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Identity: self-image of textile workers and image others have of textile workers; links with organization formation, gender divisions on the labor market and class-consciousness.

Identity is both multi-faceted and embedded in history and culture.
  The interaction of personal subjectivity, of perceptions by others, and of the lived experiences of skill, class, gender, race/caste, citizenship/legal standing/family status, religion, region/nation, and political ideology define the human identity of textile workers. All of these categories overlap and may be challenged, renewed, renegotiated, and redefined, or shattered during conflicts within the global textile industry.
 The complicated issues of identity require evidence on a level of experience often lacking to historians. Thus, many of the national overviews focus on economic analysis, but the explanatory power of social history, however devilish, is often in the details of the context.

Evidence on self-imagery is often scarce and scattered. Oral histories, memoirs, autobiographies, novels, and public statements usually during strikes in the press or in governmental hearings by textile workers can reveal self-perception. Attitudes inferred from behavior or situation cannot be proven but can be suggestive. Views of textile workers by the middle-class, the state, and employers contribute to identity perceptions, frequently through disparagement, racialization or political demonization. Although sexuality is a primary category of identity expression, sources on working-class experiences from their own perspective are few, especially for women. The concept of identity remains complex, subjective, and changeable over time. I will analyze identity as separated into two overlapping spheres of class, gender, and race and of social, cultural, and political experience. Alice Kessler-Harris has argued that historians should imagine class as both a process and an identity.

Section 1

Self-image of textile workers and perceptions by others: class, gender, occupation, race/caste/hierarchies, labor activity.

Identity for textile workers involves primarily what work they do and where they do it. Pre-industrial, proto-industrial, and industrialized work often existed simultaneously as “enormous differentiation” or in overlapping forms between 1650-2000.
 The “simultaneity of different types of labour in a given moment in time” can encompass myriad forms of development and reorganizations in which identities are embedded.

Handicraft Production in Households:

Seventeenth and eighteenth-century textile production depended on rural households, such as “clothiers” and their families in Lancashire and Yorkshire, England. This domestic system appeared wherever people had access to fibers and ingenuity. It could evolve into “big clothiers” employing wage laborers as in Yorkshire, into small or large workshops as in Denmark or remain part of a more diverse system of production well into the twentieth century as in Japan, Turkey, China, and India.
 Agricultural seasons, such as the Indian monsoon cycle and the ripening of wine grapes in Spain, interrupted hand spinning with other income-earning opportunities in rural areas. Income from agriculture, subsistence or market-oriented, gave handicraft workers a little independence from economic forces, which when challenged by mechanization rapidly formed the grounds in early nineteenth-century Yorkshire for machine breaking. In the American South, farm families claimed the rights of “yeomen,” asserting traditional cultural and political values to maintain their distance from the control of cotton mills.
 

Seventeenth and eighteenth-century Chinese farm households, relatively secure on their land, produced cotton fabrics for household consumption, some purchasing the raw cotton imported from other regions with profits from growing sugar cane. The export by cloth merchants of these handcrafted cotton goods called “nankeens” made by the “vast majority of farming families” reached Western Europe and the Americas by the early eighteenth century. Chinese household production by rural men and women dominated world trade until the late eighteenth century changes in European manufacture. The culture of rural family life shaped this Chinese household economy but included a long period of commercial success in regional and international trading. When faced with competition from western manufacturing, rural households continued to produce their own cotton cloth well into the twentieth century.
 In India handicraft production was similarly long-lived, but hand workers who owned no land tended to migrate into centers of factory production.
 

Textiles were a central component of the material culture of indigenous people in Argentina and Mexico prior to colonization by Spain. Widely used as consumer goods, such as ponchos, and for religious ceremonies, these patterned fabrics woven by indigenous women in Argentina [and in Mexico] could sport blue and red warps made from llama wool and other fibers.
  Before the Portuguese colonized Brazil, exquisitely fine details of cordage twist, as in elegant hammocks designed and made by indigenous craftspeople, delineated a social hierarchy of identity within the larger tribal group.
 European imperialism, the introduction of sheep, and the system of encomienda (lifetime servitude to the colonizers) nearly crushed this craft production, but it survived in Argentina to offset twentieth-century rural unemployment among people of mixed race and to delight ecotourists. Contemporary retail sales of craft production from Peru and Bolivia can link local economies with the global trading system, as in the arrangements of the Kansas-based American firm, the Peruvian Connection.
 Even in industrially developed nations, such as Britain and the United States, indigenous production of tartans and tweeds in the Scottish Highlands and of Navaho rugs and blankets in the American Southwest create commercially viable textiles. Indigenous textile production confirms identities, often reflecting resistance to the dominant contemporary culture, and should be a part of the analysis of global textile workers. In contrast with indigenous textiles, Portuguese settlers in Brazil carried on their traditional household production of cotton and woolen textiles for domestic consumption. African-born and creole slaves on sugar plantations produced additional handicraft cloth for their own clothing as well as sacking for export materials.

