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A large proportion of the recent historical research about 
women in the labor force has focused on industrial work
ers, using their specific factory experiences as a model for 
viewing the class as a whole. On the other hand, relatively 
little attention has been given to clerical workers. This is 
surprising: in 1968 for example, over 40 percent of women 
in the U.S. labor force were employed as clerical and sales 
workers, while only 16.5 percent were employed in the in
dustrial workforce. (1) This essay is a contribution to a 
discussion aimed first at clarifying the role of a •secre
tarial proletariat", and secondly at broadening the defini
tion of the working class to include other than those in 
industrial production. In particular, there are millions of 
low-level clerical workers, most of them women, who form 
an important segment of the working class. 

The essay is historical in scope and focuses on the fem
inization of the clerical labor force. Women now form the 



majority of the clerical workforce, but this was not always 
the case. How did women enter and come to dominate cler
ical work? How did the ideology with respect to women 
office workers change ? What are the connections between 
a sexual segmentation of the clerical labor force and hier
archical relations in the office ? The first step in answer
ing these questions is to look at the "l 9th-century of
fice". (2) 

THE NINETEENTH-CENTURY OFFICE (3) 

Mr. Vhole 's office, in disposition retiring and in 
situation retired, is squeezed up in a corner, and 
blinks at a dead wall. Three feet of knotty floored 
dark pas sage bring the client to Mr. Vhole 's jet 
black door, in an angle profoundly dark on the 
brightest midsummer morning, and encumbered by 
a black bulk-head of cellerage staircase, against 
which belated civilians generally strike their 
brows. Mr. Vhole's chambers are on so small a 
scale, that one clerk can open the door without 
getting off his stool, while the other who elbows 
him at the same desk has equal facilities for pok
ing the fire. A smell as of unwholesome sheep, 
blending with the smell of must and dust, is refer
able to the nightly (and often daily) consumption of 
mutton fat in candles, and to the fretting of parch
ment forms and skins in greasy drawers . The at
mosphere is otherwise stale and close. (4) 

Two of the basic characteristics of 19th-century offices, 
in the United States as well as Dickensian England, are that 
they were small and staffed almost exclusively by men. 
Census data for 1870, for example, show that out of 76,639 
office workers in the United States, women numbered only 
1869; men were 97 .5 percent of the clerical labor force . (5) 
With the exception of a few banks, insurance companies and 
governmental branches, most offices in the United States 
prior to the Civil War usually contained about two or three 
clerks. This is not surprising, since most capitalist firms 
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were also relatively small until the last decades of the 19th 
century. For example, in "Bartleby," (6) Herman Melville 
described a Wall Street lawyer's office of the 1850's which 
consisted of the lawyer, three ·copyists and an errand boy. 

The small size of offices at this time meant that the re
lationship between employer and employee tended to be a 
very personalized one. The clerks worked under the direct 
supervision, and often the direct eyesight, of their employ
ers. Although the tasks of a clerk were !?;enera.lly well
defined - the job of the copyists in "Bartleby" was to tran
scribe legal documents - they were also often asked to do 
numerous other tasks by their employers. It was clearly 
the employer who set the limits of the clerk's job - there 
was no question here of the clerk being ruled by the inexor
able pace of a machine. 

The personal benevolence of an employer could go a long 
way toward making the hierarchical relations within an of
fice more tolerable. An employer who spoke nicely to his 
clerks, let them leave early if they were feeling sick, or 
gave them a Christmas goose helped to create working con
ditions against which the clerks were not likely to rebel. 
By treating his clerks with kindness or politeness, a pater
nalistic employer was also likely to be able to get them to 
work harder for him. 

This personalization of the work relationship between the 
clerk and his employer in the 19th-century office lies at 
the root of the phenomenon of employees being "devoted to 
the firm". A clerk who spent forty or fifty years of his life 
working for the same small office of an insurance company 
did not necessarily work so long and so hard out of a belief 
in the importance of promoting that particular company's 
kind of insurance. The source of the devotion of this hypo
thetical employee was much more likely the network of 
personal relations he had built up in the office over the 
years. It was probably more important to the employee to 
"produce" a good working relationship with his boss, with 
whom he was in constant contact, than to produce, for ex
ample, improvements in the insurance company's filing 
system. Needless to say that that good working relationship 
no doubt depended in part on the employee producing im-
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provements in the filing system . But whether the employee 
cared more about the selling of insurance or his personal 
relationship with his employer, the end result tended to be 
the same: the clerk became a "devoted employee of the 
firm" who was not likely to rebel or go out on strike. 

Not all clerks in the 19th-century office spent all their 
working days in clerical positions. A clerkship also served 
as an apprenticeship for a young man who was "learning 
the business" before he moved on to a managerial position. 
These young men were often nephews, sons, or grandsons 
of the firm's managers and owners - the "family business" 
trained its sons by having them work as clerks for a period 
of time. Most clerks, however, ended up with gold watches 
instead of managerial posts in return for their years of 
devoted service. 

Thus the clerks in an office at any particular time came 
from different class backgrounds and were likely to have 
very different occupational futures. (Sons of entrepreneurs 
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and professionals would work as clerks for only a short 
period of time before going on to managerial jobs. Men 
from the working classes, sons of artisans or low-level 
clerks, would probably work as clerks for the rest of their 
lives; few would be promoted to managerial positions.) 

