
the cry of the children analysis

the cry of the children analysis focuses on the powerful poem written by
Elizabeth Barrett Browning, which boldly addresses the grim realities of
child labor during the Victorian era. This analysis explores the poem’s
themes, literary devices, historical context, and its impact on social
reform. Elizabeth Barrett Browning’s work is a poignant critique of
industrial society’s exploitation of children, providing a vivid emotional
appeal that resonates with readers even today. By examining the poem’s
structure, tone, and imagery, this article offers a comprehensive
understanding of how “The Cry of the Children” serves as a call for empathy
and change. The poem’s use of pathos and social commentary makes it an
essential study in both literary and historical contexts. This detailed
breakdown aids in appreciating Browning’s contribution to literature and
social activism through her poetic voice. The following sections will cover
the poem’s background, thematic exploration, literary techniques, and its
relevance in contemporary discussions about child welfare.
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Historical Context of The Cry of the Children

Understanding the historical backdrop of “The Cry of the Children” is crucial
to grasp its full significance. Written in 1843 during the height of the
Industrial Revolution, the poem reflects the harsh realities faced by child
laborers in factories and mines across England. At this time, industrial
growth led to widespread exploitation of vulnerable populations, including
children who were subjected to long hours, dangerous conditions, and minimal
wages. The poem was inspired by reports and investigations into factory
conditions, notably the Sadler Commission, which exposed the brutal treatment
of young workers. Elizabeth Barrett Browning’s poem was part of a growing
movement advocating for social reform and the protection of children. This
context highlights how “The Cry of the Children” functioned as a poignant
social critique and a call to conscience for Victorian society.

Victorian Industrial Society

The Victorian era was marked by rapid industrialization, leading to
significant economic growth but also widespread social problems. Factories
and coal mines employed children as young as five, often forcing them to work
12 to 16 hours a day. Child labor was seen as necessary for economic survival
in many working-class families, yet it exposed children to physical and
psychological harm. This social environment set the stage for Browning’s
poem, which challenges the moral complacency of the era.



Legislative Background

Before the poem’s publication, some legislative measures aimed to regulate
child labor, such as the Factory Acts, but enforcement was weak and
conditions remained dire. The Sadler Report of 1832, commissioned by
Parliament, documented the abuses faced by child workers and fueled public
outrage. “The Cry of the Children” contributed to this discourse by
humanizing the victims and amplifying calls for stricter reforms and better
protections.

Themes in The Cry of the Children

The poem addresses multiple interrelated themes that reflect the social and
moral concerns of its time. These themes are central to the cry of the
children analysis and demonstrate Elizabeth Barrett Browning’s skill in
weaving social commentary with emotional depth.

Exploitation and Injustice

A predominant theme in the poem is the exploitation of innocent children by
industrial capitalism. Browning portrays the children as voiceless sufferers
whose natural rights and childhood are stolen by the demands of profit and
labor. The poem condemns this injustice by emphasizing the cruelty and
inhumanity of their treatment.

Loss of Innocence and Childhood

Another significant theme is the tragic loss of innocence. The children’s
forced labor deprives them of education, play, and health, effectively
robbing them of their childhood. The poem mourns this loss and highlights the
damaging effects of industrial society on the young and vulnerable.

Hope and Despair

The tension between hope and despair is evident throughout the poem. While
the children cry out in pain and suffering, there is also an implicit appeal
for empathy and change. Browning’s work suggests that society has the power
to alter these conditions, but only if it listens to the children’s cries and
acts with compassion.

Social Responsibility and Moral Conscience

Browning appeals to the moral conscience of her readers, urging society to
recognize its responsibility toward the welfare of children. The poem
challenges the audience to confront uncomfortable truths and to engage in
social reform efforts. It serves as a moral indictment of societal
indifference.



Literary Devices and Structure

The cry of the children analysis also involves an examination of Browning’s
use of literary techniques and the poem’s structural elements. These devices
enhance the emotional impact and reinforce the poem’s message.

