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Was there such a thing as a “gendered economy” in early America? Would we
know it if we saw it? If it existed, what difference would it make? Almost 25 years ago,
Laurel Thatcher Ulrich had straightforward answers. In Early Republic Maine there were
three economies: a men’s economy, a women’s economy, and a third place where the two
intersected. She used the metaphor of a checked cloth to illustrate how to think about
separation and intersection in men’s and women’s working lives. The two were distinct,
but they blended at times, and because society and economy were one, they were
interdependent.” In the years since, new studies about the broader world of trade and
money that Ulrich’s cloth was woven within suggest that her metaphor does not apply to
many parts of early America. But we do not yet have a new conceptual framework for
understanding how the activities of men and women, or ideas about masculinity and
femininity, shaped economies.

The new, dynamic histories of the Atlantic world and of capitalism do not at
present pivot around gender. Their focus on connections between local and distant
economic transactions have given prominence to the concept of networks.? Women exist
in these networks, though largely as important conduits within family connections. In an
effort to expand our understanding of which activities should be counted as economic,
other scholars have posited pairings: primary and secondary economies, the formal
economy and the informal economy, legitimate economies and shadow economies.®

Women are present in these pairings, usually in the secondary, support-staff position,
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along with poor men. Finally, new attention to consumption and the slave trade has
presented commodification as a key analytical structure.* Women’s labor and women’s
bodies participate, but their presence hasn’t yet changed the model of the whole, even in
the case of enslaved women, commodified themselves as laborers, sexual objects, and
mothers of future commodified humans.

While the new frameworks do not pivot around women, within the analysis,
gender is everywhere: in the self-justifying letters of merchants, in the anguished journals
of clerks, in the advertising schemes of insurance carriers. We have gained a rich sense of
how the print culture of the market used words associated with men and women. But
because the content of masculinity and femininity was always in flux, gender’s value as
an interpretive tool can seem limited. Taking gender to be a hierarchical binary, we have
learned how capitalists used gender more than how gender was fundamental to
capitalism. If it was not fundamental, was the economy really gendered?”

| can illustrate the difficulties of how to “do a gender analysis” of economic
culture with an example from my own research on auctions. In 1819, the New England
Galaxy satirized the behavior of women at auctions of fancy goods. The auction, the
author joked, was “one of the best schools for economy that was ever invented,” because
at auction women were paying “three times the value of an article, in order triumphantly
to out-bid some other lady, whose father or husband’s purse or imprudence was not as

deep as hers.”® On the surface of it, it is easy to identify the work of “gender” and
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“economy” in this satire. At this auction, women were performing basic market
behaviors: competing, risking, spending money. We might interpret this passage as a
humorous depiction of ambitious, go-ahead women participating in nineteenth-century
urban markets. And yet, because it is satire, we have to read this kind of evidence armed
with wariness and skepticism. The women are accused of spending money that does not
belong to them, perhaps a partial reference to the legal concept of coverture. The author
is drawing upon old tropes of silly women, a familiar tactic when women were
transgressing norms. We might conclude that most women did not bid. At a minimum,
the fact that they are at an auction and not a retail shop tells us that they were
participating in a secondary economy. Or, perhaps there were no actual women involved.
Perhaps this satire, like others, was merely expressing the “gendered” nature of the
economy, making the point that nonproductive consumerism—of the sort practiced at
fancy-goods auctions—was “feminized” in popular culture and fathers and husbands
were not manly enough to stop it.

Each of these varying interpretations could fit into our understanding of the early
nineteenth-century marketplace without doing much to change it. Part of the problem is
the source, which is a brief, satirical article, hardly the basis for a thoroughgoing analysis.
Part of the problem is that there is still much we do not understand about how gender
shaped value in the early American economy, and that makes it hard to determine the
right lens through which to read this satire. To figure it out, we need to use more nuanced
understandings of what gender itself was in particular contexts. Fortunately, there is
plenty of exciting research that can open up my quotation and fulfill the promise of
gender and women’s history for rewriting the main stories of economic history. I will
focus on three areas raised by my bidding women: households and property law, men’s
work and women’s work, and reproductive labor. In each case, | want to demonstrate that
scholars attentive to how men’s and women’s work and bodies were valued show us the

kind of work ideas about value did for American capitalism.

