 
factor in the Government service. 

Today men still outnumber women on Uncle Sam's pay roll, 
and prejudice still stands in the way of appointments and pro-
motions being made solely on the basis of fitness for the job. 
However, in December of 1932 an Executive order of Presi-
dent Hoover stipulated that appointing officers may no longer 
specify either sex as preferred, and that appointments must go 
to the persons highest on the register unless the work actually 
is unsuited to their sex. 

In June 1932 less than 88,000 women, in contrast to 492,000 
men, were on the Federal pay roll. Stenographers and clerks 
made up the great majority of these women, but many held 
professional and scientific positions, such as librarian, scien-
tist, economist, business or medical specialist, and legal 
assistant, and many others held important administrative and 
executive positions. 

The change in public attitude toward women's abilities is 
reflected in the number of women in public life today. With 
the appointment of Frances Perkins as Secretary of Labor, 
for the first time in history a woman is serving as a member 
of the Cabinet; and with Ruth Bryan Owen as minister to 
Denmark, for the first time a woman is representing the 
United States at a foreign court. Another historic landmark 
was passed in November 1932, when Hattie Caraway was 
elected to the United States Senate by the State of Arkansas. 
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While woman today still has far from an equal footing with 
man, whether in industry, in the professions, or in govern-
ment, intelligent and well-directed effort has advanced her a 
long way toward her goal of standing side by side with him in 
making the laws and doing the work of the new economic 
order in which she, as well as he, must work and live. 
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