CHILD LABOR IN US HISTORICAL ACCOUNTS INDUSTRIAL
REVOLUTION

CHILD LAaBOR IN US HisTorICAL ACCOUNTS DURING THE INDUSTRIAL REvoLUTION: A Deep Dive

CHILD LABOR IN US HISTORICAL ACCOUNTS INDUSTRIAL REVOLUTION PAINTS A STARK AND OFTEN HEART-WRENCHING PICTURE
OF THE EARLY AMERICAN INDUSTRIAL ERA. THIS PERIOD, CHARACTERIZED BY UNPRECEDENTED TECHNOLOGICAL ADVANCEMENT AND
ECONOMIC GROWTH, SIMULTANEOUSLY WITNESSED THE WIDESPREAD EXPLOITATION OF CHILDREN IN FACTORIES, MINES, AND
FIELDS ACROSS THE NATION. HISTORICAL RECORDS, FROM GOVERNMENT REPORTS AND INVESTIGATIVE JOURNALISM TO PERSONAL
TESTIMONIES AND LITERARY WORKS, REVEAL THE HARSH REALITIES FACED BY YOUNG WORKERS, THEIR MEAGER WAGES, PERILOUS
W ORKING CONDITIONS, AND THE SOCIETAL ATTITUDES THAT PERMITTED THEIR LABOR. (UNDERSTANDING THIS DARK CHAPTER IS
CRUCIAL FOR APPRECIATING THE EVOLUTION OF LABOR LAWS AND CHILD WELFARE STANDARDS IN THE UNITED STATES. THIS
ARTICLE WILL DELVE INTO THE HISTORICAL CONTEXT, EXPLORE THE TYPES OF LABOR CHILDREN ENDURED, EXAMINE THE SOCIETAL
AND ECONOMIC DRIVERS, AND HIGHLIGHT THE NASCENT REFORM MOVEMENTS THAT BEGAN TO CHALLENGE THIS PRACTICE.
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THE GeNesIs oF CHILD LABOR IN AMERICAN INDUSTRY

THE INDUSTRIAL REVOLUTION IN THE UNITED STATES, BEGINNING IN EARNEST IN THE LATE 18 TH AND ACCELERATING THROUGH
THE 19TH CENTURY, FUNDAMENTALLY RESHAPED AMERICAN SOCIETY AND ITS WORKFORCE. AS FACTORIES AND MILLS
PROLIFERATED, PARTICULARLY IN THE NORTHEAST, THEY CREATED A DEMAND FOR CHEAP, ABUNDANT LABOR. CHILDREN, OFTEN
FROM IMPOVERISHED FAMILIES, BECAME A PRIMARY SOURCE FOR THIS WORKFORCE. THE TRANSITION FROM AN AGRARIAN SOCIETY,
WHERE CHILDREN’S LABOR WAS INTEGRATED INTO HOUSEHOLD AND FARM TASKS, TO AN INDUSTRIAL ONE, WHERE LABOR BECAME
W AGE-DEPENDENT AND OFTEN DANGEROUS, MARKED A SIGNIFICANT SHIFT. HISTORICAL ACCOUNTS FROM THIS ERA FREQUENTLY
DESCRIBE THE INITIAL ALLURE OF FACTORY WORK, PROMISING A WAGE FOR FAMILIES STRUGGLING TO SURVIVE, WHICH MASKED
THE LONG-TERM DETRIMENTAL EFFECTS ON THE CHILDREN THEMSELVES.

THE EARLY MECHANIZATION OF PRODUCTION DID NOT IMMEDIATELY NECESSITATE SKILLED ADULT LABOR. MANY TASKS IN
NASCENT FACTORIES COULD BE PERFORMED BY SMALL HANDS, CAPABLE OF INTRICATE MANIPULATION OF MACHINERY OR REACHING
INTO TIGHT SPACES. THIS MADE CHILDREN, DUE TO THEIR DEXTERITY AND DOCILITY, HIGHLY DESIRABLE AND COST-EFFECTIVE
EMPLOYEES FOR FACTORY OWNERS. CONSEQUENTLY, THE DEMAND FOR YOUNG \WORKERS GREW EXPONENTIALLY, OUTPACING
ANY NASCENT PROTECTIVE LEGISLATION OR SOCIETAL CONCERN FOR THEIR WELFARE. THE ECONOMIC IMPERATIVE FOR
BUSINESSES TO MINIMIZE COSTS OFTEN DIRECTLY TRANSLATED INTO THE EXPLOITATION OF THE MOST VULNERABLE SEGMENT OF
THE POPULATION: CHILDREN.

