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ABSTRACT 

This paper addresses the issue of home-based production of exchange values. 
Social science has traditionally separated the two worlds of 'home' and 'work'. 
The domestic labour debates brought recognition of the continued existence of 
work in the home, but under relationships of domestic labour and use value 
production, rather than capitalism and exchange value production. However, 
many people continue to be engaged in the production of exchange values in the 
home: seven per cent of the Australian paid labour force in 1981. 

Awide range of social relationships under which production of exchange 
values in the home takes place, from capitalist wage labour to independent 
entrepreneur, is examined and it is argued that the internal relationships of the 
Jamily firm', relationships of gender and kin, need more thorough analysis. 
While the rules under which production for exchange in the home is organised 
may cover the whole spectrum of production relationships, the home is also the 
location for the production of use values under domestic labour. This physical 
proximity of the two labour processes has different implications for men and 
women. For men, the home is a retreat from the stress of commuting and office 
or factory work; a place for consumption, leisure and emotional support. For 
women, however, the home js the location of their domestic labour. This has two 
major consequences for women: first, they supply their home-based labour 
power under different constraints than men; and secondly, they have to constantly 
juggle two sets of responsibilities, creating stress and straining their family 
relationships. 

This discussion sets the context for analysis of data from the 1981 census, 
revealing the extent and nature of home-based work in Australia. Exchange 
value production in the home is not confined to the traditional picture of the 
clothing industry outworker, indeed these are a minority of home-based workers, 
notwithstanding that they may be among the most exploited. Many other types of 
work, including agriculture, construction,' business services and clerical work, 
are carried .out in the home. This confirms the importance of petty commodity 
production and the family firm in the range of home-based production. The 
situation of couples working in the construction and business services industries is 
examined in greater detail. Both sectors, the former more 'traditional' and the 
latter more 'modern', exhibit a strong sexual division of labour, with men 
engaged in the 'core' production and managerial roles, and women largely 
engaged in the 'servicing' tasks of clerical labour. By way of contrast, the 
situation of home-based workers in the textile, clothing and footwear industries 
is looked at, and the typical picture of a labour force of predominantly female 
migrant labour, restricted in their employment opportunities by language 
barriers and domestic responsibilities emerges. Data on incomes support the 
hypothesis that these women earn less than their factory-based counterparts. 



HOME-BASED WORKING IN AUS1RALIA: W1les and Evidence1 

Introduction 

Popular images and social science traditionally draw a boundary between 

'work' and 'home'. They are treated as two separate sites, the former 

characterised by production and class relations, the latter by consumption and 

gender relations. It is recognised that in pre-capitalist society home and work 

were combined, but the development of capitalist industry is widely believed to 

have separated the two worlds (Kaluzynska, 1980; Pleck, 1976). The domestic 

labour debate in political economy recognised the continuation of work in the 

household, characterised by patriarchal social relations, with some dispute as to 

whether this work is also production (Power, 1983). This debate has focused on 

unpaid work and the production (or maintenance) of use values in the home. The 

gendered division of labour in the home then influences participation in paid 

work outside the home. However, many people continue to participate in the 

production of exchange values, at home, either in petty commodity production 

(PCP) or as wage labour for capitalist enterprise. In 1981, 439.3 thousand 

Australians, or 7% of the employed labour force, worked at home [2]. Here, 

social relationships of work and home, class and gender, are interwoven. These 

productive activities and their social relations have been much neglected by 

researchers in Australia and elsewhere. 

At the end of the 19th century and early 20th century, the anti-sweating 

leagues campaigned to improve the conditions of employment of outworkers, 

particularly in the clothing industry, which resulted in legislation to regulate 

their use and employment conditions (Kingston, 1975; Lynzaat, 1979; Thiele, 

1982). Until recently, this form of employment was regarded as an historical 

relic of early industrial organisation which has largely disappeared during the 

20th century. In one assessment of the informal labour market in Australia, for 



example, a single paragraph is devoted to the case of domestic outworkers, and it 

concludes that: 

It is very likely that these workers are not recorded, or under 
reported, but the aggregate numbers are small even if their working 
situation should not be ignored. (Fisher, 1983, p.27) 

This image was reinforced by the early work of labour market segmentation 

theorists who concentrated on variations in the conditions of employment of 

directly employed workers, and especially on the operation of primary labour 

market structures, which w~ regarded as increasingly dominant in the modem 

industrial era (Doeringer and Piore, 1971). Similarly, work on the labour 

process emphasised the dominance of factory production over domestic outwork 

as providing increased control over labour power, and thereby increasing 

absolute surplus value (Braverman, 1974; Marglin, 1974). This view was 

challenged by others, who emphasised the co,ntinuing importance of secondary 

labour market forms in providing the firm with flexibility of employment. 

Further, it was argued that technical and social developments in the labour 
s 

process were neither uniform across industries nor unidirectional over time 

(Albrecht, 1982; Allen, 1982; Friedman, 1978; Rubery and Wilkinson, 1981). 

There is now a growing literature on the crisis of Fordist mass production 

systems, and their replacement by flexible production systems and differentiated 

consumption patterns (See, for example: Atkinson and Meger, 1986; Blackburn 

et al, 1985; Sabel, 1982). 

In the U.K., the last decade has seen renewed attention, both academic and 

political, paid to the conditions of outworkers and other home-based workers. A 

substantial amount of research has taken place, involving both large scale surveys 

and detailed qualitative studies, and there has been both a considerable amount of 

organisational work among outworkers and campaigns for legislative protection 

(See, for example: Allen, 1983; Bisset and Huws, 1984; Brown, 1974; Cragg and 

Dawson, 1981; Hakim and Dennis, 1982; Hakim, 1985; Huws, 1984b; Roxby, 

1984; Rubery and Wilkinson, 1981 ). This revival of interest has been mirrored 
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to some extent in other countries and by the study of trans-national corporations 

and the 'new international division of labour', where domestic outwork in both 

industrial and third world countries forms the final link in a chain of 

sub-contracting relations (Baud and van Luijken, 1984; International Labour 

Organisation, 1980; Lipsig Mumme, 1983; Roldan, 1985; Schmitz, 1985). 

In Australia, the conditions of outworkers in the clothing industry have more 

recently become the focus of attention and research. The reduction of import 

restrictions and the restructuring of the clothing industry is widely believed to 

have resulted in the expansion of outwork practices (Centre for Working 

Women, 1986; Clothing and Allied Trades Union, 1985; Illawara Migrant 

Resource Centre, 1984; Neumark and Eldestin, 1982; O'Donnel, 1987; TNC 

Workers Research, 1985). The last few years have seen a change of approach 

within the union movement from antagonism towards outworkers to 

campaigning for improved conditions (lliawara Migrant Resource Centre, 1984; 

TNC Workers' Research, 1985). With the Industries Assistance Commission 

recommending further reductions in import controls, the Clothing and Allied 

Trades Union (CA TU) launched a successful campaign to win award protection 

for outworkers (Industries Assistance Commision, 1986; Canberra Times, 

7.10.86; Sydney Morning Herald, 14.4.87). Clothing industry representatives 

estimate that there are up to 60 thousand outworkers in the industry in New South 

Wales and Victoria (Illawara Migrant Resource Centre, 1984, p.5), although the 

recorded level of total employment in the industry is only 72.9 thousand [3]. 

However, clothing industry outworkers represent only one group of home-based 

workers engaged in the production of exchange values, and the data presented 

here suggests they are a minority. There are also many others: family day care 

workers, farm workers, general practitioners, computer consultants and artists, 

to name but a few. 

There is currently much discussion of deregulating the labour market and 

increasing flexibility by the introduction of alternative working practices, which 

might be expected to include an expansion of home-based working. 
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Furthermore, developments in computer technology are making it technically 

possible for increasing numbers of jobs to be relocated from the office to the 

home. It has not yet proved economically feasible to move most workers back to 

the home, because of the high costs of installing equipment. A recent report 

concluded that "despite the availability of this technology, a shift to working at 

home has not occurred to ~l significant degree in Australia." (Technological 

Change Committee, 1986, p.62). One group of workers that has been employed 

at home in relatively large numbers using new technology, are computer 

professionals who possess scarce skills (Huws, 1984b; Wajcman and Probert 

1988). However, technology is rapidly changing and there are several new 

developments which could alter the balance of costs, and result in more 

widespread home-based working in the future (Huws, 1984b). It would seem 

timely to consider the types of social relationships involved in a relocation of 
' employment back to the home, and this forms the subject of the first half of this 

paper. 

A major problem faced by researchers studying home-based employment 

has been the lack of reliable data. Outworkers are often reluctant to be identified 

because of fear of losing their jobs. The Illawara Migrant Resource Centre 

(IMRC) found that many employers warned outworkers not to give information 

on their employment conditions to anyone (IMRC, 1984). Many are also 

uncertain of their legal or tax situation, or may be claiming social security at the 

same time as they are engaged in outwork (Cragg and Dawson, 1981; Cusack and 

Dodd, 1978; IMRC, 1984; Centre for Working Women, 1986). Many also feel 

ashamed that they are doing outwork, or are worried about complaints from 

neighbours. Official statistics, therefore, often fail to adequately record this 

form of employment: 

Unlike most other employment, homework does not form a distinct 
and organised section of the industrial world, but an unknown 
country without chart or beaten tracks, in which the boundaries and 
landmarks are continually shifting, so that the investigator has 
practically to grope his way through it. (Margaret Irwin 1913, 
quoted in Crine, 1979) 
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Other forms of home-based employment could, in principle, be more readily 

identified. ABS statistics do record unpaid family helpers and self-employed 

professionals, for example [4]. However, most ABS data collections do not 

distinguish home-based from other employment. The ABS is planning the first 

national survey of home-based workers in 1987, but this data will not be available 

until 1988. There is, however, one existing source of data which can shed light 

on the situation of people working at home. The census includes a question on the 

method of travel to work which identifies those people who worked at home. The 

second part of this paper presents results obtained from an analysis of the 1 % 

sample of household unit record files from the 1981 census, using this question to 

identify home-based workers. When the 1986 files become available, it will be 

possible to examine the changes that have occured in the structure of home-based 

employment. 

