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The paper uses the reminiscences of 617 working-class men who lived through the eighteenth and early nineteenth century to track boys’ experiences as they settled into the world of work. The autobiographies contain rich detail on early employment history and so offer rare insight into the child labour market.  First jobs provide markers.  What were the most popular jobs for children? How did these fit into the labour processes of the time and relate to adult jobs?  Crucial questions here are whether children were complements or substitutes for adult workers, and if substitutes did they replace men or women?   

The distribution of first jobs can be compressed into broad occupational categories, and then studied over time and in comparison with the distribution of fathers’ jobs.  Such comparative exercises give a dynamic dimension to an account of children’s work.  First by comparing the distribution of boys’ first jobs across the cohorts, changes in the nature of children’s work over time can be detected. Second if first jobs can be taken to approximate the child labour force a comparison of the occupational distribution of first jobs with that of fathers can extend insight into differences between child and adult labour and how these differences developed. In particular the comparisons will answer questions about the emergence of an exclusively child labour market both devoted to part-time and seasonal work and marginal to the main industrial and agricultural activities (Cunningham, 2001; Coninck Smith, Sandin and Schrumpf, 1997: Childs, 1992). In this context the autobiographical data set can be used to shade recent arguments about the mid-nineteenth century “adulting” of the labour force and the segmentation and ultimate disappearance of children’s work (Cunningham, 2000).

In addition, intergenerational comparisons between fathers’ and sons’ occupational distributions highlight the micro processes that restructured the British economy as the industrial revolution gathered momentum. The extent to which sons in particular groups followed in their fathers’ footsteps and fathers in particular groups recruited their sons suggests different patterns of expansion and contraction and different levels of self-recruitment across the occupational groups. 

Another set of questions revolves around the remuneration of child labour.  Information on wages is too scattered to attempt any systematic analysis but can establish the general level of children’s pay and how it changed with age.  Key here is a comparison with men’s and women’s wages.  At what age could boy workers command levels of pay that approached those of fathers and mothers? It is also possible to say something about the composition of children’s pay, that is whether they were rewarded in cash or kind, and to reflect back on power relationships within the family by considering the way in which children’s earnings were inserted into family budgets.  Who received children’s wages and what effect did the status of earners have on children’s standing in the family and children’s implicit and explicit command over limited resources?

The autobiographies contain useful material on the institutions of the child labour market providing insight into how children found their first job, how frequently children’s jobs turned over, the nature of their search for work and how they travelled to work.  

Another set of issues involves the child labour process.  Did the child work for an adult, with an adult or alone for example?  Did the child encounter violence at work and was such violence needed to extract effort from reluctant or time inconsistent child workers.  It is also possible to reflect on the purported altruism of the children’s parents.  Did parents express regret over children’s labour and did their guardianship protect the child in the workplace? For example did they remonstrate with supervisors or bosses who drove children or physically abused them?  An important issue here is whether parents responded to any adverse effects of work by withdrawing their children from employment.