POLITICAL-ECONOMIC CHANGES 

In the last few decades of the 19th century, American 
corporations underwent a period of rapid growth and con
solidation. These changes, which marked the rise of mod
ern industrial capitalism, had been signalled by develop
ments in banks, insurance companies and public utilities; 
they had spread to manufacturing enterprises by the turn 
of the century. (7) As business operations became more 
complex, there was a large increase in correspondence, 
record-keeping, and office work in general. This expansion 
of record-keeping and the proliferation of communications 
both within and between firms created a demand for an ex
panded clerical labor force. In 1880 there were 504,454 
office workers who constituted 3 percent of the labor force; 
by 1890 there were 750, 150 office workers. (8) The number 
of office workers has been increasing ever since. (See 
Table #2) In order to fill the need for clerical workers, 
employers turned to the large pool of educated female labor. 

As early as the 1820's, women had been receiving public 
high school educations : Worcester, Massachusetts opened 
a public high school for girls in 1824; Boston and New York 
City did so in 1826. (9) In 1880, 13,029 women graduated 
from high school in the United States, as compared to only 
10,605 men. The figures for 1900 show an even greater dis
parity: 56,808 female high school graduates and 38,075 
male. (10) 

Until the end of the 19th century, schools were the main 
place .of employment for these educated women. The fem
inization of elementary and secondary teaching had taken 
place with the introduction of compulsory public education 
and consequent increase in teaching jobs . In 1840 men were 
60 percent of all teachers and in 1860 they made up only 14 
percent. (11) Women were hired in education because they 
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were a cheap replacement for the dwindling supply of male 
teachers. "As Charles William Eliot observed some years 
after the feminization of primary school teaching was 
largely completed: 'It is true that sentimental reasons are 
often given for the almost exclusive employment of women 
in the common schools; but the effective reason is economy 
. .. If women had not been cheaper than men, they would not 
have replaced nine tenths of the men in American public 
schools.'" (12) 

But teaching was about the only job that drew on the pool 
of educated female labor in substantial numbers. The "pro
fessions " - law, medicine, business, college teaching
both excluded women and did not employ large numbers of 
people. The 1890 census, for instance, counted only 200 
women lawyers. (13) Social work was still the preserve of 
moral reformers like Jane Addams; the growth of social 
work as an occupation with government funding did not 
come until the 20th century. Nursing was beginning to em
ploy some women by the end of the 19th century: in 1900 
there were 108,691 nurses and midwives , although only 
11,000 of them had become graduate nurses and achieved 
professional status. (14) 

In the last decades of the 19th century, the situation was, 
then, the following. There were more women than men 
graduating from high school every year. These women con
stituted a pool of educated female labor which was being 
drawn upon only by elementary and secondary schools. 
Consequently, there were literally thousands of women 
with training that qualified them for jobs that demanded 
literacy, but who could not find such jobs. Excluded from 
most of the professions, these women were readily avail
able for the clerical jobs that started to proliferate at the 
end of the 19th century. The expansion and consolidation of 
enterprises in the 1880's and 1890's createda largedemand 
for clerical labor; the large pool of educated female labor 
constituted the supply. 

WOMEN ENTER THE OFFICE 

Prior to the Civil War there were no women employed in 
substantial numbers in any offices, although there were a 
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few women scattered here and there who worked as book
keepers or as copyists in lawyers' offices. (15) During the 
Civil War, however, the reduction of the male labor force 
due to the draft moved General Francis Elias Spinner, the 
U. S. Treasurer, to introduce female clerical workers into 
government offices. At first women were given the job of 
trimming paper money in the Treasury Department, but, 
they gradually moved into other areas of clerical work. The 
experiment proved successful and was continued after the 
end of the war. Commenting upon this innovation in 1869, 
Spinner declared "upon his word" that it had been a com -
plete success: "Some of the females (are) doing more and 
better work for $900 per annum than many male clerks who 
were paid double that amount." (16) At the time, men clerks 
were being paid from $1200 to $1800 per year. (17) 

Although women started to work in government offices 
during the Civil War, it was not until the 1880's that women 
began to pour into the clerical work force. In 1880, the 
proportion of women in the clerical labor force was 4 per
cent; in 1890 it had jumped to 21 percent. By 1920, women 
made up half of the clerical workers : 50 percent of all 
low-level office workers (including stenographers, typists, 
secretaries, shipping and receiving clerks, office machine 
operators, and clerical and kindred workers not elsewhere 
classified) were women, In 1960, 72 percent of them were. 
(See Table #2) This tremendous increase in the number of 
women office workers has changed the composition of the 
female labor force. While in 1870 less than 0.05 percent of 
the women in the labor force were office workers, by 1890 
1.1 percent of them were. In 1960, 29. l percent of all wo
men in the labor force were office workers. 

When women were hired to work in government offices 
in Washington during the Civil War, a precedent was estab
lished. This precedent facilitated the entrance of women in 
large numbers into the clerical labor force at the end of the 
19th century. Women had gotten a foot in the office door in 
the Civil War, and the prejudices against women working 
in offices had already started to deteriorate by 1880. 
A second factor which eased women 's entrance into the of
fice was the invention of the typewriter. By the 1890' s the 
typewriter had gained widespread acceptance as a practical 
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office machine . ( 18) 
Various American inventors had been working on "writ

ing machines" since the 1830's . They tiad generally been 
thought of as crackpots by capitalists and the general public 
alike, and had seldom if every been able to get anyone to 
underwrite their attempts to develop a manufacturable ma
chine. 

