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Cradle of the middle class. The family in Oneida County, New York, 1790-
1865, Mary P. Ryan. CUP 1981£19.50. 

Cradle of the middle class provides a fascinating account of the social construction 
of the middle class family in Oneida County, an area of New York state, between 
1790-1865. Mary Ryan started working on Victorian ideologies of domesticity some 
years ago, initially looking at the literature written about the family but becoming 
increasingly preoccupied with questioning the relation between the development of 
domesticity and the social and economic changes which were taking place in 
American society. In other words, what was the relation between femininity and 
capitalism in early nineteenth century America? As she put it in 1975 in a lecture 
published in Zillah Eisenstein's collection Capitalist Patriarchy and the case for 
Socialist Feminism, the major problem as she saw it was to unpack the 'and' between 
femininity and capitalism - something which she thought could be done in the 
context of specific empirical studies. In the book she has now published she makes a 
convincing case for the importance of detailed historical studies in deconstructing the 
relation beteween ideals of womanhood and the mode of production. She does not 
pretend to offer any general theoretical rule but her work is underpinned by 
theoretical questions central to feminists and stands as one of the best examples we 
have of the actual workings of what she calls the 'dialectic of class and family history'. 

Ryan has drawn on every possible kind of source in her effort to describe and 
analyse the changes which occurred in Oneida county and Utica, its main town and 
commercial centre, between 1780-1865. In 1790 Oneida was part of the frontier and 
Utica only a village. By 1865 the region had gone through two transformations.1t had 
developed from an agrarian economy into a thriving centre of commercial capitalism. 
By the mid-century forms of industrial capitalist organization were becoming more 
important - factories replacing the small workshops of the commercial era, family 
businesses increasingly overshadowed by larger scale concerns and a growing 
industrial proletariat. Alongside these changes in economic organization there were 
corresponding social and cultural transformations. In some ways 'the family' looked 
surprisingly similar in 1790 to 1865. The mean size of household changed little in the 
period and household structure did not alter greatly on the surface; indeed the vast 
majority of Oneidans lived in nuclear households throughout this entire period of 
rapid social and economic change. Looked at more carefully, however, there were 
very important changes. Any additional member of the household in the early 
nineteenth century farm was likely to be kin; by the 1850s and 60s, in urban industrial 
districts, he or she was likely to be an unrelated boarder. The household was no longer 
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the centre of production; family members were doing a variety of paid or unpaid work 
inside or outside the home and 'the family's economic unity was now expressed 
primarily at the point of consumption rather than production' (p231 ). The internal 
dynamics of the family had also shifted. The patriarchal power of the male head of the 
frontier household had been much reduced and the mother was now the key figure in 
the emotional organization of the family, with the love bonding between mother and 
child established as a crucial part of the socialization of the child. The family had 
become the 'retreat' and 'haven' of Victorian ideology- a place where children were 
prepared for the outside world rather than a microcosm of society in itself. 

Ryan argues that this series of changes can only be understood when seen in 
relation to the 'fundamental crisis in the organization of farmland and labour' (p236). 
The corporate family based on the farm could only survive so long as there was an 
unlimited supply ofland. Once it ran out, the children of farmers had to move into the 
towns and find other kinds of work - consequently the enormous numbers of young 
migrants in the 1820s and 30s who contributed to the breakdown of older moral and 
social constraints in the town. In the 1800s family, church and community had 
operated as a unity- the family was in a sense the church, rather in the pattern of early 
New England . The breakdown of the traditional family thus brought with it a 
weakening of the established church- witnessed by the attempts at renewal through 
the religious revivals which swept through Oneida in the period from 1814·38. The 
loosening of this older order meant that people were searching for new forms of social 
organization and Ryan characterizes this period as the 'era of association' - a time 
when new voluntary associations were constructed to meet the varied needs of 
particular social groups. Clerks for example, large numbers of whom were young 
migrants cut adrift from their families, found a substitute for the family in young men's 
associations organized around the peer group. The wives of successful merchants, who 
were increasingly freed from heavy duties associated with a family enterprise and were 
now living in houses separated from their husband's workplace, founded charitable 
societies in their new leisure time. The wives of artisans grouped together in maternal 
associations, where they gradually elaborated new ideas about child rearing in which 
mothers played an ever more important part. Through these collective actions women 
and young men - groups not normally associated with power - were able to play a 
formative part in the construction of new middle class social institutions. The ironic 
edge to this development lies in the way in which middle class women, in particular, 
contributed to the moulding of a new cultural pattern for the family which was in time 
to enclose them within itself and to generate new contradictions - the very 
contradictions which were to underpin the development offeminism in later years. As 