A DAY IN THE LIFE: THE GRUELING W ORK OF YOUNG LABORERS

THE DAILY EXISTENCE OF A CHILD LABORER DURING THE INDUSTRIAL REVOLUTION WAS CHARACTERIZED BY RELENTLESS TOIL,
LONG HOURS, AND PERILOUS ENVIRONMENTS. HISTORICAL RECORDS DETAIL THAT WORKDAYS COULD STRETCHFROM 10 To 16
HOURS, SIX DAYS A WEEK, WITH MINIMAL BREAKS. THESE YOUNG WORKERS WERE EXPECTED TO PERFORM DEMANDING TASKS,
OFTEN IN POORLY VENTILATED AND DIMLY LIT SPACES, EXPOSED TO DUST, FUMES, AND DANGEROUS MACHINERY . FATIGUE WAS A
CONSTANT COMPANION, LEADING TO ERRORS AND ACCIDENTS THAT COULD RESULT IN SEVERE INJURY OR EVEN DEATH. THE SHEER



PHYSICAL AND MENTAL EXHAUSTION THESE CHILDREN ENDURED IS A RECURRING THEME IN HISTORICAL TESTIMONIES AND
INVESTIGATIVE REPORTS.

BEYOND THE PHYSICAL DEMANDS, THE PSYCHOLOGICAL TOLL WAS IMMENSE. CHILDREN WERE OFTEN SURBJECTED TO HARSH
DISCIPLINE FROM OVERSEERS, ENDURING VERBAL ABUSE AND, IN MANY INSTANCES, PHYSICAL PUNISHMENT FOR PERCEIVED
SLOWNESS OR MISTAKES. THE LACK OF PLAYTIME, EDUCATION, AND EVEN ADEQUATE REST STRIPPED THEM OF THEIR CHILDHOOD.
THEY LIVED IN A WORLD DICTATED BY THE RELENTLESS RHYTHM OF MACHINES, FAR REMOVED FROM THE NURTURING
ENVIRONMENTS THAT CHILDREN RIGHTFULLY DESERVE. THIS CONSTANT PRESSURE AND LACK OF OPPORTUNITY FOR GROWTH LEFT
INDELIBLE MARKS ON THEIR DEVELOPMENT AND FUTURE PROSPECTS.

THe NATURE ofF T Asks PERFORMED

THE SPECIFIC TASKS ASSIGNED TO CHILDREN VARIED DEPENDING ON THE INDUSTRY, BUT THEY INVARIABLY INVOLVED REPETITIVE
AND OFTEN HAZARDOUS DUTIES. IN TEXTILE MILLS, FOR INSTANCE, YOUNG CHILDREN WERE EMPLOYED AS “DOFFERS,” RESPONSIBLE
FOR REMOVING BOBBINS FROM SPINNING MACHINES AND REPLACING THEM WITH FULL ONES. THIS REQUIRED THEM TO NAVIGATE
QUICKLY AROUND MOVING MACHINERY, OF TEN AT GREAT RISK OF ENTANGLEMENT. OLDER CHILDREN MIGHT BE TASKED WITH
PIECING TOGETHER BROKEN THREADS OR SWEEPING THE FACTORY FLOORS, BREATHING IN COPIOUS AMOUNTS OF COTTON DUST
THAT CONTRIBUTED TO RESPIRATORY ILLNESSES LIKE “BROWN LUNG DISEASE.”

IN MINES, CHILDREN AS YOUNG AS SEVEN OR EIGHT WORKED AS “BREAKER BOYS,” SEPARATING COAL FROM SLATE AND OTHER
IMPURITIES IN DARK, DAMP, AND DANGEROUS UNDERGROUND CONDITIONS. THEY ALSO SERVED AS ”TEAPPERS/” OPENING AND
CLOSING VENTILATION DOORS IN THE MINES, A TASK THAT KEPT THEM ISOLATED FOR LONG PERIODS IN NEAR DARKNESS. THESE
JOBS WERE NOT ONLY PHYSICALLY DEMANDING BUT ALSO INCREDIBLY DANGEROUS, WITH CONSTANT THREATS OF CAVE-INS,
EXPLOSIONS, AND LUNG DISEASES FROM INHALING COAL DUST.

¥/ orkING CONDITIONS AND SAFETY HAZARDS

THE WORKING CONDITIONS IN FACTORIES AND MINES DURING THE INDUSTRIAL REVOLUTION WERE NOTORIOUSLY UNSAFE.
MACHINERY LACKED BASIC SAFETY GUARDS, LEADING TO FREQUENT ACCIDENTS INVOLVING LOST FINGERS, MANGLED LIMBS, AND
FATALITIES. THE AIR QUALITY WAS OFTEN ABYSMAL, FILLED WITH COTTON DUST, COAL DUST, CHEMICAL FUMES, AND POOR
VENTILATION, CONTRIBUTING TO CHRONIC RESPIRATORY ILLNESSES AND OTHER HEALTH PROBLEMS. EXCESSIVE HEAT OR COLD
FURTHER EXACERBATED THE HARSHNESS OF THESE ENVIRONMENTS.

