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To Felix and Anja
It seems as though boys live a sort of double life, not only the practical, real life of to-day, but the life of the fancy. I remember once I was going away to give a little talk, and as I came downstairs and stepped into my wife’s room, I noticed a very funny odor, as though something were burning. I came into the chamber, and I saw a company of little people grouped over a gas stove … I didn’t know what they were doing, but I thought I could discern a smell of smoked halibut. I was told I was mistaken, it was venison; I had come across a hunting party, under their mother’s leadership, camping on the prairies of Wyoming.
—William Byron Forbush, 1914
A Junior Republic is a Community, the citizens of which are boys and girls … in other respects it is just the same in all essentials as any community in the United States of America … the whole point of the Junior Republic is to develop the inhabitants of an institution or community under conditions approximating as closely as possible the actual conditions which they must face in real life … to develop the character of each individual simultaneously with the development of the social consciousness of the whole group.
—Lyman Beecher Stowe, 1914
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Introduction: Child Protection or Child Labor?
Travelers should be sure to visit the curious community in Freeville, New York, where boys and girls were in charge, wrote Baedeker’s turn-of-the-twentieth-century guide to the United States. This “miniature republic modelled on the government of the United States” was well worth a detour to observe the “legislature, court-house, jail, school, church and public library” staffed by citizens aged fourteen to twenty-one, most of them immigrants or impoverished youth. Of course, these young Americans were not actual members of the civil service—the republic’s legal status was “similar to that of a state reformatory”—but their adultlike activities were exceedingly realistic nonetheless. They “elect their rulers, make and enforce laws, and carry on business just as adults do in the greater world,” author James Muirhead marveled. “This interesting experiment seems to work well, and a visit to Freeville rivals in sociological interest that to Ellis Island.”1
The brainchild of philanthropist William R. George, Freeville’s juvenile society was the period’s most famous junior republic, but it was hardly alone. In the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, a motley crew of reformers helped scores of American youth to construct thousands of cities, states, and nations around the country “on a similar plan” as later editions of Baedeker’s explained. In these child societies, boys and girls of all races and ethnicities and from across the economic spectrum were the officials and citizens. They made laws, sat for civil service exams, and paid taxes. They constructed buildings and swimming pools, ran hotels and restaurants, and printed newspapers and currency. They opened juvenile libraries and museums, tended vegetable gardens and zoos, organized cooperative stores and charities, staffed banks and post offices, performed in theaters and on radio broadcasts, and administered hospitals and schools of law. During an era of vigorous campaigns against young people’s presence in the nation’s labor force and on its streets, junior republics supplied opportunities for youth to play adultlike roles in age-restricted worlds. Some, like George’s later “junior municipalities,” expanded their activities beyond campuses and clubhouses into the surrounding communities, incorporating public spaces into these civic dramatizations.2
Each of these environments was a “village like any other” as George frequently observed of Freeville. He insisted that the junior republic’s simultaneous resemblance to and separation from the “big republic”—in his words, “no one can tell where the big Republic leaves off and the Junior Republic begins”—enabled young people to learn valuable life skills and called for building still more such similar juvenile societies across the nation. News media and travel guides shared his enthusiasm and his interpretive framework. They reported regularly on elections and publicized the latest accomplishments of the inhabitants, some as young as five, whose daily lives were “passed in experiences and obligations of mature citizens,” while reassuring visitors and readers that the adultlike experiences that improved kids’ character “without taking away their independence” were merely “miniature” and “model” versions of their elders’ activities: work-like educational and recreational experiences rather than work itself. Later, they reported stories of lives transformed upon graduation into adult society, thanks to the training these youth-only settings supplied, particularly for immigrant, working class, and minority youth. From Chicago judge Sidney Marovitz (Boys Brotherhood Republic) to Milwaukee mayor Carl Zeidler (Newsboy Republic), from US surgeon general Julius Richmond (Allendale) to University of Michigan labor economist William Haber (Newsboy Republic), from Philadelphia superintendent of schools Constance Clayton (Youth City) to Motown songwriter Alfred Cleveland (Hill City), from Pulitzer Prize–winning journalists William Dapping (George Junior Republic) and Theodore White (George Junior Republic) to actors Steve McQueen (California Boys Republic) and Jerry Stiller (Boys Brotherhood Republic), distinguished and lesser-known alumni credited their republic experiences with offering them practice in the personal and professional skills critical to their successes in later life.3
The massive movement that mobilized about these curious communities in the late nineteenth and early twentieth century United States drew in psychologists and educators, ministers and police, juvenile judges and businesspeople, playground advocates and the American Legion, efficiency experts and good government activists, the federal Bureau of Indian Affairs, and the National Youth Administration. Jacob Riis, Jane Addams, G. Stanley Hall, Ben Lindsey, Cyrus McCormick, Andrew Carnegie, Eliot Ness, and J. Edgar Hoover offered vocal backing. International curiosity brought numerous visitors to the republics and inspired adaptations abroad.4
Impressive for the scope of support it generated, the junior republic movement was on the leading edge of an even broader trend. In an era when public opinion increasingly favored segregating young people from the world of adults, the Freeville republic and its many descendants allowed young people to simultaneously inhabit both a rural village and a miniature United States, to simultaneously be kids from the tenements of New York City on summer vacation and US senators debating matters of national importance—in short, to live what American Institute of Child Life director William Forbush called a “double life.” Similar opportunities lay at the center of the era’s broader efforts to fashion a new identity for the nation’s youth. Educators and youth workers like Forbush soon discovered that as young people playing adult roles seemed to enjoy adjusting themselves to the era’s new social expectations, these virtual adults were also helping to build and operate the institutions that sheltered them as they learned and played. In schools and settlements, YMCAs and Boys and Girls Clubs, churches and summer camps, orphanages and reformatories, the many institutions devoted to serving young people embraced the component activities of these child societies. Vocational education and home economics enabled kids to construct their housing and prepare their meals. Youth congresses and junior sanitation squads helped them to maintain order in their institutions and neighborhoods. The result was that the dual experience of protected childhood and of virtual adulthood that characterized participants’ lives inside junior republics became a defining feature of modern youth.5
Figure 0.1
George Junior Republic at Freeville.
Source: William R. George, Nothing Without Labor (Freeville, NY: George Junior Republic, 1902).
The lack of a sustained and unified national junior republic movement—William R. George’s ultimate ambition—marked not George’s failure but rather the popularity and broad diffusion of his republic’s core principles. The Freeville republic indeed became a village like any other well beyond George’s original intent, not merely a microcosm of adult society but a microcosm of the American youth experience itself. Whether playing alone or under adult supervision, whether inside age-restricted environments or moving through their communities, the generation that came of age in this period found this juxtaposition at the center of how the nation understood its youth as a biological and social category distinct from adults. In short, the “sheltered childhood” that historians agree became a reality by World War II depended in large part on the proliferation, over several decades, of these role-plays of adulthood and the broader embrace of the idea of a double life for modern youth. How the history of the junior republic movement makes visible the overarching importance of these everyday performances in the emergence of the sheltered childhood as a disciplinary category and a set of supporting institutions is the subject of this book. The decline of role-playing adulthood as a constitutive practice of the modern American youth experience and the lasting legacies of the republic movement will also be addressed.6
The Double Lives of Modern Youth
Conceptions of youth in America have varied over time. Paintings from early in the nation’s history depict young people as pint-size adults, an understanding embedded in laws about their eligibility to work, make contracts, marry, accept criminal responsibility, and testify in court. In the twenty-first century, by contrast, discussions of the “no-risk childhood” and “helicopter parenting,” with scientific and legal support from neurochemical studies of teenage decision-making and criminal prosecutions of parents for allowing their children to play in public, point to how much assumptions about youth capacities have changed.7
An especially dramatic shift in prevailing assumptions about young people’s place in American society occurred between the late nineteenth and mid-twentieth centuries. The population of the increasingly industrial and urban nation began to question some long-held beliefs—for example, that work experience was preferable to school attendance, that kids should be responsible for crimes committed, and that leisure activities such as smoking, moviegoing, driving, and wandering the streets at night should be permissible at any age. Scholars agree that over this extended period associated with the arrival of modernity many young people were excluded from the arenas and activities that came to be thought of as adult society. Pushed out of the labor force and public life and into extended education and recreation, their youth-directed activities were replaced by adult-supervised alternatives that sought to build character and teach values for future citizenship, previously supplied by work and other modes of public engagement. The youth who remained in adult society faced diminishing autonomy, such as requiring adult escorts in public at night or parental consent to enter legal contracts.8
Economic history features prominently in accounts of the broad transformation in social expectations about youth. The turn of the twentieth century was a time of significant transition as a wage economy located in factories and firms replaced the prior family economy in which men, women, and children worked together at home. Social roles diverged as new cultural scripts directed men to go off to earn for their families, women to tend to domestic concerns, and kids to attend school and participate in organized play. The separation and gendering of home and work, the creation of a family wage for men, the introduction of laborsaving machines at work and at home, and the proliferation of mass-produced goods and entertainments—including specialized markets for children—are all part of this story of the construction and maintenance of a new identity category that has been called the “sheltered” or protected childhood. So too are the host of individuals and institutions that helped young people adjust to the new order so as to avoid the perils of “precocity”—that is, premature access to adult experience. These included developmental psychologists and university child study programs; educators and public schools; justices, probation officers, and the juvenile court system; youth workers and playgrounds; boys clubs and Scout troops. Contrasting this era’s programs with an earlier generation that exploited kids, scholars describe how individual philanthropists, religious charities, and female volunteers sustained them until, in many cases, the state assumed responsibility for the child welfare programs and services that private institutions pioneered.9
Existing histories recognize that this modern youth experience came unevenly to different populations based on class, race, region, religion, and nationality, and they qualify claims of young people’s total separation by pointing to exceptions such as continued involvement in farm labor and the preparatory nature of activities that youth workers and youth-serving institutions supplied. Yet they say little about the mechanisms that persuaded young people to accept these new social norms before the widespread enforcement of child labor and compulsory schooling laws. Such accounts raise critical concerns about schools and youth-serving institutions—for example, how vocational education reinforced class divisions and gendered identities rather than providing occupational mobility or how juvenile courts restricted the legal rights of youth people in the name of child protection. Yet these histories typically accept the self-depictions of schools and youth-serving institutions as havens or islands from the labor force and public life in a modern world.10
This book documents how in junior republics and beyond role-plays of adulthood were well suited to making the transition to the new identity for youth that scholars already have described. Since, by definition, a dramatization of an experience is not the thing in itself, yet is like that thing in itself, by performing adult roles young people vicariously experienced this life stage while defining themselves in opposition to it. Of course, young people have long played at being adults, and most of the component activities of George’s Freeville republic predate the period under discussion. Critical connections to turn-of-the-century popular culture and scientific thought help to explain why these specific activities gained mass popularity and why the practice more generally held special significance for the generations who came of age between the late nineteenth century and World War II.11
In an era of public fascination with a range of model environments and vicarious experiences from wax museums to stereoscopes, a period when leading scientists believed imitation and impersonation were central processes in youth development, the virtual adulthoods at Freeville and elsewhere enabled young people to enjoy being disciplined to their reduced status while educators and youth workers congratulated themselves on designing child-saving programs on scientific grounds. Long before the theoretical and empirical investigations of Victor Turner, Erving Goffman, Michel Foucault, or Judith Butler, this body of theory and practice about young people’s “dramatic instinct” articulated how, through performance, a new social category could take shape. The construction of youth was a result of what kids did as much as who they were, and it involved virtually experiencing adulthood on equal grounds with removal to age-restricted sheltered space. These role-playing programs were wildly popular—many sustained active alumni associations—and young people’s voluntary participation in their ever-expanding uses proved key to the disciplining and behavior modification that resulted. The spread of republics and their component activities beyond marginal youth to the mainstream and later into American institutions serving adult populations (including factories, prisons, and internment camps) reworks our understanding of the uneven arrival of the sheltered childhood and highlights the widespread confidence in the uses of role-plays as behavior management tools. In turn, it points to a rich history of children and performance beyond the school pageants, children’s educational theater, and working child actors that have been the focus of prior inquiries. These everyday performances make clear how age—like gender and race—may be performed, and that the impact of such performances on youth, on sponsoring institutions, and on state building, have gone unrecognized to date.12
As this rich array of activities made encounters with “adulthood” a routine feature of the American youth experience, the associations with vicarious experience that helped to popularize such behavior management techniques masked the value young people brought to schools, youth-serving institutions, and the state. The role-plays that tapped young people’s predilections for performance inside campuses and clubhouses, and their “migratory instincts” throughout the community, were not merely developmentally productive—they were economically productive as well. Like the artisans-turned-factory-workers who found their craft knowledge reorganized out of their hands by a new managerial class, so too in this period young Americans found their preferred playtime activities becoming the lifeblood of adult-sponsored programs, with the further indignity that the most basic fact of their productive energies went largely unseen. Young people role-played a range of adulthoods—caring for playgrounds, cleaning streets, conducting school health inspections, chasing truants, adjudicating cases of juvenile delinquency, policing neighborhoods, taking local censuses, collecting fingerprints, manufacturing military goods, and advertising government programs. In so doing, they built the institutions that were to shelter them from adult society: helping resource-poor schools and youth-serving institutions get off the ground, improving the communities they were ostensibly to be protected from, and expanding services supplied by the state. As educators, youth workers, and public officials took on the role of parens patriae, then, a novel variation on the family economy appeared. Activities publically characterized as merely representational had real impacts, and the parental institutions that scholars associate with young people’s removal from the labor force and public life were in fact economically dependent on “sheltered” children’s education and play.13
If they shared with factory workers the experience of being deskilled by the reorganization of knowledge, American youth shared with the era’s women a common experience of being divorced from the economy in ways that were as much rhetorical as real. Historians have described women’s experience of the disintegration of the family economy and its replacement with the wage economy and how an ideology of separate spheres redefined female domestic activities as “unproductive” despite alternative measures of the value they produced. This book proposes that, in constructing and operating the institutions that sheltered them, young people faced a similar fate and that age, like gender, played a critical role in the definition of work. For young people, the framework applied to diminishing their economic contributions was one that focused on the “double life” rather than the “separate sphere” of sheltered childhood, which tells us about only one of the lives that these populations led. In their attention to the developmental possibilities of playing adult roles in supervised settings, theorists of education and recreation—and the schools and youth-serving institutions that applied their ideas—divorced youth from the economy by articulating a distinction between the copy and the real thing. As educational philosopher and Chicago Laboratory School director John Dewey put it, “Cooking, sewing, manual training … in the school … represent, as types, fundamental forms of social activity … it is possible and desirable that the child’s introduction into the more formal subjects of the curriculum be through the medium of these activities.” Edward Devine, of the New York School of Philanthropy and the New York Charity Organization Society, concurred: “Work which we deny … in the factory, for profit, may be demanded in school … for education and training.” Neither mentioned the fact that such child-centered “media,” to use Dewey’s term for these activities, helped their institutions’ bottom lines.14
Identifying in the theory and practice of developmental psychology, education, and youth work a vibrant conversation about mediated experiences and child development suggests the recent revival of interest in the educational and socialization potentials of role-playing that has accompanied new technologies—from video games and virtual worlds to augmented realities and live-action role-playing—is merely a variation on discussions held by earlier generations. These conversations gave attention to harnessing kids’ leisure-time interests to gamify learning as a response to the failures of prior modes of instruction. Educators were confident that mediated experiences could teach the requisite skills for the era’s new economy and offer tryouts of future careers. Their experiments with the performance of alternative selves with real and yet “not real” consequences, and their ambition to simultaneously build simulated worlds that resembled reality and to make reality into simulation, provide a rich body of evidence about past theory and practice in the science and technology of role-playing as a resource for guiding future talk and action in the field. In an era of increasing algorithmic regulation in politics and society, when user-generated content is a staple of the digital economy, the awareness of how earlier generations’ models of political and social life obscured as much as they revealed and how an older discourse of virtuality and play diminished young people’s economic contributions invites critical engagements with both the reality and the rhetoric of this generation’s latest tools. Recovering this set of older understandings reveals how a multiplicity of concepts associated with twenty-first century computing and information technology—including virtuality, gamification, and labors of fun—have deep roots in American life as well as consequences that seem to have been overlooked. These materials invite new kinds of questions for present-day reflection, for example, about the real-world status of virtual activities, the models of citizenship that participatory simulations embed, the implications of the discourses that accompany new technologies, and the shifting border between the meanings of reality and virtuality as virtual activities become increasingly routine.15
Over the nearly half-century that is the focus of this story, the adult experiences that young people vicariously encountered changed. Activities inside schools and youth-serving institutions expanded into public settings, with ever-growing engagements with industrial machines—for example, in junior traffic patrols and school film and radio production. Yet the belief endured that educational and recreational variations on adult occupations and the environments associated with childhood stood outside the market. Adult-organized youth activities thus did ultimately spawn a “sheltered childhood”—just not in the ways scholars have previously presumed.
William R. “Daddy” George: Father of National Trends
Junior republics, as total simulated societies for youth, illustrate the claims of this book in the clearest terms. Drawing on new sources and looking with fresh eyes at familiar subjects finds that the youth societies previously regarded as fringe phenomena were in fact part of a larger grouping of institutions and programs with expansive reach across the United States. Many offered training for staff and citizens, ensuring that republic affiliates went on to careers in education and youth work and, in so doing, spread the movement’s basic ideas.16
Each republic, a world in itself, could be the subject of an extended study. This book details the histories of those that illustrate the movement’s evolution as well as broader efforts to engage young people in the constant performance of adult roles as a means to promote the double life they embraced. Its focus is the adults in the story, but, where possible, it excavates the views of youthful participants. At the center of this story is William R. “Daddy” George, a businessman and good government reformer whose junior republics and later junior municipalities aimed to set national standards.
Compared by contemporaries to figures such as Charles Darwin, Thomas Edison, Samuel Morse, Alexander Graham Bell, Jacob Riis, and Booker T. Washington, George is all but forgotten today. The six chapters of this book recount the story of how George, unable to control the runaway popularity of his ideas, found the institutions he had organized outnumbered by the school republics, Boy Cities, playground democracies, junior towns, garden cities, child commonwealths, Boys Towns, Junior States, and youth cities that sprang up across the nation. Yet as these diverse juvenile democracies escaped George’s oversight, they further fueled public confidence that environments providing young people with access to vicarious experiences of adulthood—whether in total youth societies or through their component activities—would benefit individual Americans and American society more generally in the short and longer term.17
Figure 0.2
William R. George.
Source: William R. George Family Papers, box 122, folder 10–27, envelope 16, “Activities and Group Pictures.” Courtesy Division of Rare and Manuscript Collections, Cornell University Library.
Chapter 1 recounts how, during the summer of 1895 in rural Freeville, New York, George invented the first junior republic, an agrarian democracy populated by immigrant youth from New York City’s slums. Anxious about the future of the increasingly multiracial nation, he hoped this civic dramatization might integrate new Americans into the body politic by familiarizing them with the democratic values and practices he and other white, middle-class elites preferred. Like many inventors, past and present, George borrowed liberally from the work of his contemporaries already engaged in scattered efforts to teach city children to farm and administer youth governments and courts. His genius was to combine these activities into a whole that was more than the sum of its parts: a total environment that removed young people from participation in labor, politics, the military, and other public engagements and substituted an adult-supervised simulation instead. The camp was an immediate hit with participants, who surprised even George with their enthusiasm and their competency at playing adult roles.
This first chapter situates George’s work within the context of the broad cultural fascination with simulated environments and vicarious experiences as well as extant practices at the period’s youth-serving institutions. The travel guides that pointed visitors to Freeville were equally besotted with a variety of other educational amusements that dotted the nation—for example, Palestine Park, “a copy in miniature of the famous Holy Land,” in Chautauqua, New York. A shared vocabulary of “miniature” and “model” linked junior republics and their components in the public mind to these opportunities for surrogate encounters with alternative times, places, and identities, engaging visitors’ sense of simultaneous distance from and immersion in a second reality. The immersive experiences of panoramas, world’s fairs, and wax museums sped up and slowed down time, enlarged and condensed space, and, subsequently became symbols of broader cultural transformation. These associations suggest why the George Junior Republic was an international tourist destination and why republic building blocks such as vocational education and youth congresses gained support for mass diffusion thanks to these new interpretations. Equally they suggest why, compared to other reform-oriented institutions, the George Junior Republic was so beloved by participating youth.18
Chapter 2 describes how the enthusiastic reception of the Freeville experiment prompted George to replicate his work in new settings and how other reformers—impatient to spread the junior republic idea—soon eclipsed his efforts with their own variations on his work. Engineer and fellow good government reformer Wilson Gill, who organized juvenile republics and cities inside urban public schools from 1897, established that the locations for such child democracies mattered less than their internal structures. The discovery that environments offering realistic roles to play were more important than realistic environments for role-playing, and that republics could be organized inside existing institutions, hastened the spread of these youth democracies and the lessons they supplied.
The new field of developmental psychology, led by G. Stanley Hall, rooted these alternative environmental theories of behavior in an interpretation of youth biology that, like the human science tradition it drew on, resonated with the culture’s fascination with the copy—most notably in its attention to young people’s instincts for imitating past and present adult roles and by extension living double lives as they played. The era’s popular recapitulation theory suggested that young people reenacted the history of the human race as they matured, and the broader concept of “playworlds” enabled them to simultaneously inhabit two different times and places. Observations of young people discovered that role-plays of adulthood dominated their activities at all stages of development, from young children’s recreations of Eskimo villages and reenactments of the settlement of Plymouth Rock to older children’s more general enthusiasm for dramatic “play-adultism.” These findings offered still more evidence about how young people naturally lived one life in the here-and-now and another life removed in time and space—and how adults could guide biological instincts for impersonating adults toward pedagogical ends in the junior republics, schools, and youth-serving institutions that “carried still further” these ideas.19
Synergies between Gill’s plans to establish mirror societies inside schools and the work of educators including Hall’s student John Dewey to fashion schools as miniature societies where young people’s play instincts were guided to pedagogical ends point to the growing consensus around a curriculum that paired sheltered childhood and simulated adulthood in the era’s campaigns for the “new education.” Indeed, Dewey would later join the advisory board of Gill’s organization. In his calls to vitalize education by bringing it into contact with “life,” and his practical experiments with learning-by-doing through a “culture epoch” curriculum in which children progressed through earlier eras of civilization, Dewey’s widely influential plans for an ideal school prioritized the reproduction of adult occupations past and present inside a society in miniature where students were “freed from economic stress.” The writings and laboratory school that became models for many educators thus pressed to expand pupils’ opportunities to live simultaneously as virtual adults and real kids. As scientists and educators increasingly agreed that vicarious experiences had important pedagogical possibilities—whether or not they took place inside environments that duplicated someplace else—the building blocks of the Freeville republic such as youth congresses and model kitchens became mass educational activities.20
Chapter 3 documents an explosive surge of copycat youth societies during the first decade of the twentieth century, thanks to support from prominent developmental psychologists and educators and the growing recognition that republics could be integrated into the programming at existing public and private institutions. A renewed effort from George to reassert jurisdiction with a National Association of Junior Republics proved powerless to stop this trend. At schools, reformatories, orphanages, settlements, YMCAs, boys clubs, and playgrounds—institutions that already had embraced building blocks of the junior republic idea—juvenile democracies opened their doors to thousands of mostly needy kids, diversifying the range of role-plays available and setting the movement on a new, largely urban course.
Junior republics did not bypass America’s small town, rural, and middle-class populations, however. Optimistic about such youth societies’ preventive potentials, juvenile judge Willis Brown set out to organize a national network of Boy Cities for these populations and a competitor organization to George’s and Gill’s republic variations that would link year-round republics at schools and youth-serving institutions with a centralized summer camp. The introduction of two Boy Cities into the Gary, Indiana, public schools—a system lauded and imitated across the nation for its “social efficiency” as well as its “new education”—showcases how even individuals and institutions at odds on curricular questions (most notably Teachers College colleagues John Dewey and David Snedden) placed vicarious access to adult experience front and center in their educational plans. Equally, it underscores their shared belief that these activities’ economic benefits—including making school lunches and furniture, organizing school records, repairing facilities, and reducing strain on the juvenile court system by diverting cases to student juries—constituted not child labor but a campaign against it instead. Sharing with advocates of dramatic education such as Minnie Herts Heiniger the view that “the fact acted out is the fact remembered,” Brown and his colleagues were unable to grasp the full impact of these everyday performances. Gary’s educators, leading the charge for school measurement, failed to measure the economic value of the goods and services they did not see.21
The invisible productivity of youth in Gary underscores how the interpretive framework linking junior republics and components to educational entertainments—which suggests reasons for mass popularity during this period—equally explains why activities at junior republics and other youth-serving institutions could be read as reducing rather than expanding the child labor pool. This influential set of beliefs about mediated experience concealed how many of the institutions scholars link to the construction of the sheltered childhood—most notably schools and playgrounds—were built in part by kids. Duplications of adult occupations that were realistic but not real, even the activities within the Gary schools’ work-study-play system that were labeled “work,” were exempt on account of their educational ambitions, an interpretation the US Children’s Bureau spread in its praise for these educational methods.22
Chapter 4 describes how, in the 1910s, junior republic organizers, recognizing the impossibility of reaching all youth with programs confined to age-restricted campuses and clubhouses, designed new kinds of juvenile democracies to improve the environments young people were to be protected from and reshape youth behavior in public spaces. William George played a leading role in these efforts as he once again aimed to recapture his influential position on the national stage, this time with a program of “junior municipalities” that expanded junior citizens’ activities into public settings. Other reformers were similarly inspired, organizing community-based role-plays such as newsboy republics, juvenile health inspectors, and Boy Scouts. The schools and settlements, orphanages and churches, camps and YMCAs, playgrounds and boys clubs that had welcomed junior republics and the component activities of these complete societies to their campuses and clubhouses embraced these developments, now in partnership with local officials who recognized that, when faced with shortages of municipal workers, they could rely on children to play these roles.23
From Boston to Birmingham, young people impersonated sanitation workers and police officers, explorers and queens, expressing their dramatic instincts in public and bringing to communities the behavioral improvements and cost savings already seen at junior republics, schools, and youth-serving institutions as they patrolled parks, enforced street trades laws, beautified their communities, and adjudicated delinquency cases involving other youth. Lacking direct adult supervision, these new activities were exceedingly popular. Yet if these vicarious experiences of adulthood at first appeared to offer young people greater autonomy, in fact they signaled youths’ increased self-monitoring and the state’s growing recognition of the disciplinary power and economic benefits of everyday performance as well. Chicago’s Boys Brotherhood Republic (BBR), a vocal advocate on youth issues, showcases how the republic movement’s institutionalization and its growing conservatism were linked. As the nation’s republics were increasingly found inside schools and youth-serving institutions, political expression and economic innovation gave way to institutional maintenance and adjusting youth to new social expectations. BBR’s departures from republics’ business-as-usual equally highlight how claims about the realism of civic dramatizations obscured the narrow vision of democratic participation they taught. In an era marked by controversies about the adult institutions young people were modeling—including the inhumanity of the industrial system and the need for more unions, the economic status and individualized nature of housework, and the meaning of citizenship in a democracy—most organizers carefully directed youth attention to accept the status quo.24
Shifting participants’ attention from making republics more like the real world to making the real world more like republics, these proliferating “clubs based on imaginative play … in which every activity is made a part of a play-world, in which the members live during and, to some extent, between, the sessions of the club” as Forbush described them, transformed communities into simulations, into stages, into institutions without walls as young people cleaned neighborhoods, controlled crime, and expanded state surveillance—helping to “save the city” like the women whose labor was explained away as “municipal housekeeping” during this period. Local officials’ growing participation in youth work during this decade, widely covered in professional journals such as American City and Municipal Journal, thus reflected not merely their increasing commitment to child protection; their support for activities that gamified public service directly addressed cities’ and towns’ ever-present financial concerns. The early twentieth century appearance of “mayor for a day” programs, in which municipalities turned over the reins of government to local youth, obscures these populations’ everyday contributions to their communities and how many local government operations depended on a hidden force of kids.25
Chapter 5 tracks the republic movement into World War I, as federal officials followed local authorities into the education and youth work fields. William George’s decision to install a workshop inside the republic for making military uniforms and to dispatch citizens for government work in Syracuse captured the ambiguities that characterized how educators, youth workers, and government authorities “protected” young people from the war. Eschewing old-fashioned methods of military preparedness instruction in favor of the vocational and physical training embraced by progressive educators, federal agencies facing the national security crisis helped to make democratic occupational role-plays even more widely used educational and recreational pursuits. This was nowhere more evident than inside the nation’s schools. At the same time government authorities encouraged young people to continue their educations, they remade these educational institutions into economic engines for the wartime nation. As young people manufactured military goods in vocational education classes and home economics courses, print shops and art studios, they contributed “surgical dressings, hospital supplies, hospital garments, refugee garments, articles for soldiers and miscellaneous items totaling 15,722,073 in number and valued at $10,152,461.96, or ten percent of the entire Red Cross production during the war.” Junior civic leagues, Knights of King Arthur, Camp Fire Girls, and Scouts reoriented their service activities around national needs: gathering scrap metals, canning vegetables, hawking war bonds, and distributing government information. Opportunities for military role-playing expanded during the conflict but never rivaled the already popular virtual adulthoods that were such effective ideological maintenance, institution building, and community improvement tools.26
Developments during the 1920s at junior republics, schools, and youth-serving institutions expanded on prewar trends to meet new postwar challenges. Pupil traffic patrols helped municipalities address a shortage of police by stationing students in the streets to protect their classmates. Girl Scout cookie sales raised money for program activities and recruited new troop leaders, while the Boy Scouts helped US armed forces make the transition to a national wireless emergency communications system. Favoring a language of “education” and “recreation” to describe activities that their predecessors had proposed were expressions of young people’s natural inclination to impersonate their elders, educators, youth workers, and public officials offered new rationales for the child protection and segregation from the labor market such programs supplied. Taking the focus off the referent to some adult activity—for example, the talk of safety education that drowned out earlier discussions of pupil squads “organized just like real cops”—made young people’s economic contributions even more difficult to see.27
A new generation of research across psychology and the social sciences backed this altered explanatory framework, accounting for environmental alongside biological factors in the evolution of self and society, with special interest in the influences of groups. Moving talk of imitation and impersonation to the analysis of symbolic communication and mass media, this research now assigned the successes of junior republics, junior police, Scouts, and other popular programs to their peer orientations. The earlier view that such activities provided young people with opportunities to live double lives by inhabiting multiple times, places, or identities through role-playing was superseded by attention to participants’ roles as individuals within social groups. Academic questions about peer influences on community organization and public opinion took on national significance during the Depression as economic and political conditions prompted widespread youth activism against the status quo.