Social Relations of Production and Home-based Working 

Bisset and Huws have drawn attention to two very different stereotypes of 

home-based working (Bisset and Huws, 1984). One image is of a female labour 

force, often migrants, trapped in the home with no alternative employment, who 
( } 

are subject to severe exploitation. The clothing industry in Australia presents us 

with such a stereotype: 

Mrs. Irene Gieogiou works at home, 50 to 60 hours a week, sewing 
about JOO pre-cut dresses for which she is paid $275. Doing similar 
work, her friend Helen earned $11,000 last year working nine to ten 
hours a day at her machine in · her laundry. Both women are 
outworkers, part of an army of predominantly migrant women who 
work long hours at home, largely unprotected by awards which set 
minimum pay rates and working C9llditions. (Sydney Morning 
Herald, 7.5.86) 

However, there is another stereotype of home-based working, which looks to a 

future 'golden age' in which home and work will be reunited: 
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and: 

The electronic cottage raises once more on a mass scale the 
possibility of husbands and wives, and perhaps even children, 
working together as a unit. (Toffler, p.213) 

... [/]f individuals came to own their own electronic terminals and 
equipment, purchased perhaps on credit, they would become, in 
effect, independent entrepreneurs rather than classical employees -
meaning, as it were, increased ownership of the 'means of 
production' by the worker. (Toffler, p.215) 

How can these two conflicting images be reconciled? 

There has been much discussion of the problem of defining outworkers, 

homeworkers, and freelancers (Allen and Wolkowitz, 1986; Hakim, 1985; 

Rubery and Wilkinson, 1981). The problem arises because people who work at 

home do so in very different circumstances, and researchers have adopted 

different definitions of who should be included for study. The crucial issue 

underlying these discussions, often obscured by empiricism and a concentration 

on legal vs real categories, is the social relations of production and exploitation 

(Allen and Wolkowitz, 1986). Social relations of production refers to the 

relationships between groups of actors in the production process; exploitation of 

one group by another occurs where there is a transfer of surplus labour. Wright 

(1985) defines four types of exploitation: feudalistic, capitalistic, statist and 

socialist Each is based on the unequal ownership of a particular productive asset: 

labour power, means of production, organisation assets and scarce skills. Each 

type of exploitation then defines a set of social relations of production and class 

structure. Any 'actually existing' social formation does not comprise a 'pure' 

mode of production or class structure, but will be characterised by the dominance 

of one type of exploitation. 

Allen and Wolkowitz focus on one set of social relationships: those between 

the home-based worker and the capitalist production of exchange values. They 

draw a distinction between 'homeworkers', who they define as waged workers 

selling their labour power, and the wider category of 'home-based workers', 
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which includes all those who work at or from home regardless of the social 

relations of production [5]. They argue that it is wrong to define homeworkers 

on the basis of location, because this deflects attention from the more significant 

issue of social relations of production. However, I would argue that it is precisely 

the location of the work which raises one of the most significant aspects of the 

social relationships involved: working at home involves a second set of 

production relationships, those between members of the household in the 

domestic labour process of producing use values. People's location in the social 

relations of both production processes are different and interactive, but when the 

two are merged in a single location, the web becomes ever more complex and the 

possibilities more numerous. 

Home-based Working and Capitalistic Exploitation: 

In their discussion of the labour process of homeworkers, Allen and 

Wolkowitz are essentially concerned with distinguishing between those workers 

who are capitalistically exploited and those who are not. Such a distinction is not 

easy to draw: in some industries petty commodity production has been gradually 

incorporated into the capitalist enterprise, and outwork is often regarded as a 

transition between the two. Many clothing industry outworkers own their own 

sewing machines, and this can be used to define them as legally self-employed. 

Similarly, Toffler's vision of1 the future equates the formal ownership of the 

means of production with independence from capitalist exploitation. However, as 

Wright points out, capitalistic exploitation does not require full legal ownership 

rights for capitalists: 

Workers in cottage industry in early capitalism owned some of their 
means of production, but did not have sufficient assets to actually 
produce commodities without the assistance of capitalists. Such 
workers were still being capitalistically exploited even though there 
was no formal labour market with wqges etc. (Wright, 1985, p.83). 

This analysis is equally valid for today's clothing industry outworkers. 
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There is, however, a second issue of economic ownership vs legal ownership 

of the means of production. Legal ownership implies that the owner can sell the 

asset or dispose of it as they wish, but economic ownership implies real control 

over the use of that asset. Clothing industry outworkers certainly do not have 

real economic ownership of the means of production. They are wage labourers 

with little, if any, control oveF-the labour process. The employer is often an 

intermediary between the outworker and the large retailer or manufacturer 

(Centre for Working Women, 1986; Cummings, 1986; Cusack and Dodd, 1978; 

Illawara Migrant Resource Centre, 1984; 1NC Workers Research, 1985). These 

direct employers may also have very little power of economic ownership, being 

dependent on the monopsonist market power of the large firms, but they exercise 

direction over outworkers in the labour process (1NC Workers' Research, 

1985). That control is not brought to bear by direct scrutiny, but it is none the 

less real (Allen and Wolkowitz, 1986). The 'maker-up' gives precise instructions 

as to the manner in which garments are to be made up, and the flow of production 

is tightly controlled through the system of payment by piece rates, strict deadlines 

and frequent collection and delivery, often accompanied by harassment. Failure 

to meet these requirements can result in loss of pay and/or employment. 

Under conditions of organised labour, segmentation of the labour supply or 

product market instability, the use of home-based employment provides 

employers with several advantages over factory employment. In the first place, it 

allows them to take advantage of a segmented labour supply to reduce wages and 

increase relative surplus value (Rubery and Wilkinson, 1981; Lewis and Mangan, 

1986). Clothing industry outworkers occupy a particularly overcrowded 

segment of the labour supply, with very few alternative employment 

opportunities. They are almost always women with young children or other 

domestic responsibilities which keep them at home, but who are dependent on 

paid employment to maintain a basic standard of living. · In Australia they are 

mainly migrant women with limited command of English (Centre for Working 

Women, 1986; IMRC, 1984). They are often specifically recruited in areas, such 

as Wollongong, where the local labour market offers women little alternative 
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factory employment. Not only can employers reduce wage costs, they can also 

shift other production costs, both fixed and variable, onto the worker, such as 

rent, machinery, heat and light. Many studies have also found that employers 

report an increase in productivity levels associated with home-based 

employment, which evades the controls of organised labour and the social 

interaction of collectively organised work, and thus increases absolute surplus 

value (Business Week, 1981; Hakim, 1984b; Hakim, 1985; Huws, 1984; Rubery 

and Wilkinson, 1981; Upton, 1984). 

The utilisation of this disadvantaged segment of the labour supply and the 

evasion of collective and legal controls, allows labour power to be treated as a 

completely variable factor of production (Atkinson, 1984; Atkinson and 

Meger, 1986; Rubery and Wilkinson, 1981). This increased flexibility is 

particularly important in periods of recession and product market instability, 

allowing the firm to shift a considerable degree of risk onto the labour force 

(Jonsson, 1978). Hakim's study of firms using outworkers and other forms of 

casual labour found that they were performing significantly 'better', in terms of 

capital investment, product demand and financial performance, than 

establishments not using these types of employment (Hakim, l 984b; Hakim, 

1985). 

} 

In contrast to the capitalistically exploited outworkers, are the petty 

bourgeoisie: the independent shop-keepers who live behind their stores, the artist 

who combines studio and home, or the computer professional 'cottage industry' 

of the futurologist. In Wright's terms, these_people are oeither exploiters nor 

exploited. However, this model of the petty bourgeoisie rarely exists. Petty 

commodity producers who have legal ownership of their means of production 

may not have real economic ownership, because they are locked into relationships -of dependence on large capitalist retail outlets. This sector has, until recently, 

received very little attention in the labour process literature. This reflects an 

underlying assumption of the unidirectional development of capitalist industry 

towards a concentration of capital ownership and an integration of production. 
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With the continued existence and even growth of the small firm sector in both 

third world and advanced capitalist countries, these assumptions are being 

questioned and more attention is being paid to the small firm sector (Redclift and 

Mingione, 1985; Sengenberger and Loveman, 1987). 

Between the independent self-employed petty commodity producers and the 

clothing industry outworker is a whole spectrum of relationships which involve 
' degrees of capitalistic exploitation. One example here is that of the family day 

care worker. Studies of home-based working have differed in whether they 

include these workers as 'real' homeworkers. Several studies have specifically 

excluded them on the basis that they are more like a small business than outwork, 

or that they have more control over their work than homeworkers (Crine, 1979; 
( 

Iordon, 1978). The reality is that child minding at home may be undertaken 

under different production relations. Some people may be running a private 

nursery in their home and advertising for custom. By contrast, · family day care 

workers employed by their local council or voluntary scheme, may be fonnally 

self-employed but are just as much locked into a relationship of dependence on 

their employer as the clothing industry outworker. 

There are also important divisions within classes. The two stereotypes with 

which we began were distinguished not only by their ownership of the means of 

production, but also by the 'skilled' nature of their work, where 'skill' is defined 

not by some absolute level of technical competence required, but by relative 

expertise possessed and its social valorisation. Wright argues that such 

'credentials' represent a productive asset which form the basis for a subsidiary 

form of exploitation under capitalism. The clothing industry outworker has 

significant technical skills, but they are skills acquired by many women during 

their socialisation. 

By contrast, the computer professional is socially constructed as a 'skilled' 

worker and is in short supply. The shortage of computer professionals has .led the 

computing industry to make use of people working at home as, for example, 
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programmers and systems analysts (Huws, 1984; Wajcman and Probert, 1988). 

Jn the United States, IBM has around 2,000 employees, mostly professionals, with 

terminals in their homes (Upton, 1984 ). F International was established in 

Britain in 1962 and now employs between 650 and 900 computer professionals 

working at home. The firm has built its reputation on the productivity and 

quality of work obtained from home-based working. The workers' scarce 

professional skills give them a degree of labour market advantage, allowing them 

to command a higher wage than traditional outworkers, and a certain amount of 

control over the labour process. However, although they are formally 

self-employed 'panel members', they generally work only for one employer and 

the firm has developed elaborate methods for controlling the flow of work and 

levels of productivity. There are high management ratios, assignments are 

broken down into discrete and short time periods, and detailed staff performance 

records are kept (Huws, 1984). 

The position of these computer professionals is quite different from that of 

the non-professional home-based workers in the industry. Olson and Primps 

(1984 ), in their study of people working at home with computers, drew a sharp 

contrast between the experience of these two groups. For clerical workers, 

working at home was associated with reduced autonomy in the labour process, the 

use of piece rates to control productivity and deteriorating relations with 
) 

supervisors. By contrast, the professional workers' autonomy in the labour 

process was reinforced. A similar contrast in the labour process of computer 

professionals and word processors working at home has been found in Australia 

by Wajcman and Probert (1988). 