By the early 1870's, an inventor named Christopher 
Latham Sholes had managed to produce a fairly workable 
machine. The Remington family, which had manufactured 
guns , sewing machines and farm machinery, bought the 
rights to start making typewriters . But they did not sell 
very well. People bought them out of curiosity for their 
own private use, but businesses were not yet willing to 
commit themselves. When asked to write a testimonial for 
the machine he bought in 1875, Mark Twain replied: 

Gentlemen: Please do not use my name in any 
way. Please do not even divulge the fact that I own 
a machine. I have entirely stopped using the Type
writer , for the reason that I never could write a 
letter with it to anybody without receiving a re
quest by return mail that I would not only describe 
the machine but state what progress I had made in 
the use of it, etc., etc. I don ' t like to write letters, 
and so I don't want people to know that I own this 
curiosity breeding little joker. 

Yours truly , 

Saml L. Clemens (19) 

People were curious about the typewriter, but it was not 
until the last two decades of the 19th century that business
es began to buy the machines in large quantities. 

It seems fairly clear that it was not until businesses be
gan to expand very rapidly that employers saw the useful
ness of a mechanical writing machine. Changes in the 
structure of capitalist enterprises brought about changes in 
technology: no one was interested in making the typewriter 
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a workable or manufacturable machine until the utility of 
having such a machine became clear. But the typewriter no 
doubt also gave rise to changes in office procedure. Writing 
was faster on a typewriter. The increase in correspondence 
and record-keeping was caused in part by the existence of 
the machine. For example, Robert Lincoln O'Brien made 
the following comment in the Atlantic Monthly in 1904: 

The invention of the typewriter has given a tre
mendous impetus to the dictating habit. ( ... ) This 
means not only greater diffuseness, inevitable with 
any lessening of the tax on words which the labor 
of writing imposes, but it also brings forward the 
point of view of the one who speaks. (20) 

The typewriter also facilitated the entrance of women 
into the clerical labor force . Typing was "sex-neutral" be
cause it was a new occupation. Since typing had not been 
identified as a masculine job, women who were employed 
as typists did not encounter the critic ism that they were 
taking over "men ' s work": In fact, it did not take long for 
typing to become "women's work" : in 1890, 63.8 percent of 
the 33,418 clerical workers classified as stenographers 
and typists were women; by 1900, that proportion had risen 
to 76.7 percent. The feminization of low-level clerical work 
proceeded extremely rapidly. 

It is important to determine why women wanted to be
come office workers. Most women at the end of the 19th 
century probably worked out of economic necessity. This 
holds true for the unmarried single woman of middle-in
come origins who worked until she married and was sup
ported by her husband as well as for the immigrant work
ing-class woman, single or married, who worked to keep 
her family from starving. 

Clerical . work attracted women because it paid better 
than did most other jobs that women could get. In north
eastern American cities at the end of the 19th century 
clerical wages were relatively high: domestic servants 
were paid $2 to $5 a week; factory operatives, $1.50 to $8 
a week; department store salesgirls, $1.50 to $8 a week; 
whereas typists and stenographers could get $6 to $15 a 
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TABLE #1 

Stenographers and typists, for the United States 
and by sex: 1870-1930 

Total Male Female 3 Femal e 

1870 154 147 7 4.53 
1880 5,000 3,000 2,000 40.03 
1890 33,400 12,100 21 ,300 63.83 
1900 112 ,600 26,200 86,400 76.73 
1910 326, 700 53,400 263,300 80.63 
1920 615,100 50,400 564, 700 91 .83 
1930 81 1,200 36, 100 775,100 95.63 

Source: Alba M. Edwards, Comparative Occupational Sta
tistics for the United States, 1870- 1940. Published as part 
of Volume IV of the Report on Population of the 16th Census 
of the United States. Washington, D. C., 1943. Tables 9 and 
10. F igures for 1880 and on are to the neares t hundred. 

week. (21) Also, cle rical work enjoyed a relatively high 
status. A woman from a middle-income home with a high 
school education was much more likely to look for clerical 
work than for work a s a house servant or as a factory girl 
making paper boxes, pickles or s hoes. And, as the passage 
below excerpted from The Long Day s hows, a clerical posi
tion was coveted by working-class women who usually could 
find work only in sweatshops, factories or department 
stores . 

The Long Day, the autobiography of Dorothy Richardson, 
is a good example of the way in which some 19th- century 
working women regarded clerical work . Richardson came 
from western Pe nnsylvania to New York City as a young 
woman - she is very vague about her background, but the 
hints she drops lead to the conclusion that she came from 
a middle-income family that had fallen into bad financial 
straits. For several months she went from job to job, mak
ing paper boxes , s haking out newly-washed laundry, etc. 
Her account of those days is told in a tone of dismay about 
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the long hours and poor working conditions and a tone of 
contemptuous pity for the loose morality of the other 
"'working girls" . Richardson finally went to secretarial 
school and got a position as a secretary, clearly a step up 
in the occupational structure as far as she was concerned: 

I had often thought I would like to learn shorthand 
and typewriting. ( ... ) I went to night school five 
nights out of every week for exactly sixty weeks, 
running consecutively save for a fortnight's inter
im at the Christmas holidays, when we worked 
nights at the store. ( . .. ) 