Capital, Property Law, and Marriage
My nineteenth-century satirist insisted that foolish female bidders were wasting

money that actually belonged to hapless men, a complaint about female consumerism that



had been around for at least a hundred years’. In fact, the question of who controlled a
family’s money was complex and contentious. The evidence of free wives, daughters,
female servants and enslaved women all spending money, signing 10Us, and drawing on
credit is so widespread that we can no longer call it an exception when a woman in early
America traded goods or used money. They had access; they had knowledge; they were
accepted commercial actors. Wealth and race, more than gender, determined who would
pay in chickens and who with commercial credit, but the prevalent practice of multiple
members contributing to and drawing on a single account tells us that at some level, the
account was a shared resource.?

How that resource was shared, and how the distribution of power around money
within households changed over time and region, brings us into more interesting, and
potentially more gendered territory. Most money gathered in free families and was
transferred through inheritance, dowries, and other intra-familial means. To understand
capital accumulation, therefore, historians have to look to families. In early Anglo-
America, households channeled productive capacities. To understand labor, therefore,
historians have to understand households. In both cases, family structure caused
economic and political events, including the development of capitalism itself.’

Households, and the operation of gender within them, were historically and
regionally variable. This is an essential point for any claims about “household
economies,” because gender took on a different value depending upon context. Farm
families in eighteenth-century New England seem to have operated patriarchally; the
father had ultimate legal control, and significant cultural power, in deciding how and
where his children, wife, and servants should work. Men and women on a farm had

different areas of expertise and operated in a semi-coordinated manner to support the
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whole. We call theirs a “household economy” to see it as a shared endeavor and to
recognize the “contributions” of wives, children, servants, and slaves.™®

Early nineteenth-century poor urban households were smaller, unlikely to include
servants, and fragile. All members of the household pooled incomes scratched from
seasonal jobs, temporary employment, and small businesses; many barely managed to
fend off starvation.™* Men found seasonal work on farms and at sea; women had ceaseless
work in houses, kitchens, and gardens. But just because there was some separation in the
work done by men and that done by women does not mean these “household economies”
shared much with the New England farmers. Urban “household economies” depended on
and intersected with the economies of other institutions, such as almshouses. As urban
men moved out of town in search of work, women and children moved into almshouses;
when men returned or a new housing situation beckoned, women and children moved
out.? Economic authority was dispersed further when multiple partial families rented
space together with unmarried people in apartments or boardinghouses.

Households further west also bore little resemblance to those New England
farmers, even if they, too, drew upon the cooperation of men and women. European and
later American men who pioneered in the fur trade and other enterprises were embedded
in indigenous and Mexican family structures vital to their economic success. These men
depended on the extended kin of their wives for business contacts, customers, and
workers. Their position as father or husband did not grant them exclusive access to

resources.™

% Daniel Vickers, Competency and Competition: Economic Culture in Early America,” The William and
Mary Quarterly, 3d ser., 47:1 (Jan. 1990): 3-29. The editors of a recent special issue of The William and
Mary Quarterly called for more research into “the family economy-market economy nexus in the Atlantic
world.” Julie Hardwick, Sarah M.S. Pearsall,and Karin Wulf, “Introduction: Centering Families in Atlantic
Histories,” The William and Mary Quarterly, 3" ser., 70: 2 (April 2013): 211.

! Billy G. Smith, “The Material Lives of Laboring Philadelphians,” The William and Mary Quarterly, 3 ",
ser., 38:2 (April 1981): 163-202. Clare A. Lyons, Sex Among the Rabble: An Intimate History of Gender
and Power in the Age of Revolution, Philadelphia, 1730-1830 (Chapel Hill: University of Carolina Press,
2006), chap. 4 and chap. 5. Ruth Wallis Herndon, Unwelcome Americans: Living on the Margin in Early
New England (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2001); Rockman, Scraping By, chap. 6.

2 Herndon poorhouse; Rockman Scraping By.

3 Anne F. Hyde, Empires, Nations, and Families: A New History of the North American West, 1800-1860
(2011; New York: Harper Collins, 2012). Hyde critiques the peculiar histories that claim such men “died
single,” when in fact they had large extended families and children, pp. 18-19.



Enslaved families pooled economic resources, as well. Men and women
specialized in work that sometimes overlapped and sometimes diverged.'* Working
together in the off-hours enabled slaves to strengthen kin relationships that mapped onto
blood relationships and also formed new kinds of families.'® Diversity in households was
not variation on a theme; the economic coordination between enslaved men and women
was not a pale imitation of what free people did. Families took specific forms, and gender
had distinct value in each, with vital implications for economic development in different
regions.