Chapter 6 follows the republic movement into the 1930s, to its renewal in the face of new anxieties about the present and future of American youth as this biological and social category expanded to include African Americans and postadolescents. In a period when increasing numbers of young people, chafing against the economic and political conditions of the Depression as well as adult efforts to restrict their behaviors, were coming to demand new rights and even questioning the democratic foundations of the American republic, the opportunities that junior republics supplied to address the nation’s “youth problem” appealed to adults and youth alike. In light of William George’s death in 1936 and the proliferation of school cities and boystowns as points of access to the republic’s core principles, links to the original Freeville experiment were largely forgotten. Yet George’s vision of how such programs could simultaneously serve as tools for personal and professional development and for the maintenance of law and order persisted—now with new stakeholder support as America’s crises of community disorganization and public opinion, the larger framework for the “youth problem,” came to be seen as national security concerns. The academics, educators, youth workers, and public officials who documented how effectively young people disciplined one another identified potential solutions in peers’ positive influences on peers.28
Keeping tabs on youth movements in other nations, the federal government was the most enthusiastic of these stakeholders. The US National Youth Administration, making use of republics’ building blocks from its debut, created nearly six hundred self-contained communities to get young people off the streets and redirect their energies toward public works activities from building infrastructure to building morale. Local governments, led by police departments, similarly embraced juvenile democracies and their component activities in ways that guided youth toward the creation of new, less tangible kinds of value for the state. Turning participants’ attention to newspaper publishing, radio broadcasting, filmmaking, and public relations alongside now-common youth programming, adult authorities in these settings (together with colleagues at schools and other youth-serving institutions) discovered that as young people persuaded themselves and their peers about the value of the American system, they sold a range of youth programs to adults in their communities as well. Once again, activities undertaken to be developmentally beneficial for youth were equally economically beneficial for their adult sponsors, revealing how a more complete understanding of the intertwined histories of youth reform and government reform in the United States requires attending not only to what the state did for youth but also what youth did for the state.29
The state-led expansion of the republic movement during the 1930s marked the disappearance of the double life as a guiding principle for educators and youth workers, as the sheltered childhood was achieved for a majority of youth. Vocational education, home economics, student government, and Scouting—once seen as surrogate encounters with the lives of adult factory workers, homemakers, US senators, and pioneer explorers—shed their associations with mirroring adult reality and instead came to be reconceived as authentic youth-training tools. As a language of “education” and “recreation” replaced an older vocabulary of “model” and “miniature,” organizers of these and other youth activities departed from their predecessors’ long-standing ambitions to copy specific antecedents in the “real” or adult world. Student senates and congresses gave way to student councils; disciplinary boards and pupil patrols replaced junior juvenile courts and junior police; Scouts no longer explicitly aspired to duplicate the heroism of earlier generations. Preparation for later life remained a transcendent ambition for youth activities, but role-plays of adulthood declined in urgency when a majority of young people now accepted their diminished social roles. The experiences of American youth during World War II, which scaled back but did not eliminate young people’s economic contributions, underscore the social transformation that had taken place while simultaneously reminding us that, within educational and recreational contexts, activities with hidden value never entirely disappeared.30
These six chapters thus establish the broad historical significance of a set of children’s communities previously understood as merely fringe tools for juvenile reform. They expand the evidence about the sheer numbers of lives that junior republics touched and reveal the broader societal embrace of virtual adulthood as a means of easing the transition to the sheltered childhood and, in turn, constructing youth-serving institutions and the modern American state. Taken together, the evidence presented here adds up to a new understanding of the common life experiences of youth in the United States, how their experiences resonated with the broader technological and cultural transformations of modernity, and the route by which the construction of the sheltered childhood as a cultural category was ultimately achieved. The “double life” that William Forbush identified more accurately captures the period’s dominant ideology than scholars’ previous focus on the “separate spheres” of sheltered childhood alone. And the growth of state interest in child protection was inseparable from the people power youthful populations supplied to local, state, and federal governments.
Tracing the rise and fall of the junior republic movement calls attention to the nation’s vibrant conversations about models and dramatizations in education and recreation, revealing how deep engagement with cultural questions about mediation in this era was even more pervasive than previously presumed. Alongside the mimetic comedy, sham battles, and living villages that scholars have described, participatory performances of adult experience were among the most common subjects for representation. Cataloguing the diverse roles that young people performed on a massive scale—for example, as truant officers, health inspectors, and traffic police—identifies their previously hidden contributions to American political development as they learned and played. With the normalization of the sheltered childhood, the importance of role-playing adulthood receded, but its deep influences on American cultural and economic history remain. A conclusion traces the junior republic movement’s legacies beyond the continued operations of a few scattered institutions.
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I Performing Adulthood
1 The Smallest Republic in the World
At an 1897 address to the American Social Science Association, Cornell University political economist Jeremiah Jenks reported on his recent investigations of William George’s Junior Republic in nearby Freeville. “Mr. George’s plan is to put the children, so far as possible, into the conditions of real adult life, by throwing upon them individually the entire responsibility of earning their own living and governing themselves,” he explained. George’s program, which removed youth from that society only to immerse them in a model of it, seemed a rather curious approach to child saving in an era when public opinion increasingly favored separating young people from regular contact with adult society. Yet Jenks saw something compelling in the unusual activities there. “The children learn their lessons by experience; and, as in life, they find out that they must take the consequences of their acts,” he reported. “The child learns to see things as they are in actual life far more easily and clearly than he can see them in the society of adults.” The republic was “one of the most helpful means of training and reclaiming children whose lives have been started on the downward path,” he concluded, and eagerly volunteered for service on its board of trustees.1
Why did Jenks, like so many social scientists, journalists, tourists, and others flock to this child society at the close of the nineteenth century when its approach to child saving seemed to run counter to common wisdom of the day? This chapter describes the founding of the George Junior Republic and its evolution from a summer program into a year-round operation hailed across the United States and around the world. To date, scholarship on William George’s work has been limited, significantly out of proportion to its public stature in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. Historians typically mention the Freeville republic in passing alongside schools and reformatories, two institutions for educating and improving the lives of the era’s youth with more lasting footprints in both contemporary American society and the historiography of youth.2
Yet the enthusiastic media attention to this curious community during its heyday, participants’ obvious enjoyment of their experiences there, and the language that adults and youth employed in their descriptions of life in Freeville suggest affinities with another set of institutions as well. From exhibition halls and panoramas to arcades and scale models, from galleries and department stores to photography and film, from planetariums and living villages to wax museums and miniature railways, Americans of the period “thrived on a traffic in reproductions and replications of every possible sort,” as Miles Orvell has put it, many of which offered access to experiences and events formerly distant in time and space. Simulated environments and vicarious experiences—copies, miniatures, the real and yet not-quite-real—had become mainstays of modern life. The early years of George’s Junior Republic illustrate why copies and miniatures of adult activities soon came to serve a special function in the lives of the nation’s youngest populations: how, in an era when common wisdom stressed the need to shelter young people from adult society, a growing community of reformers arrived at the consensus that the best way to do so was to immerse them in carefully designed models of that society instead.3
Steps Toward Youth Reform
William George first grew interested in working with young people as a businessman in New York City, where the combined forces of immigration, urbanization, and industrialization, together with an economic depression, had produced an increasingly visible cesspool of social problems, including poverty, crime, and unrest. American identity had long been associated with the nation’s agrarian roots and cities presented growing contrasts to the pastoral ideal. Anxieties about the flood of new populations regarded as distinct racial groups prompted public discussions about the possibilities of assimilation to white, middle-class ideals. Like many of the genteel American elites worried about the nation’s long-term stability in light of these economic, social, and cultural transformations, George was sympathetic to the children who represented the future of the United States and hopeful that he might rescue them from their parents’ fate. Initially working as a Sunday school teacher with the Christian Endeavor movement, from the late 1880s George began to reach out to boys on the city’s streets. He made contact with the Graveyard Gang on Manhattan’s lower east side. Barely older than the gang members, George’s abilities as a boxer won the boys’ respect, and soon he found himself in a brotherly role providing charity and running an informal club in the hopes of channeling the boys’ energies in more constructive directions.4
Social and business contacts soon enmeshed George with reformers in the city’s good government movement (the “Goo Goos”), who had also recently turned their attention to youth. The Goo Goo’s agenda was improving public administration, particularly in the nation’s cities. Like many self-styled progressives, Goo Goos placed their confidence in scientific methods and technological tools as the primary routes to achieve their ambitions for making government operations more rational and efficient and implementing policies above politics. Historians have traced these reformers’ successful introduction of municipal research bureaus for urban data gathering across the nation and their role in regularizing civil service exams ensuring that government workers possessed “scientific” expertise.5
Less well known are the civic education projects the Goo Goos initiated to complement these top-down strategies for municipal reform. Frustrated that the immigrants whose needs were reasonably well served by political machines seemed to like the quasi-monarchical style of government that George and others judged to be corrupt and inefficient, and increasingly cognizant that native-born middle classes had grown too apathetic to prevent boss rule, the Goo Goos identified citizens alongside governments as targets for change. At the center of their strategy was information sharing based on the belief that citizens who understood the workings of government would recognize there was a “right” way to govern. Pilot projects with worker clubs disappointed, however, leading many Goo Goos to wonder if kids might be more willing audiences. Youthful gangs, for example, were already regular participants in New York City politics—not for the good of the system in George’s and others’ estimation given that early gang participation and later political corruption were linked.6
It was in this context that George, still working with local youth and by then a police deputy, offered the Graveyard Gang’s services to the neighborhood’s police department. He proposed the boys help keep order in the neighborhood. The gang’s inner circle, called the “Sons of Arrest” because it was comprised of boys previously rounded up for lawbreaking, would patrol for violations. Later, George infiltrated Harlem’s Duffyville gang and subsequently enlisted both groups as monitors for the city’s 1894 election. The boys’ efforts to root out double voting convinced city police commissioner and fellow Goo Goo Theodore Roosevelt to delegate to them the authority to arrest other youthful delinquents. Soon the boys chose new names for their informal organizations: the Parkhurst Cops (named for clergyman and Goo Goo Charles Parkhurst) and the Law and Order Gang.7
Despite these small victories, George believed there were limits to the reforms that could be achieved when young people remained in neighborhoods whose conditions were so overwhelmingly detrimental to their physical and moral health. As the agrarian ideal at the heart of American identity stirred elites’ anxieties about the nation’s changing conditions, it inspired programs to bring less-advantaged adults and youth closer to nature, from urban parks to orphan trains. As early as summer 1890, guided by the era’s common wisdom about the value of time spent in nature, George set out to create a “fresh air camp” for an even greater number of kids, including girls. Together with several adult volunteers, most connected to local churches and the larger “social gospel” movement that linked religion and reform, and with sponsorship from the New-York Tribune, they headed to rural Freeville, New York. George’s family owned property there, and he was eager to give immigrant children the experience of country life. Equally influenced by the period’s popular association between military education and order, the camp was organized “on a semi-military basis,” with George as commander-in-chief. (A member of the 22nd regiment, he had occasionally drilled with boy gangs.)8
Unfortunately, George’s assumptions that a change in environment would alter the campers’ behavior and that military discipline would keep the children in line were called into question from the start. The boys and girls seemed more interested in receiving charity than in self-improvement. One-tenth of the kids, he estimated, came to have fun terrorizing the countryside, while the other nine-tenths came for the food and clothing that locals had donated. Syracuse economics professor John Commons, among George’s close associates, reported how, “From arrival to departure their constant clamour was, ‘What are dese farmers goin’ to give us to take back?’” As one camper put it, “The woman I was by last year gave me two dresses, and sent us three barrels of potatoes in the winter. What are youse going to give me?” Although George continued his camp in subsequent summers, he grew increasingly frustrated at its “degrading effects” and concluded that his program might be doing more harm than good.9
George’s work with youth gangs in New York City prompted him to change course in summer 1894. Taking the view that the recipients of charity might fare better if they took active roles in their own salvation and disciplining, he instituted a work requirement and subsequently a child court. Participating youth would pay for their food and lodging by participating in projects around the camp. And they would adjudicate all disciplinary matters by sitting in judgment of their peers.10
These changes to the camp’s operations transformed the summer experience. Children increasingly came to appreciate the goods they received, having earned them with their own efforts. And campers’ zest for lawbreaking rapidly declined. The new arrangements were not entirely successful—indeed, a wave of crime followed the initial reduction of misbehaviors. But George was pleased with the overwhelming improvements: “Human beings can’t be good all the time,” he later explained.11
As the summer went on, George continued to experiment with the system of youth responsibilities. For example, when the adult volunteer who supervised the young people sentenced by their peers to hard labor fell ill, George put a camper and former gang member named Banjo in charge. (Banjo was a member of the Park gang.) To his delight, after Banjo’s installation there were no new violators for several days. “Banjo got much better and harder work out of the boys than did the adult, for they could not deceive him,” Commons observed, and “Banjo himself became the most self-respecting upholder of law and order in the entire community.” George assigned Banjo to the post for the remainder of the summer.12
By the close of the 1894 season, George was speculating about delegating to the campers even greater responsibilities for its operations in future years. The assistance rendered by gang members in the city’s fall elections bolstered his confidence in this idea. The following summer, as a group numbering nearly 150 drawn from missions, settlements, and boys clubs departed by train from New York City, he presented them with an even more ambitious plan. With a constitution he had written as the guiding document, that summer’s camp would be known as the George Junior Republic, a youth commonwealth modeled on the laws of the United States and New York State.13
George invited the children to envision themselves as pioneers settling a new land. He explained that he would initially serve as president of the rudimentary society, and other participating adults would hold the major political positions. This arrangement was to be temporary, however. Once the republic was up and running he expected the campers to play all of the political roles. These included an elected president, senators and representatives, and appointed officials for police and health departments and a court and jail. Eligibility for many of these positions would require passage of “civil service exams” that George had prepared, following recently established precedent in New York. A civil society would thus replace the prior summer’s military government, although a boys’ militia would be retained as the republic’s standing army. The economic system of the previous summer similarly would be enhanced to include a bank, a legal tender (initially made of cardboard and later of tin), and a set of gendered occupations, including gardeners, carpenters, seamstresses, and cooks, paid at different rates. Here too, he explained, adults would initially supervise but later turn over greater control to participating youth.14
George hoped that, through their experiences as officials and as citizens, farming their food and building their furniture, making clothing and keeping house, campers would leave the summer program personally transformed. By holding elections at frequent intervals as well as welcoming young people’s entrepreneurship, he hoped to expose them to a diversity of political and economic activities that could be found in the adult world. Participating youth would learn the mechanics of government as well as the norms of civic behavior that Goo Goos aimed to spread. They would gain marketable skills for an urbanizing economy, appreciate the value of labor, and learn the importance of thrift as well. In short, by compressing time and space, a life lived responsibly in the George Junior Republic would “fit them for years of acceptable service in our larger Republic.” Over its first three years George, his wife, two dozen adult volunteers, and the young participants transformed the republic from an experimental community run by adults to an established self-governing juvenile society that was known around the world.15
Late nineteenth-century youth programs operated with limited oversight. Controversies about earlier examples of child exploitation had prompted the organization of some state charity boards. Yet, by and large, adult organizers continued to have great discretion to organize programs as they saw fit—and this included the discretion to delegate decision-making to youth. In summer 1895, then, George mixed adult control with youth responsibility. He installed himself as president, with a veto on all laws. His adult assistants served as chief justice of the supreme court, civil and criminal court judges, chief of police, civil service examiners, board of health, postmaster, and bank president. Boys and girls filled the remainder of the positions from police officers and lawyers to senators and representatives. (A bar exam was introduced as a condition for membership in the republic’s bar association.) Members of the congress were drawn from each of the industrial classes, which included gardening, landscaping, and carpentry for boys, and millinery, cooking, and sewing for girls. This guaranteed a mixed gender slate. The militia, comprised of all the boys in the camp, drilled twice each day.16
The adult volunteers similarly controlled the economic system, overseeing “contracts” (actually classes in industrial skills), which participants were paid to attend. George set the daily wages for each job based on three skill levels: 50 cents for unskilled, 70 cents for semiskilled, and 90 cents for skilled. The expectation was that campers’ earnings would cover the costs of their food and lodging, as well as a civic tax.17
The first summer in the newly settled colony was devoted to making the campus more habitable and passing a suite of basic laws. Upon their arrival at the forty-eight-acre site, which held a farm, a two-story house, a shed, and several dilapidated barns, the junior citizens faced the challenge of constructing buildings, streets, furniture, and other facilities. They designated one barn as the main government building with courthouse, bank, jail, and sleeping quarters for the adults. A shed housed the industries. As in previous summers, the campers lived in tents.
Once the wheels of government were set in motion, the camp was animated by all manner of legislative debates. Female suffrage was an early hot-button issue. Having modeled the junior republic on the United States, girls were taxpaying citizens without the same suffrage rights as boys. Frustrated by their second-class status and aware of ongoing agitation for female suffrage in the “big Republic” outside—which had already been partially achieved in some state and local elections—several girls pressed to place all the campers on equal footing. With careful lobbying and “white dresses to make a good impression,” they were successful in obtaining the vote. A girl senator was elected that summer.18
The question of whether welfare benefits should be provided by the state was another source of lively conversation. Annoyed that the republic’s civic tax initially sponsored meals for campers who refused to join the industrial classes, the juvenile legislators swiftly passed a law to end this practice. One day, “the members of the House of Representatives of the republic introduced a bill to stop the pauper evil,” explained an observer. “He was the son of parents in New York City who lived almost entirely on charity. In his speech he said, with bluntness, ‘A feller what won’t work hadn’t orter be fed by us fellers what do work.’ The bill provided that none of the tax money be used for the support of paupers, and it passed unanimously.” The consequences were immediate. “The next meal the chronic paupers presented themselves as usual at the dining tent, but the little uniformed police man said, ‘Move on.’ The last two weeks there were no paupers.”19
Over the course of summer 1895, the children introduced approximately two hundred bills, nearly sixty of which became law. “They were real laws, too,” reported Harper’s, “and the debates on them had a serious side such as no amateur debating society ever knew.” True to his long-term ambitions, George rarely exercised his veto powers. For example, he told the New York Times that he was not sure if he favored female suffrage “in reality,” but he supported the efforts by participating girls to practice it at the camp. Although political and economic life now dominated the summer experience, George retained the recreational aspects of his original fresh air camp. After a half day engaged in industrial classes and political business, campers enjoyed outdoor activities that included sports, singing, and theatricals.20
Figure 1.1
George Junior Republic legislature in session.
Source: “The George Junior Republic,” Harper’s Weekly, May 23, 1896.
The summer program’s new direction did not eradicate all misbehavior. There were cases of bribery, robbery, and voter fraud. But overall, George was pleased. In winter 1895–1896, he doubled down with the goal of making total youth self-government a reality for the following summer. Five boys who begged George to let them continue the republic during the winter months accelerated these plans. Moving into the adults’ housing to weather the harsh conditions over the coming months, they continued to build out the physical plant and offered George further organizational suggestions for the next summer’s experience. Freed from pressure to keep adults in charge as he had during the summer season, George started to assign political positions to the boys, who eventually numbered about fifteen. In December, he appointed as judge Jacob “Jakey” Smith, “the son of parents who are chronic paupers.”21
When the republic’s population swelled once again in summer 1896, George was emboldened to appoint campers to nearly every political office, reserving the presidency for himself. He offered them increasing control over the republic’s economic affairs as well. Now George auctioned off contracts to run businesses on the republic grounds in exchange for a licensing fee or a percentage of profits. This included the industrial classes from the previous year, a decreasing proportion of the republic’s economic system as the junior citizens’ entrepreneurial activities blossomed. In the first few summers, campers established a barber shop, shoe shop, tailor shop, hotels, and restaurants. The hotels included the Waldorf, Ithaca, and Dryden for boys and the Elmira for girls. The restaurants were Delmonico’s and Sherry’s. All of these businesses bore the names of actual New York institutions. The children could also hire one another informally for odd jobs such as pressing clothes or polishing shoes.22
Figure 1.2
George Junior Republic barber shop.
Source: William R. George Family Papers, box 121, folder 1–62, envelope 20, “Early days.” Courtesy Division of Rare and Manuscript Collections, Cornell University Library.
Figure 1.3
George Junior Republic, Hotel Waldorf dining room.
Source: “The George Junior Republic,” Harper’s Weekly, May 23, 1896.
Swarthmore social scientist William Hull, who visited the republic, was fascinated by these developments:
“One boy has purchased the privilege of giving to the boy citizens their weekly bath, the taking of which is enforced by fine and imprisonment; another boy has purchased the privilege of conducting a barber shop; several have the contract of providing lodgings for the citizens and of furnishing their meals. … Each hotel keeper had to keep order, hire servants and keep things clean. An inspector employed by the government inspected the properties.”
As political and economic activities multiplied—for example, citizens-for-hire prepared maps, surveys, and mathematical calculations for various businesses—the boys and girls created procedures and paperwork to match the bureaucracy that increasingly characterized employment, banking, and arrests in the adult world. In the spirit of government transparency, weekly budgets, government bulletins, regular censuses, and a police blotter were publicly posted for all citizens to review. (Later they were published in the community newspaper, the Junior Citizen, in press from 1898.)23
The transfer of political authority went relatively smoothly, and the young officials and citizens took up new issues from smoking and cruelty to animals to visitors’ policy in their legislative session. Discussions about the minimum wage were especially intense. Junior citizens’ increasing autonomy in the economic arena, by contrast, created such sharp divisions between “capitalists” and “laborers” that George ultimately intervened at the children’s request. The initial pay distinctions among skilled, semiskilled, and unskilled labor had spawned clear classes of citizens as well as new businesses catering to these different economic groups. There were three grades of hotel, for example, “from the Hotel Waldorf, on the second floor of the main building, where the millionaires sleep, and pay twenty-five cents per night for the privilege of having a tastily furnished room to themselves, to the lowest class of lodgings in the attic, where the unsuccessful business men or the idlers must take up their quarters, at ten cents a night,” as William Hull observed. Children unable to pay for lodging slept in the station house, got arrested, and were fined. “This arrangement is rather undemocratic, to be sure,” he explained, “but it is relied upon, and with good reason, as a means of cultivating the ways of polite society.”24
Given the opportunity to start new enterprises, savvy citizens realized they could increase profits in several ways. Some bought goods in the nearby village store, paid the republic’s “import tariff,” and then resold them at high prices to fellow citizens. Mary Gay Humphreys recounted the exploits of one boy, Dover, for whom “speculation was the chief source” of wealth. “He brought up United States money, floating dimes and nickels, from the little boys.” He used this to purchase caramels and gumdrops from the village store. “After paying the tariff levied on all goods from outside countries, these candies were sold to the same small and greedy little boys at five cents apiece. The profit was enormous.” More children followed Dover’s example, “and speculation filled the air.” Others lent money at high interest rates. Most controversial were those who bid for the republic’s contracts and then hired other kids to labor at low wage rates.25
George was eager to let the kids work out a solution. Yet the junior citizens frustrated by the growing class segmentation, inflation, depression, and other financial developments begged “Daddy” George, now seen as a parental rather than brotherly figure, to intervene. He eventually acceded to their request to return to the older economic system in which he set pay rates and awarded contracts, giving him discretion to limit the growth of millionaires. George’s faith in the campers’ abilities to administer their age-restricted society remained undiminished, however, and in winter 1896–1897 total youth representation in the republic’s political system was finally achieved. Thanks to George’s recent marriage to Esther Brewster (aka “Mrs. Daddy”), this winter’s citizens included girls as well as boys, although only a total of thirty-two children, a small fraction of all who had hoped to remain. The group elected a slate of officials, including their first youth president, sixteen-year-old Jakey Smith. The secretary of the treasury was a girl. With the transfer of authority to a junior citizen, George retreated to a position as superintendent.26
George viewed the junior republic, like the greater republic, as a work in progress. Ever in need of financial support, he initially tapped his social connections in New York City and the region—figures such as Washington Gladden, Josiah Strong, Charles Parkhurst, Lyman Abbott, William Howe Tolman, Theodore Roosevelt, R. Montgomery Schell, Richard Welling, Jacob Riis, Albert Shaw, Charles Eliot, and Thomas Osborne—in the same circles of Christian charity and urban reform that supplied his adult volunteers and gave him ideas about structuring political activities. (Notably the republic was explicitly nonsectarian, despite its close ties to religious reformers.) They created and incorporated a George Junior Republic Association, helping to raise money to improve the physical plant by remodeling buildings, adding new facilities, and supplying equipment for the print shop, laundry, and other industries. And they hired a teacher, Willard “Uncle Hotchy” Hotchkiss, to supplement a “publishing house” scheme in which kids were contracted to complete arithmetic, spelling, and writing exercises for pay.27
To complement these efforts, George gave frequent lectures in New York City and beyond, bringing junior officials along to speak to audiences even before full self-government had been achieved. (He did not take any with him on his 1896 honeymoon, although he did stop in Chicago to address a convention of sociologists.) A number of entrepreneurial youth had given stereopticon lectures at the republic as a money-making scheme. Jakey Smith became a frequent guest on the lecture circuit, explaining the republic’s operations, noting bills under consideration, and describing the accomplishments of individual children, such as twelve-year-old “little Arthur” who had singlehandedly replaced an eight-person police force. Overflow crowds were dazzled by their public performances. “A lad just out of knickerbockers” was a speaker at the YMCA Harlem branch, the New York Times reported on one of Jakey’s public presentations, “and talked so intelligently of tariffs, currency rations, and legislative problems that his hearers were subdued with astonishment.”28
George also encouraged visitors to come to see the youth democracy in operation for themselves. From its first summer, journalists, scholars, religious authorities, local police, and other curious parties swarmed Freeville to observe the unusual self-governing child society, marveling at the lack of gates, the rarity of inmates seeking to escape, and the ways in which immigrant youth were modeling the kinds of civic behavior the Goo Goos hoped to see from adults. “Not a day goes by but that the camp is visited by more or less interested persons,” wrote the New York Times, “many driving miles to see it or coming by train.” The police court session “is the event of the day,” another visitor explained.
The procedure is modeled after the police courts in New York City. … It is held at nine o’clock, and to be there in time, carryalls and wheels are seen coming over the road from Freeville, Dryden, Elmira, and the surrounding towns, and visiting professors in sociology from the colleges beg to stay over night that they may be present … when the policeman posted at the bar calls “Hats off,” the citizens square themselves around into orderly rows, and even the visitors, disposed to regard the affair as a bit of play-acting, drop their voices to a whisper, and finally cease trying to communicate at all.
The children assigned a bus driver to shuttle visitors from the railway station to the republic and installed a visitors’ box at the courthouse to accommodate the growing hordes. They did not, however, charge admission—despite the constant need for funds.29
Visitors frequently described the landscape and customs of “the smallest republic in the world” in travelogue style, as if it were a new state of the union whose history recapitulated the development of the larger US with its “group of colonists” and “Indian and cow-boy days.” Their accounts of life in Freeville all differed from George’s and from one another on account of the rapidity with which George and the children were making alterations to their residential community. “Just as the United States has been the theme for many a varied account from Mrs. Trollope and Charles Dickens down to Sir Lepel Griffin and Mr. Bryce,” explained Thomas Osborne, a businessman in nearby Auburn who would head the George Junior Republic Association, “so the little republic has had chroniclers of many minds and differing conclusions.” Variations in these details aside, ample coverage in the news media enthusiastically recounted tales of the young citizens’ vicarious experiences of adulthood inside this realistic yet age- restricted society—their sham battles, their political debates, their entrepreneurship—and celebrated the social inventiveness of William George. In the eyes of both its organizers and outside observers, the republic was a near-exact copy of the US, a “complete though simple form of society,” a place where “the conditions, social, civic and economic are made to conform as near as possible to those of the great republic” such that “everything is conducted upon the identical plan which rules life at large.”30
If such statements ignored how the republic had deliberately transplanted kids from an urban context where George saw democracy in crisis to a rural environment where he believed democracy naturally thrived, the possibility of democracy’s multiple manifestations went unremarked. Instead, as the comparison to the great republic and to life at large suggested, they focused their attention on correspondences between adult life in the larger United States and the junior citizens’ activities on the republic’s smaller scale. This “plain matter-of-fact United States on a small scale,” was a “miniature state,” or a “Lilliputian commonwealth” when compared to the big republic beyond. Participating children left their “real life” behind to form “a real community of their own.” In this “imperium in imperio,” they learned “by actual experience,” Osborne explained. “These children are being prepared for the world by gaining a knowledge of law, of order, of society, in the only way that such children can be made to learn it; not by reasoning from the abstract to the concrete … but by living in the midst of concrete examples.” Recognizing the debates about issues from female suffrage and pauperism to import-export tariffs and the minimum wage, he and others approvingly described how the questions the children weighed in on were the same questions that are being discussed in the great republic. Indeed, as one observer put it, “One could easily multiply parallels between the life of the Junior Republic and of society at large.”31
A Marvel of the Century
Such early descriptions of republic life, which emphasized its resemblances to “real life” rather than focus on the particular reform agenda being taught, set the tone for public perceptions of this curious community in the longer term. By the turn of the century, numerous journalistic and scholarly accounts—many of them widely reprinted—had publicized the astounding story of how the republic’s “system of emulation,” as George put it, helped children help themselves. “The reports of the work done read more like a novel than a picture of real life,” wrote one observer. For the junior citizens “of a sort which would have argued to the uninitiated mind a brief and disastrous career for the new nation” had instead proven themselves to be capable citizens who treated political and economic life with greater seriousness than many adults.32
In the political arena, for example, boys and girls enforced the laws they made with zeal: “These young minions of the law understand the laws of their little republic as thoroughly as, perhaps in some cases more thoroughly than, the regularly accredited officers of some large cities, and more, too, they keep their eyes open for violations of the law and make arrests with a promptness that is sometimes surprising,” wrote the New York Times of the child police, and recounted the story of a police official dismissed when he failed to arrest a citizen who had been smoking. “The police magistrate is a boy fifteen years of age, who has been with Mr. George several years. His parents are drunkards. The efficiency and modesty with which he deals with the varied cases that come before him is amazing.” Another observed how “Naturally the highest ambition of each boy is to become a policeman,” and wear the uniform and badge. Yet “civil service examinations are so thorough in this department that only the very best and most efficient boys can pass them. When they do they almost invariably make good officers of the law, exhibiting a zeal, tempered with fairness, which is said to be very remarkable.” The superintendent of police in nearby Cortland, New York, paid a visit to see what he might learn.33
The courts, like the police, similarly impressed. “In the open court, over which a judge of sixteen was presiding with impressive seriousness and dignity … you often see with surprise a courtliness toward one another as well as to the adults, and listen to a purity and choice of language not to have been anticipated from children of their antecedents,” reported James Price. “What especially impressed me was their court room,” agreed another visitor, noting how “the young judge is as careful in rendering his decisions as the most serious judge in a genuine tribunal, and the order as dignified as in any court of the land.” The republic “has had many Daniel Websters and Patrick Henrys in embryo.”34
Children’s professionalism in politics and law enforcement was matched in their business dealings, norms that surprised observers who expected less from urban youth. “I saw two boys go without breakfast because on the day before they loafed, and so failed to earn cash for a day’s meals and lodging,” reported US education commissioner William T. Harris on a visit to Freeville. “Mr. George himself escapes the odium of enforcing this harsh penalty, for it is enforced by the boy proprietor of the hotel, to whom it is a matter of business.” This “indirect coercion” was a valuable “educational device.” Sometimes the expression of business acumen was to comic effect. “The proprietor of the girls’ hotel, a little Irish lass of thirteen years, was piqued because she was not invited to a party given by a dozen of the best girls to a few of the best boys,” recounted one journalist. “She startled the ice cream eaters by rushing in, only for a moment, to say in tones the reader must imagine: ‘Youse’ll pay fifteen centers fer yer beds tonight.’”35
Upstate New York at the turn of the twentieth century was home to utopian communities such as the Oneida Community, Skaneateles Community, and Sodus Bay Phalanx. Each of these experiments, by removing populations from their regular environments, aimed to demonstrate variations on a more perfect society for potential adoption at larger scale. In this context George felt the need to be explicit that his ambition was not to create a perfect society. From smoking to swearing to setting fires, crime and bad behavior were routine parts of republic life. So too were legislative choices he considered ill-advised. Yet in an immersive environment where kids could see the consequences of their choices play out, George was unfazed by these missteps. Indeed, the possibility of making mistakes and subsequently recovering from them was central to the republic’s learning objectives, so long as the children were given free rein to make them and sort things out for themselves. “When such problems arise it is Mr. George’s policy to leave to the boys” and girls “the solution of them,” William Hull confirmed, “his aim being to fix upon the citizens themselves the responsibility for their own acts, and to permit them to learn by experience.” Freeville affiliate Frederic Almy contrasted the republic’s dramatic and democratic approach with the military-style discipline found in other institutions, optimistically predicting that its lessons were more likely to stick:
Where the germ of pauperism or of vice cannot be killed, may there not be a treatment by antitoxin, as at the George Republic, by deliberately helping the poison to run its course in a mild form in order to prevent future attacks? It may be well to let a boy be idle and lazy for a time and suffer all the consequences of hunger and cold; to let him be violent, and as a penalty be duly and severely punished by his peers; in fact, to give him a brief rehearsal of life under natural conditions which will be very profitable when life arrives in grim earnest. These lessons are taught in a reformatory of the military type, but the more voluntary and natural the lesson is, and the more the child can be made to feel that he has chosen his own course and experienced its natural result, the deeper will be the impress on his life.36
Reports from numerous visitors carried George’s ideas beyond Freeville as they described how participation in this juvenile society developed “character” alongside the lessons in politics and business it taught. Such language was code for politeness, orderliness, and devotion to educational improvement and hard work—and typically associated with native-born, middle-class whites. The immigrants and first-generation Americans who were a source of fear in urban contexts, associated with racialized criminality and potential threats to the American way of life, here appeared open to new behavioral norms. “There is a vast amount of enthusiasm for everything American in this miniature Republic,” Hull explained, “and it is sought to direct this into channels of patriotism and love for the big Republic by elaborate ceremonies when raising and lowering the ‘Stars and Stripes,’ by singing patriotic songs and declaiming patriotic addresses.” Children saw both the immorality and the financial costs of crime—how “it costs more to be bad dan good,” in the words of one boy. “Youse has to work harder an’ get no pay, sleep in a cell an’ get bread, water and soup, and be followed wid a gun, an’ hev all de blokes in de Republic down on youself if yer bad,” this junior citizen reported to George. “If youse is good, youse only hev to work es hard es in de prison an’ git de biggest money in de camp, and wid dat youse ken sleep in de best room in de botel, and eat de finest feed, an’ de girls an’ fellers don’t git down on youse like dey do if youse is a prisoner. I figgered dat all out one night in de cell, an’ I made up me mind dat I can’t afford to be bad, an’ I’m goin’ to try now to go to de top.” (That boy eventually became speaker of Freeville’s house of representatives.)37
Participating youth also revised their attitudes toward education. This was not only because, as Thomas Osborne explained, kids were paid for schoolwork in republic currency “much as if they were working in a factory.” With civil service and bar exams determining eligibility for popular positions, including police, attorney, and the slate of presidentially appointed posts, the relationship between knowledge and career advancement became abundantly clear. Seeing how “the boys who had been ‘contemptible grinds’” swiftly occupied the positions of authority to which they aspired, “boys with truancy earmarks” could be seen “wrestling over textbooks” to prepare for civil service exams and “boys who in New York are dodging the police” were “here in the corners studying the statutes of New York, codes of procedure, or Reed’s parliamentary rules.” As Washington Gladden recounted of his encounter with one boy, “One youngster, who had risen, hopelessly plucked, from this examination, explained: ‘I don’t play hooky this winter, you bet! I’ll come back here next year and git to be a cop.” Another child, Foxy, told a journalist, “Ain’t but one thing riles me, that’s me mudder didn’t lick me and make me go ter school so’s I could pass the civil service examination fer the police force. A copper’s all I want ‘er be in dat republic, an’ you’s kin bet all yer blooming shiners’ dat I’ll be one, too, next year.”38
The young citizens’ altered attitudes toward charity attracted ample commentary because these departed so substantially from expectations about impoverished youth. One boy discovered that items given away for free rarely attracted the appreciation of those with a financial cost. Having previously “collected animals, plants, and stones from the neighborhood,” and “vainly tried to interest his fellow-citizens in this branch of inquiry,” he decided to open a dime museum and charge admission for viewings. “At the hour appointed a line of two hundred citizens, each with his dime, was waiting at the door. They marched through the museum, examined the very specimens they had spurned, and voted the show a success.” Another told Mr. George that his father typically spent his weekly wage early in the week, so that he and his siblings went hungry “unless the ‘mission folks’” offered aid. “‘An’ I was t’inkin’ just now, when you come up, dat if dis fixin’ up camp money worked for me all right, I could tell me parents, an’ mebby we could make it work wid pop’s money.’” He underscored this point to George at summer’s end: “I hev learned how to save money, and how to work for my money. … At first I was paupper caus I did not no how to save money but I no how to save money now and I am not paupper any more.”39
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George Junior Republic, prisoner sentenced to hard labor.
