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Introduction

James Marten

Two quotations from books published at the turn of the twentieth cen-
tury have inspired historians of children and youth for many years. Per-
haps the most famous is the declaration by the Swedish sociologist Ellen 
Key that the twentieth century would be “The Century of the Child,” a 
new era in which the lives of the young would be shaped by under-
standing and compassion, by educational policies and practices that 
promoted imagination rather than rote learning, by more child-cen-
tered parenting methods that would improve the lives of children and 
help solve long-standing social problems. The optimism and humanity 
reflected in Key’s writings were firmly embraced by American reform-
ers. Yet historians have often used the term ironically, knowing with a 
century’s hindsight that the high hopes and serious purpose displayed 
by the “child savers” of the last decade or two of the nineteenth and 
first two decades of the twentieth century fell far short of solving the 
problems of the world’s children. The second quotation appeared a few 
years later in an academic book by Florence Kelley, a social worker and 
child welfare advocate who coined a phrase that would provide another 
motto and goal for advocates of children and youth throughout the 
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century when she asserted that a society must guarantee to its youngest 
members “a right to childhood.”1 

A third quotation—from a historian rather than an activist, and 
written more than half a century later—puts Key’s and Kelley’s words 
in a larger context. It comes from one of the iconic books on the his-
tory of the Gilded Age and Progressive Era, in which Robert Wiebe 
argued that a defining characteristic of the period was a “search for 
order” by reformers responding to the social, cultural, and economic 
chaos spawned by post–Civil War urbanization, industrialization, and 
immigration. He argued that the Progressive movement that began to 
percolate through society in the late 1880s and dominated the first two 
decades of the twentieth century sought to overcome the disorder in 
modern America by instilling rationality in politics and the economy 
through the use of scientific methods, professional experts, and well-
managed bureaucracies.2 

Although his argument has been challenged and modified over the 
years, Wiebe provided the lens through which two generations of histo-
rians have viewed the period. The search for order, perhaps inevitably, 
failed to control fully the torrent of changes that buffeted Americans 
during this period, just as Key’s and Kelley’s suggestions that a right to 
childhood would be secured during the century of the child encoun-
tered numerous obstacles. Yet these three phrases together make a use-
ful prism for historians viewing children and youth during the Gilded 
Age and Progressive Era.

These forty-odd years offer a particularly useful period in which 
to study the lives of America’s young people. Myriad forces—inspir-
ing, troubling, complicated—began exerting pressure on families and 
children during this period. And the attitudes formed and programs 
proposed on behalf of children expand our understanding of the era 
because it was the first time anyone had tried to shape and mold young 
Americans with quite so modern intentions and methods.

In one way or another, the essays in this book all show children and 
youth, parents and guardians, policy makers and reformers, judges 
and employers, all trying to bring order to their own lives and to the 
world around them. Although this anthology does not pretend to tell 
the whole history of children and youth during this period, or to sum-
marize the entire campaign to improve the lives of children and youth 
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that emerged during it, each author provides a case study of the ways 
in which children, women, and men came to grips with the industri-
alizing, increasingly complex world in which they lived. It seemed to 
be a world rife with possibilities—but those possibilities did not reveal 
themselves equally to all children, and were perceived differently by 
adults and children.3 

The essays have been divided into two parts and complemented by 
a third devoted to primary documents. Part 1 shows some of the ways 
in which reformers, governments, manufacturers, and even writers 
attempted to shape the ways in which children and youth perceived the 
world around them and became useful members of that world. Deb-
orah Valentine’s essay on the prequel to the twentieth-century play-
ground movement in Philadelphia focuses on age and race as well as on 
the diverging ways in which children and reformers defined play. Claire 
Gallagher takes a material-culture approach to the school on Ellis 
Island, where, despite the difficult conditions in which they worked 
and the inevitably transient status of their students, educators sought 
to introduce literacy and citizenship to immigrant children and youth. 
Fawn-Amber Montoya looks at the way in which a major employer—the 
Colorado Fuel and Iron Company—used educational and recreational 
programs to socialize children not only to become reliable workers but 
also to be “good citizens,” while Gwendoline Alphonso uses congres-
sional testimony and debates over child labor to explore not only the 
rhetoric of reform and opposition to reform but also the “lived experi-
ence” of children as revealed in testimony from parents, children, and 
advocates for both sides of the issue. Sarah E. Clere’s essay on the “Little 
Colonel” books finds the origins of local Progressivism in the life of the 
series’ main character, who despite her small-town, southern environ-
ment is drawn in small ways to notions of “social uplift.” 

