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Introduction

Womcn's work is distinguished from that of men by the superior household
productivity of females, a consequence of both biology and socialisation.
Because wonlen take into account their productivity in the household as
well as in alternative market occupations in deciding how much time to
allt lcate to the market,r and because women are often located close to the
llor.rndary be tween market work and household work, female employment
reacts very sensitively to demographic and institutional changes altering
thc rewarcls of different uses of t ime. This mobile, f lexible reserve of female
labour plays a spccial role in greasing the wheels of the most petrilied labour-
market. How, then, does it change with economic opportunitiesl In par-
ticular, how did it change with the expansion of domestic manufacture in
Europc in the early modern periodl

Two thetlrics give diametrically opposed answers to this question.
()ne, the theory of proto-industrialisation, sees the expansion of domestic
tnattuf:tcture and the consequent 'transition to capitalism' as having greatly
wrde ned wonre n's marke t role. The other, which one might call the English
crnpir ical  h istor iography, sees the transi t ion to 'capi ta l is t  organisat ion'  as
having dccre ased women's work in the market. Testing these theories using
data frorn a particular European society - that of the former Duchy of Wurt-
tcmberg in south-west Germany - exposes lacunae in both, which can only
bc f i l led by taking into account the social  and legal  inst i tut ions which
ct lnstraincd the value of  women's t ime in the market.  The theory of  proto-
industrialisation rightly sees the expansion of rural industry as init ially
incrcasing w()mcn's market opportuni t ies,  but  ignores subsequent inst i -
tutional t ightcning which often restricted women to a narrow range of work
in the ncw industry. The English empirical historiography rightly recognises
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that women were excluded from many occupations as cottage industry

expanded, but wrongly assigns responsibil i ty to 'capitalism' rather than to

the restrictive institutions which developed in some societies around an

expansion of economic opportunities.
Proto-industrialisation is a name invented in the last decade for the

rapid expansion of dense, export-oriented cottage industry in many parts

of Europe between the sixteenth and the nineteenth centuries.2 [t is sup-

posed to have paved the way for factory industrialisation and a 'transition

to capitalism' by loosening communal and corporate institutions, opening

up the countryside to capitalist markets, and breaking down the old

homeostatic demographic regime by leading peasant households to 'exploit

themselves', to expand their workforce and output (through earlier marriage

and higher ferti l i ty) at below market wage-rates.
According to the theory, the new organisation of the proto-industrial

family under the new form of production, and especially the new working

role of women, was crucial in the development of capitalism. Proto-

industrialisation is supposed to have broken down the traditional peasant

sexual division of labow, as both men and women began to work at the same

market-oriented tasks.3 As female market labour increased in importance,
the economic and social freedom of women increased.a Because women's

market work was now more significant to rural households, and because

of the 'pauperisation' the theory associates with the process of proto-

industrialisation, the expansion of rural industry brought about a more

individualised selection of marriage partners, on the basis of work skil ls,

instead of property and parental planning.s In the wake of these changes

came, it is said, a loosening of political and patriarchal controls on female

sexuality6 and greater freedom and mobil ity for women.T
These are wide and interesting claims. They are especially interesting

in that they run counter t,.r earlier English studies which view the transition

to capitalism as having narrowed the range and extent of women's work in

the market. Pinchbeck, who can be viewed retrospectively as a represen-

tativc of this English empirical school, remarks on the decline in female
employment during thc eighteenth century, especially in crafts,8 and
concludes that rural industry weakened women's earlier economic position,

by establishing a tradition of low wages and causing the decline of female

apprenticeship.e In the rural woollen industries, she finds that 'women's

work was most varied where the influence of capital in the trade was

negligible ... As the industry became more highly organised their employ-

ment was attacked as competing wtih that of men, and on these grounds

they were excluded from certain branches of the trade.'r0
In the same vein, Clark portrays the transition to capitalism as having

disenfranchised women of their medieval and early modern equality: 'many

trades which in later times have become entirely closed to women were then
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so dcpe nrlcnt on their labour that sisters are mentioncd specifically in rules
conccrning thc condi t ions of  manufacture' . r r  She secs wolnen gradual ly
bcing forcccl rnto household labour and dependence on their husbands: 'As

cap l ls l i s t rc  o rgan isa t ion  deve loped,  many avenues o f  indus t ry  were  . . .
g radua l ly  c loscd  to  mar r ied  women. ' r2

llcrg, in a more recent echo of this school of thought, argues that the
'availabil ity of more houschold employment in cottage manufactures in the
e iglrtccnth ccntury' may have contributed to the decline not only in female
appre nt iccship,  but  a lso in adolescent service for  g i r ls,  making them more
sub jcc t  to 'pa t r ia rcha l  au thor i ty  a t  home' . r3  She suggests  tha t  the  f lex i -
bi l i ty  of  wornen workers in domest ic industry,  a l locat ing t ime between
'house lrold cl-rorc:s and casual industrial employment', resulted in 'a very
rrrcgular training for women', which tended to exclude them from lucrative
or powcrftrl positions in the trade. She concludes that 'the control of these
rndrrstr ics wcnt to men' . ra Using local  set t lement and apprent iceship
rccords for the south of England, Snell l ikewise finds 'relatively more equal
: r r i r l  scxua l ly  shared labour  be fore  the  n ine teenth  ccn tury . . .  The la te
cightccnt l r  and ear ly nineteenth centur ies saw a narrowing of  the
poss ih i l i t i cs  fo r  female  ar t i san  ac t iv i t y . '  rs

T'lrcse English studies record outcomes - the narrowing of women's
work in the market but often assign causation unspecifically to the
clevelopmcnt of  capi ta l is t  organisat ion.  What speci f ic  dynamics or inst i -
tutions <lf capitalist organisation were responsible for restricting women's
work rolesl Wcre they 'capitalist ' institutions, strictly speaking?

Thc theory of proto-industrialisation ignores the variations in
de mography, and in industrial opportunities for women, resulting from the
ve ry great local and regional differences in industrial organisation and legal
and corpr)rate institutions in early modern Europe. Because female labour
lunctioncd as a 'reserve' of market labour, close to the boundary of choice
be twccn nrarkct  work and household work,  i t  adapted i tsel f  f lexibly to the
local  organisat ion of  spcci f ic  rural  industr ies,  and resists c lassi f icat ion by
thcorics that try to view it in isolation from industrial and demographic
s  t  ruc  t r l rcs .

'fhe 
shortcomings of both general theories can be made empirically

rclevant by investigating women's labour-force participation in a rural
industry tluite unlike any in England. In the 1580s a new form of weaving,
of the f incr Ncw Draperies, arose in the Nagold Valley of the Duchy of Wurt-
tcmbcrg,  s i tuated in the Swabian Black Forest  south-west of  Stut tgart .  I t
dre w in large- numbers of peasants, rural artisans from other trades, old-style
'cr)irrse woollcns' weavers, unemployed iourneymen, and women.16 For
thc next two hundred years, cloths from the valley were exported as far afield
as nr l r thern Gcrmany, France, Austr ia,  and l ta ly.  By the beginning of  the
cighteenth century, 3S many as 40 per cent of households in the most
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densely proto-industrial communities were at least partly dependent on
weaving for a l ivelihood. The Nagold Valley therefore experienced classic
proto-industrialisation: dense and init ially very rapidly expanding rural
industry for export markets.

