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Abstract

When factory inspectors first used the word “sweatshop” at the turn-of-the-last century,
they sought to describe much more than the cramped garment workplaces where immi-
grants labored. They also tried to explain the social dangers posed by these workplaces.
Inspectors relied on their sensory responses. Citing odors as evidence, inspectors united
fears of poverty, pestilence, and promiscuity in their definition of the sweatshop. Cloth-
ing produced in filthy shops by diseased workers could infect consumers and male and fe-
male immigrants working in close quarters were becoming an enfeebled, immoral race.
Workers eschewed the language of racial decline, but pointed to their weak bodies as ev-
idence of the exploitative nature of the sweatshop.

The subjectivity of definitions of the sweatshop presents a challenge, especially to
public historians. How, in the process of exhibition and reconstruction, can public histo-
rians represent the competing moral judgments and racial, class, and gendered fears that
shaped initial definitions of the sweatshop?

In 1994, the United States General Accounting Office (GAO) defined a sweat-
shop as a workplace “that violates more than one federal or state labor law gov-
erning minimum wage and overtime, child labor, industrial homework, occupa-
tional safety and health, workers compensation, or industry regulation.” In
reducing the definition of the sweatshop to something quantifiable, the GAO es-
timated that 2,000 of 6,000 garment shops in New York City were sweatshops.
The situation was even worse in other major garment centers in the United
States; according to the GAO, 4,500 of 5,000 shops in Los Angeles were sweat-
shops, 400 of 500 in Miami, and 50 of 180 in El Paso.! But this legalistic and quan-
tifiable definition of the sweatshop ignores that ways in which perceptions of the
sweatshop are intermingled with a range of political and cultural anxieties.
Workers, employers, politicians, and factory inspectors have relied on contrast-
ing definitions of the sweatshop for more than a century.

Historians, more than the GAO, have come to recognize that the sweat-
shop is not an objective label for a particular kind of workplace. Leon Stein de-
scribed the sweatshop as a “state of mind as well as a physical fact.” Nancy Green
called it a “metaphor”; the meaning of the sweatshop, she asserts, lies in the
everyday labels assigned to it by a host of historical actors.> The word “sweat-
shop” was first used at the turn-of-the-last-century in the United States by fac-
tory inspectors describing those workplaces where European immigrant women
and men worked in close quarters. While factory inspectors and immigrant

International Labor and Working-Class History
No. 61, Spring 2002, pp. 13-23
© 2002 International Labor and Working-Class History, Inc.



14 ILWCH, 61, Spring 2002

workers both used the word “sweatshop” to describe the same workplaces, they
associated it with very different dangers.

Inspectors relied on their personal sensory responses to these strange and
“foreign” workshops to describe the threats posed by the sweatshop. Citing the
filthy odors they encountered on their visits as evidence, inspectors argued that
sweatshops represented moral and public health dangers to the nation. Inspec-
tors brought together fears of poverty, pestilence, and promiscuity in their defi-
nition of the sweatshop. Clothing produced in filthy shops by potentially dis-
eased workers could infect consumers. Male and female immigrant workers
laboring in close quarters were becoming an enfeebled, immoral race.

Immigrant workers’ definition of the sweatshop was no less sensory than
that of factory inspectors. But where inspectors focused on the smell of the
sweatshop, highlighting their position as outside visitors, workers focused on the
effects on their bodies. The sweatshop, they insisted, took healthy immigrants
and turned them into frail proletarians. Workers cited their weak bodies as evi-
dence of the exploitative nature of the sweatshop system and of the need for col-
lective resistance, not as examples of the negative results of immigration.

A century after the first use of the word “sweatshop,” its definition remains
highly contested. The GAOs definition willfully ignores the range of subjective
responses to working conditions that have created multiple and historically spe-
cific understandings of the sweatshop. The task and challenge of the historian
and, perhaps, even more so of the public historian is to recognize the inherent
subjectivity of the sweatshop. This essay explores the initial use of the word
“sweatshop” in the United States in the context of turn-of-the-last-century na-
tivism, immigration, industrialization, labor activism, and reform. It looks at how
the biases, moral judgments, and political ambitions that have shaped and con-
tinue to influence understandings of the sweatshop present a particular chal-
lenge for public historians seeking to create exhibits about America’s sweatshop
past and present and for historians seeking to write the American sweatshop’s
history.>

From “Sweating” to “Sweatshop”