Although the points of view of children and youth are glimpsed in 
a few of the essays in part 1, the book’s second section shifts more pur-
posefully to the ways in which children and youth seized—or attempted 
to seize—control of their own lives and to the ways in which parents 
and other authority figures attempted to influence those lives. James D. 
Schmidt finds children and parents alike resisting through courts school 
teachers’ and administrators’ efforts to control children through corpo-
ral punishment, while Nicholas L. Syrett uses the movement to regulate 
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“child marriage” as a way to explore the changing definitions of child-
hood in the United States and some of the ways in which some of those 
“children” resisted raising the marriage age. Mary Linehan argues that 
Chicago girls, far from seeing their sexuality as a “problem”—Progres-
sives tended to see any sexual expression or diversion from what they 
believed to be social norms as “problems”—took it as an opportunity 
express their independence and agency in the modernizing city, while 
Erika K. Jackson moves beyond the typical studies of immigrant chil-
dren in this era (which tend to focus on southern and eastern European 
immigrants) to focus on Scandinavian students’ efforts to bring orga-
nized recreation and sports into their schools.  John James and Tom Ue 
highlight the ways in which the attitudes displayed and choices made 
by George Willard, the protagonist in Sherwood Anderson’s Winesburg, 
Ohio, reflected the “generation gap” between the Progressive generation 
and the previous generation implicit in the movement’s rejection of old 
assumptions. Anya Jabour discovers a kind of proto-Progressivism in 
the Kentucky childhood of one of the women who would later try to 
reform the lives of Chicago children, Sophonisba Breckenridge. 

Finally, part 3 publishes excerpts from legal testimony, a study of 
boys and girls who passed through the juvenile justice system, a survey 
of newsboys’ interests and ambitions, and school newspapers to provide 
snapshots of some of the ways in which children and youth perceived 
their lives and their worlds. 

* * * *

The Gilded Age and Progressive Era saw the United States become 
“modern” in almost every sense of the word. During this time the 
country became the leading economic power in the world, produc-
ing more steel, coal, and other products than the industrial powers of 
western Europe combined. And although she had always been a nation 
of immigrants, the forty years before the First World War saw perhaps 
twenty-four million immigrants come to the United States, mostly from 
eastern and southern Europe; the percentage of Americans who were 
immigrants or the children of immigrants was around 45 percent in 
1920. Agriculture would, of course, remain a key industry in the United 
States, but industrialization was also accompanied by urbanization; by 
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1920 a majority of Americans lived in cities, suburbs, or small towns. 
Countless books explore this period in American history.4 

Some of the changes that took place during these forty-odd years are 
obvious. A child living in 1880 would have gotten around largely with 
various forms of horsepower—on horseback, in buggies, or in horse-
drawn omnibuses—while a child living in 1920, depending on where 
he or she lived, could have traveled via automobile or even subway. (Of 
course, most children in both eras would have simply walked to any 
place they were likely to need to go!) Communication in 1880 took the 
form of letters and telegraphs; by 1920, most people would have had 
access to a telephone. Children in the 1880s were entertained by travel-
ing shows, lectures, books, and magazines; children in 1920 were drawn 
almost obsessively to movies and, within a few years, radio. These dra-
matic shifts were only the tip of the iceberg of social, technological, and 
cultural changes that buffeted and inspired Americans of all ages as the 
nineteenth century gave way to the twentieth.