Source: “The George Junior Republic,” Harper’s Weekly, May 23, 1896.
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George Junior Republic prison.
Source: William George, The Junior Republic: Its History and Ideals (New York: Appleton, 1910).
As the children separated the “deserving” from the “undeserving” recipients of charity, they established a Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Children within the republic. This organization ensured that the older youth who served as guardians to younger kids treated them well and organized ad hoc collections to help out friends in need. Journalist Adele Fielde reported on how “These waifs are often very generous to each other,” giving the example of “E., who is only sixteen years old, and who was poverty-stricken and most cruelly treated at home” and who “had never seen F. till the two met here in the Junior Republic.” F. was “a lazy, thievish child of ten” who E. took “under his care in a spirit that would do credit to an angel. He has paid F.’s debts, amounting to twenty-one dollars, of his own hard-earned money; has defended him when others reviled him, and then privately expostulated with him, and has encouraged him with the devotion and patience of a true older brother.” Journalist Mary Humphreys recounted the story of a girl who, after spending all her money on caramels, was unable to pay for her bed at the Hotel Elmira and how friends sponsored her so that she could sleep well for a week.40
Most unexpected among the republic’s many accomplishments was how many of the participating youth relished life in the environment in which these lessons were learned. George was an avid record-keeper, consistent with the Goo Goo agenda. Inviting the kids to report on their summer experiences, he printed the choicest testimonials in the republic’s annual report. “I have learned a great deal,” one boy wrote at summer’s end. “I didn’t know what the Legislature was when I came here, but I know what it is good for now. I have saved $45 since I am here. I have worked for every cent I got. I think I am a good citizen now. I know how to vote and I am proud of it.” Even those who spent time in the republic’s jail had something positive to report. “The prison taught me a good lesson. You bet I won’t get in there any more,” another insisted.41
Of course, George, constantly in search of financial assistance, typically publicized the statements of enthusiastic participants. Yet he catalogued the resisters as well. Some ran away in protest of the idea that they would be controlled by other kids. Four departing children wrote back to “‘Tell Mr. George we liked der place, but didn’t want ter be arrested by kid cops.’” Others were unable to manage the daily expectation of work. “I don’t like sinc im here for we starf an i wish i wars home caus i dont had to work,” said one boy. Another complained at being teased because he was poor. Still others appeared to be beyond reform, such as Citizen 121, described as “unpromising” on entry and “devil” on departure.42
Taken together, the evidence overwhelmingly backs George’s view that the majority of youth in residence at his republic were energetically participating in their own reform, making expulsion the highest order disciplinary tool and a punishment they sought to avoid. George’s contemporaries were highly impressed. Adopting a hagiographic tone that placed him in the company of other genius inventors, they celebrated his “experiment,” calling it a “workshop” and “machinery” for democratic citizenship (and, later, a “laboratory” and “factory” as well). “Benjamin Franklin said that he would like to come back to our country after one hundred years,” wrote minister Theodore Cuyler, “and if ‘Poor Richard’ had been with us yesterday, he would have jumped for joy.” In an era John Kasson and others have characterized as manic about invention, including the invention of “social technologies,” George and his republic were widely hailed as a “marvel of the century.”43
As they reflected on the genius of George’s “invention” (which George himself later described as resulting from a flash of inspiration from God), many concluded the republic offered young people access to a new life. Some, following Jean-Jacques Rousseau’s famous claim in Emile, or On Education, that all individuals were born twice—once into the world and once into adulthood—or the more common religious formulation of an afterlife, emphasized the sequencing of these events to describe a life in the tenements followed by a new life in the republic, or a life in the republic followed by a “second life” back in New York City. “In this Republic a boy takes up a new life, with the old life left behind and forgotten,” explained one writer in the New York Evangelist. “A fellow that has been through a Junior Republic has a chance to live his life over again. He knows what he can do because he did it on a small scale there. He knows, too, what he can’t do, because he tried that, too, in the Republic and found it failed,” wrote a later observer in the Young Woman’s Journal. The junior citizens used similar language themselves. As one boy wrote to George in a letter after summer’s end, “It’s like as if they have two lifetimes to live through. The first is the time they spend in the Republic in which they gain experience, and the second when they get back to New York.’”44
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George Junior Republic, street sweepers.
Source: Abigail Powers, “The George Junior Republic,” The Puritan 9 (1901).
In the eyes of other observers, however, the republic enabled these multiple lifetimes to be simultaneously lived. As Thomas Osborne observed how “the children form, in fact, a real community of their own, an imperium in imperio,” he also noted that “being in reality children and not men and women” they had to attend school. Journalists celebrated the enthusiastic participation of youth in the governance and labor that maintaining the republic required, as one put it, “the republic is the children’s affair entirely.” Yet in reminding readers that adults were ultimately in charge (“of course there are resident citizens at Freeville to assist. … in the capacities of teachers and advisers”), these observers proposed the republic instead supplied opportunities to live two lives at once: the protected life of a real young person and the dramatized life of a virtual adult.45
World’s Fair, Wax Museum, Junior Republic
In their descriptions of the republic as a copy, a miniature, and an environment at the border of real life and the not-quite-real, and in their attention to how participating youth had reenacted the settlement and development of the agrarian democracy that was the “great republic,” these accounts’ style and content followed established conventions not for describing youth-serving institutions but instead for discussing the period’s proliferating simulated environments and vicarious experiences. Historians have documented public fascination during the latter half of the nineteenth century with cultural products that claimed to reproduce reality and linked them to the transformation of perceptual experience in the modern era. Taxidermy, historical reenactments, sham battles, living villages, world’s fairs, panoramas, spectrographs, Hale’s Tours, stereoscopes, photographs, miniature railways, films, daguerreotypes, planetariums, greenhouses and winter gardens, wax museums, national parks, “genuine reproduction” furniture, shopping arcades, mimetic comedy, lantern slide lectures, morgues, phonographs, spectacle plays, dioramas, and archaeological sites analyzed separately and together add weight to these accounts. Of course there is a longer history to such representations of reality, and many of the cultural products that became popular among Americans were European in origin. Yet scholars recognize a particular proliferation in the turn-of-the-century United States made possible by new modes of production and distribution. Some of the large-scale forces that historians of American childhood attach to the emergence of a new youth ideal—such as mass production and the rise of a consumer market for artifacts and experiences—are, in these accounts, sources of cultural change and the emergence of a distinctly modern subjectivity.46
Whether they make reference to a “spectacular reality,” an “enframing,” a “museum effect,” a “theme space,” or a “double position,” these studies take note of how such varied representations, many blending entertainment and education, offered simultaneous immersion in and distance from the subjects they presented, oftentimes virtually transporting audiences to experience a different time, place, or identity. Americans were thrilled by the possibility that they might travel over the Alps from Paris to Rome by panorama, assured that “many gentlemen who have made the tour in very deed have certified to the accuracy of the representation.” They were equally enthused by the Biblical scenes from the distant past brought to life in panoramas “second in interest only to an actual tour of Palestine”—as well as in stereoscopic views, in large-scale reenactments such as those of Imrie Kiralfy, and in attractions such as Palestine Park. Accounts of the proliferation of simulated environments and vicarious experiences argue for their significance as merely the most visible signs of larger cultural transformations in which entire societies were being reconstituted around representation. Such shifting perceptual norms and the public conversations about the meaning of reality in an era of proliferating reproductions are recognized as critical foundations for a later mass-mediated world. According to this view, long before Jean Baudrillard proposed that “Disneyland is presented as imaginary in order to make us believe that the rest is real, when in fact all of Los Angeles and the America surrounding it are no longer real, but of the order of the hyperreal and of simulation,” these virtual experiences were redefining American life.47
World’s fairs modeled on European expositions were the central sites for concentrating such cultural products in a single location. The Chicago World’s Fair of 1893, which took cues from the 1889 Paris Exposition, assembled a multiplicity of educational amusements, simulated environments, and vicarious experiences spanning diverse times and places inside a “world in miniature.” These included a “real African village,” a Cairo street “representing faithfully the population of the old City of Egypt in its unimpaired splendor of the days before much modern civilization invaded it,” a Native American encampment that was “the most realistic reproduction on the Midway,” and an authentic Irish town that was an “exact reproduction (on a scale of two-thirds) of the stronghold of the old McCarthys” including “real Irish sod.” Visitors to these and other living villages could examine “real and typical representatives of nearly all the races of the earth, living in their natural methods, practicing their home arts, and presenting their so-called native amusements,” as attorney and senator Chauncey Depew put it.48
Notably, one could even travel virtually to the exposition itself. “A stereoscopic visit to an exhibition is not at all fatiguing,” one journalist reported. “You miss all the worry and expense of travel and get the very choicest views of the fair.”49
A central message across such displays was the hierarchy of civilizations in which racialized performances lay on a spectrum of societal development. Such exhibits “made America seem anywhere but near,” Depew explained, giving observers “an opportunity to investigate these barbarous and semi-civilized civilizations without the unpleasant accompaniments of travel through their countries and contact with their peoples.” Indeed, college anthropology students undertook world’s fair study tours in lieu of fieldwork in distant climes. They offered a stark contrast to “the progress of our [US] civilization,” he concluded, progress that was itself on display as industrial machinery, model prisons, and other exhibits fleshed out the narrative about the superiority of American industrial society.50
Despite William George’s showmanship and the “living exhibits” on the value of white modernity that the junior citizens supplied to thousands of tourists, neither the George Junior Republic nor youth activities more generally have previously figured in studies of the cultural underpinnings of the modern media age. Yet the thematic and rhetorical continuities across these proliferating educational entertainments and the public talk about mediation they inspired—especially the living villages that were so popular at world’s fairs and as traveling exhibitions—make clear that George’s contemporaries recognized the resemblances they shared. Young people were routinely part of these attractions, from the babies born to parents who worked in the model villages, to the Egyptian youths at school in “Cairo,” to the three dozen Native American pupils demonstrating “educational work among the Indians.” Public responses to these cultural products typically vacillated between hope and anxiety as hope for new ways to see the world was accompanied by anxieties about the potential loss of authentic experience they represented. Reactions to the George Junior Republic, by contrast, were largely one-sided. George’s idea that a “mimic” adult society could serve as a tool for social reform generated great hopes and few concerns, concerns that were largely limited to the details of the dramatization rather than questions about the value of role-playing adulthood itself.51
Figure 1.7
Street in Cairo, reproduced for the 1893 Chicago World’s Fair.
Source: James W. Shepp and Daniel B. Shepp, Shepp’s World’s Fair Photographed (Chicago: Globe Bible Publishing, 1893).
A rare exception appeared in the Rochester Herald in summer 1897. A journalist’s report on the dirty facilities, hazardous work environment, “improper” mixing of the sexes, and harsh jail punishments was much less flattering than typical republic coverage, prompting the New York State Board of Charities to advise George to reorganize the republic so it resembled a more recognizable institution. Supporters pushed back immediately, insisting the newspaper and the board had missed the point of the entire operation. “Some so-called evils are no evils at all, simply appearances made necessary by the method,” they explained. The republic’s conditions were designed to replicate the early days of a new colony, so the lack of facilities and the participants’ need to make improvements was part of the plan. The recent visitors from Rochester overlooked what other visitors had understood from the republic’s inception: “There is the appearance, and also the reality, of great poverty about the camp,” journalist Adele Fielde had written. “Everything is cheap, rough and hard, except the spirit that is in it all.” So too the miniature prison environment was an essential feature of the republic’s unique system, they insisted, one that reduced the likelihood the children would find their way to state prisons for longer sentences in later years. “I don’t like this prison part, of course,” George admitted, “but there are several hundred other things in the world at large which we do not like, but which seem to be essential. We could have made the prison part milder … but then they would have formed a very wrong impression of the actual State Prison, and we do not wish them to glean the impression that a penal institution is a kind of picnic ground.” In any case it was “better to give a boy a few months in prison at the Junior Republic under good influences than two or three years of it at the expense of the state.”52
The republic’s trustees appointed a committee to respond to the charities board and further publicize the republic’s unusual approach to child saving, including Professor Jeremiah Jenks and Professor Benjamin Ide Wheeler of Cornell, Professor William Blackman of Yale, Professor John Commons of Syracuse, Thomas Osborne and F. W. Richardson of Auburn, and Frederic Almy of the Charity Organization Society of Buffalo. “We agree, of course, with your committee that there is, in many cases, lack of system, of order, of cleanliness,” the committee explained. “But, on the other hand, it must be kept in mind that in many instances, if the plan of reform of the republic is to be carried out, this could not be otherwise.” Emphasizing how the republic succeeded because children were “led gradually to adopt these new habits of their own free choice,” they noted, “It is a fact that there is found a decided improvement in these particulars among the citizens who have been the longest residents.” Their point-by-point counter-report, which laid out the republic’s many benefits and suggested George was fully within his rights to delegate such responsibilities to his charges, prompted the agency to back down. Subsequent surveys by the Bureau of Labor and Charities and the Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Children also rebutted earlier complaints.53
Although public portrayals were overwhelmingly positive, the republic was not immune from further criticisms as supporters eagerly suggested how it might be improved. Focusing their attention on how “Some social questions receive a peculiar illustration there,” as Jenks put it—the ways in which specific practices in the youth society deviated from their real-world counterparts—they expressed concerns that revisions were required lest George’s charges leave with the wrong lessons. “So many of the essential conditions of real life are necessarily wanting at this Junior republic that any attempt to illustrate such vital matters … would probably result in more harm than good,” one anonymous author explained in Gunton’s Magazine, pointing to the lack of opportunity for kids to organize trade unions and strike for better wages, or even to improve production processes by machine. “The vital points necessary to an accurate understanding of the capitalist and wages question are absent in the conditions at the George Junior Republic,” he concluded,
and hence it is far better that no attempt be made to illustrate the workings of this matter than that the boys should be allowed to carry away the wrong-headed ideas which an experiment with such absurdly incomplete conditions would give. … like endeavoring to explain the solar system with the sun left out. The matter is too seriously important to be handled in such as way as to spread misinformation and false, ill-digested ideas among the boys who will eventually have to decide the public policy of the nation in regard to this class of problems.
Others criticized the addition of town meetings to an otherwise national government, full female suffrage, that jobs were always available, and that George owned all of the land. Washington Gladden had other concerns. “Some limit should be placed upon the admission of visitors,” he grumbled, because in their presence “the time of the officers is absorbed and the business of the community impeded.”54
George took these suggestions under advisement as potential future revisions to the republic plan. Yet he stood firm on more than a few of the departures from reality that, in his mind, made the overall experience a more effective tool for teaching the specific lessons he hoped to instill. The town meeting, for example, ensured that more voices could be heard. Work was always available, including the dreaded stone pile, so that kids could learn the value of employment, money, and thrift. Like his contemporaries who organized the living villages at world’s fairs—where Native American participants wore anachronistic clothing, sported wigs to hide their modern haircuts, and reenacted rituals long ago discarded in actual Native communities, and where the Cairo street was “not a reproduction of an actual section of Cairo, but a general combination” of typical features to illustrate the premodern city—he too believed that some artifice would ensure more “realism” and hence greater learning. Exhibit organizers, aware of at least some of these irregularities, typically approved them in the service of teaching larger truths. This was a common strategy in other “realistic” media, such as the staged subjects of documentary photographs and films or the panoramas and other thrill rides that eliminated the boring aspects of the travel experience they aimed to duplicate. It was particularly necessary for the republic, wrote Jacob Riis, given that this living village had been “developed not as an amusement but to meet the most fundamental practical problem of sociology—the education of personal character for both individual and social responsibilities.” Friend to the republic from its debut, Riis routinely used this strategy himself, staging boy gangs in his famous photographic works on account of the possibility of presenting larger truths about poverty and urban youth.55
Next Steps for Freeville
Summer 1897 would prove to be decisive in the institutional history of this anti-institution, in part because of legislation the winter citizens passed. The thirty-two boys and girls had adopted a new constitution that imposed limits on eligibility for elected office by age and length of citizenship. The presidency was reserved for citizens above fifteen, the senate and house for those above thirteen and twelve, respectively. Junior citizens now had to live in the republic for one month before they could stand for election, which all but closed off office-holding opportunities to summer-only youth.56
When the customary “tide of immigration” swelled the ranks of the republic’s population that summer, these regulations not surprisingly created tensions between the (few) year-round and (more numerous) seasonal citizens, prompting George to contemplate constructing two separate camps. Under the leadership of President Smith, elected during the winter months and by this time a Sunday school teacher headed to Cornell to study law and sociology, the tension between summer and year-round residents gave the populations of largely immigrant youth a sense of how native-born Americans felt about the newcomers in their midst. Guided by William Dapping, the criminal court focused its activities on the summer citizens. But the year-round citizens’ conviction that length of term in the republic was closely associated with mastery of the lessons in civics and character education that were the juvenile democracy’s raison d’être led George instead to make the republic a year-round only operation.57
Although in its initial years the Freeville republic was a temporary community, it eventually established itself on a permanent basis. The young citizens further extended the probationary period for office-holding to three months. And they collaborated with George, who now envisioned a more substantial campus of cottages, each “accommodating ten or fifteen citizens, instead of the existing large barracks and tents,” to further develop the republic’s physical plant. Fifty-three stayed on in winter 1897–1898 to make the transition. Many more wished to but could not secure adequate funds.58
The decision to become a year-round institution gave George greater control over participating youth as parents signed over their children for indeterminate sentences. It simultaneously presented him with a new funding challenge. His wife, frustrated that “much of the money expended during summer by business manager could have been saved,” suggested there would be significant cost reductions if money “that was spent on men’s work” was allocated to other expenses while formerly men’s tasks were assigned to the youth. “Several large boys, who are extremely useful … have more than paid their way by work they have done, which men would have had to be hired for if they had not been here,” she explained, noting for example that among their accomplishments “over 700 ft of ditch has been done by Mr. George and the boys, water pipes and sewer and drainage pipes laid accordingly.”59
These savings aside, greater resources were needed to expand republic programming. George’s efforts to publicize its good works went into overdrive with help from colleagues at the association. A growing network of supporters beyond the social gospel and good government movements offered money and publicity for the Freeville institution. Prominent businessmen, including John Rockefeller and Andrew Carnegie, who feared labor unrest, rallied behind the republic’s instruction in capitalism, offering assistance via board service and financial contributions. Social scientists, working in a period when description and prescription were deeply entangled, expressed great interest in how the republic might help them devise better theory and practice alike. Women’s clubs, a relatively new form of voluntary organization, organized an auxiliary association. The Daughters of the American Revolution were great enthusiasts; so too were advocates for female suffrage. Complete strangers sent George donations in the mail as well. Despite ongoing financial concerns, the republic did not accept every offer of assistance. In 1896, William Randolph Hearst’s New York Journal attempted to organize a campaign to raise money for the republic to compete with the Tribune’s Fresh Air Fund. The republic board rejected his help.60
With growing support came still more publicity, and then an ever-longer waiting list. As George and the republic’s young district attorney told one audience in 1899, there were four hundred eager applicants for only fifty-five spots. Other reform institutions such as orphanages and reform schools were being roundly criticized for failing to adequately prepare inmates to participate in the real world. “The longer he is in the Asylum, the less likely he is to do well in outside life,” Children’s Aid Society founder Charles Loring Brace put it, observing how dysfunctional institutional cultures were poor instructors for future success and that even model inmates could become lost when introduced into social conditions of real life beyond their institutions. By contrast, the George Junior Republic’s simultaneous resemblance to and yet separation from “real life” dazzled the public and the reform community. So too did the affection participants held for its approach to self-improvement; they created an alumni association in 1898 and an annual town meeting day for former citizens to return.61
Figure 1.8
George Junior Republic, contractors digging a ditch.
Source: William George, The Junior Republic: Its History and Ideals (New York: Appleton, 1910).
These widening circles of discussion opened a conversation about duplicating the republic and the dramatizations of adult life it supplied that transformed George’s experiment from a unique curiosity to the motive force for a movement. A prophecy on New Year’s Eve as 1899 gave way to 1900 suggested to George that one hundred years in the future there would be junior states across America, all members of a larger junior nation. These programs’ success would upend Americans’ approach to juvenile reform such that there would be “no reform schools, no Homes with a capital H,” and boarding schools would routinely embrace such methods as well. The nation itself would be improved, as graduates served honorably in congress and industry, and communities stocked with populations with republic experience would “be remarkable for their local government.” This prophecy would prove highly influential, guiding George’s work for the rest of his life.62
As talk of a possible republic movement continued, one of this conversation’s central assumptions—that the simultaneous immersion in and distance from experiences that so fascinated adult patrons of wax museums, panoramas, and other modern entertainments held special benefits for the nation’s youth—soon inflected discussions about the republic’s component activities as well. For lost in much of the early excitement about George’s work was the fact that, like many other “recombinant” inventors, he had not ignored the era’s existing youth activities in his work. As George had tapped into the cultural fascination with representation, he had repackaged a scattered suite of approaches to handling young people as components of a total youth society that removed them from the political and economic worlds of adults and substituted a supervised simulation instead. Like living villages and stereoscopes, these too had old-world origins, but in George’s hands they became part of a uniquely American institution.63
How aware George was of precedents at the outset of the republic remains an open question; only later in his career did he devote attention to finding out. John Commons, whose Syracuse University class did an independent study of the republic, was one of the first to publically recognize how it “carries to a consistent extreme” ideas that theorists and practitioners in “charity, penology, and pedagogy” had been urging for more than a decade—if not that what the youth congress, token economy, manual training, children’s gardens, youth court, boy militia, model kitchens, and juvenile publishing shared went beyond anecdotal evidence about their effects on civics and character education. Each of these components of the total republic experience, already tried at reformatories, schools, boys clubs, girls clubs, settlements, young men’s voluntary associations, camps, and asylums, now gave young people simultaneous access to a protected childhood and a virtual adulthood—a double life that introduced them to modern subjectivity as well. As much as the founding of the republic, this new way of thinking about its component activities as role-plays of adulthood would be a lasting legacy of George’s work. How the effort to grow the republic movement became part of a larger conversation among developmental psychologists and educators about young people’s natural penchant for living double lives, and how a new emphasis on realistic roles versus realistic environments expanded the significance of such component activities in sculpting these instincts to positive ends, are the subjects of chapter 2.64
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2 Stages of Childhood
In a 1902 lecture to the Harvard Teachers Union, Clark University president and psychology professor G. Stanley Hall praised the George Junior Republic for placing pedagogy on scientific grounds. “Children are imitative to a degree that neither they nor teachers have until lately dreamed of,” he told the assembled crowd. Their play “mirrors and epitomizes life. … The play world reproduces in rudimentary form the serious business of both primitive and modern man.” Observing how curricular innovations such as home economics, nature study, and student government channeled young people’s imitative instincts toward pedagogical ends, he lamented that only reformatories and industrial schools for “negroes and Indians” routinely provided such programming in “knowing by doing.” His former student John Dewey’s laboratory school was now pilot-testing role-plays of past eras’ adult activities to teach history, although the results “from this most fascinating experiment” had yet to be seen. The George Junior Republic, the Hampton Institute, and the Carlisle Indian School, by contrast, already had demonstrated how the “natural stimulus of education” could be “such a power in the world.”1
Why, at the turn of the century, would Hall vest greater confidence in the Freeville republic than in John Dewey’s laboratory school, calling it a model boarding school and suggesting it was organized around principles of child development, when William George was not trained in psychology and was adamant that the republic was not, in fact, a school? And why did Hall see affinities between the republic and so many other educational institutions given its fringe status in histories of the period? This chapter describes early efforts to copy George’s republic and how these proliferating youth societies became part of a larger conversation among psychologists and educators about the developmental and pedagogical functions of role-playing adulthood in the modern age. During a period when schools already were experimenting with a variety of curricular innovations to bring new populations into the educational system and keep them engaged, junior republics fit well to supplement or even coordinate these programs. As George worked to transform his republic from a summer camp to a year-round operation, his friend Wilson Gill demonstrated how such juvenile societies could be introduced into schools and the comparatively greater importance of realistic vicarious experiences over realistic simulated environments in teaching their lessons.2
Histories of the shift from family economy to sheltered childhood have noted turn-of-the-century ties between developmental psychology and the school modernization movement known as the “new education.” They highlight the important work from G. Stanley Hall and John Dewey to identify young people’s natural play instincts as the bases for a child-centered curriculum that directed pupils’ energy and attention and expanded in-school populations. Neither the George Junior Republic nor the dramatizations of adult life at the center of its curriculum figure in these accounts.
Yet in an era when anthropologists and sociologists viewed cultural transmission as imitation in “primitive” and “modern” societies, and psychologists proposed that the “double consciousness” previously associated with pathological states was a normal feature of identity, the human sciences offered biological rationales for the appeal of educational entertainments that offered vicarious access to alternative times, places, and selves—and the modern subjectivity that resulted. In their theories of playworlds and recapitulation in which young people reproduced past and present adult occupations, and their philosophy of learning by doing in which students were simultaneously virtual adults at work and young people at play, psychologists and educators including Hall and Dewey attest to how the era’s common wisdom about mediated experience and the making of modern youth as a biological and social category were linked. The equal attention, across these professions, to vicarious experiences of adulthood alongside sheltered childhood suggests why Hall, like so many contemporaries, saw the Freeville republic typifying a modern approach to education.3
More Republics Needed
Word spread quickly about the junior republic’s novel approach and with it interest in duplicating George’s work. The question on many minds was whether Freeville’s success depended on Daddy George’s charisma or if there might be generalizable principles for replicating the republic’s results. George initially had little to offer on this question. Flooded by requests to establish new republics, he hesitated, believing Freeville “a very crude and imperfect embodiment” of his ideas. He focused instead on local improvements: expanding the physical plant, setting up a school, and replacing tents and barracks with cottage housing. (The school’s existence gave George further ammunition for his argument that the republic was not a school.) The junior citizens took responsibility for many of these tasks. Peterboro Avenue, for example, was “the most popular rendezvous on the grounds—the broad piazza nearly surrounding the Republic Building,” reported the Junior Citizen, noting that “Daddy and the citizens love [it] best because from nail to paint it was made almost wholly by the boys.” Financial needs were a continuing concern. As George confessed, “There has never been a time in its history when there was enough money in its treasury to carry it beyond the current month, and frequently not even that.” Board members, friends, and citizens helped with publicity and fundraising, as when ten-year-old republic mail carrier Billy Zavenski joined Thomas Osborne on the stereopticon lecture circuit.4
As George demurred, impatient admirers set out to discover the mechanism that made the republic work. Many of them, noting its origins in a fresh air camp and the environmental theories of behavior that inspired it, believed the republic worked because it removed children from slum environments to a pastoral setting. “They were not all of the highest type of childhood that the mind can imagine,” wrote one observer, but two months in the country “enjoying the fresh air and beauty of the trees and flowers … brought them nearer to it than they would have come if they had been obliged to endure the stifling air and shabby streets of the poorer parts of the metropolis.” Situating poverty and juvenile delinquency in social environments rather than individual biologies, these admirers were hopeful about the possibilities for changing lives. As journalist Adele Fielde put it, “A thing that is being proven in the experience of the Junior Republic is the truth that it is not heredity so much as environment that makes a child good or bad.” Many of the children “had been punished as criminals before they were snatched away from the corrupting influences of the slums,” concurred the New York Evangelist. “In the Republic are children whose heredity is as bad as it well can be and who two years ago were living out their inborn characteristics as vagabonds and actually criminals who now are law abiding, hard-working, honest child-citizens. All they needed … was a favorable environment” for their metamorphoses to begin.5
The earliest efforts to duplicate the republic followed this line of thinking. In summer 1896, former boys club manager and Boys Brigade leader Edward Bradley, having learned of George’s work from colleagues at Chicago’s Hull House, accompanied approximately a dozen orphan boys, aged twelve to sixteen, into the Illinois countryside to found a juvenile democracy. The children, removed from the dangers of life in Chicago, became citizens of a “Chicago on a small scale” on the prairie, much like the actual city in its earliest days. They called the miniature municipality Allendale after Cicero Allen, first owner of the land on which they settled. Facilities were spare: a single cottage served as city headquarters and dining hall. To fund the summer program the boys let out the other cottages on the site to vacationers and slept in tents. Outdoor recreational activities such as boating, swimming, and outdoor games fleshed out the summer experience.6
“Cap” Bradley initially placed himself in the key political positions, serving as mayor and judge with the boys in other posts. The campers established a bank and local currency and got to work cooking, farming, housekeeping, and selling farm goods to vacationers to earn their room and board. Bradley encouraged entrepreneurship, and the boys responded with enthusiasm. “Nearly everything necessary for the maintenance of the farm is done by the citizens under contract,” one early visitor described. “Wood carrying, garbage removal, and half a dozen other things are advertised and bid for.” Gardening was a particularly lucrative business. Boys could rent one of six garden plots and grow produce for “the public dining hall in the ‘Auditorium Hotel,’ as the main cottage is called [after a Chicago hotel], and to the ‘resorters’ in the various cottages.” Each citizen “was allowed every freedom to exercise his money-making talent, if he had any.” Thus while “one had a bootblack stand, some were painters, and some were carpenters,” others took more creative approaches, including lending money at higher interest rates than the republic bank and paying youths low wages for contract work.
