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Abstract

The concept of adolescence was developed in the United States between 1890 and 1920. In the

hands of G. Stanley Hall and his many followers, adolescence required a moratorium on the

assumption of adult responsibilities by teenagers. This prescription of a moratorium broke sharply with

the advice given to youth in the 19th century, which urged the quick assumption of adult

responsibilities. Although the concept of adolescence emerged at a time when enrollments in public

high schools were increasing at a much faster pace than the population, it is misleading to conclude

that the idea of a moratorium during adolescence merely ratified the gradual removal of early teens

from productive employment. Rather than describing the experience of teenagers, the discourse on

adolescence in this and subsequent periods has primarily reflected the challenges that adults saw to

their own values and the ways in which they adapted to change.
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1. Introduction

Models derived from anthropology and sociology dominated the history of adolescence

during the half-century after 1920. Following Mead’s Coming of Age in Samoa (1928),

anthropologists portrayed adolescence as a much more stressful period of life in modern

than in primitive societies. Anthropologists formulated the problematic nature of adoles-

cence in sundry ways, but all of them boiled down to the contention that modern societies

lacked a ‘‘natural’’ path of progression from adolescence to adulthood. In contrast to the
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graded role expectations that linked childhood, youth, and adulthood in primitive and

traditional societies, the modern youth group, in Eisenstadt’s (1965) words, ‘‘does not

constitute a part of a fully institutionalized and organized series of age groups’’ (p. 41). For

their part, sociologists were less impressed by the stressful character of adolescence—the

high-school students whom they investigated appeared to be satisfied to play out their

rather clearly defined roles as adolescents—than by the youth culture that arose in high

schools and colleges. From Lynd and Lynd (1929) to Coleman (1961), those who

investigated the ‘‘adolescent society’’ of the American public high school were struck

more by the insulation of its values and its dependence on peer evaluation than by its

combustibility.

As secondary education became a mass experience, sociologists routinely equated

adolescence with the years of secondary schooling, and they concluded that, as a stage

of life, adolescence depended on fairly recent developments that had removed teenagers

from the labor market and prolonged their social dependency. The steady rise in the

educational attainment of the American population gave substance to this view, which

assumed that cultural values fitted snugly into anterior socioeconomic changes.1 From this

perspective, the emphasis of the early psychologists of adolescence, notably G. Stanley Hall,

on the need to provide teenagers with a moratorium on the assumption of adult

responsibilities was a necessary response to an existing condition: the removal of teenagers

from the labor market.

This framework for understanding the history of youth was open to two objections. First, it

left the impression that a lengthy transitional period between childhood and adulthood could

not have existed (except for a tiny minority) before the modern prolongation of education.

The flaw here lay in the assumption that starting work conferred adult status in past societies.

Both Gillis and I found abundant evidence that ‘‘youth’’ or ‘‘young people’’ formed

recognizable social groups before the onset of the advanced industrialization that would

eventually reduce their labor-force participation. Second, this framework did little to describe

the tangled relations among changes in labor force participation, the gradual prolongation of

schooling, and shifting cultural values during the founding period of adolescent psychology

in America from 1890 to 1920. In both this and subsequent eras, the ways in which adults

described young people and debated their social roles said less about the actual behavior of

youth than about the challenges that adults saw to their own values and the ways in which

adults adapted to change.

Inasmuch as several valuable studies of the history of youth and adolescence have

appeared since Rites of Passage (Kett, 1977), I will take this opportunity to revisit the

subject (Gillis, 1974; Kett, 1977).
1 The median years of schooling completed by people aged 25 or over rose from 8.1 in 1910 to 12.7 by 1986,

with much of this change accomplished after 1940. By 1986, only 16% of those aged 25–29 had failed to

complete high school, down from 60% in 1940 (U.S. National Center for Education Statistics, 1988, p. 15). This

preoccupation with the adolescent society of the secondary school probably has distinguished American sociology

from its counterpart in Europe, where universal secondary education arrived more slowly. As late as 1957–1958,

less than a quarter of English 15- to 17-year-olds were in school (Floud & Halsey, 1961, p. 6).



J.F. Kett / History of the Family 8 (2003) 355–373 357
2. Hall and adolescence

The change in values about adolescence, especially male adolescence, that occurred in the

late 19th century was striking. The fastest way to see it is to compare the prescriptions that

permeated the genre of advice-to-youth books, which flourished in America from the 1820s

to the 1870s, with the ideas advanced by Hall in Adolescence (1904), a book usually credited

with launching the psychology of adolescence in the United States. The authors of the advice-

to-youth books, mostly Protestant clergymen, routinely insisted on the quick assumption of

adult responsibilities in ‘‘youth,’’ a period which they equated with the ‘‘critical’’ years,

roughly between 14 and 25. As these moralists saw it, these were the years when a young

man left home to seek his fortune in the city but had yet to marry and settle down. Aside from

some oblique references to ‘‘new passions’’ and specific injunctions to young men to avoid

prostitutes, moralists paid little attention to sexual maturation or, for that matter, to develop-

ment. It made no difference to them whether a youth was 14 or 25; what mattered was that he

had departed from home and direct parental influence and hence had entered a critical and

dangerous period.

Inasmuch as the United States was still a predominately rural nation (not until 1920 did the

U.S. census record a majority of Americans living in places of 2500 people or more), these

moralists clearly were looking only at a select sample of young men. Similarly, those who

offered advice to young women typically addressed only those who had finished ‘‘childhood’’

or school and who were at home awaiting marriage. Although the end of ‘‘childhood’’ may

have been a trope for the onset of menstruation, counselors avoided sexual references.

Generally, the tone of books aimed at young ladies was calmer than those that targeted male

youth, probably because their authors assumed that the former were still under parental

restraint and more favorably disposed toward religion. What a young lady needed to learn was

to guard her company, cultivate religion, and avoid romantic novels and the dictates of fashion.