Other authors have pointed out important distinctions within the petty 

bourgeoisie (see, for example, Brusco and Sabel, 1981; Massey, 1984). Brusco 

and Sabel distinguish three 'models' ofa rtisanal production, which have 

historically corresponded to three evolutionary stages, but which they argue can 

co-exist. The 'traditional artisan' is characterised by competitive local product 

markets where standardised mass production has not been introduced. This is 
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what Massey terms the 'old petty bourgoisie', whose concern is with maintaining 

a way of life rather than the profit and growth orientation of large capital. The 

second model is that of 'dependent decentralisation', where demand for small 

firms' products and services is ultimately determined by the investment and 

marketing decisions of large firms. This is the type of sub-contracting 

relationship typical of the hous;i,uilding industry in Australia and is a central 

focus in discussions of flexible production systems in the post-Fordist era 

(Atkinson and Meger, 1986; TNC Workers' Research, 1985). The third model is 

that of 'independent decentralisation', whose distinguishing feature is the capacity 

of the small firm to innovate and define its market. This corresponds to Massey's 

'new petty bourgoisie', who adopt the growth orientation of capitalist production. 

Many professional and business services are typically provided by this type of 

small firm; as are many of the differentiated consumer goods of the post-Fordist 

era, for example hand-made chocolates or jewellery. The occupational 

classification of the worker, however, does not define the social relations of 

production. For example, home-based computer professionals may own varying 

amounts of capital, have different degrees of real economic ownership, and be 

subject to different degrees of capitalistic exploitation. 

Home-based Woridng and Feridalistk Exploitation: 

Relationships of capitalistic production and exploitation are only one half of 

the picture, however. In Wright's extensive discussion of exploitation and class, 

there is a disjuncture between his discussion of 'actually existing capitalism' and 

his abstract discussion of forms of exploitation. While skills based and 

organisational assets based exploitation are considered subsidiary forms of 

exploitation under capitalism, 'feudalistic' exploitation does not appear at all. He 

later raises the possibility that: 

... gender discrimination could be conceptualized as a truncated 
form of what we have called 'feudal' exploitation. 
. . .This feudal character is truncated, at least in contemporary 
capitalist societies, because while women may effectively lack full 
rights in their own labour power by virtue of discrimination, it is no 
longer the case that these rights are formally vested in men. (Wright, 
1985,p.127-8) 
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Yet he does no more than raise this as a possibility; it is not articulated in his 

discussion of 'actually existing capitalism'. 

Several authors have argued for a conception of patriarchy as a 'dual system' 

or 'mode of production' based on unequal ownership of labour power: 

. . . hence property: the nucleus, the first form of which lies in the 
family , where wife and children are the slaves of the husband. This 
latent slavery in the family, though still very crude, is the first 
property, but even at this early stage it corresponds perfectly to the 
definition of modern economists who call it the power of disposing 
of the labour power of others. (Marx K., The Gennan Ideology, 
reprinted in Tucker 1978, pp.159-160, and quoted in Folbre, 1986) 

This 'feudalistic exploitation' of women by men takes place under 'actually 

existing capitalism' in two types of production: the production of exchange values 

under petty commodity production, where women (and children) provide unpaid 

labour for the 'family business', and in the production of use values by 

domestic labour. This does not necessarily imply that all women are 

feudalistically exploited by their husbands. Capitalist social relations of 

production, which are the dominant form of exploitation, can work to undermine 

the material base of men's control over women's labour power, but this has 

happened much less evenly or rapidly than was expected by Marx and Engels. 

Furthermore, while some wom~n may occupy a material position in relation to 

their husbands which does not convey the power for him to control her labour 

power, the transportation of 'practices' between 'sites' of production means that 

all women will be affected by the continued existence of such exploitation 

(Bowles and Gintis, 1986). 

While there have been extensive discussions of domestic labour, the internal 

production relations of petty commodity prottuction have received much less 

attention. It is often treated as a 'black box' in much tl\e same way as the capitalist 

firm in neoclassical economics. The data presented in this paper indicates that 

this form of home-based employment may be much more widespread than the 

traditional manufacturing outworker on whom academic and political attention 
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has been concentrated. The role of men and women in family businesses is likely 

to be quite different, but has not been the focus of systematic study. Information 

is needed on who performs what type of labour and under what conditions: who 

makes what type of decisions, and who has what claim over the allocation of 

income. If the restructuring of production along post-Fordist lines implies a 

growth in this sector of the economy, then this adds further weight to the need to 

investigate petty commodity production. -
Women and Mtn in Homt-bastd Employmtnt: 

For the home-based worker the two labour processes, of use value 

production and production for exchange, whether capitalist or petty commodity 

production, are physically located in the same space. Working at home, 

therefore, means very different things for men and women. Thus Business Week 

describes the working situation of one male computer software professional: 
f 

Although he was. offered office space in the New York office, Vlcek 
decided to work at home. 'I'm an anti-commuter,' he admits. Much 
of the time now, Vlcek can be found on the second floor of his 
Brooklyn brownstone with his terminal logged into one of three 
CSC computer centers across the country. Vlcek says that the 
biggest advantage in telecommuting is that it has brought his family 
closer. 'I spend more time with my son than any other professional 
person I know in this field.' (Business Week, 26.1.81, p.56) 

What this report, and others like it, does not say is where the children are 

when he is at work on the terminal. For men, working at home is generally 

something they choose to do, and it presents no conflict of roles between paid and 

unpaid work. Their role as bread winner is not questioned, and the demands of 

domestic labour must not intrude, the children kept occupied elsewhere by their 

mother. Working at home, by cutting out commuting time, allows men to 

spend more leisure time with their families. For women. working at home is 

rarely something they choose to do, most would rather go out to work, but the 

presence of young children or other domestic responsibilities confines them to 

home-based employment (Allen, 1983; Cragg and Dawson, 1981). It is precisely 
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a lack of choice which confines them to home-based employment. This lack of 

choice may be as much ideologically as materially imposed on individual women. 

The different location of men and women in domestic labour has two 

consequences for women home-based workers. First, they occupy a particularly 

overcrowded segment of the labour supply, restricted in their ability to sell their 

labour power. For women who have managed to acquire skill credentials, for 

example in computing, the situation is less severe, since they are able to separate 

themselves from the general supply of home-based workers and command a 

higher wage. However, the socialisation of women, and discrimination in 

training and education, means that women are less likely to have acquired such 

labour market credentials in comparison to men. In either case, the excess supply 

of home-based workers compared to direct employees means that their earnings 

will be lower (Bisset and Huws, 1984 ). This segmentation of the labour supply 

applies to the whole spectrum of home-based workers, from waged workers to 

independent entrepreneurs. It is the physical location of paid work alongside 

unpaid domestic labour which makes the two 'compatible'. Women's domestic 

responsibilities also limit the degree of market independence that they are able to 

establish in selling goods and services produced at home. They are less able to 

leave the home to visit potential customers and establish a network of markets, 

and are more likely to be dependent on a single employer or retail outlet. Their 

lack of complete ownership in their labour power restricts their ability to become 

petty commodity producers in their own right. 

Secondly, they have to constantly juggle their locations in two sets of 

production relationships. Olson and Primps' study found that male home-based 

computer professionals had chosen to work at home because there were less 

distractions and stresses associated with the environment, and commuting time 

was eliminated (Olson and Primps, 1984)._ However, they all had a spouse at 

home to take responsibility for domestic labour. The experience of the women 

in their study was quite different. For them, working at home was associated 

with a lack of choice and the need to combine wage labour and domestic 
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responsibilities, particularly child care. The result was increased levels of stress 

arising from the juggling act they had to perform between paid work and their 

families . These women were mainly clerical rather than professional workers, 

but Huws study of female home-based computer professionals found their -experience to have more in common with that of female clerical workers than 

male professionals (Huws, 1984 ). Qualitative studies of women outworkers in 

more traditional industries such as clothing, repeatedly raise the conflicts 

associated with working at home and combining the roles of paid worker and 

domestic labour (Allen, 1983; Centre for Working Women, 1986; Cragg and 

Dawson, 1981; Cusack and Dodd, 1978). For women, paid and domestic labour 

become intertwined in a single production site, creating conflicts and straining 

family relationships. Indeed, a recent study 6f home-based workers in the 

computing field found that men who worked at home became more work 

oriented and paid less attention to their families than when the two production 

processes were separated; whereas women became more family oriented 

(Wajcman and Probert, 1988). Women often quote the flexibility and 

independence of working at home as a major advantage over factory or 

office-based employment. However, this flexibility is often less real than it 

might appear. They often have to work to tight deadlines, the flow of work is 

uneven and difficult to refuse, and the 'flexibility' is often more that of the 

employer than the worker (Allen and Wolkowitz, 1986; Wajcman and Probert, 

1988). 

Even where women have a sufficiently marketable skill which might enable 

them to pay for child care, there are strong social pressures making them feel that 

they should be at home with their children. Bisset and Huws found a remarkable 

similarity in the experience of two groups of 'new' and 'old' homeworkers, the 

computer professionals and those employed largely in manufacturing production 

such as clothing (Bisset and Huws, 1984). Both were predominantly women 

confined to home-based employment by family responsibilities, they experienced 

conflict and strains between their two roles, and were relatively low paid 

compared to direct employees. 
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In some cases, women may be dependent on their husbands or other relatives 

for the provision of home-based employment. This is quite common amongst 

clothing outworkers in third world and migrant communities, but is also true of 

many other women working in a wide variety of occupations, where the 

husband's firm supplies the work (Allen and Wolkowitz, 1986; Centre for 

Working Women, 1986; IMRC, 1984; Mitter, 1984). More generally, men's 

control over women's labour power is reflected in the importance of husbands' 

wishes in wives' decisions to take up home-based employment rather than going 

out to work. Over half of the women interviewed by Allen and Wolkowitz said 

they were expected to stay at home, and in a large number of cases the husband's 

opinion was seen to be crucial (Allen and Wolkowitz, 1986). For women 

working in family businesses such as farms, shops or small construction firms , 

their role in use value production and their role in exchange value production are 

fused in their relationship with their husband. His control over her labour power 

is used to extract unpaid labour in both the domestic production of use values and 

for production of exchange values in the family business. A woman may be a 

wage worker for her husband or a partner in the business, but it is important to 

distinguish between the legal or formal relationship and the real relationship. 

In most instances, the sexual division of labour in both production processes will 

place her in a subservient relatienship to her husband in the 'family' business. 