However, the social results of the expansion of rural industry in this
region diverge from the predictions of the theory in two important respects.
First, the demographic changes predicted by the theory are largely absent.
Some densely industrial communities did experience faster population
Srowth than agrarran communities; others did not. Weavers married at
much the same age as other men, and they married older, rather than
younger, women. By the early eighteenth century, weavers' ferti l i ty was
lower than average, and in small towns and villages alike, they had smaller
than average households. The demographic expansion irrespective of
economic opportunities which the theory predicts does not seem to have
taken p lace . r /

Secondly, the expansion of rural industry in this region did not loosen
social and communal institutions or pave the way for capitalist market
society in the countryside. As soon as the new form of weaving began to
expand, a new corporate group, the New Draperies weavers' guild, was
formed around it, by a process of grass-roots lobbying.t8 The guild exer-
cised f urisdiction over vil lage and small-town weavers alike. Quantitative
and qualitative analysis of the annual guild accounts and local court records
demonstrates that from its establishment in 1598 at leasr unti l 1760 the
guild intensified its control over entry,re output, technological change,
industrial lobbying and labour practices.20It elicited impressive financial
and moral support from its members, and its regulations were actively
enforced by vil lage and small-town councils and by the dense network of
Ducal bureaucrats and local officials.2r Weavers were heavily represented
on village and town councils,22 and the exclusionary powers of the corpor-
ate cclmmunities relating, for example, to cit izenship requirements,
continued to be actively enforced thr<lughout the period <lf proto-industrial-
isation.23 In 1650, the distribution end of the indusrry was also granted a
corporate monopoly by the Ducal government: for the next 150 years all
weavers were legally obliged to sell their cloths to a single company of
merchant-dyers, which also developed impressive local and national
political clout and regulatory powers.2a

Thus with the advent of capitalism to the Wtuttemberg countryside
came an intensification of the economic power of the state, and a strength-
ening rather than a weakening of corporate groups. This result is by no
means unique to Wtirttemberg. Cross-cultural comparison reveals the
existence of proto-industries - in Bologna, Castile, Languedoc and northern
Cermany - where corporate and regulatory institutions remained strong
throughout the expansion of rural industry, where new guilds and merchant
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cgmpanies wcre set up in response to the industrial expansion, and where

capiialisnr came hand-in-hand with a strong regulatory state'2s On the

otircr lrancl, it shows agrarrancountrysides - in Englancl and The Nether-

la l r ls  whcre corporate and regulatory inst i tut ions were alrcady weak

hel  ore proto- i t r t l t rstr ia l isat ion.  26

It  rs n6 c1;yrc ic lenece that cross-cul tural  comparisons show a simi lar

variety in the clcmographic response to expanding rural manufacture.

In some areas of rural industry - Shepshed in England, the Flemish com-

munities studicd by Mendels - there was population expansion, early

marriage, high ferti l i ty, and large and complex households. In others -

s6utficrn Flandcrs, Ireland, Bavaria in southern Germany, the Ravensberg

:rre:r  in northcrn Germany, Thimerais in Southern France, and Bethnal

C,reen and Sud[gry in southern England - there was population stabil ity,

latc mirrr:rigc, lttw ferti l i ty, and small and simple households'27 The

rlcrnographic and productive choices of rural artisans did not exhibit a

sponrane ous reaction to the introduction of dense, export-oriented cottage

indusrry, but rather adapted to it f lexibly, according to the specific insti-

t r . r t iona l  c ( )n tcx t  in  each case.
I1 Wtirtrcmbcrg, as in England, there was a strong popular tradition

;rr igr  tg and indcpcndent of  proto- industry,  in which women'S r ights to be

,:c.rngmical ly act ive were recognised and informal ly to lerated. When new

ecengmic acr iv i r ies arose (such as proto- industryf  ,  women did in i t ia l ly
provc into thcm and take up a share of the new opportunities. Female labour
,*,as atlaptalrlc, but it was corporately and regulatively powerless' As

corporatc and bureaucratic regulation of the rural economy became more

inrense, women were often forced out of the unregulated niches they had

prcviously occupiecl. In Wtrttemberg, it was not the market-oriented or
;capitalist ' organisation of expanding rural industry which narrowed

wentcn's opportuni tes,  but  rather the act iv i t ies of  interest-groups, which

camc in thc wake of the expansion, concerned to regulate its allocation

anrong social  groups.

Forms of female work

Throughout the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries women from peasant,

proro-industrial, and traditional artisan households remained active in

:r,{riculturc. Fanning continued to be an important l ivelihood in both small

rowns and vil lagcs, as rural manufacture expanded. In 17 36, after 150 years

sf proto-intltrstrialisation, more than one-third of all family earning units

i1 ihe most t lensely proto-industrial community in the Nagold Valley, the

small rown of Wildberg with 1,400 inhabitants, depended for a l iving partly

on thcir own land.zs In the town one-fifth of New Draperies weaving

households and two-fifths of other households owned some land; in the
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vil lages more than three-quarters of both New Draperies weaving and non-

weaving households owned land.2e Agriculture thus played a maior role in

the l ivelihood of households even under advanced proto-industrialisation.
Church court prosecutions for Sabbath-breaking record wolnen

carrying on the habitual daily toil of farmyard and field: 'mucking out the

cowstall '  on a Sunday,'3o or 'carrying hay out to the stall during the

sermon'.31 Conflicts arose among females over the borrowing of farmyard

implements and alleged agricultural trespasses. In l632one butcher's maid
'asked to borrow a dung cart in the plainant's house, whereupon his daughter

is supposed to have said, they thought so much of themselves, why didn't
they buy one? The maid went home and carried to her mistress's ear that
his daughter had said that she should take the money from the stolen beasts
and buy a cart with it ' .32 There was a heavy seasonal demand for females

in summer and autumn for haymaking and harvest. In the small towns,
young women worked in gangs as grass-cutters. In l616 a vil lage forest
warden sued a gang of eight female grass-cutters and New Draperies

iourneymen for ieering and throwing stones at him as he was leaving the
town of  Wi ldberg.33

Among villagers engaged in agriculture, a woman's strength was a
quality particularly valued in her by men. One woman, the young wife of
a vil lagc shepherd, reported to the church court in 1658 that as she was
walking home from penning the sheep, a vil lage farmer had walked with
hcr and 'on the way he said to her, he would l ike to sleep with her, she was
so pret ty and strong' .s

Women could conduct whole agricultural businesses on their own. In
1619, the widow of the Wildberg Kleemeister, the 'untouchable' who
doctored and buried animals and suicides, and did a multitude of other odd
and dirty work in the pastoral sector, submitted a petit ion to the duke,
asking for the right of free fodder in winter, 'since other masters receive hay
and straw to feed those beasts which are put on ... in the wintertime because
of the wolves ... so she petit ions that she also should receive her share'.3s
She regarded it as no more than her right to be treated on the same footing
as 'other masters'. In a petit ion of. 1642, one vil lage widow described how
she rryas gradually bringing the family farm back under cultivation after the
Imperial invasion. Although she had three sons, she was the chief mover
in the business, and in the petit ion she entered into technical agricultural
details concerning proper manuring, the state of the f.arm buildings, the
quality of various fields, and the grain yields and tax obligations of diJferent
parts of  the estate.36

