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In the minds of most people, the home has stood apart from the world of
work. By bringing the factory or office home, homework challenges this
division. Employers, trade unionists, male and female reformers, and govern-
ment administrators have vigorously debated the evils of homework. Home to
Work restores the voices of homeworking women, mostly mothers of small
children, to the century-long struggle over their labor.

From the 1870s, when New York cigarmakers attempted to end tenement
competition, through the minimum wage campaigns of the National Con-
sumers' League in the early twentieth century, to New Deal prohibitions in the
1930s, gender ideology shaped the battle over homework. After World War II,
the white-collar home-based labor force grew; by the 1980s the white middle-
class mother at the keyboard had replaced the victimized immigrant as the
symbol of homework. Presented as a solution to the work and family dilemma
of our time, Reaganite deregulation of homework attempted to dismantle the
New Deal legacy.

While men's right to freely dispose of their labor inhibited the regulation of
homework in the late nineteenth century, by the late twentieth century the
government's attitude toward homework had come full circle — women's right
to employment now undermined its prohibition. Economic and political
justice, whether based on rights to homework or rights as workers, will
depend on homeworkers becoming visible as wage earners who happen to
mother.



Home to work



Figure 1. Luther Bradley, “Sacred Motherhood,” lithograph, 1907. Courtesy of
the Schlesinger Library, Radcliffe College. Exhibited at the Chicago Industrial
Exhibit of 1907, this image symbolized sweated motherhood for a generation of
women reformers who sought to end homework, organize the garment
industry, and relieve working-class mothers of their double burden of wage
earning and family maintenance. The women's Trade Union League used it on
a postcard to raise funds to support striking workers in 1910-11.
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