Artisan Workshops: 
The classic artisan system of master, journeymen, and apprentices existed in most societies. Interference with artisan privilege appears just as wide spread. Eighteenth-century Castilian mercaderes [merchants] subordinated woolen guilds and monopolized key processes on which artisan production was dependent. Imported raw cotton from Spain’s distant American colonies led to the development of artisan weaving and cloth printing, dependent on cotton spun by women in their farming households. Artisans who also owned vineyard and other valuable arable land wove scarves and ribbons on handlooms in preference to developing factory work.
  

Artisan workshops organized into guilds while some independent entrepreneurial drapers and middlemen in the key Dutch Republic cities of Leiden and Haarlem came to control dyeing, finishing, and trading woolen fabrics. Proto-industrial development by merchants at lower labor costs in Tilburg stimulated an increase of 125% in local woolen spinning and weaving between 1650 and 1810. Male artisans in guilds controlled woolen weaving in cities, while women without guild protection but with social rituals of their own  - - along with some men  - - dominated wool hand spinning in their homes. Dutch men monopolized wool combing and the shearing of woven cloth, as in Yorkshire. Women alone spun less valuable textiles, such as linen, associated with low rates of pay and poverty. Separated processes of production by gender and skill shaped the experiences of those who worked for wages.

Prior to 1720, household production and artisan workshops interacted in Habsburg-Austria, with domestic producers using raw materials of local origin and supplying yarns for more highly finished goods of linen and wool made by town artisans organized in guilds. Masters of artisan households with journeymen and apprentices to feed depended on female members for daily sustenance and for “the administration and marketing of the trade.” “Noble manufacture” or the establishment of proto-industrial production in centralized workshops relied on the power of eighteenth-century Bohemian feudal lords to coerce labor from their subjects.
 

While the rural handicraft system dominated cotton textiles for centuries in China, silk production centered in artisan workshops, which could extract hard terms from insecure male weavers. Weavers of cotton cloth sometimes entered small workshops in China, but wages were at the mercy of long apprenticeships and working hours. Intensive household production continued until1949.
 The small workshop could also represent strict European traditions, including master, journeymen, and apprentices producing a valued product and associated with the local guild, although this system withered away in the British colonies in North America.
 Danish artisans participated in a special culture, involving rituals practiced while traveling on the continent. In Copenhagen “factory-guilds”, protected by the absolute monarchy, redefined mutual goals of controlling competition and prices by intensifying production and exercising great power over wages and working conditions of early factory laborers.
 

This artisan system when transplanted to the New World in eighteenth-century Mexico could emerge transformed by European racial categories intensified by imperial conquest. Racial and caste differentiations reshaped the artisan system in Mexico by employing both “forced and free labor.” Indeed the bottom-end obradores or workshops employed an array of forced labor: encomienda or economically and physically enslaved Indians, slaves, debt peons, and convict labor, the majority male but a few females. Indian women who had dominated indigenous production did not find work in non-indigenous production. Less prison-like workshops employed free blacks and castas or castiza, representing people of mixed parentage, Indians, blacks, and whites. The “society and culture [of colonialism] rather than technology determined male predominance” in urban cotton textile production with Spanish-style guilds in Mexico City.
 European technology, imported wholesale to Mexico, including water turbines, English textile machinery, mechanics, and skilled workers, leaped the gulf of handicrafts and forced workshop labor into factory production, not by innovation but with pesos. Other Latin-American nations, such as Uruguay, escaped this phase of imperial development and industrialized woolen production in the early twentieth century.
 

The longevity, productivity, and commercial reach of the eighteenth-century Egyptian artisanal system, centered in Cairo, remains impressive. Trading cotton and linen cloth throughout the Ottoman Empire and with North Africa and Europe, especially France, this system, which used the family’s female members to feed yarn to artisans, journeymen, and apprentices, lasted well if unevenly into the twentieth century. Less lucky artisans in the early nineteenth century were forcibly recruited by the state into large workshops equipped with European machines powered by oxen or donkeys. The gender division of labor within the artisan system permitted women to spin in the short-lived state workshops.
 In the face of a flood of cheap European textiles, the seemingly progressive stages of development reversed themselves as a growing putting-out system tapped rural Egyptian female labor for low wages to spin yarn in their homes for local weavers who sold locally and also farmed. When the factory system was established in the twentieth century, its locale was urban. 

Self-sufficiency in textile production in small Brazilian factories was the Portuguese objective after a flood of British textile imports threatened the national economic balance. The scope of these enterprises leaped over handicraft production and artisan workshops into centralized, wage-paying industrial organization using imported, hand-powered machinery. Centralized production for trade within Brazil and to the mother country employed resettled indigenous wage-earning workers, male and female, rather than the wives or slaves of settlers. Their employers regarded them [probably in both racial and class terms] as an exploitable proletariat and paid them only in cloth at rates carefully controlled by managers. Still the material cultural heritage of these indigenous workers resisted Europeanization by introducing geometric design patterns once used for hammocks and baskets. Plans for recruiting and protecting expert weavers and calico printers from India suggest a view of international trade and migration of peoples far beyond typical colonialist or mercantilist thinking. Raw materials to feed these small factories were to be cultivated by resettled indigenous people “wrested” away from Jesuit missions.
  Meanwhile, household production continued in Brazil, but making textiles in groups can hardly be expected to dissolve racial divides or gender/skill hierarchies.
 