It might be argued that although women were active in agriculture,
proto-industrialisation decreased the extent of non-market-oriented labour
on family land. But proto-industrialisation does not seem to have decreased
dependence on family farm land in the vil lages, but rather sustained it.
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In the Nagold Valley, dense New Draperies weaving was associated with

a less than average polarisation of village society into landed and landless

groups: as late as 1736, 39 per cent of households in the six least proto-

inclu.strial villages were landless, compared to only 28 per cent in the three

denscly proto-industrial vi l lages.3T Of course, there were more purely

agricuitural households in the non-weaving vil lages (28 per cent compared

te l9 per cenr in the dense weaving vil lages), but it is essential to note that

*.ruirg dicl not bring about the disappearance of agricultural work on the

househglcl 's own land in those vil lages in which weaving was most densely

practiscd. There is no evidence that the less polarised, more by-employed

parre rn of l ivelihoods in the weaving vil lages involved either less or more

participation by women in an economy in which they were already very

ac t ive .
So active were women in sell ing agricultural products that they could

gct commercial reputations in the community. In a defamation case in 1622

a man insulted a neighbour's wife by tell ing her that 'people in town were

talking about the way she sells her lard ... if [shel only sold a quarter of lard,

it would be found to be lacking half a quarter' '38

Women were also active in the {ood and drink trade. In 1602, when

prgto-industry had hardly begun, among the six tavern-keepers presenting

ih.ir guarantors to the district court was a married woman running a

drinking-house as her own business, responsible for naming her own

guarantor.3e Her husband did not appear in the matter'

Even heavy crafts such as mill ing, full ing and building were practised

by women. In 1@3 a woman appeared before the administrative court in

Wildberg, who had bought a mill some years previously, had paid the

considerable l icence fee to the community, had invested her dowry in

inrprovemenrs, ancl had been supporting herself and her children from mill-

ing evcr since.s A petit ion of 1657 for tax relief shows that one widow had

bce n opcrating oni of the three town mills herself and supporting herself

on the proceeds; the petit ion stated that 'apart from the mill, [shel has no

means'.or In 1706, a *i i l"r 'r widow was fined by the church court for mill-

ing during rhe sermon.a2 A lT36population register l ists a widow in the

to*n supporting a household of four on a full ing mill and some land, and

a widow in a village supporting a household of six on an ordinary grain mill

antl ssme land.a3 The female vil lage grain miller can hardly be seen as a

result of proto-industrial emancipation of women and it would surely be

more appropriate to see both female millers as part of a long-standing

economic tradition, independent of proto-industrialisation.

It was the wife who was often a craftsman's main assistant, even in

such a heavy craft as building. One defamation case in 1656 arose between

a mason's customer, and the mason and his wife who had been rebuilding

a wal l  together.  Al though i t  is  evident that  the mason's wi fe was expected
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to do the auxil iary tasks, she was present throughout the iob, assisting in
the whole course of the work, acting as iourneyman or partner to her
husband.aa An artisan's natural partner even in heavy work was his wife,
unless he was prosperous enough to keep a iourneyman: in 1709 af{ty-year-
old cooper and his wife were summoned before the church court, because
'on a day of repentence before the sermon, he made barrel wood and carried
it in with his wife after the sermon'.a5 A serious dispute between a miller's
and a fuller's wife arose in l7 I I around the constmction by a labouring gang
of the waterway in the mill-ditch, a iob which rhe miller and the fuller left
to their  wives to oversee.a6

Nclt only proto-industrial, but also other crafts were seen as being the
business of both husband and wife. Serious marital conflict could arise from
disputes about work. A Wildberg tailor and his wife were brought before the
church court in l7l5 for a dispute which arose, according to the wife, 'con-

cerning thc making of a [coatl breast'. The husband's defence was that 'his

wife always wants to have the last word, and made him so angry that he
gave her a couple of boxes on the ear, and when she wouldn't be quiet he
beat her some Dore; if only she would give way to him such things would
not happen' .47

It was taken for granted that in the absence of her husband, a woman
would carry on his craft. A furrier petitioned for release from military service
in 1633 on the grounds that 'no woman can fulf i l  his craft '.a8 A woman
evidently would be able to fulfil almost any other craft. A baker, petitioning
in the 1640s to be let out of the first mil itary muster in the town, claimed
that 'because his wife is i l l , i f he had to go out again he would miserably
lose everything he has'.4e In 1668 a cit izen complained to the governor's
court that 'the fountains by the upper gate and in the market are running
very poorly, the well- and fountain-master sees to it very carelessly, sends
only his wife; better provision should be made'.so Even official tasks were
exercised by the officeholder's wife in his absence. One of the town con-
stables complained to the governor's court in 1670 that 'the butchers, also
to some extcnt the other cit izens, refuse to obey when in his absence
something is commanded by order of the authorit ies through his wife; and
instead resist, on the grounds that it is not she who is the town constable'.
The authorit ics saw it as perfectly proper that the constable's wife should
exercise his oif ice in his absence, and issued an order to that effect.sr

Whether the family gained its l iving from proto-industry, traditional
crafts, or agriculture, a wife was seen as absolutely essential to the main-
tenance of a household, as is shown by the very low proportion of widowers
in the population. In 17 36, only 5 per cent of earning units in the town and
vil lages of the district of Wildberg were headcd by single or widowed males,
and in the censuses of 1717 and 1722, only I per cent of households (residen-
t ia l  uni ts)  were headed by such males.s2
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The central imporrance of a wife is also shown by the petit ions made

by men of all occupations to be permitted to marry during Lent or Advent,

oi ,o remarry before the legal six months has elapsed since the death of the

previous wife. ln 1636 a farmer from the town of Nagold petitioned to be

permitted to marry during Lent 'so that he can attend that much more

properly ro his lands'.s3 That year in a single month four villagers from the

iistrict of Wildberg petitioned to be allowed to remarry less than five months

after the deaths of their wives, so essential was the wife's labour contri-

btrtion ts thc household. One vil lager petit ioned in 1657 to be permitted

to remarry before the six-month time-limit, and to marry a woman to whom

he was tur closely related, on the grounds that '[he] has children and a heavy

loacl gf lancls, foi which reason he can no longer get along without a wife

... l f hc hacl to wait out the time, the field work would come in the middle,

an6 he would thereby suffer noticeable impediment to the field work.'sa

A vil lager perit ioned for tax relief on his land in 16(4 on the grounds that
'he has been a widower for three years now ... can no longer maintain these

lands and keep them under cultivation'.ss
But it was not merely in farming that the labour of a wile was essential.