the 'era of associations' passed, there was a move back to the family; but this time the 
family was not a 'little commonwealth' but a privatized haven. In reality, of course, 
much of the work of social reproduction continued to be performed within the family. 
But home and private space were ideologically constructed as totally separate from 
the public world of work and politics. The dominant ethos of the time, for example, 
was that ladies did not work; yet one of Ryan's more startling statistical discoveries is 
that in 1855 and 1865 one in five of the so-called 'idle' Utican housewives were 
earning money as landladies. 

It is impossible to do justice to the complex argument of this very rich book in a 
short review. It should already be clear that Ryan draws on a range of historical 
methodologies in order to make the best possible use of the available sources. She has 
conquered the numeracy problems which give trouble to so many women because of 
our lack of statistical and mathematical training and is extremely successful in welding 
her quantitative data with her qualitative so that far from blinding us with science she 
makes us realize how invaluable such information can be. Her figures on the numbers 
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of widows and spinsters, for example, are important in demonstrating the 
contradictions between an ideology which assigned all women to the roles of wife and 
mother and the everyday experience of large numbers of women. 

The English middle class family in 1865looked in some ways very similar to that 
of Utica- nuclear households, breadwinning husbands, dependent wives and children 
were the norm in both cases. Yet if the end product had similarities, the route to it had 
been very different. Some of the differences raise questions which may be primarily 
answered in terms of the distinctive social formations of England and the United States; 
but some may point to missing dimensions in Ryan's thesis. The process of class 
formation, for example, seems to have been relatively unproblematic in the American 
context. This is partly because, despite the equal weighting of family and class in the 
title of the book the concept of class is in fact given much less attention. Artisans are 
included in her definition of the middle class without discussion. Ryan writes about 
the winning of hegemony by the middle class, but it is never quite clear who they were 
winning it from. This may well reflect the American historical tradition. Although 
clearly influenced by Marx and Gramsci Ryan shows little sign of a close acquaintance 
with the English social history of the last fifteen years, with its close attention to 
questions of class and class consciousness. But the American social formation was also 
clearly very different from the English and this had important effects. The absence of 
any long established ruling class meant that here were no bastions of power to be 
stormed, no struggles of the proportions of 1832 or 1846. This absence would be 
particularly marked on the frontier where there was not even the well established 
mercantile elite of New England. Still, politics do seem to be strangely absent from the 
book. The only point at which divisions within the middle class appear of real 
significance is at the time of the Utica riot of 1825. This again may be partly to do with 
the very localised character of the area. Ryan pays very little attention to national 
politics, national religious struggles, or even the national formation of an ideology of 
domesticity. Oneida county at this period does not appear to have been bound into a 
national economy or centralised structures in the way that the E~glish regions were. 

