
8 INDUSTRIAL HOME WORK 

HAZARDS TO PUBLIC HEALTH 

Questions of sanitation and health also are important phases of 
the industrial-home-work problem. Studies in recent years have 
found the majority of homes visited clean and in fairly good condi-
tion, but always some are found that show evidences of filth or other 
neglect or in which work has continued while communicable diseases 
were present. Recent investigations in New Jersey and Pennsyl-
vania found articles being made in homes where diseases such as 
measles, whooping cough, scarlet fever, influenza, tuberculosis, 
syphillis, and gonorrhea were in existence.81 Such conditions, even 
though found in only a small minority of cases, point to serious 
possibilities of danger to public health. 

A statement from Massachusetts is typical of the lack of definite 
information on hazards to public health or to the health of workers 
under the home-work system of production. As in most States, 
neither the department of labor nor the department of health has 
made studies of these questions. 

There is no well-defined information available as to the spread of communi-
cable or contagious diseases through the agency of wearing apparel made in 
the home. The difficulty in seeking such information is obvious. It is almost 
impossible to prove that the onset of disease may be traced to contact with 
£erms under these conditions. There are circumstances in which it would be 
perfectly sound to believe potential danger existed in contact with garments 
made where exposure to contagious disease prevailed. This opinion has been 
expressed to me by an official connected with the department of public health 
in this State. There is no record available in the department of labor and 
industries or in the department of public health that would be helpful. The 
spread of communicable disease comes within the activities of the department of 
public health in Massachusetts. It is only the diseases of industry arising out 
of and in course of employment that are covered in the jurisdiction of the de-
partment of labor and industries. In this department there is no record of 
occupational diseases among home workers, * * * nothing has come to our 
attention that would justify making an investigation. The employment is inter-
mittent in character and is usually done under circumstances free from 
physical danger.82 

In Newark the department of health cooperates with the State de-
partment of labor in making home-work inspections. On the bases 
of these investigations, the city health officer still holds to the follow-
ing statement,33 which he made in 1923, in regard to home work and 
the health of the workers: 

Whatever objections there may be to sweatshop work from a labor or eco-
nomic standpoint they are far outweighed by the extreme menace to the health 
of the sweatshop worker. There are few tenement buildings in point of light, 
ventilation, and general sanitary condition suitable for any kind of home work. 
The average tenement rooms in large cities are overcrowded at best; they are 
frequently dark and nearly always unventilated and overheated. The great 
majority of these workers have household duties to perform and must snatch 
whatever hours are available either from what should be really periods of 
rest or sleep. It is not strictly true that the sweatshop worker is an economic 
misfit for many could suitably work in factories were the time available from 

31 See Pennsylvania. Department of Labor and Industry. Industrial Home Work and 
Child Labor. Special bul. 11, 1926, pp. 23-26 : U. S. Department of Labor. Children's 
Bureau. Child Labor in New Jersey, part 2. Children engaged in industrial home work. 
Bul. 185. 1928, pp. 5 6 - 5 7 ; New York State Commission to Examine Laws Relating to 
Child Welfare. Third Annual Report, Apr. 9, 1924, pp. 76-77 and 79. 

82 Letter from John P. Meade, director, division of industrial safety, Massachusetts 
Department of Labor and Industries, July 9, 1929. 

Craster, Charles V. The Home Sweatshop and its Health Problems. In Nation's 
Health, May 15, 1924, pp. 306-307 ; and letter of June 7, 1929. 
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other duties or family ties. The work is at the same time attractive to the 
sjckly and diseased who are enabled to work only when their condition permits, 
and who find the elastic hours of sweatshop labor the only form of labor they 
can accomplish. * * * 

The investigation of sweatshops showed that this work is carried on in places 
where " in a large majority, under insanitary conditions, there can be no doubt 
as to the spread of disease of one nature or another." 

In Illinois, where the department of health's sanitary codes ap-
plying to factories, workshops, and wholesale and retail food estab-
lishments cover all places where industrial home work occurs, the 
department of health found, in 1929 nut sheliers, Mexican tortilla 
makers, and doughnut makers and vendors doing work at home and 
under crowded, insanitary conditions.34 These persons were forced 
to cease operations. 

DIFFICULTIES OF REGULATION 

The industrial-home-work system by its very nature calls for 
public regulation. It is found in industries of seasonal and very 
irregular employment, subject to fluctuation with changes in fashion 
or process.35 It is used by employers to secure rapid expansion and 
contraction of the working force without providing overhead and 
taking full responsibility for a stable group of workers. The em-
ployers are numerous, most of them operating in a rather small way 
with few factory employees, unstable and adjusting quickly to 
market changes. The home workers are chiefly women, aided in 
many cases by children, and they are engaged for the most part in 
simple operations. They are a group with little industrial experi-
ence, handicapped in the job market by that inexperience and by 
home responsibilities, sometimes by physical disabilities, by language, 
and by custom. The pressure of family needs, however, compels 
them to seek work, while their low earnings reflect the fact that, 
working as individuals rather than as a group, they are poor bar-
gainers in the labor market. Low wages, unregulated hours, poor 
working conditions, and child labor are familiar aspects of this 
system of production, which carries with it possibilities of menace 
to public health. 

The same facts that produce a need for public regulation make the 
home-work industries preeminently difficult to regulate. Irregular 
production, large numbers of employers of an unstable, shifting 
character, and an equally unstable group of workers scattered in 
tenement homes present a difficult problem to attempts at control. 

If the evils that always accompany unregulated industrial home 
work are to be prevented and the home workers given the protection 
that is set up for other workers through labor laws the States must 
know the facts as to their own conditions and make continuous efforts 
to control them. A few States have attacked their problem suffi-
ciently to know its difficulties and to make progress toward its con-
trol. Some of the State reports are illuminating on these questions. 

24 Letter f rom Industrial Commission of Illinois, Bureau of Statistics and Research 
Dec. 31, 1929. 

35 New York. Department of Labor. Industrial Bulletin, June, 1928, pp. 2 7 7 - 2 7 8 ; 
Pennsylvania. Department of Labor and Industries. Labor and Industry, April, 1927 
pp. 8 - 1 3 ; and IT. S. Department of Labor. Children's Bureau. Child Labor in New 
Jersey, part 2. Children engaged in industrial home work. Bui. 185, 1928, pp. 11 - 13 
and 31 -32 . 
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