When I had thoroughly learned the principles of 
my trade and had attained a speed of some hundred 
and odd words a minute, the hardest task was yet 
before me. This task was not in finding a position, 
but in filling that position satisfactorily. My first 
position at t en dollars a week I held only one day . 
I failed to read my notes . This was more because 
of fright and self-consciousness, however, than of 
inefficiency. My next paid me only six dollars a 
week, but it was an excellent training school, and 
in it I learned self-confidence, perfect accuracy, 
and rapidity. Although this position paid me two 
dollars less than what I had been earning brewing 
tea and coffee and handing it over the counter, and 
notwithstanding the fact that I knew of places where 
I could go and earn ten dollars a week, I chose to 
remain where I was. There was method in my 
madness, however, let me say. I had a considerate 
and conscientious employer , and although I had a 
great deal of work, and a lthough it had to be done 
most punctilious ly, he neve r allowed m e to work a 
mom ent overtime. He opened his office at nine in 
the morning, and I was not expected before quarter 
after; he closed at four sharp. This gave me an 
opportunity for further improving myself with a 
view to eve ntua lly taking not a ten-dollar, but a 
twenty-dollar position. I went back to night-school 
and took a three months' "s peed course," and at 
the same time continued to add to my general edu-
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cation and stock of knowledge by a systematic 
reading of popular books of science and economics. 
I became tremendously interested in myself as an 
economic factor, and I became tremendously in
terested in other working girls from a similar 
point of view. (22) 

However, despite the fact that women were pouring into 
offices at the end of the 19th century, they still met with 
disapproval. An engraving of 1875 shows a shocked male 
government official opening the door on an office that has 
been "taken over by the ladies". (23) The women are preen
ing themselves before a mirror, fixing each other's hair, 
reading Harper's Bazaar, spilling ink on the floor - in 
short, doing everything but working. The engraving makes 
women working in an office seem ludicrous : women are 
seen as frivolous creatures incapable of doing an honest 
day's work. 

The artist of 1875 shows the horrors that would follow if women were 
permitted to engage in office work. 

Outright contempt was not the only negative reaction to 
the entrance of women into the office. Bliven cites the fol
lowing passage from The Typewriter Girl, a novel by Olive 
Pratt Rayner whose heroine is an American typist fallen on 
hard financial times in London: 
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Three clerks (male), in seedy black coats, the 
eldest with hair the color of a fox's, went on chaf
fing one another for two minutes after I closed the 
door, with ostentatious unconsciousness of my in
significant presence . ... The youngest, after a 
while, wheeled around on his high stool and broke 
out with the chivalry of his class and age, "Well, 
what's your business?" 

My voice trembled a little, but I mustered up 
courage and spoke. "I have called about your ad
vertisement .... " 

He eyed me up and down. I am slender, and, I 
will venture to say, if not pretty, at least interest
ing looking. 

"How many words a minute? " he asked after a 
long pause. 

I stretched the truth as far as its elasticity 
would permit. "Ninety-seven," I answered . . .. 

The eldest clerk, with the foxy head, wheeled 
around, and took his turn to stare. He had hairy 
hands and large goggle-eyes . ... I detected an un-
dercurrent of double meaning .... I felt disagree-
ably like Esther in the presence of Ahasuerus -
a fat and oily Ahasuerus of fifty .. . . He perused 
me up and down with his small pig's eyes, as if he 
were buying a horse, scrutinizing my face, my fig
ure, my hands, my feet. I felt like a Circassian in 
an Arab slavemarket .... (24) 

The overtones of sexuality in the passage from The 
Typewriter Girl are hard to miss. The implication here 
seems to be that a decent girl is risking her morality if 
she tries to invade the male preserve of the office. Whether 
or not such sensationalism was backed up by many in
stances of seduction or corruption, the message seems 
clear: the office was a dangerous place for a woman of 
virtue. 

Even in 1900, some people counselled women to leave 
the office and return to their homes, where they rightfully 
belonged. The editor of the Ladies' Home Journal, Edward 
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Bok, gave just such advice in the pages of his magazine in 
1900: 

A business house cannot prosper unless each 
position has in it the most competent incumbent 
which it is possible to obtain for that particular 
position. And, although the statement may seem a 
hard one, and will unquestionably be controverted, 
it nevertheless is a plain, simple fact that women 
have shown themselves naturally incompetent to 
fill a great many of the business positions which 
they have sought to occupy. ( ... ) The fact is that 
not one woman in a hundred can stand the physical 
strain of the keen pace which competition has 
forced upon every line of business today. ( ... ) 
This magazine has recently made a careful and 
thorough investigation and inquiry of the hospitals 
and sanitariums for women, and the results verify 
and substantiate the most general statement that 
can be made of the alarming tendency among bus
iness girls and women to nervous collapse. No 
such number of patients has ever been received by 
these institutions during any previous period of 
their existence as in the last year or two. ( ... ) 

I have recently been interested in ascertaining 
the definite reasons why employers have felt that 
the positions in their establishments were not 
most effectively filled by women. ( •.. ) In times of 
pressure women clerks were found to be either 
necessarily absent or they invariably gave out. 
The lack of executive ability was given as the 
main reason in positions of trust, and the friction 
caused by the objection of women subordinates to 
receive orders from one of their own sex. Pending 
or impending matrimonial engagements were also 
a very pronounced cause. The proprieties also 
came in for their share, the merchant not feeling 
that he could ask his female secretary or clerk to 
remain after business hours. The trader felt that 
he could not send a woman off on a mission which 
required hasty packing and preparations for travel 
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at an hour's notice. Then, too, women do not care 
to travel alone. The newspaper editor felt that he 
could not give his female reporter indiscriminate 
assignments or send her out alone at all hours of 
the night. ( ... ) Illness in the family, which would 
not necessitate a man's absence at the office, 
keeping the woman at home, was another reason . 
(, .. ) And as I carefully went over the reasons 
each pointed to simply one thing: the unnatural 
position of women in business. It was not mental 
incompetence. But God had made her a woman and 
never intended her for the rougher life planned out 
for man, and each step she took proved this un
controvertible fact to her, It was not man that 
stood in her path; it was herself. (25) 