Slavery in Brazil was not abolished until 1888 after the introduction of modernized textile machinery. Free and slave labor worked side by side in early nineteenth-century factories in Rio de Janeiro, but only free labor kept their wages. English supervisors managed their work, while expert English mule spinners and weavers, relocated to Brazil as they had to the American Northeast in the second half of the nineteenth-century, presumably taught skills. Most Brazilian textile workers, illiterate and poor, experienced very long working days by electric light [14 to 17 hours] in the 1890s.
 The culture of slavery left its imprint on Brazilian textile manufacturing. 

Occupation and Organization:
Spinning Yarns: 

Spinning cotton, wool, and silk represents a dizzying variety of occupational arrangements in different nations under varying circumstances. Hand spinning by females and children using spindle/distaffs or spinning wheels in a rural family household for minimal wages presents a picture of isolation and marginality. In contrast, throstle or ring spinning by women in factories and jenny/mule spinning by men, all powered by water, steam or electricity, indicate paid work away from the home and some varying measure of independence. In Lancashire females did handicraft spinning but were denied access to powered spinning in factories. In New England, young rural women were recruited to water-powered throstle spinning but not mule spinning in integrated factories. Small rural spinning mills in Rhode Island employed young children; the yarn was put out to female household weavers. In India, hand spinning by unpaid women in the household system or by agricultural “labour castes” gave way almost entirely to powered-spinning frames in centralized production in nineteenth-century urban centers, such as Bombay.
 For migrants, caste oppression was, however, weaker in cities. The comparatively few women, who worked at the traditional female tasks in Indian cotton factories but only where their husbands were employed, were organized into teams supervised by other females. Most Indian women continued to work in rural household settings.
 By the late twentieth century, however, spinning firms in India relocated to “semi-rural” and impoverished areas to employ some women. 

Cheap machine-spun cotton yarns from Britain and Indian in the nineteenth century totally undercut commercial hand spinning in China. In silk production, however, Chinese investors operated mechanized silk spinning mills or filatures for export in the late nineteenth century, employing rural Chinese women and replacing traditional hand reeled silk. Local rural elites legitimized the shift in women’s traditional work by recruiting the help of lineage organizations along male bloodlines. Silk spinners centered in Shanghai but also labored in farming areas, where these women were the first to work on textiles outside the Chinese household. By the mid-twentieth century, the workforce in cotton and silk textiles, even in the male bastion of skilled silk weaving, was overwhelmingly feminized.
 As in Lancashire, when men and women weavers shared factory work, joint labor activity followed.

In Japan, women hand workers produced reels from silkworm cocoons. When silk spinning became mechanized in central factories, relatively skilled young women dominated spinning operations, turning reels of “raw silk” into yarns that represented 64% of world production at its peak in 1935.
 Specialist male cotton spinners in eighteenth-century Japanese urban centers who marketed their yarn through wholesalers coincided with widespread rural handicraft production for the domestic market. By the late nineteenth century, women ring spinners in modernized cotton mills supplanted both earlier forms, and as a result by 1935 Japan represented the second largest cotton yarn producer. 

Like China, the Ottoman Empire adapted to the rise of nineteenth-century mechanized textile production, by abandoning most handicraft spinning operations to import English machine-spun cotton yarn. Although both urban and rural household production for domestic consumption in which women dominated both spinning and weaving continued, male textile workers concentrated on weaving and printing cotton goods for export. Child labor, either in families, orphaned or poor, contributed to the spinning of yarn whether in mechanized factories or in household production, a phenomenon that disappeared after World War II. Girls and teenaged females reeled silk. Steam-powered silk reeling factories for use on European-style power looms replaced handicraft reeling, then faced widespread shortages from silkworm disease. Still the industry recovered for domestic consumption. Women spinners from a wide array of Middle-Eastern religious and ethnic backgrounds provided mohair yarn for use by weavers’ guilds and spun other fibers both in their homes and in factories.
 Spinning wool by machine suitable for use in carpet knotting, however, was not technically possible until the turn of the twentieth century, when spinning mills in the carpet-making region of western Anatolia supplied these needs. In 1908, over a thousand female handicraft spinners “sacked” three such mills, which destroyed their traditional livelihood.

