1 DERRY, T.K. and
WILLIAMS, L, Historia de la
tecnologia. Desde 1750 hasta
el 1900. Vol. 1L, Ed. S.XXI,
Madrid, 1980.

31

The sewing machine and
the social history of women:

parallel lives

by SiLvia PUERTAS Novau, graduate in Geography and History

The sewing machine entered into the history of technology in the last third of
the eighteenth century, with a prototype created by the Englishman Thomas
Saint in 1790. The design was refined in 1826 by the German-born inventor
Charles Fredrick Wiesenthal. Three years later, in 1829, the French tailor
Barthélemy Thimmonier invented a more efficient model and formed an
association with the engineer Auguste Ferrand. In 1830, the corresponding
patent was registered under the name Thimonnier&Ferrand'.

On the other side of the Atlantic inventions were also appearing, with
varying degrees of success. Elias Howe introduced significant innovations in
stitching. Disappointed at the lack of success, however, he moved to the British
Isles. In 1851, the American Isaac Merrit Singer, improved and patented a new
sewing machine based on Howe’s model, which he had manufactured and
distributed to the US and European markets. This machine could be paid for in
instalments, which boosted sales and brought considerable commercial success,
establishing a formula that would be imitated by other manufacturers.

By the end of the nineteenth century, the sewing machine was a common
sight in the homes and workplaces of industrial societies, including Catalonia.
In 1862, Miquel Escuder Castella, a native of Terrassa established in Barcelona,
manufactured and sold the first Spanish sewing machine with the model name
“Aurora”, based on the Wheeler & Wilson model, and distributed other brands.

At this time, textile machinery was used in factories and no longer found
in domestic settings. By contrast, sewing machines occupied both old and
new workplaces: the small workshops of dressmakers, tailors and others in the
sewing trade, clothes factories, and homes.

The sewing machine in homes

Sewing machines were invented with two aims: to meet the needs of industrial
production and to satisfy domestic requirements. Models now found in
museum collections illustrate the fact that these machines were designed with
aesthetics in mind. Decorative details in the wood, coloured flowers on the
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2. Aurora sewing Machine,
Miquel Escuder, Barcelona,
1862.

Museu de la Ciéncia i de la
Técnica de Catalunya

metal framework, and the designs as a whole testify to this dual function as
both practical and beautiful objects.

Initially, the domestic sewing machine was conceived as a luxury object, but
it gradually began to find its way into more modest settings, among the sewing
tools of young women who were preparing their trousseaux and housewives
who bought them to sew their linens and clothes and, if necessary, to work for
themselves or others.

Sewing machines made (and continue to make) it easier to learn needlework,
embroidery and dressmaking. This was essential training for young girls who
were expected to become competent housewives, as tradition demanded.

By the nineteenth century there were any number of handbooks of good
manners and good housekeeping, aimed at a female readership. Publications
of this type stressed that knowledge and skills for dressmaking were essential
and inescapable, irrespective of social class. Hands occupied by needlework
were considered a sign of virtue, and they also provided a means of dressing
appropriately for those women without the financial capacity to contract the
services of tailors and dressmakers or to buy ready-to-wear clothes. Sewing
skills also provided an opportunity to carry out paid work.

Needlework became prominent in primary school programmes for girls
in the second half of the twenty-first century. The first legislation to establish
compulsory schooling of boys and girls in Spain, known as the Moyano Act
(July 1857), established different syllabuses for each sex. Esther Cortada and
Montserrat Sebastia® cite the handbook of girls’ education written in 1898 by
Pilar Pascual, a schoolteacher from Barcelona, who recommended that “of
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Maquina de cosir model Princes of Walles,
Newton Wilson Co., Birmingham, 1870.
Museu de la tecnica de I'Emporda.
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the 36 teaching hours per week in girls” public schools, 8 should be devoted to
religion, 14 to needlework, and only 14 to other subjects”. The situation changed
little throughout the first third of the following century, until educational
reform was brought about, with figures such as Rosa Sensat, who introduced
mathematics and science into girls” education.

