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Establishing a Background for
Developmental Psychology

One of the earliest beliefs about the development of children was called
“preformationism.”Fromancient times until the birth ofmodern biology,
a commonly held assumption was that a fully formed individual (usually
referred to as a homunculus, or “littleman”)was created at themoment of
conception, simply growing inside the mother until expelled in the birth
process. Such an individual would need only increased size and bulk to
qualify as an adult. The notion of a natural unfolding of qualitatively
different capacities within the fetus was largely unknown. It took the
emergence of modern science to dispel completely these notions on a
physical level.
Even those who did not hold strongly to a biological belief in the

homunculus nonetheless adopted a social approach to children that
viewed them as only quantitatively different from adults. An example of
this kind of thinking was documented by Aries (1962), who compiled a
social history of children in France and England. He argued that in
medieval times, for example, the modern concept of childhood did not
exist. Once children were beyond the dependency of their earliest years,
they entered adult society and were treated as adults. Childhood was not
important enough to demandmuch interest or special attention. It wasn’t
until the 1700s that a different view of children began to emerge, one that
addressed the different qualities of children, including the difference in
their cognitive and emotional capacities.
Some of the arguments of Aries are compelling. For instance, his

reference to paintings in which children are portrayed as physically adult,
differing only in body size, is a visually strong one. Aries’ position has been
criticized by several writers who find his views to be extreme and highly
speculative. They argue that there is ample documentation – including
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medical, legal and pictorial sources – to demonstrate that children were
treated differently from adults long before the period he suggests. None-
theless, the general thrust of his argument has been accepted – views of
children are a reflection of their socio-historical time and place.

A Changing Society

One of the most important social changes to take place in the Western
world in the last two centuries was the result of the movement from an
agrarian economy to an industrial one. Increasingly, families left the farms
and their small-town life and moved to cities where life was very different
for them. Social supports that had previously existed in the smaller
community disappeared, and problems of poverty, crime, sub-standard
housing and disease increased. For the poorest children, childhood could
be painfully short, as additional income was needed to help support the
family and young childrenwere forced into early employment.Children as
young as 7 might be required to work full-time jobs, often under unpleas-
ant and unhealthy circumstances, from factories to prostitution. Although
such a role for children has disappeared in most economically strong
nations, the practice of childhood employment has hardly disappeared
entirely and remains a staple in many undeveloped nations.

Children and the Law

For the bulk of human history, children have had little legal protection;
most were viewed as property. Historical records offer many cases of
young children being harshly punished for crimes that in a different period
would be seen as trivial. Because therewas often no one to speak up for the
children, and the children themselves had no legal rights, the punishment
could sometimes be horrific.
In Victorian England, for instance, it was not unusual for children to be

convicted and imprisoned for petty theft, perhaps for stealing an apple or
some other piece of fruit. In the early to mid-1800s there are reports of
children as young as 7 being convicted of capital crimes and being subject
to prison sentences or “transportation” to Australia. Even more extreme
examples exist – for example that of a boy of 9 being hanged for setting
fire to a house, or that of another boy of 9 being hanged for stealing from
a printer’s shop (Duckworth, 2002). Often the sentence was at the
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discretion of local judges, and their pronouncements would differ widely.
Multiple offenses, no matter how slight the infraction, might be the cause
of harsh punishment. While some recognized the limited resources of
children, which were often exacerbated by poverty and parental absence,
other judges saw the punishment of these children as a way to protect the
future of society. Such punishments were almost always confined to the
poorest of children and typically emerged in the big cities.

The Role of Religion

Religious beliefs have played an important role in establishing the un-
derlying philosophy for child rearing inmany cultures.Despite the birth of
modern science, their influence is still strongly felt today. Religious
doctrine may hold that the child is pure and pliable, a fertile ground for
laying the foundation for later adherence to doctrine. Conversely, the
childmay be seen as a storehouse for potentially sinful behavior, requiring
strict upbringing to escape the temptations of the devil. Christianity, the
dominant religion in Europe and in the United States, has displayed both
of these attitudes toward children at various times and in various places.
In many parts of Europe the growth of Christianity often resulted in

beliefs that not only downplayed preformationist ideas but also argued
against harsh treatment for children, emphasized their malleability and
viewed them as valuable beyond their economic role in providing for the
family. Children had souls to be saved for the glory of God, and parents
could play an important role in leading their childrenon the correct path to
God. Some Christian religious workers developed institutions to care for
abandoned and orphaned children when parents could not perform this
important duty.
On the other hand, in colonial America, a Calvinist interpretation of