LIGHTING WAS OFTEN INADEQUATE, RELYING ON DIM GAS LAMPS OR NATURAL LIGHT THAT WAS INSUFFICIENT FOR INTRICATE
TASKS, INCREASING THE RISK OF ACCIDENTS. THE SHEER NOISE FROM MACHINERY WAS DEAFENING, LEADING TO HEARING LOSS
AMONG MANY WORKERS. HYGIENE WAS ALSO A SIGNIFICANT CONCERN, WITH LIMITED ACCESS TO CLEAN WATER AND
SANITATION, CONTRIBUTING TO THE SPREAD OF DISEASES. THE OVERARCHING SENTIMENT FROM HISTORICAL ACCOUNTS IS THAT
CHILD LABOR WAS CONDUCTED IN ENVIRONMENTS WHERE HUMAN SAFETY, ESPECIALLY THAT OF CHILDREN, WAS A SECONDARY
CONSIDERATION TO PRODUCTIVITY AND PROFIT.

INDUSTRIES RIFE WITH CHILD LABOR

SEVERAL KEY INDUSTRIES DURING THE AMERICAN INDUSTRIAL REVOLUTION HEAVILY RELIED ON THE LABOR OF CHILDREN, MAKING
THEIR EXPLOITATION A SYSTEMIC ISSUE. THESE INDUSTRIES, DRIVEN BY RAPID GROWTH AND A RELENTLESS PURSUIT OF LOWER
PRODUCTION COSTS, SAW CHILDREN AS AN IDEAL AND READILY AVAILABLE \WORKFORCE. THE NATURE OF THE WORK WITHIN
THESE SECTORS OFTEN LENT ITSELF TO THE EMPLOYMENT OF SMALL, NIMBLE HANDS, FURTHER ENTRENCHING THE PRACTICE.



THE TEXTILE INDUSTRY

THE TEXTILE MILLS WERE PERHAPS THE MOST NOTORIOUS EMPLOYERS OF CHILD LABOR. AS THE DEMAND FOR FABRICS SURGED,
SO DID THE NEED FOR WORKERS. CHILDREN AS YOUNG AS SIX YEARS OLD WERE EMPLOYED IN THESE MILLS, PERFORMING TASKS
THAT WERE BOTH MONOTONOUS AND DANGEROUS. THE CONSTANT WHIRRING OF LOOMS AND SPINNING MACHINES, THE
ACCUMULATION OF LINT AND DUST, AND THE PROXIMITY OF SMALL BODIES TO RAPIDLY MOVING PARTS CREATED AN
ENVIRONMENT RIPE FOR INJURY. HISTORICAL ACCOUNTS FROM THE LOWELL MILLS, FOR INSTANCE, VIVIDLY DETAIL THE LONG
HOURS AND ARDUOUS LABOR ENDURED BY YOUNG WOMEN AND GIRLS, THOUGH YOUNGER CHILDREN ALSO FORMED A SIGNIFICANT
PORTION OF THE WORKFORCE IN MANY TEXTILE OPERATIONS ACROSS THE COUNTRY.

CoAL MINING

THE EXPANSION OF THE RAILWAY SYSTEM AND THE GROWING DEMAND FOR FUEL MADE COAL MINING A VITAL INDUSTRY. THIS
SECTOR WAS PARTICULARLY BRUTAL FOR CHILD LABORERS. Y OUNG BOYS, AND SOMETIMES GIRLS, WORKED DEEP WITHIN THE
MINES UNDER EXTREMELY HAZARDOUS CONDITIONS. THEIR TASKS INCLUDED HAULING COAL, ACTING AS TRAPPERS, AND SORTING
COAL IN BREAKER FACILITIES. THE CONSTANT EXPOSURE TO COAL DUST LED TO SEVERE RESPIRATORY DISEASES, AND THE RISKS
OF MINE COLLAPSES, GAS EXPLOSIONS, AND OTHER ACCIDENTS WERE EVER-PRESENT. HISTORICAL REPORTS OFTEN HIGHLIGHT THE
SKELETAL FRAMES AND STUNTED GROWTH OF CHILDREN \WHO TOILED IN THE MINES.

