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INTRODUCTION

As the United States copes with the strains and stresses of the massive immigra-
tion wave of the last decade, it is appropriate to turn to the historical record of
previous immigrant cohorts to reexamine the process of economic and social assimila-
tion. One particular aspect of the immigrant labor market experience that is a
matter of continuing historical interest is the extent to which ethnic discrimination
adversely affected immigrant workers in turn of the century labor markets. There is
some evidence that suggests employers did discriminate against the foreign-born in
the early years of this century by denying them access to jobs with high lifetime
earnings potential. As a result, some observers conclude that the assimilation
process facing immigrants in the massive migrations prior to World War I was
qualitatively different from that facing modern day immigrants.

This paper adds to the literature on the wage effects of ethnic discrimination by
an econometric examination of the determinants of women’s wages in the power
laundry industry in Milwaukee in 1911-12, By narrowly focusing on one industry
with 31 establishments in one large city, we hope to control for regional, industry and
city-size effects on wages. At the same time, the data set does permit an investigation
of the ethnic discrimination question. Korman [1967] describes a clear social and
economic hierarchy among immigrants in turn of the century Milwaukee, with
Germans ranking well above the mostly Polish new immigrants .and about on par
with the native-born. Significant numbers of native, German immigrant and Polish
immigrant women worked in Milwaukee laundries in 1911, Our analysis of the
wages of 478 women indicates that ethnic identity was not an important wage
determinant in this sample of workers.
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native-immigrant wage differential among these workers widened with age for both
skilled and unskilled immigrants. Evidence of a greater earnings payoff to years of
labor market experience for native workers than immigrants was also found in
Hannon’s [1982a] study of Michigan copper miners in 1888 and Tannen’s [1982]
examination of female manufacturing workers in 1909. Eichengreen and Gemery
speculate that convergence due to immigrant self-selection may not have been as
mmportant at the turn of the century because of the sheer size of the immigrant
cohorts at that time.

An alternative explanation for the age-earnings profiles estimated by Eichengreen
and Gemery is that immigrant workers faced labor market discrimination that
mterfered with assimilation. There certainly was a virulently prejudicial attitude
against immigrants in the early years of this century and some cconometric evidence
suggests that discrimination may have adversely affected the earnings of male
[McGouldrick and Tannen, 1977] and female [Aldrich and Albelda, 1980] immigrants
in the early 1900s. Studies by Hannon [1982b], LaCroix and Fishback [1989] and
Craig and Fearn [1993] all suggest that employers diseriminated largely by channel-
Ing immigrant workers into lower paying jobs with limited earnings potential, rather
than by paying different wage rates for similar jobs. This occupational crowding
version of the ethnic discrimination hypothesis is consistent with age-earnings pro-
files like that in Figure 1 if immigrant workers were unable to gain equal access to
the jobs that provided greater opportunities for skill enhancement.

There is some question whether Eichengreen and Gemery’s conclusion with
regard to Iowa workers in 1894 can be applied generally to all immigrant workers at
the turn of this century. For one thing Eichengreen and Gemery, as well as Hannon
and Tannen ignore differences among immigrants. In particular, they fail to consider
differences in the labor market experience of “old” immigrants, who came to the U.S.
in large numbers from Britain, Germany, the Low Countries and Scandinavia in the
two decades after the Civil War, and “new” immigrants from seuthern and central
Europe who arrived in larger numbers at the end of the nineteenth and beginning of
the twentieth century. McGouldrick and Tannen [1977] argue that the old immi-
grants were in fact indistinguishable from native workers in terms of wage levels and
occupational status. However, they did find evidence of discrimination against new
immigrants. Blau [1980] finds that earnings convergence was indéed evident in wage
profiles in 1909, with convergence occurring after 11 years for old immigrant males
but only after 16 years for new immigrant men. Interestingly, she also found that
convergence occurred three to four years earlier for female than for male immigrant
workers. Chiswick’s [1992] analysis of Jewish wages in 1909 indicates the presence
of substantially different labor market experiences even for different ethnic groups
within the new immigrant cohort.

