
CHAPTER XV.—THE RELATION BETWEEN OCCU-
PATION AND CRIMINALITY AMONG WOMEN.

This study was undertaken for the purpose of discovering whether
the widening of the industrial sphere of women, which became so
noticeable in the last quarter of the nineteenth century and is still
in progress, has had any discoverable effect in developing antisocial
tendencies among them, and if so, whether such increase could be
ascribed to any specific occupations or must be assigned to the gen-
eral fact of their transfer from their traditional pursuits, mainly
carried on within the home, to the field of competitive industry
outside. I t consists of two parts—a study of something over 3,000
women who had violated the law and were found under sentence
during the period covered and a general discussion of immorality
among women.

STUDY OF FEMALE OFFENDERS.

The study of the first part was confined to regions in which good
official records gave a basis of facts concerning the offenders, and
to this minimum of information was added what could be obtained
by investigation among those familiar with each woman's history.
Those studied were distributed as follows:

Massachusetts 923
New York 840
New Jersey 784
Ohio 269
Indiana 269
Illinois 144

Total 3, 229

These figures show nothing as to the relative number of women
offenders in the various States, as they represent only those for whom
it was possible to secure definite information as to industrial status.
In Massachusetts only those women under sentence at the time of
the visit of investigation were taken, the number thus secured
amounting to about one-third of the total number sentenced an-
nually. Elsewhere the inquiry took in those who had been under
sentence during the year preceding the visit of investigation. State,
county, and municipal institutions alike were visited.
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3 7 6 BULLETIN OF THE BUREAU OF LABOR STATISTICS.

AGE, EDUCATION, AND OFFENSES.

Although the report deals mainly with the industrial distribution
of the women considered, other points are included. The age group-
ing differs from that which is regarded as typical in that the pro-
portion of cases above and below 30 years old is almost identical
(50.5 per cent under 30, 49.5 per cent 30 or over), while ordinarily
the period from 15 to 30 years is looked upon as preeminently the
criminal age. When, however, the women who were sentenced for
intoxication are omitted, the remaining group shows 62.8 per cent
under 30 to 37.2 per cent 30 years or over, an alteration of the former
proportion which shows very strikingly that intemperance, at least
to the degree which leads to arrest, is distinctly a fault of the older
women. As the places studied included several in which intemper-
ance is looked upon with marked disfavor and very generally pun-
ished, it is easy to see why the age level for the whole group is high.

The women studied were for the most part misdemeanants rather
than criminals. Their distribution by offense stood as follows:

NUMBER AND PER CENT OP DELINQUENTS GUILTY OF SPECIFIED OFFENSES
AMONG WOMEN STUDIED.

For the most part the women had but little education. Four-
fifths claimed the ability to read and write, but in many cases th3
claim could hardly have been substantiated; few went further than
this. Nearly two-fifths of the whole group (38.9 per cent) were sin-
gle, the proportion varying considerably according to the offense.
The unmarried showed an excess among those sentenced for minor
offenses against chastity and for incorrigibility (54.79 per cent in
the first, 95.48 per cent in the second case being single), but else-
where the married women lead. The racial distribution of the of-
fenders is not touched upon, owing to the impossibility of securing
data as to the racial distribution of the general population, without
which no reliable conclusions could be drawn from these figures.

OCCUPATIONS.

The occupations of the offenders, which are taken up in detail,
represent a wide range, running through the traditional pursuits of
women and the newer occupations in great variety. Something

Offense.

Minor offenses against property
Serious offenses against property.
Minor offenses against cnastity
Serious offenses against chastity
Offenses against the person
Miscellaneous offenses
Incorrigibility . . .
Intoxication
Disorderly conduct

Total

Number.

461
140
553
79

147
138
199
973
539

3,229

Per cent.

14.3
4.3

17.1
2.4
4.6
4.3
6.2

30.1
16.7

100.0
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over one-fourth (28.31 per cent) came directly from their own
homes, having had no outside pursuits. Over one-half (52.40 per
cent) came from such traditional pursuits of women as domestic
service, laundry work, and the like.