Christianity became a strong guide to another way of viewing the child. In
this belief system all mankind was corrupted by original sin, and children
were especially vulnerable to its evil. The role of the parent and educator
was to suppress childlike beliefs and spontaneous expression.Control was
the key to healthy development, and belief in God was central to any
educational scheme.
These positions were tempered by the times, so that in the U.S. the

more extreme position of the Calvinists eventually evolved into the more
romantic position of the Europeans. In many ways the romantic position
remains today, if not somuch in the need to save souls for the glory ofGod,
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then at least in the argument for the fundamental purity of children.
Children are generally seen today as requiring protection from the
corrupting forces of society, at least until their development has pro-
gressed to a more mature stage. Other religions present differing views of
the child, some of them in marked contrast to each other as well as to the
prevailing societal view.

The Rise of the Expert

As theWestern world began to reshape itself after the Middle Ages, new
thoughts started to emerge about the rights of individuals and their role
in society. Religious beliefs were no longer accepted without question.
The role of science became stronger. Children and their development
began to receive significant attention from some of the most prominent
thinkers of the era. Among them were the philosophers John Locke
(1632–1704) and Jean Jacques Rousseau (1712–1778). These philoso-
phers of the Enlightenment valued the power of reason and took note of
the advances made by scientists such as Galileo and Newton. Their
thinking would help to lay the foundation for modern democracies, but
their ideas can also be found in their approach to understanding the
development and care of children. Despite their status as philosophers
and social commentators, Locke and Rousseau established a back-
ground against which many of the modern advances in developmental
psychology can be understood.

John Locke

John Locke was one of the most influential writers of his period. His
writings on the role of government are seen as foundational to many
political movements and activities, including the American Revolution
and the drafting of theDeclaration of Independence. His ideas are equally
foundational to several areas of psychology. As the father of “British
empiricism,” Locke made the first clear and comprehensive statement of
the “environmental position” (Crain, 1992) and, by so doing, became the
father of modern learning theory. His teachings about child care were
highly regarded during the colonial period in America.
Locke was born in a country town in England, into a family of Puritans;

his father was a lawyer. He himself studied at Christ Church, Oxford,
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where his interest in philosophy grew. Later he also received a degree in
medicine. He made a strong impression on Anthony Ashley Cooper, the
first Earl of Shaftesbury, who invited Locke to serve as his personal
physician and secretary. It was while living in Shaftesbury’s London
home that Locke first began to develop his political ideas. He fledEngland
under suspicion of being involved in a plot againstKing James II, although
there was little evidence to support that charge. Eventually he returned to
England, where he died in 1704.
Locke never married nor had children, but he exhibited a great deal of

concern for the proper upbringing of children. While in exile, he wrote a
series of letters to a friend, offering advice on child care. These letters
would eventually form the basis of Some thoughts concerning education
(1964), his major publication on children. Locke rejected the notion of
innate ideas, that is, the belief that some ideas already exist in the mind,
without the benefit of experience. Instead he promoted the idea that the
child’s mind is a tabula rasa (blank slate) at birth.
If the child is largely a “blank slate” at birth, he argued, many implica-

tions follow. Most importantly, the environment becomes critical to a
child’s development and the role of the parent becomesmore than that of a
caretaker. Instead, parents become crucial determinants for the future
well-being of the child. SinceLocke also believed that themind of the child
was unusually pliant in the early years, childhood was the best time to
establish good habits for life-long living.
Locke discussed many items familiar to parents and child-care person-

nel, such as toilet training, the ineffectiveness of corporal punishment and
styles of parenting. Surprisingly for someone who is so well known for an
emphasis on the power of learning, he was well aware of individual
differences in temperament among children and of the need for parents
to take those differences into account in dealing with children. For
instance he discusses how the child’s learning schedule should be created
to fit the child’s mood and inclinations. He also notes the adventurous
nature of children andhowparents and teachers can take advantage of that
energy to help children to develop in appropriate ways.
His discussion of learning has a surprisingly modern ring to it. Among

the possible ways in which he believed that learning could take place, he
discussed association, repetition and imitation, all mainstays of modern
learning theories. He was also impressed by the power of rewards and
punishments to shape behavior, and he cautioned against the use of
corporal punishment, since it might teach the wrong lesson to children.
His overarching belief that parents, educational institutions, and society in
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general have an enormous impact on determining the future behavior of
children is central to most modern systems of parenting and education.