THE SHIFT IN IDEOLOGY 

However, sixteen years after Bok used the pages of the 
Ladies Home Journal to admonish women to return home, 
another writer in the same magazine not only took for 
granted the fact that women worked in offices, but also 
found that certain "feminine" qualities were particularly 
suited to clerical work. "The stenographer plus" was de
scribed: 

I should describe the equipment of the ideal 
stenographer as follows : Twenty percent repre
sents technical ability - that is, the ability to 
write and read shorthand and to typewrite rapidly 
and accurately; thirty percent equals general in
formation - that is, education other than that in 
shorthand and typewriting; and the last and most 
important fifty percent I should ascribe to person
ality. ( .. . ) 

There are two kinds of personality - concrete 
and abstract: the one you can see, the other you 
can feel. The concrete side is that which the sten
ographer sees when she looks in the mirror. The 
stenographer who wins must look good - not in 
the sense that she must be beautiful, for dividends 
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are never declared on pink cheeks and classic 
features; but she should make the very most of 
her personal equipment. ( ... ) 

That other kind of personality - the abstract 
kind - is the more important element in the sten
ographer's equipment, for it involves her temper
ament. Thousands of stenographers stay in medi
ocre positions because they lack the ability to 
adapt their conduct to those fixed principles of 
harmony and optimism which must prevail in all 
big undertakings. 

A large employer of stenographic help said to 
me once: 

"I expect from my stenographer the same serv
ice that I get from the sun, with this exception : 
the sun often goes on a strike and it is necessary 
for me to use artificial light, but I pay my sten
ographer to work six days out of every seven, and 
I expect her all the while to radiate my office with 
sunshine and sympathetic interest in the things I 
am trying to do." 

It is the spirit in which the stenographer lives 
and works as well as the volume of her work that 
makes her profitable. She must be adaptable, 
agreeable, courteous. Perhaps no single word so 
underwrites her success as ''courtesy"; this is the 
keyword in all of our new gospels of salesmanship 
and efficiency. Our great enterprises are showing 
us to what extent courtesy can be capitalized. (26) 

Fortune magazine, in a series of unsigned articles on 
"Women in Business'', carried the argument a step further 
and equated secretaries with wives: 

The whole point of the whole problem, in other 
words, is that women occupy the office because the 
male employer wants them there. Why he wants 
them there is another question which cannot be an
swered mere ly by saying that once there they take 
to the work very nicely. It is doubtless true that 
women take to the work nicely. Their conscious 
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or subconscious intention some day to marry, and 
their conscious or subconscious willingness to be 
directed by men, render them amenable and obedi
ent and relieve them of the ambition which makes 
it difficult for men to put their devotion into sec
retarial work. But that fact only partially explains 
the male employer 's preference. It indicates that 
women and by virtue of some of their most wom
anly traits are capable of making the office a more 
pleasant, peaceful, and homelike place. But it does 
not indicate why the employer desires that kind of 
office rather than an office full of ambitious and 
pushing young men intent upon hammering their 
typewriters into presidential desks. To get at that 
problem pure speculation is the only tool. 

One might well speculate somewhat as follows: 
the effect of the industrial revolution was the de
domestication of women. In the working classes 
the substitute for domestic servitude was factory 
servitude. In the well-to-do classes, to which the 
office employer's wife belongs, the substitute for 
domestic responsibility was no responsibility - or 
no responsibility to speak of. Consequently, in the 
well-to-do classes, women were presented first 
with idleness, then with discontent with idleness, 
and finally with that odd mixture of rebellion and 
independence which changed the face of American 
society in the years that followed the War. In the 
process the upper-class home, as the upper-class 
home was known to the Victorians, disappeared. 
The male was no longer master in his own dining 
room and dreadful in his own den nor did a small 
herd of wives, daughters, and sisters hear his 
voice and tremble. He was, on the contrary, the 
more or less equal mate of a more or less unpre
dictable woman. And he resented it. 

He resented the loss of his position. He regret
ted the old docility, the old obedience, the old de
votion to his personal interests. And finding him
self unable to re-create the late, lost paradise in 
his home he set about re-creating it in his office. 
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What he wanted in the office was not the office 
mistress described at least fifty-two times a year 
by American short-story writers. His very pretty 
and very clever and very expensive wife was al
ready mistress enough and to spare. What he 
wanted in the office was something as much like 
the vanished wife of his father's generation as 
could be arranged - someone to balance his 
c heckbook, buy his railroad tickets , check his bag
gage, get him seats in the fourth row, take his 
daughter to the dentist, listen to his side of the 
story, give him a courageous look when things 
were blacke st, and generally know all, understand 
all. (. .. ) 

Whether or not any such speculative explanation 
of the male desire for a female office is sound 
there can be no doubt that the desire exists and 
that it is the male employer who is chiefly re
sponsible for the female secretary. (27) 

In 1900, the Ladies' Home Journal warned women that 
they could not stand the physical strain of working in a 
fast-paced business office, that business girls and women 
were apt to suffer a nervous collapse . But by 1916 the 
Journal was comparing the faithful female secretary to 
some heavenly body who "radiated the office with sunshine 
and sympathetic interest". It had not taken very long for 
the ideology to shift and for people to accept the presence 
of women in offices. Bok had argued in 1900 that women, 
by virtue of their "nature ", were unsuited to the office. 
But only a few years later, the Journal came close to ar
guing that the "natural" temperament of women made them 
good stenographers . And by 1935, Fortune had concocted a 
full-fledged historical justification for the assertion that 
"woman's place was at the typewriter". 