Imagery and Symbolism

Browning employs vivid imagery to evoke the suffering of the children and the
bleakness of their environment. Dark and oppressive images of the factory,
the children’s physical exhaustion, and their tears create a somber mood.
Symbolism, such as references to “the pale faces” and “the weary feet,”
represents the loss and hardship experienced by child laborers.

Repetition and Rhythm

The poem uses repetition effectively to mimic the relentless nature of
factory work and the persistent cries of the children. This technique
emphasizes the monotony and exhaustion faced by young workers. The rhythm,
often steady and somber, reflects both the mechanical environment and the
emotional weight of the subject matter.

Rhyme Scheme and Form

Structured in quatrains with a consistent rhyme scheme, the poem’s form lends
a sense of order that contrasts with the chaotic suffering described within
the lines. This contrast underscores the unnaturalness of the children’s
situation, as their forced labor is imposed upon what should be a carefree,
spontaneous stage of life.

Use of Tone and Voice

The tone of “The Cry of the Children” shifts between sorrowful, pleading, and
accusatory. Browning’s voice acts as both an observer and a passionate
advocate, articulating the children’s silent agony and appealing to the
reader’s empathy and sense of justice.

Emotional Appeal and Tone

The emotional force of “The Cry of the Children” is a central aspect of its
enduring power. Browning’s skillful use of tone and pathos engages the
reader’s feelings, making the poem a compelling humanitarian statement.

Pathos and Sympathy

The poem elicits deep sympathy by portraying the children’s suffering in
intimate and relatable terms. The repetition of their cries and the
description of their physical and emotional pain create a strong emotional
connection with the audience. This pathos is designed to move readers to



compassion and action.

Contrast Between Innocence and Suffering

Browning highlights the stark contrast between the natural innocence of
children and the harsh conditions they endure. This juxtaposition intensifies
the emotional impact, making the children’s plight even more tragic and
unjust.

Appeal to Moral and Religious Sentiments

The poem also appeals to the moral and religious values of its Victorian
audience, invoking ideas of justice, mercy, and the sanctity of childhood. By
framing the children’s suffering within these ethical dimensions, Browning
strengthens her appeal for reform and compassion.

Impact and Legacy

The cry of the children analysis concludes with an exploration of the poem’s
impact on literature and social reform. Browning’s work not only contributed
to raising awareness but also influenced subsequent debates on child labor
and human rights.

Influence on Social Reform Movements

The poem helped galvanize public opinion against child labor and supported
campaigns for legislative change. Its vivid depiction of suffering provided a
moral impetus for reformers working to improve factory conditions and protect
children’s rights.

Legacy in Literary History

Elizabeth Barrett Browning’s poem remains a significant work in the canon of
Victorian literature and social protest poetry. It pioneered the use of
poetic form to address social issues directly, inspiring later writers to
engage with political and humanitarian themes.

Contemporary Relevance

Though written in the 19th century, “The Cry of the Children” continues to
resonate in modern discussions about child labor, human rights, and social
justice worldwide. Its themes and emotional appeal serve as a reminder of the
ongoing need to protect vulnerable populations.
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Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main theme of 'The Cry of the Children'?

'The Cry of the Children' by Elizabeth Barrett Browning primarily addresses
the exploitation and suffering of child laborers during the Industrial
Revolution, highlighting the social injustices and the urgent need for
reform.

How does Elizabeth Barrett Browning use imagery in
'The Cry of the Children'?

Browning uses vivid and somber imagery to evoke the harsh realities faced by
children working in factories, such as descriptions of their weary faces,
physical exhaustion, and the bleak environment, which intensifies the
emotional impact of the poem.

What is the significance of the title 'The Cry of the
Children'?

The title symbolizes the desperate pleas and suffering of children subjected
to harsh labor conditions, serving as a metaphor for their unheard voices and
a call to society to acknowledge and address their plight.

How does the poem reflect the social context of the
Industrial Revolution?

'The Cry of the Children' reflects the grim realities of child labor during
the Industrial Revolution, exposing the exploitation and lack of protection
for working children, thereby criticizing the socio-economic systems that
allowed such practices.