Some historians of early modern Europe argue that the small, nuclear families of
northwestern Europe were better able to respond “flexibly” to the market. The practice of
women marrying later, and marrying men similar in age to themselves, transformed the
balance of power in households in such a fashion as to lay the groundwork for
capitalism.*® How might this transformation play out in America’s diverse communities?
Investigating further the economic presence of these diverse kin could offer us ways to
understand regional patterns of economic development, as well as how a U.S. empire
built its economic base.

The idea of “household economies™ is enmeshed in private property law, a
bedrock of capitalism that was specifically gendered in the way it protected forms of
ownership and sustained particular family relationships.'” The English legal system, upon
which U.S. law was modeled, made strong distinctions between the property rights of
free married women and everyone else through the doctrine of coverture. But coverture
was not the first and last word in “gender” and property rights. Although it sometimes

stands in as shorthand for married women’s status, coverture is better understood as a
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contested body of legal practice structuring economic relationships between married men
and women. Unmarried men and women were not controlled by it, which meant that free
single women made contracts and investments and slaveowners did not need to take it
into consideration when breaking up enslaved families. A focus on the specific operation
of coverture will help us avoid the trap of seeing “the market” as a disembodied force that
compels behavior and instead understand who is exerting power over whom and how.*

Coverture did generate economic invention. It was so harsh in its prohibitions that
men and women spent much energy to work around its economic limitations. Poor
couples used so-called “runaway wife” elopement notices to publically negotiate what
married men and women owed each other. Husbands asserted their rights to their wives’
work and bodies. Wives insisted that their economic contributions earned them
ownership rights. Their claims were designed to speak to local economic institutions such
as the civil courts and the Overseer of the Poor. As formal divorce became more available
in New England after the Revolution, Vermont courts agreed with wives’ more flexible
interpretation of coverture and awarded them alimony, especially if it meant keeping
children off the poor rolls.*

Wealthier men and women devised complex financial instruments to get around
coverture. Trusts and lawyers are typically associated with the expansion of business in
the eighteenth century, but much of their work was inspired by parents hoping to keep
property out of the hands of sons-in-law, second wives, or stepchildren.?® Probate courts
used practices that pitted the claims of various creditors against those of widows, thereby

establishing the value of a married woman’s rights to money.21
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We can expand this insight into the generative role of property law to investigate
how coverture was at the root of other forms of financialization typical of capitalist
invention. Did coverture create life insurance, for example? Nineteenth-century married
men, from farmers to lawyers, began taking out life insurance policies as a hedge against
financial uncertainty after their deaths. They were encouraged by an industry that gave
different values to men’s and women’s lives and waxed poetic about the need to provide
“security” for widows and fatherless children. The gendered language of the insurers’
ploy is obvious, but it also referred to a specific legal framework in which widows’ rights
to personal property and substantial portions of real estate were secondary to the rights of
their husbands’ creditors. Life insurance worked to uphold and reinforce this particular
kind of property law that often undermined the security of the widows the insurers
claimed to protect. Arguments in favor of life insurance reform thus closely mirrored
those in favor of married women’s property laws in the nineteenth century. % Risk as a
financial concept may have been born in the nearly all-male environment of merchant sea
voyages, with the invention of marine insurance. ?* But masculine individualism was not
the only factor determining the value of a life, and to whom the value of a family was
secured.

English common law was only one of “many legalities” of early America and
therefore only one of the ways that gender was structured into the economy.?*
Naragansett Indians in the eighteenth century manipulated courts to secure property
through kin relations they called “customary marriage.”?> White wives in early
nineteenth-century Florida secured property claims by drawing upon the competing

traditions of Spanish-style civil law, which viewed gender within a dynastic, rather than
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husband-wife, framework.?® The more we know about these competing ways of
understanding gender and property within families, the better we will be able to evaluate
how and where capitalist forms edged out other economic systems. For example, were
certain kinds of investments or ventures more possible in territories and states with
common law, as opposed to civil law systems? When wives retained control over the
assets they brought to marriage, did that shape spending decisions of men and women
and the complexity of credit forms? Since the status of these laws had regional variation,
can we see variation in economic developments that mirrors laws governing property
within marriage?