Women, so the argument went, are by nature adaptable, 
courteous, and sympathetic - in a word, passive . This 
natural passivity makes them ideally suited to the job of 
carrying out an endless number of routine tasks without a 
complaint. Furthermore, their docility makes it unlikely 
that they will aspire to rise very far above their station. 
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Thus their male boss is spared the unpleasant possibility 
that his secretary will one day be competing with him for 
his job. 

The image of the secretary as the competent mother
wife who sees to her employer's every need and desire was 
a description which most fitted a personal secretary. Here 
certain "feminine" characteristics ascribed to the job of 
personal secretary - sympathy, adaptability, courtesy -
made women seem the natural candidates for the job. Not 
all clerical workers were personal secretaries. For the 
large proportion of clerical workers who were stenograph
ers, typists, file clerks and the like, another ideological 
strain developed, emphasizing the supposed greater dex
terity of women. These workers were seldom assigned to 
one particular boss, but instead constituted a pool from 
which any executive could draw as he wished. In the case 
of these low-level clerical workers, personal characteris
tics such as sympathy and courtesy seemed less important. 
Dexterity - the ability to do work quickly and accurately -
was much more important. Not long after the typewriter 
began to be used as a matter of course in business offices, 
people started to argue that women, endowed with dextrous 
fingers, were the most fitting operators of these machines. 
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Elizabeth Baker states that "women seemed to be especial
ly suited as typists and switchboard operators because they 
were tolerant of routine, careful, and manually dex
trous ." (28) 

WOMAN'S PLACE IN THE OFFICE HIERARCHY 

Whether it was for the warmth of their personalities or 
the dexterity of their fingers, women came to be seen as 
"natural" office workers. Why did this ideology develop ? 

The ideology is obviously connected to the feminization 
of the clerical labor force. If women were employed in 
large numbers in offices, then it was not surprising that an 
ideology justifying their presence there developed. Women 
were originally employed in offices because they were 
cheaper than the available male labor force. As corpora
tions expanded at the end of the 19th century, they were 

forced to draw on the pool of educated females to meet 
their rapidly increasing demand for clerical workers. But 
the expansion of capitalist firms did not entail a simple 
proliferation of small, "19th-century " offices. Instead, it 
meant a greatly-expanded office structure, with large num
bers of people working in a single office. The situation was 
no longer that of the 19th-century office, where some of the 
clerks were in effect apprenticing managers. The expanded 
office structure, on the contrary, brought with it a rapid 
growth of low-level, dead-end jobs. 

It was primarily women who filled those low-level jobs. 
By 1920, for instance, women made up over 90 percent of 
the typists and stenographers in the United States. (See 
Table #1) Women - whose "natural" docility and dexterity 
made them the ideal workers for these jobs on the bottom 
of the office hierarchy . By harping upon the docility of the 
female character, writers like Spillman in the Ladies' 
Home Journal provided a convenient rationalization for the 
fact that most low-level clerical workers in dead-end jobs 
were women. 

It is important to point out that differentiating office 
workers by sex is not the same as dividing them into 
groups distinguished, say, by eye color. The sexual divi-
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sion of labor in the office - where men hold the majority 
of managerial positions and women fill the majority of low
level, clerical jobs - is a division which is strengthened 
by the positions which men and women hold outside the of
fice. 

When the ideology of passive female labor first mani
fested its'elf in the early 20th century, the United States 
was, by and large, a patriarchal society. Patriarchal rela
tions between men and women, in which men made deci
sions and women followed them, were carried over into the 
office. These patriarchal social relations meshed very con
veniently with office bureaucracies, where the means by 
which the workers were told what to do was often an ex
tremely personalized one. For although the number of cler
ical workers was large, they were often divided into small 
enough groups so that five or six typists, stenographers or 
file clerks would be directly accountable to one supervisor. 
And if that supervisor was a man (as was generally the 
case in the early 20th century) and those clerical workers 
were women, it is easy to see how patriarchal patterns of 
male-female relations would reinforce the office hierarchy. 

The segmentation of the office work force by sex thus 
promoted a situation where a docile mass of clerical work
ers would follow without rebellion the directives of a rela
tively small group of managers. The ideology that women, 
by virtue of their "feminine docility", were naturally suited 
to fill the low-level clerical jobs, can be seen as an impor
tant buttress of the stability of the hierarchical office 
structure. 
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TABLE N2 

Feminization of the Clerical Labor Force 

Bookkeepers Messengers 
Accountants Errand a nd Office 
and Cashiers Boys and Girls (a) 

total 39, i 64(1) 7,820(3) 
1870 female 893(2) 46 

3 female 23 .63 

total 75,688(6) 12,447 
1880 female ' 4, 295(6) 228 

3 female 63 23 

total 100.968 45 , 706 
1890 fem a le 28,050 1,658 

3 female 173 43 

total 257,400 63,700 
1900(b) female 74,900 3,800 

3 female 293 63 

to tal 491.600 95, IOO 
19 10(b) female 189,000 6,400 

3 fe male 383 73 

to tal 742,000 99,500 
I 920(b) female 362, 700 8,100 

'7[. femal e 493 83 

to tal 940,000 79,500 
19~0(b) femal e 487 ,SOO 5, 100 

3 female 52'7[, 63 

to tal 931.300 60,700 
1940(bl fema le 475 , 700 3 ,000 

3 female 51 3 53 

to tal --------- 59.000 
19SO(b) female --- --- --- 10,600 

3 fema le --------- 183 

to ral ------- -- 63,200 
I 960(b> fe male ------ -- - 11,200 

3 fe male --- ·--- -- 183 

SOURCES : 
Fo r 1870-1940 : Janet M. Hooks , Women 's Occupations 

through Seve n Decades, U.S. Departm ent of Labor , 
Wom e n' s Aureau , Bulletin N2 18, Washington, D. C ., 
I 947 . Table llA : Occupations of Women Workers, 1870-
1940: Table llB : Occupations of All Workers, 1870-
1940. 
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CONTINUATION OF TABLE /12 