 Adult male mule spinners, who supervised and trained assistants, laid claim to elite status as “barefoot aristocrats” and respectable workingmen in English and American cotton mills by way of their skills, control of the trade, and earning power. In Lancashire, in Spain (but not in Mexico), and in New England, mule spinners became the spearheads of labor protest and exclusive craft unions. But the mule spinning unions of Lancashire never accepted or controlled the late nineteenth-century technology of ring spinning, and by the twentieth century English cotton spinning mules and mills had become technologically obsolete.
 In Yorkshire woolen and worsted mills, young, unmarried females ran throstle frames. Community opinion condemned married women who worked in Yorkshire mills, while male woolen workers kept young females out of their unions, in contrast with Lancashire. In a concerted effort to remain independent of cheap English yarns, Austrian industrialists hired British engineers in the early nineteenth century to build cotton spinning frames, presumably self-acting mules for male workers. These yarns stimulated proto-industrial weaving in rural areas, where prosperous cottage weavers enjoyed their status for a time.
 

But in Japan, China, and Denmark, the industrial phase of mule-frames run by skilled males was entirely skipped over; instead by the 1880s western-style ring-spinning by women in cotton factories prevailed.  Male workers in Japanese spinning mills did work related to physical strength (opening cotton bales) and expertise (finishing such as dyeing).
 As in Japan, maleness for Chinese textile workers was associated with skilled work and higher wages usually based on time rather than by the piece, but only until women moved into these traditional masculine jobs under the pressures of depression or war.
 Powerful early twentieth century labor unions in Mexico’s leading industrial sector controlled hiring, working conditions, wages, and management but as in Lancashire opposed technological innovations, resulting in low relative productivity and declining wages after World War II.

Weaving Cloth:

Weaving fabrics from hand spun or machine spun yarns also represented a wide variety of organizations over time and in different cultures. In ancient China as in eighteenth-century Japan, weaving defined both “women’s social, economic and moral role” but more practically fitted a female for marriage with skills essential to her future household. Commercialization of silk weaving operations in Chinese workshops with opportunities for wages, greater skills, and trading outside the home discouraged women and attracted men to weaving. This trend masculinized most silk weaving by the eighteenth century and led to the organization of strong all-male guilds associated with martial arts training and quick to protest grievances. Skilled male weavers claimed the wages and privileges of “labor aristocrats,” not unlike mule spinners in Lancashire and New England. They stood at the head of a labor hierarchy descending to the young females who spun in filatures and cotton millhands, whose lives and wages ranged from “tolerable to miserable.”
 

Mexican male weavers spearheaded “societies” or unionization in the mid-nineteenth century for wage increases and fewer hours. Their sense of traditional manhood and honor led them to protest the abuse of the minority of women workers by supervisors. Manhood meant working outside the home for wages, and men dominated textile production in Mexico. When organized cotton textile workers won a general strike in 1911, this historic victory for male worker power claimed the national revolution as their own, a moment in worker culture [not unlike the role of Chinese silk weavers in Shanghai in 1949, see below] to be remembered and celebrated.
 In both societies, these events represented the peak of progressive labor reform in Mexico for men and in China for both men and women.  

Some small workshops used sophisticated looms to produce complex patters in silk fabric, but in the 1920s silk weaving mills in Shanghai using power looms established the city’s reputation to reemerge as the major postwar center for silk weaving. Weavers were hired as individuals, not as contract labor. Generation and education divided silk weavers in Shanghai mills into two distinct groups: illiterate former artisans with declining opportunities and young literate men and women with company-sponsored apprenticeships eager to assume the lives and status of urban factory workers. These divisions also shaped how they organized interest groups. Artisans joined traditional brotherhoods, secret societies or gangs, while younger workers emulated the leftist students with whom they associated in cities and formed labor unions. Young women silk weavers participated in class conscious strikes in Shanghai in the 1930s, encouraged by radical young male weavers and the Chinese Communist Party.
  Sharing work and equal piece rates among weavers as in Lancashire enrolled female militants in organizing worker resistance. 

Chinese cotton spinning was quickly mechanized in the 1920s and 1930s by ring frames in centralized production, but handicraft weavers, working in households or small workshops, continued to dominate the export of cotton cloth through merchant/traders until the 1970s. Japanese occupation from 1937 to 1945 resulted in postwar shortages of raw cotton and unstable supplies of electricity. Still power weaving in Shanghai cotton mills began to recover, while most cotton looms even in the city were still powered by foot or hand. The great expansion in power loom weaving in cotton mills, representing the final end of centuries of ancient handicraft production, would be carried out in the 1950s through nationalizing the entire textile industry. 

Handloom weavers and cloth printers in India formed guilds, participated in an artisan system of masters and journeymen, and frequently worked together in small urban workshops, forming a group identity. Some guild members in Indian villages became “weaver-traders” or “capitalist weavers,” a pathway to factory ownership. Indian girls unlike Chinese and Japanese girls seemed uninterested in casually acquiring weaving skills in contrast with their carefully trained brothers.
  Guilds in Istanbul and other Ottoman cities presented a wide spectrum of organization and policy, yet all tried to control access to the artisan trade. Merchant-traders supplanted these guilds in the mid-nineteenth century by organizing large weaving workshops run by masters and journeymen to whom they paid piecework wages. 
 Yet powerful guilds of Spanish artisans stood in the way of the factory system, forming Spain’s first organized challenges to industrial capitalism.  In the nineteenth-century labor movement of Barcelona, male self-acting mule spinners, another example of using British models of union strategies, and male weavers claimed artisan status and privileges on the factory floor.
 