The absence of political conflict contrasts sharply with the formation of the 
English middle class. The emergence of a class from the 'middling ranks' was intimately 
linked to struggles with both the gentry and aristocracy - that traditional ruling class 
with its power based on the land- on the one hand, and with the working class on the 
other. It is impossible to conceptualize the English middle class as homogeneous- the 
divisions within it are too extreme. Many of those who, in terms of their occupation or 
income might be defined as part of the class, clung tenaciously to their attempts to 
integrate themselves into the gentry. At the other end ofthe scale, many small retailers 
for example, must have had far more in common with their local artisans or industrial 
proletarian customers than they did with those professionals, merchants and 
manufacturers who made themselves the public voice of the middle class. 
Furthermore, the class was divided politically- between Uberals, Radicals and Tories. 
An important section of the Birmingham bourgeoisie, for example, continued .to 
support the Tory interest despite the overwhelming popular support for the reforming 
cause in the 1830s. These political divisions were often, though not always, mirrored 
by the religious division between Churchmen and Dissenters which played such an 
important part in the politics and social life of the early nineteenth century. The 
absence of any equivalent split in Oneida county is obviously a crucial difference. 

Yet another important distinction needs to be drawn between the two areas 
which seems to have had effects on gender divisions. Oneida had virtually nothing in 
the way of political structures in the early nineteenth century- the town meeting and 
the church court sufficed to maintain law and order. Both within the church and on 
the farm, women had an established position. Their spiritual equality had never been 
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denied within the Puritan church though this did not of course mean that they had 
equal governing rights; their labour was important to the farm enterprise. As Utica 
grew and its local political and social structures became more complex, women were 
able from the start to occupy some limited positions of authority- in philanthropy, for 
example, women were very influential from the beginning. Again this contrasts sharply 
with England. The local English community of the early nineteenth century already 
had a legal system and an established Church which granted no authority or power to 
women. Women's subordination had been written into common law and into 
customary economic practices for centuries. As a consequence, when middle class 
men began to fight for their own positions of influence, the space for which they 
struggled was initially more circumscribed than in the United States- and meant that 
there were even less possibilities for women. Middle class men were inserting 
themselves into an already male-dominated political system, reforming it and 
changing it along the way but never challenging the gender divisions given within it. 
Their new societies set up in pursuit of their scientific social, political and economic 
interests, followed the pattern in marginalising women from the start. It took a long 
time for women interested in philanthropy in England to make a place for themselves 
in that world: initially they were expected to confine their activities to the private and 
the informal. A Utican evangelical pamphlet of the late 1820s reported a little girl as 
saying to her mother 'Mother there are so many societies' ... I longed for you this 
afternoon when I came home from school, and they told me you had gone to the 
Maternal Society: You go very often. Mother, what is a Maternal Society?' (p.1 05) Such 
a query is hard to imagine in the England of the 1820s. 

The most important contribution that Mary Ryan has made for me is that she has 
taken feminist perspectives firmly back into the study of the whole society- her book 
cannot be ghettoised; it is not 'just about women'. Up to now feminist historians have 
had very little success in forcing male historians - even those who are supposedly 
sympathetic - genuinely to re-think their accepted categories. Her book may help in 
our long term struggle. I hope that it will soon be produced as a paperback, but 
meanwhile, do order it for your library. 

Catherine Hall 

Only Half Way To Paradise: Women in Postwar Britain 1945-1968 Elizabeth 
Wilson. Tavistock Pubications; London, 1980, ( 230pp) 

Only HalfWay to Paradise is not a conventional history of the position of women in 
postwar Britain, it is far more ambitious than that. Neither is it just a history of women 
but more a history of feminism and an attempt to understand how contemporary 
feminism has emerged out of certain historical convergences, contradictions and 
crises. The scope of the book is vast, covering, for example, the social sciences, social 
policy, literature, law, sexuality and psychoanalysis, but as Elizabeth Wilson makes 
clear her aim is to 'show how they operated together and all contributed to the making 
of a received wisdom about the position of women'. The book is therefore not a 
descriptive account, but a political analysis that serves two purposes. It politicizes the 
biographies of a whole generation of women by removing recent history from the grip 
of nostalgia and spelling out the implications of much of what happened in the fifties 
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