Hannon's [1982b] study of the wages of Michigan agricultural implement and
iron workers in 1890 raises an additional issue. She found that immigrant workers in
small Michigan cities would achieve earnings parity with similarly skilled native
workers after 12 years of experience in the U.S. Immigrants working in the larger
cities of Detroit and Grand Rapids, however, would have experienced a widening in
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the predicted earnings gap with native workers in that same time span. She
speculates that the lazger firms in the larger cities may have employed a'n:ic:re
decentralized management structure that gave greater scope to fo,reman prejudice
against the foreign-born. Whether or not that was the case, Hann?n s resultg suggest
that ethnic discrimination might have been more prevalent in large city labor
markets. L ‘ .

We extend the analysis of the immigrant assimilation process in large city labor

inants of wage rates paid to native-born and

markets by an examination of the determ : . amn
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dominant ethnic groups in Milwaukee’s foreign-born population at the time and, by
mine two homogenous groups that were

limiting the sample, we are able to exa : _
represegntative of the old and new migration cohorts. Like the recent studies of

LaCroix and Fishback [1989] and Craig and Fearn [1993] we also restrict our :f:malys}is
to a sample of workers In one industry. This allows us to examne more‘prems'ely the
hypothesis that immigrant workers were limited in their access to desirable jobs by

employer discrimination.
WORKING WOMEN IN POWER LAUNDRIES

The laundry industry in American cities was radical?y transformed in the ﬁrst
fow decades of the 20th century by the application of machinery and facto?ir orga:ziz:z}
tion principles to this business [Bradshaw, 1926]. The.result was the raén gr{)wer !
power laundries into a large industry that was a nationally 1mport3:n employ ™o
female labor. The 13th Census showed there to be 5,188 power laundm?s in oper‘?.v i :
in 1909, employing almost 120,000 workers. The Massachusetts Mmlmm:? ag
Commission [1914] estimated that between 1909 and 1913 the 'number goopower
laundries in that state grew by 35 percent and the number employing over wage
earners increased by 56 percent. Nationally, the employment of wage ;;}r:}e}: in
power laundries grew by about 25 percent between 1909 and 1919 {Besf:an 1{:10 on;
1930]. The main source of this rapid growth was the greater efﬁcu-ency r;h 'pov;;g -
laundries in comparison with traditional neighbo'rhood hand iau_n.dnes.' o is 1? :
ciency differential was evidenced by the fact that in many large mt1_es nelgs Sor ot(:)e
hand laundries subcontracted most of their work to power laundries [U.S. Senate,
lgilll;nwer laundries were significant employers of fenr}ales and 1m1mgr:%nt fgr(;m;les ;n
particular, Fully 70 percent of the wage earners in this industry in ki:lveiz
women, according to the Census. The U.S. Senate [1911] I'ep(.)l't on Women v;g; . 1309
power laundries in Chicago, New York, Brooklyn ax:xd Ph.ﬂadelphlﬁ- u;th f— 09
found 80 percent of the workers were women and, in Chicago, half of the tem

workforce was foreign born.
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The main occupations in the industry followed the flow of articles through the
praduction process. These were (1) marking and sorting; (2) machine washing of
commeon articles and hand washing of fine linens and silk; (3) starching by machine or
by hand; (4) drying, and (5} ironing by flat-work ironers, steam-heated presses and
hand irons [Best and Erickson, 1930]. The Massachusetts Minimum Wage Commis-
sion [1914] found the least skilled and lowest paid laundry jobs to be those associated
with preparing articles for machine ironing and folding ironed clothing. The highest
paid and most skilled jobs were bosom press operators, hand ironers, inspectors and
markers and sorters. The most strenuous jobs were those involving the operation of
machines, such as cuff and neckband presses and body ironers, which were controlled
by foot treadles [U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, 1913].

Best and Erickson [1930] identified a number of factors that attracted women to
jobs in these laundries. Omne of the most important was the steady nature of
employment and wages compared to manufacturing jobs. In addition, work in the
home provided most women with the basic training for entry level jobs in power
laundries and most of the skilled jobs were accessible to women after fairly short
training periods. It was relatively easy for women to return to laundry work after a
period out of the labor foree without suffering a decrease in relevant skills. As a
result, laundry workers were generally older and more likely to be married than
women working in manufacturing industries. Another important difference between
laundry workers and women employed in manufacturing was the prevalence of time
methods of pay. Goldin [1980] reports that piecework pay systems predominated in
women’s jobs in manufacturing. The wide variation in individual earnings over time
and across workers under piecework systems increases the difficulty of accurately
identifying important wage determinants.