Jean Jacques Rousseau

The influence of Jean Jacques Rousseau on issues in child development
was equally important to that of Locke, but it had a different emphasis.
Although Rousseau is sometimes characterized as holding an extreme
position in favor of “nature” regarding development, that is, its biological
basis, he approved of many parts of Locke’s work. Rousseau believed in
the power of early learning and placed particular importance on the role of
a father-figure or tutor for the child. He held controversial positions on
traditional schooling and on the use of punishment – he was against both.
In his view, the child did not learn to reason until the age of 12 or so, and
before that age traditional methods of instruction were useless. Much of
his reputation in psychology rests on his stage theory of development,
parts of which can still be found in the literature today. His focus on
maturation, or the natural unfolding of the organism, is a concept that
would later influence several important psychologists, including Maria
Montessori, ArnoldGesell, Jean Piaget, and even – to a degree – Sigmund
Freud. Because of his emphasis on an underlying timetable for develop-
ment, he is sometimes identified as the father of developmental
psychology.
Rousseauwas born inGeneva, Switzerland, andwas raised by his father

and an aunt after hismother died during his birth. Hewas a shy child, who
spent much of his spare time reading. By the age of 16 he had become
something of a wanderer, supported largely by older women. At the age of
37, he successfully entered an essay contest and continued writing
thereafter. His most important book regarding child development and
education was the 1762 novel �Emile (1979), concerning a fictitious boy
whom he planned to educate according to “nature’s plan.” By his early
thirties, Rousseau had established a life-long relationship with an illiterate
young womanwith whomhe had five children, all of whomwere placed in
a state-run facility. He later said he regretted doing this, but he simply
could not provide for them.
Like Locke, Rousseau was a revolutionary thinker. Rousseau observed

children and adolescents extensively and spoke of children’s individuality,
but he basedmuch of his developmental theory on observation and on the
memories of his own childhood. In �Emile, Rousseau contrasts children to
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adults and describes age-specific characteristics. Rousseau believed in
freedomof expression, allowing children to develop their talents, which he
saw as necessary for proper development and education. He even em-
phasized freedom in their clothing. For instance he wrote:

Do not suffer the child to be restrained by caps, bands, and swaddling-
clothes; but let him have gowns flowing and loose, and which leave all his
limbs at liberty, not so heavy as to hinder his movements, nor so warm as to
prevent him from feeling the impression of the air. (Rousseau, 1979, p. 25)

Rousseau was among the first to describe child development as taking
place in specific stages. He felt there was a natural plan for a child, and in
order for that plan to take shape, the child needed to progress through
interrelated stages. Rousseau defined the developmental stages as: infancy
(from birth to age 2); childhood (from 2 to 12); adolescence (from 12 to
15); and young adulthood (from 15 to 25).
Rousseau had theories of intellectual development in children as well,

believing nature to be their teacher and parents and instructors to act as
nature’s assistants in helping children prepare for the next stage in their
life. He wanted parents and teachers to encourage children to maintain
their spontaneity and simplicity. Rousseau was passionate about his
positions and had a great impact through his writings. His ideas form
the backdrop for much of the beginnings of modern developmental
psychology.

FeralChildrenandVictor, theWildBoyofAveyron

The period of the Enlightenment was a time for new thoughts about the
nature ofman. The Swedish naturalist Carolus Linnaeus (Charles Linn�ee
1707–1778) had introduced the notion of feral humans or “wolf men” as
part of his system of classification of plants and animals, questioning the
strong division between man and animal. Through the years, cases had
been reported of children “raised in thewild” – so-called “feral children” –
whose study, it was hoped, would shed some light on the nature of the
child. Whether any child ever truly grew up in these circumstances is a
matter of debate, but the energy that has been expended trying to study
and understand them is a measure of how seriously they were once taken.
Could feral children be civilized? Could they be taught to speak? If they
spoke, what ideas would they have about God?
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One of the best documented cases of all the so-called feral children
concerned a young man who was captured in a small town in the south of
France in 1800, and who was later named Victor. The young man had
been seen in the area for months before his final capture – pre-pubescent,
mute, and naked, perhaps 11 or 12 years old, foraging for food in the
gardens of the locals and sometimes accepting their direct offers of food.
Eventually he was brought to Paris, where it was hoped that he would be
able to answer some of the profound questions about the nature of man,
but that goal was quashed very early.
Philippe Pinel (1745–1826), one of the most esteemed psychiatrists of