PROPORTIONAL REPRESENTATION OF OCCUPATIONS AMONG
OFFENDERS.

To test the relative importance of the newer occupations as feeders
for the stream of female offenders, all those not known to have a
gainful occupation were omitted from consideration, the remainder
grouped according to their callings, and the results compared with
the census figures showing the occupational distribution of women
at work. This gives the following table:

NUMBER AND PER CENT OF DELINQUENT WOMEN FROM CERTAIN PURSUITS, AND
PERCENTAGE OF TOTAL WOMEN WAGE EARNERS ENGAGED IN SAME PURSUITS.

1 Twelfth Census, Statistics of Women at Work, 1900, p. 32.
2 These workers were so scattered that comparison with the census figures is difficult.

SMALL REPRESENTATION FROM NEWER PURSUITS.

To avoid any error which might arise from the fact that the
census figures are for the Union as a whole, while the offenders were
taken only from certain States, similar comparisons are made for
limited areas—the cities of Cleveland, Paterson, and Eochester, and
the State of Massachusetts. The results of these various compari-
sons do not differ materially from those of the first. Very generally
it appears that—

By far the greater number of women gainfully employed who had
reached the prisons and penitentiaries came there from the pursuits
which have for generations been recognized as peculiarly women's
work, and that the newer industries opened to them in the last thirty

Occupation.

Domestic and personal service:
Boarding-house keepers
Hairdressers and manicurists
Laundresses
Nurses and midwives
Servants and waiters

Total in domestic and personal service
Manufacturing and mechanical pursuits
Miscellaneous2

Professional
Trade and transportation
Unknown

Total

Delinquents.

Number.

24
3

99
15

1,380

1,521
327

7
13
65
29

1,962

Per cent.

1.22
.15

5.05
.76

70.34

77.52
16.67

.36

.66
3.31
1.48

100.00

Per cent of
total

women
wage earn-
ers 16 years
and over

engaged in
occupa-
tion.!

1.2

6.8
2.2

24.1

40.4
24.8

8.9
10.0
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3 7 8 BULLETIN OF THE BUKEAU OF LABOR STATISTICS.

years furnish very much less than their proportion. Wherever the
occupational distribution of these offenders is studied, whether as an
undivided group, in single cities under varying industrial conditions,
or in one of the largest manufacturing States of the Union, the gen-
eral situation is found to be the same; the wage-earning domestic
pursuits give far more, the manufacturing and commercial pursuits
far less, than their proportion of offenders. From place to place the
relative proportions vary slightly, but the fact reniains unchanged.1

Two possible criticisms of the validity of these results are con-
sidered: First, that women from better positions, wishing to hide
the fact of their fall, may call themselves servants when they really
come from some other pursuit, and, second, that women from other
kinds of work as they lose on their downward way the self-control
and outward respectability demanded in most of the newer occupa-
tions may fall back into domestic service, thus clouding it with the
failures due to some other vocation.

As to the first point, no such tendency was discoverable, either in
the experience of the investigators or in the detailed records of some-
thing over 600 women for whom the full industrial history was se-
cured. As to the second, a movement between the great industrial
groups was clearly indicated in these same detailed histories, 27
women who began in manufacturing and mechanical pursuits and 4
who began in trades and transportation being found, at the time of
their latest arrest, in domestic and personal service. But meanwhile
a similar movement away from this latter occupation group was tak-
ing place; 89 women who had begun their industrial life there had
left it before the time of their latest arrest, and the group in which
247 began showed but 212 members when these facts were collected.
The general movement for all these women was not so much from
one industry group to another among the gainful occupations as it
was from gainful to nongainful pursuits. The extent of this move-
ment is indicated by the fact that while 74 per cent of these women
had at some time been gainfully employed, but 53.7 per cent of them
were so employed at the time of their latest arrest. There seems no
reason, therefore, to suppose that the figures showing the number of
offenders from domestic and personal service have been unduly
weighted.

