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American Childhood and Stephen Crane’s Toys

htin would say—the boys remain fundamentglly the same in
?fcli:essive episodzs of adventure (392). Thus, while the Whilom-
ville Stories and The Court of Boyville formally_ prefigure a collec-
tion like Sherwood Anderson’s Winesburg, Ohio (1?21), they also
mark the moment when the episodicity of the boy s.book breaks
down into separate stories, the more readily precluding any ?ar-
acterological change. At the close of The Adve;‘z‘tur.es of T 9ml a}ul)-
yer (1876), Twain writes that his chromcle,‘ being §tr1ct y tf e
history of a boy,” must stop before “becom.mg the history of a
man” (260). In subsequent novels the chronicle g,oes on, pptthg
a stop instead to the growth of the boy. Huck’s homodiegetic
narration of both his own adventures and the adventurgs of Tom
Sawver, Detective (1896) in the past tense but.at no point of re-
move from his boyhood stands as the most significant narrato-
logical preservation of the child. The wprld of adults_ (thq eco-
nomics of slavery, American geography) infiltrates the_ interiority
Hall defines, but Huck’s naiveté translates that worlq into a kind
of unreality, allowing the book to be read as complying with the
enre it violates.
e (")[‘fhteh(;egnre’s simpler and more pervasiY? stra?egz, reﬁectglcl
by Hall's comment and by such phrases as “Boyville and ‘\N.l -
liam Dean Howells’s A Boys Town (1890), amounts to sp,atiah;-
ing boyhood. This is the strategy adopted as well ’by Ha!l s “The
Story of a Sand Pile” (1888) and Johp Johnson’s Rudzme.ntary
Society Among Boys (1884), where children are observeq mlte;-
acting with one another in isolation from the adult vs_/orl‘c‘;i, m_c; ud-
ing the world that watches. When Crane chos; to write Whlbom’-
ville,” he explicitly formulated the chronotopic worl; of the 0y’s
book, identifying place as exhibiting a .certgm time or tlme’-
lessness—“whilom,” or “once upon a time, as in Chauf:ers
“Whilom as olde stories tellen vs,” or Scott’s “Where oft w_hllorr}
were captives pent” (Oxford English Dictionary). The. tltl'e o
Crane’s volume strives to confine its contents to the aglstorm]ty
of the tale. When the boys of Whilomville meet on “a map e(;
lined avenue, a highway common to boys bound for thgt freelan
of hills and woods in which they lived in some part their Forpan;e
of the moment” (7: 139), their romance takes. place w1thmj ti
interiority of boyhood, marked off by what Whl?e t’e;rms”the ":l l
penetrable wall” surrounding “the town of Bolelle “(xvn), al\:/ i
establishing the fact that, in Howells’s fgrmulatlon, Everyw ern
and always the world of boys 71§ 0ut6§71():le the laws that gove
-up communities” (Boy's Town 67). B
grOWr}nl‘liI; spatialization that effects constancy .is what fam.htz:tg?
the appearance of the child as a theoretical otfject—-an Obj‘ect -
observation and description rather than a subject of prescrip
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and proscription. Although Adolescence addresses “ephebic
transformation”—indeed transformations such as “Sexual De-
velopment: Its Dangers and Hygiene in Boys,” which lie far be-
yond the threshold of the impenetrable wall—it must stabilize
the very instabilities of youth. “[M]an is not a permanent type”
because of his “adaptive plasticity to new environments” (1: vii),
yet the literature offers a “few silhouettes of representative types”
of children—the word “silhouette” importantly underscoring
absence (1: 513). The culmination of more than two decades of
research, much of which appeared in the journals Hall founded,
Adolescence produces “youth” as an object of both physiological
and psychological generalization. Perhaps uncomfortable with
the child’s recent constitution as an object of scientific discourse,
Hall turns to literary discourse as a means of certifying the trans-
historicity of his conclusions; literary accounts of the child inter-
act, as narrativized and particularized case studies, with the ab-
stract “standard,” “average,” and “type” provided by the era’s
wave of statistics to achieve psychology’s reality-effect.'
Such interaction between the particular and the type, which
has recently helped to clarify the American realist mode and
Crane’s position within the realist project (Halliburton 4, 7; Miz-
ruchi; Seltzer 93-118), is not just inscribed but eventually the-
matized in the boy’s book. Once Twain had satirized a stereotype
in “The Story of a Bad Boy” (1865), and once the genre had
crystallized in Thomas Bailey Aldrich’s The Story of a Bad Boy
(1870), the type was individuated and the “bad boy” normalized
in the work of Twain, Charles Dudley Warner, Edward Eggle-
ston, Hamlin Garland, Howells, Edward Everett Hale, and
Crane (that is, in the work of most of the era’s best known male
writers). Howells delighted in the fact that Aldrich’s protagonist
represents “the great average” of boys (Rev. of Story 124), and
in 4 Boy’s Town he wishes his own protagonist to be “a boy in
general, as well as a boy in particular” (2). In turn, Crane formu-
lates general adages about “American childhood,” “the conduct
of boys,” “the boyish view,” and the “type of the little chieftain”
(7: 83, 139, 142, 220). Thus, while Hall points to the boy’s book
as a literary case study, the narrator of the boy’s book already
assumes something akin to the role of the child psychologist:
“Being a boy himself;” Crane writes, “he did not understand boys
at all” (7: 84). Such a psychologist’s pose, out to reveal “childish
minds” and “the instinct of childish society” (7: 235, 167), had
filso begun, at the encouragement of the child study, to insinuate
itself throughout American everyday life. Publications, state soci-
eties for child study, roundtables, and national conferences
Pleaded to extend their research into familial life, erroneously
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claiming the new science itself to be “thoroughly indigenous to
our very soil” (Whitney 4). Child study societies established bibli-
ographies for parents and teachers, published pamphlets for
recor.ding information, and, in the effort to scientize parental
scrul'my, offered detailed instructions on observation and record-
keeping.? When the Nation reported that the “air is full of child
1S'thdy'” tlile metaphor could be taken literally: the child’s daily
ife was becoming part of a national inqui . /

