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on farms . . . is not held to be child labor. The presumption that everything
is well with the child in agriculture runs so strong that any inquiry . .. jg
held by some not only useless but almost improper.”” As late as 1932, the
White House Conference on Child Health and Protection still noted that
“the attitude of a large part of the public is not opposed to the employment
of children in agriculture.”™

The idealization of farmwork by child labor reformers wavered as investi-
gations in the 1920s began to uncover some of the hardships experienced
by young agricultural laborers. A survey of 845 children in North Dakota,
conducted by the U.S. Children’s Bureau, found boys and girls under age
seventeen engaged in a wide variety of farmwork. Seventy-one percent of
the children were under fourteen. Aside from field work, herding cattle was
their most common task. Boys and girls, often as young as six years old,
were “out on the prairie alone on foot or on horseback for long hours in the
heat of the summer without shelter or drink . . . in danger of being thrown
from horseback . . . or trampled on by the cattle.” Others were involved in
the construction of barbed-wire fences, digging or drilling holes for posts as
well as assisting with butchering jobs, cleaning seed for the spring planting,
and even taking care of farm machinery. Out of the 845 children, almost
750 were also responsible for routine chores and housework. One nine-year-
old boy, for instance, “built the fires in the morning, swept the floors of a
two-room house, and brought in fuel and water; in addition, before he made
a two-mile trip to school, he helped feed stock (5 horse and 12 cows) and
chopped wood; in the evening he did the chores and washed dishes.”

In the North Dakota study, 20 percent of the children had worked away
from home during the preceding year, either for wages or for their board;
the majority were under fourteen years of age and had assisted with harvest-
ing chores or as general farm helpers. The Children’s Bureau study showed
that farm- and homework took children away from their schoolwork. For
instance, an examination of the school records of 3,465 children in six rural
areas in North Dakota revealed that 42 percent of the 2,776 children under
fourteen years of age, and 59 percent of those between ages ten and fourteen,
had been kept home for work in defiance of child labor regulations.” An
earlier investigation of rural children in several North Carolina counties
found a similar situation. In a typical mountain county, for instance, a father
of eight was asked why he did not buy a corn planter. He responded: “I
already have eight.” The family’s workday often began at six or seven in the
morning and ended at sundown, with an hour off for dinner. The report
concluded that “although early training in habits of industry is desirable,
and . . . a reasonable amount of farm work would scarcely injure a healthy
child of sufficient size and strength, children’s work on the farm . .. as is
described in this report . . . [puts] undue strain upon the strength of the child,
the interruption of his schooling . . . the ill effects upon his health.””®
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But the solution was not a wholesale condemnation of farm labor; instead,
reformers sought to differentiate better between_“good” .farmwork land ex-

Joitative farm labor. As one writer in the American Review of Reviews ex-
Plained in 1924: “Work on the farm performed by children underl parents’
direction and without interference with school attendance is not child labor.
Work performed by children away from home, for wages, at.long hours and
under conditions which endanger the child’s health, education and rnor.al-s
is child labor.””” Thus, commercialized agriculture joined the ranks of illggltl-
mate occupations, while the legitimacy of work on the home farm was idyl-
Jically preserved.

Between the extremes of industrial child labor and farmwork, there was
4 variety of other occupations for children of a much more uncertain status
and with different claims to legitimacy. Fred Hall, executive secretary of
the National Child Labor Committee, identified such occupations as “the
porderland or frontier of the child labor program—an area in which the

ublic often assumes that children’s work is a valuable preparation for future
usefulness.”” Working as a Senate page, for instance, was a prestigious occu-
pation for children. Working as a cashgirl or cashboy in a department store
also promised an attractive and legitimate entry into business life.”

Street work and particularly newsboys presented child welfare workers
with a unique dilemma. As Raymond Fuller explained in his book Child
Labor and the Constitution: “Many of us . . . are rather strongly prejudiced
in favor of it, finding ourselves obliged to overcome serious difficulties in
order to recognize it as child labor.”® Legislatures similarly hesitated to chal-
lenge the legitimacy of street work. While other occupations gradually estab-
lished fourteen as a minimum age limit, children in street work could legally
start work at ten or twelve, and many began as young as six or seven. The
White House Conference report of 1932 still considered the regulation of
street work as “one of the most difficult problems in the whole field of child
labor law.”*! Why, wondered an observer, did people condemn child labor
in the factories, yet “tolerate it and even approve of it in the street?” Why
did factory work transform a child into a slave, yet street work somehow
qualified him as a respectable “little merchant”?* As one social worker com-
plained in 1905: “It seems the part of the iconoclast to controvert the public
conception of the newsboy.”*

