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The book deals with the complex
issues of child labor and health.
The interaction of these two
problems creates negative syner-
gies with long-term effects. Yet
addressing them is difficult be-
cause they occur in contexts
characterized by social exclusion,
inequality, and structural vulner-
ability.

Recognizing that child labor is
under-reported, the author uses a
variety of analytic approaches to
addresses this complexity.

First, she points to the differing
conceptual approaches used to
study to work, children, child
labor, and health. In order to de-
limit the field of study and analy-
sis, the author draws upon a vari-
ety of contemporary research,
offering us a virtual “state of the
art” literature review. Her analy-
sis focuses on research into child
labor and health that has been
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conducted in Brazil, Mexico, and
Argentina. She looks at both the
institutional setting and academic
specialties of the authors, as well
as the analytical categories and
theoretical orientations used in
the research. Although the specif-
ics may vary, certain things are
seen in all three countries. Child
labor is an invisible problem and
it is very difficult to study the
impact of child labor on the
growth and development of chil-
dren living in conditions of pov-
erty and exploitation. These con-
ditions are seen as being “nor-
mal” in a context where the gen-
eral realities of life and work are
so harsh that it becomes impossi-
ble to tease out the specific im-
pact of the child labor; children
must develop survival strategies
within homes that are struggling
with the practical problems of
subsistence. In Argentina at least,
child labor is not typically a
question of traditional or archaic
modes of production. On the con-
trary, the problems of child la-
borers have been worsened by
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the intensification of rural work
on large high-production farms.
Those workers employ toxic ag-
rochemicals and pesticides (in
the case of soybeans) that are
applied using hand labor
(ploughs). Children perform
work that is physically demand-
ing and occupy a very specific
place within the larger world of a
commodified division of labor.
Citing her literature review, as
well as her own first-hand re-
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search in rural Argentina, Dr.
Silva highlights that child labor
cannot be studied in isolation. It
has specific antecedents and con-
sequences. Understanding this
context is key to the development
of social policy and has been a
major focus of the author's work
and concern.

Dr. Silva does not deny the harm
caused by “child labor,” which,
moreover, has been declared ille-
gal throughout Latin America
and whose elimination is essen-
tial to the achievement of the
Millennium Development Goals
(MDG). However, she reviews
the existing discourse on child
labor with a critical eye. Eco-
nomic, religious, philanthropic,
and political approaches typically
seek to blame and stigmatize.
They are often quite moralistic,
setting out what should and
should not be done, while avoid-
ing civic or political responsibil-
ity for the situation. Silva adopts
a very different perspective, one
based in sociological analysis
and in the perspective of Latin
American Social Medicine. She
avoids both the “abolitionist” and
“regulatory” approaches to child
labor. Rather, she sees the right
to health as a way of promoting
the eventual eradication of child
labor. She sees health as a social
process determined by social
structures that appear in the form
of violence, subordination, abuse,
prostitution, human trafficking,
and involuntary adoption. These
are all facets of an economic sys-
tem that targets children for ex-
ploitation while denying their
special status. Psychobiological

damage (i.e., both physical and
mental) accumulates in the chil-
dren due to long-term exposure
to toxins, resultant neurological
damage, developmental delay
due to lack of schooling, emo-
tional isolation, hypervigilance,
etc. Finally, Dr. Silva’s analytical
toolbox is further enriched by a
discussion of “childhood” itself
as a social and historical con-
struct.

Despite limited information and
invisibility of child labor, the
book provides a thorough de-
scription of existing data, which
is mainly derived from interna-
tional organizations and national
centers. This data is often based
on surveys, which were designed
for other populations — typically
white, urban, and middle class. In
my opinion, some of the indica-
tors used in these studies are of
questionable relevance for rural
and illiterate populations. To her
credit, Silva goes beyond this
data by examining historical
sources as well as pursuing inde-
pendent research. One example is
her use of key informants to ex-
pose the details of urban, rural,
and slave child labor in Corrien-
tes province. This research does
not ignore the demographic, sani-
tary, and social/family conditions
in the province. These are re-
flected in variations between dis-
tricts in the levels of infant mor-
tality, chronic malnutrition,
school drop-outs, and educational
attainment.

Dr. Silva also considers the cur-
rent legal framework, existing
regulations, and Argentina/s re-

sponsibility as a signatory of in-
ternational agreements. Finally,
levels of federal and provincial
public spending are examined
within the structure of fiscal fed-
eralism. These factors allow us to
understand the limited impact of
the Program to Reduce Child
Labor, which was started in 2006
with a goal of eliminating child
labor by 2015.

Dr. Silva — taking into account
the complexity of the various
issues — dissects regional policy
towards children. Like other re-
searchers, she is critical of how
local governments manage their
funds, particularly revenue-
sharing monies from federal au-
thorities. She describes how pro-
grams set up to eradicate child
labor operate on a sporadic basis,
without any monitoring or with
no evaluation of their real im-
pact. She signals how child labor
is not currently part of the public
agenda and calls for the involve-
ment of multiple stakeholders in
the fight against child labor.
Clearly the State must partici-
pate, but social movements and
organizations of various types
should also be part of this effort.
Following the recommendations
of the ILO, Dr. Silva argues for a
new approach to human capital
development. Access to educa-
tion must be prioritized and
school-feeding programs must be
strengthened in regions of high
poverty, high rates of child labor,
and high unemployment. Inter-
sectorial initiatives are necessary
and the concept of a “guaranteed
minimal salary” (ingreso ciuda-
dano) requires the coordination
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of effective monetary transfer
policies or indirect wealth trans-
fers via tax policy. Specifically,
she views favorably the adoption
of the universal childhood benefit
(Asignacion Universal por Hijo)
and believes that it will help re-
duce both poverty and extreme
poverty.

In her conclusions — which are
reflected in the book’s title — Dr.
Silva examines the need for new
approaches that take into consid-
eration the socioeconomic and
cultural processes that condition

child labor and its health impact.
And she concludes this examina-
tion with an interesting reflec-
tion: “the methodology of adult
‘occupational health’ cannot ad-
dress the health-disease process
in the body of the child... Those
who care for children, for bodies
that are developing, lack the
technical capacity to measure,
weigh, and analyze the develop-
ment of boys and girls who work
as adults. ” And she rightly rec-
ognizes that this is not merely a
technical issue of weights and
heights. It is a question of the

structural inequalities of Corrien-
tes and Argentina’s Northeast.
These inequalities not only block
a more just distribution of social
wealth, but they also block the
very development of human po-
tential.

This book is an important contri-
bution to the study of child labor
and health. But it also speaks to
all those who are responsible for
social policy and are thus respon-
sible for improving the living
conditions for the most vulnera-
ble among us.
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