f Statistically it may be considered certain that if there has been
any proportionate increase in the amount of criminality among
women since the opening up of these newer occupations, it is not due
to the occupations. The prison population is not recruited from the
ranks of the saleswomen, the clerks and stenographers, the packers
and shippers, and telegraph and telephone operators who have in-
creased so rapidly within the past few decades.2

iVol. XV, Relation Between Occupation and Criminality of Women, p. 41.
aIdem, p. 53.
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APPARENT DECREASE IN NUMBER OF FEMALE OFFENDERS. \

But there is considerable reason for believing that there has been
no such increase, but that, on the contrary, women are becoming
more, not less, law-abiding. The testimony of the prison officials
consulted during the investigation was unanimous on this point;
all declared that instead of increasing, criminality among women is
becoming less common, and that the number of female prisoners has
shown a marked decrease within the last 20 to 30 years. The United
States census showed the same thing,1 and wherever reliable statistics
could be obtained a diminution in the number of female prisoners
was found.

The objection that this decrease may be due to using, instead of
imprisonment, other methods of punishment, such as fines, proba-
tion, etc., can not be fully answered, but some test of its validity
may be made for Massachusetts, which publishes very full data con-
cerning arrests as well as sentences. From these it appears that the
number of women arrested in that State ihcreased from 9,646 in
1896 to 10,457 in 1907, the last year for which the statistics were
available at the time of the investigation. Meanwhile the female
population aged 14 years2 and over of the State increased from
975,578 in 1895 to 1,168,800 in 1905. In 1896 the number of arrests
formed a ratio of 0.988 to the female population; in l§07 it was
0.894, showing that the number of arrests had not kept pace with the
growth of the population. As the number of arrests is not affected
by changes in the method of punishing those found guilty, this
seems to indicate pretty clearly that in Massachusetts at least the
relative number of female offenders has been actually as well as
apparently diminishing.

RELATION BETWEEN OCCUPATIONS AND OFFENDERS.

But it does not follow that because the newer occupations can not
be held responsible for any increase of antisocial tendencies among
women no connection exists between occupation and such tend-
encies. The investigation seems to show that there is such a con-
nection, but that it lies back of the industrial experience itself, in the
qualities which lead a woman into one kind of work rather than
another. A study of the women found in confinement shows that
while accidental and occasional offenders may come from any class,
and while a few professional criminals are bright and forceful
women, the great majority were incapable and inefficient, "low-grade
women who are in the main uneducated mentally and untrained in-

1 Special Report, Prisoners and Juvenile Delinquents in Institutions, 1904, p. 16.
2 The arrests given above are for women over 16.
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dustrially and undeveloped morally." They have little self-control,
little power of sustained application, and no idea of consistent, pur-
poseful effort toward a desired end. For the most part they would
be quite incapable of securing a position in a factory of the better
class, or an office or store, or of holding such a position if they once
got it. They are found in the lower grades of factory work and in
the ranks of domestic and personal service simply because these
occupations afford an opening for the poorest kinds of unskilled
work. Some kinds of domestic service, of course, demand a high
degree of both skill and training, but in general it is not from these
that the offender comes.

They come from the ranks of domestic and personal service and
from housekeeping, not because these occupations necessarily lead
women into conflict with the laws, but because they are the chief pur-
suits open to the kind of women likely to come into conflict with
the lawrs, and also because these occupations have in themselves but
few restraining influences for such women.

The newer occupations, on the other hand, show far less than
their proportion of female offenders, because they attract the better
grade of workers and because they exercise upon these women several
restraining influences. * * * The relation between occupation
and lawlessness is not directly causal; it lies deeper in the demand a
given occupation makes for intelligence and character in its workers.
The newer occupations make such demand, and hence the small pro-
portion of offenders from their ranks. In the main, women do not
offend against the laws because they are engaged in domestic and
personal service, but the offenders who have been engaged in such
work are the kind who would be likely to offend wherever they might
be placed; they do not refrain from lawbreaking because they are
engaged in commerce or transportation, but the women capable of
following such occupations are the kind who are least likely to break
the law.1

IMMORALITY AND OCCUPATION.