The use of the word “sweated” and “sweating” to describe noisome, physically
challenging labor has a long history stretching back to the 9th century. Even in
Shakespeare’s Midsummer Night’s Dream tiresome, draining labor becomes
“sweat”: “The Oxe hath therefore stretch’d his yoake in vaine. The Ploughman
lost his sweat.”* The specific connection between garment work and the labor
of immigrants with “sweat” and “sweating” can be dated back at least to the
1840s with the initial rise of readymade clothing industry in both the United
States and Great Britain.” In New York, for example, as Christine Stansell docu-
mented, female Irish immigrants composed a pool of “sweated” homeworkers
who completed garments destined for the Southern slave or Western frontier
markets.®

The first uses of “sweatshop” and “sweating system” can be dated very pre-
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cisely to the late 1880s and early 1890s in the United States. The transition from
talking about work as “sweated” to labeling a particular kind of workplace as a
“sweatshop” and a form of production as a “sweating system” reflects the in-
sertion of concerns about the workplace into an ongoing discourse about work
and the body. In 1888, New York factory inspectors announced the emergence
of a “sweating system” and described it as “nearly akin to slavery as its is possi-
ble to get. The work is done under the eyes of task-masters, who rent a small
room or two in the rear part of an upper floor of a high building, put in a few
sewing machines, a stove suitable for heating irons, and then hire a number of
men and women to work for them.””

The word “sweatshop” (or in its earlier form, “sweat-shop”) seems to have
appeared first in 1891 in the Fifth Annual Report of the Factory Inspectors of the
State of New York. The report noted that: “ ... the trouble with the ‘sweater’
workshops of New York is this: The hours of labor are too long, being sometimes
as high as ninety a week; the ventilating and sanitary arrangements are nearly
always vile to the last degree, and the work-rooms are excessively overcrowd-
ed.”® The next year, the House of Representatives Committee of Manufactures
conducted highly-publicized hearings about the “Sweating System,” because, in
their own words, “the dangers to the public welfare of the ‘sweating’ system are
... serious.”

By the late 19th century, the words “sweatshop” and “sweating system” had
crossed the Atlantic to Europe.'? The word “sweatshop” was used in Britain to
describe English and American garment shops and it was translated literally in
French, Italian, and Yiddish. Garment shops that were similar in size and or-
ganization appeared almost simultaneously in the United States, Britain, and
France and, in all three countries, employed Eastern-European, Jewish, and
Italian immigrants.!!

The discursive shift from “sweated work” to the “sweatshop” coincided
with a growing concern on both sides of the Atlantic about industrial working
conditions. By 1880, France, Germany, and Britain had passed significant pieces
of factory legislation which they further strengthened between 1892 and 1901.12
By the 1880s, American progressive social scientists were importing information
about European laws and factory inspection methods and, by 1900, most highly-
industrialized and urbanized American states had created at least the infra-
structure of factory inspection.' The sweatshop was central to this emerging fac-
tory reform movement and a crucial topic of a transatlantic dialogue about the
role of the state in the regulation of work.!'#* However, the specific language used
by American factory inspectors suggests a local story within this larger trans-
atlantic narrative.

The Sweatshop and American Anxiety

Although the United States, and New York in particular, had the fastest grow-
ing garment industry in the North Atlantic economy, they came to factory in-
spection later than many European countries. New York did not “regulate the
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employment of women and children in manufacturing establishments” or ap-
point factory inspectors until 1888.15 Only in 1892 did New York amend its fac-
tory inspection laws to regulate specifically “the manufacture of clothing, etc., in
Tenements and Rear Buildings,” banning sewing in tenement apartments except
by permit or by family members.'°

New York factory inspectors had little in common with the immigrants who
labored in the garment workshops they inspected. Garment workers in New York
were overwhelmingly immigrants. In 1897, seventy-five percent of all workers
were Eastern-European Jews and fifteen percent were Italian.'” In addition, while
in some trades, cloakmaking for example, the workforce was almost entirely male,
in others like waistmaking it was largely female.!® In contrast, New York’s facto-
ry inspectors were native-born, middle-class, and, until 1890, all male. Despite
their efforts to create a form of factory inspection based on legal standards and in-
formed by a supposedly objective contemporary social science, their personal and
cultural distance from and hostility towards sweatshop workers shaped their an-
nual reports. These reports not only enumerate major labor violations, but also
detail personal reactions to the sweatshop and sweatshop workers.!”