the time, examined Victor and declared that nothing could be learned
from him. He was an incurable “idiot.” Victor’s future looked bleak; it
seemed likely that he would be confined to a local institution for the
remainder of his life. But Victor had a stroke of good fortune. Jean-Marc-
Gaspard Itard (1775–1838), a young physician who had become inter-
ested in working with the deaf, was more optimistic about a future for
Victor and embarked on a five-year plan of education to civilize him and
teach him to speak. With a subsidy from the government, Itard spent an
enormous amount of time and effort working with Victor. He was able to
enlist the help of a local woman, Madame Gu�erin, to assist in his efforts
and provide a semblance of a home for Victor. But, after five years and
despite all of his efforts, Itard considered the experiment to be a failure.
Although Victor had learned some elementary forms of communication,
he never learned the basics of speech, which, for Itard, was the goal.
Victor’s lessons were discontinued, although he continued to live with
Madame Gu�erin until his death, approximately at the age of 40.
The case remains a tantalizing piece of history for a number of reasons.

It is one of the first documented cases of a clinical intervention. The
devotion, hard work and inventiveness that Itard exhibited in trying to
teach Victor are impressive. A closer reading of the case study reveals that
Itard may have been too critical of his own work. Victor did, in fact,
become socialized in many ways and learned many things, although their
impact seemed to dissipate once the training stopped. In addition, he
seemed to develop a genuine affection for both Itard andMadameGu�erin
– a human quality that seemed to be absent earlier andmust be seen as due
to the efforts to civilize him.
Further, in his attempts to teach Victor to be civilized, Itard invented a

number of techniques that have found uses elsewhere. Using a basic belief
of Locke – what is in the mind must first be in the senses – Itard created a
number of sensory educational materials and tasks. For instance he
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created a series of cut-out letters of the alphabet that Victor could not only
feel, but rearrange as he wished. Some of these materials and techniques
would eventually be employed by �Edouard S�eguin (1812–1880), a young
man who later became a physician and who studied briefly with Itard
toward the end of Itard’s career. S�eguin refined and extended Itard’s
techniques and applied them in schools that he organized for the retarded.
He is considered one of the pioneers of special education. S�eguin emi-
grated to the United States, where he continued his work and eventually
became president of the organization that would become known as the
American Association onMental Retardation. He died in New York City
and was widely memorialized at the time.
The work of Itard and S�eguin also had a substantial impact on that of

MariaMontessori (1870–1952), the famous educator and developmental
theorist discussed later in this volume (Chapter 3).When shefirst began to
explore differentmethods of education for the childrenunder her care, she
discovered theworks of Itard andS�eguin and read them thoroughly.Many
of the materials and approaches found in modern Montessori schools are
direct outgrowths of the “physiologic method” originated and employed
by Itard and S�eguin.

Friedrich Froebel and the Growth of the

Kindergarten

Other educators were beginning to respond to the simple truth that was
embedded in the philosophy of Rousseau. Identifying the stages of
development of children was not enough. Education had to be geared
to those stages. One of the early examples of this approach was the
invention of the kindergarten (“the children’s garden”) – a word and a
movement created by Friedrich Froebel (1782–1852), a German-born
educator. Froebel placed particular emphasis on the importance of play in
a child’s learning. His invention, in different forms, would eventually find
its way around the world.
Friedrich Wilhelm August Froebel was born on April 21, 1782, in