The legitimacy of newspaper sellers, as well as many child peddlers and
bootblacks, was initially determined by nineteenth-century utilitarian val-
ues. Unlike factory workers or children in mercantile establishments, street
traders were not employees but independent merchants, working for profits
and not for wages. It was a glamorous form of entrepreneurship. J. G.
Brown, a painter who specialized in nineteenth-century street boys, de-
scribed them to a reporter: “My boys lived in the open. There wasn’t a dan-
ger of the streets that they didn’t face some time or other during the day.
They would take a chance, any time, of being run down by a wagon or a
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streetcar for the sake of selling a paper or selling a ‘shine’ . . . they were
alert, strong, healthy little chaps.”® Even twentieth-century reformers were
reluctant to put such children out of work. Pioneers in child welfare such as
Jacob Riis admiringly referred to the “sturdy independence, love of freedom
and absolute self-reliance” of street boys.® In 1912, a major study of child
labor in the streets marveled at the persistent “widespread delusion that . .
these little ‘merchants’ of the street are receiving valuable training in business
methods and will later develop into leaders in the affairs of men.”%

As with farm labor, exposés of children working in the streets gradually
punctured prevailing myths. A study conducted by the Children’s Bureau
found children often as young as six and seven selling papers in city streets,
As one eleven-year-old newsboy complained, “My little brother sells more
... because people think he is cute.”® Newsboys worked late hours, 10
r.M. or sometimes until midnight, especially on Saturday nights, selling the
Sunday papers to the theater and restaurant crowds. Street work was found
unfit for children, distracting them from school and introducing them into
a life of vice and “unnatural desires.” After all, if children’s games were
being pushed off the street, certainly children’s street work could not survive
much longer. As one expert in the field explained, street work was consider-
ably more hazardous than child play:

there is a well-known difference in the physical and moral influences surrounding
street trading in the downtown district with all the freedom from external control
either on the part of city or parent, as compared with . . . street play within the
neighborhood . . . where the restrictions of home and friends are able to influence
. . . [the child’s] conduct.®

Once again, the boundaries of legitimacy shifted as reformers distin-
guished more closely between types of street work. Earlier economic criteria
(that is, the distinction between wages and profits) were inadequate: “The
effect on the child of work is in no wise determined by the form in which
his earnings are calculated.”® While most street occupations, including the
sale of newspapers, were declared to be unfit forms of child labor, the neigh-
borhood carrier who delivered newspapers to the homes of subscribers was
gradually singled out for legitimacy. The criteria for “good work,” however,
were dramatically reversed, converting the previously admired independent
role of a newsboy into a liability. Why was the delivery of newspapers ac-
ceptable? Precisely because “the delivery boy is in no sense an independent
merchant or dealer. He neither buys nor sells . . . and he assumes no respon-
sibility except for his own work. He is an employee.”” Carrying newspa-
pers, concluded the Children’s Bureau investigation, “puts no temptations
in the boy’s way to stay out of school, nor does it bring him in contact with
such influences as many of the street sellers meet.” Unlike the newsboy,
the carriers’ hours were “unobjectionable”; boys delivering evening papers
were finished usually before 6 p.M., “their work did not keep them on the
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streets after dark . .. nor interfere with their family life.” It was a perfect

occupation for the domesticated child, not real work but a “schoolboy’s

iob.”?! The day messenger service was another form of legitimate street

work for young boys. The night messenger service, on the other hand, was

harshly condemned for allegedly employing youngsters to deliver telegrams

put in fact using them to carry notes, food, liquor, and drugs to prostitutes,
jmps, and gamblers.

Child labor in the home raised even more complex and confusing defini-
rional problems. It also involved a different population; while selling news-
papers or bootblacking was a boy’s job, home occupations were largely,
although not exclusively, a girl’s domain. Studies suggest that young girls
probably constituted from one-half to three-fourths of the children involved
with homework, while of the 17,669 children ten to fourteen years of age
working as newsboys in 1920, only 168 were girls. Unlike a factory, or a
street, or a store, the home was sanctioned by reformers as a proper work-
place: “every child needs to be taught to work; but he needs to be taught not
in the factory but in the home . . .”?* Officially, domestic activities were not
even considered “real” work. Instructions to census enumerators specified
that “children who work for their parents at home merely on general house-
hold work, on chores, or at odd times on other work, should be reported as
having no occupation.””