Onc Wildberg New Draperies weaver petitioned in I 620 to be divorced from

his wife who had been officially consigned to the leper-house, on the glounds

rhat 'without a wife he could not conduct a household, [butl must work for

a master'. He had, in fact, already been obliged to leave Wildberg and work

as a servant in Ttibingen.s6In 1627 a Wildberg butcher and tavern-keeper

petit ioned to remarry twelve weeks after his wife's death, on the gtounds

ifr"t he 'keeps a tavern, cannot without iniury keep house with

srrangers'.s7 In 1636 a Wildberg shoemaker petit ioned for dispensation to

,.rrr"iry only nineteen weeks after his wile's death 'on account of his craft,

grievous -i l i ,"ry quartering and great disturbance in the household';s8

another man on the grounds that 'he has four small children, great poverty,

ancl can keep ,ro ,.*"ttts';se and a third because he held a town office'o

A wife's assistance, therefore, was essential in every walk of l i fe'

Ccrtainly women were act ive in wool len weavinS, 3s they were in

other crafts. A case brought before the Wildberg court in I 623 reveals an

undcrground nerwork of women dealing in low-quality wool which did not

mect guild standards. The women's husbands claimed that their wives had

clealt withclut their knowledge while they were away on business.6r It is

eviclent that considerable latitude was given to a wife to deal in the hus-

bantl's absence. The weavers in this case were not, however, proto-industrial

wcavcrs, but rather old-style coarse woollens weavers sell ing to local

nrarkcrs. Prqto-industrialisation was clearly not necessary for the active

involvcment of women in rural texti le production.

The old-style weavers sold a large volume of cloths collectively to the

l)ucal courr cach year and in return had the right to buy a shipment of wool

rt4
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from the Ducal flocks, known as the Herrenwollen. When this shipment
arrived, it was shared out among the masters' wives, and the women went
up to collect it. It was an event for the women of the district, a matter for
envy and conflict among weavers' wives, an occasion for female street
culture. This is shown in a defamation case of 1624, in which an old-style
weaver's wife sent her sister up to fetch 'her' Henenwollen, and a female
neighbour challenged the woman's right to the wool on the grounds that
it was rumoured among the women in the town that the woman's husband
was weaving New Draperies instead of old-style woollens.62 Proto-industry
and old-style weaving co-existed in the same community, often in the same
household, and old-style weaving already involved the weaver's wife as co-
owner of the rights and practice of the craft: a woman would employ her
female relative to go and fetch 'her' wool ' in her name', gossip about
industrial practice was spread 'about her', and it was an affair of public
female sociability for women to envy and insult one another about economic
privileges. Proto-industrialisation was not required for women to be
economically active: it was happening already in the non-proto-industrial
sector.

Not only the wool and yarn supply was female work. Many weaving
tasks, such as the iob of stretching out a newly made weft, were two-person
iobs. Censuses show that by the early eighteenth century most New
Draperies weaving households were small, with a mean size of 3.95 (com-
pared to the non-weavers' 4.491, and almost one-fifth of weavers' households
consisted only of the weaver and his wife (compared to one-tenth among
the non-weaversf . The obvious pair to stretch wefts together was the married
couple. Many weaving couples appeared before the church courts in the
seventeenth and eighteenth centuries for 'stretching a weft during the
sermon'.s But women outside the proto-industrial sector also appeared in
such presentments: in just the fifteen years from 1705 to 1720, the wives
of smiths, carpenters, coopers, innkeepers, and rope-makers, all were fined
with their husbands for working on the Sabbath.s

In thc financial and investment sector of the texti le industry women
had been active long before the growth of New Draperies weaving. Women
would lend money auf Tticher {'on [old-style] woollens') to male weavers
from their inheritances ordowries. Sometimes women investing in this way
would charge a somewhat highet rate of interest than the 5 per cent legal
maximum, and cases appeared before the civil court, where weavers would
plead'not to have to pay more than the lawful  interest ' .6s Of course the
court would enforce the law, deciding that 'the plaintiff shall be satisfied
with the money that has already been received, plus the lawful interest';6
and the woman would be done out of her l i tt le profit. One New Draperies
weaver reported to the civil court in Wildberg how 'he had to pay his sister
for the second time, and not with cloths but rather a usurious interest;
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to which hc obiected, saying he would no longer pay interest l ike this on
thc 6O Gulden; in the end his sister agreed that he might pay the lawful
interest on the money, which he then continued to do for three years'.67
Although the new weaving with its new capital needs offered new hopes
of independence for women, the regulation of finance prevented women
deriving from it an enduring increase in security.

f)ense, export-oriented cottage industry did not bring about great
changes in the scale or the nature of women's work in the small agrarian
towns and villages of the Nagold Valley. Women were active in agriculture,
in rctailing, in heavy trades both in their own rights and as assistants to their
husbands, and in the traditional texti le crafts. When men were absent, it
was taken for granted that women did their work. Litt le difference can be
discerned in the work women did in the households of New Draperies
weavers, compared to those of traditional texti le and non-texti le artisans.

Single women

This popular tradition of female involvement in all sectors of the economy,
and the tendency for flexible female labour to fill the gaps created by
shortagcs in male labour supply, should not be intcrpreted as showing that
the early modern period was a golden age of female economic indepen-
dence.68 Married women or widows working under a husband's l icence or
on the family's land were a matter of course. Daughters and maidservants
were similarly permitted in crafts and agriculture, although in crafts their
work could be circumscribed by regulation. Women filling a labour shortage
or opcrating in peripheral sectors of the economy were tolerated. Single
women earning their own bread, operating their own businesses indepen-
dently of any economic right derived from husband or father, were given
a special peforative name, Eigenbrotlerinnen (l iterally, ' [femalesJ earning
their own bread'1, and were subiect to perpetual harassment by the com-
munity and the authorit ies to whom respectable cit izens constantly
reported them.6e

Court records from the sixteenth to the late eighteenth century bear
witness to a long tradition of attempts by officials, communities, and
male craft groups to control independent women. There was general
disapproval of single women earning a l iving without being formally
contracted to a master. At the yearly governor's court in 1646, at which
each cit izcn was asked in the presence of the whole cit izenry if he had
anything to report, one man complained that 'several single girls are
lodging with several cit izens here, who in his view should be instructed
to engage themselves to masters ' ,70 He named four c i t izens with whom
such single women were lodging. The response of the authorit ies was
irtrmediatc ancl sevcre: 'the whole cit izenry is enioined on pain of a Frevel
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fine [three Guldenl to engage such girls to masters within three weeks,
for if afterwards any are discovered fstill unengaged], the said fine witl
wi thout fa i l  be in l l ic ted' .7t

Similar complaints in following years reveal some of the grounds for
communal anxiety about these women. For one thing, they were too mobile.
ln 1647 a man complained that 'there are two Eigenbrotlerinnen in the town
who dwell here on and off, and will serve no honourable master, which is
counter to the Ducal ordinances'.72 The following year a citizen com-
plained that 'there were unmarried girls here on their own, who do not
bind themselves, or work for a master, which is not to be endured, namely
one from Rotfelden in Mike The Board's house, one from fesingen in
[eremiah's Hans's house, and from time to time one in Veit 's house, who
wanders in and out'.73 Such women did not stay in one household l ike
proper servants, but moved in and out of the town, threatening the settle-
ment controls imposed by the corporate community as a meanr of licensing
access to collective rights and privileges. In 1650 after further popular
complaints the authorit ies decreed that such women should be expelled
from their lodgings within fourteen days.Ta

Service by single women was tolerated; independence was not. In
166A, a Wildberg l inen-weaver reported that 'the girl who had been at the
carpenter's place, and was recently ordered away by the authorities, is
dwelling here again in the middle mill'; the response of the authorities
was that 'so long as she day-labours she shall be endured; but should she
try to be independent again, she shall be thrown out'.7s So long as such
women provided part of the pool of cheap labour for town cit izens, they
were permitted to stay; 8S soofi as they started competing with cit izens
for employment, they were moved on.