The quality of textiles produced also contributed to an elite identity for some textile workers. Skilled and privileged artisans created the coveted silk brocades, rich combinations of gold, silver, and silk fabrics, mohair woolens, and “Oriental carpets” of the Ottoman Empire, which dominated European definitions of ultra-luxury for a time.
  Imperial silk weavers for the Yuan and Ming dynasties prior to 1645 created a large hereditary caste of bonded artisans to produce luxury goods for consumption and for commercial uses, but they were also permitted to weave silk for the market.
 By the twentieth century, Indian handloom weavers became differentiated by products produced, such as silk saris and goldthread cloth with complicated designs for the elite. This work conferred status, skill, and “honour” on one sector of weavers, while rural artisans who wove coarse cotton cloths for village neighbors occupied the lowest status. This hierarchy led to growing inequality and sustained wage differentials.
 Artisan silk weavers in Japan produced cloth for ruling class warriors or damasks and brocades for the politically dominant elite.
  

Race: 

Bruce Nelson argues that “class and racial identities are intertwined,” making “a single identity with multiple dimensions” while creating “a process of becoming that both crystallises at particular historical moments but also continues to change over time.”
 Context remains crucial. Racial hierarchies became endemic to Asian textile capitalism. Owners of Japanese textile factories, facing labor shortages, employed racialized Korean workers during the years between the twentieth-century world wars. When the Japanese came to dominate mechanized cotton spinning mills in Chinese treaty ports of the 1930s, especially in Shanghai, Chinese textile workers became part of a terrorized people.
  The Japanese invasion in 1937 undoubtedly intensified racial antagonism with the investors/invaders seen as “foreign devils,” while the Chinese became a racially contemptible underclass. 

Perceptions of workers as utterly expendable indigenous races turned the Spanish encomienda system in Latin America into an exploitation of subject peoples as harsh as any slavery. The Spanish colonialists had intense racial consciousness, which shaped a hierarchy of categories for degrees of mixed parentage and place of birth among the indigenous, blacks and whites but the possession of wealth often determined whiteness in Mexico.
 The takeover of the Sudetenland in Czechoslovakia by the Nazi government in 1938 allowed German authorities to replace despised Jewish textile mill owners and presumably Jewish workers with Aryan Germans.
 Textile employers in the Piedmont area of the American South used the threat of introducing African American workers into jobs commonly done by those who prized their privileged status of whiteness, male and female. When white workers sought better opportunities in a booming postwar economy, blacks, once confined to the worst work by employers suspicious of their abilities, took over the labor force in southern textiles, just as it faced precipitous decline.
 

Immigrant textile workers also became racialized or imputed with inherent, naturally ingrained characteristics and values. More experienced textile workers in New England racialized the assumed docility of French-Canadian, Catholic Quebecois. Ironically, French-Canadian men formed strong loomfixers’ unions as the mule spinners’ unions declined. Immigrant textile workers from Italy also became racialized in the American Northeast as violent, radical, and emotional. Employers regarded laziness or stupidity as characteristic of easily coerced migrant peasants [even those with traditions of handicraft skills] recruited to factory work at low ages.
 But textile workers from Lancashire and Yorkshire were also scorned by native-born Yankees as vulgar, illiterate, dialect speaking “jickeys,” a New England ethnic slur.
 The introduction of second and third shifts into English textile mills in the 1960s, in spite of bonuses, did not attract men while protective laws prohibited women from working nights. Immigrant labor from Pakistan, India, and Southeast Asia dominated the third shifts.
 Racial friction flared in the mill centers of Yorkshire and Lancashire, contributing to the atmosphere of twentieth-century industrial decline. 

Self-Perception and Perception by Co-workers and Employers:

Conscious rather than circumstantial definitions of self-perception by textile workers reflected their culture and heritage as well as their skills and job. Danish weavers separated in the late nineteenth century into artisan-cultured male hand-weavers and female power loom operators in factories. Hand-weavers, organized into the Weavers’ Union of Copenhagen in 1873, regarded such women as inferior, unskilled “journeymen in skirts.” But the future lay in mechanization and female organization while exclusion represented the past. Twentieth-century Danish women weavers regardless of their union protections saw themselves as stressed-out [nerves strained, unable to sleep] from overwork as a result of tending more looms and working double shifts. By the 1960s these jobs came to be regarded by women workers as “low status” and undesirable.
 In the 1990s former textile workers in the Czech Republic faced mass rural unemployment, resorting to ancestral patterns of survival including growing their own food while taking in tele-homework or periods of migration.