The end of the Spanish Civil War and the ideological context of the Franco
dictatorship saw a return to the learning of traditional handcrafts and the
establishment of a discourse enshrining domesticity and the return of women
to the home.
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Learning of needlework continued outside the school in the family
environment and in dressmakers’ workshops in the neighbourhood or town,
where girls made their own trousseaux®. They sewed by hand and learned to
use sewing machines at home and at the dressmaker’s. If the opportunity arose,
the family added a sewing machine to the dowry. At the same time, sewing
machine distributors began to take a part in the education of young women,
offering free machine sewing classes in their commercial premises, which were
generally at street level. Thus, these companies implemented a two-pronged
strategy to promote sales.

The sewing machine and the work of the seamstress

The introduction of the sewing machine into the production of consumer goods
was not entirely seamless. Just as the mechanisation of nets and textiles was met
by the opposition of craftsmen and workers, various documents from the time
highlighted the hazards of this new device. Job losses due to machines replacing
manual labour were forecast, as was the closure of businesses that could not
compete with mass production at low cost.

The first mechanical dressmaking workshop is attributed to Thimonier, who
equipped it with 80 machines of his brand. However, the place was plundered
by tailors who opposed mechanisation of the trade, as they felt their products
and jobs were under threat.

In Catalonia, Dolors Monserda de Macia wrote the following in her 1907
article “La calamitat de lo barato™:

If we focus on just one branch of women’s production, we should say that
when the first sewing machines arrived in Barcelona, we believed in good faith
that the new inventions would be a beneficial item in the field of women’s work;
but after long years of practice we must confess that the sewing machine has
been a real calamity (...) Thirty years ago, working on linen in her own home,
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a woman sewing by hand earned on average four or five reales a day. Now, the
cost of living has tripled in Barcelona, and a woman working the same number
of hours would obtain the same wage, but would have to have invested at least
25 to 30 duros in purchasing a machine. Undoubtedly, those who consider

just this information, will find it bad enough that, to earn the same amount

of money, women have had to add the trials that raising or rather struggling

to raise this money represents for a poor person. But worse than this, the
invention is so wonderful that, as you sew, it produces consumption so that,
sooner or later, it will bring an end to the arduous life of the undernourished
women who use such machines continuously.”

The sewing machine bore witness to the harsh conditions endured by
seamstresses, who were poorly remunerated, subject to the whims of bosses and
mistresses, the seasonal nature of the consumption of their products, and self-
exploitation®. Craftspeople and needleworkers struggled between peak periods
when their sleep and health suffered due to the long working days or slack
periods when demand dropped and they had no work or income.

Garment production took place in workshops and factories, using a female
workforce, and some of the processes were transferred to the home. Working
from home was presented as an ideal solution as it provided cheap labour, with
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women who were unlikely to protest and ready to deal with a highly variable
production volume. The sewing machine spread alongside the growth of this
kind of industry, and with it the social repercussions of a job that was entirely
unregulated, as stated in the report by the Social Reform Institute in 1918¢. The
option of working from home was considered the most suitable for the industry
and for women. It enabled the industry to reduce costs and adapt production to
demand, while it allowed women to combine work with caring for the family
and domestic tasks. At the same time, it kept women shut in the home, away
from the dangers and temptations of the street’.

The discourse of domesticity permeated opinion in Catholic reformism and
the workers’ movement. An increase in men’s salaries was demanded, on the
grounds that men had to sustain their families so that women could return to
the home, which they had been forced to abandon in order to supplement the
low pay of their husbands. At the Socialist Workers’ Conference of Marseille in
1879, discussion was generated about how harmful it was for women to work
in factories and workshops. One example that was given was the injurious
effects of sewing machines on the health and morality of seamstresses, due
to the continuous movement of their legs on the pedals, which caused sexual
excitement of such magnitude that they even had to take cold baths to be able
to contain it. In his study on the health of women at work in Europe?®, Laurent
Vogel referred to contributions by the historian Michelle Perrot, who cited
a medical report from 1868 that was the basis for the union representative’s
comments at the Conference.
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The sewing machine has continued to be prominent, both in Spain and
further afield. Occasionally, it is the subject of headlines, due to the collapse of
precariously built factories and workshops. Such news articles illustrate, once
again, the difficult living and working conditions of women employed in this
sector. This situation has been common since the emergence of the sewing
machine in the history of technology.