New scholarship has demonstrated that empires used cross-cultural intimate
relationships to control populations and extract profits from colonized areas. Territorial
conquest took property out of indigenous women’s hands and gave it to Anglo husbands
through U.S. property law. This paved the way for American imperialism and also the
specific sex-gender system underlying American capitalism. We now understand that
men and women within households had to cooperate on economic matters and share
economic expertise. For this insight to change the historiography of capitalism, we will
need to determine the intersection of structural and individual causes for such personal

negotiations, and how they changed over time.

Valuing Women’s Work; Valuing Men’s Work

The passage | introduced at the opening described an auction and labeled the
women’s activities at that auction as a form of competitive consumption. The only reason
women bought these goods, the newspaper critic claimed, was to best other women. Like
the trope of a woman spending a man’s money, this contrast, of spending money as
women’s work and making money as men’s work, is so familiar as to seem timeless. This
is the wrong perspective on two counts. First, auctions were important sources of stock
for women’s and men’s small businesses. Many bidders were buying in order to sell, as

part of the extensive circulation and recirculation of goods that categorized economic
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practice in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries.?” Consumption was work, we now
know, and the more we look into “feminized” consumption, the more we see the
economic, as well as social work, consuming did.”® Second, although the idea that some
work was classified as “men’s work” and some classified as “women’s work” was
broadly shared across cultures in early America, the content of that work, and the variety
of activities understood not to be divisible by gender, varied over time and region. The
diverging financial values placed on various types of work in mid-nineteenth-century
cities resulted from intersecting ideas about the identities of the workers.

Retailing, for example, was not limited to one gender by law or by convention.
Male and female traders and small businesspeople in Philadelphia, Liverpool, London,
New York City, Newport, Charleston, and Boston all competed and cooperated using
similar tactics, though relative wealth meant that the scale of their enterprises differed
considerably.? Hucksters, who sold small amounts of food on town and city streets, were
typically described as women, but poor people of both sexes, black and white, took up the
work, which usually required no costly licenses.* In colonial New Orleans, the legal
picture was different, but once again, gender was not a primary force in shaping market

involvement. When in 1747 the governor’s wife, Madame de Vaudreuil, was exposed as
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a retailer, she faced public slander—not because she was a woman, but because she was
noble. Under New Orleans law, retailing was not “men’s work™ or “women’s work,” but
rather “middling-rank people’s work.”*! The most important marker was status.

To see the salvaging and revaluing of material goods at auction as parasitic, critics
had to reconceptualize female bidders’ activities as non-productive. They did so by
lampooning women’s motivations and making arbitrary distinctions of scale. A country
shopkeeper attending an auction to obtain stock was productive. A widow bidding on
“infinitely small” lots was not. These arguments, designed to promote the interests of so-
called “regular” traders, shaped the development of the auction wars into the 1820s.

Salvaging value from used goods and putting that value back into the economy
was also one of the unpaid tasks of nineteenth-century housewifery.*” In fact, many
auctions were advertised as having special appeal “to housekeepers.” Yet even
housework, that quintessential catchall of “women’s work,” incorporated different tasks
at different periods and in different regions. Within local economic cultures, people
debated whether specific tasks were gendered male or female. The cookbooks of
seventeenth-century housewives suggested that making cider was women’s work;
husbandry manuals insisted that alcohol making was more of a science, and the proper
domain of men.*

One of the central truths of nineteenth-century economic literature is that middle-
class women’s housekeeping was seen as noneconomic—Ilove, not work—valued in the
heart rather than the pocketbook. For the majority of Americans, though, housework
gained very specific monetary value as it became commercialized. Laundry was one of
the first tasks to make this transition. As a chore so repugnant the men of the Continental
Army were willing to shiver and scratch in rags rather than wash their own clothing,

laundry became a niche market dominated by enslaved and free black women.>* In urban
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areas, boardinghouses commercialized an entire package of so-called women’s work. The
most common complaints about boardinghouse food were that it tasted terrible and the
portions were too small, revealing that residents didn’t know whether to object to not
getting their money’s worth or to the fact that the landlady didn’t love them.*

Almshouses commercialized the same work for the indigent, serving as “boarding
house, nursing home, hospital, nursery, daycare, school” in a kind of “community
housekeeping enterprise.”*® The almshouse was unique in the systematic way it valued
women’s household labor. Able-bodied women in the almshouse were often “promoted”
to staff, where they performed nursing, cleaning, and cooking services. The Almshouse
charged residents for these services, which were always provided by women.

