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for wprk (Theory of the Leisure Class 171). While Cora redefines
cogkmg as a “social function” rather than a “familv function”
(Gilman 240-41), the women of Whilomville occupy only the
econ?my of the sign, scrutinizing one another’s dresses and cups
Cora’s eptbusiastic productivity only highlights the frustratirr)1.
Eyperactnvnty of the typical hostess, who, “woman-like,” flin E
herself head-long at the accomplishment of a pleasur’e whifh
she cpuld not even define and at the end [of which] she felt onl
wgarmess” (7: 199). Mrs. Trescott, for one, finds herself “in g
;:iltrcle of tea-ﬁ.ght.ers largely through a sort of artificial neces-
an . .
0f3;eminiici:te;’s’12:nz1 &l)l;rt which she had herself created in a spirit
. S:lgh feminine “necessity” would seem to relegate Cora’s
Work in the cellar to a prior moment in bourgeois women’s
history, as though in accord with one tenet of recapitulation
such that as civilization advances what was once the work o%
adults become§ the play of children (see Chamberlain 273). Yet
Cora not only imaginatively expands the vestigial productivé role
beyond .the home to the hotel, she also, in that role, lays waste to
the faml.ly.’s winter store of vegetables. The consu;rlption of the
toy, inspiring a dream of production, actually incites a frenzy of
destruction. Her game of work (thriving beneath Mrs. Trescott’s
lgbqrs (?f amusement) most obviously destabilizes any absolute
dfstmc.tlon between labor and play; it confuses any logic of reca-
pltulaFlon; and it circumvents any dichotomized encoding of the
American woman as producer or consumer, as laboring or lei-
sured.” The‘sale of toy stoves certainly participates in a system
of commodified gendering, and a girl’s game of cooking exempli-
fies the geqdering effect of material practices. But Cora maker; it
clegr that if, following Marx, we insist that the production of
ObjCC(.S produces desiring subjects, we can also imagine a “new
matgrlallsm of childhood” that, rather than naturalizing social
‘relauonvs, provokes a desire that seeks to satisfy itself outside the
1de0]og|cal'dominam. While the realist toy may sever the child
from “all time,” it connects her to the time in which she must
IlYC. Rather than “doing things by the book,” the girl, playin
with mass-.produced things, escapes the interiority of ’boyhoog
by recovering (as she textually marks) that temporality withi
which change can once again take place. ’ "

. Children, Theodor Adorno reports in Minima Moralia, re-
main aware “of the contradiction between phenomenon and i’un-
gxbnilny, and their “purposeless activity” exists as a “defense”
against the commodity system. It is not the metamorphosizin
power of the child’s mind but rather the child’s own realism thagt
thwarts the logic of exchange: “The little trucks travel nowhere,”
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but they resist “the process of abstraction” and “abide as alle-
gories of what they are specifically for” (227). For Adorno,
unlike those who would preserve the primitive object for the “pri-
mitive” child, only the modernization of childhood—the mass-
marketing of toys that represent (as the truck represents) the
mass market—will enable the child to perform a subversive repe-
tition of modern life. The child’s mimetic faculty prompts disobe-
dient mimicry. “The unreality of games gives notice that reality
is not yet real. Unconsciously they rehearse the right life” (227-
28). In “The Stove,” the child herself may seem to be teaching
Adorno’s lesson. But Adorno’s portrait of the child’s political
unconscious obviously succumbs to the homogenizing abstrac-
tion that the (homogenized) child is said to resist; childhood re-
mains mythic, spatialized as a permanent locus not of bourgeois
capitalism but of its permanent critique. The myth foregrounds
the way Crane’s toys—situated in heterogeneous contexts—
function differently, as sign-values for the ominous baby, as (alle-
gorical) use-value in “The Stove,” but a use-value that insists on
deterritorializing the site of female productivity.