They were also accused of competing with citizens for other resources.
In 1660, for instance, one male citizen complained that 'there are some
Eigenbrotlerinnen here, should be gotten rid of; in the market everything
is grabbed away by them, no cit izen can get anything any more'.z6The
community took this accusation seriously, and ordered that 'in the next few
days there shall be a house-to-house visitation to see what Eigenbrotlerinnen
there are here, whereupon the court shall consider the matt er' .77

Single women v/ere supposed togo into service, married women ro stay
with their husbands. In 1623 the regulatory court ordered a Wildberg
citizen to get rid of 'young Meg The Bucket' who was lodging in his
house, 'but who has a husband in Effringen named N. Sper; is not to be put
up with'.t8In 164l aneighbour reported to the court that 'the Oschelbronn
pastor's wife, who has separated herself from her husband, is not to be put
up with in the town' . re

The expansion of New Draperies weaving does not seem to have
relaxed the pressures forcing would-be independent women back under
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family authority. Neither the corporate community nor the authorit ies
cared for the idea of women achieving independence from family and
masters alike by spinning. In 1626, when it might be expected that proto-
intlustrialisation would have begun to emancipate women, two different
cit izens complained that 'Michel Fronmiller is lodging a lass who has been
in at least three different services in one year, and spins perpetually at the
w h e e l . ' 8 "

Even in conditions of considerable male labour shortage, such as
prevailed in the worst years of the Thirty Years War, a girl could be brought
up beforc the regulatory court on the charge that she was 'said to go to
no sermon or prayer session, to swear wantonly, and to spin every Sunday
between the sermons' ;8r  the author i t ies put her in the stocks.

Provisions in successive weaving ordinances limited the kinds of work
which might be done by 'single girls and other persons' who, in addition
to spinning yarn for the weavers (which they were entit led to dof , made
and sold wefts.82 The ordinances alleged that they thereby 'caused great
damage to the wefts and the yarn'.83 This unfitt ing work was also keeping
single women from their proper places in the economy, and must be
abolished so that 'such daughters may be caused to apply themselves
to othcr and necessary house work and business, or entcr into honourable
scrvicc ' . ta Poorer masters saw the making and sel l ing of  wefts to r icher
mastcrs as an important part of their prerogatives, and women caught
infringing on it were fined heavily. Yet according to the theory, proto-
industrialisation should have caused a decrease in the sexual division of
la l rour.85

Womcn were allowed to spin - indeed there was always a shortagc of
spun yarn - but the rural guild colluded with even its usual opponent, the
merchant company, to prevent the army of female spinners from charging
thc high priccs which scarcity would otherwise have commanded. Petit ions
and guild accounts are replete with the sufferings of weavers, caused by the
price ceil ings on cloths imposed by the state under pressure from the
merchant lobby; but the weavers in turn imposed grievous price ceil ings
on thc spinners. Maximum piece-rates for spinners, and penalties for
wcavers who paid higher rates, were laid down in the first and every
subscquent New Draperies weaving ordinance.s6 The 1654 ordinance
turned ovcr completely the periodic revision of spinners' rates to the
rnerchant company and the weavers' guilds, which all ied in order to
minimisc thcir own production costs against the uninc<lrporated spinners.

'I-hc 
ordinances were actually enforced. Even in the first, compara-

t ively unregulated, phase of  the industry 's expansion, town and vi l lage
wcavers succcssfully acted together to protect their cheap source of spun
yarn.  In )uly l618 two gui ld foremen froze the assets of  r ival  weavers
competing with the Wildberg corporation for cheap female labour in a
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comparatively distant vil lage.sT Similar init iatives against the 'current

disorders' among the spinners were undertaken even in the darkest years

of the Thirty Years War.88
As the century passed, the control of spinners increased. In 1670, when

'foreign' putters-out tried to have spinning done in some remote hamlets
of the Nagold Valley, the guild instantly sent an official up to the hamlets,
who in{ormcd the local authorit ies and confiscated the wefts and yarn.se

The problem of regulating the spinners' attempts to evade the price ceil ing
was then taken under the control of the Ducal government. In 1671 the
Ducal authorit ies issued prohibit ions to two vil lages against spinning
for 'foreigners', and ordered 'a list of all those in the villages who spin wool,
with the addition of where to and whom for, with names, l3 pages', which
was paid for by the rural weavers' guild.s Not long after, prohibitions were
sent out to ten vil lages in the district of Wildenberg forbidding all wool-
spinning 'out of the country' , agarn paid for by the weavers.er

Both guild and local courts enforced the absolute prohibit ion against
single females weaving or combing wool. In 1669, for instance, one cit izen
reported to a local court that 'a year ago Hann8 Schrotten was forbidden
to set his servant girl behind the loom and have her weave, on pain of
a Kleine Frevel [3 Gulden] f ine; however he does not comply with this,
but rather has been having this girl weave from time to time all year'.
' fhe 

authorit ies' response was immediate and severe: 'Because he ignored
the previous prohibit ion, he is f ined a Kheine FreveJ to the Duchy, and
is commandcd once again, absolutely not to have this girl do weaving;
if hc does not c{}mply with this, he wil l be fined a Kleine Frevel again.'e2

As latc as the second half of the eighteenth century, several masters
were bcing fined each year for such offences as 'allowing his maid to
comb, as though she were a iourncyman, counter to the ordinance',e3
'keeping singlc [fcmale] combers, counter to prohibit ion', 'o ot 'because

he had a female work for him'.es Fcmales were unable to escape regulation
of thcir work even in the vil lages, for vil lage masters were fined no less
frequently for this offence than mastcrs from the small town. Nor does
it appear that this was only a pro forma enforcement of a much more
widespread and uncontrollable delict, for on one occasion six masters
were fined for keeping single female wool-combers 'as a first offence
and just as a warning'.ut The guild behaved as if by and large it was keeping
the phenomenon under control.

Onc way in which the New Draperics industry did open new chances
to women, at least in its more prosperous phase, before the Thirty Years
War, was if thcy bound themse lves to masters as servants. A l ist of servants
and their  wages in each community in the distr ict  of  Wi ldberg in 1631
shows that communities which had a high proportion of weavers also
had an excess of  female over male servants {see table 3.1}.  In the three
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Table 3.I Sex of servants in the distict of Wildberg, Iuly 1631

Oontntunrty Male Female Total

No.