In addition to these broad transformations, the essays in this 
anthology can be better understood within two contexts: (1) specific 
developments in the lives of children and their families; and (2) the 
Progressive movement, which underlay many of the programs and 
experiences explored in the volume. But an emerging idea that influ-
enced both thinking about children and the reforms related to them 
streaks through virtually all of the essays in this volume: the so-called 
discovery of adolescence as a separate phase of life. Articulated by 
a Clark University psychologist named G. Stanley Hall and inspired 
by the emerging theories of Sigmund Freud, the idea that there was a 
stage of life between childhood and adulthood with its own needs and 
dangers quickly caught on. At one level it made Americans aware of 
a developing “youth” culture separate from that of “grownups.” But it 
also made adults and policy makers believe that this was a period of 
sexual tension, high emotions, and striving for independence that 
had the potential to threaten relationships and social stability. Young 
men and women needed to be guided through these volatile years and 
shielded from inappropriate temptations in specialized institutions like 
high schools and organized activities like sports lest they grow up too 
fast amid “our urbanized hothouse life” that, Hall wrote, tended “to 
ripen everything before its time.” The growing awareness of youthful 
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sexuality—indeed, all of the changes described in previous and suc-
ceeding passages of this introduction—intersected with the redefinition 
of “girlhood.” Progressive reformers’ worries about the “boy problem” 
(a euphemism for juvenile delinquency) did, in fact, find equivalent if 
not exactly the same sorts of concerns about girls, as Syrett’s and Line-
han’s essays suggest. But “girlhood” came to be thought of as a broader 
category between childhood and adulthood, as female teenagers came 
increasingly to be recognized as consumers, as participants in the pop-
ular culture that drew them outside their proper places in the home, 
and, more troubling to many, as sexual creatures.5

This still-developing but powerful recognition of adolescence paral-
leled the many other ways in which the era intersected with the lives 
of young Americans. Howard Chudacoff offers an elegant catalogue of 
several: 

As urbanization, industrialization, and immigration overspread the 
nation in the second half of the nineteenth century, a number of fac-
tors set apart and complicated the status of children. These included a 
general decline in birthrates, the separation of place of work from place 
of residence, a budding consumer economy, the emergence of a middle-
class ideal of longer residence within the family and greater socialization 
role for mothers, widespread imposition of compulsory school atten-
dance, and heightened age-consciousness and age-grading with result-
ing formation of peer cultures. Largely prevalent among economically 
advantaged families, some of these factors nevertheless had an effect on 
other children as well.6 

The Gilded Age and Progressive Era occurred in the middle of a 
remarkable drop in the size of the average American family and in the 
percentage of the total population they made up. The number of chil-
dren born to American families decreased markedly during the cen-
tury after 1820. In 1830, for instance, there were 128 people under age 
twenty for every 100 people twenty and over (among whites). By 1890, 
the ratio was seventy-nine to 100 and by 1920 it was only sixty-six. To 
put it another way, while in 1850 an average American mother gave 
birth to five children in her life, by 1900 the average number was only 
three.7  
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The steady decline in family size, which had begun before the Civil 
War, was accompanied by the rise of a child-centered, nurturing form 
of childrearing that emphasized emotional intimacy and sought to 
extend the innocence and dependence of childhood through schooling 
and through shielding children from economic responsibilities until 
well into their teens. This version of childhood only applied to a tiny 
fraction of American children before the Gilded Age, but the economic 
expansion of the late nineteenth century also expanded the number 
of middle- and upper-class families and the number of children who 
could enjoy this modern form of childhood. Its material and psycho-
logical effects were many. As the middle class moved into roomy town-
houses or bungalows in the suburbs, children and youth were given 
more room—literally and figuratively—and enjoyed greater privacy 
and opportunities to develop their own interests. Commercially made 
toys, books, and magazines published for children and youth filled 
the nurseries and bedrooms that the luckiest children did not have to 
share with two or three siblings. (These had, of course, been available 
for centuries, but the production and consumption of objects made for 
children exploded during these decades.) Kindly methods of correc-
tion had begun to replace sterner forms of discipline. The number of 
children and youth in school also increased steadily; between 1870 and 
1915 the number of youngsters attending school jumped from seven to 
twenty million, as states increasingly required longer terms and higher 
compulsory ages. By 1920, three-fourths of all children were in school 
at any given time and 20 percent of all teenagers attended high school, 
especially boys and girls from well-off families. High schools gave them 
a chance to participate in sports, music, and other organized activities 
unavailable to poor youth.8 