Advice literature urged the early cultivation of adult responsibility. Although moralists

thought of male youth as a rather prolonged period, they treated it as a time to form

‘‘character,’’ a kind of gyroscope that led an individual to hold to a steady ethical course

through life’s challenges. The values behind this emphasis were those of a low-church

Protestant, individualistic, and capitalist culture. The theology and psychology of low-church

Protestantism dictated that an individual was not born into a church. Rather, he joined one

after a decisive religious experience (increasingly linked to the teen years in the 19th century).

Individualism meant that a youth, specifically a male youth, needed to rely on himself.

Advice literature advised looking within rather than talking to others about the choice of one’s

‘‘career’’ (a revealing 19th-century alternative to the more static implications of the older

‘‘vocation’’). Capitalism also figured in this brew of values. After 1840 political economists

and public speakers spoke of economic opportunity as waiting to be exploited by the

enterprising individual. The emphasis on opportunity replaced the older link between status

and specific social ranks with spatial definitions of status (the young man ‘‘away from home’’

or ‘‘on the rise’’) (Wiebe, 1984, p. 272).

From the perspective of the Protestant, individualistic, and capitalistic values that

permeated antebellum culture (especially in the North), character was a quality in need of
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swift consolidation. The weakening of these values at the end of the century nurtured belief

in the attenuation of pressures for commitment by the young. Hall’s Adolescence

exemplified the manner in which shifts in values altered conceptions of the tasks appropriate

to youth.

Although Hall drew on the empirical work carried out by his students at Clark University,

Adolescence was informed fundamentally by his decidedly nonempirical idea, which he

borrowed from 19th-century evolutionary speculators, that ‘‘ontogeny’’ (the history of the

individual) recapitulated ‘‘phylogeny’’ (the history of the ‘‘race’’). Hall deployed the theory

of recapitulation to buttress his contention that each stage of life, including adolescence,

required a kind of catharsis before the next stage could be safely entered. Following

Rousseau, Hall described adolescence as a ‘‘new birth.’’ The adolescent experienced a new

sensitivity to nature, a heightened awareness of beauty and emotion. All such impulses had to

be expressed fully during the period of adolescence, which Hall defined as beginning with the

growth spurt around puberty and ending in the 20s with the termination of male physical

growth (Hall, 1905, l, pp. xiii–xiv, chaps. 1–3).

Three aspects of Hall’s work are especially striking. First, he placed notable stress on the

significance of physical changes at puberty. Drawing on European and American research of

the preceding two decades, he filled Adolescence with data on rates of growth in height and

weight, the age of menarche, and the enlargement of sexual organs. Although Hall found

evidence of growth continuing into the 20s, his somatic emphasis effectively elevated the

significance of the early- to midteens. In this respect, he helped to popularize ‘‘adolescence’’

as a more teen-specific term than the older and broader ‘‘youth.’’

Second, he insisted that the physical changes accompanying puberty coincided with a set

of character and personality traits in youths, regardless of their social class or cultural

conditioning. In this respect Hall invented the ‘‘adolescent.’’ High-schoolers, collegians, and

the chieftains of street gangs were gripped by exactly the same romantic yearnings that

accompanied physical changes. From the perspective of recapitulation theory, echoes from

the ancestral past shaped the behavior of all adolescents. One of Hall’s followers, Henry

Sheldon, thought it pregnant with significance that college songs often abounded in animal

noises and made-up words, like reversions to ‘‘primitive chaos’’(Sheldon, 1901, p. 366).

Finally, Hall insisted on a relaxation of pressures for adult activity during adolescence.

Hall’s male adolescent was to prepare for maturity by testing himself in situations that elicited

valor, ardor, and respect for order. But these situations themselves were not to copy such adult

activities as gainful employment or making money, nor was the adolescent to cultivate finesse

or sophistication. The arousal of sexuality in adolescence and the inevitable conflict between

Eros and civilization dictated that the period would naturally be one of storm and stress.

Adolescents needed repose, not stimulation.

Hall’s concept of adolescence is sometimes portrayed as a rationalization of a stage of life

just emerging under modern conditions. In this line of argument, the prolongation of

dependency in urban and industrial society required (and received from Hall) a new

psychology that deflected pressure for adult behavior away from teenagers. But this was

not how Hall saw himself. He did not believe that modern conditions were at all conducive to

adolescence, viewed as a moratorium on adulthood. Rather, in his eyes, modern youth,
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especially urban youth, were too precocious. They grew up too quickly. Hall’s list of the

causes of precocity included ‘‘earlier puberty’’ (in cities), ‘‘wider range and greater super-

ficiality of knowledge, observations of vice and enhanced temptations, lessened repose,

incessant distraction, more impure air, greater liability to contagion, and absence of the

sanifying influences and repose of nature in country life’’ (Hall, 1905, 1, 321).

So far as adolescent girls were concerned, Hall’s stress on the avoidance of stimulation was

hardly a new position. During the 1870s physicians and educators had invoked the onset of

menstruation to counter demands by women for equal opportunity in higher education. Blood

flowing to the overstimulated brains of female collegians would shrink their reproductive

organs. Hall echoed this view, but then added the novel idea that male adolescence was also

disabling. The relationship between Hall’s psychology of adolescence and his prescriptions

for it was nearly incestuous. Without his essentially intuitive postulate that male adolescents

were prone to storm and stress, his prescriptions for a moratorium on adult concerns during

adolescence would have collapsed.
3. Age consciousness

Bursting with neologisms, inflated prose, and pedantry, Adolescence was a strange book,

but Hall’s ideas gained wide circulation through digests, which amounted practically to

translations, prepared by his followers (Kett, 1977, chap. 9). To understand Hall’s impact, we

need to understand his context. In fact, his work had several different contexts, including his

own experience. Born in 1844, Hall belonged to a generation of intellectuals pulled in

different directions by the Emersonian idealism of their youth and the Spencerian positivism

of their mature years. He wrote Adolescence, a plea for liberating the romantic idealism of

youth, at the height of his disillusion with the laboratory psychology that he had previously

promoted (Ross, 1972, parts 3–4).2

His personal experience aside, Hall had made his mark in the 1890s as a pioneer in the

study of the child, with its corollary that educational and religious experiences should parallel