e o gp quiry (Rev. of Studies of

_A properly Foucauldian account of the boy’s book and its
relation to child study might thus emphasize, on the one hand,
the sh.a.re_d epistemic premises that allowed the child to appear as
a positivity, and, on the other, the prescription for surveillance,
fulﬁ}led by the distanced narrator-observer, that helped to nor-
malize surveillance itself in American society and to foster the
“mode of information” as a social determinant (Poster). I want
rathgr to emphasize how the joint endeavor also appears as a
speplﬁgally nationalizing project even in the initial stages of sci-
entific inquiry. Some of the physical statistics culled by Adoles-
cence. for instance, derive from research conducted at Quaker
schools outside Philadelphia, where the students were, as the re-
searcher explains, “exceptionally homogeneous as to” “race,’
“nationality,” “social and financial condition,” and “sex”; they
t'pre_scntcd a higher physical development than is usually found
in city schools™; and yet, he concludes, they represent “a true
American type” (W. Hall 1). The science that was taken to be
"pcculiflrly the product of American genius” (Whitney 4) was
dctcr‘mmed to produce American products: the national type.
Specifically excluding urban life (“city schools™) in order to pro-
fJucclnationality, that project, like the genre of the boy’s book,
1d_cahzed not the child but the child’s environs, effectively map-
ping the child/adult dyad onto the country/city grid. In turn, the
playground movement, in its effort to Americanize the immigrant
(C ulvullo). worked, like child study and the boy’s book, to spa-
l‘l’dlIZC childhood by momentarily excluding the life of the city
from the life of the child.