We.aving,
Wi ldberg
S u l z
Ebhauscn

I ' o ta l  weav ing

Non-weavrng
()bcr ie t  t  rngcn
G u l t l r n g c n
Schr inbronn

T-otal  non-weaving

Gran t l  t o ta l

34
l 4
9

5 7

47
40
53
46

55
48

100
55

49

l 0
t 2
0

z2
89

45
52
0

45

5 l

2.2
2.1
4

49

1 7 3

lo0
100
r00
100

lo0
100
lul
100

100

38
2 l

8
67

7 Z
35
l 7

t24

.53
6{)
4 7
54

r z
l l
4

27

84

Note:  Scrvants of  unknown sex are omit ted.
Source.  WHSA A573 Bi i  5597, l is t  of  servants and their  wages,  fu ly 1631.

mosr dense centres of New Draperies weaving in the district 54 per cent of
se rvants wcrc female, compared to only 45 per cent females among servants
in non-wcaving vil lages. The highest mean wages for female servants were
in thc town and one of  the weaving vi l lages {see table 3.21; but the lowest
mcan wagc for female servants was in another weaving vil lage, suggesting
that thc employment opportunities of women in this society depended less
on proto-industrialisation, than on other, more local, characteristics of the
labour-market.

According to the theory, proto-industry is supposed to have made
women more mobile. In the weaving vil lage of Sulz, for which the l63l l ist
records scrvants' communities of origin, female servants were much less
mobile than males: four-fifths of male servants, but only one-half of the
fcmale scrvants were from outside the vil lage in which they were serving
(see table, j .2) .  Here one can see the operat ion of  the corporate 'community
on individuals' economic opportunities, for on average the highest wage
rates in Sulz were being paid to servants native to the vil lage. 'Foreign'

servants carned l0 per cent less on average than servants native to the
v i l lage .

But servants were not the primary source of labour in the New
Draperies weaving industry. By 1736, in the dense weaving communities of
Wildbcrg and Ebhausen, only one-fifth of New Draperies weaving house-
holds, but almost one-third of non-weaving households, had servants. It was
in family rolcs within the household, or as unmarried spinners operating on
the ntargin of subsistence, that women had to find their principal place
in New Draper ies weaving.
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Table 3.2 Wages of seruants in the district of Wildberg, Iuly 1631

Community Male Female TotaI

Mean wage No. Mean wage Mean wage No.

Weaving
Wildberg
Ebhausen
Su lz :

to ta l
nat ive
outs ider

Total  weaving

Non-weaving
Oberf  et t ingen
Cul t l ingen
Schtinbronn

Total  non-weaving

Grand total

10.0 33
6 . 6  9

7 . 6
9 . 7
5 . 6
8 . 8

6 .3
9 . 3

1 2 . 0
8 . 4

8 . 7

l 6
3

I 3
58

4 .0
3 . 2

4 .4
4 . 6
4 . 2
4 .0

3 . 7
3 . 8

3 . 8

3 . 9

6 . 8
5 . 0

5 6
6 .0
5 . 2
6 . 2

5 . 1
6 .4

1 2 . 0
6 .3

6.?.

36
l 3
23

IzZ

69
l 7

36
8

20
l0
r0
&

l 0
t 2

22

86

22
23
4

49

l 7 l

t 2
n
4

27

85

Note:  Wages are given in Gulden.
Servants whose wages were not  recorded are omit ted.

Source .  WHSA A573  t s r i  5597 ,  fu l y  1631 .

Why was this sol There are two reasons: one is that corporate com-
munities, mral guilds and merchant companies formed a powerful coalition
of pressure groups which, in seeking state enforcement of their own
economic interests, obtained the desired profits at the expense of groups
with l itt le lobbying power. Women operating within the household under
the licence of a male member of one of these pressure groups did consider-
ably better than unorganised independent women. It was not that the
weaving industry did not provide opportunities for women, but that its
organisation into corporate pressrue groups led to the exclusion and exploit-
ation of unorganised {especially female) labour.

The other reason for this restriction of the economic opportunities
of women is that the system of risk-sharing and collective insurance
provided by the Wurttemberg system of corporate communities was
threatened by the mobil ity, poverty, disorder, and unlicensed sexuality
represented by the phenomenon of independent women.

The theory argues that proto-industrialisation saw a loosening of
polit ical and patriarchal controls on women and on female sexuality. In
particular, i l legitimacy and pre-marital pregnancy are supposed to have
become more common. Nothing can have been further from the case in the
Nagold Valley. As the seventeenth century progressed, Pietist pastors in
town and villages increased the controls and penalties on pre-marital sexual
activity. In 1645, Pietist church 'convents' or church 'censures' were
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cstablished, which met every few weeks and called before them all suspected

moral delicts, previously covered less systematically by administrative

courrs. The baptism of a child born less than 36 weeks after the marriage

of thc parents was recorded as such in the register, and the phrase 'conceived

in concubinage' written in the margin. Couples marrying when the woman

was kngwn to be pregnant were wedded in a special penitential prayer-

session rather than the usual church service, and this too was recorded in

the marriage register. In household l istings, (Jnehelic.h (i l legitimatel was

ilclucled as parr of an individual's census identity. By the late seventeenth

cenrury, all i l lcgit imate births were being entered upside-down in the parish

registcrs. In the early cighteenth century, af.ter almost a century and a

half of proto-industrialisation, i l legitimacy rates, despite such conscientious

registrat ion,  wcre extrcmely low, compared with densely indust i ra l  com-

munities of comparable size in England.eT Il legitimate births were about

4 per cent of the total for the population as a whole, but only 2 per cent

among births to mothers with any connection with New Draperies weaving.

The regulation of female sexuality does not seem to have become less strict

as proto-industrialisation progressed.

This, too, can be associated with the corporate structure of local

socicty. I l legitimate children could not inherit, they could not become a

citizen of a town or vil lage, save by special dispensation, and they could

not bc apprenticed to a craft. There was thus no room for them in New

Draperics weaving, oI any other sector of the economy, and they would

merely be come a burden on their mothers, and on the vil lage or town poor-

rarc. In sheer self-protection, it was logical for the risk-sharing corporate

community to place restrictions on the work and residence of unmarried

women. Thc cvidence suggests that it was largely successful in doing so.

Married women and widows

Wemcn werc pcrmitted to be involved in proto-industry in their own

right throtrgh inherit ing the right to weave from a husband when he died.