This discussion began with two different stereotypes of home-based 

employment. I have argued that these differences are due to underlying 

differences in the social relations of production. Working at home involves the 

merging of two sets of production relations: those involved in the production of 

use values for domestic consumption; and those involved in the production of 

exchange values, either capitalist or petty commodity production. Working at 

home can involve varying degrees of capitalistic exploitation. For women, 

however, the home is also a place in which they have primary responsibility for 

domestic labour. Home-based work is rarely something women choose to do, and 

the physical merging of the two production sites creates conflict and stress. 
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Home-based Work in Australia 

The previous section discussed the range of interconnecting production 

relationships involved in 'working at home', and emphasised that this means very 

different things for men and women. How important are these types of working 

arrangements, how many peopl<t_ work at home, in what types of production 

relationships and doing what type of work? 

Most of the research carried out so far in Australia has been amongst 

traditional outworkers, principally in the clothing industry. These workers are 

notoriously difficult to locate because of their uncertain legal and taxation status, 

and because of threats from employers. Various estimates of the outwork labour 

force in the clothing industry have been made, viµying from 5,000 to 60,000, but 
l 

it is difficult to say what these estimates are based on (IMRC, 1984, p5). Most of 

the work, therefore, has involved qualltative small scale studies, often by groups 

involved in organising or providing resources to the workers involved (Centre 

for Working Women, 1986; Cusack and Dodd, 1978; IMRC, 1984). These 

studies all present a similar picture of a largely migrant female labour force, 

severely restricted in their employment opportunities by domestic 

responsibilities, language and cultural barriers. They work long hours for very 

little pay, have no regularity in the supply of work and earnings, often have to 

pay large amounts of money to purchase industrial sewing machines, and many 

suffer harassment from their employers. The consequences of this type of 

employment for the workers' health and for their family relationships are 

frequently harsh. These studies provide invaluable material on the nature of 

work for these women, their attitudes and reasons for doing outwork, and the 

consequences for their lives. Research on other types of home-based work is 

much less common, and national estimates of the home-based workforce 

non-existent. More recently work has been done on home-based clerical and new 

technology workers, and workers in the publishing and family day care fields 

(Cummings, 1986; O'Donnel, 1987; Wajcman and Probert, 1988). 

18 



The only existing source of data which can be used to estimate the size of the 

Australian home-based workforce is the 1981 census. This included a question on 

method of travel to work which had an option 'worked at home'. A comparison 

of data derived from the U .K. census and from a special survey of home-based 

workers in the U.K. conducted during 1981, indicates that similar estimates are 

derived from the two sources (Bisset and Huws, 1984; Hakim, 1985). It is likely, 

however, that both estimates will undercount those segments of the home-based 

workforce who are reluctant to be identified, particularly the outworkers on 

whom qualitative research has concentrated. The only published table from the 

census gives the total number of Australians answering 'worked at home' broken 

down by sex. This gives a total of 219,436 men and 219,834 women, which is 

5.6% and 9.4% of the employed male and female populations. 

More detailed estimates can be derived from the 1 % sample of unit record 

files. The sample estimates of the population parameters above are 221,100 men 

and 230,200 women. While the sampling errors at this aggregate level are small, 

care must be taken when interpreting more detailed statistics because some cells 

are very small. Use of this file also allows us to examine other variables relating 

to the individuals concerned and the households in which they live. This provides 

a rich source of data, but it also has problems. The census is not designed as a 

survey of home-based employment. It is a population census, which focuses on 

the household and generally presumes the problematic home/work separation. 

Only limited data is collected on employment, providing no details of earnings or 

employment conditions, or the nature of employing organisations. The 

categories used to collect employment data are not based on the type of analysis of 

production relations discussed in the previous section. For example, 

'self-employed' is a legal category which C<lJ!.ld include both clothing industry 

outworkers and independent entrepreneurs. With these limitations in mind, this 

section will present some results derived from an analysis of the census data. 
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TM Siu oftlu Ho~-lxlsedWorliforce: 

Table 1 gives a break-down by sex and 'employment status' of estimated 

home-based employment. There are almost equal numbers of men and women 

employed at home, but as indicated earlier, this constitutes a larger proportion of 

total female than male employment. Employment status is determined by the -respondents' self-evaluation of whether they were conducting their own business. 

Many workers may be classified as self-employed by their employers, and this 

may be upheld legally [6]. This does not tell us very much about the real as 

opposed to legal nature of the production relations. The category 'self-employed' 

will include a wide range of situations, in terms of both real economic ownership 

of the means of production, and powers of control over the labour process. 

However, it remains the case that almost half of the sample considered themselves 

to be self-employed. 

Table 1: Estimates of Home-based Employment by Sex and Status 

Male Femde ToCal 

'000 ~ '000 ~ '000 ~ 

WllF'SalarY Eamer 58.0 26.2 67.3 29.2 125.3 27.8 

Self-Employed 117.1 53.0 101.0 43.9 218.1 48.3 

F.mployer 41.5 18.8 39.0 16.9 80.5 17.8 

Unpaid Family Helper 4.5 2.0 22.9 9.9 27.4 6.1 

221.1 100.0 230.2 99.9• 451.0 100.0 

Pem!nlaleoftbeE~ 
Population: 5.6~ 9.B~ 7.2~ 

*May not sum to 100 due to rounding. 

Table 1 also indicates significant differences between the employment status 

of male and female home-based workers. In particular, men are more likely to 
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be classified as self-employed, and women are more likely to be classified as 

wage/salary earners or unpaid family helpers. This reflects the different 

conditions under which men and women supply their labour power: the relative 

lack of freedom and choice available to women who take up home-based 

employment. Women are less likely to have the capital resources or the 

independent market power to achieve a position as independent entrepreuner or 

employer, and more likely to be employed in the role of unpaid or wage labour. 

Industries and Occupations of Home Based Workers: 

An examination of the industries and occupations in which home-based 

workers are employed will help provide a better picture of the nature of 

home-based production. Table 2 gives a breakdown of employment by industry, 

and Table 3 gives a breakdown by occupation. The first large group are in 

industries traditionally associated with the 'family business', particularly in 

agriculture, construction and the retail trade. Agriculture accounts for 47% of 

recorded home-based employment, an estimated 211.8 thousand people, or 56% 

of total employment in the industry. The house building sector of the 

construction industry is one in which there are many small firms, self-employed 

people and contract workers operating from a home base (Cummings, 1986; 

Indicative Planning Council for the Housing Industry, 1986; TNC Workers 

Research, 1985). Home-based employment recorded here accounted for 6.8% of 

all employment in the construction industry, and does not include those who were 

home-based but who travelled to work that day. Construction is also an industry 

which is traditionally associated with male employment, yet Table 2 indicates that 

there were over twenty thousand women working at home in the· industry in 

1981. An examination of the occupations of men and women in this sector 

reveals a strong sexual division of labour. The men were largely employed as 

managers, craftsmen or labourers, while the women were predominantly 

employed as clerical workers performing the invisible servicing tasks of the 

industry. 
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The family shop, where the family lives behind the store is also a common 

pattern, and this sector accounts for a further 9.4% of total home-based 

employment, and 3.8% of all employment in the retail and wholesale industries. 

Few of the women in these industries are formally classified as unpaid family 

helpers, but rather as wage or salary earners, self-employed or employers. 

However, this only tells us about their formal classification, and not about their 

real status. A woman may be formally paid a wage or fee by her husband's firm, 

often to reduce tax payments, but that money may never actually be hers to 

dispose of, and does not convey the same measure of economic independence as 

an outside income would 

The second large area of home-based employment is in manufacturing 

industry. The total number of home-based workers classified as being employed 

by manufacturing industry yields an estimate of 20.9 thousand workers, of which 

the clothing industry constitutes a minority of only 3.3 thousand, much lower 

than the estimates quoted earlier from industry representatives. However, not all 

outworkers employed in clothing production are employed by manufacturing 

establishments. Often they are employed by 'makers-up' or directly by retailers, 

in which case they will be classified under that industry heading. A more 

detailed examination of the textile, clothing and footwear trades using both 

industry and occupation codes yields a higher estimate of 4.9 thousand workers. 

This is close to the lowest estimates previously quoted, and it seems highly likely, 

for reasons discussed earlier, that this involves considerable under counting. It is 

widely believed that outworking in the industry has been increasing in recent 

years, and it will be interesting to see if this increase has been recorded by the 

1986 census. 
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Table 2: Home-based Employment by Industry and Sex 

Men Women Total 

'000 % '000 % '000 % 

ASIC Industry 

00-16 Primary Industry 135.1 .61.1 77.0 33.4 212.1 47.0 
20 Manufacturing Undefined 1.2 0.5 1.5 0.7 2.7 0 .6 
21 Food and Tobacco 0.0 0.0 0.7 0.3 0.7 0.2 
23-24 Textiles, Clothing & Footwear 0.4 0.2 2.9 1.3 3.3 0.7 
25 Wood & Furniture 1.7 0.8 1.6 0.7 3.3 0.7 
26 Paper, Print & Publishing 0.7 0.3 1.1 0.5 1.8 0.4 
27-28 Chemicals & Minerals 0.9 0.4 0.5 0.2 1.4 0.3 
29-33 Metal Products & Machinery 2.4 1.0 2.8 1.2 5.2 1.2 
34 Miscellaneous Manufacturing 1.4 0.6 1.1 0.5 2.5 0.6 
35-37 Electricity, Gas & Water 0.2 0.1 0.1 ••• 0.3 0.1 
40-42 Construction 7.1 3.2 20.9 9.1 28.0 6.2 
45-48 Wholesale & Retail Trade 18.0 8.1 24.3 10.6 42.3 9.4 
50-56 Transport & Storage 5.3 2.4 8.5 3.7 13.8 3.1 
60-63 Finance, Property & Business 

Services 13.8 6.2 19.3 8.4 33.1 7.3 
70-72 Public Administration & 

Defence 1.6 0.7 1.6 0.7 3.2 0 .7 
80-84 Community Services 9.3 4.2 14.7 6.4 24.0 5.3 
90-94 Personal & Other Services 15.0 6.8 16.8 7.3 31.8 7.0 

Not Classified 0.7 3.2 34.8 15.l 41.8 9.3 

221.1 99.8• 230.2 100.1 • 451.3 100.1• 

• May not sum to 100 due to rounding. 
••• indicates< 0.05% 

·) 
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Table 3: Home-based Employment by Occupation and Sex 