Literature has also left a record of the prominent role of the sewing machine
in the life of women. Benito Perez Galdés and Carme Monturiol® are two of
the authors who have addressed this topic in their works. To conclude, we cite
a novel by Rosa Regas La cancién de Dorotea (2001). The purchase of a sewing
machine in instalments enables the author to unleash a series of passions
that sweep along the main characters, and demonstrate, with subtlety, the
importance of this device in daily life at a time that is not so distant from our
own recent history. e
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La maquina de cosir i la historia social
de les dones, dues vides paral-leles

per SiLvia PUERTAS Novau,
llicenciada en Geografia i Historia.

La maquina de cosir fa la seva entrada a la historia de la tecnologia en el
darrer ter¢ del segle xvi11, amb el prototip creat pel britanic Thomas Saint,
el 1790, que perfecciona posteriorment, el britanic d’origen alemany Charles
Friederick Wisenthal, I'any 1826. Tres anys més tard, el 1829, el sastre frances
Barthélemy Thimmonier inventa una altre model molt més eficient i s’associa
amb l'enginyer Auguste Ferrand. El 1830 registra la patent amb el nom de
Thimonnier&Ferrand'.

A Taltra banda de PAtlantic també se succeeixen les invencions, amb més
o menys fortuna. Elias Howe introdueix novetats significatives en la puntada.
Decebut pel poc exit assolit es trasllada a les illes britaniques. Lany 1851, el
nord-america Isaac Merrit Singer, partint del model de Howe, millora i patenta
una nova maquina de cosir, la fabrica de manera industrial i la distribueix al
mercat america i europeu. Facilita el pagament a terminis, fet que propicia la
seva adquisici6 i exit comercial, una formula que copiaran altres fabricants.
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A finals del segle x1x la maquina de cosir ja forma part dels escenaris de
treball i domestics de les societats industrials, entre aquests Catalunya. Miquel
Escuder Castella, terrassenc establert a Barcelona, el 1862 fabrica i ven la
primera maquina de cosir espanyola amb el nom “Aurora”, produida prenent
com a model la nord-americana Weeler-Wilson, al temps que distribueix altres
marques.

A diferéncia de la maquinaria téxtil, que deixa definitivament l’espai
domestic per ocupar les fabriques, les maquines de cosir ocupen els vells i els
nous espais de treball, els petits tallers de modisteria i sastreria i d’altres oficis
del mén de I'agulla, les fabriques de confeccié i també les llars.

La maquina de cosir a les llars

La maquina de cosir neix amb la doble finalitat de cobrir necessitats productives
i domestiques. Diferents models de maquines que podem trobar en els fons
museistics, reflecteixen el fet que bona foren dissenyades amb criteris estetics.
Els detalls ornamentals de la fusteria, les policromies florals en els suports
metallics, el disseny en el seu conjunt, mostren la seva doble funcié d’objectes
practics i bells.

En els seus inicis la maquina de cosir per a s domestic es va concebre com
a objecte de luxe, pero a poc a poc es va anar fent lloc en les economies més
humils, entre les eines de costura de les joves que preparaven l'aixovar per al
casament, de les mestresses de casa que I'adquirien per cosir la roba blanca i la
de vestir i, si calia, per treballar-hi per compte propi i o alie.
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La maquina de cosir facilitava (i facilita) I'aprenentatge de les labors, del
brodat i la costura, una formacié imprescindible per a les noies que havien
d’esdevenir mestresses de casa ben preparades, segons marcava la tradicio.

El segle x1x veu proliferar els manuals de bones maneres i de bon govern
de la llar, adregats al public femeni. Aquesta mena de llibres reiteren com a
ineludibles i necessaris per a les dones els coneixements i habilitats relacionats
amb la costura, sense distincié de classe social. Tenir les mans ocupades amb
les labors es considerava una prova de virtuositat i una oportunitat de vestir
de manera adient, si no hi havia capacitat economica per fer-ho mitjangant els
serveis de sastres i modistes o be de comprar la roba feta, aixi com una porta
oberta al treball remunerat.