One such inspector was George McKay, a prolific critic of the sweating sys-
tem and the principal factory inspector for the Lower East Side in the late 1880s
and early 1890s who played a key role in shaping the official, middle-class defi-
nition of New York’s sweatshops. Like other inspectors, McKay relied on his per-
sonal sensory reactions to the sweatshop in his reports. In particular, he de-
scribed the smell. McKay insisted that sweatshops “smell as powerfully and
poisonously as the wretched toilers themselves” and that they are “rarely healthy
or clean, while filth and noxious odors are abundant.” In one place he described
the smell as “nauseating . . . and the stench abominable.”?° In a similar fashion,
the anti-tenement activist John Crowley described what he claimed was a “typ-
ical” sweatshop among the 300 he had inspected: “the stench would almost force
you down the stairs and it would almost make you sick when you got there.” It
came from “decaying vegetable matter, filth and dirt of all kinds, animal exuda-
tions, and a little of everything almost.”?!

This preoccupation with foul odors reflects turn-of-the-century factory in-
spectors’ profound anxiety about the effects of the sweatshop, not only on work-
ers, but also on those who came in contact with them, as well with the goods they
made. This anxiety was shaped by germ theory and fears of social degenera-
tion.?> The sweatshop, McKay and others worried, would be the breeding
ground of germs and weakened immigrants would be the vectors of disease.
And, those foreign workers, enfeebled in body and mind, would produce an
inferior and immoral race of workers. The “exudations from overheated and
unclean human bodies,” McKay argued, created a “physical environment laden
with such foulness, disease and death as is simply a disgrace to God and man.”
The evil of “material substances in fine, subtle, microscopial forms floating in the
air which is already poisoned” were a particular problem, for they “paralyze . . .
vital nerve-centers in the human system, controlling and destroying those very
physical organs and activities upon which the unfortunate toiler depends for his
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very existence.”?®> McKay and other inspectors believed that the sweatshop
posed a significant public health menace. In one report, he argued that “the
steam from breath and body, the poison from surrounding putresence and un-
sanitary plumbing . . . permeates everything present, and it needs only the sin-
gle bacillus of disease to start into life a horrible death for thousands.”?* In an-
other report, he stated that “the danger from the ... obnoxious smells that
abound therein to those employed is only equaled to that which may be caused
by the spread of infectious disease through clothing . .. made up under those
conditions.”?>

The threat of disease, according to these inspectors, was increased by what
they perceived as the “filthy” habits of foreign “swarms of helpless and ignorant
cheap labor.” Their habits contributed as much to the smell of the sweatshop as
the poor conditions. As one inspector put it: “[I]t does seem to me that they are
to blame for the unclean condition in which we find very many of them, as well
as the often very filthy condition of the immediate room or rooms in which they
work and live. They seem to care nothing about the observance of proper sani-
tary conditions.”?® As a result, Factory Inspectors worried in 1889 that “should
any disease of a contagious nature ever occur among these clothing workers, the
opportunities for developing and disseminating it throughout the country are
such that no amount of diligence on the part of boards of health could check it
from spreading with frightful rapidity. This is no lightly-drawn possibility, but a
matter of the most serious importance . . . 727

For McKay the medical effects of the sweatshop could not be distinguished
from the moral. Work in a “crowded and unhealthy district” would inevitably
lead to “low morals and low intelligence, where the condition of human beings
is scarcely above that of animals.”?® Crowding produced nauseating stenches,
germs, and sexual impropriety, especially as immigrant men and women worked
together: “... so far as morals are concerned, under even favorable circum-
stances, young girls are increasingly employed among older persons of their own
sex, and young boys and youths are mixed and crowded at work with men of ad-
vanced years, prompting premature curiosity in young minds, and turning their
attention to matters of sexual significance.”?®

In his descent from personal revulsion to shrill nativism, McKay came to
see the sweatshop as a threat to American racial purity and to American “civi-
lization.”3° The moral and mental destruction wrought by the sweatshop would
be genetically passed down to workers’ children, producing a physically “a race
ignorant, miserable, and immoral as themselves.”3! For inspectors like McKay,
the sweatshop itself was a form of contagion. It was “a foreign method of work-
ing” imported into the United States from “the least civilized sections of Eu-
rope” by racially and morally suspect immigrant vectors.>?> Some inspectors even
feared a shadowy conspiracy in which Eastern-European Jewish immigrants
were brought to the United States simply to work in sweatshops.?® Thus, one in-
spector saw his role as “sweeping back new social evils which follow the ever-
coming tides of lower and lower classes of labor every generation.”3*

