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DOCUMENT 1

The Industrial Revolution: Historical Introduction

The great socioeconomic transformation that Great Britain  went through in the 18th
century  is  referred  to  as  the  Industrial  Revolution.  This  transformation  also  spread
throughout many countries in Europe and even the world during the following century.
New steam engine powered machines and,  later  on electric  and combustion motors,
greatly  stimulated  economic  development  all  over  the  world  in  sectors  such  as:
agriculture and farming, steel and iron production, the textile industry, machinery, ect…
Thanks  to  these  developments  goods  became  much  easier,  quicker,  and  cheaper  to
manufacture than they had been before when things were mainly handmade by trained
craftsmen using traditional tools and simple machines. At the same time the invention
of  the steam locomotive  and the steam powered ship made transporting  these mass
produced goods cheaper and more efficient to transport as well. 

The  Industrial  Revolution  was  also  fueled  by  a  population  boom in  Europe  which
supplied the factories with a surplus of cheap unskilled labor for these new budding
industries.

These socioeconomic changes deeply affected the lives of the people in these societies
and even their children. Historically speaking children have typically worked in family
farms, small workshops or family businesses; they also were expected to collaborate in
the running of the household or to work as an unpaid apprentice for local craftsmen in
order to learn a craft that would later allow them to support themselves and a future
family of their own. However the Industrial Revolution greatly changed this model and
child exploitation rose significantly. 

There are many factors that led to this rise: a lack of legislation that prohibited child
labor (it was not until the end of the Industrial Revolution Britain that a law establishing
the legal working age of 11 was passed). Also many business owners preferred hiring
child laborers because they cheaper that adult labor, more docile, and smaller, making
them perfect for working in small spaces in which larger adults couldn´t fit. For many
families the money that children brought into the household was vital for their survival
especially when one of both of the parents had died, was taken ill, or had an accident; as
at that time state run social welfare programs didn´t yet exist. 

 (Original text)
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WHEN LOOKING AT DOC3.  YOU MUST HAVE ASKED YOURSELF WHAT THAT GIRL IS DOING THERE UNDER
THE MACHINE.  YOU WILL FIND OUT AFTER READING THE NEXT DOCUMENTS ABOUT CHILD LABOR IN
FACTORIES AND THE HEALTH CONSEQUENCES OF THESE TYPES OF JOBS. 

 (The words in bold will help you locate key information)



DOCUMENT 4

John Brown, a British journalist, wrote the book The memoirs of Robert Blincoe, about an orphan who
from a young age worked in a textile factory. He met Blincoe when he was 30 years old. These are
excerpts from his book:

In regards to his job in the thread factory: 
“The first job that Robert Blincoe had in the factory was to pick up the cotton that fell on the floor from
under the spinning machines. Although this seems like a fairly easy task, it was terrifying due to the
quick movement of the machine and the loud buzzing noise that they made. There was also a lot of dust
and gasses from the machines that would almost suffocate him. He soon became sick and also suffered
from severe back pain from spending most of the day crouching under the machines”.

In regards to his health: 
“(…) If this young (Blincoe) hadn´t been confined to a textile factory, it´s very probable that he would
have been a strong, healthy, and free of any physical malformations; however in actuality he is tiny and
his knees are painfully disfigured”.
 
(© John Simkin, September 1997 - June 2013.   http://www.spartacus.schoolnet.co.uk)

DOCUMENT 5

In 1832 the British Parliament  created a commission to investigate child labor practices,  they
interviewed 89 witnesses. Here is an excerpt from one of those interviews:

Question: At what age did you begin working the thread factory?
Answer:  Just after turning six.
Question: What was your main job at the factory?
Answer: “vulture”.
Question: Can you explain the nature of the work a “vulture” performs?
Answer: A vulture uses a broom to sweep under the machines when instructed to by the thread spinners
and knitters. You are underneath the machines most of the day and due to the many moving parts and
wheels in constant movement it is a very dangerous job, children were frequently injured. I would have
to lie down completely on the floor at times to avoid being run over or entangled in the machines.
Question: How long did you have this job?
Answer: In between a year and half or two years.
Question: What was your next job in the factory?
Answer: I became a knotter (…)

© John Simkin, September 1997 - June 2013)

DOCUMENT 6
Angus Reach (1821-1852) was a lawyer and journalist for the Morning Chronicle, his father´s
newspaper. In 1849 he began to document the lives of manufacturing workers in Manchester
and surrounding areas. In 1849 he wrote this in his findings:

Regarding the work of knotters and “vultures”: 
“The knotters, boy and girls, move up and down the machine as it goes back and forth, quickly
knotting and tying the broken threads that get broken. The “vulture”, a small boy or girl crawl
about on the floor under the machine, when it stops they clean off the excess oil, dust and dirt. 

(© John Simkin, September 1997 - June 2013.    http://www.spartacus.schoolnet.co.uk)
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THE LAST PART OF THE UNIT IS DEDICATED TO PRESENT DAY CHILD EXPLOITATION.

DOCUMENT 7
Children Pay the High Cost of Cheap Labor 

“In the 1990´s, child labor has found a new niche in export industries, which are on the rise in
many developing countries. In a small carpet factory in Asia, children as young as 5 were found
working  from 6  in  the  morning  until  7  at  night,  earning  a  wage  of  less  than  $.20  an  hour
(about .15 in euros) (…). Although it is labor intensive, child labor is very inexpensive: a t-shirt
sells for about $60 in the US (or in Europe) but only costs about $.10 in (child) labor costs. 

(UNICEF: The progess of nations, 1995, Sec. “Childresn rights”, http://www.unicef.org/pon95/chil0016.html)



DOCUMENT 9

The number of child laborers has gone down by a third since 2000, according to ILO (the
International Labor Organization, an UN organization made to protect worker

(…)
Jeniva (ILO News) – A Report from the ILO, “Measuring the progress in the battle against
child labour”, claims that the number of child workers has decreased by a third since 200, from
246 million to 168 million. (…)

 More than half of those 168 million child workers around the world are involved in dangerous
jobs (…) The number of child laborers that have dangerous jobs is about 85 million in contrast
to the 171 million in 2000.

(Article published 23/09/2013, on the ILO official website): 
http://www.ilo.org/global/about-the-ilo/newsroom/news/WCMS_221636/lang--es/index.htm.