But what about industrial homework, that is, factory work done at home
mostly by mothers with their young children? It usually involved immigrant
families or other unskilled low-paid groups living in the tenement districts of
large cities. Industrial homework included a wide range of activities, chiefly
finishing men’s clothing, embroidering, making artificial flowers, and string-
ing tags. Children helped with the simpler tasks and often delivered the work
from the home to the factory. By the late nineteenth century, homework had
become one of the most prevalent forms of child labor. Yet many employers
claimed that since the “little helpers” worked with their mothers, they were
not really employed.” Parents themselves praised an occupation that kept
their children busy and safely off the streets. Investigators discovered that
“In certain streets home work was almost a universal occupation, and when
a new family moved into the district the children would take up the work
either in imitation of their playmates or at the suggestion of their parents.””
Homework did not necessarily interfere with schoolwork; children usually
worked after school hours, Saturdays, and on vacation days.

The industrialized home forced reformers to reassess the meaning of do-
mestic child labor. Tenement homework was condemned as a “peculiarly
vicious” form of child labor.”® After all, it polluted the one traditionally legiti-
mate workplace. As one critic regretfully remarked: “Truly a noteworthy
change from the time when children got a large part . . . of their education
in domestic industries to the time when domestic industries must be abol-
ished in order to save the children from exploitation in them!”?” Yet what
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distinguished tenement homework from legitimate housework? At what
point did work for a parent become exploitation? Parents themselves were
considered unreliable judges: “It is obvious many parents know little of the
nature of work needed by, or suited to, their children. It is still work because
there is work to be done, not because certain selected work is educational.”?
George Hall, secretary of the New York Child Labor Committee, contended
that “ ‘Helping mother’ with house-work is all right, for the amount of work
to be done is limited and there is little temptation to exploit the child; but
‘helping mother’ with paid work is another thing. The amount of work is
unlimited, and ignorant and selfish parents sacrifice their children.”*

The solution was not to remove all child work from the home, but to
discriminate more intelligently among types of domestic employment. Tak-
ing factory work out of the home was only the first step. Equally important
was to determine appropriate household tasks for children. As an article,
significantly entitled “Ideal Child Labor in the Home,” suggested: “The
home will understand the educational necessity of work . . . and will allow
each child ... to contribute to the welfare of his family as a group and
provide for his best development through the performance of a desirable
amount of daily constructive work.”'" Fuller, for example, harshly criticized
extreme parental dependence on children to do their housework. Yet he
maintained with equal conviction that “Work can be . . . a good thing for
children. Little girls helping their mothers with housework . . . sewing and
cooking; boys raking leaves . . . these and many other kinds of home occupa-
tions are a delight to behold.”!”" One progressive Birmingham school even
introduced a parent’s report card in order “to help the child by recognizing
industry and excellence in home occupations.”'” Parents were asked to
grade as satisfactory, excellent, fairly good, unsatisfactory, ordinary, or very
poor a wide range of domestic activities performed by their children, such
as garden work, care of household tools, care of furnace, making fires, care
of horse or cow, sweeping and dusting, making beds, and general cooking.

House Chores and a Weekly Allowance: The Economic
World of the Useless Child

By 1930, most children under fourteen were out of the labor market and
into schools. Yet, significantly, federal regulation of child labor contained
some exceptions. The most influential statute in the field of child labor, the
Fair Labor Standards Act of 1938, allowed children under fourteen to work
in newspaper distribution and in motion pictures and the theater. Except for
manufacturing and mining, a child also remained legally entitled to work
for her or his parents. Agricultural labor, which still employed the largest
number of children, was only semiregulated as children were permitted to
work outside of school hours. Similar exceptions were contained in the Na-
tional Industrial Recovery Act industrial codes passed in 1933 but declared
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ganconstitutional in 1935. The defeat of the Child Labor Amendment in the
1920s and again in the 1930s was partly the result of its failure to recognize
any differentiation between children’s occupations. By empowering Con-
gress to “limit, regulate, and prohibit the labor of persons under eighteen

cars of age,” the amendment presumably left no room even for legitimate
child work.""?

To be sure, the cultural and legal immunity of certain occupations was
partly dictated by the market, in particular, the powerful farmmg,.newspa-