Whilomville similarly provides a pastoral alternative to
Cranc’s Bowery sketches and Maggie: A Girl of the Streets
(1893). which focus on the deforming growth of urban children
(wnhout Horatio Alger’s formula of escape from the Bowery).
“Politics,” in Raymond Williams’s formulation, gives way to
“retrospect” (83). But retrospect, in Crane’s boy’s book, lacks
the clarity it had for the generation immediately preceding him.
Admirers of A4 Boy’s Town, for instance, insist that the text ex-
presses a “desire to make the small-town life of the 1840s serve
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as criticism of the urban society of the Gilded Age” (Lynn 37).
As a manifestation of romantic anticapitalism, the literary return
to boyhood stands as a last-ditch effort to establish a “world else-
where” within a realist mode, requiring the return to an antebel-
Jum moment preceding the crises of war, and the political, demo-
graphic, and socioeconomic upheaval whose “great casualty,” as
Robert Wiebe puts it, “was the island community”: “[T]he soci-
ety that had been premised upon the community’s effective sover-
eignty, upon its capacity to manage affairs within its boundaries,
no longer functioned” (44-45). It is the functioning of such a
society that the boy’s book portrays, constructing boundaries
that create an insular and sovereign world, a realist American
reality from which postbellum America has been erased.

Boyhood thus becomes a site where a residual America can
be preserved, where the American exceptionalist vision can be
projected, where nationhood can be embodied outside history.
For Howells, moreover, boyhood’s “immeasurable remoteness
from the sphere of man” resolves the problems of a national liter-
ature’s natality: he proclaimed Aldrich’s Story of a Bad Boy “an
absolute novelty” that will produce “the work which has so long
hovered in the mental atmosphere as a pathetic ante-natal phan-
tom, pleading to be born into the world,—the American novel,
namely” (Rev. of Story 124-25). If, as Hall pathologized, the
country lacked a “normal developmental history” (1: xvi), the
development of the child within that history was meant to resolve
both the country’s social and its literary ills. “Boyville,” for
White, “is a Free Town in the monarchy of the world” (xxii); this
image of childhood freedom as a paradigm for political freedom
is one that Dewey begins to develop in 1899, with the publication
of The School and Society (10). What we might designate Hall’s
own contribution to the boy’s book, “Boy Life in a Massachu-
setts Country Town Forty Years Ago” (1891), makes the nostal-
gia particularly explicit, and when he later anthologized the es-
say, he claimed that his own boyhood represented “the type
which was probably very near that contemplated by the founders
of our government, but which is now fast passing away.” Progres-
sive pedagogy, he concludes, is fundamentally conservative, “an
attempt to restore artificially the vestiges of this vanished or van-
ishing stage of boy life” (Aspects xii). Producing the boy, then, is
part and parcel of preserving the nation.’

While it is possible to enumerate a variety of reasons why
producing the girl is not part of this nationalist preservation,
A. E. Chamberlain’s The Child: A Study in the Evolution of Man
(1900) and Hall’s Adolescence show how contradictory claims ov-
erdetermine her inability to bear national subjectivity. Authori-
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ties such as Franz Boas, Cesare Lombroso, and Paul Topinard
had theorized woman as fundamentally childlike (Chamberlain
397-440), thus restricting the child/adult opposition to one gen-
der. But Havelock Ellis, among others, argued that woman “rep-
resents, more nearly than man, the human type to which man is
approximating,” and “feminisation” appeared to be “one of the
marked tendencies of our modern complex civilisation” (qtd. in
Chamberlain 392, 417). Thus always the child (puerile) but al-
ready grown up (modern), the female subject was also taken to
be more cross-culturally and cross-racially generic (Hall, Adoles-
cence 2: 561-647, Chamberlain 397-440), so that girls could
hardly serve the same generic function as boys in the nationaliz-
ing project imagined by Hall. That is, no young woman could be
sufficiently American. In contrast, the girl’s “precocity of devel-
opment” (Chamberlain 410) and her somatic and psychological
instability (Hall 1: 494) resist the chronotopic work of producing
constancy, as does her ideological intractability: “nearly half our
American pubescent girls choose male ideals, or would be men,”
a fact clearly related to the problem that “modern woman has
cut loose from all old moorings and is drifting with no destina-
tion and no anchor aboard” (Hall 2: 391). It is as though the
problems posed by New Womanhood (see Smith-Rosenberg
245-96) were already latent in the girl, and the appearance of the
“American Girl” (see Banta 45-91) could hardly help in the effort
to archaize America through the medium of childhood. But if
theorists of the child make it clear how aberrant Cora’s presence
is in a boy’s book, her very arrival from New York with the latest
toy also looks like the typical gendering of a consumer culture
that cannot help but threaten Whilomvitle’s ahistoricity and al-
lotemporality. The Whilomville Stories, by making no imagina-
tive return to antebellum culture, can stabilize neither the gener-
icity of the child nor their own genericity.