the child’s development. This developmental perspective, which Hall extended into adoles-

cence, had taken a ‘‘scientific’’ form in the 1890s, when investigators distributed question-

naires to mothers to glean information about child development. But its roots lay in the work

of liberal Protestant theologians who formulated the idea that the ‘‘ages’’ of man were not

signposts on the highway of life so much as stages or forces, each of which shaped the course

of its successor. This essentially secular conception of the life course substituted some

combination of biology and life experience as a propellant in place of the view that God

pulled sinful man through life. A key figure in fashioning this idea of developmental stages

was the theologian Horace Bushnell, whose Christian Nurture (1846) established him as a
2 Hall initially embraced laboratory psychology. He rejected it when it failed to provide the grand

interpretations he sought. In addition, he had been raised in a religious household in rural Massachusetts, had

experienced a religious conversion in due course, and then had abandoned Protestant orthodoxy. This probably

explains his many warnings against ‘‘premature’’ conversions.
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leading liberal writer on religion. With the right nurture, Bushnell contended, the child would

be led to seek God of his own accord (Chudacoff, 1989, p. 27).

Bushnell was writing at a time when the rise of a sharper age consciousness in American

society can be detected, and specifically of the idea that early life experiences should be

graded according to age. Educators who sought to reform the American ‘‘common’’ (public)

schools in the decades before the Civil War argued that classifying pupils on the basis of

attainment and age would stimulate fair competition among pupils and encourage a more

efficient imparting of knowledge (Kaestle, 1983, pp. 132–134). In general, the grading of

schools occurred in two stages, starting with the removal of very young children, the 3- to 5-

year-olds, sometimes into separate ‘‘infant’’ schools (precursors of Froebel’s kindergartens),

and then with the removal of the older ones, the ‘‘large boys’’ of 16 or 17 whose presence in

ungraded rural schools often proved disruptive. During the third quarter of the 19th century,

cities and towns established graded elementary schools, and while there were variations in

practice, by the 1870s the usual sequence was for students to enter the first grade at age 6 and

leave the eighth at around 14.

Age grading in elementary schools gradually affected secondary and higher education. In

1800 students in academies, which functioned as preparatory schools for college and, more

often, as cheap alternatives, ranged from age 5 or 6 to their 20s. The colleges (postsecondary

institutions) had always divided students into four classes, but within each class, age

heterogeneity had been the custom. Students in a typical entering class at Harvard in the

mid-18th century ranged from 12 or 13 to their early 20s. With the grading of lower schools,

the age range in institutions of secondary and higher education gradually contracted, first

with the removal of the younger students (12- to 14-year-olds from colleges) and next with

the departure of the older ones (25- to 30-year-olds) (Burke, 1982, chap. 3; Thomas, 1902,

pp. 2199–2206).

It would be difficult to underestimate the significance of this heightened attention to

chronological age as a basis of classifying people. As late as 1850, age heterogeneity

characterized families and workplaces no less than educational institutions, and age

consciousness was low. Social status and gender were far more important correlatives of

the timing of an individual’s experiences than his or her chronological age (Graff, 1995,

chaps. 3–4; Kett, 1977, chap. 1). At mid-18th century Harvard, students within each class

were ranked on the basis of their fathers’ social position, as measured by the ‘‘dignity’’ of

their public offices. In practice, this meant that in dining halls, processions, and securing

prestigious ‘‘parts’’ at commencement, 14-year-olds often enjoyed precedence over 18- to 20-

year-olds (Morison, 1932, 371–431).3 The first census (1790) distinguished only two age
3 In connection with a current project, I compared the entrance ages of the top five and bottom five students, as

ranked (or ‘‘placed’’) by the precedence system for Harvard students in the classes of 1751 through 1760 as listed

in volumes 13 and 14 of Sibley/Shipton Harvard Graduates. On average, the top five were more than 3 years

younger at entrance than the bottom five (14.9 years vs. 18.2). What this indicates, of course, is not that rankings

depended on age as such, but that age of entrance was a fair index of one’s social position. The older students in

each class often were charity students and, even when not, had fewer opportunities for preparatory education. Yale

had a system similar to Harvard’s. Both institutions abandoned their precedence systems in the 1760s, mainly

because they were enraging influential parents who thought that their children should have had higher rankings.
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groups, those under 16 and those 16 and over, and drew even this distinction only for white

males. Many Americans did not know their age, and the only birthdays celebrated were those

of great men, such as George Washington.

By the early 20th century, the printing of birthday cards was becoming an industry in itself

and birthday celebrations for ordinary people were becoming the norm (Chudacoff, 1989, pp.

126–137). Time consciousness rose with age consciousness. The large-scale production of

household clocks began only in the 1830s, and it was not until the 1860s that pocket watches

were mass-produced (Chudacoff, 1989, pp. 49–50). In 1895, Frederick Winslow Taylor’s

first paper on scientific factory management contended that a scientific time could be

calculated for every factory task. In 1881, the physician George Miller Beard attributed

American ‘‘nervousness’’ to clocks and watches, which were habituating Americans to think

that the waste of a few moments would blast their hopes for the future (Macleod, 1983, p. 49).

Mounting attacks on overpressure and nervousness blended with the criticisms voiced by

many writers of the urban and industrial conditions of the late 19th century and especially

their impact on opportunities for youth. Where the advice-to-youth authors had seen a

cornucopia of opportunity awaiting the youth who had promptly fixed his course, Hall and

many of his contemporaries saw only industrial monotony and the suppression of crafts-

manship and creativity. Adolescence reflected what Rodgers has identified as the growing

disillusion among late 19th-century intellectuals and social commentators with work, and

their quest for surrogates that would impart to children and young people the moral values

traditionally associated with labor while exempting them from the unappetizing features of

modern work (Rodgers, 1978, chap. 3–5). Adolescence also reflected the values of what

Lears (1981) has called the rise of ‘‘antimodernism’’ in American thought. In Lears’s

synthesis, antimodernism sprang from the growing detachment of intellectuals from urban

civilization and their encouragement of a host of alternatives: the ‘‘strenuous life,’’ a strain of

antimodern romantic militarism that celebrated the medieval warrior, the simple life, the

highly ideological arts and crafts movement, and, in general, the cult of experience as an

anodyne for the ‘‘artificiality’’ of modern civilization (Higham, 1965; Lears, 1981).