Laprenentatge de les labors va prendre un protagonisme definitiu en els
programes de I'ensenyament primari femeni a partir de la darrera meitat del
segle x1x. Amb la primera llei que estableix I'escolaritzaci6 obligatoria per a
nens i nenes a I’Estat espanyol, 'anomenada Llei de Moyano (juliol de 1857) ja
queden fixats els curriculums diferenciats per a I'un i l’altre sexe. Esther Cortada
i Montserrat Sebastia? citen el manual d’educacié femenina escrit el 1898 per
la mestra de barcelonina Pilar Pascual qui recomanava que “de les 36 hores
lectives setmanals assignades a les escoles publiques femenines, 8 es dediquessin
a la religio, 14 a les labors i nomes 14 a la resta d’assignatures”. La situaci6 es
mantingué de manera similar en el primer ter¢ del segle segiient, fins a I'arribada
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de la renovacié pedagogica, amb figures com la de Rosa Sensat, que introdueixen
els coneixements matematics i cientifics en la formaci6 de les nenes.

La fi de la Guerra Civil espanyola i el context ideologic de la dictadura
franquista van comportar una nova empenta per a l'aprenentatge de les labors i
aixi com l'oficialitzar el discurs de la domesticitat i del retorn de les dones a la llar.

Laprenentatge de les labors tenia continuitat fora de I’escola a ’ambit familiar
i en els tallers de les modistes del barri o del poble, on les nenes, ja adolescents,
confeccionaven el seu propi aixovar®. Es cus a ma i també s’aprén a fer anar la
maquina a casa i al taller de la modista. Si hi ha l'oportunitat, la familia I'afegeix
a la dot. Aixi mateix entren a l'escenari de la formaci6 les cases distribuidores
de maquines de cosir, oferint classes gratuites de costura a maquina en els
mateixos establiments comercials, generalment a peu de carrer, una doble
estrategica per incentivar-ne la compra.

CHIQUITA

“Manual de Modisteria practico y sencillo
para todas las edades” de Laura Noves,
amb il-lustracions d'Elena Ramos.
Ametller Ed. Barcelona 1955.
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La maquina de cosir i els oficis de I'agulla

La introducci6 de la maquina de cosir en els processos de produccié de bens
de consum destinats a la venda va resultar agredolca des dels seus inicis. De la
mateixa manera que la mecanitzaci6 del filat i del teixit va anar acompanyada
de l'oposici6 artesana i obrera, diferents textos el moment varen fer resso
dels perills d’aquest nou artefacte. Sanunciava la perdua de llocs de treball a
conseqiiencia de la substituci6 de la ma d’obra per les maquines i el tancament
dels negocis que no podrien competir amb la produccié massiva i a baix preu.
El primer taller mecanic de confeccié s’atribueix a Thimonier qui el va
equipar amb 80 maquines de la seva marca. Va patir el saqueig del seu
taller provocat pels sastres detractors de la mecanitzacié de l'ofici que veien
amenagats els seus productes i les seves ocupacions.
A Catalunya, Dolors Monserda de Macia, el 1907, en l'article “La calamitat de
lo barato”, escrivia el segiient*:

“Concretantnos d un sol ram de la produccio femenina, devem dir que,
quan vingueren a Barcelona les primeres maquines per cosit, creguérem
de bona fe que’l nou invent estava destinat d esser un element profitds
en el camp del treball femeni; pero després de llarg anys de practica
hem de confessar que la maquina de cosir ha estat una verdadera
calamitat (...) Trenta anys enrere, trevallant dins de sa cas en roba
blanca, una dona cusin d la ma, guanyava per terme mitg de quatre a
cinc rals diaris. Avuy que la vida a Barcelona ha triplicat el seu cost,
treballant igual hores pera obtindré el mateix jornal, li es precis haver
d’invertir, quan menys, de 25 a 30 duros en la compra de la maquina.
Sens dubte, els que’s fixin en aquest sol dato, els hi semblara que ja n’hi
ha prou ab que, per guanyar lo mateix, s’hajen hagut d afegir les penes
i dificultats que representa per a un pobre, haver de treure, o més ben
dit, empenyarse pera donar aquesta quantitat. Donchs aixo es lo de
menys; ja que I’invent es tan meravellés que al mateix temps que cus,
produeix la tisis, que més o menys tard, ha de finir ab l'afanyosa vida
de la qui, mal alimentada, l'utilisa continuament.”

