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Invisible Women: Entrepreneurship, 
Innovation, and Family Firms  
in Nineteenth-Century France

B. ZORINA KHAN

The French economy has been criticized for a lack of integration of women in 

patent and exhibition records is used to examine the role of women in enterprise 

entrepreneurship and innovation, and the empirical analysis indicates that their 

based enterprises, as a means of incorporating relatively disadvantaged groups 

“This business model … melds entrepreneurial passion with a long family 

—Wendel Company (1704–2014)1

The contributions of women to production and productivity, both 
within the household and in formal business organizations, crucially 

is elusive, and women’s entrepreneurial activities still remain largely 
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their attention from household labour towards market production (de 

development women played a more central role, relative to their posi
tion under the increased specialization and division of labour by gender 
that characterized the advent of industrialization and Smithian economic 

that deprecated and reduced female participation in the market economy, 

2

claims that the economic standing of women deterioriated after the French 

contentious issue related to the role of women in business and the market 

economic activity in comparison to the impersonal modern corporation 
that is better able to take advantage of specialized management inputs and 

3 These problems are 
exacerbated at the time of a transfer of power from the original founder 
to family members who might be less adept or knowledgeable about 

4 
Sheilagh Ogilvie (2003, 2004) argues that social capital, in the form 

of social norms, sanctions, and collective action, inhibited women from 
attaining their full potential in the marketplace, and also functioned as 

2

3

4

a reduced likelihood of entrepreneurship associated with inherited wealth and having a father in 
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mechanisms that excluded certain participants on the basis of such arbi

based norms, she concludes, were partly responsible for the uneven distri
bution of socioeconomic opportunities and outcomes by gender that have 

paid in the marketplace and women predominantly contributed unpaid 
household work also had implications for business and entrepreneurship 

If unearned income reduced the probability of female market activity, 
then the wives of successful entrepreneurs might not have acquired expe
rience by participating in the family business, making them especially 
unprepared for taking over leadership roles in the event of death or inca

that women were subject to discrimination within their own families, and 
were not offered access to the skills and knowledge that would enable 

petty trading or economic activities within the household, and to avoiding 

based enterprises can play a productive role by offering a conduit for 
the contributions of relatively disadvantaged groups, and allow women, 
in particular, to participate in the market economy as managers and 

of market access and high transactions costs, through the provision of 
patronage, reputation, trust, the ability to monitor group members more 

adhere to covenants, by means of private commitment devices to enforce 
6 Family members might 

a husband died and left a will, the division was determined by allocations based on the separate 

6

for incomplete markets and helped to resolve problems that arise in the presence of such market 
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also have stronger allegiance than a hired employee to the survival of 
the enterprise and so be willing to bear greater variance in income, and 

their role in attenuating agency and transactions costs, as well as bridging 
market imperfections that inhibit productivity growth and economic 

extent of their entrepreneurship and innovation in early industrializa
7

owes much to the legal, cultural, and familial norms that arguably rele

 Case 
studies have noted the involvement of women in petty trades, such as 

was mostly, if not entirely, in the inferior grades of industry, requiring 
10 Quantitative studies are necessarily limited by existing 

evidence with the result that, as economic actors, women have a visible 
presence largely as unskilled workers in factories, as sole proprietors and 
petty producers, and to a lesser extent as passive investors in stock and 

This article contributes to our understanding of these questions by 

7

 Legal disabilities of women in the nineteenth century were especially burdensome in France 

patronage, and obtained a royal grant to travel the countryside to educate and train rural midwives, 

10

work, but there was a low labour participation rate among the wives of merchants and tradesmen, 
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patent and exhibition records that sheds light on French women’s innova
tion and enterprise and allows us to test the hypothesis that female entre

edly nontraditional market activities, but such contributions were often 

11

cant fraction of productivity growth is associated with technological 
innovation and the management of risk inherent in new products, untried 

laws and other institutions that enabled and constrained female inven

female technological innovation, and examine approximately one thou

to commercialization and to managerial activities in innovative enter
prises, by considering their participation in the Expositions publiques 
des produits de l’industrie française
of French Industry) and the Exposition universelle

women who were active in managing and fostering growth in large, 

the patent and exposition data offer unique insights into the role of family 

Institutions, or the rules and standards that govern social and economic 

11

the exhibition records provide ample evidence of their participation in entrepreneurship and 
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than their male counterparts, some contemporary commentators seem to 