Early Republic Philadelphia’s almshouse went further, establishing a manufactory
so that poor men and women could weave fabric for sale. However, male and female
labor was organized separately, with men working as a collective in a single room, while
women worked either in separate rooms or performed outwork. ** This arrangement is an
interesting twist on our old understandings of the social nature of female work in the
colonial period. In Laurel Ulrich’s Maine, collective housework, including work with
textiles, existed within a context of community collaboration; in Early Republic cities,
women’s paid work was highly individualized, by the piece, and lonely.38

As with all forms of commercialization, the “gendering” of work was political,
just as commodification is political. In the 1820s, New York’s Court of Chancery
reviewed the records of two trustees. Margaret Jones produced rigorous accounts of how
she had used her dead brother-in-law’s money to raise and educate her nieces and
invested the rest to supply each with a handsome marriage portion—all for free. Frederic
De Peyster, in contrast, had made great use of his nephews’ estate to line his own pockets
through rents and commissions charged, but failed to invest the capital. The court’s

response to these cases made it clear that trusteeship in the nineteenth century required
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38 Ulrich, 4 Midwife’s Tale, chap. 2.
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investing the estate for growth, following the “logic of capitalist enterprise.” *° I wonder
how ideas about gender shaped the behavior of those tasked with risking their charges’
funds in order to preserve them. Did female trustees assume they were doing kin work for
free, while male trustees assumed they were conducting business, which needed to be
compensated? How did trusteeship become classified as business (lawyers took over
serving as trustees in the first decades of the 19" century) rather than care, and was that
change linked to ideas about gender?

In the nineteenth century, bookkeeping, a technology necessary for economic
development, reached the masses through published “how-to” manuals. Male clerks in a
bank and female housekeepers in a parlor read such manuals, which trained them in
numeracy, the ability to model past prices in order to guide future actions, and how to
prepare an annual accounting for a supervisor. But while clerks were paid for their work
and used their surplus for some leisure, free housewives were paid in “satisfaction,”
according to the expert authors.*

The “gendering” of work did not always rest on a contrast between “men’s work”
and “women’s work,” however defined. Those same clerks, poised on the cutting edge of
so many of the social developments of early American capitalism, fretted over whether
the work they did was indeed “men’s work.” Some satirical cartoons in the late
nineteenth century depicted them as whiskered men in dresses, setting them up with the
nineteenth-century male-female binary. But others mocked them as boys, locked into
dead-end positions as subordinates with no hope of independence. White clerks also were
at pains to separate themselves from African American porters, even if all of them were
carrying stock around the shop. Clerks’ masculinity was defined by the kind of work that
the nineteenth-century business required, but they were not simply “feminized” by a

gendered economy.**
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15

The evidence of the shifting, uncertain categories of “men’s work™ and “women’s
work” remind us that gender itself is historically specific. While an influential bourgeois
ideology of the mid-nineteenth century presented gender as a binary connected to
“natural” differences and a hierarchical imbalance of value, gender over the course of
early America operated in a much more fluid way, intersecting with race, rank, and other
markers of identity and difference. American capitalism helped codify the gender binary
familiar to us through laws of property and processes of commodification, but we cannot

use the resulting binary itself to analyze capitalist development.*?

Valuing Reproductive Work

Going back one more time to my ladies’ auction, it becomes obvious that because
auctions traded in objects of uncertain value, there was always the danger that a sale
might violate established understandings of what could and could not be priced. One
early nineteenth-century newspaper claimed that there were creditors who “would sell the
widow’s milk at auction, which nature had given her for the support of her orphan child,
if it were possible to do it.”*® Stories about auctions used free female bodies to discipline
market practices by marking the limits of commodification. Readers were expected to
laugh and shudder at the thought of selling a white widow’s milk, which was neither
natural resource nor commodity, but her physical expression of care for an infant.
Enslaved women were regularly priced, but the only way a free woman’s body could be
valued in monetary terms, under the logic of the early nineteenth century, was through
prostitution.

For an enslaved woman, mother’s milk had a financial value. Slaveowners’ letters
and plantation records indicate that “productive potential” was a prime consideration
when making market decisions about the people they owned.** Slaveowners purchased
men and women to create “couples.” Enslaved women who were fertile and still young
enough to give birth were expected to fetch higher prices—a 29-year-old with three
children was perceived as a different commodity than a 41-year-old who had given birth

%2 On gender as a historical process rather than a category, see Boydston, “Gender as a Question of
Historical Analysis,” 559-61.

® Niles’ Weekly Register, v. 21 (1821-22): 146.