Feminization of the Clerical Labor Force 

Stenographers Shipping and Clerical Office 
Typists and Receiving and Kindred Machine 
Secretaries Clerics Workers (nee) (c) Operators 

29,655(4) 
930(5) 

33 

64,151(7) 
2,315(7) 

43 

219 , l 73(7) 
45,553(7) 

213 

357,100 
104 ,400 

293 

1,034,200 
386,800 

373 

2,092,000 
1,038,400 

503 

2,754,000 
1,450,900 

533 

1,174,900 229,700 1,973,600 
1,096,400 9,100 702,500 

933 43 363 

1,629,300 297,400 2,354,200 
1,538,000 20, 700 1,252,900 

943 73 533 

2,312,800 294,600 3,016,400 
2,232,600 25,000 I, 788 , 700 

963 83 593 

36,200 
32.100 

893 

64 ,200 
55,100 

863 

146 ,200 
120,300 

823 

318, 100 
236,400 

743 

For 1950-1960: Bureau of the Census , Census of Popula
tion , United States Summary, Washington . D. C., 1960. 
Table 201 : Detailed Occupation of the Experienced 
Ctvlllan Labor Force , By Sex, for the United States: 
1960 and 1950. 
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Footnotes for Table #2 

(a) "Messengers, errand, and office boys and girls" in
cludes "telegraph messengers" through 1900. 

(b) Figures rounded off to the nearest hundred. 

(c) N. E. C .: "not elsewhere classified". 

(ll Census figures estimated, and 374 added because of 
undercount in 13 Southern states. 

(2) Census figures estimated, and 2 added because of un
dercount in 13 Southern states. 

(3) 70 added because of undercount in 13 Southern states. 

(4) Partly estimated, and 494 added because of undercount 
in 13 Southern states. Figures do not include "Abstract
ors, notaries, and justices of peace," classified in 1940 
in the group "Clerical Workers (n.e.c.) " . 

(5) Partly estimated, and 6 added because of undercount in 
13 Southern states. Figures do not include" Abstractors, 
notaries, and justices of peace," classified in 1940 in 
the group "Clerical Workers (n.e.c.)", 

(6) Estimated. 

(7) 1890 and 1900 data partly estimated, and 1880 data en
tirely estimated. Figures do not include "Abstractors , 
notaries, and justices of peace", classified in 1940 in 
the group "Clerical Workers (n.e.c.)". 
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Footnotes 

1. U.S. Department of Labor, Women's Bureau, 1969 
Handbook of Women Workers (Women's Bureau Bulletin 
#294; Washington: Government Printing Office, 1969), p. 90. 

2. Concrete information about female office workers is 
not easy to find. In a comprehensive bibliographical Guide 
to Business History, Henrietta Larson points out that "it is 
significant that the works dealing with the subject (office 
management) are concerned largely with "systems" and 
machines - the office worker has been left in neglected 
obscurity." (Larson; 1948; pp. 771-772) 

There are a few analytical studies of office workers, the 
most notable of which are David Lockwood's The Black
coated Worker and C . Wright Mills' White Collar: the 
American Middle Classes. Grace D. Coyle focuses on 
women in offices and the kind of work they do in "Women 
in the Clerical Occupations" in The Annals of the American 
Academy of Political and Social Science, vol. 143 (May, 
1929); Fortune published a s eries of articles on "Women in 
Business" in 1935; the Women's Bureau of the U.S. Depart
ment of Labor has issued a number of bulletins on office 
workers. In addition, there is quite a long list of books ad
dressed to women which tell them how to be better secre
taries : the main point of these manuals seems to be that 
women should be certain to please their (male) bos s e s and 
that they should be neat and accurate about any number of 
office tasks. And dotted throughout the prominent women's 
magazines are articles about the "business woman " . 

Finally, there are some fictional works which provide a 
certain amount of insight into office work. "Bartleby" (1856) 
by Herman Melville is set in a Wall Street lawyer ' s office 
of the 1850's and describes the men who work there as 
copyists; Alice Adams (1921) by Booth Tarkington is about 
the daughter of a white-collar employee who is forced to 
give up her hopes of joining the upper-class social clique 
in town, accept her own middle-class status, and finally 
climb the "begrimed stairway" of the local business col
lege in preparation for becoming a "working girl". 

But all in all there is very little information about the 
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history of female clerical workers. However, there are 
bits and pieces of evidence upon which this essay is based . 

3. For the purposes of this discussion the term "l 9th
century office" will be used to describe those office struc
tures which existed prior to the widespread monopolization 
and bureaucratization of capitalist corporations, a process 
which was well underway in the United States by the end of 
the 19th century. "The modern office " will be used to des
cribe the structures which developed after that bureaucra
tization. The description of the 19th-century office which 
follows is based primarily on David Lockwood's The Black
coated Worker and on C. Wright Mills' White Collar: the 
American Middle Classes. 