The attitudes of capitalist employers (save perhaps the few paternalists) as well as managers of state-owned enterprises and the state toward textile workers reflected the commodification of labor or its “marketization.”
 Virtually any slowdown, resistance, complaint, protest, migration, strike, labor law or trade union contradicted desirable progress or legitimate profits. Supervisors in Mexican textile mills singled out the minority of women workers for verbal sexual abuse in a society where females working outside the home were not entirely respectable.
 When in the 1920s male workers hit Shanghai factories with strikes, employers shifted to more docile, easily controlled and lower waged females. They did not however wish to employ any regarded as liabilities: “old women, women with bound feet or pregnant women.”
 The importance of controlling hiring with opportunities for kickbacks and bribes or “gifts” took a unique form in China. The position of “Number One” gave older women an unusual chance in Chinese society to develop supervisory ties with non-related female textile workers based on gratitude, respect, and protection against predatory gangs interested in selling young women into various forms of enslaved work.
 Still these supervisors were often involved in criminal gangs and their own interests often determined their support of worker strikes.
 Employers viewed their “contract workers” as “weak, tired, and apathetic,” but hiring was controlled by local “Number Ones” and criminal gangs, which took over Shanghai’s labor market after murderous government repression of local Communists in 1927. The Guomindang government remained suspicious of all labor unions, even those controlled by its own agents.
 Nationalization of all textile production by the Chinese Communist Party changed the perception of poor, exploited workingwomen as “broken shoes” into heroines of the Revolution with rights and dignity.

Owners and bosses, mostly white foreigners, looked down on Mexican textile workers, skilled or unskilled, because they were dark skinned locals of mixed parentage. The revolution of 1910-1927 turned the tables on these employers who, bowing to the political and economic power wielded by the violence of the textile unions and armed gangsters, abandoned their prerogative to discipline workers and returned deference and respect to proud male workers and locally powerful union bosses.
 Middle-class observers in Spain equated violent anarchists with peasant migrants from the south, not the workers of Catalan.
 

Twentieth-century trade union leaders in Denmark, protecting their hard-won status, concessions, and agreements, particularly detested the wildcat strikers of Silkeborg in 1934 who were dismissed as “communists” and “insane” children, regardless of widespread local support for their demands for respect and dignity in the workplace.
 The ideal Danish industrial worker, according to the trade unions, did his duty steadily at work and demanded his rights, thus earning the status of respectable citizen. Women workers were not expected to conform to this ideal. And those who rebelled against trade union authority in wildcat strikes and separate female unions in 1886 and 1906 were denounced as erotically undisciplined and sexually dangerous: “hot-blooded young women who can be brought swiftly into ecstasy.”
 The association of female militancy with uncontrolled sexuality also reflected male attitudes in the Yorkshire labor movement, while in the Piedmont region of the American South young “disorderly” women challenged owners, police, and state militia.


The miserable poverty of homework weavers in Austria and Bohemia trying to compete with power looms inspired journalistic expressions of sympathy in the Social Democratic press for their notorious exploitation. Many weavers, however, preferred to eke out a traditional living at various kinds of work as servants or migrants to avoid factory life.
 Managers/owners refused to invest in deteriorating textile mills and offered no future for workers, undercutting pride in skills and experience. In Mexico, textile work came to be viewed as “shameful,” while in New England mill towns, workers tried to escape the label: “mill rats,” while insisting on better jobs for their children.
 Similarly, de-skilled textile workers in the Netherlands, caught in a rapidly declining industry after 1950, also directed their children toward better jobs.
 

Section 2

Self-image of textile workers and perceptions by others: religion, region/ nation, citizenship/legal standing/family status, and political ideology 
Culture along with class are the building stones of textile worker identity. Cultural variations become reflected in religious life, region of birth, family context, and cultural and political ideologies. 

Religion: 

Protestants fleeing from southern to northern Netherlands escaping the ongoing wars against Spain brought capital and new skills as textile merchants and artisans that impelled development in the woolen trade. The Dutch Republic welcomed these refugees to Leiden, a center of woolen production, which became the center of the world trade until 1664. Amsterdam attracted persecuted religious groups, including Catholics and eastern European Jews.
 In 1947 the Turkish government’s punitive tax on non-Muslim citizens sent a message to Jewish owners of textile factories; Muslims started up any new firms.

Catholicism became central to worker culture in paternalist mill villages in Mexico; in Cairo, Muslims, Christian Copts, and Jews all engaged in silk weaving, presumably as members of the same guild.
 Guilds in Istanbul included Muslims, Christians, and Jews, although co-religionists sometimes acted together to their mutual advantage.
 Religious dignitaries – imams, priests or rabbis - in the Ottoman Empire approved of and helped in the recruitment of young girls for work in nineteenth-century silk reeling factories.
 An institution important to Chinese female textile workers was the American Young Women’s Christian Association [YWCA], whose activities helped young women become independent of their rural families and live together in hostels. YWCA-educated female radicals [somehow trading Christianity for dialectical materialism] formed a strong contingent supporting the Chinese Communist Revolution.

