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Child Labor in the Industrial Revolution

For thousands of years, children of every culture have helped their elders with the work of the family and the community.  Young children did small, easy tasks and as they get older, they did more difficult work.  This type of labor was considered important in order for children to acquire life skills necessary to succeed as adults.  However, during the beginning of the Industrial Revolution in the United States children were sent to factories and sweatshops to work.  Here, they were exploited, abused, forced to work long hours in dangerous conditions, and denied a proper education.  In addition, the children were poorly paid and only minimally improved their family’s standard of living.  The increase of this kind of exploitive child labor in factories during the beginning of the Industrial Revolution was one of the leading factors that sparked the establishment of labor unions in the U.S. during the middle and end of the Industrial Revolution.

Child labor existed in the United States since the first factories were established in the colonies.  In the 1620’s in Jamestown, young boys worked in glassmaking shops.  Glassmaking was dangerous and the boys were often injured.  Additionally, the working conditions in the glassmaking shops were dangerous.  There was frequently glass on the floor and boys were often unhealthy due to the extreme heat in the shops. 


Factory owners engaged in child labor because they could pay children less than they could pay adults who did the same work. Children often earned as little as 10-12 cents a day while adults would have to be paid much more for doing the same work.
  Additionally, the children could work some machinery better than adults because of their small hands. 

In addition to being exposed to dangerous working conditions, factory children often worked 10 to 14 hour days.
  One child factory worker was reported as stating, “I have worked till twelve at night last summer.  We began at six in the morning.  I told the book keeper I did not like to work so late, and he said I must.  We only get a penny an hour for overtime.”
Along with diminishing the children’s health, these excessively long workdays limited the children’s education.  Many children would work during the day and then go to school at night.  Understandably, they would often fall asleep in class because they were so tired from working all day.
  Because the children were denied an education, they were never able to become highly educated.  Therefore, even as adults they were forced to work in factories or sweatshops, sometimes doing the same jobs as they had done as children.

One of the main reasons that factories were unsafe was that factory owners considered it more important that the work be done quickly than that the children were safe.  Often, children were beaten if they were being “lazy” meaning they did not work fast enough or did not complete the work perfectly.  Children were hard-pressed to work as quickly as possible because they were often paid by the amount they produced.  The more of a product or material that a child produced each day, the more he or she would be paid.  As a result, many children tried to work as quickly as possible and therefore were injured because they were not being careful.  Children, especially those who worked in factories, were also often injured because the machines were built for efficiency rather than for safety. 

One of many examples of children who were exposed to the dangers of machinery on a daily basis were children called bobbin boys or girls.  These children climbed up on machinery that often shook and was far above the ground.  Additionally, dangerous parts of the machinery were often left open and unguarded.  If a child fell they could be severely injured.  Lewis Hine was a photographer who, during the Industrial Revolution, took photographs of child laborers and studied their lives.  He reported that at one factory, “A twelve-year old doffer boy fell into a spinning machine and the unprotected gearing tore out two of his fingers. ‘We don’t have any accidents in this mill,’ the overseer told me. ‘Once in a while a finger is mashed or a foot but it don’t amount to anything.’ ”  In addition, the bobbin boys and girls often worked with bare feet.  This made it easier for them to climb on the machinery but it also exposed their feet to sharp or dangerous machinery
.

Yet another factor that posed as a health risk to children was that they had to sit or stand in one position for hours on end.  This led to physical health problems.  Boys who were coal breakers had to stoop over the coal shoots for many hours a day, leading to crooked backbones. Additionally, many of the coal breakers developed respiratory problems caused by breathing in large quantities of dust.
  Similar to the young coal breakers, the boys who worked in glassmaking factories were subject to serious health risks.  They were usually not protected from the sharp glass fragments that were often left on the floor. 
  Furthermore, the glassmaking factories were often extremely hot and very bright due to the large open furnaces.  This led to health issues such as eye trouble, respiratory problems and heat exhaustion.  As a result of these health risks, many boys who worked in glassmaking shops had a life expectancy of only 41-42 years.