Thuringia, Germany, the son of a Lutheran pastor. Hismother diedwhen
he was less than a year old, and his early years, spent with a cold, unloving
father, were not happy ones. Although originally apprenticed to a forester,
he was able to leave his apprenticeship and study at the university at Jena.
His ideas about educationwere initially developed through his association
with Johann Heinrich Pestalozzi (1746–1827), the influential Swiss
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educational reformer. Froebel spent five years teaching at one of
Pestalozzi’s model schools in Frankfurt, and later he studied with
Pestalozzi himself. Eventually he was able to open his own schools to
test his educational theories. One of his innovative ideas was his belief that
women could serve as appropriate educators of young children – an
unpopular view at the time.
At the age of 58, after almost four decades as a teacher, Froebel

introduced the notion of the kindergarten. It was to be a haven and a
preparation for children who were about to enter the regimented educa-
tional system. A cornerstone of his kindergarten education was the use of
guided or structured play (Manning, 2005). For Froebel, play was the
most significant aspect of development at this time of life. Play served
as the means for a child to grow emotionally and to achieve a sense of
self-worth. The role of the teacher was to organize materials and a
structured environment in which each child, as an individual, could
achieve these goals.
By the time of Froebel’s death in 1852, dozens of kindergartens had

been created in Germany. Their use increased in Europe and the move-
ment eventually reached the United States, where it was promoted by
Elizabeth Peabody (1804–1894), a teacher andwriterwho is creditedwith
opening the first English-speaking kindergarten in the United States.

Baby Biographies

Despite the useful observations made by many early contributors to
understanding the child, the results cannot properly be labeled develop-
mental psychology.The latter requires a scientific approach to the study of
development, at least in some rudimentary form. One of the first attempts
at a more scientific study of the child began with baby biographies. These
biographies, or baby diaries, were case studies documenting the devel-
opment of an individual over time, through repeated observations. The
accounts were usually written by a parent or someone who had close
contact with the child under observation, and some of them were un-
doubtedly biased in their descriptions of children. Nevertheless, the
diaries provided interesting anecdotal information on childhood devel-
opment and were useful records of developmental milestones at a time
when little such information existed.
The German professor and philosopher Dietrich Tiedemann

(1748–1803) published a diary in 1787 containing observations on the
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first two and a half years in the life of his son. “For the first time in
human history, someone thought it worthwhile to record and publish
a description of the behavioral development of a normal child”
(Borstelmann, 1983, p. 34). Tiedemann’s naturalistic observation iden-
tifiedmany aspects of early development that are familiar to contemporary
researchers.
Other baby biographies followed. In 1877, Charles Darwin

(1809–1882) publishedA biographical sketch of an infant, which was based
on observations of his first-born son, Doddy – observations that he had
made years earlier (1841–1842).Hewould draw on these observations for
material for his volume The expression of the emotions in man and animals
(1872). In the U.S., Milicent Shinn (1858–1940) observed her young
niece, Ruth, for more than two years and presented her findings at the
World Columbian Exposition in Chicago in 1893 as a paper on “The first
two years of the child.” She expanded her observations to seven years and
used the completed data as a basis for her doctoral dissertation at the
University of California, Berkeley, which was completed 1898. A popular
version of her dissertationwas published asThe biography of a baby (1900).
William Preyer (1841–1897) kept accounts of his son’s development,

publishing his findings in his two-volumeDie Seele des Kindes (The mind of
a child) (1888–1889, originally published in 1882); this work is sometimes
identified as the first publication in modern developmental psychology.
Whatever its claim to priority in the field, it nonetheless became an
important touchstone and an impetus for later developments. Although
Preyer began with a baby biography, as many had before, he understood
that these biographies were not objective accounts of child development.
He was very careful about his observational methodology and appears to
have anticipated many of the modern issues associated with observation,
including reliability and inter-observer agreement (Borstelmann, 1983).
He established methodological guidelines for detailed baby diaries,

such as citing only direct observations, recording observations immedi-
ately, andmaking observations of the same child at least three times a day.
These guidelines took the babydiaries –with all their helpful information –
to a more scientific level.
Preyer was a strong believer in the connections between biology and

developmental psychology. Inspired by Darwin, his work on embryology
and on the comparison of fetal organisms demonstrated that the previ-
ously held view of preformationism – the idea that aminiature adult was in
the semen or egg at the time of conception – was in fact false. He provided
evidence for the biological and physiological way in which children
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developed and sought to expand these conclusions into a psychological
view also, which would extend from birth to adulthood. Preyer believed
that biology andhumandevelopmentwere deeply intertwined andneeded
to be studied and understood in that dual context.

