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Compelling Question: Should children work for wages?

Introduction
At the start of the 20th century, labor in America was in short supply,
and laws concerning the employment of children were rarely enforced
or nonexistent. While Americans at the time supported the role of
children working on family farms, there was little awareness of the

other forms of labor being undertaken by young hands. In 1908,
photographer Lewis Hine was employed by the newly-founded
National Child Labor Committee (NCLC) to document child laborers
and their workplaces nationwide. His well-made portraits of young
miners, mill-workers, cotton-pickers, cigar-rollers, newsboys, pinboys, oyster-shuckers, and factory-workers put faces on the issue,
and were used by reformers to raise awareness and drive legislation
that would protect young workers or prohibit their employment. After
several stalled attempts in Congress, the NCLC-backed Fair Labor
Standards Act passed in 1938 with child labor provisions that remain
the law of the land today, barring the employment of anyone under
the age of 16.
—From Child Labor in America 100 Years Ago, by Alan Taylor

Supporting Questions
Eco 9-12.4 and Eco 9-12.1 refer to the Connecticut Social Studies
Frameworks

.

What types of economic opportunities were available to families
and children? (Eco 9-12.4)
What did certain industrial enterprises, such as the textile mills,
produce in Connecticut? (Eco 9-12.1)

Purpose
Students will understand the role of child labor to industrialization at
the turn of the 20th century. In addition, students will explore the work
of federal and state (CT) government advocates to stop the use of
child labor through protective legislation.

Historical Context
"There is work that profts children, and there is work that brings
proft only to employers. The object of employing children is not
to train them, but to get high profts from their work."
- Lewis Hine, 1908
In 1793, Samuel Slater, a native of Derbyshire, England, ushered in
the American Industrial Revolution when he constructed America’s

frst textile mill in Pawtucket, Rhode Island. As a young boy, Slater
learned the intricacies of industrialization while working in a cotton mill
in his hometown. Within three years of establishing his frst mill in
Pawtucket, the operation had 30 workers, the majority of whom were
children aged seven to twelve. Despite the many dangers and health
risks associated with this work, mills sprang up throughout the New
England colonies, bringing about an unprecedented boom in profts,
and the need for a cheap, sustainable labor force.
Connecticut Child Labor Reforms
In accordance with the precedent set by Slater, factory owners
typically favored children as a staple of their workforces—they
believed them to be more manageable and cheaper than adult
laborers. While the employment of young workers was economically
advantageous to factory owners, reformers viewed the system as a
form of exploitation.
In May 1813, Connecticut became the frst state to enact a child labor
law requiring employers to provide some schooling in the areas of
reading, writing, and mathematics. Additionally, owners became
accountable for the moral instruction of their young employees, with
the requirement that all working children engaged in religious worship.
The law did not address the minimum age of the workers, however.
In 1824, state civil authorities in areas where factories and other
manufacturing frms operated began to establish groups known as
“boards of visitors.” The state required members of these boards to
visit workplaces and ensure that employers complied with the
provisions of the act of 1813. If found in violation, factory owners
faced fnes of up to $100.
The push for child labor law reforms continued to progress throughout
the 19th century, on both the national and state levels. In 1848,
Pennsylvania set the minimum age for factory workers at 12,
becoming the frst state to implement legislation pertaining to the
minimum age of child laborers. By 1900, 24 states, including
Connecticut, followed suit and set the minimum age for nonagricultural jobs at 14 and strictly limited the working hours of those
between 14 and 16 years of age. Despite such legislative action, the
issue of child labor was far from resolved.