12 French policies 

eighteenth century, state policies towards innovation were based on 
an extensive, and overall somewhat arbitrary, network of rewards and 

parties including spouses and relatives, loans at minimal or zero interest, 

overlapping welter of initiatives, some women were able to exploit their 

cial rights, even without any formal contributions to the discovery or 
13 This convoluted network of state policies toward inventors 

being the inventor and patents of importation could be obtained for the 

a registration system, in which patent applications could not be refused 

14

 If the 

12

13

14

on learning that he could not refuse to grant the patent, and ruled that all French patent grants 
should henceforth include a stipulation that the government did not guarantee such rights (“sans 

examination system, resulted in lower access to property rights in inventions for both men and 
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patent right were assigned (sold off) the total fees for the entire term of 

were not validated by prior examination were all the greater because of 
the monetary and other transactions costs that confronted anyone who 

16 For both buyer and 
seller, the legal and economic risks associated with a registration system 
likely reduced the net expected value of trade in the market for inventions 

17 
The state was also involved in the discretionary promotion of inven

inventor of a discovery of proven technical utility or usefulness in the 
marketplace could choose between a patent or making a gift of the inven
tion to the nation in exchange for an award from funds that were set 

the Société d’encouragement pour l’industrie nationale were established 
to promote mercantilists ends, and emulated at both the regional and 

tists and industrialists who awarded a number of medals each year to 
stimulate new discoveries in areas they considered to be worth pursuing, 
and also bestowed cash grants on inventors and manufacturers they 

 Committees often offered special commendation for 
innovations that promoted import substitution, or the replication of items 

 The award of assistance and 
pensions to inventors, innovators, and their families continued well into 

16

nineteenth century patent lobbies were still protesting that the French law created disadvantages 

17

invention, fees that were deliberately kept low to enable widespread access, and strong legal 
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a number of impoverished young women in a factory setting, ostensibly 
as a charitable project, to produce small amounts of thread that were then 

Industry, drew attention to her philanthropy, disabilities, and advanced 

that it was not clear whether hers was an economical method, the inves
tigating committee still proceeded to include the requested notice on her 
behalf in the Society Bulletin, a prestigious achievement that undoubt

an improvement the following year, but her charitable intentions did not 

Wealthy men and women had additional advantages because they could 

20

was subject to the rules of coverture, which vested her legal rights in 

husband controlled any property she owned or acquired, as well as her 

contracts, could not be sued, and could trade on their own account only if 

In exceptional circumstances, the courts formally allowed married 

 Bulletin de la Société d’encouragement pour l’industrie nationale

20
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women to hold separate rights from their husbands, most commonly if 
it could be shown that her assets were at risk owing to his improvident 

21 Courts were suspicious of such requests, however, because 
the revocation of coverture could lead to unscrupulous behaviour by 

by sheltering property from the just claims of creditors, and so limit or 

and some even propose that they might have had a positive effect, 
22 

involvement in commercial activity, in a way that increased inventive 
23

entrepreneurship in France was likely equally constrained by their legal 

vations depended on the right to contract, to produce the invented article, 

and creditors would be less inclined to offer funding if they were uncer
tain about their ability to enforce their rights, leading to far greater capital 

were de jure freed of these legal impediments but were unlikely to have 
had a standing that was de facto 24 The implications for 

treatises were directed to the analysis of the law towards the wives of 

21

22

23

24 Widows regained much of their legal automony on paper, and could also retain control of 
companies or property on their own account or as trustees on behalf of children who had not 

and marital status was not universally known, it might be expected that some aspects of legal 

to make a loan to a woman, regardless of marital standing, because of the nonzero probability 
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In the face of these obstacles, women entrepreneurs had to be prepared 

with salt and aromatic herbs, and then drying them in the form of tablets, 

relevant to note that the patent document states she was a sole trader who 

preserved vegetables in France and overseas, including the military and 

in favour of the larger company but noted that, since she had sold a modest 

drawing on funds that were available to them as entrepreneurs, widows, 

of transactions, but the majority of the market tended to feature trades 

received income from businesses that their husbands had owned, while 

Share market, who seemed to be rather similar in their investment strate
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to manage uncertainty and to exploit the attendant risks to attain higher 

economic turmoil, comprising a risky business environment for all, but 

tional constraints that impinged on their economic activities, but there is 
ample evidence that, while they might have been inhibited, they were able 

voiced the common view that French women did not have as much 
26

inventions, taken on behalf of the woman when she runs a trading house 

 Was de 

an unknown number of female patentees had obtained property rights in 
inventions that had been created by others? The examination of patent 
documents and the records of commercial expositions enable a more 
systematic empirical approach to the analysis of female inventors, inno