Region/nation 

Perhaps the most pronounced differentiation of regions occurred in the cotton mills of Lancashire and the woolen industry of Yorkshire, each with contrasting cultures of labor protest.
 Both regional cultures sent working-class migrants in the nineteenth century to the American textile industries. Transnational ties to culture and labor activity connected the English labor movement with protest activities in the American Northeast, shaping the American Federation of Labor’s exclusive trade unionism. Neither Lancashire mule spinner nor their American counterparts interested themselves in organizing ring spinners or seriously opposing the technology, thus contributing to the decline of regional production in both nations.
 

In Denmark the goal of negotiated wage schedules  - - including the basing of piece calculations on Lancashire models using the English inch - - and strong male-led, trade union leadership for textile workers among Danish and Spanish labor activists suggests some transnational borrowing of ideas from the successful Lancashire experience. But the organization of jobs by gender in Danish cloth [woolen] mills did not copy Yorkshire practices nor were self-acting mules introduced into cotton spinning.
 Spanish textile mill owners also tried to copy English practices called treball a l’anglesa to cut costs.
 Traditional concepts of textile work done by men and women faced uprooting and rearrangement as industrialization proceeded. But the imperatives of industrial capitalism and trade union backing for the Western European male breadwinner norm - - that included unmarried men but not single women or widows - - were the major forces in the “social reconstruction” of gendered work.

Merchant traders in the Ottoman Empire organized in the early nineteenth century the most widespread regional implementation of the putting-out system. Purchasing raw cotton in one region (Adana), they hired handicraft spinners in another cluster of towns to produce yarn destined for weavers either in the same locality or in urban centers.
 Privately capitalized factories in Spanish Catalonia centralized the work of weaving, printing, and dyeing, while spinning continued in rural areas by peasants. Peasants in the region of Muntaya with access to scarce waterpower could be recruited to factory work or remain somewhere in-between as half-time textile workers and half-time farmers/ vintners. Those linked to the land had less acquaintance with factory skills and city life of Barcelona and presumably different self-perceptions. Certainly, their employers paid them less and worked them harder. Peasants with different ethnic backgrounds became migrants to mid-twentieth century Catalonia.
 

Post World War II Istanbul became flooded by “undocumented workers” and migrants from the countryside, some to find employment in textile production and thereby undercutting wage standards and contributing to weak unionization, made illegal by the state in1980. Turkish “guest workers” represent the more unusual migrants, especially those who remitted crucial foreign exchange to the homeland and those who set up with their savings clothing and textile firms in Western Europe.
 Dutch textile owners invited similar guest workers from Italy, Spain and Morocco to ease post-World War II labor shortages.
 Working-class immigrants from Italy and Spain contributed to the initial phases of textile industrialization in Argentina but were replaced by young women (probably denied access to skilled weaving) and children of native birth.
 The same sources of experienced immigrants to Uruguay in the early twentieth century led to their domination of the more skilled jobs, but unlike English immigrants to the US, they seemed not to have influenced labor politics.
  The regions of the Southern Netherlands and Lombardy-Venetia in the sixteenth century located in “the transitory margins of the Monarchy” had played a crucial role in introducing advanced textile skills, technology, and capital, especially in Viennese silk production, to the adjacent peoples of Habsburg-Austria.

Integrated textile factories in twentieth-century China recruited women from rural regions more and more distant from established centers of production. Subei women from farm families with a strange dialect and less experience in handicraft production seemed “rough, coarse, and dirty” to skilled factory workers from the Jiangnan region. They accepted the least desirable jobs, usually assigned to unskilled men or even worked in Japanese-owned mills, which intensified the contempt in which they were held. Despised outsiders  - - whether rural migrants or of different regions, religions, languages, and cultures  - - frequently divided textile workers and prevented the emergence of class solidarity.

Citizenship/ Legal Standing/ Position in Family

Wherever patriarchal family relations ordered textile production, either in pre-factory or factory settings, identity became associated with position in the family system, which often meant limited citizenship. Family heads and skilled young men might talk and sing during factory hours in Barcelona, while subordinated family members remained silent. Still family remained primary for Mexican and Spanish textile workers who both favored and protected their relatives in the mills. As the Mexican textile industry declined during the 1980s global competition, family traditions and the culture of male worker pride among millhands ended. De-skilled jobs shifted into the hands of unskilled women, earning low wages.
 As the textile industry declined in the post-1950 Netherlands, jobs reserved for members of owners families were protected while textile workers faced unemployment.


Limited citizenship shaped the lives of Japanese female textile workers. Legal identity and citizenship in the Civil Code was based on family status: young women, “older female workers,” and undoubtedly wives were unable to sign contracts or collect wages.
 Married female mill workers in nineteenth-century New England faced similar disabilities as in the legal concept of “femme couverte:” the civil death of women in marriage.  One particular Chinese institution that helped women textile workers avoid the legal, economic, and cultural disabilities of marriage - - the worker sisterhoods - - developed out of recruitment practices involving the female supervisor, “Number One.” These organizations represented marriage avoidance societies with retirement and burial benefits. Labor solidarity was particularly intense among the worker sisterhoods. Or some experienced and well-paid silk spinners bought a concubine or second wife for their husbands.
 