What literary devices are prominent in 'The Cry of
the Children'?

The poem employs various literary devices including repetition to emphasize
suffering, rhetorical questions to provoke thought, personification to give
voice to the children, and contrast between innocence and harsh labor
conditions.

How does Browning evoke empathy for the child
laborers in the poem?

Browning evokes empathy by portraying the children’s innocence juxtaposed



with their harsh working conditions, using emotional language and
highlighting their physical and emotional pain, which appeals to the reader’s
sense of compassion.

What role does religion play in 'The Cry of the
Children'?

Religion in the poem is used to question the moral implications of child
labor, as Browning appeals to Christian values and divine justice, suggesting
that the suffering of children is a moral failing of society and humanity.

Why is 'The Cry of the Children' considered an
important social protest poem?

'The Cry of the Children' is considered a significant social protest poem
because it brought public attention to the brutal realities of child labor,
influencing social reform and raising awareness about the need for
legislative changes to protect vulnerable children.

Additional Resources
1. Child Labor and Literature: Voices of the Oppressed
This book explores how literature has been used as a powerful tool to shed
light on the harsh realities of child labor. It analyzes various poems,
essays, and stories that depict the struggles of working children, including
an in-depth study of Elizabeth Barrett Browning’s "The Cry of the Children."
The text also discusses the historical context and the social impact these
literary works had in advocating for child labor reforms.

2. Elizabeth Barrett Browning: Poet of Social Conscience
Focusing on the life and works of Elizabeth Barrett Browning, this book
delves into her role as a social reformer through poetry. It provides a
detailed analysis of "The Cry of the Children," highlighting how Browning
used her poetic voice to address social injustices. The book situates her
work within the Victorian era’s socio-political landscape and examines her
influence on later humanitarian movements.

3. The Victorian Child and the Industrial Revolution
This historical study examines the effects of the Industrial Revolution on
children in Victorian England. It discusses child labor, education, and
family life, with references to literary works such as "The Cry of the
Children." The book presents a comprehensive view of how industrialization
shaped the childhood experience and inspired social criticism in literature.

4. Poetry as Protest: The Role of Literature in Social Reform
This book investigates how poetry has served as a medium for social protest
throughout history. It includes a chapter dedicated to "The Cry of the
Children," analyzing its themes, imagery, and rhetorical strategies. The text
also compares Browning’s work with other protest poems that challenge
societal norms and advocate for change.

5. Voices from the Past: Analyzing Historical Poetic Texts
A scholarly examination of significant historical poems that reflect social
issues, this book provides tools for analyzing poetic language and themes. It
features "The Cry of the Children" as a key example of Victorian social
critique. Readers gain insights into interpreting poetry within its



historical and cultural contexts.

6. Childhood and Exploitation in 19th Century Literature
This volume explores representations of childhood and exploitation in 19th-
century literary works. It offers critical perspectives on how authors like
Elizabeth Barrett Browning depicted the plight of working children. The book
also discusses the broader implications of these portrayals for understanding
social attitudes toward children during the period.

7. Social Justice and Victorian Poetry
Examining the intersection of poetry and social justice, this book highlights
how Victorian poets addressed issues such as poverty, labor, and inequality.
"The Cry of the Children" is analyzed as a poignant example of poetry
advocating for vulnerable populations. The book also considers the reception
and legacy of socially conscious Victorian poetry.

8. The Power of Empathy in Literary Works
This book explores how empathy is evoked and communicated through literature,
focusing on works that depict suffering and injustice. It includes a detailed
study of "The Cry of the Children," illustrating how Browning elicits an
emotional response to child labor. The text discusses narrative techniques
that foster reader compassion and social awareness.

9. Historical Contexts of Elizabeth Barrett Browning’s Poetry
Providing an extensive background on the historical and cultural influences
on Browning’s poetry, this book situates "The Cry of the Children" within its
socio-political milieu. It examines the industrial conditions, child labor
laws, and reform movements that informed her writing. The analysis enhances
understanding of the poem’s urgency and moral appeal.
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