The patent laws in France allowed men and women to patent ideas 

family member might list a woman on the patent document in order to 
avoid legal controversies and probates in the event of his demise, but men 

such, patent statistics in the French case (as in any registration system 
with high fees) primarily provide an index of entrepreneurship and inno

26
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that female patenting and management of industrial enterprises were the 

Figure 1 shows the time series of patents that were obtained by women 

same period, despite the much lower fees and the streamlined applica
27

to women increased substantially after the legal reforms and cheaper 

patenting were similar, most notably declining after the political and 

impression from the time series, suggesting that women who obtained 

indicates that many of these patents covered improvements that women 

lished to manufacture and market her products, and she won numerous 

27 French policymakers and commentators in the nineteenth century continually drew 
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industry attracted the same proportion of patents by men and women 
alike, although its relative importance in the patent records for women 

patent machines, engines, transportation inventions, and improvements 
in the iron and metal industries that required more technical experience 

The biographies of patentees who could be traced are obviously biased 

common perceptions, many of the women in this group were associated 

patents for iron railroads and bridges that most likely covered inven

the focus of the product line to machine goods, stoves, bridges, and 

FIGURE 1

Sources

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0022050716000449 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0022050716000449


Khan176

TABLE 1
 

Women

Industry
 17  17

 71
120
 76

 Food 103
173

 44 133

 Textiles 176
 27

 10
122
 46 227

 73

Occupation

 Business(wo)man  34
220

 37 — —
 Teacher  20

 40
   1 142

Location

 Foreign
167 437

Notes

Sources
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Women were present in the book industry, as booksellers, writers, 
printers, and publishers, comprising 10 percent of publishers and almost 

another telling case study of the motivations and direction of female 

in printing religious engravings and publishing, in association with her 
30

their products at expositions, and received domestic and international 
31

whereas his brother Charles was an experienced manager, and several cousins also joined the 

which still exists today, on the death of her husband, and successfully ran it for almost three 

30 The business relationship with her older son was not entirely amicable, highlighting some of 

31
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32

The patent records signal growing sophistication over time among 

majority of male patentees obtained patents that were shorter than the full 

33

less risky investments if the applicant were uncertain about the value 

women in manufacturing, which increased markedly over time, to almost 

opportunities, and this characteristic can be observed in several women 

32 See Rapport du Jury central
33 The term comprised a maximum duration, since the patent rights were lost if the patentee 
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Women may have been underrepresented in managerial and entre

34 The patent records provide useful examples 

herself received seven patents for improvements in coffee makers, an 

and daughter, provide insights into the relationship between entrepre

quickly, did not have a strong smell, and could be used on a wide array 

ited improvements on this paint, which led the jury to grant her a bronze  

but they were still able to engage in industrial management and entre
preneurship, drawing on experience they had obtained in collabora

36

37 Female participation within family enter
prises also allowed them to engage in transactions that would have 

34

this area, and her coffee maker design was still being used and adapted many decades after the 

36

37
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laws of property and contract that restricted their activities beyond the  
 

The number of patents per person provides an indicator of greater invest

the majority for various inventions to treat laundry, and two for cleaning 

nontrivial patent fees, these inventions were likely to have been commer

about whom no further sources are available to illuminate her contribu

developed relative to other countries and created incentives for special

raise questions about the compensating mechanisms that accounted for 

sional patenting was associated with greater ownership of manufacturing 

sides of the market for patent rights, as buyers and sellers, and as recipi

rewarded the products’ good taste, low prices, their commercial success, and their competitiveness 
Rapports du jury mixte international

tradition of earning awards for the excellence and affordability of its products, until the company 
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technological innovations, both from its own improvements and from 

40 
The grant of a patent often led to the establishment of new factories or 

41 For example, a machine 

TABLE 2

  

 Two or three 346
 Four to nine 227   324
 Ten or more  60

Coinventors
 Female, related  20

 Female, unrelated  36
100

 Single   127
414   240

 Widowed   233
Notes

Sources

40

41
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formed a partnership limited by shares to exploit the patent, under the name 

42

Innovative women were prepared to defend their business interests 

tion that he should not reassign it to any other party, and also required that 

was a manufacturer of candles made of spermaceti mixed with wax, who 
purchased the full assignment rights to a patent for candle making that 

not enforcing her rights as the exclusive assignee, requesting all possible 

had unfairly tarnished his reputation and paralyzed his business, through 
notices she had advertised in the newspapers, the seizure of his goods, 

was invalid, and requested that the court overturn her assignment, with 

The regressions in Table 3 investigate the determinants of the degree 
of professional patenting, as a proxy for greater investments in techno