THE MILWAUKEE SURVEY

The data base for the present study is derived from a survey of women employed
in all 31 Milwaukee power laundries during the period from September 1, 1911 to
March 1, 1912 [U.S. Bureaun of Labor Statistics, 1913]. While the purpose of this
survey was to investigate working conditions in the industry as a basis for proposing
protective legislation, information was also collected on the age; ethnicity, marital
status, experience, and hours and earnings for a sample of 549 women. The data set
thus permits the specification of earnings functions that take into account skills and
the ethnic identity of each worker.

The six-month survey period does not significantly limit the generality of conclu-
sions derived from the data because the industry was net seasonal in character. The
only exception, which was not applicable to the set of laundries surveyed, occurred
when laundries specialized in serving populations involved in seasonal work. During
the survey period there were no adverse weather conditions that would have exag-
gerated the demands for the services of power laundries. Thus the levels of employ-
ment observed over the six months of the survey period should be fairly typical of
annual employment patterns.
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Two deficiencies in the data should be mentioned. First, there are no data on
schooling or literacy, both of which should be related to earnings. This omission may
not cause serious problems in this sample, which deals with an industry in which gkill
requirements were generally low and where most skills were transferable from work
in the home to market work. Also, Aldrich and Albelda {1980] indicate that experi-
ence was far more important than schooling as a determinant of female earnings.
Second, there is no information about years of residence in the United States, which
was shown to be an important determinant of immigrant earnings by Chiswick
11978]. However, years of residence has been found to be highly correlated with age
among turn of the century immigrants. ‘

One advantage of this data set is that both the weekly rate of pay and weekly
earnings are reported. Since the weekly rate of pay was the wage agreed to in the
employment decision, and is not subject to unanticipated fluctuations in hours
worked, it is the appropriate variable to use in the analysis of wage discrimination.
With data on the number of hours in a normal work week also available, we can
caleulate the hourly wage rate for each worker, which is the focus of our statistical
analysis in the next section.

Complete data on 549 women, 64 percent of the female work force of Milwaukee
laundries during the sample period, were printed in the report. We eliminated 17
women who were on piece work and restricted our sample to native-born women and
immigrants from Poland and Germany. This resulted in a final sample of 478 women
for our analysis. Descriptive statistics for the workers in our sample are reported by
ethnic groups in Table 1.

The laundry industry in Milwaukee was not a particularly low paying industry
for women. In a survey taken about the same time as the Milwaukee survey, the
Bureau of Labor Statisties [[J.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, 1913] reported that the
average weekly wages of women in District of Columbia department and retail stores
was $6.55, while women in D.C. manufacturing firms averaged $7.13 a week. These
figures are only slightly higher than the average earnings reported in Table 1. In
comparison, the weekly wages of male workers were much higher. Higgs [1971]
reports data from the Immigration Commission report showing that the average
weekly earnings of white native-born male workers in 1909 were $14.37, while Polish
men earned $11.06 and German males averaged $13.63.

Native-born women in our sample earned about 3 percent more than German
immigrants, on average, and 7 percent more than Polish immigrants in hourly rates
of pay. Immigrant workers had less laundry experience and were more likely to work
as machine operators than were native-born laundry workers. On the other hand,
natives experienced more time out of work during the six month sample period than

did either group of immigrants.

ETHNIC DISCRIMINATION AND WOMEN’S WAGES

331
TABLE i
Mean Characteristics of Women Laundry Workers by
Ethnic Group '
Native- German Polish
Born Immigrants Immigrants

Weekly Pay Rate $6.78 $6.67 $6.30
Usual Hours per Week 51.21 51.15 50.92
Hourly Pay Rate 13.30¢ 13.08¢ 12.45
Log (Hourly Pay Rate) 2.56 2.53 2.49 g
Age 24.45 2451 21:16
Years of Laundry Experience 4.70 4.30 3.70
% Weeks Unemployed 5.98 4.69 3'
9% Hand Workers 60.98 46.78 34.g0
% Machine Operators 36.58 50.74 63.95'
% Department Supervisors 2.44 251 1.52
Number in Sample 82 199 15'97