Hall shared the antimodernist quest for the ‘‘authentic’’ self buried under the rubbish of

artificial convention. Appropriately, in 1909 he hosted Freud’s only American lectures. Yet

when he wrote Adolescence, he was far from believing that freer sexual expression would

soften the stressful character of adolescence. For example, he fully shared the view that

masturbation led to insanity (not to mention premature baldness and general debility). A freer

expression of sexuality would solve nothing; rather, sexual impulses had to be sublimated

into expressions of the adolescent’s natural idealism. All of this was music to the ears of

social workers who concerned themselves with urban boys (‘‘boys’ workers’’) and who

quickly became Hall’s main clients.
4. Boys’ work: YMCA and BSA

Boys’ work originated in the middle of the 19th century with Protestant city missions that

aimed at reclaiming boys from the life on the streets. One approach, embodied in Charles
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Loring Brace’s Children’s Aid Society, was to transport street boys to homes in the country,

but the luster soon wore off. By the 1880s, the Young Men’s Christian Association (YMCA—

the foremost evangelical organization of 19th-century America) began tentatively to offer

activities for prepubescent boys to complement what had been its principal focus for three

decades: Christianizing activities for evangelical Protestant young men.

Boys’ work, as it was called, presented the YMCA with a number of difficulties. Its

traditional clientele had consisted of older, middle-class youth, whereas the boys it drew into

clubs in the 1880s were usually in their subteens and definitely submiddle class. The YMCA’s

initial expectation that young men aged 16 to 25 would guide youths (roughly) 8 to 15

quickly evaporated. The older youths in the cities, who in rural villages long had associated

with their age inferiors, wanted nothing to do with younger boys. One effect of the age

segmentation that accompanied industrialization and commercialization in the late 19th

century was to shrink the range of contacts, at least in cities, between boys and girls on one

side and young men and young women on the other. For example, during the antebellum

period, clubs devoted to self-improvement had brought together young people from the

preteens to the mid- to late-20s, but these had declined after the Civil War (Kett, 1977, pp.

39–40; Kett, 1994, pp. 38–41, 144–146). Similarly, the newly professionalized fire depart-

ments of the 1870s and 1880s wanted no part of the boys who had joined the antebellum

volunteer fire companies. Meanwhile the professionalization of militia service, signified by

the organization of the National Guard after the railway strike of 1877, effectively ratified the

disbanding of the locally based volunteer military companies, composed of a mixture of boys

and young men, which had flourished up to the Civil War (Kett, 1977, pp. 39–40, 90–93;

Skowronek, 1982, pp. 95–112).

The YMCA’s task was to find activities that would interest boys. In the resulting process of

trial and error, boys’ workers met with resistance to lectures and homilies and after 1890

turned to sports. In 1891, James Naismith, a young instructor at the YMCA’s training college

in Springfield, MA, invented basketball, which quickly became popular with boys and, in

fact, began to attract middle-class boys into YMCA boys’ clubs (Macleod, 1983, pp. 69–71,

75–76).

Even though most of their charges were under 14, boys’ workers quickly latched on to

Hall’s recapitulation theory, especially the idea of a passage from savagery to civilization.

Protestant clergymen, who had worried for some time about the feminization of Christianity

in the 19th century and who imbibed ‘‘muscular Christianity’’ from British writers like

Thomas Hughes (Tom Brown’s School Days, 1857), eagerly supported boys’ work, as did any

number of secular authors. Beginning in the 1870s, writers like Thomas Bailey Aldrich (a

favorite of Theodore Roosevelt), Charles Dudley Warner, and Mark Twain evoked a romantic

vision of preindustrial America, which revolved around assertions of aggressive masculinity

by boys. Before the Civil War, moralists had portrayed the ‘‘manly’’ boy as one who acted

like an adult, but post-Civil War literature portrayed the adult-acting boy as an insufferable

prig. Now, manliness became the opposite of femininity rather than a component of

adulthood.

The boys’ work department of the YMCA was one among a number of adult-sponsored

youth organizations that spread in the late 19th and early 20th centuries. Several of these
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were directly connected with Protestant churches, which saw them as ways to hold boys

longer in Sunday schools by appealing to their ‘‘natural’’ love of games and sports. The

launching of the Boy Scouts of America (BSA), founded in 1910 and modeled on a similar

organization formed in Britain by General Robert Baden-Powell in 1908, owed a lot to

YMCA boys’ workers. Protestant clergymen served as scoutmasters far out of proportion to

their numbers (Macleod, 1983, chap. 9, p. 207). Yet BSA was distinctive in several ways.

It possessed a high degree of central organization (and promotion), a uniform program

(embodied in its Handbook) that deemphasized competitive sports in favor of the winning

of scores of achievement badges for skills as diverse as angling and woodworking, and

the clear objective (not shared by the YMCA) of enrolling teenagers (the minimum age

was 12).

Scout leaders borrowed Hall’s ideas about adolescence to justify engaging boys in boyish

activities. In this respect, organizations for boys differed from those established around the

same time for girls, who usually were encouraged to learn approved adult roles by mastering

cooking and sewing. Boys’ organizations, including scouting, more determinedly held boys

to juvenile activities than did organizations like the Girl Scouts and Camp Fire Girls

(Macleod, 1983, p. 51). The same can be said if BSA is compared with 4-H, the principal

youth organization for farm boys and girls (established in 1914). The 4-Hers acted out their

likely adult roles by exhibiting prize livestock or learning canning.
5. The public high school and adolescence

Although boys’ workers were Hall’s most exuberant followers, public educators, especially

those interested in secondary education, did not ignore him. Public high schools had emerged

in the 1820s and by mid-century had become common in towns and cities, especially in the

East. Unlike academy and college students, high-school students lived at home, an argument

sometimes used in their defense. Because high schools had started in Boston and other cities

where elementary schools had been age-graded even in the late 18th century, their age range

had always been narrower than that of the academies. The spread of age grading in lower

schools after mid-century tended to push the entering age for high-school students up a year

or two, from 13 to 14 or 15 (Reese, 1995, pp. 171–172). The 1900 census recorded a

doubling of the public high school population in the 1890s, a fact favorably reported by Hall

in Adolescence.

