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INTRODUCTION

While unruly juveniles have been bewildering 

their elders since ancient times, the 

contemporary construct of the juvenile 

delinquent as a “wayward youth arose during 

the Enlightenment, about 1730 to 1830.  The 

wayward youth is not a criminal; he or she is 

“on the wrong path,” drawn away from the 

state of primordial innocence, en route to 

adult criminality but not there yet. 

Previous European theories of criminality 

assumed that since juveniles were born in a 

state of sin, they were as susceptible to 

criminality as adults, and equally culpable.  

Children as young as thirteen were executed.  

Children as young as and therefore as 

culpable as adults.  

By the 1830s, Houses of Refuge were 

opening to shield juveniles from the harsh 

conditions of prison, and children’s advocates 

were suggesting that juveniles under age 16 

should not be prosecuted at al.

New Theologies of Innocence

The first changes in the construction of the child 

began during the Reformation.

Roman Catholic theologians envisioned a Limbo 

of the Lost, where juveniles who died before 

baptized would be shielded from the worst 

punishments of Hell.

The Munsterite Anabaptists baptized only adult 

believers, reasoning that infants, being naturally 

innocent, required no baptism.

John Calvin (right) set the Age of Accountability 

at seven.

Martin Luther wrote that children “know not sin, 

live without any anger, avarice, or unbelief, and 

are therefore joyful and of good conscience.”

Childhood as Eden

Encounters with Native Americans, South Asians, 

and other non-European groups led to a new 

conception of childhood as a prelapsarian, Edenic 

state.  New childrearing theories called for the 

child to be educated in virtue, not chastised into 

submission.

We see a precursor in Phillipp Melanchthon’s  On 

Improving the Studies of the Youth (1516).  He  

praised the “natural virtue” of children and called 

for educators to use nature, art, and literature to 

impress upon them the vision of God in the 

everyday.

in Emile (1762), Jean-Jacques Rousseau writes: 

“Everything is good as it leaves the hands of the 

Author of things; everything degenerates at the 

hands of man (see picture, right).

Socioeconomic Changes

Several important socioeconomic changes 

between 1730 and 1830 impacted the changing 

construct of the child:

• Urbanization decreased the average family 

size, making every child previous, a “gift from 

God.”

• The breakdown of the apprentice system meant 

that children spent more time with parents.

• Increased school attendance helped to create a 

separate youth culture. 

• The new distinction between juvenile and adult 

activities lead adults to look back on their own 

childhoods with wistful nostalgia.

• Reproduction and childrearing became a 

marker of middle-class masculinity.

• Commentary on the American and French 

Revolutions postulated a new relationship 

between fatherhood and the state.

But trailing clouds of glory do we come

From God, who is our home.

Heaven lies about us in our infancy!

Shades of the prison-house begin to close

Upon the growing Boy.

William Wordsworth

“Ode: Intimations

of Immortality” (1804)

Childhood as Emptiness

Another construct identified childhood as a vast 

emptiness, John Locke’s “white paper void of all 

characters” (Essay Concerning Human 

Understanding) which could be filled with good 

or evil by parents, environment, moral training, or 

evil associates.

In 1746, Lord Chesterfield (left) wrote a series of  

Letters to his Son suggesting how he might 

nurture positive associates, pastimes, and pursuits, 

and thereby avoid the draw of such evils as 

gambling, gluttony, and “the sporting life.”

The first “child savers” toured the factory towns 

of the English midlands in the 1820s and 1830s 

and noted how children were “born empty” but 

soon developed distrust, despair, and a “criminal 

mentality.”