Source: 1.8. Department of Labor, Bureau of Lab isti men.
uree or Statist ;
dries in Milwaukee, Washington, 1’913, 82-92. wisties, Employ #of Women in Power Laun-

REGRESSION ANALYSIS

Table 2 presents the estimates of regression models of the determinants of hour}
wage I‘?.tes for the 478 women in our sample. The dependent variable in thesi
regressions is the logarithm of the hourly wage rate. The independent variables
include the worker’s age and age squared to measure the effects of general experience
and maturation on wage rates. Also included on the right-hand side of the equations
are t.he years and years squared of laundry experience. This measures the effect of
specific industry experience on wage rates. The use of both age and experience
profiles follows the approach adopted by Eichengreen [1984] and Carter and Savoca
F199 1. The percent of the 26 week sample period that each woman spent out of work
is also included to measure differences in individual productivity or labor force
attachment. The final independent variables employed in these regressions are
dummies designating ethnic identity and general occupation,

RegTession A in Table 2 presents the basic coefficient estimates excluding the
oFcupat1onal dummy variables. Both the age and experience profiles a;re statisticall
mgmﬁcant, indicating, as expected, that the hourly wage rises at a decreasing ratz
with both general and specific experience. The indication is that hourly wage rates
would peak at 36 years of age and at 17 years of experience. A woman with 17 years
of laundry experience who was 36 years old could expect to earn an hourly wage rate
almost 50 percent greater than a 20 year old woman with one vear of experience
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TABLE 2
Regression Analysis of Women's Wages in
Milwaukee Laundries, 1911-12
(A) B) ©
1.6290
15542 1.6128
Constast {0.0928) (0.0958) (0.0960)
0.0477
0.0538 0.0485
hee (0.0075) (0.0074) (0.0075)
0.0006
-0.0007 0.0006
heet (0.0001) (0.0001) (0.6001)
0.0437
i 0.0454 0.0429
Erperionce (0.0081) (0.0059) (0.0080)
-0.0012
i 0.0012 0.0012
Beperience (0.0004) 0.00083) (0.0004)
-0.0013
0.0012 -0.0012
% Weeks Unermployed (.0006) (0.0008) {0.0006)
i -0.0016 .0.0102
Native (0.0246) {0.0240)
i 0.0096 0.0139
Folieh (0.0170) (0.0166)
0.0776 0.0754
Hand Worker 0.0184) {0.0182)
i 0.2809 0.3116
Supervizer {0.0430) {0.0465)
-.1559
Native - Supervisor 00365
0.5898
Adjusted B2 0.55667 0.5888
THeteroscedasticity - consistent standard errors are in parentheses.
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The ethnic identity dummy variables suggest that there was no significant
difference between the wage rates earned by natives and German immigrants or
between Polish and German immigrants, once the wage effects of age, experience and
unemployment are accounted for, Thus there is no evidence of direct wage discrimi-
nation against immigrants. This result holds when we include the dummy variables
for main laundry oceupation in regression B.

The occupational dummy variables are statistieally significant and add slightly to
the explanatory power of the regression without significantly affecting the other
coefficient estimates. These dummy variables indicate that those women working in
hand occupations, such as marking and sorting, washing, starching and ironing,
earned almost eight percent more per hour than did machine operators. The machine
operators ran power- and foot-driven starchers, ironers, presses and menders. The
wage advantage for department supervisors over machine operators was about 28
percent, holding the other wage determinants constant.

In addition to the ethnic dummy variables, we also tested for ethnic differences in
the coefficients on the other independent variables. Of particular interest is the
evidence on differences in the wage-age and wage-experience profiles. These tests
involved including the interaction of the native and Polish dummy variables with the
other independent variables as added explanatory variables in the regression and
testing the null hypothesis that the coefficients on the extra ethnic interaction
variables are egual to zero.

Tests of variables measuring native-German differences in the returns to age
yielded a chi-square statistic of 2.47, which is significant at the 0.29 level, A similar
test of Polish-German differences yielded a cHi—square statistic equal to 1.61, which is
significant at the 0.45 level. The chi-square statistic for native-German differences in
the wage effect of experience was 0.48, while that for Polish-German experience
differences equaled 1.70. Thus we cannot reject the null hypothesis that the coeffi-
cients on these extra variables measuring group differences in age and experience
profiles equal zero. Rather than convergence or divergence between the wages of
immigrants and native workers, the evidence for women working in Milwaukee
power laundries in 1911-12 is of coincidence of the wage-age and wage-experience
profiles. .