New York’s factory inspectors directly contrasted the “foreign” sweatshop
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to the “American factory,” where “you find everything in keeping with the
American idea . . . there is cleanliness and every accommodation provided for
the health, comfort, and convenience of the workman; no task system; wages by
the day or week; work commencing and ending at certain hours; machines run
by steam or other power and not by the crippling process of foot power used by
workers in ‘sweat-shops.’”3> Through this juxtaposition, McKay and other in-
spectors connected the sweatshop to a project of American nationalism that
aimed, all at once, to protect American health and civilization, to glorify what
they saw as exceptionally American forms of industrialization, and to control the
acculturation of recent immigrants.3°

Contesting the Inspectors’ Sweatshop

The definition of the sweatshop born of inspectors’ noses, eyes, mouths, and
pens effected the way immigrant workers thought about their work and work-
places. After the turn-of-the-century, workers’ understanding of the sweatshop
came to influence that of inspectors.3” The word “sweatshop,” first used by fac-
tory inspectors, made its way into immigrants’ everyday vocabulary. In describ-
ing the sweatshop, immigrants focused not on foul and dangerous smells but on
workers’ bodily decline. In turn, they used images of weakness and disease to
advance political claims.38 In his memoirs, the cloakmaker Abraham Rosenberg
described his fellow sweatshop workers as “pale, overworked shadows.”3” Sweat-
shops “swallowed healthy immigrants.”*® The worker and unionist Abraham
Bisno simply declared that sweatshops “[work] to the destruction of health.”*

Where inspectors described workers’ physical weakness as a threat to the
nation’s health, immigrant unionists saw the un-American nature of the sweat-
shop as the primary justification for workplace organizing. Thus, the Interna-
tional Ladies’ Garment Workers’ Union (ILGWU) resolved: “That we concen-
trate all efforts upon the movement for stamping out of the disease-breeding
infamous and un-American ‘sweating system.””4? Immigrant unionists employed
the term “sweatshop” as a shorthand for a set of abominable working conditions
and as a justification for continued militancy. They raised the specter of the
sweatshop in appealing both to workers and to the larger public. In 1921, for ex-
ample, ILGWU President Benjamin Schlessinger publicly accused manufactur-
ers of reintroducing the “sweat-shop in the garment trades.”*? Similarly, during
a 1926 cloakmakers’ general strike, the ILGWU appealed to the American Fed-
eration of Labor (AFL) for support: “[The Cloakmakers] are fighting against the
threatened revival of the notorious sweat shop system which in the past has dis-
graced the industry and kept the workers in a condition of indescribable misery
and oppression.”44

In arguing that the sweatshop could always reemerge in the New York gar-
ment industry, ILGWU leaders introduced a fluidity into their definition of the
sweatshop. “The sweatshop, of course, need not be understood [as] the kitchen
production of twenty-five years ago,” they argued. “The present-day sweat shop
has sprouted out in small establishments in big loft buildings which have the out-
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ward appearance of decent shops but in which conditions of labor are such that
the majority of workers employed in them find it impossible to make even a
meager living.”#> In arguing for a flexible understanding of the sweatshop and
in using the sweatshop as a gauge of union success as well as a symbol of legiti-
macy, union leaders implicitly challenged inspectors’ definition of the sweat-
shop. They downplayed the sweatshop as a threat to national health, civilization,
and racial purity while highlighting the sweatshop as a menace to proletarian
bodies.

(Re)constructing the Sweatshop?

The evidence cited here reveals that the same space labeled as “sweatshop” was
experienced in and described in markedly different ways by workers and in-
spectors. The subjectivity of this evidence poses a challenge to public historians
seeking to create exhibitons about sweatshops. Reconstructing a sweatshop is
especially difficult. Should historians create the inspector’s sweatshop, in which
smells and germs are the most visible and most shocking characteristics, or the
proletarian sweatshop, in which the bodily decline of workers hints at abom-
inable working conditions? Should visitors experience the sweatshop as work-
ers concerned with using their bodily decline as a rallying call for organizing or
as inspectors worried about the larger effects on American civilization?