Yet even in 1900, high schools left much to be desired in Hall’s eyes: they enrolled only a

tiny fraction of teenagers, more girls than boys, and imposed a daunting academic regimen

that Hall associated with precocity. Indeed, most public-school educators, if not explicitly on

the side of precocity, sought maximal efficiency, which they linked to imparting as much

knowledge as possible into the fittest receptacles. The movement to age-grade schools had

been paralleled by the growing reliance of educators on written examinations to govern

promotion from one grade to the next at all levels of public education. Predictably the effects

were a hemorrhaging of pupils from grade to grade and high dropout rates. In 1878, a

Pennsylvania commission reported that four fifths of the pupils never made it into the last
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three (of eight) presecondary grades.4 Only a trickle advanced into high schools, which

required passing difficult entry examinations.5

The values behind the examination/promotion system approximated those of the authors of

advice-to-youth books. The veteran principal of a leading Pennsylvania high school praised

that state’s system for encouraging ‘‘vigorous and hard labor, such as wakens the mind from

its lethargy, summons up the resolution and the will, and puts the whole internal man into a

state of determined and positive activity’’ (Quoted in Mulhern, 1933, p. 581). In contrast,

starting in the 1890s, the time when Hall was beginning to investigate adolescence, the

preponderance of opinion among public educators began to shift away from this meritocratic,

survival-of-the-fittest pedagogy to a greater emphasis on the value of retaining students in

school as long as possible. Hall belonged to the small but growing body of educators who

wanted to judge public high schools by their ability to retain students, not by the severity of

their academic standards. He attacked the schools for teaching too many academic subjects

unsuited to the essentially romantic instincts of the adolescent boy. He preferred that high

schools and colleges be judged by the curiosity they aroused and not by the knowledge they

imparted.

Generally, public educators approached the new psychology of adolescence more

cautiously than did boys’ workers, in part because the former dealt with more docile youth

and in part because Hall’s salutatory theory of adolescence as a ‘‘new birth’’ conflicted with

the desire of educators to smooth the transition from elementary to high school. But leaders in

public education increasingly shared Hall’s opinion that industrial work was decidedly less

attractive than that of farmers and artisans. They emphatically rejected the highly individ-

ualistic success myth of the 19th century in favor of a heightened stress on social cooperation.

During the first decade of the 20th century, John Dewey’s idea of the classroom as a social

experience and Charles Horton Cooley’s conception of the ‘‘social self,’’ the self formed only

in association with others, won influential converts among public educators.

Educators saw retention primarily as a solution for the ‘‘boy problem,’’ that the school

persistence of girls over boys rose from the sixth grade onward (Tyack & Hansot, 1990, p.

272). With some adjustments, Hall’s psychology of adolescence could render service in the

construction of alternative curricula and activities designed to retain boys. Hall advocated

classes in arts and crafts on the principle that adolescent boys needed to get in touch with their
4 Although this conclusion sounds extreme, in 1880 the Easton (Pennsylvania) schools contained 1024 pupils

in their ‘‘primary’’ department (grades 1–3) but only 236 in grades 6–8; comparable figures for the South

Bethlehem (Pennsylvania) schools in 1892 were 1146 and 230 (Mulhern, 1933, pp. 568–569). I have used

‘‘presecondary’’ rather than ‘‘elementary’’ grades because what later came to be called elementary schools (grades

1–8) were often divided into primary, middle and grammar schools in the 19th century.
5 Any discussion of high schools before 1900 is bedeviled by the decentralized character of American public

education (mainly a local responsibility). As a consequence, any uniform definition of a high school is absent. In

some of the larger cities such schools occupied architecturally imposing buildings, but not infrequently they were

just classrooms kept for advanced students in lower schools. Researchers who agree that late 19th-century high

schools had small enrollments have assumed that this must have been true earlier in the century. Vinovskis’s

(1995) research on antebellum Massachusetts high schools has shown, however, that before the Civil War a

substantial minority of youth in smaller communities attended high school at least for awhile (pp. 142–152).
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ancestral and primitive selves, and high school educators quickly turned this into support for

vocational education as a way to interest boys in the practical value of staying in school.

Similarly, while Hall thought that loyalty to the gang characterized prepubescent boys more

than adolescents, educators used the natural ‘‘loyalty’’ of teenagers as a defense of

interscholastic team sports, which were praised as a way to prevent dropping out (Tyack &

Hansot, 1990, pp. 193–200).

This emphasis on retention partly reflected pressure from taxpayers, who complained of

paying for school systems in which few pupils persisted. What is less clear is how these calls

for prolonging education into adolescence fitted into changes in the youth labor market. The

more advanced stages of industrialization that arrived in the 1880s and 1890s did not

necessarily undercut work opportunities for teenagers. Admittedly, the evidence is conflict-

ing. Over the long course, the technological changes that accompanied advanced industri-

alization reduced labor-force participation by children and early teenagers, and some of these

changes were evident by 1900 (Osterman, 1980, chap. 4). But there were counter-currents,

which help to explain why reformers of the early 1900s targeted juvenile labor as a growing

rather than declining problem. Licht’s study of the employment of youth in Philadelphia,

which was being affected by the same industrial forces as most other major cities, pointed to a

steadily intensifying demand for teenage labor during the late 19th century. For example,

Licht (1992) found that the proportion of white males aged 16 who were at work rose from

42% in 1860 to 57% in 1870, 67% in 1880, and 73% in 1890. During the same period, labor-

force participation by white females aged 16 rose from 30 to 58%. Although school

attendance by white females aged 16 showed little change during these years, attendance

by white males aged 16 gradually declined from 21 to 15%. The effect of industrial growth in

Philadelphia, which Licht saw as driving these changes, was not to prolong education for

teenagers but to push teenagers accustomed to hanging around the streets (more than the

schools) into gainful employment (Licht, 1992, pp. 20–21).