The only extra variable for which chi-square tests could reject the null hypothesis
of a zero coefficient was for a variable measuring the interaction of native status and
a supervisory position. The final regression, including this variable and dropping out
the statistically insignificant ethnic dummy variables, is reported in column C of
Table 2. The added variable suggests that the wage advantage to native-born
supervisors was about half the wage premium earned by immigrant supervisors.

This would not be surprising if native-born women were disproportionately engaged
in the highest paying jobs in the machine operator category, which serves as the
reference group for our occupational dummies.
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TABLE 3 . _
Multinomial Logit Analysis of Women’s Occupations in
Milwaukee Laundries, 1911-12
Hand Worker Supervisor
-7.2622
Constant Eﬁﬁigzz) (1.2669)
0.0903
0.1109
hee (0.0138) (0.0547)
0.3140
Beperience (g'.gggg) 0.0759)
0.4398
' -0.8800
Folish (g;?o:z} : (0.6842)
-0.0837
-0.6024
frerman (g.gges) (0.6802)

Standard errors are in parentheses.

onal dummies as a wage determinant suggests a

potential role for ethnic discrimination in the form of occupatioilial c:l'owdxr;gs 1;; tﬁ:z
i i istributed among the occupational grou
industry. If Polish women were dis i _ Do 23
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i i tant the other wage determinanis.
percent higher, holding cons ! e, R | rone about 7
i i between native and Polish w
that the average earnings difference _ ! ) .
percent. This suggests that differences in age and experience explain” the largest
share, approximately 4.7 of the 7 percentage points, of this wage gap.

Table 3 presents an analysis of the role of ethnic identity in occupational attain-

i i ial logit analysis of the effects of age, experi-
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results might simply be due to personal characteristics that are correlated with the
ethnic dummy variables.

SUMMARY AND CONCLUSIONS

This paper examines the determinants of individual earnings for women laundry
workers in Milwaukee from September 1, 1911 to March 1, 1912, comparing native-
born women with immigrant German and Polish women. The variation in wage rates
across the women in the sample appears to have been closely related to variations in
age, laundry experience, and type of laundry job held. The model including these
variables yields a close fit to the data and the regression results generally support the
hypothesized direction of influence of each of the independent variables on wages.

It has been argued that discrimination against immigrants adversely affected
their wages and that the effect of diserimination was strongest for the new immi-
grants. Some empirical support for this argument has been found in previous
studies. However, there is no evidence from this analysis of women’s wages in
Milwaukee laundries in 1911-12 that ethnic discrimination was a significant factor in
this particular labor market. The most that can be said on this score is that
occupational differences caused the wages of new immigrants to fall slightly below
those of old immigrants and native workers, controlling for the other wage determi-
nants,

Clearly greater attention to the characteristics of labor markets in which differ-
ent immigrant wage effects are found is called for. Perhaps the degree of competition
and rapid rate of growth in the industry explain why no immigrant effect was found
in this study. Cymrot [1985] and Craig and Fearn [1993] have examined the effects of
product market competition on labor market discrimination and their results pointto
the need for further study of this issue. The focus on one industry precludes an
examination of the possibility of discriminatory barriers to inter-industry mobility,
such as those identified by Carter and Savoca [1991].

The finding here and elsewhere that discrimination had a minor effect on the
wages of immigrants at the turn of the twentieth century is of considerable signifi-
cance because some analysts have argued that discrimination against African-Ameri-
cans is similar to past discrimination against Polish-Americans and other immigrant
groups. But the literature on ethnic discrimination reveals none of the large and
persistent unexplained wage differentials characteristic of the literature on race
[Smith and Welch, 1989] or sex [Gunderson, 1989] discrimination.

REFERENCES

Aldrich, M. and Albelda, R. Determinants of Working Wornen’s Wages During the Progressive Era.
Explorations in Economic History, October 1980, 323-41.

Best, E. L. and Erickson, E. A Survey of Laundries and Their Women Workers in 23 Cities, U.8.
Department of Labor, Bulletin of the Women’s Bureau, No, 78, Washington: Government
Printing Office, 1930.