Not long ago one of these capitalists had a contract to dig a ditch of some size on the property. His bid of $2.50 was far enough under all other estimates to assure him the work. He then engaged a number of laborers at 20 cents an hour, the highest rate paid, and sat on the grass and watched them work. Labor cost him $1.25, and he made a like amount on the deal … under the laws of the republic, it is impossible to force the contractor to do any work himself.7
Allendale soon encountered the economic problems that had faced Freeville: “Capitalists a Problem” the Chicago Daily Tribune declared. Yet Bradley’s enthusiasm that a simulated society provided an ideal environment for youth reform was undiminished. The boys’ equal enthusiasm persuaded him to continue Allendale after summer’s end. Bradley took up residency in Chicago’s recently opened Kirkland Settlement and reestablished the miniature municipality there. Returning to the city was less than ideal: settlement facilities could not accommodate a residential component and stifled possibilities for a robust economic system. He worried about the boys’ fate in a potentially corrosive urban setting.8
Bradley made the most of the situation, running Allendale as an evening program for a larger population. Seventy-five boys aged twelve to seventeen (some in school, some working, and some simply roaming the streets) participated, holding elections at six-week intervals to cycle youth through the diverse posts. Civil service exams made the system more selective. With several boys having stayed on, Bradley turned over to them the mayoral office while continuing as president himself. Winter citizens were freed from the expense of room and board, so Bradley abandoned the economic system. Instead, he arranged industrial classes in pressed iron work, whittling, carpentry, and electricity at a nearby two-flat to familiarize the boys with a range of adult occupations.9
The observers who characterized the wintertime “city within a city” in language that echoed depictions of its summertime setting did not sway Bradley from his preference for a rural location. “Getting the boys away from their [urban] environment” and “molding their lives upon entirely different lines,” was essential so that they might have “a chance to get away from their bad habits.” As the weather improved, he moved Allendale to rural Lake Villa, Illinois, making it into a full-time operation from summer 1897 with financial help from industrialist Cyrus McCormick and a women’s auxiliary.10
The importance of pastoral settings for improving the physical and moral health of urban youth, particularly immigrants, was a common theme in other early republic-building efforts. Public talk about “farm republics” modeled on agrarian villages inspired modifications of the farm school idea, as in the Industrial Colony Association’s nearby experiment on the “county plan.” Boston area pastor William Forbush created the “USA” for boys in his Christian Endeavor summer camp. Observers surveying the landscape of youth-oriented programs suggested that other “duplicates” predated the Freeville settlement. At Baltimore’s McDunough Farm School and Boston’s Farm School, for example, boy-run societies had emerged on students’ own initiative years before William George was a household name.11
Cottage Row appeared in 1888 on the playground at Boston’s Farm School, one of the first US educational institutions to offer agricultural and industrial training. By 1897, when George’s republic became a year-round operation, Boston boys already had built a village of cottages, a city hall and library, and a “zoological museum” to house the school’s pets. Virtual property ownership was central to the playground economy, with the result that “knowledge of deeds, mortgages, certificates of stock and the transference of property” was part of its informal curriculum. Journalist Max Bennett Thrasher recounted,
One winter while I was there when property was low, two boys who were both good carpenters bought a small run-down cottage as a speculation. When it came spring, they repaired it thoroughly and painted it. Then they advertised it to be sold at auction, held the sale, though neither of them had ever been at an auction in his life, and cleared $2.50 by the deal.
Figure 2.1
Cottage Row and some of its property owners.
Source: H. Bruce Addington, “A Vocational School a Hundred Years Old,” Outlook, July 28, 1915.
The Beacon, the students’ newspaper, featured regular reports on such property transfers and how enterprising boys created businesses as architects and builders to contract work for peers. Hundreds of visitors came annually to see the playground city in operation. Hearing talk of its similarities to George’s republic, headmaster Charles Bradley visited Freeville in 1896.12
Meanwhile, George, who now recognized the difficulty of stopping determined imitators, devised a scheme for settling new republics, a testimonial to his confidence in young people’s capabilities and his frustrations that most adults took a different view. “The task of securing suitable men as superintendants or head workers, men who realized that the great art of running the Republic was not to run it at all” was difficult, he later observed, so instead he deputized experienced junior citizens as “pioneers” for the new communities, giving them “the same practical training that would be given to a colony about to migrate to a new country.” In 1897, they founded the Carter Junior Republic in rural Redington, Pennsylvania. Citizens 21, 35, 45, and 61 made themselves “useful therein … rendering valuable service in organizing that new Republic, along the lines of our Commonwealth.” Others settled a National Junior Republic in Annapolis, Maryland, which opened in 1899.13
Establishing new institutions was a slow process, however, and admirers were eager to create republics at a faster pace. Although Edward Bradley did not enjoy Allendale’s temporary Chicago setting, another man, aware of the difficulties George had encountered with his initial fresh air camp, thought that the growing array of institutions that already tended urban youth might offer the movement fresh possibilities. This was George’s friend Wilson Gill, who had visited Freeville and had an alternative explanation for the republic’s success. In Gill’s view it was the opportunity for young people to replicate adult roles at a distance from the worlds of adults, rather than the pastoral, village-like location where they did so, that mattered most to the outcomes so many praised. One of the era’s emerging breed of technocratic reformers who challenged the primacy of social gospel methods, Gill determined that schools would be the ideal place to test his hypothesis about the possibility of piggybacking junior republics on the programming at institutions that already engaged immigrant and indigent youth.
From Junior Republics to School Cities
Gill, a businessman and engineer, began his reform career as a participant in the good government movement, with special interest in municipal improvement. This was his point of contact with William George. Disappointed by his own voter education efforts in the 1880s, Gill was among the Goo Goos who turned their attention to civic education for youth. After a brief collaboration with the Daughters and Sons of the American Revolution, he established the Patriotic League in 1891 to improve civics instruction in schools. Around this time he also led the charge to construct a children’s building at the 1893 World’s Columbian Exposition in Chicago to bring the latest in scientific knowledge about child-rearing to mass audiences.14
Chapter 1 described how world’s fairs exemplified the environments and experiences whose proliferation made visible the emergence of a distinctly modern subjectivity. Scholars of media and modernity have argued that, in gathering together educational entertainments from living villages to industrial machinery, events such as Chicago’s 1893 World’s Columbian Exposition exposed audiences to a packaged and “spectacularized” reality that soon defined the broader experience of moving through the modern world. For historians of youth, the Chicago fair is significant as the launch pad for the mother study clubs which translated developmental psychology into guidance for women who increasingly took seriously the profession of raising kids.15
Missing from these accounts are connections between modern subjectivity and the exposition’s youth-focused programs, connections that contextualize the popularity of the junior republic idea. If the young people attending school in the fair’s living villages help to explain why the miniature United States run by kids in Freeville became a tourist attraction, the opportunities for young people to play house, practice military maneuvers, and learn manual skills at the fair’s children’s building attest to the era’s growing interest in educational activities that enabled young people to vicariously experience adult occupations within a distinctly children’s space. Gill’s view that “Childhood is the real life, as much as manhood or womanhood,” and yet simultaneously that “Every little girl is a little woman, every little boy a little man,” and the fair’s opportunities for kids to explore building-block activities of the soon-to-be established George Junior Republic, suggests that his thinking was moving in a parallel direction even before George’s republic debuted.16
Gill’s chance to pilot school republics came in February 1897. As he worked with the Patriotic League “to lay out a course of instruction in citizenship sufficiently simple for young schoolchildren,” Bernard Cronson, a New York City educator and league chapter president, solicited his advice about a situation at the West Farms School. Students were out of control. Administrators had stationed a police officer in the playground to address the worsening situation, to no avail. Gill suggested to Cronson that the school modify George’s junior republic plan. The pupils elected a president and officials, including truant officers and health inspectors. With the responsibility for discipline placed in the hands of the most unruly pupils, order was swiftly restored. The transformation at West Farms underscored how republics need not be confined to countryside settings, inspiring Gill to press for more republics inside New York City schools.17
He approached fellow Goo Goo and Patriotic League board member R. Fulton Cutting. Cutting headed the New York Association for Improving the Conditions of the Poor, which administered the city’s summer vacation schools. Reporting on the West Farms experiment, Gill hypothesized that “school republics” could reach the same populations that George’s republic had targeted but at much lower cost because there were neither facilities to build nor staff to hire. Cutting offered Gill the Norfolk Street vacation school, where about 1,200 immigrant children ages five to fifteen spent the summer months, mostly “Russian, Polish, or Hungarian Jews, unpromising material, it might have seemed, for educational experiments.” Gill organized the students as a city government based on the soon-to-be-consolidated Greater New York. He called this plan the School City and later the School Republic. Each class became an election district, with groups of classrooms forming boroughs. Boys and girls were eligible to vote, a decision taken not on account of girls’ activism, but rather Goo Goos’ belief in the possibilities for “purification” that female suffrage represented. The pupils chose a mayor and common council and a range of other elected and appointed officials as well, including health inspectors, police, judges, and a court clerk. Teachers and administrators granted the city’s charter, and served as appeals court judges and as representatives to the board of health (alongside the student mayor and police commissioner).18
With the Norfolk Street’s curriculum already prioritizing manual training, the school republic’s major business was government itself. Norfolk’s juvenile citizens greeted the experiment with enthusiasm and got to work passing legislation. Many reflected the Goo Goo agenda, which prioritized cleanliness and administrative rationality. Ordinances targeted students who littered or came to school untidy, assigning them to pick up waste around the school. Repeat violators and students who defaced school property faced expulsion. Teachers gave students a wide berth to design this legal system as well as opportunities to revise their laws.19
Although the school grounds comprised these young officials’ primary jurisdiction, pupils occasionally brought their role-plays into the surrounding community. Student police, for example, arrested truants outside school bounds. The health department printed leaflets for community distribution, “not the serious and scientific leaflets of the larger [NYC health] department, but bright and popular pamphlets suited to the neighborhood,” reflecting the Patriotic League’s secondary goal to reach parents through their kids.20
Compressing space and time, Gill’s school-based republic thus refocused attention away from the realism of the juvenile democracy’s environment to the realism of the roles the junior citizens played. Well connected to New York City officials thanks to his municipal reform work, Gill asked colleagues who occupied the offices the children were mimicking for guidance. Police and sanitation department heads Theodore Roosevelt and George Waring, both of whom already had close relationships with William George, were especially eager to help, offering official assistance to the pupils. Mayor William Strong also visited the school.21
Colonel Waring went the furthest in building ties between the two New York cities on account of how Gill’s methods resonated with administrative changes he was making at the city’s street cleaning department, as well as his ongoing efforts to advise Freeville’s street cleaning brigade. Waring had recently implemented an early form of industrial democracy, creating an elected board of members to hear disciplinary cases and grievances. He also had recently launched a juvenile street cleaning league to enlist young New Yorkers in patrolling neighborhood streets. Waring sent staff from his office to help the pupils organize their street cleaning corps, encouraging them to remain in the role off campus, policing their neighborhoods and instructing their parents about local ordinances and the importance of clean streets.22
As journalistic coverage and visitors from near and far spread word of this low-cost republic adaptation, other New York educators proposed introducing school republics more widely that academic year. And so, in fall 1897, as George was transforming the Freeville republic from a summer program to a year-round operation and training youth to settle new George Junior Republics, Gill worked along a parallel path. Envisioning primary, grammar, and high schools across the city participating, first as independent school cities and subsequently as collaborative state and national school governments, he rallied his local government contacts to help flesh out the details of his plan. Describing Gill’s intention “that the pupils shall get a good idea of the actual work and purpose of the real city department whose name it bears,” a journalist for The Sun reported how “In order to bring this about nearly every city department has been asked to aid in preparing the rules for the mimic city government.”23
At the core of the team’s proposals was maximizing the numbers exposed to vicarious municipal work. New York City schools served nearly 1,500 students on average. The plan was to add officials so that up to 200 kids could simultaneously participate in governing schools. Monthly elections ensured that kids experienced a variety of civic occupations. In Alfred Beebe’s proposal for the board of health, for example, a president, a commissioner, the president of the police board, a secretary, a sanitary superintendent, five assistant sanitary superintendents, ten food inspectors, fifteen sanitary inspectors, five hygiene inspectors, and several medical inspectors, together with a squad of ten sanitary policemen commanded by a sergeant were charged with health matters:
The food inspectors,” says the sanitary code, “shall inspect all articles of food and drink brought into the city for consumption within its limits. They shall give information to citizens regarding properly preparing food for consumption and for removal of the decayed parts of fruit, etc. The hygiene inspectors shall examine the citizens with reference to cleanliness of face and hands, condition of hair, condition of clothes in respect to cleanliness, neatness, repair, etc. The sanitary inspectors shall inspect the condition of desks, school books, clothes, closets, toilets, etc., as to neatness and cleanliness, They shall prevent spitting on the floors, staircases, etc., and shall warn citizens against spitting on sidewalks or elsewhere, except into proper receptacles, and then only when absolutely necessary. The medical inspectors shall examine the citizens daily, immediately after they enter the city, and shall report to the assistant sanitary superintendant the names of any who do not feel well. The sanitary police are to enforce the regulations, and reports are to be made. Verbal reports on the part of each assistant sanitary superintendent to the proper teachers each morning in regard to those citizens who do not feel well, and warnings and complaints are to be issued.24
Gill lacked George’s hesitations about spreading the gospel of youth self-government. Informal support from many principals convinced him to eschew official channels for curricular reforms in favor of promoting school cities’ voluntary adoption. Unfortunately, his colleagues failed to complete the promised plans. As the school year got underway in 1897, civil service commissioners were still preparing examination questions, police had not completed a security program, and the charities commissioner had barely begun his work. (Even Waring was delinquent drafting an expanded street cleaning organization.) School administrators thus took on the organizational burden. Gill prepared a model charter to share with school boards and administrations in support of these efforts. Philadelphia school board president Simon Gratz was among the first to use it in 1898, reworking the charter to match local laws. After a pilot project at the Hollingsworth elementary school, the board endorsed school cities for all two dozen area institutions. Elsewhere—for example, in Omaha, Nebraska—school cities appeared on a case-by-case basis.25
The following year, Gill prepared “An Outline of American Government for Use in City and Country Schools in Connection with the Gill School City and Other Organizations for Self Government” (1899) together with fellow Goo Goo Delos Wilcox, a handbook pairing civics instruction with advice on starting a school city. The school city was a natural fit to a civics curriculum that aimed to stamp out bossism and assimilate immigrants, they explained, contrasting the democratic educational methods of school republics with the monarchical systems of immigrants’ countries of origin as well as the autocratic methods so typical of American schools. A simplified New York City government supplied a template for adaptation to local settings. The authors encouraged schools to begin with government on a small scale such as the ward or even the city and then, through institutional partnerships, to scale up to school states and eventually nations. And they addressed educators beyond urban districts, suggesting school villages or school towns for rural and smaller communities. This expanded focus reflected Gill’s conviction that the structure of republics mattered more than their location and that middle-class native-born students could profit from vicarious civic learning as much as immigrant and indigent youth. William George shared this view; the Freeville republic had recently begun accepting better-off junior citizens to defray costs for those without means.26
Figure 2.2
Counting the votes, Kellom School, Omaha.
Source: Albert Shaw, “The School City—A Method of Pupil Self Government,” Review of Reviews 20 (1899).
Thanks to Gill’s handbook and his occasional hands-on assistance, school-based republics proliferated across the US. They did so with one major departure from his well-documented plans, however. Gill had speculated in 1899 that, thanks to close collaboration with local officials, the school city would be “not a moot or play city, but, when undertaken with the right spirit and authority,” would be “a branch of the government of the State.” School cities, in short, were an indirect route to the broader governmental reform the Goo Goos sought. Yet as the difficulties Gill had faced securing local officials’ commitment to design the program proved to be a common obstacle, school administrators around the country followed their New York City colleagues and abandoned such collaborations.27
The Enthusiasm Builds
Even before the turn of the century, then, a diversity of junior republics were operating: rural and urban, residential and nonresidential, single sex and coed, part-time and year-round, some modeled on the federal government and others on municipalities, some with an economic system and others oriented around the business of politics alone. Despite these differences their effects followed those of the original George Junior Republic. Junior police and juvenile courts, and youth-made laws, transformed institutional discipline. At New York City’s PS 125, for example, where police chief Rocco Montemora wasn’t “much over three feet high,” truants no longer went missing. “He only gets the cases pronounced incorrigible by the school attendance officer, a man of middle age and experience, but he is sure to find the truant if he is still within the district.” Court rulings there were “obeyed without question, though the prisoners are often great hulking bullies and the judges are only three winsome little girls.” Pupils clearly possessed “a knowledge of the Italian small boy” among others, “that would be of advantage to many a judge in the Children’s Court.”28
Figure 2.3
Truancy squad, PS 125, New York City.
Source: Bernard Cronson, Pupil Self-Government: Its Theory and Practice (New York: Macmillan, 1907).
In republics with economic systems young people saw firsthand the results of hard work, thrift, and entrepreneurship. At Allendale, for example, one savvy boy contractor profited from his fellow citizens’ ditch-digging work. Another boy had “worked up a considerable reputation as an attorney,” and was said to be “as sharp to take advantage” of any situation “as the most experienced lawyer.” Still another, seeking to capitalize on the boys’ frustration with the high cost of board at the Auditorium, opened Blanchard’s Cafeteria. “His charges are reasonable,” one journalist recounted, “but it is not often that a boarder stays long with him, for the fare consists wholly and invariably of beans.”29
School cities and republics lacking economic systems taught similar lessons, many observers proposed. “If you could have seen the actual work done in these conventions, common council meetings, court trials, etc., you would be surprised—at least I was—at the business methods employed most earnestly by the children,” Milwaukee principal R. J. O’Hanlan confirmed. “Perfect decorum in their relations to each other and yet freedom enough to make interesting sessions with very ordinary routine work of legislation, election, trials, etc.,” he noted. “I cannot begin to tell you of the great amount of interest taken in practical affairs by those pupils who had the initial training in the School City.” Some, such as Cronson’s West Farms school, added school banks to teach financial lessons in the absence of paid occupations.30
Figure 2.4
Elections, 21st District School, Milwaukee.
Source: Albert Shaw, “The School City—A Method of Pupil Self Government,” Review of Reviews 20 (1899).
Republics thus turned individual and community values upside down as the worst-behaved children became schools’ best civic leaders and the youth who previously received charity became charitable donors. Marie Parola, the “terror of Grammar School No. 1, New York City,” was elected councilman in fall 1897, to her teacher’s dismay. The principal advised Marie’s instructor “to wait until the following morning,” when the children would “find out how men get rid of the wrong man when he’s elected.” These anxieties turned out to be unwarranted: “Marie appeared punctually, the first time in weeks. She was tidily dressed, and amiable in affection to her fellow-pupils and deference to her teacher.” Two years later, “she was still a model, and to-day she is a young woman of many charms, all due to her election as alderman from her school room.” At Allendale, one boy “capitalist” gave all his money to start “a hospital fund for ‘indigent boys’” before leaving for a foster placement.31
Across these juvenile democracies, participating youth appeared to be having fun as such transformations took place. “Wherever the School City is tried the periodical election of officers awakens more intense interest than the most exciting ball game,” journalist Albert Shaw explained.” Ten years of Cottage Row “shows that this is not only the most fascinating play which the boys can have,” but “they become more thoroughly versed in the practical duties of citizenship than many adult voters ever become.” The USA, reported Forbush, was “received with delight by the boys.” Like the children who left Freeville and subsequently wrote to George of their homesickness for republic life, boys brought to Allendale and other youthful republics rejected opportunities to return home and considered expulsion the greatest possible punishment.32
To be clear, these miniature democracies were no more utopian than Freeville. Replicating adult life meant that corrupt practices could be found. In one Philadelphia school city, “boys were administering their particular school city government just as the men were administering their government in the city of Philadelphia” such that “‘pull’ and a certain amount of graft prevailed,” and the police were “lax for a certain number of peanuts, or for so much candy or a top, or something else.” Nor could every child be reformed. At the National Republic, the jail was “the most popular part of the institution.”33
Given time to play out the consequences of such corrupt practices, however, the vast majority appeared to improve, leading observers to encourage adults to follow the example set by these youth. “When they take their places as real citizens in the United States” Freeville youth would “be more intelligent than nine-tenths of those who cast their ballot.” There was “more real self-government in these school cities than in most of our larger cities,” social reformer and vocational guidance advocate Frank Parsons concluded, “for there is no apathy in the school city, no stay-at-home vote, no political machine or boss.” Ballots marked by eleven- to fifteen-year-olds “were remarkably free from mistakes, both as to marks and folding,” praised a California journalist. “There is not a single precinct in Alameda that could have done so well.” Goo Goo and New York City minister Thomas Slicer suggested to the National Municipal League that city charters follow the streamlined model that Gill and Wilcox prepared, “uninvaded by the details which have been the cause of confusion and misunderstanding and contradiction in so many charters of American cities.”34
These outcomes settled the argument as to how republics worked. Countryside settings were “picturesque in the extreme.” But more important, the proliferating media coverage now suggested, was for each republic to supply opportunities to learn by experience, to enable young people to perform realistic adult roles in a youth society that maintained some sort of separation from adults. These adultlike roles could be ones such as police detective, hotel maid, soldier, or farmer—jobs formerly held by youth. Or they could be roles such as mayor, judge, or assessor, positions long restricted to adults. Whatever the role, its status as an experience that was simultaneously real and not real, both a protected childhood and virtual adulthood, was key. “The scheme has the fascination of a play for the children and appeals to their love of imitation and ‘make-believe,’ yet it is not a mock government,” a contributor to Congregationalist explained. Although participating youth were not actual government officials, inside these child administered societies they governed their peers.
There are always numerous candidates for appointment on the school police force; and this is owing doubtless to the normal instinct that impels children to play at being policemen, firemen, or other familiar functionaries. But the larger interest in the matter doubtless grows out of the fact that the school policemen make real arrests for real offenses. The trials of the arrested offenders involve the enforcement of real rules and regulations that the school community has adopted for its own well-being. The sentences that are pronounced by the court mean real punishment of some kind that is no more a part of a children’s game than are the punishments meted out under the municipal government to disorderly persons arraigned before the police magistrates.
Thus, while their actions were “shielded from more serious and lasting consequences which would follow him into the world,” simultaneously “a child learns and feels the consequences of his acts.” Like so many other marvels of the modern age, then, the magic of republics lay in how they enabled young people to inhabit multiple realities at once.35
Bringing Developmental Psychology to the Republic Conversation
By calling attention to the comparatively greater significance of realistic roles versus realistic environments in supplying young people access to a “double life,” Gill shifted the terms of the conversation away from what republics looked like to the adultlike experiences they supplied. In so doing he suggested affinities to the era’s educational entertainments. Equally, he brought conversations about republics closer to ongoing discussions about young people’s natural affinity for playing at adulthood and the possible applications for this knowledge taking place within developmental psychology, a field whose stature soared after the 1893 World’s Fair.36
Turn-of-the-century child studies are closely associated with G. Stanley Hall. Trained in Europe, Hall was a pioneer in American psychology and education, founding the leading journals in both fields, the American Journal of Psychology and the Pedagogical Seminary. Motivated by a desire to identify the general principles that organized development from birth to adulthood, and particularly interested in adolescents’ “rebirth,” Hall and his students studied young people in their everyday worlds. Their systematic investigations of youth at play grew from the belief that in an era of increasingly supervised youth activities, play expressed children’s natural biological instincts. They tabulated information on boys’ and girls’ play at different ages and analyzed the implications for mental, moral, social, and physical growth. What these scientists saw and how they interpreted it reflected trends across the era’s human sciences, which placed imitation at the center of societal and individual development and posited the existence of multiple simultaneous realities in the self and in the world.37
Anthropologists and sociologists, with ambitions to understand patterns of cultural transmission and societal evolution, had recently determined that imitation lay at the heart of these interpersonal processes and indeed social reality itself. The process of imitation, Gabriel Tarde explained, was like a “quasi-photographic reproduction of a cerebral image upon the sensitive plate of another brain,” suggesting analogy between humans and machines. Although he subscribed to common views about evolutionary hierarchies separating past and present cultures, Tarde contended that such reproductions were found across industrial and pre-industrial societies, monarchies and democracies alike. “Civilized peoples flatter themselves with thinking that they have escaped from this dogmatic slumber,” he noted, finding similarities between these imitations and hypnotic states, also referred to as somnambulism. “Society is imitation and imitation is a kind of somnambulism,” Tarde famously declared, inspiring empirical studies that elaborated how the “primitive” and “civilized” societies that shared mimetic instincts expressed them in decidedly different ways (for example, using effigies versus advertising), how the body was a medium that filtered information, and why despite the dominance of imitation in social relations everyone was not exactly the same. Imitative action, in short, was a valuable concept for explaining much of human experience, concluded US education commissioner William T. Harris.
[It] explains the mode in which the individual man unites with his fellow men to form a social whole. It introduces us to the formation of institutions, the family, civil community, the state, the church—those greater selves which reinforce the little selves of isolated individuals. For the study of imitation leads to the discovery of the modes by which the individual man repeats for himself the thinking and doing and feeling of his fellows, and thus enriches his own life by adding to it the lives of others. Thus his own life becomes vicarious for others, and he participates vicariously in the life of the society.38
Colleagues in psychology were inspired by this work as they turned their attention to identity development. James Mark Baldwin employed biological theories about heredity as repetition and the brain as a repeating organism to propose individual biological substrates that mapped onto Tarde’s social claims. “The self is realized,” he explained, “by taking in ‘copies’ from the world.” People were “mechanical … copying machines,” social psychologist Charles Ellwood agreed, quoting Tarde’s view that
there is not a word you say which is not the reproduction, now unconscious but formerly conscious and voluntary, of verbal articulation reaching back to the most distant past, with some special accent due to your immediate surroundings—even your very originality itself is made up of accumulated commonplaces, and aspired to become commonplace in turn.
This social orientation to understanding personality, which increasingly suggested that reality and representation existed as much within the observer as in the external world, organized the new field of social psychology.39
Sharing with anthropologists and sociologists the conviction that imitation was a critical force in human society, psychologists similarly came to believe that hypnotic states and the “double consciousness” they supplied were far more common than previously presumed. (This is to be distinguished from the double consciousness of African Americans that W. E. B. Du Bois describes in The Souls of Black Folk (1903), although the concept is similarly about experiential perception.) Inquiries into behaviors under hypnotic trance—more specifically how individuals used their “alters” as vicarious experiences to express socially unacceptable thoughts and behaviors—laid the foundation for these scientists’ belief in the existence of a nonunitary self. Like the anthropologists who now linked “primitive” and “modern” cultures through theories of imitation, their inquiries soon linked pathological and normal personality through ideas about the universality of a double consciousness in human identity formation. According to this view, the development of the self was like a medium in more ways than one; each person was not only like a copying machine, she or he was like the human mediums who vicariously experienced other personae on a regular basis. From Freud’s work on the unconscious to William James’s elaboration of the four selves within each person—the material self, the spiritual self, the pure ego, and the social self (which could itself be multiple)—prominent figures supported this new understanding. “A man has as many social selves as there are individuals who recognize him and carry an image of him in their mind,” James explained. These findings resonated with explanatory frameworks from physical and natural scientists that posited the existence of multiple simultaneous realities beyond the self, from Einstein’s studies of relativity to biologists’ investigations of animals’ outer-, inner- and counter-worlds.40
Hall and his colleagues soon imported these ideas into the new field of scientific child research. This work proposed that the patterns of imitation and double consciousness that their colleagues identified among adults were particularly meaningful in the context of child development. As human scientists’ findings suggested that the access to multiple identities and realities—such as the double position of modern subjectivity—supplied by panoramas, photography, taxidermy, film, and wax museums merely made visible the world’s everyday state of affairs, then, developmental psychologists articulated how, even without exposure to a junior republic or its component activities, vicarious experience of adulthood already was a defining feature in the lives of modern youth.41
Histories of developmental psychology, elaborating on the evolutionary framework that dominated turn-of-the-century thought, have focused on scientists’ efforts to establish a sequence of life stages for understanding universal maturation patterns. Missing from these accounts is an equally important unifying theme. Like the anthropologists who saw imitation across primitive and modern societies, and the psychologists who saw double consciousness in both pathological and normal personalities, Hall and his colleagues agreed that, across the lifespan of childhood and its many play genres, young people had instincts for dramatization, and their preferred genre was impersonating adults. Surveys, photographs, and phonographic recordings of youth at play found particular interest in performing adult occupations: farmer, teacher, parent, mechanic, electric light men, ragman, and Salvation Army officers. Dress-up and props were common, but more important were young people’s imaginations. In these early performance studies, psychologists described how young people experienced multiple realities that were close cousins of hypnotic states as they imagined themselves in other times and places—soldiers on the battlefield, cowboys and Indians on the plains, knights in the castle courtyard, firefighters in the city.42
To be sure, children’s behaviors varied by age and by sex. Yet performing adulthood was near universal. Recreation, in short, was characterized by the experience of re-creation. Play was a “vicarious” experience and at its center lay the imitation of “adult ancestral or present day occupations” that “set the goal and prescribe the ideals to be obtained during the period of youth,” as Hall’s one-time colleague and later Ohio University professor of psychology and pedagogy Arthur Allin explained. “Play, as an activity of youth, is an initiation into society. … Throughout all play runs the great principle of vicarious stimuli … certain activities and habits of reaction … later may be attached to the so-called serious ideals or stimuli of the more earnest storm and stress of life.”43
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Children playing Indian, c. 1905.
Source: State Archives of Florida, Florida Memory, https://floridamemory.com/items/show/138541.