The new way of thinking about children changed the economics of 
family life, and few children in this segment of the population worked 
outside the home. Rather than measuring the value of children by the 
work they could do or the income they could produce—traditional 
measures of the “worth” of children, especially in agricultural societ-
ies—the urban middle class drew value from the emotional relation-
ships they formed with their children.9 

The expanding economy offered opportunities to some families 
and children, but it also demanded more of others. Working-class 
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children were also far more likely to work to help support their families. 
Although working-class parents also cherished their children, they sim-
ply could not afford to keep them out of the work force. Young boys and 
many girls worked in factories, coal mines, packing plants, iron found-
ries, and cotton mills, among other industrial sites. In fact, during the 
last three decades of the nineteenth century, the percentage of children 
between the ages of ten and fourteen who worked for wages increased 
from 16 percent to 22 percent. While in 1870 one out of eight chil-
dren fourteen or under worked, by 1900 it was one out of six. Impor-
tantly, those figures failed to include the tens of thousands who worked 
on family farms, or labored in the “street trades” selling newspapers, 
apples, flowers, or other cheap items, or worked alongside parents and 
siblings as tenement-bound “homeworkers” producing clothing, plac-
ing snaps and buttons on cards, stringing rosary beads, setting stones in 
cheap jewelry, packaging shoelaces, and making artificial flowers, for a 
nickel per hour or less. Many others worked as domestic servants.10 

Moreover, among many immigrant groups and the working class, 
large families remained the rule rather than the exception, and their 
material lives were quite different. The six, eight, or even dozen mem-
bers of immigrant or working-class families often crowded into two-
room tenement apartments without indoor plumbing or adequate ven-
tilation in some of the most crowded neighborhoods in America. The 
Jewish section on the Lower East Side of New York, for instance, con-
tained half a million people per square mile, one of the highest popula-
tion densities in history.11  

The crowding inevitably led to extraordinary health problems for 
adults and children alike. By early-twenty-first-century standards, the 
rates of infant and child mortality were extremely high. Over 12 percent 
of children died before the age of one, while another 5.7 percent died 
before they reached the age of five. The most common causes of death 
were premature births and digestive and respiratory illnesses. For chil-
dren under the age of five, pneumonia and other respiratory ailments 
were responsible for a third of all deaths, while measles, scarlet fever, 
and diphtheria—none of which could be prevented by vaccinations—
also killed many young children. Epidemics of diphtheria and flu could 
flash through whole communities in a matter of days. Although all 
classes suffered from these childhood maladies, the urban poor suffered 
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more. Just before the First World War, researchers found that the infant 
mortality rate was 22 percent in families where the main bread-winner 
earned less than fifty dollars per family member, while it was “only” 6 
percent in families whose income was at least four hundred dollars per 
family member.12 

In many ways, the Progressive movement—a collection of nonparti-
san efforts that sought to find systemic, comprehensive solutions to the 
problems caused by industrialization, urbanization, immigration, and 
other conditions of modernization—was a product of these social and 
economic differences. The middle class promoted the reforms, while 
the working poor and immigrant classes were the primary objects of 
their campaigns. There were other issues, of course, and Progressive 
reforms at the national level ranged from regulating trusts to lowering 
tariffs on imports; from women’s suffrage to the prohibition of alcohol; 
from regulating the packaging of food and the sale of drugs to preserv-
ing the environment. At the state level, Progressives established pro-
cesses for holding referendums to consider legislation and for recalling 
elected officials. At the local level, reformers in many cities reduced the 
size of city councils and hired city managers to break the power of cor-
rupt political bosses and made public utilities out of urban transpor-
tation, power, and sewer systems. Progressives and their predecessors 
came from a number of different political and reform traditions with 
widely varying solutions and approaches. But most could agree that one 
of the nation’s top priorities should be its children and youth, who, they 
believed, suffered more from the disorder plaguing the rapidly growing 
nation than any other group.13 