Men Women TOOll 
'000 % '000% '000 % 

I 11 

Occupation 
Professional Architects, 

Engineers & Surveyors 1.6 0.7 0.1 ••• 1.7 0.4 
Scientists & Vets - 0.8 0.4 0.2 0.1 1.0 0.2 

I 

Doctors & Dentists 1.2 0.5 0.4 0.2 1.6 0.4 
Nurses 0.1 ••• 0.7 0.3 0.8 0.2 
Other Professional Medical workers 0.4 0.2 0.2 0.1 0.6 0.1 
Teachers 1.2 0.5 2.0 0.9 3.2 0.7 
Religious workers 2.9 1.3 0.5 0.2 3.4 0.8 
Professional legal workers 0.3 0.1 0.0 0.0 0.3 0.1 
Artists & Entertainers 2.4 1.1 4.8 2.1 7.2 1.6 
Draftsmen & Technicians 2.0 0.9 0.4 0.2 2.4 0.5 
Computer professionals 0.4 0.2 0.3 0.1 0.7 0.2 

.!1 Other Professional & technical workers 1.4 0.6 1.1 0.5 2.5 0.6 
Managerial & Executive workers 18.8 8.5 9.1 4.0 27.9 6.2 
Clerical workers 3.1 1.4 68.9 29.9 72.0 16.0 
Sales workers 12.6 5."l 14.3 6.2 26.9 6.0 
Farmers & Farm Managers 117.8 53.3 60.9 26.5 178.7 39.6 
Fann workers 16.8 7.6 11.7 5.1 28.5 6.3 
Miners 0.0 0.0 0.1 ••• 0.1 ••• 
Transport & Communication workers 4.0 1.8 2.6 1.1 6.6 1.5 
Textile, Clothing & Footwear 

production workers 0.8 0.4 3.6 1.6 4.4 1.0 
Metal processing & Electrical workers 8.5 3.8 1.2 0.5 9.7 2.1 
Wood processing & related workers 2.2 1.0 0.1 ••• 2.3 0.5 
Construction & Decorating trades 3.1 1.4 0.4 0.2 3.5 0.8 
Printing & Publishing workers 0.6 0.3 0.5 0.2 1.1 0.2 
Clay & Glass workers 0.5 0.2 0.6 0.3 1.1 0.2 
Food & Tobacco processing workers 0.3 0.1 0.3 0.1 0.6 0.1 
Chemical & Paper processing workers 0.7 0.3 0.6 0.3 1.3 0.3 
Packers. & Wrappers 0.0 0.0 0.1 ••• 0.1 ••• 
Manual workers nee 2.3 1.0 0.3 0.1 2.6 0.6 
Fire, Police & related workers 1.1 0.5 0.1 ••• 1.2 0.3 
Housekeepers, Cooks, Cleaners, 

Waiters & related workers 4.5 2.0 11.0 4.8 15.5 3.4 
Sport & other personal service workers 3.5 1.6 3.2 1.4 6.7 1.5 
Anncd Services 1.0 0.5 0.1 ••• 1.1 0.2 
Inadequately described 4.2 1.9 29.8 12.9 34.0 7.5 

221.1 99.8• 230.2 100.3* 451.3 100.3* 
*May not sum to 100 due to rounding. 
••• Indicates < 0.05% 

Note: (1 )This occupational classification is based on the old CCLO classification, under which 
the 1981 census was coded. It docs not correspond exactly to any 'level' of CCLO. Some 

I 
occupations arc regrouped, while others arc presented at a more detailed level. 

i 
(2)The category 'inadequately described' includes 23.6 thousand women who were 

classified as being in the labour force, but whose industry was not stated and whose occupation 

1l 

was recorded as 'housewife'. 80% of these women were recorded as working more than 35 
hours per week, and 40% had an income of less than $1,000. Since the ABS docs not normally 
classify housewives as part of the labour force, it is impossible to analyse these women further. 
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Discussions of outwork have generally focussed on the clothing trades, but 

Tables 2 and 3 indicate the wide variety of other types of manufacturing 

employment which are frequently based in the home, such as food processing, 

furniture manufacture, printing and production of metal products. Much of this 

work is traditionally associated with petty commodity production, and as such is 

often relegated to a peripheral employment form and not subjected to further 

study. Both of these assumptions need to be questioned. Many people who may 

be formally self-employed artisans in reality face a very similar employment 

relationship to that of the clothing industry outworker, where they are tied into a 

distribution network, often involving the standard labelling of products such as 

'home-made' jams and chutneys. Petty commodity production continues to be 

widespread under capitalism and may even be on the increase, with employers' 

use of more flexible employment forms and promotion of differentiated 

consumption and 'craft' products (Allen, 1982; Atkinson, 1984; Atkinson and 

Meager, 1986; Brusco and Sabel, 1981; Redclift and Mingione, 1985). 

A noticeable feature of Table 3 is the large number of women doing clerical 

work at home, an estimated 68.9 thousand, or almost 30% of all women working 

at home. Again, this is a much neglected area of employment, often regarded as 

not being 'real work' but onJy performed by women for 'pin money'. This is a 

workforce at least as large as the outwork labour force in the clothing industry, 

and raises similar issues in relation to industrial relations, health and safety, and 

family relationships. Clerical workers are employed across a wide spectrum of 

industries and in a variety of production relationships: for example, women 

doing clerical work in the family business; operating their own typewriter or 

word processor and advertising for business in the local paper; or working at 

home on a regular basis for large or small firms. -
Tables 2 and 3 also identify a large number of workers employed in 

community services. Most of these workers are employed in schools, hospitals, 

welfare and religious organisations, where accommodation is provided at work. 

For community service workers, the proximity of work and home presents some 
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of the same problems associated with work performed in the home (Cunnison, 

1986). Community services also includes family day care workers, who are 

often neglected but who face many similar employment issues to those of 

outworkers in the clothing industry (O'Donnel, 1987). A measure of their 

invisibility is the way they have been treated by occupational classifications. The 

classification system in use in Australia before 1986 was the Classification and 

Classified List of Occupations CCCLO), which grouped these workers together 

with a wide variety of other service occupations, such as domestic servants and 

air hostesses. This makes it impossible to identify these workers from the 1981 

census. However, the new Australian Standard Classification of Occupations 

(ASCO), which is being used to code the 1986 census data, and will be used for 

the 1987 ABS survey of home-based employment, will enable these workers to be 

·identified. 

A large area of employment identified in Tables 2 and 3 is in the growth 

industries of financial, property and business services. These employ an 

estimated 33.1 thousand workers at home, or 7.3% of all home-based workers. 

This employment includes both professional workers such as architects, 

engineers, surveyors, computer professionals and lawyers, and also large 

numbers of clerical and administrative workers, cleaners and cooks. To what 

extent does this represent a new growth area for the family business; how does 

the social nature of capital in this sector differ from that in the traditional family 

business; and how do the internal production relationships between family 

members resemble or differ from those in more traditional industries? 

Of the total home-based workforce recorded by this census data, 96.1 % were 

employed in the private sector. However, although the public sector's direct use 

of home-based employment has been limited, it has made substantial use of 

'international outworking' by off-shore contracting of large data entry jobs, 

which raises many similar industrial relations issues to those arising from 

domestic outwork (Cummings, 1986; Wajcman and Probert, 1988). The 

Commonwealth government has also made a significant impact on the extent of 

26 

~ I 



home-based employment in the child care field, through its shift in funding from 

centre-based to family-based day care. 

Three Groups of Home-based Workers: 

So far, I have looked at the broad patterns of home-based employment. One 

of the great advantages of this data set is the access to unit record files, allowing 

detailed analysis of the household circumstances of individual workers. This 

section makes use of this information to look in more detail at particular groups 

of home-based workers. The three groups of home-based workers chosen for 

more detailed analysis were family businesses in the construction industry, 

outworkers in the clothing industry, and the home-based section of the business 

services industry. 

The Construction Industry: 

The construction industry is characterised by two very different 

employment patterns. The commercial construction sector operates on a day 

labour basis with trade union regulation, award rates of pay and, on many sites, a 

system of 'no ticket-no job'. The house building sector, however, is quite 

different (Indicative Planning Council for the Housing Industry, 1986; TNC 

Workers' Research, 1985). Some house building is done by small builders, often 

' informal associations of tradespeople, but the majority is done by large 

developers involved in a series of sub-contracting arrangements with other firms 

and workers. Contract labourers fall outside the jurisdiction of the 

Commonwealth Arbitration system and the recruiting powers of the trade union 

movement because they are legally defmed as operating under a contract for 

service rather than a contract of service, which defines an employee for the 

purposes of industrial regulation. They are paid on the basis of individually 

determined piece rates, and both income 8iid employment are irregular and 

uncertain. 

'The construction unions have argued for many years for the right to organise 

contract workers, and for the regulation of contract prices. They argue that these 
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workers are in reality employees, with sub-contract rates fixed and not free for 

negotiation, rather than independent businesses tendering for work and covering 

the full costs of administering a business (TNC Workers' Research, 1985). 

Employers', however, gain considerable advantages from the system in terms of 

a flexible labour force and reciuced overhead costs, such as payroll tax and 

workers' compensation, and hence argue against reorganising contract labour as 

employees (TNC Workers' Research, 1985; Cummings, 1986). The Hancock 

Inquiry into Industrial Relations essentially supported the union position, arguing 

that such 'qi.iasi-employees' should be subject to the arbitration system, while 

seeking to maintain opportunities for truly independent businesses (Committee of 

Review, 1985, Recommendations 19 and 20, p.378). 

I 

The last section drew attention to the large numbers of women working at 

home in the construction industry - an estimated 20.9 thousand, almost half of all 

women employed in the industry. An examination of their marital status reveals 

that 207 of the sample of 209 were married, and further analysis of the household 

structure of the data set reveals that 205 of these were married to men working in 

an identical industry class within the construction sector. These 205 married 

couples were then selected for further analysis on the assumption that they were 

operating some sort of small business or contracting labour. These 'family firms' 

lie along the spectrum of production relationships between petty commodity 

production and capitalist exploitation, their labour tied into the large developers 

to varying degrees. There are also social relationships of power and production 

within these 'family' construction businesses, which are interwoven with the 

social relations of domestic labour. These couples are concentrated in the area of 

residential house building, classified either as general house building or 

construction (30.2% ); or by specialist construction trades, particularly electrical 

work (18%), plumbing (13.2%), earth moving and dredging (9.3%), and 

painting (4.9%). In discussions of the contract labour force in the building 

industry, attention usually focusses on the male worker who is directly employed 

by the next contractor in the chain. This data suggests the need to consider a 

further link in the chain: the wives of contract labourers and small· businessmen. 
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Table 4 presents an occupational breakdown of the men and women in these 

couples, and reveals a very strong sexual division of labour. 