2. Producing the Toy

In an untitled, undated fragment about a toy shop, Crane
imagines the life of a toy as hard work, relieved only when a clerk
locks the door behind him: “Some tin soldiers on the counter
dropped their tin guns with a little tinkling crash and then swung
their arms and puffed in the manner of benumbed teamsters
in winter. A small wooden horse harnessed to a cart began to
wriggle between the shafts and cry: ‘I say, you fellows, come and
help me out of this, will you?” (10: 110). The fragment, an un-
likely component of any Crane story or novel, evokes a familiar
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topos from the fairy tale or fable—anthropomorphizing the
world of things, as do, in fact, some of Crane’s enigmatic poems.
But one might also say that the fragment registers, in that mo-
ment the clerk leaves the shop, a moment of transition in Ameri-
can toy manufacturing: the production of increasingly animated
toys, such as reeling drunkards, sawing fiddlers, and “balking
mules,” as the Scientific American reported in its account of an
East Side factory (“Manufacture” 376). The Chicago Tribune was
provoked to account for the new world of playthings as an exis-
tentialist matter: “Toys are not content with ‘being’; nowadays
they ‘do’ something, or their existence is incomplete” (“Christ-
mas Toys” 42). In Connecticut, the Ives Company became the
leading manufacturer of “automatons,” “automatic toys,” or
“mechanical toys,” selling such idiosyncrasies in the 1880s as au-
tomated suffragettes, children on velocipedes, and oarsmen in
functional boats. In Paris, Thomas Edison, displaying his “pho-
nograph dolls” at the 1889 Exposition Universelle, all but trans-
formed the world of the fairy tale into fact. But while Edison
and Ives were contributing to the history of ludo-technological
marvels, it was the American mass production and mass distribu-
tion of mechanized objects for children that made stories about
an “immense toy-store” full of dolls “amusing themselves in all
sort of ways,” or a story about a girl mistaking the new baby for
a new mechanical doll, not unpredictable reading in the pages of
St. Nicholas (Austen and Austen 285; Wiggin).

Elsewhere, and at the outset of the century, E. T. A. Hoff-
mann displayed his famous automaton in the fantastic yet quo-
tidian world of the Kunstmdrchen (Léo Delibes’s Coppélia was
not produced at the Met until 1887), but Dickens, in The Cricket
on the Hearth (1845), relegated the mechanical toy—*“dozens
upon dozens of grotesque figures that were ever ready to commit
all sorts of absurdities”—to the more purely pedestrian work-
shop (184). In “The Bell-Tower” (1852), Melville exoticized Ban-
nadonna’s “daring skill,” locating the “great mechanician” and
his domino in the “south of Europe” and in “forgotten days”
(208), but, by Christmas of 1862, the mass-produced Autoperi-
patetikos, a key-wound doll with a bell-shaped crinoline, showed
up in New York, walking around the shop windows, fascinating
crowds, and congesting the city sidewalks. That invention simply
irritated Oliver Wendell Holmes: “Wishing to spare her as a
member of the defenseless sex, it pains us to say, that, ingenious
as her counterfeit walking is, she is an impostor” (571-72). For
Holmes, the imposture amounted to a failure of mimesis, to the
fact that Autoperipatetikos did not replicate the actual motion
of walking as elucidated by another recent invention, the instan-
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taneous photograph. By the time the mechanical man was per-
fected to the point where someone could imagine that the “la-
boring man” would henceforth “sit around and smoke twenty-
five cent cigars,” it was still “the simplest form of hand labor
work[ing] side by side” with the “most ingenious machinery”
that was responsible for producing the range of mechanical toys
exhibited in the catalogs of the great mail-order houses: Mont-
gomery Ward, Marshall Field, Sears and Roebuck (“Electric
Man” 120; “Manufacture” 376; see Schroeder 13-99; see Fig. 2).
Less marvelous mechanical marvels, costing as little as 18 cents
(“Christmas Toys” 42), had become fully affordable to working-
class families, helping the industry to “suffer . . . the least of all”
American industries “by the hard times,” according to Albert
Bolles. “Playthings are a luxury,” he explained in his industrial
history of America (1881), “but, even if there is retrenchment
in the family, the children have to be amused just as much as
ever” (366).

