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belief, dedication, and action. However,
the saga of the FE should remind us that
the work of creating social change cannot
guarantee what the future might hold.
GREGORY WOOD
Frostburg State University

Betsy Wood, Upon the Altar of Work:
Child Labor and the Rise of a New
American Sectionalism (Urbana:
University of lllinois Press 2020)

DID THE ABOLITIONIST impulse die
after emancipation? Hardly. Rather, as
Betsy Wood shows us in her fascinating
new book, the fire simply spread to new
fields. After helping introduce the idea
that the economy ought to be governed by
a humanitarian logic, many antislavery
activists developed more of an appetite
for further intervention into the market.
Once the “private” realm of the planta-
tion fell away, reformers next set their
sights on the factory, the mill, and the
mine. For as industrialization accelerated
after the Civil War, the abovementioned
enterprises employed children by the
millions. And in so doing, some lament-
ed, they ushered in what was termed the
nation’s “new white slavery.” Ending the
abusive practice of child labour thus be-
came the next great abolitionist crusade,
Wood argues, and the struggle was often
fought along sectional lines. “My goal in
writing this book,” the author announces,
“was to extend our scholarly perspective
on the historical reach of the moral and
social questions broached by antislavery
and slave emancipation into the 20th
century. In doing so, I have endeavored
to use the lens of the battle over child
labor to draw new connections between
19th- and 20th-century moral and social
reform” (2). The fruits of that endeavour
are striking.

The first two chapters lay important
groundwork. Wood demonstrates that

during the antebellum era, youth-fo-
cused northern organizations like the
Children’s Aid Society were implicated in
the fight over slavery. Their hope was to
ship impoverished orphans into the West,
transform them into productive mem-
bers of society, and thus demonstrate the
superiority of free labour principles. But
this initiative, one which viewed chil-
dren’s work as a wholesome exercise in
character building, faced greater scrutiny
after the Civil War. In the South, carpet-
baggers and concerned parents looked
askance at apprenticeship laws that
granted the courts wide latitude to wrest
Black children from their homes and em-
ploy them elsewhere. To the north, mean-
while, the padrone system among Italian
immigrants trapped children within an
exploitative labour system. Responding
to these (and other) provocations, sev-
eral state legislatures began to investigate
the working lives of young people more
generally. Official reports bemoaned the
long hours, barbaric conditions, and lack
of educational attainment. By the 1870s,
it was beginning to look as though the
North’s vaunted free labour system was
not as morally sound as the early aboli-
tionists imagined. The time to contem-
plate limiting children’s engagement with
capitalism had come.

But as Wood demonstrates, the cam-
paign to curtail child labour in the
United States — as a formally organized
political movement — ltraces its origins
to the New South. With textile plants
appearing across the region as investors
chased cheap workers, reformers ex-
pressed revulsion at the sight of what they
considered the uniquely miserable condi-
tions endured by southern mill children.
Muckrakers claimed to “know the sweat-
shops of Hester Street, New York [and]
the lot of the coal miners of Pennsylvania,
but for misery, woe, and helpless suffer-
ing, [they had] never seen anything to
equal the cotton-mill slavery of South



Carolina” (65). What Wood describes as
an emerging genre of anti-Southern child
labour journalism helped to fix images of
stooped, stunted, and emaciated work-
ing-class youths in the minds of readers.
Child labour, of course, existed across the
nation. Northern industry even employed
more kids in total. But reformers could
not resist rehashing the sectional drama
of the 1860s by fixating on the specific
abuses of southern factories. In doing
so, however, anti-child labour activists
helped awaken Americans everywhere to
the sinfulness of employing youths. The
movement’s hope was to inspire a moral
reunification of North and South, former
foes now allied to combat the crime that
was child labour.

Of course, to do so first required that
child labour be widely understood (and
prosecuted) as a crime. Changing the
public’s perception of juvenile wage-
earning became the work of one particu-
larly prominent figure: Edgar Gardner
Murphy. One of this book’s most impor-
tant contributions lies in resuscitating
the understudied Murphy, founder of the
Alabama Child Labor Committee and
eventual secretary of the National Child
Labor Committee (NcLc). Through an
in-depth investigation of his fight to
regulate child labour, we gain a richer ap-
preciation of the effort’s southern roots as
well as the sectional tensions that helped
derail it. Southerners, it turns out, grew to
resent Northern fixation upon the partic-
ular horrors of Dixie’s industry. Religion
also played a role in marshalling resis-
tance to reform, with pastors preaching
about godless bureaucrats who meddled
with family affairs. But most importantly,
the South begrudged efforts to federally
regulate labour practices. The old canard
of states’ rights was dusted off yet again
to combat so-called Yankee interference
with the region’s local affairs. Mill own-
ers — either cynically or sincerely — were
able whip up a good deal of resistance
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to anti-child labour bills by portraying
them as a weapon wielded by Northern
agitators. Edgar Murphy himself re-
signed from the NcLcC over what he saw
as its efforts to empower a domineering
national government.

