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THE LOWELL INDUSTRIALIZATION 

   
 

The Lowell offering was the first sign of an industrial revolution. It was when a group 

of capitalists developed a significant textile manufacturing centre In Massachusetts in the 

town of Lowell in the 19th century. The Lowell system involved every manufacturing step 

being done under one roof. During the period, textile production was highly profitable, which 

increased the number of mills and factories in the town. The textile industry focused on 

offering girls jobs because they would be paid less and were easier to control than men. With 

the increase in the textile industry factories, the prices dropped, forcing the capitalists to 

decrease pay and the cost of working conditions to increase productivity and profits. This led 

to raised suspicion about the working conditions of the girls employed by the factories. 

Harriet Farley was one of the girls employed in the Mill and wrote several letters describing 

how she perceived work in the textile industry. Her letters address concerns about the 

working conditions and wages they received in the mills because they were a source of 

concern for a significant part of the population. This document contextualizes the letters 

describing how the Lowell industrialization was among the first forms of sweatshops and 

gender discrimination in which only women were employed because they were easily 

controlled.  

The Lowell industries only employed women to work in the factories. Despite the 

poor working conditions and poor wages offered, women chose to work in the factories 

because it signified a sign of freedom from the routine gender roles assigned to women. 

Women in the 19th century were perceived as being housewives and only tending to the 

family or farm. Employment and earning wages excited them, which made many women join 

the Lowell industries. It was the first sign of women's empowerment in a period when women 

were not allowed to vote or partake in critical aspects of society (Dublin, 2019). However, the 

perception of women during the period was not shared by the owners of the factories. The 
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owners only offered women jobs because they could better be controlled and offered low 

wages.  

The women in the factories were subjected to harsh conditions despite their 

perception of that as freedom. For instance, in the letters, Susan states that they start work at 

7 in the morning and leave at seven at night(Farley, 1844). Everything in the factory is 

enjoyable, and she prefers these conditions to idle at home. Despite being occupied for the 

whole day, she states that women in the factory are afforded a lot of time in the evening, 

which they can spend as they want. Susan mentions that, at first, the hours spent in the 

factory might seem long, reflecting society's concern(Farley, 1844). Society was concerned 

about the misuse of women by society because of the decreased capability of retaliating 

against the conditions. She justifies the long working hours as time to learn a lot which shows 

her desperation for a job despite the conditions(Farley, 1844). She mentions the harsh 

conditions in the factories but portrays them as being adaptable. She says she could have 

worked in the dressing room but decided to be a weaver instead. Working in the dressing 

room paid more than being a weaver, but the working conditions were worse. However, she 

does not because she says she cannot work in the enclosed room as she would not take the 

temperature(Farley, 1844). This shows that the Lowell industry formed the earliest form of 

sweatshops. Women were enclosed in rooms where they would toil with little breaks and low 

wages.  

Susan, in her letters, describes the women in the factories as requiring bigger shoes 

after working in the factory for one or two years and having one larger hand that was used for 

work(Farley, 1844). This shows that they had terrible working conditions and were often 

overutilized by the factories. They were subjected to a lot of work. Still, as this was their only 

employment opportunity, they accepted it as freedom from the traditional gender roles that 
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rendered them powerless over their husbands because they were the sole providers(Dublin, 

2019). Susan mentions that despite the poor conditions in the factories, adapting to the 

environment was possible after working there for some time(Farley, 1844). This shows 

hopelessness and helplessness from the job as they had nothing else to do; they chose to stay 

working. The girls were ready to sacrifice their lives for the jobs as it gave them freedom 

from parental authority. Susan addresses the concerns raised by people regarding working at 

factories during the period.  

Eventually, as more factories were opened due to the industry's profitability, the 

prices dropped. The factory owners were more concerned with profits, which is why they 

employed women, worsened the conditions, and decreased their pay(Dublin, 2019). They do 

this to increase productivity which means that the employed women get longer working hours 

and lesser pay. This reflects society's concern about the "sweat shops." In the  19th century, a 

group of women could not handle the poor working conditions they were subjected to, which 

led to them fighting back through strikes(Dublin, 2019). It was among the first forms of 

women's empowerment where women were actively involved in fighting for their well-being.  

To sum up, Susan’s letters are about a period when women were being exploited due 

to their lack of voice. She addresses those concerns, but she comes off as trying to justify 

them due to desperation. The Lowell mills were among the earliest forms of Sweatshops. 

There was a general concern about the conditions, but women took the jobs for a sense of 

freedom and empowerment. Eventually, the conditions became too bad, triggering several 

strikes in the later part of the 19th century. 
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