Table 4: Occupations of Husbands and Wives in the Construction Industry 

Occupation Husbanm Wives 
No. % No. % 

Managerial/Administration 42 20.5 8 3.9 
Book-keeper/Cashier 0 0.0 14 6.8 
Stenographer/fypist 0 0.0 5 2.4 
Receptionist 0 0.0 3 1.5 
Clerical n.e.c. 0 0.0 165 80.5 
Sales 1 0.5 1 0.5 
Fitter/fumer 2 1.0 0 0.0 
Plumber 28 13.7 0 0.0 
Engineers( non-professional) 2 1.0 0 0.0 
Electticians 34 16.6 1 0.5 
Carpenters 7 3.4 0 0.0 
Painters 10 4.9 0 0.0 
Bricklayers 6 2.9 0 0.0 
Plastacrs 3 1.5 0 0.0 
Concrele/femzw Workers 6 2.9 0 0.0 
Tilers 3 1.5 0 0.0 
Pipelayers 3 1.5 0 0.0 
Building Workers n.e.c. 32 15.6 2 1.0 
Operatocs of Earth Moving & other 

heavy consttuction equipment 18 8.8 1 0.5 
Other 8 3.9 2 1.0 
Inadequately described 0 0.0 3 1.5 

105 100..2* 205 100.1• 
•May not sum to 100 due to rounding. 

The majority of husbahds are employed in either managerial functions or as 

tradesmen, having technical knowledge of the tools and production processes of 

the construction industries. This is in stark contrast to the women, over 90% of 

whom are employed in clerical 'servicing' tasks. Only four of the women are 

employed in technical production tasks. This sexual division of labour implies a 

very different relationship of husbands and wives to the labour process. As 

Cockburn has pointed out, occupations are highly gendered, implying more than 

a simple sexual division of labour: -
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A man takes on a manly persona by grappling with machinery - and 
with the social 'machinery' of the firm. A woman takes on a 
feminine one precisely by being technically incompetent. For a 
woman to aspire to technical competence is, in a very real sense, to 
transgress the rules of gender. (Cockburn, 1986, pl85). 

In positions of technical competence, husbands can maintain their power over 

their wives in both the production processes of the family business and domestic 

labour, and their control over the_ allocation of family income. The relationship 

of women clerical workers in large construction firms to their employer is one of 

wage labourer. While this relationship involves exploitation, it is separate from 

their relationship with their husband, and provides them with an independent 

income. For women working for their husbiµids who are small builders or 

contract labourers, the social relationships of use value and exchange value 

production are united in their relationship with their husband. They have no 

independent income and their position within the labour process will generally 

convey less access to the allocation of the 'family 'income. In the case of contract 

workers, the piece rate system of payment is related to the units of direct 

production work and does not explicitly include an allowance to cover the costs of 

administration being performed by their wives. This unequal relationship will be 

further reinforced by the number of hours performed by husbands and wives in 

the 'business'. In only three cases did the wife perform more hours than the 

husband, while in 96 cases the husband performed more hours than the wife. Of 

course the wife would in most cases be allocating more hours to domestic labour 

than the husband - almost 80% had dependent children - but this unpaid labour 

does not convey the same economic power as paid work in the family business. 

In only four cases were wives formally recorded as unpaid helpers, and in 
most cases their occupational status was recorded as identical to their husbands'. 

Generally both were either 'self-employed' or 'employers'. In 17 cases wives · 

were recolded as wage earners and husbands as employers, but in no case was the 

reverse true. There are tax advantages to be gained from splitting the income of 

contract employment between spouses, and the recorded employment status and 

division of income is probably not a true reflection of the division of control over 
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that income (Cummings, 1986). In only three cases was the wife's income (which 

also includes non-employment income) recorded as greater than that of her 

husband. In most cases (118) income was split equally, especially if hours of 

employment were equal. In 79 cases the husband's inco?1e was recorded as 

greater than the wife's, including 24 cases where their hours were equal, 

reflecting the differential values placed on male and female contributions to the 

production process. 

An examination of the qualifications of husbands and wives reveals the strong 

sexual divisions reflected in the occupational data. Sixty four per cent of the men 

had qualifications in the building trades, particularly as carpenters, plumbers and 

electricians, which provide them with credentials and knowledge of the 

production process. By contrast, seventy per cent of women had no formal 

qualifications, and of those who did only five were in the building trades. A 

minority of 23 (11.2%) had some clerical or administrative qualifications which 

related to the jobs they were performing, and the remainder had qualifications 

unrelated to their current employment, including teaching (6) and nursing (11) 

qualifications. A closer examination of the five women with trade qualifications 

revealed that none of them were utilising their knowledge in their main job, 

although they may have been using it in a secondary role. All five women were 

employed as general clerical workers, with a variety of hours and employment 

status. 

The four women whose main jobs were identified as trade jobs did seem to 

enjoy a slightly better position than women employed in servicing roles, although 

such small numbers cannot be regarded as statistically significant. Their 

occupations were recorded as identical to thefr husbands, but while none of them 

had formal qualifications in construction trades, three of their husbands did. 

They tended to work longer hours in the industry than other wives, three 

working over 35 hours per week and all wolt:ing over 24 (compared to 25% of 

all wives working less than 15 hours); all were classified as either self-employed 
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or employers, the same as their husbands; and all formally split the family income 

equally with their husbands. 

This analysis suggests that behind the labour force of contract workers and 

small businesses in the buildin&.Etdustry lies another, largely invisible, labour 

force of women employed in the clerical servicing tasks of the industry. The 

wives of contract workers and self-employed builders perfonn these tasks along 

with their domestic labour, and while the income from the family business may 

be formally split, often for tax purposes, it is unlikely that in a situation where 

the husband has access to trade knowledge and perfonns the 'core' production 

tasks, there will be equal powers of disposal over that income. This data set only 

allows a limited analysis of the employment of women at home in the construction 

' industry. Clearly there is a need for more detailed analysis of the inter-connected 

social relationships in the production of use values and exchange values, and the 

distribution of income. 

The Textile, Clothing and Footwear Trades: 

The second group of home-based workers selected for more detailed analysis 

were those in the Textile, Clothing and Footwear (TCF) trades. This area of 

employment has been focussed on by recent trade union campaigns and 

submissions to the Industries Assistance Commission (IAC) inquiry into the 

future of those industries. It is the area of manufacturing most commonly 

associated with outwork practices. This data set yields a sample of 49 TCF 

workers, identified by a cross-tabulation of industry and occupation codes. It is 

likely that this is a biased sample, since those workers operating independently or 

as registered outworkers, with pennits and declared income, are more likely to 

reveal their employment on census fonns, than workers occupying a more 

marginal position in the labour market and with dubious legal or taxation status. 

Table 5 presents a cross-tabulation of occupation by major industry of these 

49 workers. As expected, and consistent with other studies of outwork in TCF 

industries, there is a concentration of workers in the clothing industry, 
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particularly 'dressmakers' and 'machinists' working in the women's outerwear 

section of the industry. The small scale technology and the ability of most women 

to perform this type of work, combined with the intense competitive cost 

pressures experienced in the industry in recent years, make it an attractive area 

for the use of outwork by employers. However, this sample also reveals a variety 

of other home-based workers in these industries, including five upholsterers, two 

of whom were working in smash repairs, and workers producing knitted goods, 

mens' clothing, leather and plastic goods. The two 'managers' included in the 

sample could be 'makers up' who distribute and collect work to and from 

outworkers. One is a woman working in clothing or footwear, and one is a man 

working in knitted goods. 

Table 5: Industry and Occupations of Home-based TCF Workers 

Industry 
Miid. Textiles Clothln& Knitted Clc!tbin& ~ Mdra Smam Not Toal 
UlllldDd ... Goods ... Repas a..lfled 

~ lAllllB' 
Uiddlned Goods 

Occupation 

Manager 0 0 1 1 0 0 0 0 0 2 
BookKeeper 0 0 0 0 1 0 - 0 0 0 1 
Clerical 0 1 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 
Tailor 0 0 0 0 1 0 0 0 0 1 
Dressmaker 0 0 ) 2 0 s 0 0 0 0 7 
Upholsterer 1 1 0 0 0 0 1 2 0 s 
Cutter 0 0 0 0 1 0 0 0 0 1 
Machinist 4 2 s 1 8 1 1 0 3 25 
Leather Worker 0 0 0 0 0 2 0 0 2 4 
Other 0 1 1 0 0 0 0 0 0 2 

Tolal s s 9 2 16 3 2 2 s 49 

The sample of 49 is composed of 10-men and 39 women, but they occupy 

very different positions in the division of labour and incomes. Five men but none 

of the women were upholsterers. Only one man was classified as a machinist and 

he was also classified as an employer earning $18-22,000. The other four men 
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comprised two making leather goods, one making plastic textiles, and one 

manager in knitted goods. Of the 39 women, by contrast, 31 were either 

dressmakers or machinists, the occupations traditionally associated with outwork. 

Seven of the ten men had formal qualifications, and in six cases they were 

relevant to their occupation. Only two women, a dressmaker and a machinist, 

had any formal qualifications in t;Qe industry, one had secretarial qualifications 

and worked as a book keeeper, and thirty two women had no qualifications at all, 

while three did not state their qualifications. 

The occupational status of the men and women was also different. Eight of 

the men were classified as self-employed and two as employers; while 23 of the 

women were classified as wage or salary earners, 14 as self-employed and only 

two as employers (the book keeper and the tailor). Of the machinists, eighteen 
< 

were classified as wage or salary earners and only six as self-employed, plus the 

one male employer. The Commonwealth did not regard most outworkers as 

employees at the time of the 1981 census, although in New South Wales they were 

deemed to be employees. Despite this, and the common pressures of employers to 

define outworkers as self-employed, most clearly saw themselves as waged 

workers. 