Although in this way large numbers of widows were permitted to earn a

living, and thus participated in proto-industrialisation, it is not at all

clcar that it opened up new opportunities for them. A glance at house-

hold size shows that proto-industry enabled women to support fewer

dependants than did other occupations. The households of New Draperies

weaving widows in 1717 had a mean size of 2.56, whereas the non-weaving

female-headed households had a mean size of 3.17. A female New Draperies

weaver could feed and support 0.61 fewer people than her non-proto-

industrial counterpart.
Nor did proto-industry open new working opportunities to women by

enabling them to marry earlier in l i fe. In the Nagold Valley, contrary
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to the predictions of the theory of proto-industrialisation, New Draperies
weaving was associated with later than average marriage for women.
Among some three hundred reconstituted marriages in Wildberg at the
beginning of the eighteenth century, the brides of New Draperies weavers
were on average and on median almost a year older (at 26.5 years) than
the brides of men of other occupations {at 25.6 years).eB Parental consent
was apparently still required for the marriages of village weavers' offspring,
seventy years after the onset of proto-industrialisation. In 1655, a vil lage
weaver's son refused to consider himself betrothed to a girl, on the grounds
that 'besides, 

[his] father will not consent that he take Schriz's daughter'.ry
The girl justif ied her insistence on the betrothal on the grounds that
'her stepfather Schuz is also of that opinion [that thc betrothal should be
kept l  and this betrothal  is  not unacceptable to him'. ru)

fust as the expansion of rural industry did not open up new oppor-
tunities for women through earlier or freer marriage, so also married
women's work options continued to be circumscribed. Both the rural
guild and the local courts excluded from New Draperies weaving widows
and wives who had not inherited from their husbands the right to practise.
At the quarterly regulatory court in 1629, for instance, a neighbour reported
that'Michell Henni's widow buys up yarn from time to time among the
New Draperies weavers, although her late husband was no New Draperies
weaver' . r')r Only a year after the invasion of 1634, the guild, still in control
of the industry in the countryside, exacted the maximum guild fine from
a vil lage widow of an old-style coarse woollens weaver for practising the
New Draperies craft on the glounds that her husband had never been
apprent iced to i1. to2

Although women could inherit the right to weave, the corporation
prevented them from transmitting it to their children. The coming of
proto-industry had not made economic life more open for one woman,
whose father had been a Nagold Valley New Draperies weaver, but who had
married a non-W{irttemberger, and who petitioned in 1657 to be permitted
to apprentice her son to the craft; the guild would not accept the boy 'on

the grounds that he is foreign'. rm

The theory of proto-industrialisation argues that the expansion
of cottage industry brought women out of 'private' household production,
in which they took a subordinate, domestic role, and where their relation-
ships with the outside world were mediated through the market labour
of the husband, into 'public' market production, in which they took
an active role in the outside world.rB The English empirical historiography
argues, on the contrary, that as cottage industry expanded women were
gradually being forced into household labour and dependence on their
husbands.rOs For Wurttemberg, this is a false dichotomy: both market
and household work by women was a matter of public knowledge in
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corporatc communities. This is one of the factors which made it easier to
regulate, as church court presentations for Sabbath-breaking show. In 1707
three women were fined by the church court for doing laundry on the
monthly f)ay of Prayer and Repentance.106In 17lI, a woman reported by
a female neighbour for spinning for her New Draperies weaver son charged
in turn that thc neighbour 'also sews on Sunday, which the [neighbour] did
not deny, saying that ecclesiastical and temporal [personsl had done the
same ' . I " t  Both women were punished.

Distinctions between public market work and private household
prodr-rction were blurred by the corporate nature of this society, and it
would bc wrong to draw a firm line between the two, or to assign very
different rolcs to women on either side of the l ine. Women moved in
and out of the market f lexibly according to changes in productivity and
regulatory constraints; even in household work they were publicly engaged
in thc cconomic and social l i fe of the community. For instance, com-
munities rcquired that hot-water laundry be done in the public wash-
house, as a fire-protection measure; court minutes bear witness to the
careful cnforcement of this regulation. Whereas men might be able to
prescrve social distinctions, all women, regardless of social status, had
to work publicly together at the communal washhouse.

This apparently held good for the very highest echelons of rural
society. As late as 1657 , the highest-ranking Ducal official in the district,
the Keller, reported to the Wildberg church court that 'his wife had com-
plained to hirn woefully that when she went into the washhouse today,
Han{\ Gerlrg Haug's wife and daughter came up to her and accosted her
with bittcr words, saying that Haug's son had been unlustly put in the
srocks,  and uniust ly dr iven out of  town' . ro8 Far f rom refusing to have
anything to do with these women, who came from a far poorer section of
the c<rnrmunity, the Keller's wife was stung into defending her husband's
act ions,  saying that the woman's son 'was not t reated unjust ly;  they don' t
sit up thcre to do iniustice to people , the Henen [members of the communal
courtl had a hard iob to do, they take their oaths to do as l itt le iniustice as
possiblc to anyone'.rs The Keller's daughter became involved in the
quarre l, saying 'her father does iniustice to no-one, her father did not do it
alone , thc church-censors did it ' . rr0 The dispute ended in physical violence

Ithc Keller's wife threw a washing-slab at Haug's wifel and general recrimi-
nation, with the two Haug women using the female privacy of the wash-
housc to crit icise the behaviour of the community officials as a group.

A complex picture emerges of a vigorous female working liJe surround-
ing the washhouse and its well, in which women accused and defended
their menfolk and expressed forthright opinions about the public l i fe
of the community. The case ended not with a hardening of the social
gap be twcen the official 's female relations and those of the petty offender,

94

but with a public apology between the two women, and a personal plea
on the part of the Keller and his wife to the court to be lenient with Haug's
wife - a reaffirmation of corporate female sociability. Was this public or
private production?

Nor did it require proto-industry to endow women with economic and
moral authority within marriage. Marriage was a partnership, in which
the law gave dominance to the man, but in which the logic of the situation
could easily redress the balance. For instance, women continued to view
the land which they brought into marriage as their own, and went to
considerable lengths to defend it. In the early seventeenth century one
woman whose husband was facing foreclosure for debt, argued in the
court that 'she ... had not acquiesced in this contract and debt; they should
go after the husband, for her husband brought nothing to her; what she has
is hers ' . r r rOne Wildberg woman pet i t ioned for divorce in 1640 on the
grounds that her husband'did not farm her land equal ly wi th his own' . r12
A vil lager's wife iustif ied leaving her husband in l65l on the grounds that
her husband 'had dissipated her property'.rrr In 1652 the elderly wife of a
Wildberg man asked the church court to see that her and her husband's
property was inventoried because he 'dissipates what she earns'; the court
ordered that inventories be made.ttq furother vil lager's wife complained to
the church court that 'he alienated and sold what she brought [to the
marriagel, for which reason she could not keep house with him ... but
if he gave back what he had sold, then she would keep house with him as
is right; ... she brought with her some 50 Gulden, which he spent on a
piece of land, and sold the picce of land without her prior knowlcdge and
consent';. t rs Jhs conflict was resolved by the man 'promis[ing] to provide
her wi th other secur i ty on i t  [ the 50 Gulden] wi th in a month' .  116