Having rewritten Crane’s fragment on the toy shop as a
fairy tale in which the materiality of labor surfaces on the objects
of play, I want to conclude by understanding “The Stove” as a
story where the text’s material unconscious finally expresses what
a genre had successfully repressed—the conflict between a na-
tionalized childhood and a nation’s consumer culture. The story
remembers what the genre forgets. At a moment when the sav-
agery of children (boys) had become acceptable, but the enfran-
chising modernity of children (girls) had not been thought, The
Nation’s antagonism to the Whilomville Stories—no “children in
the world are good enough to read these tales without losing the
bloom of their youth” (“Ethics” 283)—may well be a symptom
of how threatening the new materialism of childhood began to
Jook as a mode through which to fantasize, individually and col-
lectively, alternative (and alternatively gendered) economies. The
fact that boyhood appears as a site for projecting and preserving
nationality, typicality, and the bourgeois economy, and that girl-
hood becomes a site of idiosyncrasy, materiality, and an alterna-
tive economicity, means that “woman” continues to serve as the
marker for consumer culture and for a threatening modernity, as
she does from Autoperipatetikos, to the bicycle craze, to Fritz
Lang'’s Metropolis (1926). But another way to put this would be
to quote Hall’s ambiguating belief that “woman is far nearer
childhood than man, and therefore in mind and body more pro-
phetic of the future as well as reminiscent of the past” (Adoles-
cence 2: 566) and then to suggest that, in the “ephebic literature”
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he admired, only a child playing the role of woman could mark
the perpetual presence of an alternative futurity. If a less nostal-
gic Benjamin was right to argue that “toys are not evidence of
[the child’s] autonomous existence but rather of a mute dialogue
of signs between the child and the nation” (“Kulturgeschichte”
117), then we might say that such a dialogue is what “The Stove”
allows us to overhear.’

Notes

1. That wave prompted not just “the rise of the average man,” in Daniel Boor-
slin’s terms, but also the rise of the average child (167-73). Indeed, children are
the subject of the text that Boorstin designates as “epoch-making” (189), Dan-
iel Edward Ryan's Human Proportions in Growth: Being the Complete Measure-
ment of the Human Body for Every Age and Size during the Years of Juvenile
Growth (1880), which became a guide for the ready-made clothing industry,
producing the notion of standard sizes, hence proliferating “the standard” itself
within the everyday.

2. This brief summary derives from circulars published by the Illinois Society
for Child-Study, the Iowa Child Study Society, and the Division of Child Study
in the Department of Public Instruction in the State of New York, and from
essays in the Educational Review and in two journals that Hall founded, the
Child Study Monthly and the Pedagogical Seminary.

3. Hall's piece was published the year his wife and daughter died and four
years after his parents died, making the autobiographical return to his youth
appear as a response to personal crisis that he himself figures as a response to
social decay. As a result, he must translate his own idealized youth into the
youth of the nation. See Ross 208-30.

4. In Hertz’s first illustration of clockwork toys, for instance, eight out of the
twelve figures are black, mostly performers (27). For a crucial account of the
production of children’s consumer desire at the outset of the twentieth century,
see Leach, esp. 85-90.

5. Determining when play becomes not just an accepted but an encouraged
activity for the American child requires some oversimplification. See, e.g., the
competing claims of Calvert, Mergen, Oriard, and Wishy.

6. In contrast to his extreme differentiation of girls and boys (see Adolescence
2:561- 647), in discussing dolls Hall is “convinced that, on the whole, more play
with girl dolls by boys would tend to make them more sympathetic with girls as
children, if not more tender with their wives and with women later” (190).

7. While I disagree with her claim that “free-standing metal” toy stoves “did
not come into existence until the era after the First World War” (94), nonethe-
less Susan Willis's comments about children’s interaction with their toys have
been extremely helpful. 1 would argue that her periodization is a symptom of
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how effectively the nineteenth-century emergence of the toy industry has been

historiographically effaced.

A better known, explicitly theorized deconstruction of the work/play bi-
iary appears in the whitewashing episode of Tom Sawyer. The sell(f-proc}llant:eg
“wise philosopher” who narrates the story goes on to dgﬁn.e worl :s W] b:;'mes
is obligatory, play as whatever is nonobligatory. This insight rat erl cli :
Tom's more naive and insightful discovery—namely that‘the translation of
work into play is an economic matter. After Tom commpdlﬁes the actmtﬂg
whitewashing, he can sell the act of labor as play. The psmt is t.hat comrpl;) 1d -
cation itself produces “leisure,” “play,” and “freedoT —or, in Bgudn ard’s
formulation, that the liberation of play is rarely more “than [its] assignment to
the system of exchange value” (For a Critique 191).

9. So gibt denn auch ihr Spielzeug nicht von einem. autonomen Sonderleben
Zeugnis, sodern ist stummer Zeichendialog zwischen ihm und dem Volk. Trans-

lation by Ross Lewin.
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