The final chapters of the book provide a
helpful and detailed overview of the polit-
ical battle to pass a national ban on child
labour, first as a bill and then, following
adverse Supreme Court decisions, as a
constitutional amendment. Throughout,
Wood is particularly attentive to the sec-
tional flavour of that fight. Opposition to
reform in Congress was concentrated in
the South, while some of the first state
legislatures to shoot down a proposed
Twentieth Amendment were former
members of the Confederacy. Progressive
champions of the cause, meanwhile, con-
tinued to wave the bloody shirt. They lik-
ened themselves to the previous century’s
abolitionists and equated child labour
with slavery. But unlike in 1865, when
the pen and the sword combined to an-
nihilate human bondage, later activists
were forced to accept half-measures and
watered down compromise. When a fed-
eral ban on child labour finally passed as
part of the New Deal, it was riddled with
loopholes. Such was the enduring legacy
of the sectional struggle. “Even at a point
of maximum federal intervention in the
economy,” Wood concludes, “a barrier
had been raised to subsequent state ini-
tiatives that reflected the legacy of a new
imaginary Mason-Dixon Line” (152).

There are moments, of course, where
one might ask if Wood leans too heavily
on neo-sectionalism as an explanatory
framework, to the exclusion of other fac-
tors. After all, Yankee hotbeds of aboli-
tionism were often just as keen to reject
child labour laws as the unreconstructed
South. And in focusing on the legacy of
domestic regional antagonisms, the au-
thor perhaps missed an opportunity to
weigh the importance of transnational
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politics. It may be that activists were
more attentive to (and affected by) de-
velopments in Britain, France, Germany,
and other countries simultaneously
struggling with the question of child
labour than is allowed for here. These
minor quibbles, however, pale in com-
parison to the book’s signal achievement.
Upon the Altar of Work manages to make
well-worn subject matter feel fresh, ex-
citing, and original. Child labour is still
with us of course, even if more a problem
for the Global South than the American
South. Betsy Wood’s work reveals how
far we have come in combating that evil,
while reminding readers of the work yet
to be done.

BRIAN ROULEAU

Texas A&M University

Christine Scott-Hayward and Henry F.
Fradella, Punishing Poverty: How Bail
and Pretrial Detention Fuel Inequalities
in the Criminal Justice System (Berkeley:
University of California Press 2019)

THE TITLE OF Punishing Poverty is some-
thing of a misnomer. While a single chap-
ter focuses on the jailing of poor people,
this is for the most part, a book about
the capriciousness of actors who create
and deploy a variety of technologies and
institutions in the service of punishing
people before they have been convicted.
This book explores the largely unher-
alded subculture of carceral decision-
makers — from judges to pretrial services
clerks to bail bondsmen like the reality
TV star Dog the Bounty Hunter — who
carry out the work of bail bond, risk as-
sessment, and pretrial incarceration. This
book has profound implications for how
scholars of carceral history understand
the work of mass incarceration and how
carcerality is contingent upon relation-
ships between these actors. The authors
demonstrate the wide gulf between bail’s

intent, to ensure people appear at trial,
and its role in practice, to prevent crimes
by people awaiting trial.

This is a challenging book. Its authors
are able and clear guides through the
labyrinth of contingencies that one might
encounter between arrest and sentenc-
ing. In defining bail as a financial guaran-
tee to show up for court, the authors are
committed to emphasizing the “intended
emancipatory purpose” of bail from its
creation in the fifth century (5). Since
the late 19th century, money bail has
become a business providing defendants
with access to bonds underwritten by in-
surance companies so that they can pay
bond amounts set by judges in order to
secure their freedom before trial. The au-
thors note that today, about 90 per cent of
pretrial detainees are jailed because they
cannot afford their bail (9). This deep his-
tory and tangle of contemporary busi-
nesses and judicial choices demonstrates
that bail is arguably one of the most com-
plicated aspects of the modern carceral
state. The authors note that this system is
so complex for people trying to negotiate
it that bail bondsmen — critically regard-
ed in this text as people profiting from
unfreedom - have maintained a great
deal of political influence in part because
they serve as effective intermediaries for
desperate people coming in contact with
this confusing system for the first time.

Being honest about the challenges of
bail reform — which is very much the goal
of this book — demands attention to the
local and federal variability of pretrial de-
cision making in the United States. This
requires, necessarily, attention to what
many lay readers will find are very techni-
cal aspects of bail policy. To achieve this,
the authors deploy an intensive synthesis
of literatures across law, criminology, and
even psychology to explore the nuances of
the many nodes of this particular policy
realm. Each chapter differs dramatically
in scale — ranging, for example, from a