A woman could also exert enough economic authority within the
marriage to force her husband to go back on an agreed sale. In 1613, one
husband reported to the court that 'when he told his wife of the sale she
refused to acquiesce in it, saying it was her inheritance, her third share was
not for sale'.rrz Pressed by the other party and by the court, the man
stuck by his guns throughout six pages of court minutes, repeating that
he could not go ahead with the sale 'since it simply did not please his wife',
and finally naming eight witnesses to give evidence of her resistance.rrs
In one household where the house was owned by the woman from a
previous marriage, the woman's new husband was evidently merely l iving
on sufferance. The sixty-year old couple came before the church cowt in
1712, six months after their marriage, 'charged with l iving evil ly with
one another .. . he complains that he gets no bread to €xt; [the wife answers]
that it occurred on account of eating, that it was impossible for them,
in these expensive times, to keep the man with as much bread as he
€sts;  she would al low him what he earns' . r re
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Thc therlry also argues that proto-industrialisation gave rise to a
'rnore individualised selection' of marriage partners, a weakening of
patriarchal controls within the family, and the rise of the affectionate,
egalitarian, companionate marriage.rm However, the evidence indicates
that notwithstanding their legal subordination, women traditionally
had a great deal of economic and moral authority within marriage. As
Wrightson put it for seventeenth-century English marriages, ' i t would
sc:cm unwise to make too sharp a dichotomy between the ' 'patriarchal" and
thc "companionate" marriage, and to erect these qualit ies into a typology
of successive stages of family development'.tzt 11 ir improbable that the
allocation of economic and other decision-making powers within marriage
was a simplc function of the occupation of the family. It may be that
thc optirnal allocation of these powers did not change so much as we
imaginc, but rather mercly the external structure of prices, technology
and inst i tut ions wi th in which these powers were expressed. So long as
rural  socicty was corporat ive and the rural  economy sub;ect  to regulat ion
and corpr)rate lobbying, even the external  expression of  women's powers
within marr iage may have changed very l i t t le.

Conclusion

In the Nagold Valley we have observed a society in which women were
cconomically very active, but where their activity was strictly channelled.
Ncither of the two general theories of women's work under expanding
cortage industry can explain this. The theory of. proto-industrialisation
focusses on the expansion of f lexible female labour into market gaps, but
bccause it ignores institutions cannot explain either the previous economic
p()wcr of womcn or the subsequent process of exclusion of women from
the new opportunities. The English empirical historiography takes the
traditional cc:onornic powers of women, and their subsequent restriction,
as its starting-point, but assigns responsibil i ty unspecifically to capitalism,
rathcr than identifying specific social constraints. A theory of wemen's work
which takes into account both i ts f lexibi l i ty  in al locat ing t ime bctwcen the
markct  and the household,  and i ts sensi t ive response to inst i tut ional
change s altcring thc rewards of different uses of t ime, can explain both the
enduring economic powers of women, and the expansions and contractions
in women's rnarkct work under rural industry.

Demographic shifts (including the effects of war) and technological
changes {strch as the expansion of New Draperies weaving} could open up
niches in labour-markets which male labour could not for the moment fi l l .
Wonren, with their greater f lexibil i ty and more l imited existing oppor-
tuni t ies,  coul t l  rcadi ly shi f t  out  of  the household and into the market.  But
thc system of legal and corporate institutions in the society was such that
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women were pushed out of these niches when the male labour supply

adiusted to fi l l  them. without corporate groups of their own to represent

them, in the longer term women tended to occupy only those interstices

of the local economy where the earnings were not worth lobbying for - or

they adopted a position in the household of a male, who did have the right

to industrial practice.
Repeatedly we have seen how the flexibil i ty of women's labour was

an essential element in all parts of the early modern economy. Women were

active in farming, distribution, retailing, heavy trades and textiles; and were

sexually valued for their strength. A craftsman or farmer's wife was his main

assistant, exercising the craf.t in his absence, and rendering householding

untenable when she died. For similar reasons, we may guess, communities

which harassed women in independent business tolerated them when they

entered service or provided day-labour. New Draperies weaving edged single

women out of weaving, combing and weft-making, which competed with

men, but set them to work to fill the scarcity of spun yarn. Married women,

on the other hand, moved flexibly in and out of public and private produc-

tion, between which there was no sharp dichotomy. In so far as women

greased the wheels of the labour-market, they were permitted an enormous

range of economic activity; their f lexibil i ty was a valued attribute to the

whole economy.
The obverse of the flexibil i ty women's labour was its exploitabil ity,

which was due to its lack of corporate organisation in an economy domi-

nated by corporate pressure groups. What enabled women to be squeezed

out of certain forms of economic independence was their very flexibility:

the fact that women were not organised into pressure Sfoups and were thus

at the mercy of government regulation in response to those who were so

organised. When put under pressule by corporate Sroups, it was more

worthwhile for female labour to return to household production, to exercise

market production from within a male-headed household, or to adapt by

moving to a less constrained (but consequently less lucrative) part of the

market.
Why did women not in turn set up pressure gfoups? Partly, their

f lexibil i ty and fragmentat.ion made the relative costs of adapting far lower

than the costs of organising to lobby, which were very high. Almost

all the women with resources to spend on such a proiect were already

yoked into the system of male corporations, by the close working partner-

ship of marriage, with the additional incentive of inherit ing the husband's

rights on his death. Those women with an interest in economic indepen-

dence, specifically in organising in opposition to existing pressure Sroups,
exercised far less economic pow€r; they were scattered, poorly informed,

and completely lacking in support from the authorit ies. The grass-roots

organising campaign of the New Draperies weavers to obtain their guilds
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in the 1590s, or that of the merchant-dyers to obtain their company

nrgnopgly in the 1640s, show the absolute necessity of state support

fgr cgrporate organisation. Existing corporations were certain to oppose

the establishment of organised female labour (for example, a spinners'

guilcl) since independent women were already Seen as competing for

resources and livelihood niches against men with families to support.

Situated, as they were, close to the boundary of subsist€nce, early modern

communities and individuals were rationally averse t<l risking innovations

ln econornrc ancl social organisation which posed even a potential threat

to l ivel ihoods.
This institutional inertia raised the costs of organising female labour

to an unrcalistic level, and the ftexibil i ty of female labour reduced the

costs of adapting to institutional constraints. Thus women tended, as we

have seen, to drift to the {powerless} periphery of the econoffiY, except

where thcre was a shortage of male labour, or a powerful male pressure

group which was able to exploit female labour to reduce its own costs.

In explaining ebbs and flows in women's work in thc market, it is not

,r"..r.r"ry to invoke a spontaneous reaction of households to the spread

11f a new occupation, nor a widespread change in social mores concerning

women's inclependence accompanying 'the spread of the capitalistic
grganisation of inclustry'.t22 Changes in relative productivit ies of working

i1 the houschold and the market are sufficient to explain women's allocation

6l t imc ts tl i f fcre nt forms of work. The f indings tlf this chapter indicate that

a kpowlctlge of thc specific functioning of institutional constraints on thcse

rclative productivit ies is indispensible for an understanding of the great

sIi lts i1 thc European economic and demographic system between the carly

nrot lcrn pe r tot l  and the present.
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hanl( ('eorg haug. fraw vnd dochter Zue ihren in dz wdschhau8 kommen, sie mit rawen
w()rttcn angefahren Zue ihren vermeldt man [inserted: habel ihren de6 haug. bueben
olrnschuldiger weiB in dz narrenhlu(len gelegt und ohnschuldiger weiB auBer der Statt
vc r t r i hen '  .

109 lb id, 'nrann werde lhne nicht  ohnrecht  gethon haben man s i tze nicht  droben dz
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