GLASss FAcTorIEs AND OTHER MANUFACTURING

GLASS FACTORIES ALSO FREQUENTLY EMPLOYED CHILDREN, PARTICULARLY FOR TASKS REQUIRING THEM TO CRAWL ON THE
FACTORY FLOOR TO COLLECT SHARDS OF GLASS OR TO OPERATE MACHINERY. THE INTENSE HEAT FROM THE FURNACES AND THE
CONSTANT DANGER OF MOLTEN GLASS POSED SEVERE RISKS. OTHER MANUFACTURING SECTORS, INCLUDING THE PRODUCTION OF
MATCHES, EXPLOSIVES, AND PAPER, ALSO UTILIZED CHILD LABOR. THE COMMON THREAD ACROSS THESE INDUSTRIES WAS THE
DRIVE FOR CHEAP LABOR, WITH CHILDREN BEING THE MOST COST-EFFECTIVE OPTION, OFTEN PAID A FRACTION OF WHAT AN
ADULT WOULD EARN FOR THE SAME OR SIMILAR \WORK.

EconoMIC AND SocCIETAL UNDERPINNINGS OF CHILD EXPLOITATION

THE WIDESPREAD PREVALENCE OF CHILD LABOR DURING THE INDUSTRIAL REVOLUTION WAS NOT MERELY A MATTER OF
INDIVIDUAL BUSINESS DECISIONS BUT WAS DEEPLY EMBEDDED WITHIN THE ECONOMIC AND SOCIETAL STRUCTURES OF THE TIME.
SEVERAL INTERCONNECTED FACTORS CONTRIBUTED TO THE NORMALIZATION AND PERPETUATION OF CHILD EXPLOITATION,
MAKING IT A COMPLEX ISSUE WITH NO SINGLE CAUSE.

PoVERTY AND FAMILY SURVIVAL

FOR MANY WORKING-CLASS FAMILIES, ESPECIALLY IMMIGRANTS AND THOSE MIGRATING FROM RURAL AREAS TO URBAN CENTERS,
POVERTY WAS A HARSH REALITY. W/ AGES FOR ADULT LABORERS WERE OFTEN INSUFFICIENT TO PROVIDE FOR BASIC NECESSITIES,
FORCING ENTIRE FAMILIES TO SEEK EMPLOYMENT. CHILDREN'S W AGES, HOWEVER SMALL, WERE OFTEN CRUCIAL FOR THE SURVIVAL
OF THE HOUSEHOLD. HISTORICAL ACCOUNTS DOCUMENT FAMILIES SENDING THEIR CHILDREN TO WORK OUT OF SHEER
DESPERATION, VIEWING IT AS A NECESSARY SACRIFICE TO AVOID STARVATION OR DESTITUTION. THE ECONOMIC IMPERATIVE TO
CONTRIBUTE TO THE FAMILY INCOME OVERSHADOWED CONCERNS ABOUT THE CHILD'S WELL-BEING OR FUTURE.



THE DocCTRINE OF LAISSEZ-FAIRE AND LIMITED REGULATION

THE PREVAILING ECONOMIC PHILOSOPHY OF THE ERA, OFTEN CHARACTERIZED BY LAISSEZ-FAIRE CAPITALISM, EMPHASIZED MINIMAL
GOVERNMENT INTERVENTION IN BUSINESS AFFAIRS. THIS IDEOLOGY MEANT THAT THERE WERE FEW, IF ANY, REGULATIONS IN PLACE
TO PROTECT CHILD LABORERS. FACTORY OWNERS HAD SIGNIFICANT FREEDOM TO SET WORKING HOURS, WAGES, AND SAFETY
STANDARDS, OR LACK THEREOF, WITHOUT FEAR OF SUBSTANTIAL GOVERNMENT OVERSIGHT OR PENALTY. THIS LACK OF
REGULATION CREATED A FERTILE GROUND FOR EXPLOITATION, AS THE PURSUIT OF PROFIT WAS LARGELY UNIMPEDED BY LEGAL
OR ETHICAL CONSIDERATIONS CONCERNING THE WELFARE OF YOUNG \WORKERS.

SOCIETAL ATTITUDES AND PERCEPTIONS OF CHILDHOOD

SOCIETAL ATTITUDES TOWARDS CHILDHOOD AND WORK WERE ALSO DIFFERENT FROM TODAY. WHILE NOT UNIVERSALLY
ACCEPTED, THERE WAS A PREVALENT BELIEF AMONG SOME SEGMENTS OF SOCIETY THAT HARD WORK FROM AN EARLY AGE
INSTILLED DISCIPLINE AND CHARACTER. CHILDREN FROM LOWER SOCIOECONOMIC BACKGROUNDS WERE OFTEN SEEN AS DESTINED
FOR MANUAL LABOR, AND THEIR ENTRY INTO THE WORKFORCE AT A YOUNG AGE WAS NOT VIEWED WITH THE SAME ALARM AS IT
\WOULD BE IN MODERN TIMES. HISTORICAL DOCUMENTS REVEAL DEBATES ABOUT WHETHER SCHOOLING WAS EVEN NECESSARY FOR
CHILDREN WHO WOULD LIKELY ENTER MANUAL TRADES, FURTHER CONTRIBUTING TO THE ACCEPTANCE OF CHILD LABOR.

