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Document 6.6 Rebecca Harding Davis,  “Life in the Iron Mills” (1861) 
 
Written in 1860 and published in 1861, Rebecca Harding Davis’ novella was one of the first major critiques of 
industrialization. Davis believed that the industrial system created unacceptable class distinctions between white 
people and distanced man from nature. She criticized industrialization through the twin lenses of white 
egalitarianism and agrarianism – two ideologies that were rooted in the political culture of the years leading up to 
the Civil War. 
 
From the back-window I can see a narrow brick-yard sloping down to the river-side, strewed with rain-butts and 
tubs. The river, dull and tawny-colored, (la bella riviere!) drags itself sluggishly along, tired of the heavy weight of 
boats and coal barges. What wonder? When I was a child, I used to fancy a look of weary, dumb appeal upon the 
face of the negro-like river slavishly bearing its burden day after day. Something of the same idle notion comes to 
me to-day, when from the street-window I look on the slow streams of human life creeping past, night and 
morning, to the great mills. Masses of men, with dull, besotted faces bent to the ground, sharpened here and there 
by pain or cunning; skin and muscle and flesh begrimed with smoke and ashes; stooping all night over boiling 
cauldrons of metal, laired by day in dens of drunkenness and infamy; breathing from infancy to death an air 
saturated with fog and grease and soot, vileness for soul and body. What do you make of a case like that, amateur 
psychologist? You call it an altogether serious thing to be alive; to these men it is a drunken jest, a joke, – horrible 
to angels perhaps, to them commonplace enough. My fancy about the river was an idle one: it is no type of such a 
life. What if it be stagnant and slimy here? It knows that beyond there waits for it odorous sunlight, – quaint old 
gardens, dusky with soft, green foliage of apple-trees, and flushing crimson with roses, – air, and fields, and 
mountains. The future of the Welsh puddler passing just now is not so pleasant. To be stowed away, after his grimy 
work is done, in a hole in the muddy graveyard, and after that, – not air, nor green fields, nor curious roses… 
 
Not many even of the inhabitants of a manufacturing town know the vast machinery of system by which the bodies 
of workmen are governed, that goes unceasingly from year to year. The hands of each mill are divided into watches 
that relieve each other as regularly as the sentinels of an army. By night and day the work goes on, the un-sleeping 
engines groan and shriek, the fiery pools of metal boil and surge. Only for a day in the week, a half-courtesy to 
public censure, the fires are partially veiled; but as soon as the clock strikes midnight, the great furnaces break forth 
with renewed fury, the clamor begins with fresh, breathless vigor, the engines sob and shriek like “gods in pain.” 
 
Source: Atlantic Monthly, April 1861: 430, 433. 
 