er, and entertainment industries that had much to lose by a child work
prohibition. But it was also based on a radically revised concept of child
work. As twentieth-century American children became defined by their senti-
mental, noneconomic value, child work could no longer remain “real” work;
it was only justifiable as a form of education or as sort of game. The useful
labor of the nineteenth-century child was replaced by educational work for
the useless child. While child labor had served the household economy, child
work would benefit primarily the child: “We are interested . . . in work for
the sake of the child, and are seeking to find kinds of work best suited to
develop his body, mind and character.”'" The legal and cultural differentia-
tion between legitimate and illegitimate occupations for children was thus
guided by an entirely new set of criteria suitable for the unemployed “sa-
cred” child. Labor on the home farm, for instance, was condoned “for the
unselfishness and the sense of family solidarity it develops.” Newspaper
work was a legitimate “character-building” occupation. The Children’s Bu-
reau investigation in the 1920s found that parents of carriers were “emphatic
in their approval of the work . . . because they believed that it provides train-
ing in the formation of good habits. . . . It was not the financial reason that
stood out in their expressions of approval.” Job advertisements for young
carriers in the Ladies’ Home Journal explained that the magazine had solved
a problem for “thousands of the brightest boys in America,” by providing
them with an enjoyable pastime: “They get a lot of fun out of it, earn their
own spending money, and get a moral and business training of inestimable
value.”® Acting, claimed its advocates, was not work at all but a liberal
education and above all, a joyful child’s game. “Work?” queried the New
York Dramatic Mirror; “most child actors consider it play, and so it is practi-
cally that, except that their little minds are being unconsciously developed
in a way which would be impossible elsewhere.”!%

As child work shifted from instrumental to instructional, special consider-
ation was given to domestic chores. When an article appearing in Home
Progress advised parents, “Let your children work,” the work referred to
“some little household task,” not too difficult of course, “for their tender
bodies.” ! Already in 1894, popular magazines alerted their middle- and
upper-class readers about their children’s “eagerness to seize opportunities
for sharing the work as well as the play of the home. . .. Shelling peas on
Monday because the cook is washing is to him as enchanting as counting
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pearls on a string.”'® As working-class children left the labor force for the
classroom, their mothers were likewise instructed to keep them busy at
home: “It is pitiful ... for a woman to believe that she is ‘bettering’ her
children by . . . allowing them to think that it is degrading for them to help
in the housework.”!"

Yet the point was not to assist the mother, but to educate the child. In
1931, the Subcommittee on Housing and Home Management of the White
House Conference on Child Health and Protection strongly recommended
that “less emphasis . . . be placed on the amount of assistance rendered and
more on the educational values [to the child] of the responsibilities involved
in the performance of household tasks.”"' It was not always an easy task.
As Dr. Amey E. Watson, an expert in household work, acknowledged: “For
a busy mother . . . it is far easier to do the job herself than to stop to teach
a child to do it; but if she has the long-range point of view and is thinking
of the character development of the child, the work should be planned so
that ... the mother ... can have enough leisure to stop and teach the
child.”!

House chores were therefore not intended to be “real” work, but lessons
in helpfulness, order, and unselfishness. Parents were warned to “take great
care not to overburden the child with responsibility . . . lest the weight of it
should crush him instead of develop a greater strength.”!? Above all, warned
Parents magazine, one should “never give . . . children cause to suspect us of
making use of them to save ourselves work.”!"? It was not easy to find such
an ideal domestic job. As William Ogburn remarked in 1930, “The household
duties are less, and hence the child loses the training and responsibilities that
go with these duties.”'* A survey of junior high school students by the 1930
White House conference noted that urban children performed about three-
fourths as many household tasks as did the rural child.! The “servant-keep-
ing” class was particularly limited in this respect. One well-meaning parent,
reported the Journal of Home Economics, had tried to teach her young child
the “dignity of labor,” but the only available job was flower arrangement. In
another family, the son simply tipped the butler to do the boy’s chores. The
problem of unoccupied middle-class children was not new. As Mary Beth
Norton notes in a study of eighteenth-century women, “City daughters from
well-to-do homes were the only eighteenth-century American women who
can accurately be described as leisured.”!'® Yet even they did an extensive
amount of sewing for their families. The new rules and problems of child
work cut across classes, equally applicable to all unemployed children. For
instance, in 1915, one observer had noted the extent to which parents of
former child laborers were “entirely unprepared to cope with the situation,
having little means of home employment for their children.” The expanding
school system attempted to incorporate “good” work into their curricula. As
Edward T. Devine explained, “work which we deny . .. in the factory, for
profit, may be demanded in school . . . for education and training.”!"”
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The transformation of children’s economic roles during the first half of
the twentieth century illustrates the interaction between economic and non-
economic factors in advanced industrial societies. Children were removed
from the market between 1870 and 1930 in large part because it had become
more economical and efficient to educate them than to hire them. But cul-
tural guidelines profoundly shaped and directed the process of social change
by differentiating legitimate from illegitimate occupations for children and
distinguishing licit from illicit forms of child money. As children became
increasingly defined as exclusively emotional and moral assets, their eco-
nomic roles were not eliminated but transformed; child labor was replaced
by child work and child wages with a weekly allowance. A child’s new job
and income were validated more by educational than economic criteria.
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