In response to the increased child labor in factories and the dangerous and unhealthy working conditions that child laborers had to face, the National Child Labor Committee (NCLC) was established in 1904.  The goal of the NCLC was to put restrictions on the number of hours children of certain ages could work daily.  The NCLC is still operating today.  Its mission statement is, "promoting the rights, awareness, dignity, well-being and education of children and youth as they relate to work and working."
  One of the goals of the organization was to inspect workplaces such as factories, farms and mines where children were employed.  The organization examined how children were being treated by their employers and whether the working conditions at the workplace were safe.
  Along with inspecting working conditions, the NCLC attempted to ban child labor for children under the age of fourteen and, in dangerous conditions, under the age of sixteen.
  The establishment of the NCLC brought widespread awareness to society regarding the horrible working conditions that children as young as two or three were forced to work in every day.

In 1910, just six years after the NCLC was established and began to bring attention to the plight of child laborers, Alexander McKelway wrote a declaration titled the “Declaration of Dependence by the Children of America in Mines and Factories and Workshops Assembled”.  This declaration stated that it was wrong to deny children basic rights and control over their wellbeing and that it was wrong to subject children to harsh working conditions.  One section of the declaration states, “childhood is endowed with certain inherent and inalienable rights, among which are freedom from toil for daily bread; the right to play and to dream; the right to the normal sleep of the night season; the right to an education”.  The declaration ended with, “we demand the restoration of our rights by the abolition of child labor in America.”
  The formation of this declaration was the first step in bringing about child labor reform.  

Not long after the “Declaration of Dependence by the Children of America in Mines and Factories and Workshops Assembled” was published, the first law against child labor was passed in Massachusetts.  This state law declared that children could work in factories only if they went to school for at least three months a year.
  Although this law was not ideal because it still allowed for children to work for an unreasonable amount of time, it was the first of many laws that brought an end to much of the child labor that took place in America.

At approximately the same time that the first child labor laws were being passed in response to the increasingly notorious unhealthy and dangerous working conditions in factories, the first labor unions were being formed for partly the same reason.  The occurrence of child labor in the United States and later the protests against it was one of the leading factors that sparked the creation of some of the first labor unions.  Factory, farm and mine workers, along with some politicians and other people of the upper class understood that restrictions had to be made on working conditions.  If restrictions were not made, the business owners could easily take advantage of the workers, as was seen with the child labor issue. 

Child laborers added much to the labor movement that ultimately brought about labor unions and later child labor laws.  Working conditions in factories and sweatshops were unhealthy, dangerous and just generally unacceptable for workers of all ages.  However, it is understood that the plight of child laborers brought more attention to the public than would be had with just adult laborers.  Additionally, the issue of intolerable working conditions was, in the eye of the public, considered a more serious matter because children were involved and at risk.  

Along with bringing attention to the public regarding the issue of intolerable working conditions, many child laborers helped to bring about reform by taking part in anti child labor protests and others stood alongside adults in demonstrations against unacceptable working conditions for laborers of all ages.  One song child laborers sang at protests was, “We will have the The Hours Bill, That we will; Or the land shall ne’er be still, Ne’er be still, ne’er be still; Parliament say what they will, We will have the ten hours bill.”
  This song is protesting the legality of workdays that were often as long as 12-14 hours and the song is pushing to have a bill passed that allows child laborers to work no longer than ten hours a day.

The demonstrations held to protest unacceptable working conditions for both children and adult laborers finally began to bring about reform in the early 1800’s. In 1836 the National Trades’ Union Convention was held.  Laborers of all ages were represented at the convention yet the issue of child labor was a major topic of discussion.  At the convention, Union members made the proposal that states establish minimum age laws for factory work.  

During the beginning of the Industrial Revolution, child laborers experienced working conditions that were horrific and would be dangerous and unhealthy even for an adult.  Once the public became aware of the issues regarding child labor due in part to the NCLC and Alexander McKelway, labor unions were established.  Similar labor unions still exist in America today.  They limit how many hours employees can work a day, how much they must get paid, and limitations for firing or laying off workers.  Both the first labor unions established and the labor unions that are in existence today gave the workers the rights they deserved and regulated that children could only be employed after receiving a proper education and experiencing a true childhood.  
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