THE HUMAN CosT: HEALTH, EDUCATION, AND WELL-BEING

THE IMPACT OF CHILD LABOR ON THE PHYSICAL AND MENTAL HEALTH, EDUCATIONAL ATTAINMENT, AND OVERALL WELL-BEING OF
YOUNG WORKERS WAS DEVASTATING AND LONG-LASTING. HISTORICAL ACCOUNTS CONSISTENTLY HIGHLIGHT THE DETRIMENTAL
CONSEQUENCES THAT THESE GRUELING W ORK EXPERIENCES HAD ON CHILDREN, SHAPING NOT ONLY THEIR PRESENT BUT ALSO THEIR
FUTURE LIVES.

PHYSsICAL HEALTH DETERIORATION

THE HAZARDOUS ENVIRONMENTS AND RELENTLESS PHYSICAL DEMANDS LED TO WIDESPREAD HEALTH PROBLEMS AMONG CHILD
LABORERS. CHRONIC RESPIRATORY ILLNESSES, SUCH AS BRONCHITIS AND ASTHMA, \WERE COMMON DUE TO THE INHALATION OF
DUST AND FUMES IN FACTORIES AND MINES. INJURIES FROM MACHINERY RESULTED IN PERMANENT DISABILITIES, LOST LIMBS, AND
DISFIGUREMENT. MALNUTRITION WAS ALSO PREVALENT, AS CHILDREN OFTEN ¥ ORKED LONG HOURS WITHOUT ADEQUATE FOOD
AND LIVED IN IMPOVERISHED CONDITIONS. THE CUMULATIVE EFFECT OF THESE HARDSHIPS OFTEN LED TO STUNTED GROWTH AND
REDUCED LIFE EXPECTANCY.

IMPACT ON EDUCATION AND FUTURE PROSPECTS

CHILD LABOR EFFECTIVELY DEPRIVED MILLIONS OF CHILDREN OF THE OPPORTUNITY TO RECEIVE AN EDUCATION. THEIR LONG
W ORKING HOURS MADE IT IMPOSSIBLE TO ATTEND SCHOOL, TRAPPING THEM IN A CYCLE OF LOW~-WAGE LABOR. W ITHOUT
EDUCATION, THEIR SKILLS REMAINED LIMITED TO THE REPETITIVE TASKS THEY PERFORMED IN FACTORIES AND MINES, SEVERELY
HINDERING THEIR FUTURE ECONOMIC PROSPECTS AND UPWARD MOBILITY. HISTORICAL RECORDS SUGGEST THAT MANY CHILD
LABORERS GREW INTO ADULTS WITH LIMITED LITERACY AND NUMERACY, PERPETUATING POVERTY ACROSS GENERATIONS.

PsyYCHOLOGICAL AND SocIAL DEVELOPMENT

THE PSYCHOLOGICAL TOLL OF CHILD LABOR WAS PROFOUND. CONSTANT EXPOSURE TO DANGER, HARSH DISCIPLINE, AND THE



ABSENCE OF PLAY AND SOCIAL INTERACTION DURING FORMATIVE YEARS LED TO SIGNIFICANT DEVELOPMENTAL ISSUES. MANY
CHILDREN EXPERIENCED TRAUMA, ANXIETY, AND A GENERAL LACK OF EMOTIONAL DEVELOPMENT. THE RELENTLESS NATURE OF
THEIR \WORK AND THE DEPRIVATION OF A NORMAL CHILDHOOD OFTEN RESULTED IN A SENSE OF HOPELESSNESS AND A DIMINISHED
CAPACITY FOR SOCIAL ENGAGEMENT. THE HISTORICAL ACCOUNTS, THOUGH OFTEN CLINICAL IN THEIR REPORTING, IMPLICITLY
CONVEY THE PROFOUND LOSS OF INNOCENCE AND CHILDHOOD.