336 EASTERN ECONOMIC JOURNAL

Blau, F. Tmmigration and Labor Earnings in Early Twentieth Century America, in Research in
Populution Economics, Vol. 2, edited by J. L. Simon and J. DaVanza, JAI Press, 1950, 21-41.
Bradshaw, F. H. Power Laundries: The Story of a Five Hundred M iltion Dollar Industry. Chicago:
True, Webber and Company, 1926.
Cavxter, 5. B. and Savoca, E. Gender Differences in Learning and Earning in Nineteenth-Century
America: The Role of Expected Job and Career Attachment. Bxplorations in Economic History,
July 1991, 323-43.
Chiswick, B. R. Jewish Immigrant Wages in America in 1909: An Analysis of the Dillingham
Commission Data. Explorations in Econoernic History, July 1992, 274-89.
. The Effect of Americanization on the Earnings of Foreign-Born Men. Journal of Political
Economy, October 1978, 897-921.
The Commonwealth of Massachusetts, Minimum Wage Commission. Wages of Women in the
Laundries in Massachusetts, Bulletin No. 5, October 1914,
Craig, L. A. and Fearn, R. M. Wage Discrimination and Oceupational Crowding in 2 Competitive
Tndustry: Evidence from the American Whaling Industry. Journal of Economic History, March
1993, 123-38.
Cymrot, D. Does Competition Lessen Discrimination? Some Evidence. Journal of Human Resources,
Fall 1985, 605-12.
EKichengreen, B. Experience and the Male-Ferale Earnings Gap in the 1890s. Journal of Economic
History, September 1984, 882-34.
Eichengreen, B. and Gemery, H. A. The Earnings of Skilled and Unskilisd Immigrants at the End of
the Ninetesnth Century. Journal of FEconomic History, June 1986, 441-54.
Goldin, C. The Work and Wages of Single Women, 1870 to 1920. Journal of Beonomic History, March
1980, 81-8.
Gunderson, M. Male-Female Wage Differentials and Policy Responses. Journal of Economic Litera-
ture, March 1989, 46-72.
Hannon, J. U. Ethnic Discrimination sn a 19th Century Mining District: Michigan Copper Mines, 1888,
Explorations in Economtic History, January 1982a, 28-50.
. City Size and Ethnic Discrimination: Michigan Agricultural Implements and Iron
Working Industries, 1890. Journel of Economie History, December 1882b, 825-45.
Higgs, R. Firm-Specific Evidence on Racial Wage Differentials and Workforce Segregation. American
Economic Review, March 1977, 236-45.
. Race, Skills, and Earnings: American Immigrants in 1909. Journal of Economic History,
June 1971, 420-28.
Korman, G. Industrialization, Immigrants and Americanizers: The View from Milwaukee, 1866-1921,
Madison: The State Historieal Society of Wisconsin, 1967,
LaCroix, S. J. and Fishback, P. V. Firm-Specific Evidence on Racial Wage Differentials and Workforce
Segregation in Hawaii’s Sugar Industry. Explorations in Economic History, October 1989, 403-23.
McGouldrick, P. and Tannen, M. Tid American Manufacturers Discriminate Against Tmmigrants
Before 19147 Journal of Bconomie History, September 1977, 723-46.
Smith, J. P. and Welch, F. R. Black Economic Progress After Myrdal. Journal of Economic Literature,
June 1989, 519-64.
Stewart, J. B. and Hyclak, T. An Anslysis of the Earnings Profiles of Immigrants. The Review of
Economics and Statistics, May 1984, 202-6.
Tannen, M. B. Women's Earnings, Skill, and Nativity in the Progressive Bra. Explorations in Bconomic
History, April 1982, 128-55.
1. S. Bureau of Labor Statistics. Employment of Women in Power Laundries in Milwaukee, Bulletin
122. Washington: Government Printing Office, 1913.
_ Hours, Earnings, and Duration of Employment of Wage-Earning Women in Selected
Tndustries in the District of Columbia, Bulletin 116. Washington: Government Printing Office,
1913,
U. 8. Senate. Report on Conditions of Woman and Child Wage-Earners in the United States, Volume XII:
Employment of Women. in Laundries. Washington: Government Printing Office, 1911.