In the summer of 1902, a large corporation that managed a proftable
cotton duck operation in New Hartford announced they were closing
their Connecticut locations and moving all of their operations to the
South where there were no regulatory laws regarding the age of child
laborers like the ones found in Connecticut. This episode proved
indicative of a much larger migratory trend that undermined reforms in
Connecticut and other progressive-minded states. In a piece
condemning corporate greed and calling for further reform, the
Hartford Courant refected, “So long as Georgia, for instance, allowed
child labor, it would not do for Alabama to pass restrictive laws which
would drive the workers across the border, for the mill population was
migratory, and the demand for workers so great that mills habitually
paid the moving expenses of employees hired from a distance.”
In 1916, the US Congress passed the short-lived Keating-Owen Act,
which President Woodrow Wilson signed into law. The act prohibited
the interstate sale of any goods produced by companies that
employed children under 14, or mines that employed children younger
than 16.
Presenting the Horrors of Child Labor to Hartford
A year after their lobbying success in Washington, the Connecticut
chapters of the National Consumers League presented a child labor
show in Hartford’s Old City Hall, at which various posters and
cartoons adorned the walls, and information regarding the history and
current status of child labor in Connecticut were presented to
attendees. Many displays noted that while Connecticut had
traditionally been a leader in pushing for labor rights, there was still
signifcant room for improvement to its policies. One poster
challenged attendees as follows: “Twenty-eight states do not permit
children under 16 years of age to work in stores at night. Does
Connecticut care less for its children than these states?”
In 1937, as the country slowly emerged from the depths of the Great
Depression, labor issues were again at the forefront of senatorial
reform. Amid the desperate economic climate of the 1930s, with
unemployment numbers soaring, adult laborers became willing to
work for the same low wages as their adolescent counterparts. An

increase in the number of adults willing to work for low wages allowed
for reform to push forward, without the pressure from companies who
feared for their proftability.
In 1937 President Franklin D. Roosevelt appealed to 19 states to
ratify a child labor amendment to the Constitution that provided
Congress with the power to regulate and prohibit the labor of persons
under the age of 18. While a similar amendment in 1935 proved
unsuccessful, and met with stiff resistance in the Connecticut House
of Representatives, Roosevelt’s later appeal passed and eventually
formed a part of the Fair Labor Standards Act of 1938. In addition to
the introduction of the 40-hour work week, minimum wage, and
overtime pay, the statute prohibited the employment of minors in
“oppressive child labor.”
—Child Labor in Connecticut, by Patrick J. Mahoney
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Students will work in groups of three to four. Students will need
access to the internet and large poster paper. In addition, students
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will take notes and write refections in their journals.
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Part 1: Have students view the following images and develop
questions about child labor in CT using the QFT technique:
Ask as many questions as possible in 2 minutes - No judgment!
Categorize the questions as closed or open ended.
What are the advantages and disadvantages of each kind of
question? Prioritize three questions from your list.
Which questions will help you to understand cause and effect on
this topic?
Which questions will establish context?
Which questions will give some insights to the different
perspectives on this topic?
Which of their questions could best lead to more investigation?

Image 1

Messenger boys: they work from 5am to 11pm. New Haven,
Connecticut. Lewis Hine. National Archives.
Image 2

Child tobacco workers. Hazardville, CT, 1919- Ct Historical Society

Image 3

10 year-old picker in Tobacco Field, Connecticut Lewis Wickes HineNational Archives
Image 4

Children Tobacco-Pickers: they make 50 cents a day. Lewis Hine.

National Archives
Image 5

Two of the youngest newsboys in Hartford, Connecticut. They are
cousins, eight and ten years-old. August 25, 1924. Location: Hartford,
Connecticut. Lewis Hine. National Archives
Image 6

Girl newsies: waiting for papers. Hartford, Connecticut, 1909. Photo
by Lewis Hine. National Archives.
Image 7

Cheney Silk Mills, Manchester.
Image 8

Mill interior: Cheney Brothers Silk Manufacturing Company, 1918.
Woman supervising boys at work-CT Historical Society. CT, Lewis
Hine. National Archives
Part 2: Photography as a Tool for Reform
Have students read the following information about the role of Lewis
Hine’s photography in bringing about reform.
1. Why is photography a powerful tool to change public
perceptions?
2. Why do you think it took so long to change the federal labor
laws?
3. Is photography used today to advocate for social and political
issues?