Almost half of the sample (23) worked 35 hours or more, eight men and 

fifteen women, and the rest were fairly evenly distributed below this. Annual 

incomes ranged from below $1,000 to $22,000, but 87% had incomes below 

$10,000 [7]. However, the distribution of male and female incomes was quite 

different. All the full-time men had incomes of over $6,000 and four had 

incomes of over $12,000, two upholsterers, one manager and one 'machinist'. By 

contrast, almost half the full-time women had incomes of less than $6,000, and all 

less than $12,000. The only male 'machinist' had an income of $18-22,000, 

while all the female machinists earned less than $10,000, and two thirds earned 

less than $6,000. Since the man was classified as an employer it seems likely that 

he was actually a maker-up, or that he ran a small workshop. 
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Table 6: Relative Incomes of Home-based and Other Workers in TCF 

Occupations 

Oa:upation Hours Median Income Ous:• 
Home-based Workers Noo Home-based Workers 

Dressmakers 35+ $6-8,000 (n=5) $8-10,000 (n=l6) 

Upholsterers 35+ $8-10,000 (n=5) $10-12,000 (n=lOO) 

Machinists 35+ $6-8,000 (n=9) $8-10,000 (n=322) 

25-34 $4-6,000 (n=4) $6-8,000 (n=l6) 

15-24 $3-4,000 (n=5) $4-6,000 (n=5) 

1-14 $2-3,000 (n=7) $8-10,000 (n=lO) 

• Income data was coded by category rather than exact values. 

How do these incomes compare with those working outside the home in the 

same occupations? Table 6 presents some data on median incomes for those 

working at home and those not, for the three occupations of dressmaker, 

upholsterer and machinist [8]. This data cannot be taken as conclusive, as it has 

several problems. Firstly, it is income data and not earnings data, and so includes 

other items such as social security or maintenance payments. It is known that 

some outworkers claim social security without declaring their outwork earnings 

in order to maintain a living income. Secondly, income data refers to the whole 

year while hours worked refers only to the week before the census, and one of the 

features of outwork is the irregularity of employment, which may distort the 

relationship between hours and income. Thirdly, many outworkers in the 35+ 

hours range will be working much longer hours than factory based workers, 

which would lead to an overestimation of ~mes relative to hours. Lastly, the 

likely bias of the sample towards legally registered outworkers and independent 

tradespeople will tend to raise their mean income. The cumulative effect of all 
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these data distortions is that the relative incomes of recorded outworkers are 

likely to be higher than their relative earnings. Despite these problems, the 

figures still indicate that home-based workers tend to earn less than their 

factory-based counterparts. This reflects the segmentation of the labour supply, 

where people working at home are...generally unavailable for factory employment 

and the excess supply of workers is not eliminated by the price system, but is a 

structural characteristic of the labour market (Craig et al, 1982). 

The traditional picture of home-based workers in the TCF industries is of 

women, often migrants and generally married with children, having limited 

employment options but needing to supplement family income. The men in the 

sample occupied very different positions in the diyision of labour and had higher 

incomes than the women. I would suggest that this is a reflection of the different 

conditions under which men and women supply their labour power for 

home-based employment, where women have extremely limited employment 

opportunities. An examination of the characteristics and family circumstances of 

the men and women supports this argument. Nine of the ten men were born in 

Australia, and the one who wasn't came from the Netherlands and spoke English 

'very well'. Nine were married, but only four had dependent children. Of 

course marriage and children generally convey very different domestic labour 

responsibilities for men and women, and hence very different constraints on their 

paid employment. Of the 39 women, 24 were born overseas, mostly in Italy, 

Greece and Yugoslavia. Fourteen of these spoke English less than 'very well'. 

Three of the women were young and single, two of them living with their 

families and the third living outside her family. The first two were a dressmaker 

and a machinist with incomes of $4-6,000, and the third was the 'manager' 

earning $2-3,000. The other 36 women were married and 29 had dependent 

children. Marriage, children, lack of qualifications and language problems 

combined to limit the options of these women in paid employment, yet created 

tlie need to earn an income. 
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The importance of husbands and other relatives in the supply of outwork has 

been commented on by some studies. Three of the women in this sample had 

husbands working in the same industry. The first couple worked at home 

producing 'canvas and associated products', he as an upholsterer and she as a 

machinist. They were both categorised as self-employed, he worked 35 hours or 

more and she worked 1-14 hours. It seems likely that this was a small 'family 

business'. Their incomes were only $8-10,000 and $1-2,000 respectively. The 

second couple were employed in textile production. Both were classified as wage 

or salary earners, she was a clerical worker at home and he was a manager away 

from home. This was probably a case of the wife doing part-time clerical work at 

home for the husband's employer. They worked 1-14 and 35 or more hours 

respectively, and had incomes of $1-2,000 and $22-26,000. The third couple 

were tailors producing mens suits and similar products, she working at home and 

he working outside. Both were categorised as 'employers' and worked 25-34 and 

35+ hours respectively, with incomes of $6-8,000 and $10-12,000. Again, it is 

probable that this was a family business, but this woman appeared to be relatively 

better off, with the same occupation as her husband and an income proportionate 

to her hours. However, just as for a family business in the construction industry, 

the real distribution of income and the power to dispose of that income may be 

much less equitably distributed . 
. , 

Financial and Business Services: 

The third group of workers chosen for more detailed investigation were 

people working at home in the business services industry. The sample yielded a 

total of 331 workers (or an estimated 33.l thousand people in the population), 

6.3% of total employment in the industry. This industry has been a major growth 

area for employment in recent years: between 1971 and 1987 employment 

increased from 394.8 thousand to 766.7 thousand, an increase of 94.2%, 
. -

compared to a growth in total employment of 28.2% [9]. Table 7 gives a 

break-down by industry class of the home-based workers in the sample. The 

types of employment relationships in which these workers are located will vary 

considerably: the insurance sales person working for a large firm on a 
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commission basis, but who is essentially a waged worker; the woman doing word 

processing at home and advertising in the local paper for customers; the small 

family firm in accountancy or architectural services which may be 

sub-contracting to a larger firm or selling its services to a wider market. Most 

workers in the sample were clauified as self-employed (48.0%) or wage and 

salary earners (4L7%), with men more likely to be the former and women more 

likely to be the latter. 

Small scale and home-based employment is often associated with the early 

stages of growth in an industry where capital requirements are minimal, 

technology is relatively small scale and production is dependent on the 

professional or technical knowledge of the worker. This is the position in the 
< 

financial and business services industry, where professionals can set up their own 

small firms, often based in their homes, with only minimal capital, and are able to 

break into a market which is growing and characterised by a large number of 

similar small firms as well as the large firms. There is a whole network of small 

firms and contracting relationships employing both professional and clerical 

workers. The social nature of this small scale capital is more likely to be in the 

mold of Brusco and Sabel's third model or Massey's 'new petty bourgoisie'. This 

is an industry where small firms are more oriented to profits and growth than to a 

particular product and steady income and where product innovation is rapid and 

widespread. Such firms are less likely to stay small. 

Table 7 reveals a larger number of women employed in the home-based 

section of the industry than men. As Table 8 shows , this new growth industry 

displays a marked sexual division of labour comparable to the more traditional 

construction industry discussed earlier. The same over-representation of women 

in clerical jobs emerges as does their under represention in the professional jobs, 

such as architecture, surveying, accountancy and computer programming, which 

involve similar knowledge and control of the production process as the manual 

trades of the construction industry. This sexual division of labour is clearly 

reflected in the disparity of incomes. Of the full-time professional and 
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Table 7: Industrial Distribution of Home-based Workers in the 
Financial and Business Services Industry 

Men Women Couples 
'000 % '000 % '000 % 

Ind~ 
Fmancc Investment 
Undefined 7 5.1 9 4.7 5 8.9 
Banking 2 1.4 1 0.5 0 0.0 
Investment Services 12 8.7 16 8.3 6 10.7 
Insurance 10 7.2 7 3.6 1 1.8 
Real Estate, Developers 
& Propty Management 26 18.8 31 16.1 12 21.4 
ArchitoctUIC 19 13.8 18 9.3 7 12.5 
Surveying 3 2.2 3 1.6 1 1.8 
Technical S~ NEC 17 12.3 16 8.3 6 10.7 
Legal Services 1 0.7 8 4.1 0 0.0 
Accountancy Services 10 7.2 19 9.8 3 5.4 
Data Processing 3 2.2 5 2.6 2 3.6 
Advertising, Marketing 
& Consultancy 16 11.6 27 14.0 8 14.3 

I Typing, Copying 
&Mailing 0 0.0 10 5.2 0 3.6 
Ocaning & Pest Control 5 3.6 11 5.7 2 3.6 
Plant Hire & Leasing 3 2.2 3 1.6 2 3.6 
Business Services n.e.c. 4 2.9 9 4.7 1 1.8 

138 99.9* 193 100.1• 56 103.7* 

Table 8: Broad Occupational Groupings of Home Based Workers 
in the Financial and Business Services Industry 

Occupation Couples: 
Men Women Hmbands Wives 
No. ... No. % No. % No. % 

Managerial 31 22.5 29 15.0 18 32.1 4 7.1 
Ccrical 12 8.7 118 61.7 5 8.9 40 71.4 
Sales 20 14.5 12 6.2 7 12.5 5 8.9 
Professional 52 37.7 16 8.3 22 39.3 5 8.9 
Manual Production 9 6.5 2 1.0 1 1.8 1 1.8 
Domestic and cleaning 11 8.0 12 6.2 1 1.8 1 1.8 
Other/Not Specified 3 2.2 4 2.1 2 3.6 0 0.0 

138 100.1• 193 99J>* 56 100.0 56 99.9* 

*May not smn ID lOOduc ID rounding. 
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managerial workers, over 80% had an income of over $10,000, while the 

comparable figure for clerical workers was only 43%. 

-The data set revealed that fifty six of the men and women were married 

couples working in identical industry classes. The industry and occupational 

distribution of these couples is also shown in Tables 7 and 8. As in the 

construction industry, the real nature of the employment relationships in which 

these couples are involved is not revealed by the data: they may be conducting a 

small business with their own markets; they may be operating a branch outlet of a 

large real estate agent; they may be working as wage or contract workers for a 

large organisation, for example an insurance company or accountancy firm; or 

one partner may be a contract worker and the other employed by them. In fifty 

two of the cases the recorded employment status of the husband and wife was 

identical: 21 wage and salary earners; 28 self-employed; and 3 employers. In 

three other cases the husband was an employer and the wife a wage or salary 

earner, and in one case the wife was self-employed and the husband a wage or 

salary earner. The numbers recorded as wage or salary earners is relatively 

high, and probably represents people working regularly for a large organisation, 

such as insurance agents, contract clerical workers or operators of branch 

offfices. Whether all of these would be legally recognised as employees is less 

clear. 