Evolutionary Theory and Development

When Charles Darwin published On the origin of species in 1859, he was
following a path that many had followed before him, including his own
grandfather. The idea of evolution was not a new one, but Darwin had
several things that previous authors did not have, including a mechanism
(natural selection) anddata that he had begun collecting during his voyage
onHMSBeagle beginning in 1831. The ideas in theOrigin of specieswould
eventually change the way we think of ourselves and of the world around
us. Darwin’s promotion of natural selection as the mechanism of evolu-
tionbecameoneof the unifying principles in all of biology, andhis focus on
adaptation and change became one of the underlying components of the
school of functional psychology, of which developmental psychology is
usually considered a part. Moreover, his theory emphasizes the impor-
tance of variation or individual differences. If there were no differences
among organisms, therewould be nomechanismbywhich selection could
take place.
The argument has been made that U.S. psychology owes more to the

influence of Darwin, specifically because of his emphasis on adaptation
and individual differences, than it ever did to Wilhelm Wundt, who is
usually acknowledged as the father of experimental psychology. Some of
Darwin’s impact on early leaders of developmental psychology came
through one of his German disciples, Ernst Haeckel (1834–1919). Al-
though Haeckel was strongly influenced by the Origin of species and
promoted the idea of evolution, he was not strictly speaking a Darwinian.
His views resembled more those of another evolutionist, Jean-Baptiste
Lamarck (1744–1829), who argued that changes in an individual over a
lifetime could be transmitted to progeny. It was Haeckel who created
recapitulation theory, coining the phrase “ontogeny recapitulates
phylogeny,” which encapsulates the belief that individuals in their devel-
opment repeat or review the major milestones in the ancestral develop-
ment ofman.Recapitulation theory became adominant belief of several of
the early developmentalists, most notably G. Stanley Hall. It should be
noted, however, that Hall, like other theorists of his day, tended to pick
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and choose among those aspects of evolutionary theory that appealed to
them. Other aspects of Darwin’s writings were ignored.
With the exception of his baby biography, Darwin had little to say

directly about child development – he was more interested in the devel-
opment ofmankind than in thedevelopment of any singlemanorwoman–
but the diary includes some interesting ideas.
Darwin’s first child, William, was born on December 27, 1839, and

Darwin began taking notes on his development almost immediately (in
the diary he is referred to as Willy or Doddy). Several decades later,
when Darwin published an article based on the diary (Darwin, 1877),
the article contained only a small part of his observations and questions,
including musings on the nature/nurture issue and gender-linked be-
haviors. Moreover, while the article is cold and scientific, the diary
shows Darwin’s playfulness and loving success as a father (Keegan &
Gruber, 1985).
Darwin also had an important influence on psychology through his half

cousin, FrancisGalton (1822–1911).Galton,who is discussed later in this
volume, was so profoundly influenced by the Origin of species that it
became a driving force behind his work for the remainder of his long
career. Galton was particularly taken with the capacity for adaptation and
change that was central to Darwin’s hypothesis. He reasoned that it was
possible to speedup theprocess of natural selection and thereby to provide
a mechanism for positive social change. His movement was called eu-
genics, and it would have many strong supporters among early psychol-
ogists. In an attempt to create an empirical foundation for his eugenics
movement, Galton developed several statistical measures, including the
concept of correlation, and he explored methods to evaluate intelligence.
Though his form of testingwas ultimately unsuccessful, he inspired others
to pursue similar goals. The testing movement that later emerged proved
to be eminently successful and, in the process, it provided some of the
earliest developmental norms for mental abilities.