These findings verified earlier speculations that young people were even more susceptible to the biological and social forces that influenced adults. Tarde, for example, proposed that children were more imitative than their elders—in his words “a child is, unquestioningly, a true somnambulist.” Baldwin observed that kids got impressions “of a model as a photographic plate receives an image.” Double consciousness particularly appealed to this age group, suggested William James, on account of the “peculiar sense of power in stretching one’s personality, so as to include that of a strange person” that “the dramatic impulse, the tendency to pretend one is someone else” contained. “In young children this instinct often knows no bounds. For a few months in one of my children’s third year, he literally hardly ever appeared in his own person.” His colleague Josiah Royce concurred. Although the “process of acquiring one’s selfhood vicariously” did not “cease with childhood,” childhood was the time of its greatest expression: “Children are imitative … to be a horse, or a coachman, or a soldier, or the hero of a favorite story, or a fairy, that is to be somebody, for that sort of self one first witnesses from without, or finds portrayed in the fascinating tale, and then imitatively assimilates, so that one thereupon conceives the new self from within.” Suggesting that such behaviors expressed a dramatic instinct and were vital outlets for balancing youthful energy, their theories of playworlds and recapitulation fleshed out how such forces served young people’s developmental needs—articulating how childhood was characterized by stages in both meanings of the term.44
Playworlds, Recapitulation, and Double Lives
The concept of the playworld, a term only rarely used by Hall himself, did not originate with his research group. An umbrella concept that spanned children’s imaginative universes, it was already in use among followers of Friedrich Froebel, the German educational theorist whose kindergarten brought ideas about a play-based curriculum to broad audiences in the United States. “In the play world, as in the actual world, there are parents and children, nurses and babies, teachers and pupils,” kindergarten advocate Susan Blow explained in 1894.
There is social life, with its interchange of visits, its entertainments, and its gossip; there are weddings, baptisms, and funerals. Again, the play world has its trades and professions, its varied round of work, its circle of pleasures. Here the miniature Barnum exhibits his menagerie of wild beasts; yonder is a theater on whose boards a coquettish Cinderella tries on her diminutive slipper, or the Sleeping Beauty is awakened by the Fairy Prince. Now we come to a church from whose pulpit some infant Boanerges thunders wrath upon the doers of evil, and anon we enter a hospital where grave child-doctors are examining pulses and taking temperatures with buttonhooks, while little white-capped nurses vibrate between the enormities of Sairey Gamp and the devotion of Sister Dora.
In short, she concluded, “As it becomes social,” play was “clearly revealed in its double nature—as, on the one hand, the expression of indwelling force, and, on the other, the mirror held up to life.”45
T. Benjamin Atkins, writing Out of the Cradle and Into the World or, Self-Education Through Play (1895), offered a nearly identical account of the close relations between children’s play and adults’ work. Although Hall himself was a Froebel devotee, a review of Atkins’s study in Hall’s journal Pedagogical Seminary criticized the lack of scientific basis for its claims. Hall’s research group soon confirmed playworlds’ significance using the “genetic method.” Arthur Allin summarized the scientific consensus:
Play is a serious occupation with the child and adolescent. There are moments, it is true, occurring with greater frequency the nearer the adult stage is reached, in which there is a consciousness of the simulation of adult activities; yet, on the whole, play is taken in an objective and business-like way. It is not so much a pretense or a preparation for life to them as it is life itself. The objects of the play-world are as important to them as are our business aims. They also live in a business world. If it were not so there would be no place for them in the so-called serious world of their later adult life. Shielded as they are from the incidence of natural selection, they are nevertheless subject to a natural selection of their own, typical of a struggle yet to come. Mistakes in this preparatory school may be made, and yet a place be still left them for repentance.46
One specific genre of playworld that attracted outsized attention among these scientific observers was those in which recapitulation—where play “rehearsing racial history”—occurred. Recapitulation was not Hall’s concept but rather attested to the era’s embrace of theories of evolutionary development across scientific fields, the same theory organizing world’s fair displays. In the human sciences it suggested that both individual organisms and human societies passed through stages resembling the evolution of their remote ancestors as they matured. According to this view, children, “savages,” and animals had much in common, and distinctions between the cultures of preindustrial and industrial societies could be explained with reference to the childhood versus the adulthood of the human race.47
Historians of youth typically discuss recapitulation theory as the backbone of efforts to devise stage theories of development. According to this view, Hall’s contribution to the theory of how young people recapitulate “lower stages of civilization” before becoming modern adults begat his efforts to associate specific developmental stages with specific historical epochs. In Adolescence (1904), for example, he wrote,
Imitation plays a very important role, and girls take far more kindly than boys to societies organized by adults for their benefit. They are also more governed by adult and altruistic motives in forming their organizations, while boys are nearer to primitive man. Before ten comes the period of free spontaneous imitation of every form of adult institution. The child reproduces sympathetically miniature copies of the life around him. On a farm, his play is raking, threshing, building barns, or on the seashore he makes ships and harbors. In general, he plays family, store, church, and chooses officers simply because adults do. … From ten to fourteen, however, associations assume a new character; boys especially cease to imitate adult organizations and tend to form social units characteristic of lower stages of human evolution—pirates, robbers, soldiers, lodges, and other savage reversionary combinations, where the strongest and boldest is the leader. They build huts, wear feathers and tomahawks as badges, carry knives and toy-pistols, make raids and sell the loot.48
Understood within the context of scientists’ interest in how imitation and vicarious experience explained the development of human societies and selves, recapitulation also can be understood as a performance-oriented theory of child development which articulated the changing role-plays of adult life that young people typically desired as they aged. Equally, it normalized young people’s experience of dual realities in the adulthood of a past racial stage and the childhood of the present day. “The boy is the father of the man in a new sense, in that his qualities are indefinitely older and existed well compacted, untold ages before distinctly human attributes were developed,” Hall observed.49
Although their accounts of playworlds and recapitulation emphasized young people’s affinities for reproducing adult society, developmental psychologists did not believe such role-plays had to duplicate reality precisely to be beneficial. There were cases, Hall discovered, when copies of adult life that were too realistic lost their playful appeal. In a widely reprinted 1887 study of a “Lilliputian” community that evolved from a pioneer settlement to a complex government on a Boston-area sandlot he explained. “The institution is in general very real” to the children, he observed. Yet, “the more finished and like reality the objects became the less interest the boys have in them,” he observed. By contrast, the play was more real than reality—giving the example of “two little girls who were sisters were overheard saying, ‘let’s play we are sisters,’ almost as if the play made the relation more real than the fact.”50
Figure 2.6
The Sand Pile.
Source: G. Stanley Hall, The Story of a Sand Pile (New York: Kellogg, 1897).
The new research tradition offered more nuanced interpretations of subjects previously seen in black and white. It suggested that activities formerly regarded as pathological might have some positive features. Children’s lies, for example, expressed imitative instincts necessary to the maturation process. Gang participation, which expressed social instincts, frequently taught cooperation and leadership skills. Hypnotic trance, too, was a catalyst for youth development as the vicarious experiences these altered states supplied were close cousins of imitative play. Reflecting on an encounter with a young woman who had managed a difficult upbringing by “evolving an inner world that more than made up for all that she missed from the outer reality, from which she had effectively taken flight,” Hall noted that this altered state, by “widening experience,” gave her access to behaviors for which in regular life she would be shamed:
She can blurt out things which ordinarily maidenly modesty would never permit her to say or hear. Such tender and delicate girls often feel themselves possessed by some rugged, potent, and often uncouth male spirit, and delight to swagger in diction and manner, to be bluntly slangy, to uncork and vent elements of consult and psychic action—types for which nothing in normal experience give such opportunity or such inventive. The girl is thus using new powers and in some sense may be better for it.
Like children’s playworlds, filled with activities for which they’d be criticized in “real life,” the girl’s hypnotic state functioned similarly, offering her vicarious access to alternative times, places, and selves. She “evidently loved” these episodes much as other children loved their dramatic play.51
Hall and his colleagues also arrived at a conclusion at odds with previous common wisdom about work versus play. In this formulation, work and play were not opposites—one generative and the other idle—but rather related activities on parallel planes. “The antithesis between play and work is generally wrongly conceived,” Hall explained, “for the difference is essentially in the degree of the psycho-physical motivations. The young often do their hardest work in play.” According to this view, early work was an undesirable sign of precocity—to be avoided where possible—but work-like play in a sheltered context, by contrast, was useful, an essential feature of a healthy maturation process that transformed play instincts into work instincts in the longer term.52
Toward the New Education: Growing Appetites for Educational Role-Playing
Alongside Wilson Gill’s empirical analyses, then, psychologists’ inquiries into the developmental significance of children’s role-plays of adult life and everyday experience of multiple identities confirmed that junior republics’ power lay in the vicarious experience they offered. Taking Froebel’s view that “the child creates himself by reproducing his environment within himself,” this work supplied biological rationales for why these environments produced the desired effects. And it solved the mystery of children’s enthusiastic participation in their own reform: because unsupervised children also played at adult occupations and evolved self-governing societies. As Max Bennett Thrasher put it following his visit to the Boston Farm School, “There is no instinct stronger in the minds of children than that of imitation, and no amusement more universal and enduring than that of ‘playing house.’” Although “baseball and football, King Philip, tag, quoits, bows and marbles and a dozen other games came and went, the one interest which never flagged was that in ‘Cottage Row,’ the city of playhouses which the boys have built, care for, own and govern.”53
These findings identified a middle ground in continuing debates about nature versus nurture. Psychology applied to pedagogy offered hope for the nation’s future, US education commissioner Harris declared, explaining how George’s republic productively married the two. By orienting life around children’s natural activities and guiding them by gentle suggestions rather than more monarchical modes of supervision, George taught lessons that the children enjoyed. Such methods were particularly valuable as assimilation tools. “While the boys make their own laws, Mr. George controls them actually by suggestion rather than dictation,” the committee responding to Rochester found. “I believe that the young boys who come from the slums of our cities can be beneficially treated by this powerful hypnotic influence,” the nation’s foremost educator remarked. “I therefore believe in the George Junior Republic.” With these observations Harris backed the view that role-plays of adulthood, guided by adults’ gentle suggestion, should serve as more widespread educational techniques.54
Having identified the secrets of junior republics, supporters redoubled their efforts to bring the republic experience to youth in greater numbers. At the turn of the century they were joined by a community of educators who saw synergies between republics and the reform movement known as the “new education.” These synergies lay in educators’ growing commitment to activities in which vicarious experiences of adulthood within a protected environment were central to directing students’ energies and attention to positive ends.
Public schools figure prominently in accounts of the emergence of the modern youth ideal. Historians observe how reformers opposing child labor who encountered legal obstacles restricting young people’s work opportunities promoted compulsory schooling to expand the nation’s protected environments for children and replace the character education formerly supplied by work. Making the case that schools could serve as substitute parents in an era when families were ill-equipped to train their offspring for industrial era employment, they were particularly eager to engage youth outside the mainstream. From immigrants to orphans, marginal populations lacked acquaintance with middle-class manners, and reformers believed that schools training pupils for the industrial economy could assist in their socialization. Standard curricula were ill-suited to meet these goals, however, neither focused on industrial careers nor engaging for children who found greater satisfaction at work.55
Drawing on European educational theory and practice, late nineteenth-century US public schools undertook scattershot efforts to address these concerns. Experiential learning in laboratory science, object lessons, manual training, educational games, school pageants, and museums replaced lectures, textbooks, and rote memorization. Visual education and picture learning with stereoscopes, lantern slides, and photographs adapted new entertainment technologies to pedagogical ends. Activities including youth congresses, field trips, school banks, student courts, school farms and gardens, and team sports and military drills supplemented these efforts. Teachers modified their instructional approaches—for example, reconceptualizing themselves as substitute parents—to test if alternative methods of delivering lessons and discipline might succeed. In short, a shared goal across these endeavors was to bring new audiences into the protective enclosures of schools while expanding pupils’ opportunities for vicarious contact with the larger world.56
Developmental psychology would be instrumental in transforming such uncoordinated efforts into common practices, providing new rationales for these curricular choices and a motivation to systematically expand them under the rubric of scientific pedagogy for the industrial age. From his first faculty appointment at Johns Hopkins, G. Stanley Hall bridged departments of psychology and education, with ambitions to become a leading voice in discussions about school reform. Critical of American educational institutions not merely for their archaic goals but equally for their unscientific pedagogical methods, he was confident the science of youth development was the key to curricular reorganization. In his sandlot study, for example, Hall had observed how, as this “ideal little republic” evolved from frontier to industrial society, the children developed increasingly complex economic and political systems. He was struck by the civic and industrial training this recapitulation in action supplied, “about as much yearly educational value to the boys as the eight months of school.” This “may perhaps be called one illustration of the education, according to nature we so often hear and speak of … boys are quickened by the imagination to realize their conceptions of adult life.” A later essay on “The Ideal School as Based on Child Study” (1901) argued for a curriculum of active learning organized around children’s natural inclinations, coordinated with their developmental stages, and focused on exploring compelling problems through multidisciplinary inquiry.57
In making these proposals, Hall implicitly urged expanding the applications of Froebel’s kindergarten methods. “The tendency to imitate in children should be most carefully cultivated,” Froebel had written, encouraging parents and teachers to model good behavior as an efficient route to desired results. “Such culture will lighten by one-half, the work of education.” Gentle suggestion, rather than dictatorship, would further channel young people’s natural instincts for “imitative personification” toward pedagogical ends, Susan Blow elaborated, on account of how “the condition of the young child presents many analogies to that of the hypnotic patient, and that as the latter responds to the suggestions of the operator, so the former responds to the suggestions of his environment.” Although not central to histories of the kindergarten movement, an emphasis on expanding opportunities for vicariously experiencing adulthood while creating a protected childhood—directed role-play, not just directed play—was a key aspect of its appeal. Following Froebel’s proposal that adults “live with the children,” US kindergarten educators such as Katherine Beebe called for her colleagues to “go a considerable distance into the play-world” since “meeting them there on their own ground, playing with them in a real play-spirit,” would be the source of “influence over them” to be turned “to the most practical account.” To do otherwise would lose their attention, she cautioned:
[Children] have lived most of the hours of their few years in a playworld. There is no doubt in the mind of one who thoughtfully watches a playing child that he is “all there,” that the whole child plays, while it is a common experience of first grade teachers to have in the class or seat work only the bodily presence of the child, his mind and soul roaming far afield into his familiar world of play.58
Thus, in this context of consensus “that imitation is the true point of departure, both for educational psychology and from the wise ‘nurture of childhood,’” the primary task for educators was “to protect the child from bad models, and to supply him with good ones” to copy. Tarde had earlier mused about how education was “one of the forms by which imitation spreads”—that kids were “true somnambulists,” who when they attended school experienced “a piling up of slumbers,” as they reoriented away from imitating parents to teachers and classmates. Now, from kindergartens to high schools, teachers soon embraced such activities as vocational education, youth congresses, and children’s gardens using this rationale. Schools for “negroes” and “Indians” and other populations perceived as least suited to traditional book learning were on the front lines of these developments, as Hall’s 1902 remarks indicated, but they slowly spread to the middle classes as well. Backed by science, then, the component activities of the Freeville republic with scattered precedents became mass educational phenomena at the same time that school cities and junior republics helped the republic movement itself to spread. Conversations about these school-based activities came to share with conversations about republics and so many of the period’s other educational entertainments the language of “miniature” and “reproduction,” revealing how the institutions most closely associated with sheltering young people equally embraced a variety of vicarious adulthoods. As a result, the double life that characterized life inside junior republics became a defining feature in the educational experiences of the nation’s youth.59
Such developments had some critics. Charles Ellwood argued the imitation theory “is impractical,” and that “the practical worker, the legislator, the social reformer and the philanthropist” would find it “little help in their work.” William James was skeptical that adults could meet children in their playworlds. Arthur Allin, more optimistic that adults could enter children’s imaginary worlds, saw mixed results from these interventions: “Undue influence and interference from the adult-world in this serious play-world,” he observed, “may often throw an air of unreality over it, causing the players to live in a world of simulation and engendering confusion and disorder in the growing habits very detrimental in after life.”60
These criticisms aside, by and large most saw the possibility, like Tarde, “to assimilate … through the contagion of imitation” as lower-status individuals (children) duplicated the models set by “higher” types (adults). Popular support for activities such as the “mimic congresses and councils” brought to Chicago’s public schools alongside good government and improvement clubs—the “Miniature city councils upon which the public searchlight may be turned at any time; miniature legislatures minus the shadow of the octopus; and near-real congresses in which the national policy will be molded without regard to party prejudices [that] are to be organized in the Chicago Public Schools”—exemplified how even in schools without junior republics educators seeking to modernize instructional practices found value in role-plays of adult life. “The Junior American Republic, composed of the pupils of the public schools, is a thing of life,” one journalist reported on a youth congress inside several city schools. “Not still life, but gingery, boiling, effervescent life that betokens a vigorous and useful future.” John Dewey’s nearby Laboratory School soon made famous this educational approach, and how new education proponents envisioned instructors following the teachers, doctors, psychiatrists, and criminologists who employed suggestion in their work.61
John Dewey’s Laboratory School
As Hall’s remarks to teachers at Harvard attest, the school his former student John Dewey organized in Chicago in 1896 and typically cited as the vanguard of pedagogical methods in fact was merely a particularly influential example of the era’s broader educational trends. Dewey’s Laboratory School never organized a school city or school republic. (Instructor Harry Gillette did spend some time at the George Junior Republic during the summers.) But there is ample evidence in Dewey’s writings that he conceived of the activities his institution offered—for example, cooking, shopwork, gardening, weaving, even building a small city—as deriving value from how they enabled young people to be sheltered while simultaneously gaining vicarious access to past and present adult roles. Dewey was well known for his vision of school as “an embryonic community,” his call for child-centered education, and his pedagogical philosophies of learning by doing and “bringing school close to life.” A closer look at the lab school curriculum and the language Dewey used to describe it finds he was also one of the most prominent advocates for role-playing as a pedagogical tool.62
Figure 2.7
Building a clubhouse at the University of Chicago Laboratory School, c. 1899.
Source: Katherine Camp Mayhew Papers, box 17, folder 9, “Parents and Children.” Courtesy Division of Rare and Manuscript Collections, Cornell University Library.
Dewey elaborated on these ideas in My Pedagogical Creed (1897) and The School and Society (1899). “The school has been so set apart, so isolated from the ordinary conditions and motives of life,” he wrote, that it sheltered pupils from the “experience” that should be at the heart of the curriculum. Education, he declared, must come through “forms of life” that were “as real and vital to the child as that which he carries on in home, in the neighborhood, or on the play ground.” Such forms were not the same as the “genuine reality” of “existing social life” itself, but rather simplified and vicarious versions in a sheltered space. In agreement with Hall that “outside of school children’s plays are simply more or less miniature and haphazard attempts at reproducing social occupations,” and the nuanced relationship of play and work (as he wrote a decade and a half later, “play and industry are by no means so antithetical to one another as is often assumed, any sharp contrast being due to undesirable social conditions”), when Dewey sketched an ideal school in an 1899 book he envisioned “an embryonic community” that would be “active with types of occupations that reflect the larger society.” This was learning by doing so long as the doing was at some remove from the thing itself. For by occupation he meant “a mode of activity … that reproduces, or runs parallel to, some form of work” but was “freed from all economic stress”—in other words, simulations of adult work undertaken in the work-free context of the school. “The absence of economic pressure in schools supplies an opportunity for reproducing industrial situations of mature life under conditions where the occupation can be carried out for its own sake,” Dewey explained, while noting that occasional payment could heighten the learning experience. “If in some cases, pecuniary recognition is also a result of an action, though not the chief motive for it,” Dewey noted, “that fact may well increase the significance of the occupation.”63
In this setting, the educator’s first task was to devise a curriculum that simplified real life. Although Hall had observed in his sandlot study how youth lost interest as the community’s realism increased, Dewey argued that realistic reproductions (he liked the phrase “sense of reality”) were essential to motivating youth: “Children want to ‘help’; they are anxious to engage in the pursuits of adults which effect external changes: setting the table, washing dishes, helping care for animals, etc. In their plays, they like to construct their own toys and appliances.” As a result, “activity which does not give back results of tangible and visible achievement loses its interest. … When make-believe is recognized to be make-believe, the device of making objects in fancy alone is too easy to stimulate intense action.”64
The educator’s second task was to guide young people’s play instincts toward pedagogical ends. Like Hall, Dewey had studied hypnosis earlier in his career and viewed suggestion as one technique to achieve this aim. Recognizing that it was “through imitation, suggestion, direct instruction, and even more indirect unconscious tuition, that the child learns,” he encouraged a child-centered educational process in which “the suggestion must fit in with the dominant mode of growth in the child” so as “to help him carry out his own wishes and ideas.” The upshot for instruction was clear: “Let the child first express his impulse, and then through criticism, question, and suggestion bring him to consciousness of what he has done, and what he needs to do.” William Clark, whose University of Chicago doctoral thesis-turned-book (Suggestion in Education) held up Dewey’s lab school as a model for educational practice, summarized the approach.
Just as in the theological world man has suffered untold miseries from regarding the present life as a mere “probationary state,” preparation for a “heaven” after death, so in the educational world the school life is vitiated by “preparing to live” in the “real life” of the business and social world. … All life prepares for life, and there is no preparation for life but life itself. … Pedagogical suggestion, it must be insisted, is a normal life process … suggestion in hypnosis is essentially the same as suggestion in the normal state.65
Like Gill’s school cities and school republics, where students governed one another while being removed from actual public life and where teachers aimed to lead in democratic rather than autocratic fashion, in Dewey’s educational environment students recreated past and present work practices at a remove from the world of work, guided by instructors but not directly led. Such activities vivified traditional subjects as well. The history curriculum invited kids to “recapitulate the industrial history of man by cooking, spinning, weaving, dyeing, drawing, and so forth … reproducing ancient stages of man’s development”—for example, role-playing Phoenician traders. Introduced across subjects, role-playing transformed activities such as cooking, sewing, and manual training into media for teaching larger lessons and transformed play instincts into work instincts in the longer term. “I believe that the only way to make the child conscious of his social heritage is to enable him to perform those fundamental types of activity which make civilization what it is,” Dewey elaborated.
I believe that this gives the standard for the place of cooking, sewing, manual training, etc., in the school. I believe that they are not special studies which are to be introduced over and above a lot of others in the way of relaxation or relief, or as additional accomplishments. I believe rather that they represent, as types, fundamental forms of social activity; and that it is possible and desirable that the child’s introduction into the more formal subjects of the curriculum be through the medium of these activities.
In short, the separation of such activities from their typical environments, which made possible a sheltered childhood, heightened their educational potentials as well.66
The conception of schools as miniature communities was an idea with roots in the early nineteenth century. What distinguished Dewey’s vision from these antecedents was the new cultural currency of the reproductions of adult society that his school, like so many others, now supplied. In the early twentieth century, as educational entertainments focused around virtual environments and experiences proliferated, and as scientific consensus about societal and individual development made imitation a central theme, discussions about play-based education became a central site for ongoing conversations about the educational and socialization potentials of role-playing in the lives of the nation’s youth. These theoretical and empirical developments, which help to explain why Hall would juxtapose the George Junior Republic with Dewey’s famous school in his 1902 address, sparked educators’ continuing interest in the junior republic idea despite William George’s protestations that the republic was not a school.67
By the first decade of the twentieth century, then, new knowledge from developmental psychology and new evidence from inside schools favored junior republics and the double lives of virtual adulthood and sheltered childhood they embraced. With Dewey’s well-regarded work underscoring Wilson Gill’s discovery that vicarious experience mattered most for producing positive results—and that republics’ component activities, even when divorced from any realistic looking environment, could nevertheless have valuable pedagogical effects—school-based republics swiftly spread. Educators found in Johann Pestalozzi, Maria Montessori, and other European figures still more backing for William George and his imitators’ interest in dramatization as a method for child guidance. “Froebel with his kindergarten, Johnson with his playschool and Tsanoff with his playground have shown conclusively that play is one of the most important factors in fastening the attention and fixing impressions upon the mind,” wrote James White. Gill’s school cities were “largely founded upon this principle,” he explained,
for it is one round of play, while at the same time it is actual self-government, and by frequent change of office provides a continual change of scheme. It supplies an unending amusement, because each child is both actor and spectator on a miniature stage, which counterparts the serious business of his elders. In a word, it provides unlimited opportunity for the play of the imitative and imaginative faculties, while it encourages and exercises self-respect, self-confidence, [etc.]. … It is so simple and effective that educators are led to say, “Why didn’t I think of this?”
School cities’ installation at teacher training institutions such as the New Paltz Normal School amplified the diffusion as graduates fanned out to schools across the country.68
By 1901, school city boosters estimated that over 50,000 pupils had experienced the pedagogical philosophy that, through performing adult citizens’ roles, “they actually experience” the political life of a city, state, or nation. Like George’s republic, Gill’s idea traveled to other nations. And it inspired creative modifications such as the Ray Plan in Chicago (modeled on ancient Rome) and Collegeville in New York City (focused around property ownership in a fictitious state). Yet in the early 1900s the school city remained the gold standard for introducing the republic experience into educational institutions. Following the lead of public figures such as Roosevelt and Waring, some of the social scientists who had worked with William George to promote the Freeville republic now joined Gill to assist in his work. John Commons, for example, became an instructor for the Patriotic League and contributed a chapter to Gill’s 1901 book.69
Media coverage of life in Freeville continued, but it was school cities that actually served youth in the greatest numbers. Daddy George’s visions of a nation of junior republics remained in the realm of dreams while Gill was showing on-the-ground results. For this reason, after the Spanish-American War it was Gill whom General Leonard Wood invited to Cuba to teach children about the American democratic system.
There had been earlier talk of a Cuban George Junior Republic: “The George Junior Republic furnishes on a small scale a very good illustration of the principles which should actuate, and, in a certain sense, of the methods which should be pursued by, the American Nation in dealing with its new dependencies,” wrote one supporter. “Mr. George does not put the waifs and strays that he had gathered from New York together in an inclosure like Indians on a reservation and leave them to manage their problems by themselves; neither does he think of controlling them by authority from without.” Yet Gill’s methods could reach more children. Seeking to integrate Cuban pupils into the American empire as was already being accomplished for mainland immigrant youth, Wood named Gill Supervisor of Moral and Civic Training and asked him to organize school cities in 3,500 Cuban schoolrooms.70
Back on the mainland, school republics continued to proliferate, spreading westward. Gill’s subsequent writings invoked developmental psychology, noting for example how “the rough and tumble democracy which the children get amongst themselves” prevented them from “all grow[ing] up little serfs” and how his school city perfected their knowledge of true democracy. Students “are natural imitators,” he elaborated. “A child hates to be driven but loves to be led.” Supporters echoed the new rationale for the “organic” educational method. “The reason why it works with young children is that they are very suggestible,” observed New York Montgomery School principal Charles Drum. “The power of imitation is at its maximum in young children. They delight to play that they are ‘Big Folks’ … The educator who fails to use the laws of suggestion and imitation fails to use the most powerful levers for good.” The American Municipal Association, American Political Science Association, and Daughters of the American Revolution subsequently endorsed school republics. Gill’s publicity efforts were further assisted by the School Citizens Committee, founded by Goo Goo Richard Welling in 1904 to promote the broader youth self-government idea. A close friend of George and later president of the George Junior Republic Association, Welling (like Commons) was nonideological in promoting the spread of basic republic principles. A bridge between the municipal reform and education communities, Welling later recruited John Dewey to the organization’s advisory board.71
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Police court, school city, Havana.
Source: Wilson Gill, “The School City,” Journal of the Franklin Institute (July 1903).
Of course, school cities had their critics. The language of realism was not entirely accurate, some educators maintained. “Girl-mayors and girl-policemen are probably not ‘learning by doing’ any of the duties which twentieth century civilization has in store for them,” one school superintendent complained. Initially there were some misunderstandings about excessive child control; Gill and his collaborators issued press releases to clear up the confusion. Still others suggested younger kids were merely playing parts they could not understand. US education commissioner Harris was among them, despite his earlier praise for George: “Dramatically adopting the supposed manner and reproducing the situation,” he worried, “is not a process of cultivating the true individuality of the child but of cultivating only the ability to imitate and to play a role for the sake of producing an appearance rather than the reality of earnestness and wisdom.” Even some students did not want their classmates to be in charge. These critical voices went largely unheard, however, as the new education that backed the incorporation of school cities and school republics into public schools and framed junior republics’ component activities in similar terms soon awakened administrators at other youth-serving institutions to junior republics’ potential applicability to their needs.72
Bringing Boy Republics West
The appeal of scientific pedagogy was not limited to the period’s public educators. Youth-serving institutions including settlements, boys clubs, YMCAs, and orphanages increasingly sought theoretical rationales for their work to complement activities in the nation’s schools as they supplied adult-supervised programming after-school, on weekends, and during school vacations. At the turn of the century, a few made attempts to incorporate junior republics into their programming.73
Although these leisure-time institutions offered programs of informal education for both sexes, boys were of greatest concern as the shift to an industrial economy sparked a crisis in gender roles. Anxieties about their excess energies and future public roles gave rise to “boys work” specialists among the burgeoning youth work field, a place for men in the otherwise feminized child-saving arena. As Gill saw it, men were better suited than women “who have had no practice or knowledge of citizenship” to acquaint students with school cities, and he was not alone in this view.74
In these budding professionals’ aspirations to build an applied science of “boyology” to improve on the forms of guidance previously supplied by home and work, research from G. Stanley Hall and colleagues had much to contribute. Findings about sexual differentiation in play and development fit well with their plans for sex-segregated activities. Boys workers appreciated these scientists’ view that there was more good in gangs than the mass media portrayed. As a “natural” phenomenon linked to recapitulation, gangs could not be stopped, but gang members’ “social instincts” could be adapted toward positive ends. “Natural leaders” among youth “can be utilized as radiators of moral and social influence in innumerable ways,” Hall explained in 1902. Student Edgar James Swift echoed his appreciation for peer influence, noting how, inside topsy-turvy settings like George’s republic, “the most hopeful cases are the leaders of the gangs of toughs, the despair of the city police.”75
As word of eastern and midwestern republics reached the West Coast, boys workers in three San Francisco institutions piloted summer republics to complement their school-year educational programming for immigrant and working boys eight and up in drama, vocational education, and other activities. The State of Columbia, founded in 1902 by Columbia Park Boys Club worker James Rogers and later led by John Brewer; Boytown, organized in 1903 by South Park Settlement worker Arthur Todd (a participant at the initial State of Columbia); and the City of Telhi, opened in 1904 by James Rogers on his move to the Telegraph Hill Neighborhood Association, all established tent-based juvenile societies in the northern California countryside. Older boys filled most elected positions, while appointed posts were open to younger citizens. Distinct work classes organized daily tasks: “There were the camp-cooks … camp-waiters, the launderers, the dish-washers, a health department, classes in rustic basket-making, in collecting of natural objects and the preservation of them; bead belt and Indian basket-making, in keeping the camp clean, gathering wood for the fire.” Recreational activities such as swimming, baseball, sham battles, theatricals, and visiting storytellers rounded out the programming. In the absence of major benefactors, funding was an ongoing concern, with the result that the boys picked fruit, made baskets, and gave performances to raise funds for self-support. Tourists flocked to see the kids in action.76
Although Rogers lavished praise on the bucolic setting, he chiefly located the camps’ value in the double lives the children lived. As the summer escape sheltered boys from being “put to work” or left to “idle away the time on the dirty and crowded streets,” it provided opportunities for “living the life for a month of a true citizen” as they “built a colony with streets and public buildings, elected their officers, legislated and enforced laws.” His account of the founding of the mythical State of Columbia “in the very heart of the beautiful Santa Cruz Mountains” struck a similar tone. “The site was an open piece of unshaded land, about four acres, in extent, covered completely with underbrush which had to be cleared with poor tools, under an unrelenting summer’s heat.” The camp’s “very isolation helped in its development as a small state. … They built streets, fences, rustic seats, tables, a swimming hole—built them generally from trees felled by their own axes. … The republic assumed the true dignity and tone of a law-making and law-enforcing community.”77
Responding to critics who suggested some of these juvenile democracies offered only play acting, Rogers emphasized the realistic vicarious experience his republics supplied. Observing how, “Isolated from human life, because of its separation from town and people,” Rogers insisted, “This experiment was not a matter of playing or practicing the part, but instead that of living the life for a month of a true citizen.” The republic “was neither a farce, a mere burlesque of the real; nor was it a mere fancy or idea of the mind, but a successful reality proven by a set of determined and loyal boys.” Popular media accounts echoed this interpretation, simultaneously emphasizing the realism of the boys’ adultlike activities and their location in children-only spaces.78
As the San Francisco boys clubs and other youth-serving institutions added junior republics to their year-round programming, George continued his efforts to spread the republic idea, sending junior citizens from the growing list of George Junior Republics on fundraising missions and, in 1904, sending a delegation to Litchfield, Connecticut to start a republic for younger boys. He also advised several schools on adaptations of the republic plan. Although media coverage continued and prominent supporters advocated on George’s behalf (now including President William McKinley, who invited several juvenile officials to make a “state visit” to the White House), the slow pace of establishing total institutions meant George found himself upstaged by Wilson Gill. Even as young people clamored for admission to Freeville, with “Parents & guardians—Judges & pastors close behind” as Thomas Osborne reported, school republics were increasingly described as an equivalent “movement” in the popular press. Gill fueled the flames of friendly competition, pointing out how his approach took the financial pressure off junior republics to be self-supporting and could reach young people in greater numbers.79
And so it was Gill, rather than George, to whom Philadelphia’s Franklin Institute awarded its 1904 Elliott Cresson medal. Fellow honorands that year included the inventor of a coal storage system, the creator of a steam generator, and a pioneer of alumino-thermics, further underscoring the association of republic technique with scientific social engineering. Even as the republic’s popularity had prompted the recognition of the historical genealogy of similar ideas, and Gill himself acknowledged his debt to George—”I am not the originator of the idea by any means,” he declared—nonetheless his scheme for republics that could be introduced into existing institutions continued to be greeted as innovative work.80
George received his own gold medal that same year at the St. Louis World’s Fair. Alongside the sham battles, Hales Tours, living villages, machines of industry, and other attractions, the New York State Museum’s Department of Social Economy exhibited photographs and artifacts from Freeville, including samples of its currency and bureaucratic forms. This was not, in fact, the first time his republic had been put on display. Thomas Osborne had traveled to the 1900 Paris Exposition to deliver a stereopticon lecture, enabling fairgoers to “see more of the varied life of the place than they could do by an active visit.” These copies of a republic that itself copied the United States’s political and economic systems highlight the complex relations between reality and representation in the modern age.81
The coming years witnessed a further expansion of interest in republics and their guiding principles as schools and youth-serving institutions piloted a range of novel programs organized around vicarious experiences of adulthood inside youth-only spaces. Directing their charges to play roles such as carpenter, housekeeper, and police officer, the educators and youth workers at schools, settlements, playgrounds, and boys clubs soon discovered that these programs’ developmental benefits for youth were joined by economic benefits for their organizations. How ties to the proliferating cultural products that spectacularized reality help to explain both the popularization of junior republics and their component activities, and the interpretation of young people’s everyday performances as reducing rather than expanding child labor, are the subjects of chapter 3.