Child Labor Exposed: The Legacy of Photographer Lewis Hine
A camera was an improbable weapon against the growing evil
of child labor in the early years of the 20th century. Then,
children as young as fve years old were working long hours in
dirty, dangerous canneries and mills in New England.
Lewis Wickes Hine, a former schoolteacher, cleverly faked his

way into places where he wasn’t welcome and took photos of
scenes that weren’t meant to be seen. He traveled hundreds of
thousands of miles, exposing himself to great danger. His
exertions were ultimately rewarded with a law banning child
labor in 1938.
He was born in Oshkosh, Wisc., on Sept. 26, 1874, and came
late to photography. He was a 30 year-old prep school teacher
at the Fieldston School in New York City when he got a bright
idea: He would bring his students to Ellis Island to photograph
the thousands of immigrants who arrived every day. Over fve
years he took more than 200 plates; but more importantly, he
realized he could use photography to try to end child labor.
“There are two things I wanted to do. I wanted to show the
things that had to be corrected. I wanted to show the things that
had to be appreciated,” he said.
CHILD LABOR COMMITTEE
In 1908, Hine got a job for the National Child Labor Committee,
reformers who fought the growing practice of child labor.
Between 1880 and 1900, the number of children between 5 and
10 working for wages had increased by 50 percent. One in six
small children was then mining coal, running spinning machines,
selling newspapers on the street or otherwise gainfully
employed. They were robbed of an education and a childhood,
trapped in a downward spiral of poverty.
Newsies, telegraph messengers and young mill-workers were
exposed to vice and abused by their employers, their customers
and even their parents.
Over the years, Hine photographed children working in gritty
industrial settings that inspired a wave of moral outrage. With a
new camera called the Grafex he took photos of child labor
throughout New England.
Hine traveled far beyond the giant textile mills of Lowell and
Lawrence, Mass. He went to silk and paper mills in Holyoke,

Mass., textile and upholstering plants in Manchester, N.H., a
cotton mill in North Pownall, V.T., and cotton mills in Scituate,
R.I.
He went to the canneries in Eastport, Maine, where he saw
children as young as seven cutting fsh with butcher knives.
Accidents happened -- a lot. “The salt water gets into the cuts
and they ache," said one boy.
One day in August 1911 Hine saw an 8-year-old Syrian girl,
Phoebe Thomas, running home from the sardine factory all
alone. Her hand and arm were bathed with blood, and she was
crying at the top of her voice. She had cut the end of her thumb
nearly off and was sent home alone, since her mother was
busy.
RELUCTANT EMPLOYERS
Employers didn’t want their practices exposed. Photo historian
Daile Kaplan described how Hine operated:
Nattily dressed in a suit, tie, and hat, Hine, the gentleman actor
and mimic, assumed a variety of personas — including Bible
salesman, postcard salesman, and industrial photographer
making a record of factory machinery — to gain entrance to the
workplace.
Hine might tell a plant manager he was an industrial
photographer taking pictures of machines. At the last minute he
would ask if a child laborer could stand near the machine to
show its size. He also interviewed mill owners, parents and local
offcials, pioneering tactics still used by 60 Minutes.
Hine confronted public offcials with evidence and asked for a
response. He asked the children about their lives. He told one
heartbreaking story about a child laborer who worked in a
cannery, so young and beaten down she couldn’t tell him her
name.
Russell Freedman, in his book, Kids at Work: Lewis Hine and
the Crusade Against Child Labor, wrote, "At times, he was in
real danger, risking physical attack when factory managers

realized what he was up to…he put his life on the line in order to
record a truthful picture of working children in early twentiethcentury America."
FARM LABOR
That picture included child labor in rural New England, such as
in Connecticut's tobacco felds and on Western Massachusetts
farms. Hine photographed eight-year-old Jack driving a load of
hay and taking care of livestock. He was 'a type of child who is
being overworked in many rural districts,' wrote Hine.
By 1912, the NCLC persuaded Congress to create a United
States Children's Bureau in the Department of Labor and
Department of Commerce. The Children’s Bureau worked
closely with the NCLC to investigate abuses of child labor.
Years of political battles followed, until fnally in 1938 Congress
passed the Fair Labor Standards Act. The law prohibits any
interstate commerce of goods produced by children under the
age of 16. President Franklin D. Roosevelt signed it into law on
June 25, 1938.
By then, the public had lost interest in Lewis Hine’s work. He
died two years later, broke, in Dobbs Ferry, N.Y. His son offered
to donate his photographs to the Museum of Modern Art, but he
was rebuffed. Today, Hine's photographs of child labor are held
in collections at the Library of Congress and the George
Eastman House in Rochester, N.Y.
The National Child Labor Committee Collection at the Library of
Congress consists of more than 5,100 photographic prints and
355 glass negatives.
And today there is a Lewis Hine award for people who have
done outstanding work in helping young people.
—From: Child Labor Exposed: The Legacy of Photographer
Lewis Hine
Part 3: Child Advocacy