The Industrial Revolution and the Child

Labor Movement

Over the course of the 1800s, the lives of children in the Unites States
began to change drastically. Previously, children in both rural and
urban families were expected to take part in the everyday labor of the
home, as the bulk of manual work had to be completed there. However,
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the technological advances of the mid-1800s, coupled with the creation
of a middle class and the redefinition of roles of family members
(Chudacoff, 2007), meant that work and home became less synonymous
over the course of time. People began to work outside the home in
factories, stores, offices and other places where industry was flourishing.
As the country slowly became more dependent upon machines for work,
both in rural and in urban areas, it became less necessary for children to
work inside the home. This trend, which had been rising slowly over the
course of the nineteenth century, took off exponentially after the Civil
War, with the beginning of the Industrial Revolution.
The Industrial Revolution was a time of tremendous changes in the

American economy. The use of machinery and factories for the mass
production of goods became standard practice throughout the United
States. People began to pour into the major urban areas of the country, in
search of the jobs that the Industrial Revolution had created. Millions of
these job seekers were immigrants from other countries, and a substantial
portion of them also relocated to more rural areas within the United
States, where the economic advantages were not quite as promising
(Hindman, 2002). It was a tumultuous, frenzied period for many
Americans, as people were forced to adjust to the noise, grime and
customs that came with being a part of city life.
For many children, the move to urban areas of the country meant

freedom.Parentswhowere able to find goodwork no longer needed their
children to help with chores the way they did at rural locations. Because
adults left the home to go to work each day, children often had to be left
unattended. This was one of the major reasons for the interest in
compulsory education during this period (Chudacoff, 2007). Unfortu-
nately, though, for many other children the move to an urban center
proved to be less profitable than their families had envisioned and they
too were forced to go out and findwork in order to help supplement their
parents’ salaries.
The idea of using children for labor has always existed. However, the

grueling, mindless and dangerous work situations children found them-
selves in during the Industrial Revolution were far different from the well-
monitored chores many children were required to complete on family
farms. This new, urban child labor had two very important and very
negative features. First, it prevented children from normal physical
development because of long hours, unhealthy conditions or hazardous
work. Second, it also prevented cognitive development by hindering a
child’s ability to attend school (Trattner, 1970).
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At the early stages of industrialization, there was almost nothing to
prevent young children from working long hours in factories. Most states
had laws regarding the length of children’s workdays on record, but few
actually took the necessary steps to ensure that the laws were followed. In
Europe, child labor had come under attack because of the deplorable
conditions inwhich childrenwereworking.Thoughworking conditions in
the factories of theUnited States were not significantly better, this was not
what first created protest regarding the practice of child labor. Rather, it
was the increasing interest in and availability of compulsory education
throughout the country that really sparked early efforts to effectively
implement child labor laws on a national level (Trattner, 1970).
The push for child labor laws came even before the onset of the

Industrial Revolution. Some U.S. states, particularly those in New
England, began placing limitations on child labor as early as 1813. The
laws passed in the 1800s took a number of directions. In some states, the
number of hours children could work was limited, though that number
tended still to be about ten hours a day. In others, factories were required
to instruct their young employees in reading and writing. Despite this
plethora of laws, however, very little changed in the realities of factory
work. Most factories did not require proof of age for their employees.
Many ignored the educational requirements set forth by lawmakers. Still
others continued their practice of child labor through the use of various
loopholes, including by claiming that childrenworkingmore than the legal
number of hours were doing it voluntarily (Trattner, 1970).
By the time the Industrial Revolution officially began, the practice of

child labor had become standard for most factories. Immigrants flocking
to America were forced to send their children into the workforce tomake
ends meet. The 1880 U.S. Census reported that about 17 percent – or
about 1 million – of children between 10 and 15 were employed
(Trattner, 1970). This constituted more than 6 percent of the total
workforce at the time (Hindman, 2002). These census data resulted in
protests from many different factions, including political parties and
newly formed labor unions. However, neither political parties nor labor
unions were nearly as influential in the regulation of child labor during
this period as an organization called the National Consumers’ League
(Trattner, 1970).
Themembers of this league, founded in 1890, worked to publicize the

deplorable conditions of workplaces. Prior to the formation of this
influential group, some changes had already begun to take place in the
form of policies and more effective laws. More states tried to limit
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the number of hours children could work, and others began to conduct
factory inspections in hopes of eliminating the legal loopholes factory
owners continued to exploit. Unfortunately, though, most of the U.S.
marched into the twentieth century still partaking in and believing in the
value of child employment, which was generally believed to be an
effective way to reduce juvenile delinquency and female promiscuity
(Trattner, 1970). The 1900 U.S. Census reported nearly 2 million
children as being part of the US workforce (Trattner, 1970). By this
time, children held jobs in nearly all aspects of industry and put
themselves in constant danger by working 12- or 14-hour days in
canneries, coal mines and cotton mills.
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