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II The Rhetoric and Reality of Child Protection
3 Constructing Youth, Constructing Youth-Serving Institutions
“Breathes there a man with soul so dead that he cannot remember those joyous days when he played at ‘grown up’?” journalist Nina Carter Marbourg inquired in 1904. “There is a period of air-castle building in almost every boy’s life … a season of wonderful colored paper trades and purchases, a time for the accumulation of tops and marbles. The art of bargain and exchange is all so seriously regarded … that the boy is really working at his play and carrying out in his childish way just the transactions his father is perfecting with dollars and cents.” This instinct was being directed in particularly compelling ways at the George Junior Republic. Describing the “system of labor and currency” in which child carpenters “built nearly all the buildings in the republic grounds, besides making the furniture … there is the bakery and laundry, there are three hundred acres of land given over to farming and there is work in the improvement of the streets,” Parker identified great value in this work-like play. “They are learning the ins and outs of the business world … training their minds to appreciate all the value that the necessity of an article lends to it. They are passing through their colored paper, tops and marble period of life with all the responsibility of a small world on their shoulders.”1
As she reported on junior citizens constructing buildings, cultivating farmland, and improving streets, why did Marbourg emphasize developmental benefits to youth over economic benefits to the republic? And how might her account of Freeville offer insights into the broader significance of vicarious experiences of adulthood in the political economy of the era’s schools and youth-serving institutions? This chapter traces the spread of republics and their component activities across schools and youth-serving institutions, from rural to urban locations and from marginal to middle-class youth. It focuses on the occupations that were staples of the programming inside these sheltered spaces, work-like activities “freed from all economic stress.” Although associations with other educational entertainments and the scientific guidance of young people’s play instincts help to explain these activities’ widespread adoption, their cost-efficiency held equal appeal.2
Histories of childhood place the decline of children’s labor force participation at the center of the dissolution of the family economy and its replacement with the sheltered childhood. Scholars recognize some inconsistencies in the new norm—for example, how farm work was considered beneficial rather than exploitative, how labor for marginal youth was considered to create a more “deserving” poor, and how many statutes were only minimally enforced. Classic accounts generally agree on how schools and youth-serving institutions figure in this story, however: as age-restricted spaces where young people could engage in developmentally productive training and leisure activities rather than labor or harmful amusements, sites to learn the values lost as work was being removed from kids’ lives.3
That bucolic Freeville was not perceived as a site for child labor despite its guiding motto “Nothing without Labor” and even as junior citizens enabled the financially troubled institution to stay afloat makes sense in the context these previous accounts have sketched. Yet as republics and component activities from vocational education to home economics took root in urban institutions struggling to make ends meet, diversified their clientele to include middle-class youth, and expanded opportunities for occupational role-playing, such interpretations persisted. From schools and playgrounds to settlements and boys clubs, the parental institutions created in response to criticisms that earlier child-saving programs exploited youth created new kinds of family economies that, by drawing distinctions between reality and representation, could be seen as contracting rather than expanding the child labor pool.4
Activities with dual status as real and not real not only helped to construct youth, then, equally they enabled young people to produce the institutions that sheltered them while suggesting their activities were merely representations of adult jobs. Linking the reduction of child labor to the spread of modern subjectivity described in earlier chapters confirms that adult-supervised youth activities were integral to the rise of the sheltered childhood—albeit in ways that previous studies overlooked. These techniques’ subsequent circulation to factories and prisons underscored their successes in disciplining the nation’s youngest citizens to accept a loss of autonomy and social status and acquiesce to a more restrictive behavioral regime.
Youth-Serving Institutions Embrace the Republic Idea
By the early 1900s, a vibrant republic movement was in full swing. A few early republics folded on account of lack of administrative or financial support (among them, Milwaukee’s school cities and the City of Telhi). Others backed away from youth self-government (Allendale). With enthusiasts adamant that such disappointments resulted from poor implementation, these developments did little to undermine popular enthusiasm for the republic idea. Republics’ ostensibly scientific approach to education and socialization and ease of introduction into existing institutions continued to inspire educators and youth workers in the coming years.5
The Progressive Era witnessed the rapid rise of a variety of youth-serving (also called child-saving) institutions, many with European roots. Operating on shoestring budgets and staffed largely by volunteers, their pseudoparental programs figure prominently in accounts of the history of the American youth experience. These organizations expanded access to sheltered childhoods by offering a clientele of chiefly “needy” city boys and girls lively programs of adult-supervised activities in youth-only spaces, alternatives to labor force participation and unchaperoned play. In a continuing quest for professionalism youth workers undertook community surveys of local children’s leisure activities, to identify negative influences and gather ideas for future child-centered programming. Finding growing interest in mass entertainment, Jane Addams and others called to cultivate further opportunities inside youth-serving institutions for more wholesome, educational play (the flip side of schools’ emphasis on play-like education) to direct young people’s attentions and energies toward positive ends. From debate and vocational education to model kitchens and children’s farms, from military drill and drama to penny savings banks and newspapers, many of the programming choices already spreading across the nation’s schools soon became standard fare.6
Youth workers subsequently added junior republics to these building blocks as independent activities or, in some cases, a means to coordination. Hired to centrally administer Louisville, Kentucky’s new playground system in 1904, for example, Arthur Leland organized an inter-playground youth athletic league to offer the lessons in civics and character development associated with organized sports. A Playground Athletic Union with two representatives from each playground scheduled games and assessed player eligibility. The children were so interested in the elections that Leland introduced playground republics to expand youth involvement in playground governance. Each playground, “organized into a miniature city … elects its mayor, who appoints all of the minor officers, and aids the director in enforcing playground laws.” The child citizens also selected a police judge, a board of aldermen (girls), and a council (boys), which elected their own officers and met twice a week to discuss legislative matters. Soon, in each playground, a board of public works oversaw classes in basketry, whittling, and raffia work; a board of public safety kept watch over athletic equipment; a board of health inspected children’s hands and faces; and a board of park commissioners kept facilities clean and local plant life in good repair. Leland reconceived the original Playground Athletic Union as a state government, appointing the playground supervisor as judge of its supreme court of appeals.7
At New York City’s Hebrew Sheltering Guardian Society Orphan Asylum, superintendent Ludwig Bernstein established a Boys City modeled on New York in 1906 and a similar but separate Girls City the following year. Bernstein viewed inmate self-government as the next step for institutional changes already under way. The asylum, which served more than 1,000 children ages six to sixteen, had recently expanded its extracurricular activities to include clubs run by elected officers and parliamentary procedures. It had also committed to doing away with the militaristic “monitorial” disciplinary system. Aware of republics from his work as an assistant principal and because Richard Welling served on the asylum’s board, Bernstein could barely contain his excitement about this new direction in “educational theory and practice.” It was more exciting “than even improved text books” in the view of asylum vice president Samuel Levy, on account of the possibilities for inmates “to work out on a miniature scale all those problems which at some time in their future lives they will undoubtedly have to face.” Although the republics lacked economic systems, the children soon administered the asylum bank, a cooperative store, and a charity for inmates without relatives or friends.”8
Figure 3.1
Board of Health, Playground City, Louisville.
Source: Arthur Leland, “Playground Self-Government,” Charities 12 (June 4, 1904).
At Cleveland’s Hiram House settlement, a miniature Cleveland established on the playground called Progress City became the focus of a summer camp for neighborhood youth from 1906. Like Wilson Gill, settlement director George Bellamy had initially worked with adults but found kids much more amenable to his ideas. Seeking “some of the more vital methods of educating the children of our great industrial neighborhoods,” as Bellamy put it, the summertime miniature municipality endorsed a “laboratory” method giving children opportunities to experiment without the full-fledged consequences of “real life.” Progress City carries on “city activities in miniature” that were “as nearly like“ activities in the surrounding city “as they can be made.” Progress City administrator Frank Koos, who agreed with William George that, “to be a good citizen every individual must be able to make his living,” organized the program to offer vocational training in gendered occupations including basket making, sewing, cooking, printing, sports, carpentry, brass hammering, hammock making, gardening, street cleaning, and sign painting, with each class constituting a ward of the city. 9
Figure 3.2
Constitutional committee, Girls City, Hebrew Sheltering Guardian Society Orphan Asylum.
Source: Annual Report of the Hebrew Sheltering Guardian Society (New York: Hebrew Sheltering Guardian Society, 1907/1909).
Participants were paid in a token currency that could be deposited or spent at the Progress City bank or store. Entrepreneurial youth set up other services such as a weather bureau and museum. The “model juvenile city” also served as a training ground for a new generation of youth workers: They lived at the settlement, attended evening lectures on developmental psychology and play supervision, and received course credit for participation.10
At the Worcester Social Settlement, not far from G. Stanley Hall’s Clark University, superintendent Rev. R. J. Floody organized a Garden City in 1907 in still another variation on the republic idea. Distinct from Ebenezer Howard’s urban plans of the same name, this child society took root at a community garden on the city’s former Dead Cat Dump. Floody enlisted youth to clear the five-acre site, plant a garden, and tend to the animals there. Giving voting rights to the garden proprietors, they soon elected a mayor, seven councilmen, a garden commissioner, street commissioner, tool commissioner, water commissioner, animal commissioner, flower commissioner, and forty police officers to administer the juvenile town. Children in other neighborhoods clamored for similar opportunities, and soon four Garden Cities were operating around Worcester, with expanded programming including a zoo and a band. “This is truly a melting pot of the many nationalities we had in the gardens,” Floody enthused. “Not only is it a melting pot but it is a Health Sanitorium, an Anti-lazy Institute, an Anti-pauper Shop, a Political Mill, a Moral Generator, and a Good Citizen’s Factory all combined in one.” A few years later, another Garden City debuted in Cambridge, Massachusetts, sponsored by Harvard president Charles Eliot and his colleague Professor F. W. Harris, and led by Eileen Marshal, whose brother had worked in Freeville with William George.11
Figure 3.3
Vegetable gardeners, Progress City.
Source: A Historical Report of the Sixteen Years’ Work at Hiram House (Cleveland: Hiram House, 1912).
Arthur Leland’s plans for Louisville playgrounds, Ludwig Bernstein’s vision for one New York orphan asylum, George Bellamy’s youth programming at the Hiram House settlement, and Rev. Floody’s lesser-known Garden Cities offer merely four examples of youth workers’ creative modifications of the republic idea. These new stakeholders in the movement accepted educators’ now-common wisdom about the value of performing adult roles in youth-only spaces. Sharing John Dewey’s enthusiasm for learning by doing and bringing school closer to life, Koos explained: “The best way to mould and teach, the best way to learn to be good citizens, the best way to develop right ways of living, is by living and doing the things which are to be learned and taught. These are the methods which Progress City, a laboratory of good citizenship, has attempted to use.”12
The framework that youth workers applied to interpreting republics soon framed their thinking on other institutional activities, such as the home economics training at Hiram House’s Model Cottage. Although youth workers typically shared with educators the belief that realistic roles were more critical than realistic environments, such model environments nevertheless remained popular training tools. A publicity brochure reported the girls’ response: “Is this whole house to be just for us, sitting room, dining room, kitchen and bedroom? Why, it is a regular little house,” said one of the girls as she entered the cottage for the first time. “Of course a cottage is the best place to learn homemaking,” read the accompanying photo captions, which emphasized the realism of the small-scale house. Implicit in this account, however, was that despite the close resemblances the cottage was not an actual home. For as the brochure elsewhere made clear, settlement programming delayed the work of these “embryo housekeepers’” in actual homes by enrolling them in educational dramatizations instead.13
Figure 3.4
Model cottage, Hiram House.
Source: A Historical Report of the Sixteen Years’ Work at Hiram House (Cleveland: Hiram House, 1912).
In their programming choices and commentaries thereupon, then, youth workers who embraced the republic movement eagerly offered young people not only sheltered childhoods but also opportunities to vicariously experience adult life. Similar trends soon inflected other youth-serving institutions where only republics’ component activities were found. Mabel Kittredge’s Association of Practical Housekeeping Centers, which taught domestic skills at settlements and schools, illustrates how an educational philosophy narrowly associated with Dewey’s lab school was broadly influential in this period.
From Kindergarten to Kitchen Garden
At the turn of the twentieth century, as mother study clubs embraced scientific childrearing, “girls workers” revised housekeeping education in complementary ways. Promoting domestic skills development to delay girls’ workforce participation, many argued that parents—rich and poor alike—were ill-equipped to school their children for the industrial age. Tutelage in “domestic science” and “household management” under scientifically trained teachers was Mabel Kittredge’s ambition for the housekeeping centers she established in New York City from 1902. Recognizing how girls were “born with the controlling desire to copy” and that such instinct could be directed to pedagogical ends, Kittredge’s “model flats” were
ordinary tenement flats which find their motive power and are successful by means of the universal love in every little girl to play at keeping house, and the universal desire in every one to copy that which is just above her. A girl wants her kitchen messes, her dishes, her make-believe baby and her tiny bed or broom just as every boy wants his bat and ball. A housekeeping center takes these natural desires and cultivates them. It is furnished as a home should be furnished, and such questions are answered there as: What shall be done with the floors to insure health and save labor; what with the walls? What curtains are the best to admit light, give beauty to the room and wash easily? What proportion of the sum laid aside for furnishing should go into the buying of pots and pans, what part into mattresses, and is there any reason to spend money for ruffles? What are the proper and necessary tools to work with?14
Full classes and waitlists underscored the popularity of Kittredge’s role-play approach to finding joy in domestic duties. “The man regards his business as a pleasure. He plays it as he plays a game, and he plays to win. And so housekeeping has become a ‘game, not a duty’. … In a natural, enjoyable way our girls should be taught to play the game of household administration.”15
Kittredge was not the first to “gamify” domestic activities. Less well known than the kindergarten movement, its contemporary the kitchen garden movement similarly rooted household training in play. Pioneered by Emily Huntington at the Wilson Industrial School for Girls during the 1870s, and spreading after 1880 thanks to Grace Dodge’s New York Kitchen Garden Association, kitchen garden consisted in a substitution of household utensils in miniature for the toys, blocks, squares, and spheres of the kindergarten.” Huntington initially proposed training the impoverished children who were likely future domestic service workers, but her methods proved popular with broader populations. Local Kitchen Garden Associations sprang up across the US, and the method was displayed at the World’s Columbian Exposition children’s building. Instructors soon replaced small-scale utensils with actual equipment and applied the language of developmental psychology to their work. Columbia University’s Teachers College grew out of New York City’s Kitchen Garden Association in 1892 (Teachers College Record was originally published as Household Arts), tackling a far broader range of subjects while staying committed to turning housekeeping into a game.16
These examples make clear how youth workers embraced learning by doing so long as the doing happened at some remove from the real world of work. Their enthusiasm for educational play rooted in developmental psychology in fact outstripped that of their educator colleagues in light of the fact that their programs required voluntary participation from kids. Organizing youth programming around activities that spectacularized reality and adopting a lexicon from developmental psychology thus heightened these activities’ popular appeal and broadened the audience for their use.17
Bringing Junior Republics to the Middle Classes: Willis Brown’s Boy Cities
Although, during the movement’s first decade, George’s Freeville republic served as an information clearinghouse, conversations among the growing community of republic organizers were fractured across conferences on recreation and charity, meetings on home economics and vocational education, and even on the Chautauqua circuit. Willis Brown, a charismatic Salt Lake City juvenile court judge, hoped to change this state of affairs. With ambitions for a national network of “Boy Cities” he aimed to mobilize educators and youth workers at schools, YMCAs, boys clubs, summer camps, churches and Chautauquas to pool their expertise and bring the republic experience to a new audience of middle-class boys. Ultimately unsuccessful, Brown’s efforts nonetheless showcase the expanding appeal of republics and their component activities: how they traveled beyond rural landscapes and urban centers to small towns and suburban communities, beyond needy populations to mainstream populations, and how, over time, vicarious experiences of adult occupations became an increasingly familiar activity in the lives of American youth.18
Brown, a businessman, had no formal training in boys work or law. He first worked with youth when he made boys a target of his antismoking efforts with the Anti-Cigarette League. He discovered a gift connecting with kids and soon published Pluck: A Paper for Earnest Boys and Girls Who Wish to Become Useful Men and Women. Later a persuasive advocate for Utah’s juvenile justice system, he became its first judge in 1905. Brown’s methods were unorthodox. To understand how Salt Lake City youth spent their leisure time, he routinely trailed them around town. “A great proportion of the work of the juvenile court has been accomplished out of court,” one journalist described. “A judge ‘learned in the law and versed in the rules of procedure’ would think it far beneath his dignity to spend his evening hours visiting pool rooms and saloons, cheap theatres, skating rinks, dance halls, homes blighted with poverty and sin in search of children in need of moral and material aid … That has not been the Brown way.” Inside the courtroom Brown aimed “to rob his court of the sort of terror that, to the youthful mind, usually surround a court of justice” by making “every effort to become friendly with the boys and the girls who appear before him in chambers and in open court.” Reductions in the number of children brought into court demonstrated the value of Brown’s “most irregular” methods.19
Despite these accomplishments, Brown believed his court could do more, especially for destitute boys. For these youth he envisioned a “new life” in a Boy City, where they could learn agricultural and vocational skills and govern themselves. With assistance from private donors, Boy City debuted at Canyon Crest Ranch in 1906. “The boys themselves have a government of their own, with a mayor and other officials whose authority is unquestioned except by newcomers, and not long by them,” described one journalist. Transplanted to the Utah countryside, urban youth took “pride in showing their chickens and cows, their horses, their orchard and the equipment of the place.” Their physical and moral condition was transformed: “Clear-eyed, bright-faced, manly and healthy, they face the world with the courage of the lad who has discovered that everyone is anxious to help him when he is trying to help himself,” he observed, noting “the wholesome atmosphere of the whole establishment.”20
Historians have documented the juvenile court’s centrality to the emergence of the sheltered childhood. Originating in 1899 in Chicago, this separate judicial system for youth was also a critical component of the “new penology,” which prioritized rehabilitation rather than punishment. Convinced that placing juvenile delinquents with adults created more criminals and that young offenders should have opportunities for re-education, advocates aspired to make juvenile courts family-like educational institutions. Samuel Barrows of the International Penal and Prison Commission explained, “The true function of the court is educational.” Jurists’ self-styling as modern educators directed them to developmental psychology and to the view expressed by Denver’s Ben Lindsey, the nation’s most eminent juvenile jurist, that gangs have “many good qualities,” such as “rules and laws … founded generally on really ennobling instincts” that “should be wisely controlled and directed rather than suppressed.” This outlook fueled their interest in youth programs, including athletics, boys clubs, summer camps, and junior republics.21
Like their teacher colleagues, juvenile judges and probation officers were particularly concerned about immigrant youth on account of associations between criminality and race. And like the playground staff and settlement workers who viewed republics as natural follow-ons to extant programming, they too saw merit in these age-restricted worlds where making and enforcing laws and experiencing their consequences offered a preview of adult life. Even before Boy City’s debut, juvenile judges already had begun to sentence youth to time in republics, and they joined these institutions’ boards of trustees. Lindsey, on the advisory boards of George’s republic and Gill’s Patriotic League, was an especially vocal advocate: “My dream and hope is to see such a Republic established in every state in this Union,” he declared in 1909, perhaps even in “every large city.” New York City judge Max Griffenhagen became an affiliate of the Hebrew Sheltering Guardian Society, advising the boys and girls republics. California’s Juvenile Court Association, led by Judge Curtis Wilbur, advocated for a California George Junior Republic and later for self-government inside the Los Angeles Parental School. Probation officers occasionally volunteered for staff positions. San Francisco’s Arthur Todd, for example, participated in Boytown. Omaha’s chief probation officer Harriet Hicox Heller supervised that city’s playground republic. And Washington, D.C. juvenile court staff hired Progress City organizers to organize a youth democracy on their playground. These were merely early examples; republics with close ties to the juvenile justice system soon proliferated from Detroit’s Ford Republic to Georgia Juvenile State.22
Brown had several ambitions for Boy City: expanding vocational training, building cottages, and taking more boys. His attention was soon diverted when leaders of the Chautauqua at Indiana’s Winona Assembly and Summer School invited him to reorganize their boys’ camp into a juvenile democracy populated not “by a citizenship of street arabs and urchins,” but rather by middle-class Indiana youth. The timing was ideal. A consummate self-promoter, Brown’s abrasive personal style forced him off the Utah bench in 1907. In his hands Boy City would exceed its sponsors’ ambitions, further publicity for the idea that republics held value for youth from diverse backgrounds.23
Recruiting thousands to an untested juvenile municipality was vastly different from personally selecting, with the authority of the juvenile justice system, the handful of children who populated Canyon Crest Ranch. Assisted by “men who take a keen interest in boys” including “John M. Studebaker of South Bend, Thomas Kane of Chicago, Everett Sisson, editor of the Interior, J. F. Beyer and W. D. Fraxer of Warsaw, and Sol C. Dickey of Indianapolis,” Brown got to work. As he sent out letters (ostensibly to every city and town in Indiana) to publicize the camp, and gave lectures across the state to rally interest, “inquiries for detailed information” began “pouring in … the ‘fever’ is spreading among the small boys of Indiana like a prairie fire.” The program soon attracted participants from six other states.24
Following past practice at Freeville and Allendale, Brown planned for boys to arrive in groups as military “companies” under temporary adult command before transferring authority to a youth-run civil system. To build interest among the men he favored to serve as program staff, he planned on-site continuing education—a school for officers of the “YMCA Sunday schools, public schools, juvenile court, judges” and other “students of the boy problem.” This fit well at Chautauqua, a key source of educational entertainment for the nation’s rural populations. While Boy City supervisors at Canyon Crest were farmers, then, Winona Boy City was staffed by a new generation of rural youth workers, including the religious youth leaders who increasingly turned to science in their efforts to connect with kids.25
Brown’s plans appealed to rural and small-town boys clubs, YMCAs, churches, and schools, some of which already had embraced junior republics’ component activities. With Boys Brigades popular among Christian youth groups, the company model was a familiar idea. As groups signed on, Brown parceled out their summer assignments. “The boys who come from Marion have been given the privilege of publishing a daily paper, and every one of them will be a reporter, editor, copy reader or carrier,” one journalist explained. Boys from Huntington “secured the banking rights of the camp and on the opening day will establish the ‘Winona Rational (not National) Bank.’ Several of the youngsters who are to count the money and keep the books in this institution are now receiving training in the banks at Huntington.” Even before their arrivals, excited boys geared up their political campaigns.26
The companies erected their city of tents in July 1907. Goshen’s Frank Abbott, a talented athlete and “son of a rich lumberman,” who was “well known over northern Indiana,” was elected mayor, and on the fourth day the boys municipality transitioned from military to civilian control. Although vocational training opportunities were scaled back from early plans in which “a grocery, a notion and candy store, a soda water fountain, a restaurant, a photographic supply shop, etc.” were all “to be owned and operated by stock companies of boys,” a bank, a newspaper, a restaurant, and a paving company were created by and for the youth.27
Alongside athletic competitions and dramatic performances, including a mock juvenile court proceeding led by Brown and starring the boys, the summer season’s highlight was a circus. Judge Brown was the high diver and University of Wisconsin professor J. C. Elson the ringmaster. Madison pastor F. T. Galpin supervised the animal performance, while Portland, Indiana, Judge S. W. Haynes ran the sideshows. The boys sang, paraded, played music, and clowned. This “boy Chautauqua” became a major attraction at the assembly as Winona’s adult visitors eagerly attended the performances put on by youth. Continuing education for supervisors—for example, lectures from judges from Cleveland and Indianapolis—proved so popular that Brown stayed on for ten days after the camp’s closure, giving “talks to all interested in work among boys.”28
Boy City operated for several summers at Winona and, later, for two years in Charlevoix, Michigan. “Dickey of Winona, Indiana, who first took up Brown and his Boy City, told me last summer than Brown was so dishonest that he had to get rid of him,” Lindsey wrote to George, suggesting that Brown relocated the program for the same reasons he left the Utah bench. Initially supportive of Brown, Lindsey, George and their associates later turned on the Boy City movement leader when he failed to credit George. Despite their direct encounters on the Chautauqua circuit and the National Conference on Charities and Corrections, Brown insisted that Boy City was the first of its kind in the US. “Our friend Willis Brown … seems to have decided to swipe your George Junior Republic,” Lindsey wrote to George. “Brown is certainly our evil genius,” George replied. “I think you and I would vote him the medal for consummate cheek.” Brown’s character notwithstanding, Boy City was widely hailed, expanding facilities to include a lighting plant, water works, hospital, and church, and ultimately attracting participants from two dozen states. Many kids returned for multiple seasons.29
Even as he frustrated Lindsey and George, Brown advanced the junior republic movement by bringing in scores of middle-class, small-town youth. As important as the summer program in ensuring their participation was the work Brown did after season’s end. Recognizing that companies of boys organized before the summer helped to get the program off to a good start, he transformed Boy City into a year-round operation. Staying on for several months in Indianapolis, he worked with S. W. Haynes of Portland, Indiana, a lawyer and member of the county board of charities and corrections, and Charles Hahn (aka “Uncle Heinie”), the former chief probation officer of the Salt Lake City juvenile court, to develop satellite Boy City clubs (also called Boyvilles) in schools and youth-serving institutions in cities and towns across Indiana and further afield. Betterment for youth who were already “good” and cultivating greater professionalism in the boys work community would be at the heart of these plans.30
Largest among them was the 300-strong Boyville colony at Anderson, Indiana, under Hahn’s direction, referred to as the Anderson Boy Movement there. With close ties to the local Christian Templars, the group met at a neighborhood church and in the town’s public library. The boys organized a municipal government with mayor, city clerk, treasurer, and board of public works. They published a monthly magazine (Club Boy), and ran a bank, post office, and recreational activities such as athletics and parades. Although participants lacked opportunities to try out other occupations, local business leaders frequently addressed them on vocational subjects. The club was thus a miniature version of the summer operation—a copy of a Boy City that itself aimed to copy cities in the adult world.31
William George and Wilson Gill Press On
As Brown’s efforts continued, William George grew increasingly anxious to reassert control over the republic idea. He had been working to improve Freeville—expanding industrial training for participating youth, exploring vocational opportunities at local firms, transferring cottage control to adult houseparents, and enrolling greater numbers of middle-class youth. He had opened another new republic in 1907, the California Junior Republic, in Chino, California, with assistance from enthusiastic citizens. “There was no dearth of volunteers … it seemed as though every boy and girl at Freeville was struck with the California fever.” Nat Bedford, a former citizen, served as its first superintendent. He continued to correspond with a range of parties interested in organizing republics in their communities.32
The following year George established a National Association of Junior Republics, stepping back from Freeville’s daily management with hopes of exerting greater influence on republics’ spread. Initially restricting membership to republics he started, George later enrolled Illinois’s Allendale, Michigan’s Ford Republic, and Georgia’s Juvenile State. These institutions were not carbon copies. For example, at the Ford Republic, adults could be tried in the youth-administered court and kids could appeal its decisions to a Detroit juvenile judge. Director Homer Lane decided against creating a jail to prevent what he called the “glaring defects” of the current US justice system from being replicated by participating youth. George and his associates viewed them as Freeville’s closest cousins, however, “the real ones” among his imitators—especially Juvenile State, formed with his counsel. “All of us who are engaged in Junior Republic and self-government work, should bury our minor differences of opinion, and stand together shoulder to shoulder against the reactionaries and the autocrats in factor of institutionalism and militarism,” wrote republic association secretary Lyman Beecher Stowe to Ford Republic administrators. Aware of efforts by Gill and Brown to mobilize their own national movements, he and other association affiliates did not always look kindly on competitors, although Gill, who credited George, escaped the harshest criticism.33
New George Junior Republics in Grove City, Pennsylvania (1909), Strawbridge, and Flemington Junction, New Jersey (1911) suggested George had found a way to expedite duplication. To further consolidate control, he increasingly tapped students from nearby Cornell as volunteers, training them in republic methods. And he published two books on the republic movement, The Junior Republic: Its History and Ideals (1910) and Citizens Made and Remade (1912, with Stowe, a fellow Goo Goo and secretary and vice chair of New York’s Public Service Commission). Cognizant of the fashion for scientific methods in education and youth work, George revised his founding narrative to suggest that children’s instincts for impersonation, “the old inclination which dwells in every boy to play court and jail and school, to govern his companions and to be governed by them in turn,” had guided him from the start. A preface by Thomas Osborne, now George Junior Republic Association president, to the 1910 book emphasized similar themes. “Just as in the newer methods of teaching it has been found that in many cases the best way to learn a thing is by doing it, so one can really learn how to be a citizen only by being a citizen, can learn to bear responsibility only by bearing responsibility.”34
Yet if George hoped to capitalize on psychologists’ and educators’ enthusiasm for his civic dramatization, he was unable to restrict their attention to the membership of the George Junior Republic Association. G. Stanley Hall had opened Boy City’s second season with a public speech and in subsequent writings added to his praise for George kind words about Willis Brown and James Rogers. Richard Welling organized a course on pupil self-government at New York University with numerous guest speakers, making clear the growing canon even as he included George and Hall. Officially sanctioned republics were outnumbered as school cities and Boyvilles were installed in boys clubs, settlements, orphanages, and Sunday schools. They began to appear outside the US as well.35
After 1904, Wilson Gill turned his attention to rural districts alongside urban areas, bringing school republics to Indian reservations and Alaskan territory. Native American pupils’ interest in his methods, and public recognition that school republics could help achieve “the goal of all Indian legislation … complete absorption of the Indian population into the body politic with the rights, privileges, duties and responsibilities of American citizens,” got Gill appointed federal supervisor of Indian schools in 1911, with a mandate to install republics in every institution his department oversaw. At residential reservation-based “model cities,” boys and girls built small cottages, raised chickens, tended gardens, constructed and maintained playground equipment, and policed the grounds. Native American adults could not vote in US elections, but their children were seen to benefit from the lessons these republics supplied.36
Gill too capitalized on the scientific theories that others associated with his work. Emboldened by the Cresson Medal, he declared his School City a “laboratory method,” proposing that its experimental approach modernized civics much as lab science had altered chemistry curricula. Gill’s collaborator Delos Wilcox followed, citing Dewey and others to explain how school-based republics helped youth to transition from “the play-world of childhood” to “the work-world of manhood and womanhood.” The expanded advisory board to Gill’s organization, including George Junior Republic affiliates like Josiah Strong, Ben Lindsey, Lyman Beecher Stowe, and Jacob Riis, attested to growing nondenominational support for the republic idea.37
Figure 3.5
Taking the oath of office, Carlisle Indian School.