No systematic investigation of immorality was attempted, but it
is so closely connected with lawlessness that considerable information
concerning it was gained incidentally and this was later supplement-
ed by an inquiry among rescue homes and refuges, rescue workers,
and social workers of whatever kind who devote themselves to this
particular subject. The special purpose of this inquiry wTas to see if
any occupational influences could be traced and to what extent low
wages were a factor in forcing girls into discreditable courses. Out
of the wide variety of facts and opinions collected, two results stood
out conspicuously:

1 I. Not one person consulted had given occupational influences as a
leading cause of immorality, and only two laid any particular stress
on them as subsidiary causes.

1Vol. XV, Relation Between Occupation and Crminality of Women, pp. 75, 76.

Digitized for FRASER 
http://fraser.stlouisfed.org/ 
Federal Reserve Bank of St. Louis

1915



RELATION BETWEEN OCCUPATION AND CRIMINALITY. 3 8 1

I I . Not one worker assigned poverty or low wages as a direct and
immediate cause of immorality. I t was agreed that indirectly their
influence is great, but in the whole inquiry only five cases were found
in which the workers reporting them believed that the women had
been driven into wrongdoing by want.1

 {

I t was difficult to obtain anything more than estimates of the occu-
pational distribution of the women who went wrong, as for the most
part the records did not give any information on this point. Out of
25 homes and rescue agencies visited, the superintendents in 10 cases
said they received the largest number of inmates directly from their
own homes, in 14 cases that most of them came from domestic service,
and in one case that the majority were from the factories.

One home, situated on the lower East Side of New York, gave the
occupations of the women admitted during the years 1907 and 1908.
As this home did not confine its aid to women who had gone wrong
for the first time, the number coming directly from their own homes
was comparatively small. The occupational distribution of the 326
women received was as follows:

„ MORALLY DANGEROUS OCCUPATIONS.

Five occupations were assigned as seeming.to be specially danger-
ous from the standpoint of morals, the judgment being based on the
number of women from their ranks known to have gone wrong—
domestic service, the work of hotel or restaurant waitresses, the low-
grade factory trades, trained nursing, and the low-grade stenographic
positions filled by girls just out of school and too immature and
untrained to be really qualified for self-guidance. While each of
these pursuits had some special dangers of its own, the root of the
trouble seemed to be, as in the case of the offenders brought into
court, not so much in the work as in the kind of women who would
naturally take up that sort of work. To this general rule trained
nursing offers an apparent exception, for which two reasons suggest
themselves: First, while the work is severe, the nurse can easily
obtain liquor and drugs which another worker might find difficulty
in getting hold of, so she is in special danger of forming liquor or
drug habits, which, once established, are very apt to lead to other
forms of wrongdoing. And as a second cause, certain advantages

3 Vol. XV, Relat ions Between Occupation and Criminali ty of Women, p. 82.

Items.

Having no gainful occupation
In domestic or personal service
In manufacturing and mechanical pursuits . . . .
In trade and transportation
In professional pursuits

Total . . . .

Number.

73
187
41
23
2

326

Per cent.

22.
57.4
12.6
7.0
.6

100.0
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the occupation offers for the unscrupulous have attracted to it some
women of highly undesirable character.

A considerable portion of the latter part of the report is devoted
to a discussion of the different classes of women who are apt to be
grouped together rather sweepingly as " fallen," and to a considera-
tion of the frequent assumption that shop girls and saleswomen are
especially apt to go wrong. For this assumption the report shows
no foundation, but three possible causes are suggested for it.

First, a belief that women can not live honestly on the wages they
receive; second, the fact that standards of decorum differ among
different classes and that working girls sometimes indulge in behavior
which among people bred in traditions of polite reserve would indi-
cate immoral tendencies; third, a blind acceptance of a traditional
idea—in other words, prejudice pure and simple.
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