Voices oF CONSCIENCE: EARLY REFORM EFFORTS AND ADVOCACY

AS THE EXTENT OF CHILD EXPLOITATION BECAME MORE VISIBLE AND UNDENIABLE, A GROWING CHORUS OF VOICES BEGAN TO
SPEAK OUT AGAINST THE PRACTICE. THESE EARLY REFORM EFFORTS, DRIVEN BY HUMANITARIAN CONCERNS AND A RECOGNITION
OF THE IMMENSE SOCIAL COST, LAID THE GROUNDWORK FOR FUTURE LEGISLATIVE CHANGES.JOURNALISTS/ SOCIAL REFORMERS,
RELIGIOUS LEADERS, AND EVEN SOME ENLIGHTENED INDUSTRIALISTS PLAYED CRUCIAL ROLES IN SHEDDING LIGHT ON THE ISSUE AND
ADVOCATING FOR REFORM.

INVESTIGATIVE JOURNALISM AND SociAL COMMENTARY

IN THE LATE T9TH AND EARLY 20TH CENTURIES, INVESTIGATIVE JOURNALISTS BEGAN TO METICULOUSLY DOCUMENT THE PLIGHT
OF CHILD LABORERS. PUBLICATIONS LIKE THE SURVEY AND THE WRITINGS OF FIGURES SUCH AS JACOB RIIS AND LEWIS HINE
(WHOSE POWERFUL PHOTOGRAPHS ARE ICONIC IN DOCUMENTING CHILD LABOR) BROUGHT THE HARSH REALITIES OF FACTORIES
AND TENEMENT LIFE INTO THE PUBLIC CONSCIOUSNESS. THESE JOURNALISTIC ACCOUNTS SERVED TO SHOCK THE PUBLIC AND
GALVANIZE SUPPORT FOR REFORM BY PROVIDING VIVID, OFTEN HARROWING, VISUAL AND NARRATIVE EVIDENCE OF THE SUFFERING
OF CHILD WORKERS.

THE RoLE oF ORGANIZATIONS AND INDIVIDUALS

V ARIOUS ORGANIZATIONS EMERGED TO CHAMPION THE CAUSE OF CHILD LABOR REFORM. THE NATIONAL CHILD LABOR
CommiTTee (NCLC), FOUNDED IN 1904, WAS INSTRUMENTAL IN RAISING PUBLIC AWARENESS, CONDUCTING RESEARCH, AND
LOBBYING FOR PROTECTIVE LEGISLATION AT BOTH THE STATE AND FEDERAL LEVELS. INDIVIDUALS LIKE FLORENCE KELLEY AND
JANE ADDAMS, THROUGH THEIR WORK AT SETTLEMENT HOUSES AND ADVOCACY FOR SOCIAL JUSTICE, ALSO MADE SIGNIFICANT
CONTRIBUTIONS TO THE FIGHT AGAINST CHILD LABOR. THESE REFORMERS OFTEN FACED STRONG OPPOSITION FROM INDUSTRIES
THAT BENEFITED FROM CHEAP CHILD LABOR, MAKING THEIR WORK A CONTINUOUS AND ARDUOUS STRUGGLE.

EARLY LEGISLATIVE ATTEMPTS AND CHALLENGES

THE EARLY ATTEMPTS TO LEGISLATE AGAINST CHILD LABOR WERE MET WITH SIGNIFICANT RESISTANCE AND LEGAL CHALLENGES.
STATE-LEVEL LAWS WERE OFTEN WEAKLY ENFORCED OR RIDDLED WITH LOOPHOLES. FEDERAL ATTEMPTS TO PASS
COMPREHENSIVE CHILD LABOR LEGISLATION WERE ALSO STYMIED BY CONSTITUTIONAL CHALLENGES, PARTICULARLY REGARDING
THE FEDERAL GOVERNMENT'S AUTHORITY TO REGULATE LABOR CONDITIONS WITHIN STATES. THE SUPREME COURT, IN SEVERAL
LANDMARK DECISIONS, INITIALLY RULED AGAINST FEDERAL CHILD LABOR LAWS, ARGUING THAT THEY OVERSTEPPED
CONGRESSIONAL POWER. THIS LEGAL LANDSCAPE MEANT THAT REFORM WAS A SLOW, INCREMENTAL PROCESS, OFTEN REQUIRING
CONSTITUTIONAL AMENDMENTS OR SHIFTS IN JUDICIAL INTERPRETATION.

LeGISLATIVE BATTLES AND GRADUAL CHANGE

THE PERSISTENT EFFORTS OF REFORMERS, COUPLED WITH GROWING PUBLIC OUTCRY, GRADUALLY BEGAN TO SHIFT THE LEGAL
AND SOCIETAL LANDSCAPE REGARDING CHILD LABOR. THE PATH TO MEANINGFUL FEDERAL REGULATION WAS FRAUGHT WITH



POLITICAL AND LEGAL OBSTACLES, BUT THE MOMENTUM FOR CHANGE WAS BUILDING THROUGHOUT THE EARLY 20TH CENTURY.