Such a statement hastily translates the luxury of playthings
into the need for toys, exemplifying capital’s requisite multiplica-
tion of fantasized needs. It signals less the familiarly touted tran-
sition from production to consumption, and more the extension
of the production-consumption circuit to the recreational, what
Henri Lefebvre would term the capitalist conquest of leisure
space (84). Simon Patten’s conviction that the country’s eco-
nomic success depended on recognizing that the “primary task
of education” was “to arouse” the worker to participate in
“amusements and recreations” (125) exemplifies this ideological
shift. The sewing machine manufacturers who, losing their share
of an increasingly monopolized market, began to produce the
bicycles that prompted the craze of the 1880s and *90s (Houn-
shell 189-215) show the parallel infrastructural shift. Similarly,
Milton Bradley’s lithography business suffered so severely during
the Civil War that he started printing games, and, when Elizabeth
Peabody introduced him to the work of Friedrich Froebel, he
supported the American kindergarten movement by publishing
the first kindergarten manual, The Paradise of Childhood (1869),
and by manufacturing the toys the manual prescribed (Faulk-
ner). This economy of play and the American literary economy
both began, over and against the ethic of work, to valorize and
to semanticize the recreational, illustrated no more by the boy’s
book than by Kate Chopin’s The Awakening (1899) or Henry
James’s The Sacred Fount (1901). When Crane’s boy’s book rep-
resents the toy, it enacts the intersection of those economies.

The mass-produced automatic toy suffused modern life
with the rhythm of modernity. Its segmented, repetitive move-
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ment reproduced, as a scene of delight, the rationalization of the
worker at the site of production, affirming, within the realm of
childhood amusement, the fragmenting rhythm of machine dis-
cipline and the atomization of the body. It extended the “cultural
incidence of the machine process” (to borrow Thorstein Veblen’s
phrase) to the domestic everyday, acculturating the American
child to American modern life (Theory of Business 144-176). But
if the modern toy thus enacted the rhythm of modernity, it most
often nostalgically represented traditional forms of entertain-
ment—above all, circus and minstrel acts. The toy itself, modern-
izing the premodern, thus inverts the strategy of Crane’s frag-

Fig. 2. Marshall Field &
Co.s Hlustrated Cata-
logue of Mechanical
Toys. 1892 (Courtesy of
Marshall Field’s Ar-
chives)
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ment, where a traditional literary mode (let us call it the fairy
tale) is deployed to figure modern toys.*

The toys in Crane’s fragment, coming to life not as toys but
as subjects released from the condition of being a toy, appear
(when out of sight) to be recovering from the seriality of modern
life. At first, the lines may seem to offer us a glimpse at commodi-
ties assuming a life of their own, but of course, since they are not
speaking about how they appear in one another’s eyes as nothing
but values, they do not really speak as commodities. The wooden
horse’s plea for assistance works instead toward recovering the
coarse materiality of the object that is lost in the abstraction of
the commodity form. More importantly—more egregiously—
the fragment provides, foremost in its image of the soldiers as
“benumbed teamsters,” some sense of the work involved in the
production of the plaything, figured as the object’s (performa-
tive) self-production. Teamsters, still working 12- to 18-hour
days in the 1890s, remained the very image of unskilled labor and
of organized labor, having unionized locally since mid-century
and nationalizing as the Team Drivers International Union in
1899 (Leiter 15-19). All this is to say, then, that this scene of the
product’s disassembly—soldiers swinging their arms, the horse
wresting itself from the harness—inscribes the corporeal strain
entailed in the process of assembly. The necromancy of the frag-
ment demystifies the commodity: the anthropomorphosis of the
toys reveals them to be the incarnation of human labor. Thus,
while commodity fetishism occludes the process of production,
and while the automatic toy of the Gilded Age can be said to
repeat the homogenizing proto-Taylorism of the factory (includ-
ing the toy factory), Crane’s animated horse and soldiers expose
in contrast a secret life of things that is the concrete life of the
laborer.