In forty of the fifty-six couples, the woman was classified as a clerical 

worker, and in almost every case her husband was in a professional or managerial 

position - a position of power in relation to production and the allocation of 

family income. As with couples in the construction industry, this unequal 

relationship to the production process was further reinforced by the women 

having less time to work in paid employment: in no cases did the woman work 

longer hours than the man and in eighteen cases the reverse was true. This 

difference in hours was much less marked than for couples in the construction 

industry, which was probably related to the fact that only 25 couples had 

dependent children. In nineteen cases the family was just the couple, and in 
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fourteen of these both partners were over fifty years old, these being particularly 

common in the real estate and property management industries. The two 

youngest couples were in marketing and business consultancy, but they were 

characterised by the same sexual division of labour as the older couples in the 

property business, with the husband in a professional or managerial occupation 

and the wife doing the clerical servicing work. While in thirty eight cases hours 

worked were equal, in ten of them the wife had a lower income than the husband. 

It does not appear that a 'family business' in the financial and business 

services industries offers women much more chance of equal status than the 

traditionally masculinist construction industry. As in the construction industry, 

this unequal position was underscored by very different levels of formal 

qualifications among husbands and wives. Forty two of the wives had no formal 

qualifications, and this included three of the five women working in professional 

occupations. Of the eleven women identified as having qualifications, six did not 

appear to be using them in their jobs: four qualified teachers, one nurse and one 

woman with a science degree. By contrast, only fifteen of the men had no 

qualifications; in almost all other cases men's qualifications were relevant to 

their jobs. 

One area of professional work which has been associated with home-based 

employment for women has been 'computer professionals' (Huws, 1984; Olson 

and Primps, 1984). Table 7 includes eight people working at home in the data 

processing industry: three men and five women. Two of the men were 

programmers and one was a s)'Stems analyst; while one woman was a 

programmer and four were clerical workers [10). Further analysis of the full 

data set revealed another three professionals working outside the business 

services industry: one male systems analyst where the industry was not classified; 

one female systems analyst working in business machine wholesaling; and one 

female programmer working in electronic equipment manufacture. This gives a 

total of only seven computer professionals, four of whom were men. This is 

consistent with qualitative research on home-based new technology workers, 
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which found a majority of the skilled professionals to be men (Wajcman and 

Probert, 1988). It also suggests that in 1981 the employment of computer 

professionals at home was still small scale, but it is expected that the 1986 census 

will record a significant increase (Wajcman and Probert, 1988). -
Huws' study of computer professionals working at home in the U.K. found 

them to be earning less than their office-based counterparts (Huws, 1984). Four 

of the programmers in this sample worked 15-24 hours, while 90 out of 97 

programmers who travelled to work were employed 35+ hours. It is difficult, 

therefore, to compare their incomes, but they did not appear to have particularly 

low income levels: three (two women and one man) had incomes of $10-12,000 

and one man had an income of $15-18,000; compared to the only office-based 

worker employed for the same number of hours who had an income of only 

$8-10,000, and the median income for programmers working 35 or more hours 

was only $15-18,000. All three systems analysts worked full-time and they did 

appear to have relatively low incomes: less than $15,000; while only 13% of 

office-based full-time systems analysts had incomes that low, and 65% had 

incomes of over $18,000. It is difficult to draw any conclusions from this data, 

but it may be the case that home-based professional work with computers in 

Australia is different in content to that which has become more widespread in the 

U.K. There, the labour process has become more routinized and controlled as 

compared to the more fully integrated professional jobs found in Australia 

(Huws, 1984; Wajcman and Probert, 1988). 

Conclusions 

This paper has addressed the situation of people who are involved in the 

production of exchange values in their homes. The debates about domestic labour 

raised issues of patriarchal relations of authority and power, and unpaid 

domestic labour, but much of the discussion of the social relations of production 

has been presented within a framework which separates the two 'systems' of paid 

and unpaid labour. The situation of home-based workers, where relations of 
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class and gender, work and home, are thoroughly intertwined, reveals the falsity 

of this separation. The location of the two production systems in a single site has 

very different consequences for men and women. The meshing of two 

production processes is perhaps most acutely influential for women working in 

the 'family business', where the social relations of use and exchange value 

production are fused in the relationship of husband and wife. 

The main focus of academic and political attention concerning home-based 

employment has been outworkers in the clothing industry. Notwithstanding the 

probable under enumeration of this labour force by the census, and the extremes 

of exploitation involved, it remains a minority of the total home-based 

workforce. People are engaged in the production of exchange values in the home 

in a wide variety of industries and under a broad spectrum of social relations. I 

have particularly emphasised the continued widespread importance of petty 

commodity production and the 'family firm', both in traditional industries such 

as agriculture, construction and the retail trade, and in growth areas such as 

financial and business services. The methodological separation of home and 

work has resulted in a major gap in research on the organisation of production 

and labour markets. In particular, petty commodity production has often been 

treated as a 'black box' with no examination of the internal social relations of 

production. The data presented here suggests that this internal organisation is 

characterised by a highly gendered division of labour. Much more research is 

needed on the dynamics of this production form and its interraction with the 

domestic labour process. For women, this form of employment may be equally 

or even more exploitative than domestic outwork. 

The focus on clothing industry outworkers as quintessential home-based 

workers tends to promote the notion of a 'retum..to the 19th century', yet the 

organisation of production and work is rapidly changing. What the new order 

will look like is still unclear, but the current trend is certainly towards the 

disintegration of mass production and development of flexible labour markets, 

facilitated in some areas by technological changes. Petty commodity production 
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and home-based working seem likely to play an increased role in this emerging 

structure, along with the more generalised growth in self-employment, -sub-contracting and casual employment forms. In discussions of post-Fordist 

production systems, differences in the social nature of petty commodity 

production have been raised. Yet how different are the gender relations within 

these altered social forms? The comparison of couples in the construction and 

business services industries presented here suggests a very similar division of 

labour. Indeed, the move away from direct wage labour to sub-contracting of 

petty commodity production may be a particularly regressive one for women, 

since the constraints of domestic labour make the evolution from dependent 

decentralisation to independent decentralisation more difficult. 

What are the policy implications of the continuation and likely growth of 

home-based production of exchange values? A major impetus for the growth of 

self-employment and sub-contracting has been the evasion of labour market 

regulation. In the Australian context, the self-employed are not covered by trade 

unions, the Arbitration Commission or awards. Policy discussions have focussed 

on the legal status of clothing industry outworkers, and the Arbitration 

Commission recently accepted the case presented by the Clothing and Allied 

Trades Union that they should be treated as employees and subject to the award. 

Related to this has been the government's rejection of the Industries Assistance 

Commission's 'free market' approach to the lowering of import barriers in the 

clothing industry, which was more likely to lead to further resort to outworking 

in order to reduce labour costs than to new capital investment in the industry. 

Instead, the government has opted for a course of industrial planning and 

retraining of the labour force (Tribune, 18.2.87). This approach to the clothing 

industry could be termed a 'corporatist' transition to a neo-Fordist era, but the 

government has not been consistent in this approach [11). In line with this 

approach, Hancock's Recommendations 19 and 20 (Committee of Review, 1985) 

proposed that 'quasi-employees' should be brought under the jurisdiction of the 

Arbitration Commision. These proposals were included in the Industrial 

Relations bill introduced before the last federal election. However, this has now 
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been dropped under pressure from industry. Whichever route to post-Fordism 

is pursued, the debate over labour market regulation has not yet extended to the 

regulation of the internal relations of production of the family firm, which would 

raise much wider issues of patriarchal authority and the law. 

Notes: 

(1) I would like to thank Judy Wajcman, Clem Lloyd and Max Neutze for 
comments on earlier versions of this paper. I would also like to thank Frank 
Wilkinson for stimulating my interest in this subject, and the staff of the Social 
Science Data Archive for assistance in accessing the data. 

(2) Figures are for people aged fifteen years or more, derived from the 1981 
census <Households Sample File Tecbnjcal Details, ABS Catalogue no.2167.0, 
p.40). There will be some under counting to the extent that: self-enumeration 
generally results in a lower recorded level of labour force participation than 
interview surveys; only those unpaid helpers working fifteen hours or more were 
recorded; and because of the particular problems associated with locating 
outworkers and other activity with uncertain legal or taxation status. 

(3) Data from the Labour Force Survey (ABS Catalogue no.6203.0, August 
1987). 

(4) Only those unpaid family workers working fifteen hours or more were 
identified prior to 1986, since when all workers in this category have been 
recorded. 

(5) The term 'homeworkers' is commonly used in the U.K., and its popular 
meaning corresponds to the term 'outworkers' in Australia. 

(6) In the Cocks case of 1968, the l;ligh Court over-ruled the Industrial Court in 
declaring that Cocks, who did repairs at home for a dry cleaning firm, was an 
independent contractor and therefore the Commonwealth Arbitration 
Commission had no power to restrict or regulate her employment (The Queen y 
Jud~es of the Commonwealth Industrial Court and Others: Ex pane Cocks and 
~(1968, 121 CLR, 313)). This ruling has generally been interpreted as 
classing all 'outworkers' as self-employed, but in fact Cocks' situation was rather 
different from most outworkers. It was not a matter of dispute that Cocks was 
employed under a contract for service. The union argued, and the Industrial 
Court had agreed, that the regulation of independent contractors is ancillary to 
the control and preservation of the terms and conditions of employment of the 
members of the union, this was rejected by th"? High Court. However, the 
decision has usually been taken to mean that all outwork lies outside the 
jurisdiction of the Commonwealth Arbitration system (IMRC, 1984). This 
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ruling has recently been overruled for clothing industry outworkers (Sydney 
Morning Herald, 14.4.87), but many other workers remain legally self-employed 
and outside the Arbitration system. 

[7] This compares with 61 % of the population over 15 years of age, 13% of 
whom had no income. 

-[8] The table presents data only for occupations where there was more than one 
home-based worker in a given range of hours. 

[9] Data from the labour force survey, published in Labour Force Australia. 
Historical Summaty 1966-1984. ABS Catalogue No.6204.0, and Labour Force 
Australia, August 1987, ABS Catalogue No. 6203.0. The census recorded total 
employment in the industry in 1981 as 531.4 thousand, compared to 559.4 
thousand recorded by the Labour Force Survey. 

[ 10] The one female programmer was married to one of the male programmers; 
and the male systems analyst was married to bne of the female clerical workers. 

[11] The concept of different 'roads' to post-Fordism was proposed by Bob Jessop 
in an Urban Research Unit seminar 24.8.87. 
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