4. Dickens, Charles , Bleak House (Boston: Houghton 
Mifflin, 1853), p. 415. 

5. Hooks, Janet M., Women 's Occupations Through Seven 
Decades (Women 's Bureau Bulletin #218; Washington: Gov
ernment Printing Office, 194 7), Tables IIA and IIB. 

6. Melville, Herman, "Bartleby" in The Piazza Tales 
(first published 1856; Garden City: Doubleday, 1961). 

7. See Alfred Chandler, Strategy and Structure, Cam
bridge, Mass: M.I.T. Press, 1962. Also see Stephen Hymer, 
"The Multinational Corporation and the Law of Uneven 
Development" in Jagdish Bhagwati (ed.), Economics and the 
World Order, MacMillan Company, 1972. 

8. Bureau of the Census, Department of Commerce and 
Labor. Special Report of the 12th Census: Occupations at 
the 12th Census. Washington, D. C., 1904. Data is for "num
ber of persons engaged in specified occupations" . "Office 
workers " includes bookkeepers and accountants; clerks and 
copyists; and stenographers and typewriters (typists). 

9. Baker, Elizabeth Faulkner, Technology and Women's 
Work (New York: Columbia University Press, 1964), p. 57. 

Baker argues that girls were given high school educa
tions because the number of women teachers was increas
ing: "Men were being attracted by business opportunities 
and skilled trades, and the phenomenal growth of public 
schools created an alarming shortage of teachers. ( ... ) 
But relief from the scarcity of male teachers of course 
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required that girls as well as boys be taught." (p. 57) How
ever, the fact that so many girls got high school educations 
in the 19th century still seems rather surprising; unfor
tunately, recent analysts of the rise of mass education in 
the United States do not remark upon it. (See Michael Katz, 
The Irony of Early School Reform, Cambridge, Mass.: 
1968; or Samuel Bowles, "Unequal Education and the Re
production of the Social Division of Labor" in the Review of 
Radical Political Economics, Winter, 1971.) For more in
formation about the history of women's education, see also 
Thomas Woody, A History of Women's Education in the 
United States, New York: 1929. 

10. Data for high school graduates from Federal Security 
Agency, Office of Education; Biennial Survey of Education. 
Cited in the Statistical Abstract of the United States (1952 ), 
p. 121. One possible explanation for the fact that more 
women than men were graduating from high school at the 
end of the 19th century is the following : In the case of 
working-class men and women, the boys left school to 
work. The money they could earn was badly needed by their 
families. But if girls entered the factory labor force, their 
wages would be considerably lower than those of their 
brothers. This fact, coupled with attitudes that men were 
the more important breadwinners and that women's place 
was in the home, may have resulted in working-class girls 
staying in school longer than their brothers. At any rate, it 
is clear that figures on high school graduates must be bro
ken down by class, and probably also by ethnic group, be
fore the disparity between male and female high school 
graduates can be adequately explained. 

11. Katz, Michael, The Irony of Early School Reform 
(Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1968), p. 58. 

12. Ibid., p. 58. 
13. Smuts, Robert W,, Women and Work in America (New 

York: Columbia University Press, 1959). 
14. Baker, Technology and Women's Work, pp. 62-63. 
15. Sumner, Helen L., History of Women in Industry in 

the United States (61st Congress, 2nd Session, U.S. Senate 
Document #645; Bureau of Labor, 1911), p. 239. 

16. "Women in Business: I", Fortune, XII (July 1935), 
p. 53. 
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18. The following account of the development of the type

writer is based on Bruce Bliven, Jr., The Wonderful Writ
ing Machine, New York: 1954. 

19. Ibid., p. 62. 
20. Ibid., p. 134. 
21. Smuts, Women and Work, p. 90. It is very difficult to 

find statistics about clerical wages at the end of the 19th 
century broken down by sex; Bliven and Smuts do not cite 
sources for their wage statistics . 

22. Richardson, Dorothy, The Long Day (1905; reprinted 
in William O'Neill, Women at Work, Chicago: Quadrangle 
Books, 1972), pp. 269-72 . 

23. The engraving is reproduced in Bliven, p. 73. 
24. Bliven, Wonderful Writing Machine, pp. 75-76. Bliven 

gives no date for The Typewriter Girl, but the context of 
his argument leads to the conclusion that the novel was a 
late 19th century potboiler. 

25. Bok, Edward, "The Return of the Business Woman" 
in the Ladies' Home Journal (March 1960), p. 16. I am in
debted to Elaine Wethington of the University of Michigan 
at Ann Arbor, and her unpublished manuscript, "The 
Women's Magazines and the 'Business Woman ', 1890-1919" 
for this reference. Wethington points out that Bok did not 
shrink from also pointing out that office work was the "best 
paid and most respectable employment for young women"; 
he was quite happy to have his magazine reflect opposing 
opinions in order not to alienate any of its one million sub
scribers. Wethington 's paper is extremely useful as a 
source for articles about office workers in the prominent 
American women's magazines. 

26. Spillman, Harry C., "The Stenographer Plus" in the 
Ladies ' Home Journal (February 1916), p. 33. 

27. "Women in Business: II" Fortune, XII (August 1935), 
p . 55 . It is interesting to speculate why it was in 1935 that 
Fortune published its defense of women in the office . It is 
possible that during the Depression there was some criti
cism of the employment of women as clerical workers when 
unemployment rates for men, the traditional breadwinners, 
were so high. 
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