Contemporaries had difficulty identifying trends amid this swirl of currents and counter-

currents, but increasingly they focused on the age group from around 12 to 14 or 15, which

occupied a no-man’s land. In theory, children were supposed to leave elementary school at 14,

an age compatible with high school admission. In practice, many children had already left by

12. YMCA boys’ work, which aimed initially at boys neither in school nor at work, had

difficulty holding boys beyond 12. In contrast, the Boy Scouts, which primarily targeted

middle-class, school-based youth, enlisted teenagers. Yet even in the 1920s, scouting enjoyed

most of its enrollment success with boys aged 12–13, and most of the boys who left scouting

by age 18 had abandoned it before 15 (Macleod, 1983, p. 284).

At the turn of the century, only a minority of observers saw public high schools as likely

institutions for most teenagers. Despite the doubling of their enrollments in the 1890s, the

1900 census reported only 519,000 students in public high schools. This figure jumped to

1.56 million by 1910 and to 3.9 million by 1928, rates of growth that greatly exceeded the

growth of the population as a whole. Juvenile labor declined as secondary school enrollments

grew. Nationally, the percentage of 14- and 15-year-old males at work declined from 43% in

1900 to 23% in 1920 to 12% by 1930; the comparable percentages for 14- and 15-year-old

females were 18% in 1900, 11% in 1920, and 5% in 1930 (Osterman, 1980, p. 54, Table 4.1).
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In Philadelphia, where 63% of young people aged 14–19 were at work in 1910, only 55%

were at work in 1920, 43% in 1930, and 31% in 1940 (Licht, 1992, p. 29).

Several considerations explain these trends. The proportion of the American population

engaged in agriculture, where demand for juvenile labor was brisk and uncontroversial, had

started to decline even before the Civil War and continued to drop each decade between

1870 and 1930.6 Other factors included the supply of adult immigrants, thought to be more

reliable than juvenile laborers; technological change that shrank the demand for juvenile

labor in some industries; and legal changes. So far as the growth of high schools is

concerned, the legal change of most significance between 1900 and 1930 was the gradual

extension from age 14 to 16 of the minimum age at which a child could leave school.

Because of the federal nature of the American government, different states followed different

courses, but by 1928, 28 states had advanced the upper limit beyond 14, usually to 16

(Ensign, 1921; Landes & Solomon, 1972; Meyer, Gordon, Nagel & Tyack, 1979;

Richardson, 1980, pp. 157–163).7

Allowing for factors that pushed young people out of the labor force, those that pulled

them toward high schools should not be neglected. Before the late 19th-century, public high

schools were populated disproportionately by middle-class youth, but the very small size of

the high-school population almost to the end of the century suggests that even within the

middle class-still composed mainly of small proprietors–many parents saw little value in

secondary education. The growth of high schools at the end of the 19th century and

increasingly in the 20th reflected the view of a growing proportion of parents that school

persistence led to better earnings (Labaree, 1988, pp. 166–170; Perlmann, 1988, pp. 36–42,

208–211). Educators made the cash value of school persistence one of their main arguments

for extending the minimum school age. Inasmuch as students who persisted to 16 or beyond

came from families that could afford the opportunity costs of more education, it is difficult to

say with certainty that their higher earnings (well documented in studies at the time) were

traceable to their schooling as such and not to the resources of their families.

Nevertheless, the huge growth of salaried office work between 1890 and 1930 did open

opportunities for clean and prestigious (if not necessarily well-paid) employment. Ueda’s

(1987) study of secondary education in Somerville, MA, a representative turn-of-the-century

streetcar suburb, has unveiled the high school’s significant contribution to intergenerational
6 In 1820, 72% of gainful workers were engaged in agriculture. This proportion fell to 59% in 1860, 37% in

1900, 27% in 1920, and 21% by 1930 (U.S. Department of Commerce, 1975, p. 138).
7 Significantly, when in 1873 Massachusetts rewrote its compulsory school law, first passed in 1852, it

lowered the upper age limit from 14 to 12, while simultaneously increasing the number of weeks of schooling

required annually. This change was consistent with the view of many educators in the 1870s and 1880s that

teenagers, especially boys, were a disruptive element in lower schools, which were better off rid of them. It threw

into sharper relief the movement to raise the age limit after 1900. Most states that raised the limit allowed juveniles

to leave school earlier, provided that they secured work permits. But this requirement may have dissuaded some

employers from taking the trouble to hire juveniles. Studies of compulsory school laws have indicated that they

were most likely in states with fairly high attendance levels before their passage, partly because it was cheaper to

compel attendance in states where it was already high, and partly because such states usually had well-organized

lobbies of teachers and school officials to advocate compulsory legislation.
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social mobility by fitting teenagers (including workingmen’s sons) for white-collar work (pp.

176–185).8 DeVault’s (1990) investigation of Pittsburgh, a bastion of male, blue-collar labor,

has documented the rise of office work during the early 20th century and the critical role of

high schools in smoothing the transition of their graduates, especially females, into office

work. As DeVault has noted, by the 1920s high schools were serving as escalators for the

daughters of upper-working-class families into respectable and sanitary middle-class office

work (pp. 24–47).

In addition to containing a far higher proportion of all schoolchildren (14% in 1928 vs. 1%

in 1890), public high schools of the 1920s differed in other ways from their 19th-century

counterparts. As Lynd and Lynd (1929) noted in their landmark study of Muncie, IN

(Middletown), with its array of interscholastic sports and extracurricular activities the high

school had become a world of its own. Whereas in 1890 high schoolers in Muncie had

participated in a range of adult activities, by the 1920s adults formed the audience for juvenile

activities by crowding the school gymnasium each Friday night to watch the basketball team

play (a slice of Americana nicely captured by the motion picture ‘‘Hoosiers’’ in its depiction of

basketball mania in Indiana towns during the 1950s). Especially in the 1910s, high-school

promoters started to stress the high school’s promise to bring children of all social classes

together under the same roof. The expectation that high schools would blur and soften class and

ethnic differences by teaching ‘‘social solidarity’’ became a principal argument for extending

compulsory schooling to age 18, a recommendation made by the influential report of a National

Education Association Committee (1918), Cardinal Principles of Secondary Education.