THE FIGHT FOR FEDERAL LEGISLATION

FOLLOWING THE SUPREME COURT’S INITIAL REJECTIONS OF FEDERAL CHILD LABOR LAWS, REFORMERS CONTINUED THEIR
ADVOCACY. THE PASSAGE OF THE KEATING-OWEN ACT IN 19 16, WHICH PROHIBITED THE INTERSTATE COMMERCE OF GOODS
PRODUCED BY CHILD LABOR, REPRESENTED A SIGNIFICANT LEGISLATIVE VICTORY. HOWEVER, THIS ACT WAS SOON DECLARED
UNCONSTITUTIONAL BY THE SUPREME COURT IN HAMMER V. DAGENHART (19 18). UNDETERRED, REFORMERS TRIED ALTERNATIVE
APPROACHES, SUCH AS A PROPOSED CONSTITUTIONAL AMENDMENT TO GRANT CONGRESS BROAD POWER TO REGULATE CHILD
LABOR, WHICH ULTIMATELY FAILED TO BE RATIFIED BY ENOUGH STATES.

THe FAIR LABOR STANDARDS ACT oF 1938

THE MOST SIGNIFICANT TURNING POINT IN THE FEDERAL REGULATION OF CHILD LABOR CAME WITH THE PASSAGE OF THE FAIR
Lagor STANDARDS AcCT (FLSA) ofF 1938, DURING THE GREAT DEPRESSION. THIS LANDMARK LEGISLATION ESTABLISHED A
NATIONAL MINIMUM WAGE, OVERTIME PAY, AND, CRUCIALLY, SET FEDERAL STANDARDS FOR CHILD LABOR. THE FLSA PROHIBITED
OPPRESSIVE CHILD LABOR AND ESTABLISHED AGE RESTRICTIONS FOR EMPLOYMENT IN VARIOUS INDUSTRIES, EFFECTIVELY SETTING
A FEDERAL BASELINE FOR THE PROTECTION OF YOUNG WORKERS. THIS ACT, WHICH SURVIVED SUBSEQUENT LEGAL CHALLENGES,
MARKED A PIVOTAL MOMENT IN ENDING THE WIDESPREAD EXPLOITATION OF CHILDREN IN AMERICAN INDUSTRY.

THE LEGACY OF CHILD LABOR DURING THE INDUSTRIAL REVOLUTION SERVES AS A CRITICAL HISTORICAL REMINDER OF THE HUMAN
COST OF RAPID INDUSTRIALIZATION AND THE IMPORTANCE OF ROBUST LABOR PROTECTIONS. THE HISTORICAL ACCOUNTS FROM
THIS ERA CONTINUE TO INFORM DISCUSSIONS ABOUT WORKER RIGHTS AND THE ETHICAL RESPONSIBILITIES OF BUSINESSES IN
ENSURING THE SAFETY AND WELL-BEING OF ALL EMPLOYEES, ESPECIALLY THE MOST VULNERABLE. THE GRADUAL SHIFT FROM
\WIDESPREAD CHILD EXPLOITATION TO COMPREHENSIVE FEDERAL PROTECTIONS UNDERSCORES THE POWER OF ADVOCACY AND THE
EVOLVING UNDERSTANDING OF SOCIAL JUSTICE.

Q: WHAT WERE THE PRIMARY REASONS CHILD LABOR WAS SO PREVALENT DURING THE
US INDUSTRIAL REVOLUTION?

A: CHILD LABOR WAS PREVALENT DUE TO A CONFLUENCE OF FACTORS INCLUDING EXTREME POVERTY AMONG WORKING-CLASS
FAMILIES WHO RELIED ON CHILDREN'S WAGES FOR SURVIVAL, THE AVAILABILITY OF INEXPENSIVE LABOR FOR FACTORY OWNERS
DRIVEN BY PROFIT, AND A SOCIETAL ATTITUDE THAT OFTEN VIEWED EARLY LABOR AS BENEFICIAL FOR INSTILLING DISCIPLINE,
COUPLED WITH A LACK OF EFFECTIVE LABOR REGULATIONS AND GOVERNMENT OVERSIGHT.

Q: WHAT TYPES OF JOBS DID CHILDREN TYPICALLY PERFORM DURING THE INDUSTRIAL
RevoLUTION IN THE US?

A: CHILDREN TYPICALLY PERFORMED HAZARDOUS AND PHYSICALLY DEMANDING JOBS IN INDUSTRIES LIKE TEXTILE MILLS (DOFFERS,
PIECEES), COAL MINES (BREAKER BOYS, TRAPPERS), GLASS FACTORIES, AND VARIOUS MANUFACTURING SETTINGS, OFTEN
INVOLVING REPETITIVE TASKS IN DANGEROUS CONDITIONS WITH LONG HOURS.