La maquina de cosir va ser testimoni de les dures condicions de treball dels
oficis de l'agulla, desenvolupats per professionals mal retribuides, sotmeses a
'arbitrarietat dels patrons i mestresses, a 'estacionalitat del consum dels seus
articles i a 'autoexplotaci6®. Les artesanes i obreres de I'agulla es debatien entre
perdre la son i la salut amb llargues jornades de treball en les époques de “fuga”
i restar sense feina i sense ingressos amb la davallada de la demanda, en les
époques de “calma”.

La produccié d’articles de confeccio es va realitzar en tallers i fabriques,
amb ma d’obra femenina, i també traslladant part dels processos de treball a
domicili. Aquesta darrera forma de treball es va presentar com la soluci6 idonia
per a disposar de ma d’obra barata, poc reivindicativa i preparada per atendre
una produccié molt variable. La maquina de cosir s'expandeix a mesura que
s’estén aquesta mena d’industria i amb ella les repercussions socials d’un treball
que s'escapava a qualsevol regulacid, com va posar de manifest I'informe de
I'Instituto de Reformas Sociales de I'any 1918¢. Lopci6 del treball a domicili
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El discurs de la domesticitat va impregnar l'opinié del reformisme catolic
i del moviment obrer. Es reclamava I'increment dels salaris masculins
argumentant que eren els homes els qui havien de sostenir a la familia. Calia
retornar a la llar les dones que s’havien vist obligades a abandonar-la per
completar els seus baixos salaris. En el Congrés Obrer de Marsella de 1879 es
generen debats envers els perjudicis del treball de les dones a les fabriques i
tallers. Es posa 'exemple dels efectes perniciosos de la maquina de cosir sobre
la salut i la moralitat les cosidores. S’afirmava que el moviment continuat de les
cames sobre els pedals despertava una excitacié sexual de tal magnitud que,
fins i tot, les obligava a fer-se banys d’aigua freda per contenir-la. Laurent Vogel,
en el seu estudi sobre la salut de les dones en el treball a Europa?, tot referint-
se a les aportacions de la historiadora Michelle Perrot, cita I'informe meédic de
1868 que va servir de base per a la intervencié del delegat sindical responsable
d’aquests comentaris.

El protagonisme de la maquina de cosir, a territoris propers i llunyans,

Revista Cronica, Any VII, n° 319, continua vigent. En ocasions proporcionant titulars de noticies amb motiu de

22 desembre de 1934.

Reportatge sobre la festa de Santa

LlGcia a Barcelona.

La ¢x reing abandona el tromo.
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I'ensorrament de fabriques i tallers edificats en precari, mostrant, un cop més,
les dificils condicions vida i de treball de les dones ocupades en aquest sector
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9 ZABALA,IisM  d’activitat, un panorama que ja es va fer familiar des dels inicis de la seva
(coordinadora): Breve historia 154 rici6 en la historia de la tecnologia.

feminista de la literatura . o, j ) . .
espaiola (en lengua catalana, La literatura també n’ha deixat petjada del seu protagonisme en la vida de

gallega y vasca). Vol. VI, p. 81,  les dones. Benito Perez Galdds, Carme Monturiol®, son alguns dels autors i

Rubi (Barcelona), Anthropos,  autores que aixi ho han plasmat en els seus escrits. Per acabar citarem la novel-la

1993-2000, 460 p, p. 81. de Rosa Regas La cancion de Dorotea (2001). Ladquisicié d’'una maquina de
cosir a terminis permet a I'autora desencadenar tota una trama de passions que
arrosseguen els personatges centrals, al temps que mostra, de manera subtil, la
importancia d’aquest aparell també en la vida quotidiana d’un temps no molt
llunya de la nostra historia més recent. ®
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