Farfetched as it may seem to imagine an object revealing the
history of its own production, this is just what Walter Benjamin
imagined that toys reveal to children: “the entire process of their
production and not merely its result”” For Benjamin, however,
the child “naturally understands” only “a primitively produced
object,” and he thus regards the Moscow Toy Museum as a “safe
asylum” for the labor registered in the folkloric object (“Russian
Toys™ 123). If we agree with a point made in the early work of
Jean Baudrillard—that artisanal objects fascinate from “having
passed through someone’s hands . . . whose labor is still inscribed
on them” (“Subjective” 37)—then Crane’s fragment, in turn,
appears as a discursive asylum for postartisanal labor (not
naturally understood by the child), the labor inscribed (though
illegible) in the mass-produced thing.
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Toys do not achieve sentience elsewhere in Crane’s work.
But while the objects in this fragment live the life of the toy as a
life of labor, the “practicable” toy in “The Stove” prompts the
children to animate themselves as domestic laborers, performq-
tively figuring the work that supports and is hidden by th_elr
mothers’ lives of leisure. The scene of polymorphous productiv-
ity is at once a pastiche of the child labor that nineteenth-century
America liked to imagine as an English problem and a scene that
dramatizes a girl’s ludic relation to the object that, centerpiecg
of the American woman’s home, had inspired consumerist femi-
nism’s dictum to “Go out and buy!” “Go out and buy a new
stove.” Elizabeth Cady Stanton counseled: “Buy what you need!”
(Wendt and Kogan 29; Strasser 50-66; Giedion 52747, Cowgn
53-62). In Cora’s fantasy, however, rather than simply moderniz-
ing woman’s sphere—where “mother-at-home was forced to play
hostess to male inventions,” as Ann Douglas succinctly puts it
(166)—the appliance serves to heterosocialize domestic produc-
tion. At first, Jimmie is unable “to admire a girl’s stove, built
on well-known domestic lines,” but soon the two work happily
together (7: 198). In turn, Cora imagines extending their wo.rk
beyond the domestic sphere: “Oh Jimmie, let’s play we’re keepin’
a hotel an’ have got to cook for 'bout a thousand people an’
those two furnaces will be the ovens an’ I'll be the chief cook”
(7: 202). Emblematic as the stove may be of woman’s subjection
to domestic labor, here it catalyzes a phantasmatic escape from
what Charlotte Perkins Gilman called “our division of labor on
sex-lines, giving to woman the home and to man the world in
which to work” (225). (Indeed, the girl’s stove has transformed
the American father into a kind of domestic laborer, who hauls
the object throughout the house.) “The Stove” extends the li-
cense enjoyed by the traditional “bad boy” to the American girl.
Cora resembles less a prepubescent Daisy Miller or a Jo March
and more a regendered Tom Sawyer, whose fantasized adven-
tures are inspired—crucially—not by books but by things. Her
status as a literary countertype, like her idiosyncratic status in
the Whilomville community, depends on what we would typically
call the homogenizing mass culture of the child.

3. Economies of Childhood

Despite Howells’s enthusiasm for Aldrich’s novel, 20 years
later, writing A Boy’s Town, he admonishes boys for having “no
other idea of property than the bounty of nature” (210). The
admonishment becomes especially vituperative when an opening