Q: How DID THE HEALTH OF CHILD LABORERS SUFFER DURING THIS PERIOD?

A: CHILD LABORERS SUFFERED SEVERE HEALTH CONSEQUENCES INCLUDING CHRONIC RESPIRATORY ILLNESSES FROM DUST AND
FUMES, PHYSICAL INJURIES FROM MACHINERY LEADING TO PERMANENT DISABILITIES, MALNUTRITION DUE TO POOR LIVING
CONDITIONS AND LONG WORK HOURS, AND OVERALL STUNTED GROWTH AND REDUCED LIFE EXPECTANCY.



Q: WHAT ROLE DID INVESTIGATIVE JOURNALISM PLAY IN ADDRESSING CHILD LABOR IN
THE US HISTORICAL ACCOUNTS OF THE INDUSTRIAL REVOLUTION?

A: |NVESTIGATIVEJOURNALISM, THROUGH COMPELLING WRITTEN ACCOUNTS AND POWERFUL PHOTOGRAPHS, PLAYED A CRUCIAL
ROLE BY EXPOSING THE HARSH REALITIES AND WIDESPREAD EXPLOITATION OF CHILD LABORERS TO THE PUBLIC, GENERATING
MORAL OUTRAGE, AND GALVANIZING SUPPORT FOR REFORM MOVEMENTS AND LEGISLATIVE ACTION.

Q: WERE THERE ANY LAWS AGAINST CHILD LABOR DURING THE EARLY PART OF THE US
INDUSTRIAL REVOLUTION?

A: IN THE EARLY STAGES OF THE INDUSTRIAL REVOLUTION, THERE WERE VERY FEW, IF ANY, EFFECTIVE FEDERAL LAWS
SPECIFICALLY PROHIBITING OR REGULATING CHILD LABOR. STATE LAWS WERE OFTEN WEAK, POORLY ENFORCED, AND VARIED
SIGNIFICANTLY, LEAVING CHILDREN VULNERABLE TO EXPLOITATION.

Q: WHAT WERE SOME OF THE MAIN ORGANIZATIONS THAT FOUGHT AGAINST CHILD
LABOR IN THE US?

A: KEY ORGANIZATIONS THAT FOUGHT AGAINST CHILD LABOR INCLUDED THE NATIONAL CHILD LAaBor CoMmiTTee (NCLC),
WHICH WAS INSTRUMENTAL IN RESEARCH AND LOBBYING, AND VARIOUS SETTLEMENT HOUSES AND SOCIAL REFORM GROUPS LED
BY FIGURES LIKE JANE ADDAMS AND FLORENCE KELLEY.

Q: WHY DID EARLY ATTEMPTS AT FEDERAL CHILD LABOR LEGISLATION FAIL IN THE US?

A: EARLY ATTEMPTS AT FEDERAL CHILD LABOR LEGISLATION, SUCH AS THE KEATING-OWEN ACT/ FAILED PRIMARILY BECAUSE
THEY WERE DEEMED UNCONSTITUTIONAL BY THE U.S. SUPREME COURT, WHICH RULED THAT CONGRESS OVERSTEPPED ITS
AUTHORITY IN REGULATING INTERSTATE COMMERCE IN THIS MANNER.

QZ WHAT IS CONSIDERED THE MOST SIGNIFICANT PIECE OF FEDERAL LEGISLATION TO END
WIDESPREAD CHILD LABOR IN THE US?

A: THE FAIR LaBor STANDARDS AcT (FLSA) oF 1938 IS CONSIDERED THE MOST SIGNIFICANT FEDERAL LEGISLATION THAT
ESTABLISHED NATIONAL STANDARDS FOR CHILD LABOR, SETTING AGE RESTRICTIONS AND PROHIBITING OPPRESSIVE CHILD LABOR
PRACTICES, EFFECTIVELY ENDING THE WIDESPREAD EXPLOITATION OF CHILDREN IN AMERICAN INDUSTRY.

Q: How DID CHILD LABOR IMPACT THE EDUCATION AND FUTURE OPPORTUNITIES OF
CHILDREN DURING THE INDUSTRIAL REVOLUTION?

A: CHILD LABOR DEPRIVED CHILDREN OF EDUCATION BY OCCUPYING THEIR TIME WITH LONG \WORK HOURS, THEREBY TRAPPING
THEM IN A CYCLE OF LOW~-WAGE LABOR AND LIMITING THEIR FUTURE ECONOMIC PROSPECTS AND SOCIAL MOBILITY DUE TO A
LACK OF SKILLS AND LITERACY.
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