The authors of the Cardinal Principles favored the ‘‘comprehensive’’ high school, whose

distinguishing feature lay in its formal accessibility by all social classes. Although the Smith-

Hughes Act of 1917 provided federal support for trade-training secondary schools, main-

stream educators preferred the comprehensive model as more democratic. The widespread

introduction of intelligence tests during the 1920s made it possible to sort students into

different tracks within comprehensive high schools, and thereby blunted the demand for more

class-segmented trade schools, which, in any event, declined during the Depression of the

1930s. During the 1920s comprehensive high schools like the one in Middletown were

becoming incarnations of the community’s image of its better self. The enrollment of an

increasing number of working-class youth reinforced the public high school’s image as

democratic, while the proliferation of extracurricular activities seemed to evidence social

cooperation and community building.
6. Sexuality

Despite this wholesome image, public concern about illicit sexual contacts between boys

and girls in comprehensive, coeducational high schools mounted in the 1920s. Boys’
8 Almost certainly on target was Ueda’s suggestion that the growing scale of business made it difficult for

parents to secure positions for their children merely on the strength of personal connections and thereby enhanced

the credentialing role of the high school.
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workers associated with the YMCA and BSA had discouraged contacts between teenaged

boys and girls; their solution to the dawn of sexuality was to encourage boys to think about

something, anything, else. Hall compiled tables about the age of menarche, but he knew so

little about menstruation that he compared it to animals going into heat. In the years

immediately preceding World War I, a few educators began to advocate sex education in

the schools, mainly as a way to inoculate teenagers against lust. By the 1910s, however, the

media were projecting images of the ‘‘new woman,’’ one more interested in self-fulfillment

than self-sacrifice and inclined to follow the pleasure principle when it came to drinking,

smoking, dressing, dancing, and sports. In the 1920s, Hollywood painted glamorous images

of ‘‘flaming youth,’’ and a national debate over practices like dating and ‘‘petting’’

(caresses to the point of mutual masturbation without copulation) broke out in the press.

For the most part, this debate focused on college students, but it spilled over into

controversies about dating among high-schoolers, which was fast replacing parlor visiting,

‘‘keeping company,’’ and chaperonage (Bailey, 1988; Modell, 1989, pp. 85–97; Waller,

1937, pp. 727–734).9

The changes in the sexual behavior of middle-class youth in the 1920s were substantial.

Although polls showed that high-school and college students held conservative opinions

about the value of monogamous marriage and the evils of premarital coitus, young people,

especially girls (whose conduct had been most restrained by chaperonage), were making new

rules for themselves (Moran, 2000, pp. 82–83). On the college campuses women started

wearing knickers and ties and enjoyed smoking as a symbol of sexual freedom, while the men

cultivated in their dress ‘‘a touch of sexual allure that heightened sexual appeal’’ (Fass, 1977,

pp. 286–287). In the high schools, dating, defined as a progressive series of contacts that

might lead to more permanent commitment, began spontaneously among the students

themselves and without adult encouragement.

With a considerable boost from the new mass advertisers and filmmakers, the sexual

revolution was affecting the entire society in the 1920s (Moran, 2000, p. 87). Perhaps the

most visible mark of the change was that sexual functions were discussed with a freedom

unimaginable a few decades earlier. All parties to the ensuing debate over the sexual

revolution took it for granted that, when it came to dating and courtship, peer opinion was

displacing adult prescriptions (Brumberg, 1997, p. 227, note 23). On one side, Jeremiahs

blamed feeble parental discipline and the young people themselves for eroding traditional

restraints. On the other, cultural liberals were more inclined to portray the Jeremiahs as closet

voyeurs, secretly fascinated by the freedom of youth, and to blame society’s uncertainty about

its own standards rather than parents or youths for sending conflicting messages about

appropriate sexual behavior.
9 Ueda (1987) has found abundant evidence of a flourishing teen culture in the Somerville (Massachusetts)

high school by the turn of the century (chap. 6). Inasmuch as most 19th-century public high schools were

coeducational, it is likely that the sort of youth culture that Ueda described appeared elsewhere. The very small

size of most high schools before 1900 probably limited their capacity to sustain a teen culture; even in education-

conscious Massachusetts, Somerville’s two high schools were unusually large in 1900.



J.F. Kett / History of the Family 8 (2003) 355–373 369
7. Contrasting the 1920s and 1950s

The terms of this debate resemble those of another, which broke out in the late 1940s and

1950s over juvenile delinquency (Gilbert, 1986). Comparing the two debates affords a quick

read of the changes in youth culture from the 1920s to the 1950s.

In contrast to the 1920s debate, which focused mainly on collegians, discourse in the 1950s

revolved primarily around the high-school peer culture. The reasons are not far to seek. By

shrinking employment opportunities for youth, the Depression contributed to universalizing

high-school attendance, especially by boys, and by undercutting vocational schools, it boosted

the model of the comprehensive coeducational high school.10 High-school grade levels had

become more age homogeneous by the 1950s, and high-schoolers increasingly had access to

automobiles. Now, the driver’s license, obtainable at 16 in most places, had become the real

rite of passage. Seventeen Magazine began publication in 1944, and in the years after World

War II, Eugene Gilbert, just out of high school himself, began to build his career as a consultant

to corporations on the potential of adolescents as consumers. By the 1950s advertisers, who in

the 1920s primarily had targeted the ‘‘typical’’ American family, had grown more sophisti-

cated in pitching messages to subpopulations, especially early to mid teenagers. In the 1950s,

too, movies like Rebel Without a Cause and Blackboard Jungle painted less glamorous, more

troubling images of youth (Brumberg, 1997, p. 48; Gilbert, 1986, pp. 205–210).