The Lower East Side Tenement Museum is facing precisely these questions
as it seeks to reconstruct a turn-of-the-century sweatshop. The museum is lo-
cated in a tenement building on New York’s Lower East Side, the city’s princi-
ple turn-of-the-century and contemporary sweatshop district, and its exhibits are
reconstructions of historical moments that have occurred in the building’s
rooms. One exhibit, for example, shows the apartment of an immigrant Jewish
family mourning their father and husband, a garment worker who died of tu-
berculosis. The exhibit on sweatshops, opening in the winter of 2001-2002, will
rebuild the three room apartment of Harris Levine, an immigrant who lived in
and owned a particularly small sweatshop in the building in 1895. The front room
recreates the sewing room with workbenches for a sewing machine operator, a
baster, and a finisher surrounded by bundles of pre-cut garments, scraps of cloth,
and dust. In the small kitchen, the presser’s irons are heating next to a meal be-
ing cooked for Levine’s family and workers. In the bedroom, a midwife’s tools
are spread about to capture the moment when Levine’s wife Jennie has given
birth. The reconstruction is based on limited notes from inspectors’ visits to the
shop, sketchy details about the Levines’ lives, and primary evidence from in-
spectors and workers about New York’s sweatshops at the time.

Of course, the Levine sweatshop exhibit does not reconstruct the “true”
shop. The rooms will be quiet and odorless and there will be no immigrant work-
ers. Those issues most regularly cited by inspectors will not be present in the ex-
hibit and, similarly, visitors will not experience the physical trauma described by
workers. Still, a tension between the objectivity implied by reconstruction and
the subjectivity of historical evidence remains, a tension the museum hopes to
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address by guiding visitors through the space. Changing art projects, a printed
handout to visitors, audio-visual presentations using words of contemporary ac-
tors in the garment industry, and the docents’ scripts are designed to help visi-
tors see reconstruction as interpretation, not re-creation. The museum can rep-
resent subjectivity by foregrounding the difficulty of reconstruction. In this way,
they can suggest how the same space had different meaings for the historical ac-
tors whose papers the museum used. This helps visitors compare turn-of-the-
century sweatshops with contemporary sweatshops, including those in the sur-
rounding neighborhood, and evaluate the relative success and failures of a
century’s efforts to combat sweatshops.*®

While the Tenement Museum seeks to capture the politics of representa-
tion by guiding visitors through its exhibit, the Smithsonian retreated from re-
construction in its 1999 exhibit Between a Rock and a Hard Place: A History of
American Sweatshops, 1820-Present.*” In the heat of the “culture wars” and just
after the Smithsonian’s controversial Enola Gay exhibit, curators Peter Lieb-
hold and Harry Rubensteiin strove to create a “balanced and fair” exhibit that
would—and did—withstand the inevitable harsh attacks from corporate gar-
ment industry groups. The curators replaced, for better or worse, interpretation
with the presentation of “authentic” artifacts and multiple voices speaking on
the issue of sweatshops. Unlike the Tenement Museum’s exhibit, the Smithson-
ian’s did not reconstruct a specific sweatshop. Indeed, while the exhibit centered
around the story of the infamous El Monte, California sweatshop where Thai
immigrants were held in captivity until the shop was raided in 1995, the curators
quickly gave up their original idea of reproducing the El Monte sewing room.
Instead, they used “artifacts” acquired by the museum and placed them in a
“stage-like setting,” not in a “recreation.”8

While this gesture was a tactical retreat in the culture wars, it helped ren-
der visible the sweatshop’s subjectivity. The Smithsonian sought to capture the
spectrum of subjective responses to the sweatshop through a “Dialogue” section
in which visitors were introduced to contrasting views of sweatshops from dif-
ferent figures in the garment industry and visitors were asked to respond in note-
books to the question “What should Americans know about sweatshop produc-
tion in the United States?”4° Between April 22 and October 26, 1999, 1600
people recorded their responses in these notebooks. While the “Dialogue” sec-
tion served to confirm the Smithsonian’s “commitment to a balanced presenta-
tion,” it also captured the discursive nature of the sweatshop. As Liebhold put
it, “it was like listening to a public debate.”>°

Like Harris Levine’s tenement shop, El Monte as a sweatshop cannot be di-
vorced from its representations. The sweatshop is neither a quantifiable physi-
cal space nor a discursive construct. The sweatshop seems suspended between
the socially constructed and the material and its definitions are rooted in differ-
ing subjective responses to physical spaces and to those who worked and work
in them. Those responses that grouped certain disparate workplaces together
under the rubric of the “sweated system” were themselves part of larger, histor-
ically specific discourses around, among others things, race, nation, and the state.
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One of the challenges for scholars of sweatshops is to locate the politics of rep-
resentation within this broader context while recognizing that their analysis and
that of their readers is filtered through ongoing discussions and redefinitions of
the sweatshop.
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