Source: Wilson Gill, A New Citizenship (Philadelphia: Patriotic League, 1913).
As Gill’s career was expanding from urban to rural populations, Brown’s took the opposite trajectory. In 1910, Gary, Indiana, school superintendent William Wirt recruited Brown to take up residence as assistant superintendent of moral and civic training and judge of the local parental court with a mandate to install a boy city in local schools. Brown’s work in Gary highlights how practical as much as pedagogical concerns made role-plays of adult life so appealing to educators and youth workers alike. As schools and youth-serving institutions struggled to make ends meet, they discovered these developmentally productive activities were also economically productive. These financial factors suggest why the freestanding junior republics George endorsed were rapidly outnumbered by institution-based alternatives. And they reveal how the parental institutions that sheltered youth simultaneously sustained a variation on the family economy that reaped the rewards of children’s energies while distancing these activities from child labor. That Gary, Indiana—a company town whose schools applied methods of factory efficiency—stopped short of full accounting of how young people manufactured the institutions that sheltered them points to how the associations that linked republics and their component activities to educational entertainments that were realistic but not real not only popularized them; equally it shaped the interpretation of their cost-saving effects. Emphasizing the distance between reality and representation, work and work-like activities, obscured how young people’s role-plays of adult occupations assisted the family economies of individual parental institutions and in turn produced the sheltered childhood itself.38
Playing at Work and Working at Play in Gary, Indiana
Developments in Gary typified transformations to work in the industrial age. Scholars have described economic, social, and cultural dislocations associated with a second industrial revolution that reorganized labor processes and introduced new machines. Skilled artisans who previously produced entire products in family or neighborhood workshops now found lower-skilled laborers employed in factories or firms to be capable of doing their jobs at a faster pace. Work was said to be becoming more machine-like, and workers becoming more like machines: “animate machines,” as Goo Goo William Tolman described, or “living machinery” and “human equipment” in Meadville Theological School professor N. P. Gilman’s terms.39
As the new managerial classes engaged in conversations about maximizing production, they discovered that organized leisure refueled employees’ energies, conserving human resources and increasing efficiency. Tolman, who served on the George Junior Republic’s advisory board, explained: While “the essential characteristic of the industrial conditions of to-day is the substitution of mechanical for muscular power,” it had been “slowly dawning upon the mind of the employer that his human machine—his hands as he sometimes calls them—needs attention, needs rest, needs the best environment for the production of the best results.”40
Such discoveries sparked an “industrial betterment” movement organizing welfare programs toward efficiency goals. Factories and other firms planned continuing education in cooking and English, choruses, baseball teams, employee magazines, thrift savings plans, and group outings. Industrial campuses added gardens, sports fields, and other amenities. Some even established settlements or YMCAs onsite to assist with program coordination. Such efforts at worker “uplift,” which were sometimes called “welfare work,” aimed not to lift workers out of the existing social structure so much as adjust them to their new status and enhance their value to employers. In a context of managers’ fears about interference in the new ways of doing business (whether from unionizing or striking workers or government labor regulations), these programs also publicized business leaders’ “care” for employees.41
Although most programs targeted adults, children were the occasional beneficiaries of employer-sponsored kindergartens and schools. National Civic Federation welfare secretary and former settlement worker Gertrude Beeks, investigating such programs in several southern mills, suggested these workplaces were child-saving institutions for workers’ families and child laborers: “The cotton mills are industrial training schools as well as refuges for the unfortunate,” she wrote in 1906. “Too much praise cannot be given to the mill owners … giving food and shelter and an industrial training to the illiterate descendants of the first inhabitants of the colonies, but, through their Welfare Work, are a great civilizing influence and are steadily raising the standard of citizenship.” Echoing an older language describing factories as schools of citizenship, now the workplaces that were the focus for anti-child-labor campaigns became citizenship schools. Gilman saw South Carolina’s factories in similar terms. According to this view, child labor in settings with opportunities for education and recreation were preferable to the criminality of street life in communities lacking compulsory schooling.42
Such workforce trends were present in Gary, Indiana, where schools for workers’ families represented one of US Steel’s earliest public investments. Gary’s schools paired two visions of curricular innovation for the industrial age. Superintendent Wirt, who had studied with John Dewey, prioritized play-based learning by doing, and bridging school and life. Simultaneously, Wirt applied US Steel’s scientific management to education toward “social efficiency”—matching each student to the career that best suited him or her—and toward the efficient operation of the school “plant.” Even before the publication of Principles of Scientific Management (1911), educators wondered what they could learn from Frederick Winslow Taylor’s factory efficiency work. Although the two philosophies were regarded as largely incompatible, Wirt recognized that when students performed adult occupations, they could achieve educational goals while reducing institutional costs.43
The Emerson School, established in 1909, illustrates. On a campus rich in facilities—playground, zoo, conservatory, gardens, science labs, workshops, and pools—pupils rotated through book-based classes, play-based activities, and work training to maximize the facilities’ use. Vocational education courses made playground equipment and school furniture and repaired the facilities. Home economics classes prepared meal budgets and made lunch for fellow students. Laboratory science classes assisted the city chemist “testing city water and milk supplies; his children are practically deputy food inspectors, visiting dairies, bakeries, and food-shops.” Other classes kept accounts for the school office and undertook community surveys. Many teachers were working experts rather than conventionally trained instructors, bringing aspects of the apprentice system inside schools. Wirt explained:
There is no reason why the school furniture and much of the equipment cannot be made in school cabinet shops under the direction of a cabinet-maker selected for his teaching ability as well as his mechanical skill. There is no reason why the school painting, stage scenery, plumbing, electrical work, carpentry, printing and bookbinding, forging, foundry and machine work cannot be done in the same way. … There is no reason why some of the nature-study teachers should not be selected because of their practical knowledge and skill as well as for their college degrees. A practical landscape gardener can take complete charge of the school garden, lawns, shrubbery, and trees, and the children will be delighted to assist him.
Such close relationships to the city’s business community encouraged youth who otherwise might choose work to attend school instead, rewarding Emerson with low truancy rates and rewarding graduates with easy access to employment.44
This was the context for Boyville and Boytown, the boy cities organized by Brown. (Although Gary’s schools were coed, like some classes the boy cities were single sex.) Boyville, with government of mayor, council, clerk, and police, bank, court, newspaper (The Boyville News), cooperative store, band, and athletic league, brought a satellite Boy City to a new audience of urban youth. Boytown, with smaller population but larger campus, more closely resembled the scheme at Canyon Crest Ranch. Located on the school’s farm outside the city, it was populated by pupils who had broken school rules. They lived in cottages, attended classes, made bricks for school facilities, and cultivated the farm for wages from which they paid room and board. “In Gary we have two communities,” Brown described. “One of them is a community of men and women and the other a community of boys and girls.” These parallel worlds were separate but not dissimilar, went the now-familiar story.
As all these boys are to be citizens of the adult community, and vote and obey or disobey law, what better plan than to instill in them, in their formative period, the responsibilities of citizenship … Boyville, patterned after the regular city and the city institutions, both public and private, involving social and business life places boys in a position to exercise their judgment in making their own laws, in conducting their own affairs, in devising standards of judgment and in measuring citizenship in the boy community.
Boytown was a similarly “real community” where “the boys are as much responsible individuals” as the citizens of Gary, other observers agreed. “In it all,” Brown concluded, “the one requirement for citizenship is, ‘Play the game square.’”45
Despite such familiar descriptions, the new republics departed from precedent in important ways. As the head of the new parental court, Brown added a judiciary lacking in earlier Boy Cities whose councils were responsible for discipline: a youth court with authority to sentence peers to join Boytown and “to settle all cases involving the conduct of the boys at school whether these occur in school or out.” Following this precedent he invited citizens to extend other activities beyond school boundaries. Boyville ordinances discouraged littering and cutting over vacant lots, and sent child detectives to suss out businesses selling cigarettes to underage youth. “It was only a brief while before the most eager ‘cigarette fiend’ could not buy a cigarette from the most greedy dealer,” a journalist reported. “Too many had been reported by the boy detectives.” A storekeeper concurred, “There’s nothing in selling to minors now. A regular policeman you can afford to smile at. But these darned little mosquitoes of our Boyville never miss seeing everything.” As Brown publically campaigned to make children immune from arrest by adult authorities, then, he was optimistic about the benefits of peers adjudicating their misdeeds.46
Brought to life in a context where the new education and social efficiency were equal priorities, these republics’ significance lies as much in their contributions to the operation of the school system and the city of Gary as in the learning by doing and bridging school and life they supplied—and, in turn, in how these economic impacts could be categorized as contributions to reducing child labor. Boyville’s bankers managed savings and loans; its shopkeepers ran a store doing “real business” with “real money.” The young detectives eradicated smoking more effectively than adult police; the “understanding with the city authorities” was that only delinquency cases that could not be settled by the Boyville court were seen in “the regular courts.” Junior citizens built and maintained school facilities—in particular at Boytown, where the boys were paid for their activities and in turn paid for their room and board (and, indeed, could leave with the cash they earned as was the case in the Freeville republic). Yet all of these activities were conceived of as rehearsing for adult life, a “game of citizenship,” that was realistic but never the real thing in itself. The Boyville bank and store, for example, were “only suggestive of things which may be done in connection with the organization of the life of the school to bring the various academic courses of the school into closer relation to actual life,” noted Illinois teacher Horace Hollister. The Boy Cities’ primary present-day value was not economic, then, but rather educational and recreational, constructively channeling young people’s natural instincts for impersonating adults. Observers instead stressed how benefits would accrue to the boys and the community in the longer term: “The fact of the business is that in five years’ time the kids of Boyville and the Emerson School will be running that town of Gary and running it right.”47
From Gary Republics to Gary Schools
Such assessments typified discussions of the economic implications of the many component activities of junior republics that were staples of the Gary school system. This point has particular significance because the system served as model for more than 200 other communities in the short term and over 1,000 by 1929. Indeed, Gary’s schools attracted so many visitors that administrators set aside open days to minimize disruptions.48
Proponents of the new education approvingly described Gary’s schools as miniature communities. “Clearly the Gary school is organized as a community, self-supporting industrially and varied as is the larger community.” They praised its curriculum for following children’s natural interests. “Can you see how a school conducted on these lines will naturally hold its pupils? … The children in the Gary schools do exactly what they would do if left to themselves.” Echoing Dewey’s preferences for real rather than make-believe activities, Wirt viewed “One week of two hours a day on a real job with a real workman” as “worth more from the standpoint of vocational guidance than two or three hours a day every day in the year in an artificial shop working on artificial work and under artificial conditions.” Performing these adult roles bridged school and life, he asserted: “We try to give the children not a playground, not a shop, not a study room, but a life,” laying the groundwork “to transform the play impulse into the work impulse” for the longer term and “to make citizens of the children.” Gary’s schools thus realized educators’ long-standing ambitions. “It is this very thing which our best philosophers of education have had in mind for centuries,” Hollister wrote, citing Froebel, Pestalozzi, and Herbart. Dewey concurred, calling in Schools of Tomorrow (1915) for the extension of similar programs to other schools.49
Proponents of social efficiency were equal fans of Gary’s system for its creative applications of scientific management inside schools. “The Gary public schools are operated on the same principles of scientific management that animate the ten miles of steel works on the lake front,” journalist Rheta Child Dorr explained. McClure’s writer Burton Hendrick pushed the school-factory analogy further, noting how Gary was getting “the largest possible returns out of its raw material”—in this case “not steel and iron, but boys and girls.” This outcome was welcome in a city whose community amenities were strained. Gary’s population quintupled between 1906 and 1909 and, as the city’s first annual report elaborated, “There was not anything with which to start. The funds for the support of the schools for the first year had to be borrowed, and thus the limited funds for the following year had to be mortgaged in order to make a start besides, every desk, map, globe, chart, reference book. … every single thing needed to be purchased at once.” Following the municipal authorities who earned Gary its nickname “Economy, Indiana” and building on Goo Goos’ efforts to make school administration more efficient, then, Wirt’s schools exemplified municipal efficiency at the curricular level: rotating student groups to maximize use of the school plant and reducing costs by matching school needs and children’s education according to laboratory methods. Hendrick elaborated, “Everything the boys and girls do has a definite end. Each shop connected with the school is a real one. A master-mechanic, in every case a trade-union man, presides over it. The boys and this mechanic, working together, produce objects of real utility which are used in the school equipment” including desks, lockers, and bookcases. And they repaired broken plumbing, electrical, and other systems. This approach had
one remarkable result, in addition to giving these boys the needed training. These several departments cost the city of Gary practically nothing. An accurate account of all the work done is kept, and is charged up against each separate department on the basis of regular union wages. At the end of the year, it is found that the boys have earned enough—that is, saved enough for the school system—to pay the entire cost of conducting the school departments, including the salaries of the instructors.
In the girls’ classes, “the same situation prevails. The lunch-room, which the girls in the cooking class daily supply with food, sells lunches enough to pay the cost of maintenance, including the salary of a woman housekeeper.”50
Educational historians typically characterize the new education and social efficiency as being at odds on visions of education reform for democratic citizenship. According to this view, new education adherents like John Dewey favored liberal education whereas social efficiency types like Massachusetts education commissioner David Snedden preferred curricula stressing practical skills. The Gary experience showcases how both shared ambitions to pair a protected childhood with opportunities to vicariously experience adulthood as the centerpiece of school reform. Thus, Snedden’s call for vocational schools to “reproduce practical processes” to give pupils “many hours of each working day in actual practical work” echoed Dewey’s insistence that educators follow young people’s basic instincts for imitating adult occupations. In the “primitive wilderness, the boy followed his father in hunting and fishing and, in time, by processes of imitation and suggestion, coupled with the learning which comes from trial and error, he became himself a fairly efficient hunter or fisherman,” Snedden elaborated. “At the same time, the girl was at work with her mother, acquiring the simple arts of preparing food, dressing skins, and tilling the soil, which were the woman’s contributions to the necessary work of the time.” To motivate contemporary youth, he argued, “The vocational school should divest itself as completely as possible of the academic atmosphere, and should reproduce as fully as possible the atmosphere of economic endeavor in the field for which it trains”—in short, to get “near to reality” such that “shop standard, not school standards, must prevail.” Although Snedden typically argued in favor of separating vocational schools from more academic institutions, he was impressed by how Gary combined the two.51
Figure 3.6
Vocational education classes making school furniture, Gary, Indiana.
Source: Rheta Childe Dorr, “Keeping the Children in School,” Hampton’s Magazine 27, no. 1 (July 1911).
Figure 3.7
Cooking classes making school lunch, Gary, Indiana.
Source: Henry Holmes, “The Gary System Explained,” Review of Reviews 59 (June 1919).
Across these ideological divides, cooking, making furniture, gardening, and related activities, when performed by young people as work for pay in the wider world, were understood to be increasingly culturally undesirable activities. Yet the same activities carried out as role-plays under the auspices of youth-serving institutions were the sources of civic and character education. As Edward Devine, editor of Charities, put it in 1908, “work which we deny … in the factory, for profit, may be demanded in school … for education and training.” Cost savings accrued from this approach. But such activities were not child labor; they were dramatizations of adult labor. Although, like Devine, Gary’s educators spoke of work within the tripartite division of the curriculum’s “work-play-study,” and appointed as workshop supervisors individuals who might have trained apprentices offsite, they classified such activities among the era’s myriad ways to experience the world via representation: “It is not child labor,” Wirt explained to any who might doubt this interpretation, but a “preventive agency,” because “there is a wholesome environment and the children are being instructed.” Even Gary’s critics, such as those who argued it “turned kids into [future] factory hands” by training them for low-skill rather than complex jobs, overlooked its present-day economic implications. The popular language of schools and youth-serving institutions as “factories of citizenship” and factories as “schools of citizenship” only went so far in revealing the institutions’ similarities. Such hidden economic effects are a previously unrecognized aspect of the influential Gary plan.52
Anti-child-labor advocates endorsed the Gary system. That “only union workmen are employed for the industrial work in connection with which pupils get vocational training” benefited both parties, observed US Bureau of Education staff. “Pupils who work with them get no pay, their services being given in exchange for the instruction which they received” and union workers found new markets for their skills. “Nearly all of these lines of work are self-supporting,” and “some of them, indeed, are a source of income to the schools, to say nothing of the value of them as an educational opportunity.” National Child Labor Committee staff had rejected Gertrude Beeks’s claims that southern mills sheltered their child workers, but assessed Gary’s schools with a different eye. Acknowledging imperfections in the system—for example, that the pupils’ spelling and math errors in record keeping went uncriticized—they nonetheless praised Gary’s leadership for enabling students to “practice democratic theory in school conduct and discipline” and for creating opportunities for children to “obtain educational values not only through books but through genuine life activities. … Here at last education has been made vital and absorbing to the child,” giving students “a richer, more educative life in school than any plan as yet put into execution.”53
Beyond the Gary Plan
Close scrutiny of republics beyond Gary finds a similar story. Freeville citizens contracted projects with local businesses, joined George and board members on their fundraising trips, and settled new republics. San Francisco republic citizens picked fruit and performed minstrel shows to fund the summer communities they constructed from the ground up. Allendale and Garden City farmers and gardeners sold their produce to vacationers. School republics enlisted pupils to serve as health inspectors and truant officers, and to build baseball diamonds, playground equipment, and dormitories. Progress City street cleaners kept the playground clean and repaired the Hiram House fence. Newark’s playground republic police and Hebrew Sheltering Guardian Society Orphan Asylum republic librarians reduced the need to hire supervisory staff. Boy City, Winona, citizens built a gym, paved streets, and raised money through circus performances.54
Children performing adult roles thus made substantial economic contributions to the institutions that sheltered them. One school administrator reported, “The time formerly spent in duties outside of their rooms saved to my teachers amounts in one day to five hours and twenty minutes, in one week twenty-six hours and four minutes, in one year 214 school days. If the teachers are using that time in preparation of lesson work, at the present salary rate, the value to my school in one year is $642.” As a result, “321 days are gained, amounting to $963 per annum.” Playground workers recognized similar benefits. “If the Park Board could appropriate a certain sum monthly to the juvenile city and they in return take the contract for cutting the grass, watering, assisting in cleaning the grounds, etc.,” Arthur Leland proposed on his move to St. Paul, Minnesota, “a very practical method of teaching municipal methods of handling money and work could be evolved and at the same time a great deal of the work of the care of the grounds could be done more cheaply than it is at present.” As social efficiency proponents increasingly cheered republics, George, Gill, and others responded with greater public talk of efficiency.55
Similarly, at schools and youth-serving institutions without republics, skill training and character building schemes celebrated for their future payoffs yielded more immediate benefits. Students built housing and recreational facilities at residential schools for Native Americans and African Americans. Public school pupils took attendance, managed finances, constructed libraries and gyms, prepared lunches, and printed newspapers. Even Dewey’s pupils produced the lab school’s “necessary articles.” Summer program participants set up camp, made meals, and ran numerous activities. Youth built model kitchens and practice cottages at settlements and beyond. Mrs. Daddy’s proposal that “The money that was spent on men’s work” could be saved by assigning tasks to youth thus represented yet another generalizable feature of the junior republic experience. So too was Thomas Osborne’s praise for Freeville as a “manufactory of citizens, men and women”—which lost sight of the extent to which participating youth manufactured the experience themselves.56
The possibility that such activities constituted child labor thus was nearly unthinkable. When Progress City citizens repaired the settlement’s fence, sewed bloomers for gym class, and did the settlement’s printing, they were pursuing educational recreation—learning by doing and “playing at citizenship.” Orphans of the Hebrew Sheltering Guardian Society republic who ran the institution’s library, organized clubs, administered a bank and charity enjoyed “a source of boyish fun.” The Worcester children who, Rev. R. J. Floody reported, “transformed this whole district of five acres of dump into beautiful gardens … enhanced the value of land in and around the gardens about $350,000 … beautified the community, filled up holes reeking with malaria and mosquitoes, raising the health rate according to the state health inspector, 72 per cent, in three years” and sold some of the produce they cultivated, were merely gaining future-oriented work training. “This kind of education teaches the boy to work, to produce something, to assume responsibility,” he explained. When Newark youth transformed a junkyard into a playground which they subsequently supervised at “a savings of several hundred dollars to the city,” the site by definition was for play, not work, a space where “imitation in a youngster” can “bring out all that is best” in him or her. “Your playgrounds may lack funds for equipment and salaries for a large staff of helpers,” Newark playground director William McKiernan counseled other play leaders, “but if you have playground organization you will be surprised to find how many willing hands and hearts there will be at your service.” Textbooks for play leaders reiterated McKiernan’s suggestion, explaining how “the purpose of the use of [youth] leadership is development of the individual child along social and character-building lines rather than a solution of an administrative problem.” The simultaneous realism and nonrealism of these activities—like Boy City, “so real” that “it will be as though it was an actual city”—enabled educators and youth workers to reassure themselves, their young charges, and the broader public that republics and their component activities supplied play-based, educational “reproductions,” “miniatures,” and “models” rather than the actual activities themselves.57
Figure 3.8
Progress City carpenters repairing the Hiram House fence.
Source: Charles Bushnell, “Progress City,” The World Today 12 (1907).
Similar interpretations framed component activities at schools and youth-serving institutions. These included the model kitchens whose girls played housekeeping games and prepared lunchroom meals for sale, and vocational education, with output of obvious economic value that Snedden encouraged “be disposed of, partly to the profit of the school, and partly to the profit of the individual worker.” When students were paid for their participation, such as the girls staffing Chicago’s public school cafeterias, their remuneration was instead described as financial aid enabling them to remain in school, since learning was “the business of the child’s life, just as earning a living or caring for a family is to be the business of a child’s adult life,” as Gill explained.58
Although such activities now were justified in the language of efficiency and sometimes even labeled as work, although they took place in a context marked by criticisms of reformatories’ contract labor and occasional debates about the economic status of schoolwork, although psychologists and educators saw play and work on a continuum, although schools and factories shared advisers as play experts counseled factories on industrial betterment and efficiency experts advised schools, and although there was some awareness that reformers occasionally exploited children in pursuit of their agendas, popular consensus was that the new curriculum removed youth from the world of actual work and substituted a vicarious experience instead. Unions had protested contract labor in reformatories and prisons as sources of unfair and underpriced competition. They raised few similar concerns about schools and youth-serving institutions suggesting they, too, did not regard these activities as child labor. Historians of youth, who have identified the exemption of farm work from classifications of child labor in this period, have not similarly registered how schools and youth-serving institutions were similarly exempt, how activities undertaken to be developmentally beneficial for youth were economically beneficial for their adult sponsors, and, in turn, how the dual realities that helped to engage youth enabled the classification of these productive activities in nonwork terms.59
Participating youth similarly distinguished between activities carried out within age-restricted spaces and the same activities carried out for pay in the wider world. “Just when one thinks that the citizens are working hardest,” Progress City trainee Ethel Rogers reported, “he finds that they view the matter in a very different light. One young Jewish lad had mentioned working at home on a Saturday on a hammock that he was making. ‘But you are not allowed to work on the Sabbath, are you?’” Rogers asked him. “Aw, dis ain’t work, it’s play,” he explained, one of the many boys who “do not begrudge hours spent weeding under the hot July sun or pounding at brass work till hands ache and ears tingle.” Instead they were more likely to plead with supervisors, “Ain’t you just let me finish dis one piece?” Participants in the State of Columbia and City of Telhi, which James Rogers, “saddened by tales of stunted, overworked children” billed as a solution to “the great social problem—child labor” so enjoyed the work he praised for its “educational value as a manual training occupation” that they rejected peers’ proposals to limit their hours.60
Certainly, not every role-playing activity provided immediate economic benefits nor did those with value cover all costs. George, for example, took on many children at a loss. In other cases, associations with fun dulled but did not erase the awareness of children’s labor. Boys’ Life reported on the Waukesha, Wisconsin, pupils who “started a regular factory in the manual training room of their high school building” one summer, paying rent to the school board and “making money through the sale of their products.” The boys “don’t feel that they are ‘working’—they are having a jolly, good time earning what is considerably more than pin money.” Yet the new approaches’ popularity meant that educational outputs with market value were common features of youth programming. Gertrude Beeks thus had been on to something in her assessments: factories, mills, schools, and youth-serving institutions were more alike than educators and youth workers cared to admit.61
Women’s Separate Spheres and Children’s Double Lives
That young people’s labor at schools and youth-serving institutions was broadly overlooked paralleled the experience of women at home during this period of change in the location and meaning of work. The rise of an industrial wage economy increasingly assigned value only to money-generating activities in designated worksites. Previously the site of most productive labor, domestic spaces and the activities within them acquired new identities as unproductive.62
Women’s exclusion from the economy took several forms. Some industries replacing home production were closed to women. Others forced them out by restricting family wages to men. Yet it was rhetorical shifts, more than changes to household activities’ realities, that lay at the root of how domestic tasks previously considered productive home work were refigured as unproductive homemaking and tied to women’s “natural” care instincts. Despite calls to assign economic value to household activities, efforts to industrialize household labor through scientific management and laborsaving machines, and servants’ wages for the same activities, the ideology of separate spheres prevailed. This made it difficult to see how women’s labor sustained households and the industrial economy.63
Understanding how ideas about children’s unproductivity developed alongside these discourses about women calls attention to the significance of public talk about young people’s activities inside sheltered spaces and to how age, like gender, played a role in defining work. Certainly, American youth experienced real reductions in child labor, as histories of childhood have already described. Yet examples from Gary and beyond make clear that the disappearance of child labor had essential rhetorical dimensions. Theoretical and practical contributions from psychologists, educators, and youth workers offered rationales for young people in schools and youth-serving institutions to engage in activities for which they would be criticized in other settings. Payments for services rendered were deemed subsidiary to the learning experience and necessary incentives for keeping these populations in school. The power to explain away young people’s productivity thus lay not only in the separate spheres of the sheltered childhoods provided in schools and youth-serving institutions but also in the double lives of the simulated adulthoods they simultaneously enabled these populations to lead. Attending to the significance of such occupational simulations in the lives of modern youth reveals how child savers held more ambiguous positions on the child labor question than previously presumed. Treating the activities of young restaurateurs, newspaper publishers, and police like living villages and wax museums—as vicarious experiences that had a reality that departed from the real thing—they shaped the definitions of what counted or did not count as child labor, shaping the history of capitalism as well.64
Expanding Support, Debating Supervision
Support for junior republics and their component activities widened still further in the ensuing years. State and local officials such as Akron mayor William Sawyer, Scranton mayor Benjamin Dimmick, Cleveland sanitary police chief Mildred Chadsey, Ohio governor Judson Harmon, and New York parks supervisor John Neilsen now followed public educators and juvenile judges in interacting with youth through field trips and speaking engagements. Nationally recognized politicians, including Theodore Roosevelt, William Taft, Charles Fairbanks, William Jennings Bryan, and James Garfield, expressed their enthusiasm from further afield.65
Certainly, pockets of skepticism persisted. Most focused attention on the departures from reality in the experiences of adulthood that republics supplied, for example Boy Cities’ “land” and “water” parties, Hamilton Fish Playground City’s cabinet department of sports equipment, or the absence of police at the Hebrew Sheltering Guardian Society republics. Such commentaries offered evidence of broad enthusiasm for guiding young people’s access “to live another life” even as they disagreed on the details. Repeating early criticisms of Freeville, some complained that as inexact replicas these juvenile democracies could not accurately teach the lessons they sought to instill. Writer Randolph Bourne accused Gary’s Boyville of being “an unreality … a parody of municipal functions,” even as he praised how the Gary schools’ “intensive cultivation of resources produces that ‘embryonic community life’ which is Professor Dewey’s ideal.”66
Critics increasingly directed attention to the limits of self-government in adult-supervised settings. Visiting Freeville for two months in 1897, Hall student T. R. Crosswell had noted that, although otherwise ideal, it was “impossible to disguise the fact that at times there was a power over” the citizens “which did not originate among themselves and which at times cause many to feel that all was a sham.” Later observers had noted the “mock machinery” and “pretended management of matters” there. “These laws are sometimes said to be made by the children themselves, and a part of them undoubtedly are,” wrote Boston Normal School psychology department head Colin Scott, “but the original constitution was given to them by Mr. George, and other measures have also been introduced by him.” According to this view, the republic was “a play which is educative in a certain sense; that is, the children get a dramatized presentation, in which they are themselves the actors, of the way in which governments are run.” Yet “Mr. George, and the authority vested in him by the adult state,” was “the real force back of all the children’s laws. … The same thing is true, at the bottom, of the industrial and economic features.” Philadelphia school superintendent Oliver Cornman similarly assessed school cities, proposing they inadvertently replicated boss rule: “Just as the modern animal trainer can teach his four-footed pupils the most marvelous tricks, the children can be made to play the game more or less well.”67
The ambition shared by George, Gill, and Brown to encourage young people to supervise themselves had been a source of early misunderstanding, exacerbated by media reports that overstated children’s authority. Now critics suggested children’s agency was a sham—confusion compounded by the contradictory meanings of self-government in circulation. The term “self-government” was increasingly popular, explained Oberlin theology professor George Walter Fiske in 1912. “But it is so elastic it seems to mean various things … from mere parliamentary gymnastics under rigid adult oversight, to the other extreme … where small boys have obtained the premature dignity of doing what they please.” Youth workers who approved some necessary fictions in these model communities took a harder line on questions of real power for participating youth, seeking a middle ground between Fiske’s two extremes. What critics failed to realize, Gill explained, was that balancing youth agency with adult oversight mirrored the American political system:
Some, no doubt, believe that the power of a student democracy to administer government is not real, because the principal and faculty retain their authority over the school. This is a mistaken idea. The power delegated by the principal and faculty to the School City and State is no less real than the power delegated to the county or town by New York State. The higher authority in either case retains, as it should, the right to demand that the delegated power be used wisely and justly. Thus while we do not have supreme power, we do have real power and, consequently, real responsibility.68
In short, successful republics demanded an approach to supervision that ensured, as Freeville board members had articulated in response to the New York state charity board’s investigation, that young citizens remained engaged in life in the juvenile democracy and be “led gradually to adopt these new habits of their own free choice.” Administrators across a variety of child societies found in educators’ discussions of suggestion a way forward for their work. McKiernan explained: “To make your self-government plans effective you must exercise constant supervision,” he explained, “but it must be of the invisible, intangible kind. Suggestion to the juvenile officers is better than dictation, and example is more impressive than commands” because using too heavy a hand would lead participants to abandon the scheme. (Seeing McKiernan as a kindred spirit George offered him the position of superintendent at Flemington Junction. McKiernan declined due to its low salary.)69
Updating earlier discussions of educational suggestion, these youth workers largely dropped references to hypnosis, despite its destigmatization. Yet the basic belief in young people’s natural imitativeness and suggestibility remained. Following psychologist Josiah Royce’s assessment that “not only commercial panics, and mobs, and ‘fads,’ but also great reform movements … all illustrate … the potency of imitative tendencies,” they saw an actionable theory at hand. A youth leader “can rule more by suggestion and by example than he can by domineering,” Hall student and Lyman School principal J. Adams Puffer explained. This was precisely the kind of leadership shown by William George. “The leader must learn, like Wm. R. George, to be a member of the gang and to a certain extent to subordinate himself to the group,” he elaborated, describing how George had modeled behavior as an employee for child contractors, confirming how the instincts behind antisocial behavior could be channeled toward positive ends.70
Departing from earlier conceptions of youth-serving institutions as surrogate families in which militaristic family discipline prevailed, “the deepest kind of trust” lay “at the heart of the republic idea,” observed Freeville instructor Agnes Boyle O’Reilly Hocking, who subsequently established Shady Hill School in Cambridge, Massachusetts. George’s institution treated children
with the utmost civility and kindness. … Thus they live, becoming so infatuated and delighted with their lives and daily work, that their stay goes by with the swiftness and sweetness of a May day, making them reluctant to leave upon reaching the age limit, and doing so invariably with a desire and determination to take the same part in the larger, or real republic which they have done in the junior.