Children had not been ignored before this period, of course; nine-
teenth-century reformers had founded numerous local Children’s Aid 
Societies, chapters of the Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Chil-
dren, and orphanages, refuges, and other private institutions that cared 
for “dependent” children during the years after the Civil War. By 1910, 
there were 1,151 institutions for dependent children in the United States. 
Perhaps the most famous child welfare effort was the “orphan trains,” 
sponsored by Charles Loring Brace’s New York–based Children’s Aid 
Society (as well as other organizations), which between the 1850s and 
1920s carried as many as 150,000 urban children to live with rural fami-
lies. The settlement houses established in immigrant slums in the 1880s 
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and 1890s—Jane Addams’s Hull House, on Chicago’s West Side, was 
only the most famous—offered training for mothers, English-language 
classes, and citizenship training, but also kindergartens, day care, and 
camps for children.14 

But these efforts to help children were local, limited, and reliant on 
private charity and individual commitment. Progressives sought bigger 
solutions to the growing need sparked by the alarming changes in the 
United States. Some of the most popular reforms among Progressive 
activists had to do with children: juvenile justice, playgrounds, pen-
sions for widowed mothers, health care, housing, even child labor laws 
received almost unanimous support from the various branches of the 
Progressive movement. According to Steven Mintz, “Progressive child-
savers greatly expanded public responsibility and professional adminis-
tration of child welfare programs.” But the two Progressive-era reforms 
that relate most directly to the following essays—and that were, in some 
ways, the flagship efforts of late-nineteenth- and early-twentieth-cen-
tury “child-savers”—were the creation by many cities and states of sepa-
rate juvenile justice systems and the anti–child labor movement.15 

Ever since the modern conception of childhood began to emerge 
before the Civil War, American reformers had advocated the notion that 
young lawbreakers should be treated differently than adults. Reformers’ 
interest in delinquency transcended the issue of how to punish delin-
quents; they wanted to prevent delinquency in the first place and to 
rehabilitate young people who did run afoul of the law. They responded 
with growing alarm over girls’ sexuality by raising the age of consent for 
sexual intercourse in most states from ten or twelve years to sixteen or 
eighteen.16 

The campaign to establish juvenile courts was accompanied by a 
campaign to offer alternatives to the aimless and demoralizing pas-
times of poor children, which ranged from card playing and gambling 
to smoking, watching endless hours of silent movies, and hanging 
around street corners and candy stores. Reformers believed that pro-
viding wholesome, orderly pastimes would discourage behavior that 
would lead to delinquency. For instance, the playground movement, 
which began in the 1880s and 1890s, created local associations that 
hired supervisors for school playgrounds during the summer months, 
published guides to group games and activities, formed baseball teams, 
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created ice skating rinks and sand piles, and lobbied schools and cit-
ies to include recreational facilities in their budgets. Other efforts to 
occupy the time and to shape the morals of youngsters were the Boy 
and Girl Scouts and Boys Clubs established in many cities during the 
early part of the century.17 

But reformers understood that not all delinquency could be pre-
vented, and they also pushed for the creation of a criminal justice sys-
tem that would rehabilitate boys and girls who failed to resist the temp-
tations of petty thievery, gambling, loitering, and other minor crimes. 
Some efforts to ease the treatment of young criminals had appeared in 
the 1880s and 1890s, when some states began holding separate court 
hearings for children, putting some young offenders on probation 
rather than in jail, and establishing schools for incarcerated youngsters. 

Juvenile court advocates emphasized protecting children from fur-
ther corruption and the necessity of removing youth from the grim and 
harsh realities of the criminal courts and prisons, where, they believed, 
youngsters would simply learn new vices rather than repent their past 
offenses. Women’s club members, settlement house workers, and social 
workers took the lead in the movement and were eventually success-
ful. The first court devoted solely to youngsters was created in Chicago 
in 1899 and by 1920 virtually every state in the union had passed laws 
establishing special courts, probation systems, and detention homes 
for juvenile offenders where they would be housed separately from 
adult criminals. The differences between juvenile courts and their adult 
equivalents were both substantial and subtle. As Mintz writes, 

[U]nlike [in] the adult courts, cases were begun by petition, not indict-
ment, and judges presided over hearings, rather than trials, and made 
findings rather than rendering verdicts. The accused were called respon-
dents, not defendants, and were described as offenders rather than 
criminals. . . .Court records were kept private, and when a youth reached 
adulthood, the criminal record disappeared, so that a youth was not stig-
matized for life. Instead of being incarcerated, most youthful offenders 
were handled by a probation system.