42
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the values for women who were (or had been) married, relative to the 

between marital status and manufacturing suggest that wives or widows 

consistent with the idea that patenting by women was enhanced by their 

The patent records provided ample evidence of women who paid 

TABLE 3
 

Intercept

0
Industry

Food

Textiles
Other

Notes

Sources
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France were unable to acquire managerial or innovative human capital 

offered an environment that could compensate for external institutional 

cially while their male relatives were alive, then transitions to their lead

The patent records offered quantitative evidence of a complex process 
in which women negotiated institutional disabilities and transactions 
costs but ultimately prevailed in part because of the net advantages 

of drawbacks that imply they offer an imperfect index of both invention 

for patentability is wealth rather than the technical merit of the inven

tivity of inputs, or directly in the form of lower prices, or new and 

sceptic might thus question the representativeness of evidence drawn 

pation in commercialization through their involvement in national exhi

direct means to make visible the business activities of women over time, 

the individual exhibitions offer unique qualitative information on the role 

stimulus to domestic production and industrialization and were the inspi

the display space, and the number of prizes offered increased steadily 
over this period, as did the popularity of the event with attendees and 
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Increases in the number of awards per exhibitor are evident, and by the 

on women fell over time, although their propensity to get medals was 
higher than the propensity to obtain simple mentions, suggesting a higher 

women received at the industrial exhibitions went to businesses and, in 

with the patent records, and to note that women’s efforts at exhibitions 
were directed, to an even greater extent than their patenting, towards 

TABLE 4

Women

     

   110     3     23
   220    34

   42
 1,422   131       610
 1,662

 2,447

1,277

Total

Notes

shows the number of awards to women as a fraction of the total granted to all exhibitors in that 

Sources
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TABLE 5

Single  Widow   Total  

Industry

 Corsets
 Food

 Textiles
1

Occupation

 Businesswoman

 Other 0   7
Time

30
14

20

 One
 Two

 Collaborators

Total

Notes

Sources
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ited businesses that had been founded or managed by their husbands, 
tended to be the least likely to offer exhibits in the realm of traditionally 

continued recognition for industrial excellence among women entre

single women were in business with relatives, but in general marriage 
43

than 34 percent of awards accrued to married women, and a further 40 
percent of awards went to widows, a large number of whom were repre

44

the view that such women were also more involved in sustained invest

Some of the reports reveal more systematic research and development 

entrepreneurial acumen is rare in any era, but we can point to at least 

43

Brothers & Sister manufactured paper and they jointly obtained a patent for a machine press that 

44

the worthy reputation that her husband had acquired, she had surpassed his achievements and her 
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TABLE 6

 

(1) (2)

Intercept

Industry

Food

Textiles
Other

Notes

Sources
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quibbling among contemporary scientists about the originality and value 

These data offer unique insights into the experience of entrepreneurs 

Birmingham, and established a textile spinning factory, Toiles de 

sole control of the company and managed it for more than four decades 

nological innovations in the success of business enterprises, and in 

ated on a scale that was unusual at the time, and employed hundreds 

also owned a farm that produced fresh healthy food for the employees, 
and the workers’ children were freely educated at a company school, 

factory was “a source of good, not only for the owner, but for the entire  
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The French economy has generally been faulted for its relative delay in 
industrialization, which some have linked to cultural attitudes, too great 

assessment is especially true of female business participation in nine

connections, and other forms of social capital, and women’s participa

lenges are exacerbated by a lack of historical information on the internal 

This article sheds light on these debates by employing unique sources 
of information drawn from patent records and the annals of industrial 

of all female market participants, who typically would have been sole 

been disadvantaged by the very mechanisms and processes that facili
tated the economic contributions of many of the women in these records, 
and an examination of the nature and effect of inequalities of wealth and 
class among women in French business remains an important area for 

to investigate the validity of the claim that entrepreneurial women were 

visible, introduced innovations, took risks, were active in commercial

allows us to draw more general inferences regarding the role of women 
and family institutions in entrepreneurship and in economic develop

can offer a conduit for the skills and abilities of individuals who are rela

dards, and by institutions that can adjust to compensate for drawbacks 
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in France were burdened by cultural norms and expectations, as well as 
laws that restricted their capacity to engage in contracts, hold property, or 

were not as likely to acquire human capital or business training from 
formal schooling and outside apprenticeships, and were limited in their 

tices and disabilities provided manifest obstacles for women who wished 

stances, family businesses permitted some women a wider sphere of 

Instead, different forms of business organization might offer appropriate 
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