When serfdom in the Bohemian Lands was abolished in 1781, rural labor became freer to marry, travel, and choose their own work.
 
Only full citizenship and demonstrated artisan skills in the Dutch Republic in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries won a man his coveted place in the woolen weavers’ guilds. The exclusion of women weavers, except for a few widows, reflected their lack of full citizenship.

Even full citizenship for textile workers had its costs. Wars and nationalist revolutions could shatter even the most established textile industries, as in Japan and the Netherlands in World War II, and during the early nineteenth-century and early twentieth-century revolutions in Mexico. The loss of former colonies after World War II, such as Indonesia, meant the total collapse of a previously dominated textile market.
 Civil wars in Uruguayan rural areas disrupted intensive sheep breeding ventures.
 The requirements of twentieth-century warfare shifted English textile preeminence from Lancashire to Yorkshire, while Egyptian and Brazilian textile production, spurred by demands from the allied war effort, mechanized and expanded.
 War in the 1940s disrupted international trade creating demands for increased domestic production even in the absence of modern machinery, as in Argentina while stimulating trade unionism and labor laws in Uruguay in the 1940s.
 For nearly a century (1760-1840), the exactions by the taxmen serving the military needs of the warring Ottoman Empire discouraged small producers.
 The continental trade blockades during the Napoleonic wars at first stimulated then undercut Danish textile manufacturing, which came to rely on cheap, imported English cotton yarns for weaving until the early twentieth century, as did the Chinese.
 The Taiping Rebellion in mid-nineteenth-century China killed millions of household producers, wrecked centers of silk production and destroyed acres of mulberry trees. Treaty concessions that hurt Chinese customers followed allowing the massive importation of western machine-made cloth and yarn of lower quality and higher price in the 1870s from Britain, the United States, Japan, and India.
 Japanese invasion and occupation in 1937 nearly extinguished Chinese silk production and severely disrupted cotton cultivation.
 So promising was the postwar expansion of Shanghai’s textile position under the Chinese Communist government that Nationalist Chinese aircraft from Formosa bombed the main electric power plant in 1950 causing widespread shutdowns and worker dislocations.
 

Political ideologies 

As nineteenth-century textile industrialization and global competition undermined crafts and working conditions, some workers became politicized. In the German woolen industry, Social Democratic voters elected parliamentary representatives.
 Failures in nineteenth-century strikes and collective bargaining resulted in labor strife and the growth of anarcho-syndicalism in twentieth-century Catalonia among Spanish textile workers.  The worse the unrest, the more military the response by the state controlled by industrial elites and backed by conservative Catholics. As in Mexico and China, armed gangs fought out labor relations in the streets of Barcelona. The brutalities of the fascist Franco regime in Spain eradicated unions in pursuit of national harmony but favored developing heavy industry.

Anti-colonial movements in India led by M. K. Gandhi used the plight of hand-spinners as a symbol of nationalist protest and “Swadeshi” in Bengal in the 1920s associated its efforts with the handloom weavers.
 During the same period, organized Mexican and Egyptian textile workers in factory production forged strong ties with radical reform and anti-colonial nationalism. Rejecting both colonial rule and the dominance of foreign investors, Egyptian textile workers by the 1950s could work for nationalized mills under the Nasserist government while pressing unsuccessfully for radical labor unions independent of the state.

Mexican operiarios influenced by European socialist ideas, like Italian and many other immigrants in the American Northeast, organized early. Mexican operiarios cooperating with communists and anarcho-syndicalists who encouraged militancy, women’s activism, and direct action including armed violence directed at supervisors to destroy their authority. This revolutionary movement hammered out during the 1920s some of the most progressive labor laws and protections in modern textile production.
 
The Chinese Communist Party was active among both former artisans and radical younger silk workers in Shanghai in 1927 and 1934. This specter of radicalism badly scared mill owners and the Guomindang government who turned to policies of mass murder of militant leaders and intensifying class exploitation. As in Mexico, textile workers often turned to criminal gangs for support against employer/state terror. Still the Shanghai silk weavers, including “red” worker sisterhoods, formed the core of CCP underground activities during World War II and facilitated the Communist takeover of the city in 1949.
  Nationalization of the cotton and silk industries in the 1950s coincided with enormous improvements in textile workers’ benefits, protections, education, and wages. Still divisions developed between permanent, privileged workers and temporary workers. Unlike Mexico, where men dominated the textile mills, Chinese women workers received special benefits: pregnancy leave, childcare, and new political respect as heroines of the Revolution.
 Textile workers in Communist China in the 1960s and 1970s had a well-earned and enviable position in an industry, which would by 2000 command global superiority in production. Yet the substitution of rural, less skilled, non-union labor for privileged urban workers and the rise of privatization in 1980s and 1990s made cutting labor costs the key to worker productivity and global supremacy in textile production.
� For a recent exploration of these perceptions of identity, see Lex Heerma van Voss and Marcel van der Linden, eds., Class and Other Identities: Gender, Religion and Ethnicity in the Writing of European Labour History (New York: Berghahn Books, 2002). 
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