These reforms were accompanied by a loose definition of “criminal” 
activity—sometimes parents or educators simply turned troubled youth 
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over to the courts—and certain elements of due process were also 
sacrificed.18 

A second major priority for Progressive-Era child-savers—and one 
that appears in one way or another in several essays—was the cam-
paign against child labor. The idea of limiting child labor was not new; 
throughout the nineteenth century, trade unions had advocated restric-
tions on child labor, arguing that work deprived children of equal access 
to education—the typical working-class child left school at the age of 
twelve or thirteen to take a job—and that the low wages paid children 
depressed the wages of working adults. Later, many other humanitar-
ian and philanthropic organizations, including church groups, women’s 
clubs, settlement house workers, and members of social service orga-
nizations, joined the fight. By the turn of the century, child labor com-
mittees had been formed in New York, Alabama, and several other 
states, and by 1900 significant child labor legislation had been passed 
in twenty-eight states. Most of the laws limited the number of hours 
or weeks a child could work or set minimum ages (often as young as 
twelve).19 

The Progressive Era saw leaders of the movement decide to agitate 
for a national approach to child labor. In 1904 they formed the National 
Child Labor Committee (NCLC), which worked to gain publicity for 
child labor and to mobilize the public, labor unions, and politicians 
against it. Its many publications highlighted the injuries and disease 
caused by child labor, which they often called the “slaughter of the 
innocents.” The model law promoted by the NCLC was fairly mini-
mal by twenty-first-century standards: a minimum age of fourteen for 
working in factories and of sixteen for working in mines; an eight-hour 
day for fourteen- and fifteen-year-old industrial workers; and no night 
work for youth under the age of sixteen. Although the NCLC success-
fully lobbied Congress to pass the Keating-Owen Act of 1916, the law 
was limited in scope and was declared unconstitutional by the U.S. 
Supreme Court only nine months after its passage. It would be more 
than twenty years before the federal government would effectively reg-
ulate child labor.20 

Child labor and juvenile justice reform were just two of many ways in 
which Americans tried to ensure a “right to childhood” for every infant 
born in the United States at the beginning of the twentieth century. 
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Many of those reform efforts do not appear in this volume, which is less 
a history of Progressive programs for children than it is an effort to cap-
ture glimpses of the experiences of children and youth in a number of 
places and contexts during the half-century when modern notions of 
childhood and youth emerged and developed throughout the United 
States. Nevertheless, the children and youth who appear in this volume 
tend to be the ones who had the most interaction with the adults who 
wanted to change them—in many ways, those interactions produced the 
documents on which historians have always based their research. As a 
result, urban children are a bit overrepresented and rural children are a 
bit underrepresented. African American children—or at least attitudes 
about them among whites—appear in a few essays, but during this nadir 
of race relations in the United States, their race and their location in the 
rural South rendered them more or less invisible to many reformers. 
Native Americans appear only briefly in the essays and in just one of the 
primary documents; again, their race and their location in remote parts 
of the West made their interaction with reformers unlikely.

But many children are included, as are many of the efforts to shape 
them, for good or ill, during this dynamic period in history. It is worth 
noting that in 1924 the League of Nations adopted the World Child Wel-
fare Charter (often called the “Declaration of the Rights of the Child”), 
which said,

The child must be given the means requisite for its normal development, 
both materially and spiritually.

The child that is hungry must be fed, the child that is sick must be 
nursed, the child that is backward must be helped, the delinquent child 
must be reclaimed, and the orphan and the waif must be sheltered and 
succored.

The child must be the first to receive relief in times of distress.
The child must be put in a position to earn a livelihood, and must be 

protected against every form of exploitation.
The child must be brought up in the consciousness that its talents 

must be devoted to the service of its fellow men.

These “rights” were not enforceable, of course, and there is a very 
good chance that most Americans had never heard of them (the United 

9781479894147 marten text.indd   13 8/14/14   10:47 AM



14 << James Marten

States was not, of course, a member of the League of Nations). But the 
sentiments they express, and the goals they lay out, reflected a grow-
ing interest in the welfare of children and an emerging sense during 
this era—in the United States and around the world—that something 
should be done to protect them.21 
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