In the discourse over youth in the 1950s, which persisted into the 1960s, the names of the

players had changed from the 1920s, but the poles of the debate were much the same. Once

again, conservatives played Jeremiahs by denouncing delinquency as evidence of deranged

family relationships and slack discipline, while liberals saw it as a natural response to the

turmoil of modern adolescence. On the latter base, anthropologists, psychologists, and

sociologists constructed normative theories of adolescence that encompassed delinquency

as a predictable response to the pace of change (Gilbert, 1986). Yet, as Gilbert (1986)

contends, evidence of an actual rise in delinquency rates in the 1950s is elusive. Rather, what

seems to have occurred was a criminalizing of the youth culture itself, and this owed a lot to

the media, which seized eagerly on everything new and threatening.

This magnifying of actual changes by the lens of interpretation also reflected the anxieties

of adults, who were uncertain where to draw the line with youth. As had been true of the

parents and counselors who glimpsed the dazzling images of ‘‘flaming’’ collegians in the

1920s with a mixture of prurience and horror, public discourse about teenagers in the 1950s

tended to conceal the continuity between the behavior of teenagers and their parents in an age

when mass consumption (now liberated from the Depression and the war) was affecting

adults and teenagers alike. The entire debate over delinquency took place within the larger

context of the spread of mass advertising and mass consumption.

The emergence of an industry of experts on youth has often obscured the close relationship

between changes in the experiences of youth and shifts in the larger society. Experts on youth
10 The average number of students per secondary school rose by 50% between 1946 and 1950. Between 1950

and 1960, when the postwar baby boomers were descending on secondary schools, only 2000 new high schools

were added. A relatively small number of new high schools accommodated the baby boom (Modell, 1989, p. 225).
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have not always recognized that the subpopulation they study has changed in ways that parallel

other age groups. For example, the architects of adolescence in the early 1900s were convinced

that changes in the experience of growing up, especially the shift from country to city,

necessitated greater adult supervision of youth, and this could be achieved only by postulating

the incapacity of youth to rely on themselves. In the view of these architects, all the old restraints

were in shambles and new ones had to be forged by people who specialized in the socialization

of youth. Their arguments had the ring of plausibility, but we should not neglect the trend in the

late 19th century toward the public’s greater reliance on experts and specialists—on carpenters,

plumbers, embalmers, nurses, doctors, educators—and on institutions—hospitals, municipal

governments, schools—in many departments of life (Starr, 1982, pp. 65–78, 102–103). Youth

was not the only social group to be defined as dependent at the turn of the century.

There are other examples of the parallels between youth and other age groups. In the 20th

century, chronological age came to play a much greater role than previously in structuring the

life experiences of everyone, not just juveniles; the tendency was toward more uniformity in

the ages at which people attended school, left school, married, bore children, started work,

retired, and died (Modell, 1989, pp. 14–18). Whereas in the 18th century someone’s age was

one of the least important correlatives of his or her experiences, in the 20th century life

experiences increasingly clustered around age norms. Similarly, the outpouring of concern by

educators and health officials since the 1970s about the ‘‘epidemic’’ of teen pregnancy has

disguised the close correlation between teen pregnancy rates and those among adults of

similar races, ethnicities, and socioeconomic backgrounds. In this context, blocking off the

behavior of teenagers for special investigation tends to create an ‘‘imaginary wall’’ that

distorts adults’ understanding of teen behavior (Moran, 2000, pp. 231–232). Young people

change all the time, but so do we all.

Even when they have yielded misleading impressions of reality, social perceptions of young

people have illuminated the process of cultural change. In the 1850s, the heyday of the advice-

to-youth books, social commentators on youth selected a subpopulation of young people

(Protestant young men who moved from country to city) as a template for society. For all the

alarm sounded by these moralists, none of them told their readers to go back to the farm.

Rather, the nearly unvarying and therapeutic conclusion of this genre was that success would

come in due time as a reward for character. A century later policymakers and pundits

responded to the postwar wave of consumption by riveting attention on the juvenile

delinquent. They did so in a climate of uneasiness about the penetration of mass consumption

into every corner of life, but none of them urged restrictions on consumption. Rather, as Gilbert

(1986) notes, the effect of their criticism was to bring the larger problem of mass society into

focus and gradually to reduce the level of alarm (pp. 212–216). In sum, discourse about youth

tells much about the process by which adults adjust themselves to cultural change.
8. Conclusion

Although historians often disagree about the timing of changes in the history of the

family and childhood, there can be little doubt that the period from 1890 to 1920 in the
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United States witnessed a decisive transformation of ideas about, institutions for, and social

experiences of adolescents. Whereas young people traditionally had been advised to grow

up quickly, psychologists in this period followed Hall’s prescription for a moratorium on

adult responsibility during adolescence. Institutions for adolescents, especially for boys,

sought to prolong childhood innocence, while engaging boys in activities that would

prepare them for adult roles without calling on them to savor the sophistication of the adult

world.

Explaining this change is more difficult than identifying it. Industrial change was removing

some young people from the labor market in this period, but the advance of industry meant

early entry into work and the quick assumption of adult responsibility for others. Those who

advocated a moratorium on adult responsibility during adolescence were not simply trying to

find new roles for teenagers who had been pushed out of the labor market and into

dependency. Rather, they often addressed the management of ‘‘precocious’’ teenagers who

acted independently and who needed to be turned into dependents. The psychologists, social

workers, and educators who fashioned an institutionalized moratorium for adolescents held

highly negative perceptions of the work ethic and success myth that had permeated earlier

conceptions of youth’s role. Their approach to youth was guided by cultural values in

transition.

After 1920 the values of these architects of adolescence were challenged by the new sexual

freedoms that teenagers savored in high schools and colleges. By the 1950s they faced still

another challenge from the emergence of a consumer-oriented society. Gradually, the

obsession of the turn-of-the-century architects of adolescence with the purity and innocence

of teenagers retreated in the face of changing social values, but never so far as to prevent

periodic crises over the behavior of youth.
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