Have students work in groups to answer the following questions.
Students will review the following four primary documents and
complete the following chart. These documents detail the
investigation and suggestions of the State of Connecticut to address
the use of child labor. Download worksheet
Image/Document

Specifc Issues

Recommendations

Doc 1

Doc 2

Doc 3
Doc 4

How would the following groups respond to the recommendations in
each document? Explain.
Labor Unions
Democrats
Republicans
Progressive Reformers
Teachers
Employers
Child Workers
Parents

Who had the most power?
Should the role of government include protection of children? Explain.
Document 1
Page 9, Recommendations, Report of the Bureau of labor on the
conditions of wage-earning women and girls by Connecticut Bureau
of Labor Statistics. Charlotte Molyneux Holloway. Hartford, 1914

Report of the Bureau of labor on the conditions of wage-earning women and

Document 2
Page 143, Recommendations, State of Connecticut Report of the
Department of Labor on the conditions of wage-earners in the state.
Printed in compliance with statute, 1918.

Report of the Department of labor on the conditions of wage-earners in the s

Document 3
Page 266, Ignorance an Economic Waste, Annual report of the
Bureau of Labor Statistics, of the State of Connecticut. 1894,

Annual report of the Bureau of Labor Statistics, of the State of Connecticut

Page 277, What Some of the Teachers Say

Annual report of the Bureau of Labor Statistics, of the State of Connecticut

Document 4
Page 6, Forward, Industrial instability of child workers. A study of
employment-certifcate records in Connecticut, Robert Morse
Woodbury, 1920

Industrial instability of child workers. A study of employment-certificate recor

Page 68, Chart Industry of frst employment by age

Industrial instability of child workers. A study of employment-certificate recor
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1. Have students investigate the use of child labor in the supply chain
for making carpets. Use the Goodweave website for reference.

Related Resources
What strategies does this Non Governmental Organization use to
advocate for child laborers?
Provided by:
Department of Education

Evaluate the effectiveness of these strategies: consider the
impact on children as well as the role of the consumer.
Students can share their research in a PSA or create a website
to educate the school community.

2. Have students investigate a child labor issue here in the US or in
other countries. Students can refer to the following websites for
research:
Amnesty.org - Child Labor
Human Rights Watch - Child Labor
Have students create a short flm to share their research with the
school and local community. The Robert Kennedy Human Rights
organization has some suggestions of how students can proceed.

Students can also compose an original song about a current child
labor issue and share this with the school and local community.
Speak Up Sing Out has some suggestions for students.
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Annual report of the Bureau of Labor Statistics, of the State of
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Connecticut. 1894
Child Labor, Gene Leach and Nancy O. Albert. Ct Explored. 2004

Related Resources
Child Labor Exposed: The Legacy of Photographer Lewis Hine. New
England Historical Society
Provided by:
Department of Education

Child Labor in Connecticut, Patrick Mahoney. CT History
Industrial instability of child workers. A study of employmentcertifcate records in Connecticut, Robert Morse Woodbury, 1920
Library of Congress, Lewis Hine and Connecticut Photos
Library of Congress, National Child Labor Committee Collection
Report of the Bureau of labor on the conditions of wage-earning
women and girls by Connecticut. Bureau of labor statistics. Charlotte
Molyneux Holloway. Hartford, 1914
State of Ct. Report of the Department of labor on the conditions of
wage-earners in the state. Printed in compliance with statute, 1918.

