Leaving Later: The Invention of Adolescence
The belief that young people should not he forced to leave home too soon, that a prolonged dependency on their parents is essential to their healthy emotional development did not become prevalent in America until the late 19th century.  In fact, adolescence as we know it is a relatively recent invention, according to social historian Joseph Kett, whose book Rites of Passage traces the process of coming of age in America over the last two centuries.

In the 18th and 19th centuries, the typical youth went through many leavings of home before finally starting out in life. Among poor families, the older a child, the more food and space he required, and therefore the greater the incentive to send him away from home -- unless he could justify his support by working on the family farm. It was common practice to send a child as young as seven to a neighboring farm as a “boy of all work.” The sons of farmers followed a seasonal pattern of home leaving, heading for school or work in the winter and coming back home to help with the farm in the summer.  East Coast merchants, on the other hand, often sent their sons to sea as cabin boys before they were 10, as part of a maturing that would lead to a junior partnership at 21.  Daughters were sent out to work most often as servant girls, their social and economic status not much different from that of their brothers.

In these instances, the final break was usually preceded by several partings and homecomings between voyages, jobs, or school.  Historian Kett characterizes this pattern as a "semidependence," a jarring mixture of complete freedom alternating with periods of family constraint not unlike the sporadic leave-takings of many children today, but at a much earlier age.

From the mid-19th century on, the growth of cities with expanding job markets drew young people from the countryside in increasing numbers.  For both men and women, growing up typically meant a rural childhood followed by urban employment.  While the back-and-forth period of semidependence remained the general pattern during the teen years, the last leaving of home took on a new finality.  With the difficulty of travel and the rigidity of work schedules, leaving for the city made regular contact with home unlikely.  Lithographs of the period depict the poignancy and irrevocability of the final departure in scenes that typically show a young nan trudging off into the mist while his parents stand weeping at the farmhouse door.

Between 1800 and 1900, several demographic trends contributed to changing the nature of American adolescence.  The birthrate fell steadily; parents had fewer children and had them closer together in years. The small urban family gradually became more typical than the large brood of children on a farm.  As health and nutrition improved, people lived longer, and more parents lived to see their children become teenagers. In addition, the growth of an affluent middle class during the latter half of the 19th century lessened the economic pressures that forced teenagers into employment; at the same time, the arrival of immigrant laborers provided employers with new sources of cheap labor.  The spread of public schools gave teenagers something else to do, a legitimate alternative to working.

During this period, people began to accept the romantic view that the innocent young need protection against the pressures and dangers of modern life.  Children were kept at home longer and sent to high school.  Kett quotes an 1858 advocate of this view:  “Early departure from the homestead is a moral crisis that many of our youth do not show themselves able to meet.  It comes at a tender age, when judgment is weakest and passion and impulse strongest."  According to the new argument for an adolescence of prolonged dependency, parents should shepherd their teenagers through the tempestuous years preceding adulthood.  Physicians, educators, and popular medical tracts of the time warned of “over-rapid” social and sexual development in adolescence, which would lead to sin, degredation, and perhaps insanity.

The best-known prophet of the newly perceived importance of adolescence was psychologist G. Stanley Hall. In his 1904 book, Adolescence, Hall saw it as a new birth, a wiping clean of the slate of childhood, a delicate stage during which one is torn by conflicts that destroy the innocence of childhood: hyperactivity versus inertia, social sensibility versus self-absorption, lofty ideals versus youthful folly.  The adolescent, said Hall, needs to be shielded from the pressures of adulthood to ensure safe passage into it.

List three contributing factors to the invention of adolescence:

