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Nineteenth century

Opposition to child labour

Out of the workplace and back to school

Child labour was a normal and usual
occurrence in the nineteenth century.
Children worked on the land and in shops
or workshops. This was considered very
sensible — they could learn a trade in

this way — but often it was necessary for
children to work to supplement the family
income. When, during the Industrial
Revolution, children were put to work in
factories as well, more and more objec-
tions were raised against child labour

— at least in factories.

Working conditions in factories were
usually very poor. A well-known story is
that of Petrus Regout’s glass factory in
Maastricht, where the kilns burned day
and night. The factory had two shifts of
workers, each working twelve hours at
a stretch. Half-asleep, children aged
between eight and ten years old would
have to walk to work at about midnight to
start their shift. Regout saw no problem
in this. He believed that children could
do with less sleep.

In about 1860, criticism of child labour
became more intense. Doctors and teachers
explained that working was unhealthy
and that the proper place for children
was at school. Factory operators began to
realise that children would be better off
starting work once they had completed
their primary education. Moreover,
children aged twelve years and older
who could read and write could be put
to better use in the factories. At the same
time, the need for child labour decreased
as increasingly more work was done by
machines. The attitude of parents also
began to change with the times. As their
wages began to rise and the need to
supplement their income with their
children’s wages became less pressing,
parents started to send their children to
school more often and for longer periods
of time.

Two Acts contributed to this develop-
ment. The Kinderwet van Van Houten
(the Child Labour Act of 1874) prohibited



children under the age of twelve from
working in workshops and factories.

This did not mean, however, that child
labour in factories was fully abolished
with immediate effect. Furthermore,
children were not prohibited from doing
farm work. The Leerplichtwet (Compulsory
Education Act of 1900) put an end to
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child labour once and for all. From that
time onwards, parents were obliged to
send children aged between seven and
twelve years old to school. In practice,
most parents were already doing so.

By about 1900, ninety percent of all
children were attending school.
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