% Jennifer L. Morgan, Laboring Women: Reproduction and Gender in New World Slavery (Philadelphia:
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to ten.*® When such a sale was disputed, the challenge came not to buyers’ or sellers’
fundamental assumptions about enslaved women’s reproductive destinies. Instead, the
parties contested whether the woman had been fairly represented to the buying public.
Experienced eighteenth-century slave owners scrutinized enslaved women’s bodies for
signs of youth and fertility, developing a preference for women “without fallen breasts.”*°
At other times and places, however, motherhood or potential motherhood was a liability.
Sellers put women up for sale, claiming “tis not convenient to have a breeding wench in
the family.”*’ Comparative prices of women and men of varying ages suggest that neither
perceived fertility nor gender itself was always the strongest predictor of price.

“Rate,” a measure constructed by slave owners to classify and commodify the
people they were selling, meshed strongly with price. A classification system at whose
top sat the “prime slave,” rate was devised by slaveowners to suggest the amount of field
work a slave performed. “Prime slaves” had the highest prices.*® But the process of
linking a unique individual to a single rate was complex and could be idiosyncratic; we
do not know sex or gender precisely influenced these categories of commaodification.
From the enslaved person’s standpoint, we know that men and women were aware of
their prices and feared family disruption, but we do not know how, or if, awareness of
their potential market value shaped women’s as opposed to men’s behaviors and
decisions.

An essential part of constructing a culture surrounding a monetized economy is
deciding what cannot be priced.*® Auctions not only put a price tag on women’s bodies;
they seemed to charge for love, as well. What an item was “worth” could be explicitly

related to emotional histories associated with the object being sold. In 1829, New Yorker
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John Pintard reported to his daughter that her mother and sister had attended an auction
of the goods belonging to her deceased cousin Julia Weeks and “bought a few articles,
decanters & glasses as a remembrancer.” Others attending were willing to pay a premium
for Weeks’ furniture, as Pintard reported that “everything sold very well, indeed high.”*°
The valued and the invaluable were linked by capitalism at the auction and in slavery.
Abolitionists and slaveowners alike claimed that “loving freely” was fundamental to
humanity itself, a capacity that must be insulated from the logic of market values.>*

Pricing enslaved women as producers of future slaves reminds us that
reproductive decisions are labor decisions. The growth of plantation slavery in North
America, in particular, depended on a struggle between slaveowners and enslaved women
over the meaning of motherhood. It was not a given that a particular woman’s body
would be valued in a specific way. Slaveowners recognized individual slaves as women
when it suited them, and as unsexed “hands” when it suited them. The idea that enslaved
women’s bodies gained and lost value in terms of their ability to reproduce a new supply
of workers to feed international demands for sugar, tobacco, or cotton emerged in the
context of expanding, profit-driven slavery.*

Free women had increasing control over their reproductive lives in early America.
Free black and white women in the late eighteenth century, motivated by higher standards
of mothering as well as elevated expectations for what gave a middle-class woman’s life
worth, looked for ways to limit pregnancies.®® How did this transformation influence
women’s and men’s decisions about the intersection of so-called “productive” and
reproductive labors? If the demographic transition came first, then it might have been
women driving the decisions for smaller families, rather than would-be-capitalist fathers
making the call. Abortion before “quickening,” when the mother felt the fetus moving
inside her, was legal through the middle of the nineteenth century. In the 1830s and

1840s, it was even commercialized, and literate women could scan the pages of
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newspapers for remedies. Only in 1857 did the newly formed American Medical
Association begin a campaign of criminalization, resulting, by the 1880s, of anti-abortion
statutes across the country. As histories of capitalism engage the histories of sexuality
and gender, they will be able to account for connections between a broad range of laws
about the body and the forms that capitalism took.>*

In Alan Bennett’s play The History Boys, the sole female teacher declares
“History is a commentary on the various and continuing incapabilities of men. What is
history? History is women following behind with the bucket.”* We need a way to
understand the exploitation of working people, specifically the exploitation of women, in
the course of economic development that does not relegate them to carrying historical
buckets. Historians may have given up on finding the “transition point” to capitalism, but
the problem of value in women’s work and women’s bodies reminds us that change over
time matters.>® Households, laundry, and childbearing were not static realms upon which
the economy acted; they were dynamic pieces of women’s and men’s lives that all had
value, in terms of sustaining life, expressing care, and channeling social energies. By the
nineteenth century, each had a monetized value. In historicizing these concepts, we will

historicize gender itself.
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