Such “judicious supervision exercised along the lines of friendly control without dictation” did not turn the children into “mere puppets,” Gill explained. Rather it “serves the two-fold purpose of fostering initiative and preventing the children from attempting too much.”71
This new approach to youth work required more from supervising adults to do less. Spokane Parental School superintendent William Gute, one of many Freeville graduates who went on to youth work careers, confided to George that he “had to get rid of several of the old helpers who thought all their authority had been taken away because I gave the boys so much liberty.” Hebrew Sheltering Guardian Society staff were initially hesitant to modify their administrative procedures, fearing “that anarchy would follow” and feeling “their dignity was very considerably shaken,” Bernstein recounted. But once the management and supervisors “cast aside completely all officialdom” to be “considered as the children’s friends, and not as their task-masters,” the generations “were working harmoniously and energetically towards one end.”72
Confronted by skeptics who viewed self-government under adult control as a fiction, educators and youth workers with firsthand republic experience thus vigorously disagreed. Edgar Robinson, who organized the City of Tuxis at the Brooklyn YMCA’s Bedford branch, explained how such manipulations would be counterproductive:
One of the most vicious and common mistakes in connection with well-meaning attempts at self-government with groups of boys has been that of giving the boys the impression that they had self-government, while in reality they were being manipulated from behind the scenes. They would gain the form but not the substance, and would soon awake to the realization that they had been duped. To play the game of municipal politics as a game is one thing. To lead the boy to think that he is really doing the thing and then for him to find out that you have only been playing with him is disastrous.73
Of course, some adult guidance was imperative, McKiernan counseled: “You cannot expect juveniles to conduct governmental affairs successfully unless you give a guiding hand and are ready with suggestions.” Yet he cautioned “against the other extreme—that is, of going through the form of having an election, dictating the officers to be nominated, and afterward playing an arbitrary part in the government’s affairs. Failure will be yours if you do that.” Republic defenders had long linked failure to improper implementation; now many suggested that young people’s disempowerment was a faulty application of the self-government idea. Saying “The pupils have lost interest,” Gill explained, was merely another way of saying “The teacher has lost interest and has fallen back into his old ways.” Old-fashioned schoolmasters were unlikely to “make a happy transition to a system of pupil government,” David Snedden and Samuel Dutton observed. “They must first establish the right relations between the pupils and themselves. … They can then introduce the school city or any other mechanical agency with some hope of success.” Otherwise, “It is like putting new wine into old bottles—the strain is too great.”74
Junior Republics, Factories, and Prisons
By the first decade of the twentieth century, educators and youth workers had amassed evidence that environments offering access to vicarious experiences with real-world implications, guided by suggestion, were effective routes to behavior management. “The effect of social suggestion and imitation in reforming boys is shown in the George Junior Republic,” as Edward James Swift put it. They had demonstrated democracy’s efficacy as a disciplinary tool: “Judge Willis Brown … believes that the civic, rather than the military, idea of discipline should prevail in teaching boys,” and that adults should be “instructors and not commanders,” journalists in Washington and Indiana explained. And they had shown how, when disciplinary responsibility was taken up by the community rather than vested in designated authorities, more stringent standards prevailed. Theodore Roosevelt observed of George’s republic in 1912, “An offense committed by one of their number is thought to be an offense, not against some outsider or outside body with whom or with which they have no special connection, but against themselves.”75
Junior republics remained imperfect places—for example, reports of pretzels and apples as graft persisted. Yet the new strategies produced desirable results, engaged youth while doing so, and proved cost effective. Proposals to broaden their applications were increasingly found. “I found that, for many of the problems of our great Republic, I could gain light by studying the little republic,” Thomas Osborne wrote, calling to “apply the Democratic principle to our factories and solve the labor problem. … to our prisons and reform our ignorant brethren who have failed to adapt themselves to society.” David Snedden agreed: “A more strict, earnest, and heartily responsive discipline may be maintained in every school, shop and Army and Navy organization by means of democracy in the ranks than by the authority alone of teachers, foremen and officers,” encouraging self-government “at West Point, Annapolis, Newport, in all Indian and other Government schools, in all public and private schools, in all reform schools and prisons, and among the enlisted men in the Army and Navy.” From prisons to factories, democracy as discipline would be found more widely in the coming years.76
Michel Foucault’s work on the transformation of discipline in Western society uses prisons to make broader arguments about cultural and social change, finding similarities across prisons, factories, and schools as they turned away from bodily focused discipline toward psychological internalization and self-regulation. Significantly, Foucault observes that methods applied to marginal populations expanded over time into the mainstream. Although scholars have questioned the extent to which theory and practice met, ample evidence from the growing communities of experts associated with the new penology and industrial betterment finds that, at the turn of the twentieth century, the preferred modes of maintaining order in prisons and factories shared with schools and youth-serving institutions a turn away from militarism toward “friendly,” “neighborly” and “family-like” relations and suggestion rather than commands.77
Not far from Freeville, for example, the Elmira Reformatory, built by its inmates, offered vocational education, military drills, and recreation; a newspaper circulated from 1884. Under Zebulon Brockaway’s leadership, the inmates implemented a limited self-government plan and a token economy, became monitors and workshop instructors—points of commonality that raise questions as to whether prisons were unacknowledged sources of inspiration for George even as he was adamant his institution was not primarily for delinquent youth. At Auburn Prison and later Sing Sing (also George’s neighbors), Mutual Welfare Leagues would become the basis for self-government programs that included prisoners’ courts, token economies, sports, newspapers, and a bank. Such modern penal methods were sources of pride on par with the automatic gates, electric chair, and other devices displayed at international expositions, attracting visitors to see them firsthand.78
Business leaders were similarly eager for workers to add responsibility for self-disciplining to their job descriptions. Self-government in industry, commonly called “industrial democracy” after World War I, was organized in the form of “workmen’s councils” as an alternative to labor unions. The National Civic Federation’s Conference on Welfare Work took up the matter of how suggestion could help direct these and other self-governing employee organizations. It was “an important duty of the Welfare Manager to direct recreation while appearing in the matter as seldom as may be … every effort should be made to train the workers themselves to lead and also to manage the various clubs entirely, otherwise their failure, sooner or later, is assured.”79
These reforms were widely celebrated for reducing rioting and recidivism among prison populations, increasing worker productivity and decreasing turnover in industry, and improving the likelihood that subordinates might share the views their superiors held. “The responsibility of the prisoner becomes in part social as well as individual,” Maurice Parmelee’s Criminology textbook declared. Teaching workers that they were responsible for the community’s success made “every employee an inspector” as a review of practices at New Jersey’s Weston Electrical Instrument Co. explained. Although “complete self-government” could “never be attained” in either setting, such arrangements offered “an admirable training in self-control and social responsibility” relevant to “life in society at large.”80
Parallels among behavior management strategies at institutions serving adults and those serving youth were not coincidental. Under the charge of paternalistic factory owners and prison wardens, adults were often described as children whose energies required channeling toward positive ends. Earlier speculations about the potentially broad applicability of republics and their component activities—especially their service as “substitute for spanking”—now were accompanied by more direct exchanges of ideas. Recreation consultants, including Joseph Lee and Arthur Todd, who had previously worked with youth, offered advice on planning leisure to help achieve work goals. The American Institute of Social Service, whose head Josiah Strong was affiliated with George’s republic and Richard Welling’s School Citizens Committee, assisted companies in developing such programs. Soon they and colleagues at the Playground Association of America were aiding prisons as well. Welling and the Self Government Committee (the School Citizens Committee’s successor) went on to advise factories and other businesses on implementing programs of self-government while calling for prisons to follow suit. Adolf Lewisohn from the Hebrew Sheltering Guarding Society and Osborne from the George Junior Republic both joined the New York State Prison Commission. In fact, it was Osborne who brought self-government and token economies to Auburn and Sing Sing prisons at the same time he promoted these strategies as an advisor to the Boys Club Federation of America. (Oscar Lewis, general secretary of the Prison Association of New York, corresponded with George for guidance on the token currency to use.) Calvin Derrick, former Freeville superintendent and later head of the California State Reformatory at Ione, assisted Osborne with implementation at Sing Sing.81
Osborne was a quirky character, known for his love of masquerade. He had dressed up as an applicant for positions in his own factory and later as an organ grinder to visit Freeville. The role-plays central to George’s program captivated his attention and his recognition that democratic rather than militaristic techniques yielded beneficial disciplinary outcomes there got him thinking about prison self-government as early as 1904, when he served as mayor in Auburn, New York. A decade later he went undercover as an inmate at that city’s prison to investigate conditions there, persuading peers to adopt self-government by suggesting it was their idea.82
That behavior management techniques for youth might find new application to adult convicts made sense at a time when prison labor, like child labor, was coming under fire despite its long history of association with personal redemption. Rebecca McClennan has described the controversies between unions and prison workshops regarding the production of goods for private enterprise and subsequently for public sector buyers. Activities from vocational education to self-government replaced labor as the centerpiece of prison discipline, serving as outlets for prisoners’ surplus energies. Like the factory supervisors who saw their role as one of educating the working classes for life beyond the factory, prison directors increasingly envisioned the prison as a training school, a preparatory community for life outside. (Elmira, for example, was described as a “great technological training school” and “prison university.” The Mutual Welfare League’s motto stressed “model citizens” rather than “model inmates.”) In this context, prison activities such as vocational education and institutional maintenance came to be viewed as work-like but not work itself—described by Erving Goffman as “removal activities” for enabling prisoners to mentally escape their confinement and by McClennan as simulated occupations.83
If it remains a mystery how much prison tactics influenced George’s republic, it is clear than prison reformers explicitly used Freeville as a model for their work. When the International Prison Conference took a New York field trip in 1910 to study approaches to the new penology, participants visited Elmira, Auburn, and Freeville—duplicating the tour John Commons had taken more than a decade earlier. George routinely welcomed penologists to Freeville and they installed junior republics increasingly far afield—for example, the Philippines’s Iwahig Penal Colony.84
If the closest parallels between youth and prisoners centered on questions about channeling energies previously directed to labor toward character-building, work-like activities, the clearest points of commonality between factory workers and youth related to the reorganization of knowledge and diminution of autonomy these populations experienced: a “deskilling” in the sense that a generation lost opportunities to use its expertise, and subsequent generations were not encouraged to develop similar abilities. Like the well-known story of changing labor relations in factories and other industrial settings, in which worker knowledge moved into the hands of managers, an equivalent phenomenon can be seen in the relationships between young people and adults. Finding in young people the instinct for vicarious experiences of adulthood, educators and youth workers argued that this natural process required management, choosing tactics to adjust their charges to an expanding set of structures that confined them to the social category “youth.” Making it illegal, for example, for kids to organize sports not only in school but equally on weekends left them unable to independently practice their administrative skills. Going beyond the observation from educational historians that schools taught factory discipline, this evidence finds that child savers shared much in common with the factory supervisors from whom they sought to protect their charges—with the additional indignity that, inside schools and youth-serving institutions, the full extent of young people’s productive energies went unseen.85
There were, of course, critical differences when prisons and factories rather than schools and youth-serving institutions embraced self-government and vocational education. Adult prisoners engaged in vocational education were simulating occupations rather than adulthood. Factory self-government lacked urgency to mirror existing governmental systems, more concerned about applying general democratic theories than imitating specific roles. Yet such roughly analogous practices—as well as evidence about the George Junior Republic as a source of inspiration—confirms Michel Foucault’s analysis and points to the particular significance of both suggestion and vicarious experience in achieving the self-disciplining associated with the modern age.
Perhaps the most amazing finding was how such disciplinary processes were sources of fun for youth. “Whoever heard of a boy after he has left a reform school going back to visit it?” asked one journalist. “The George Junior Republic, organized in July, 1895, has graduates who go back to it with joy in their hearts, as to a fostering mother—graduates who are making names for themselves in Harvard University, in Cornell, in Yale, and in the larger college of practical life.” Letters from ex-citizens fill the George Junior Republic archives, trails of affectionate correspondence that continued decades after graduation. The republic organized an alumni association to facilitate reunions and for current citizens to consult their predecessors on administrative matters. Republics such as Allendale and Ford had active associations of graduates as well.86
Accounts of participants’ enjoyment, which further diverted attention from the economic value participants produced, were a continuous thread in reports of republic life. In school cities, pupils “find great enjoyment in it, and that therein is its great value.” As one principal put it, “They play, they learn, they develop, they prepare … What more can one ask of an educational device than that it molds character effectively and joyfully?” Boytown in Gary was “no play place, but the fact remains that the boys have a good time.” Indeed, kids at the earlier Boytown outside San Francisco had complained they “were not allowed to work as hard as they wished, since the object has never been to make money.” A “happier, cheerier, and more amazingly efficient set of youngsters would be hard to find anywhere,” a journalist reported of Cottage Row as it stood in 1915. “They are contented because they are ‘learning by doing’ and are guided by men and women who know how to keep them perpetually interested.” The many playground republics were by definition spaces for play rather than work.87
This appeal helped expand applications of such disciplinary strategies from marginal to mainstream populations, following Hall’s 1902 remarks to the Harvard Teachers’ Union that schools “for negroes and Indians” were on the cutting edge of curricular advancement, and David Snedden’s appeal to bring the educational programming at juvenile reformatories to wider populations. Jane Addams espoused a similar view. “Many of the things that we have been accustomed to use only as cures after the child has become a truant or incorrigible, are quite as effective as preventive measures and as positive forces in the development of the normal boy or girl,” reported a listener to a speech that Addams gave. “Such, for instance is the sense of responsibility in actually playing a part in community life, to which W. R. George, founder of the George Junior Republic directed attention. Such, again is the proper investigation of physical defects and the system of medical inspection—not merely for the patently abnormal child, the aggravated case, but for all school children.” In a reversal of classic accounts of the sheltered childhood’s advancing frontier from the mainstream to the margins, this suggests Foucault’s observations about the spread of disciplinary tactics characterized the double lives of modern youth. Invitations to George for speaking engagements at elite private schools such as Exeter reflected broadening views as to the applicability of his work.88
Regulating Life Beyond the Institution
In Michel Foucault’s reading, the prison is a microcosm of Western society whose changing disciplinary practices characterize both modern institutions and the regulation of life in noninstitutional settings. According to this view, society itself became prison-like as modes of self-disciplining seeped beyond prison walls. Historians of penology and business have built on this theoretical base to detail efforts to regulate adults’ public behaviors, from prisoner parole and probation to factory sociology departments’ home visits and programs of supervised leisure, and their varying levels of success expanding surveillance and self-disciplining. Scholars of youth, by contrast, have paid less attention to the regulation of young people’s public behavior on account of the interest in protected, supervised settings that dominate studies of the sheltered childhood.89
Yet developments inside schools and youth-serving institutions constituted merely one front in educators’ and youth workers’ assault on young people’s older ways of being in the world. For as much as kids enjoyed republic life, most did not spend time exclusively in age-restricted environments. It was the rare total institution like Freeville or Boytown where “lessons go on twenty-four hours a day.” More common were school- and summer-based programs like Progress City or Boyville, which had children for only a few hours a day, during summer vacations, or afternoon and evening activities, whose time with kids was even more constrained. Cognizant of these realities and eager to control youth behavior in contexts they could not adequately supervise, child-saving professionals simultaneously set out to regulate youth activities beyond institution walls. They found in role-plays of adulthood a versatile tool.90
Boy Scouts are the best-chronicled example of this genre of youth activity, oriented around community-based role-playing, although Scouting’s original commitment to impersonating explorers has not been central in childhood studies to date. Yet Scouting was merely a single example in a much larger field. From junior police to juvenile civic leagues, even in an era marked by the expansion of schools and youth-serving institutions, many youth activities were being introduced in the public settings from which children were otherwise being removed. How, as educators and youth workers endeavored to make junior republics, schools, and youth-serving institutions more like the real world these reformers simultaneously worked to make the real world more like a junior republic, and how as young people’s public performances of adulthood helped to cement the new category “youth” they simultaneously assisted in state-building, are the subjects of chapter 4.
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4 The Drama of the Street
In a 1914 letter to University of Pennsylvania sociologist Carl Kelsey, William George described his latest efforts to spread the junior republic idea. Republic principles “could be used to advantage by young people below the age of twenty-one residing in a city,” he explained. George had been working toward these ends in the “junior municipalities” he had organized in Ithaca, Cortland, and further afield, each a “duplication of the senior government” in which participants received lessons in citizenship through training in “real life” affairs. Junior officials had tracked down truants, inspected street lights, monitored water filtration plants and stood in for mayors at public events—each taking “the responsibilities of his position as real with nothing of the make-believe about them.”1
Why, when George had persuaded local governments to try his program by noting how “every adult official” would gain “a boy or girl understudy” at no expense, did he and other observers emphasize the acting over the actions of participating youth? And what does their interpretation of “the boys and girls ready to help govern the city” as being engaged in in public performances reveal about educators’ and youth workers’ ambitions for role-plays of adult life and young people’s contributions to building the American state? This chapter traces the republic movement’s evolution in the 1910s and the expanding national conversation about simulations in child development as schools and youth-serving institutions took their activities into the street. Building close relations with underresourced local authorities, community-based republics together with organizations including junior police and junior civic leagues, Boy Scouts and Knights of King Arthur added new weight to George’s claim that Freeville and its descendants were each a “village like any other.” At the same time that junior citizens from Freeville to Grove City constructed their republics’ sewer systems, repaired buildings, and policed their peers, these young people engaged in parallel efforts to “serve real and not fictitious needs.” As public officials took on new identities as youth workers and as the youth they supervised pledged to play their roles beyond adults’ watchful eyes, the disciplinary and economic benefits of activities previously focused inside campuses and clubhouses now helped to improve communities from which young people were ostensibly being removed.2
Histories of the shift from family economy to sheltered childhood have focused on the islanding of childhood, the exclusion of young people from the labor force and public life, and the parental educators and youth workers who assisted the transition—in other words, the management of youth in supervised, age-restricted spaces. Yet child savers were equally eager to modernize the curriculum young people encountered on the streets that Gary school superintendent William Wirt called “a real school working at maximum efficiency educating children in the wrong direction.” Challenged to provide supervision in the absence of supervisors, they extended republics and their component activities’ geographic reach. Thus, if the first junior republics were total institutions, and subsequently proliferated in classrooms and clubhouses, later educators and youth workers hoped to remake their communities into republic-like role-playing games. The mass popularization of these institutions without walls argues for stories of peer- and self-supervision to complement narratives of the adult takeover of youth activities, and supplies further examples of performance as a disciplinary tool.3
As these public programs transformed young people’s relationships to their communities and the communities themselves, they were regarded not as child labor but as contributions to child protection. Interpretive frameworks for such activities inside age-restricted environments carried over to conceal a full accounting, prompting contemporaries and later historians to overlook young people’s contributions to American state building and to how efficiency in local government depended on the hidden labors of youth. Like the women who used a maternalist rhetoric of “municipal housekeeping” to defend their public contributions as extensions of their domestic activities, child savers’ accounts of these “playworlds” reassured the public that young people were at play rather than at work.
Continued Momentum for the Republic Idea
As the junior republic movement continued in the 1910s, a number of programs failed to thrive. George’s Flemington Junction republic faced financial and administrative difficulties; the trustees closed it down and moved its citizens to Freeville. Reports from Chemawa’s Indian School made no mention of the republic a few years after its debut, suggesting it too had lapsed. Gary’s Boyville and Boytown collapsed when Willis Brown was accused of being a con artist and run out of town.4
Yet these failures did not detract from the appeal of the junior republic idea. For example, in Gary, Boyville was superseded by a student council. Its bank became the Emerson School bank, while the local YMCA adopted its band. (Boytown was sold off, however, because boys preferred industrial training and there were too few delinquent youth to maintain it.) The Chicago Boys Club, which had sponsored a Boyville satellite, took over Winona Boy City’s operations, restricting participation to Chicago youth. Other satellites continued at YMCAs, boys clubs, and Chautauquas, loosely coordinated by Charles Hahn, Brown’s former right-hand man. The Chautauqua movement soon developed its own summer program of “junior towns.”5
Brown was undeterred by this turn of events. Building on his West Coast connections, he teamed with Sidney Peixotto at the Columbia Park Boys’ Club to plan a National Boy City as one of the living villages for San Francisco’s Panama-Pacific International Exposition. The club’s annual State of Columbia was still operating, and Peixotto liked Brown’s variation on the republic plan. Their “model city,” to be populated by companies of boys from across the US, would take the first step toward an International Boy City representing many nations, much like Gill’s dreams of a Children’s International State.6
Brown’s tenaciousness typified many educators’ and youth workers’ unwavering commitment to the republic idea. In the coming years, they established more republics at schools and youth-serving institutions. Others expanded and evolved. When the Hebrew Sheltering Guardian Society moved to a rural campus with cottages and expanded vocational training, for example, its youth democracy shifted from a municipal to a federal self-government system. The California Junior Republic added industrial activities to its previously agriculturally focused curriculum. Component activities including youth councils, student courts, school stores, penny banks, and vocational training also proliferated in the 1910s.7
With sufficient time having passed to record the longer-term effects of these diverse youth programs, new empirical evidence provided fodder for future-oriented interpretations that stressed developmental payoffs over immediate economic effects. Tracking Freeville’s junior citizens into the “big Republic,” for example, gave many observers further confidence that good lives lived inside juvenile democracies bore fruit in the “real” lives that graduates lived. “Many [George Junior] Republic boys have entered Cornell, Harvard, Columbia, University of Pennsylvania and other colleges, where they make a particularly good showing in logic and economics,” reported Jeanne Robert, looking back on the republic’s first twenty years. Similar reports from other schools and youth-serving institutions fleshed out the story, diverting attention from how, long before graduation, young people continued to make value for their institutions in the present day. Hebrew Sheltering Guardian Society orphans were charged with housework and cooking, and Washington Irving High’s “Business Laboratory” students served as bank tellers, bookkeepers, cashiers, and clerks. California Junior Republic citizens made more than one million bricks for new campus buildings, and Cottage Row had a veritable army of boy inspectors: bird inspectors, tree inspectors, fly inspectors, mosquito inspectors, rat inspectors, and buildings and grounds inspectors.8
Confident as they were about such activities’ longer-term promise, reformers remained anxious about many children’s continued exposures to the drama of public streets. Whether in addition to or as an alternative to playgrounds, street play had not lost its appeal, an expression of the “migratory instinct.” Studies of unsupervised children in public amassed evidence about how, alone or in gangs, their activities frequently veered into lawless territory. Some young people chose street-based work as well. Legally distinct from their peers in factories, mills, and mines, street traders were considered independent “merchants” rather than “employees”—not covered by child labor laws. Many attended school, working part-time, but their rates of truancy and delinquency were higher than among nonworking peers. During widespread strikes in 1899, newsboys became the most visible of these working youth.9
Concerned about children’s exposures to moral hazards in public settings, child savers had initially concentrated on creating age-restricted environments such as schools and youth-serving institutions and finding ways to force and entice children to spend time in these settings, each a “substitute for the lawlessness of the street which would have been the life of the children,” in the words of one police officer. Facing up to the actual numbers of children still playing and working on the nation’s streets, their thought processes began to shift. Chicago Boys Club director of research and programs Walter Stone explained the new consensus that youth workers “decentralize their efforts” and meet young people where they were. “The time seems past when an agency can sit snugly in a central building and expect boys to come in.” The reality of course was that even if every educator and youth worker turned his or her attention to surveilling and supervising children in public it would never be enough.10
In fact, it was the impossibility of this surveillance and supervision that prompted another proposal to expand applications of the republic idea. Self-government programs at underresourced schools and youth-serving institutions had established that kids could learn to govern themselves and their peers beyond their supervisors’ watchful eyes, reducing the necessary numbers of adult staff and making even the superintendent “dispensable as opposed to indispensable” as Scranton’s Boys Industrial Association Duane Dills put it. Individual troublemakers and gangs had been domesticated as they internalized new behavioral norms—and seemed to enjoy the experience. This suggested that if children’s playworlds could be extended into public settings, supervision without supervisors might be a realistic proposition in these environments as well. In the 1910s, the community of child savers diversified its strategies toward these ends by bringing club life to the street. William George’s junior municipalities emblematized the new republic genre that extended participants’ role-playing into their communities, redefining streets as stages for civic dramatizations and introducing both sheltered childhood and virtual adulthood into public space.11
Opening Republics to the Community
George’s junior municipality project was well-timed. His national association had failed to gain control over the proliferation of republic offspring, and his obsessive efforts to make Freeville more “republicky,” for example, by shifting to the gold standard and insisting the children not refer to it as a “camp,” had distracted him from practical matters. The mother republic was nearly bankrupt. More ambitious as philosopher than manager, George asked his associates to address the money problem so he could explore new applications for the republic idea. Two visions for the movement’s possible future, each prioritizing the business of politics over other occupations, reflect how after 1912 the directions taken by the imitators he once criticized increasingly influenced his work. In one, he envisioned the National Association of Junior Republics shifting its attention to cities and establishing residential urban republics closer to target populations. In the other, local governments would partner with youth to form junior municipalities, shadow governments whose young officials would gain practical civic knowledge as they extended their role-playing into community space.12
Recognizing the comparative difficulty of establishing new, residential organizations and preferring physical environments that appeared comparatively real, George decided to devote himself to the latter, a variation that stripped the republic idea to its barest essentials—children playing roles as political officials—and required only a commitment from public authorities to supervise local youth. Publicity for his ideas in spring 1913 fueled talk of a nationwide movement (sometimes called George Junior Municipalities) and the possibility of scaling up to form junior county, state, and national governments even before the first junior municipality got under way. Mayor John Reamer in nearby Ithaca (and his successor, Thomas Tree) gave George an opportunity to pilot the new program with help from the Freeville citizens and staff.13
A constitutional convention in summer 1913 attracted both students and working youth. Ithaca’s coed junior government, inaugurated in December by Reamer and George, began meeting in the city council chambers, the courthouse, and the YMCA. The adults whose roles they duplicated selected the service projects for the young officials to pursue. They assisted the public works department with time-consuming inspections, monitored the water plant, supervised the waste system, studied and proposed revisions to the city’s tax plan, set water rates, inspected streets, supervised playgrounds, provided crowd control at large events, and adjudicated youth crimes to relieve the city courts of “trivial” cases, with a Cornell law student presiding in the city courtroom.14
Thanks to widespread media coverage, officials from Houston, Texas, to Portland, Oregon, along with many nearby New York State towns, soon contacted George for advice on how they might start junior municipalities in their communities. He offered some assistance to interested parties (most enthusiastically to nearby Cortland, New York, which became his second site for experimentation) and sent junior mayor J. Bert Wilson on the road to promote a future junior municipalities league. George’s chief preoccupation, however, was to first perfect Ithaca’s youth government—for example, negotiating with local authorities to give participants legal powers for arrest and adjudication. He also explored the possibility of organizing a year-round citizen training school.15
Although the new program was the focus of George’s attention in the early 1910s, he did not abandon his commitment to republics during this period. Publicity was very much on his mind. Together with his colleagues he had showcased the republic idea at world’s fairs through photographs, documents, and illustrated lectures. Three Freeville buildings had been reproduced for an industrial exposition in New York City, where “New Yorkers who have never before had an opportunity to visit this self-governing community of young people” gained “a chance to see precisely what it is like and what work it accomplishes.” Extending his prior public relations efforts, he established a summer officer training school for republic graduates and college students to learn to start new republics and bring self-government to other settings. He informally advised others seeking to develop republic variations in their communities, for example, on playgrounds. And he expanded association membership to include Dorset, England’s Little Commonwealth—organized by Homer Lane, following a scandalous departure from the Ford Republic.16
This decision proved prescient, for George’s plans were soon interrupted by his own scandal. Accused of improper relations with a female junior citizen and alleged to have hypnotized his charges in an exploitative, rather than educational, fashion, George was removed as republic head. The state charity board launched an investigation, recommending the republic exclude girls and dismantle self-government for the boys who remained. These troubles halted fundraising efforts, forcing the republic to close.17
Although general enthusiasm for the republic idea was undiminished during George’s “time of troubles” (for example, Pennsylvania officials contemplated organizing all state-run child-saving institutions as republics), Freeville’s local situation had to be addressed. Reprising their response to criticisms from the same regulatory body nearly three decades earlier, advocates such as Ben Lindsey suggested the problem was a misunderstanding by board observers rather than any actions George had taken. Junior citizens from Freeville and Ithaca added their voices in “Daddy’s” defense. A judge absolved him of wrongdoing and the republic reopened, but it had to recruit an entire population. As George reached out to entice former citizens to return to Freeville, he continued his junior municipality work.18
Thanks to George’s public acclaim as an inventor—he had been compared to Franklin, Morse, and Bell—junior municipalities were the best-known example of the republic movement’s new direction. Yet they were neither the first youth democracies to extend participants’ role-playing into their communities nor the first to enlist public officials to guide the youth who impersonated them. The Freeville republic had never closed its borders and the absence of gates received frequent public comment. Juvenile police captured young citizens out of bounds; republic businesses imported goods for sale and sold others in the “greater republic.” Early school cities had similarly encouraged pupils to remain in role off-campus—tracking down truants from NYC’s PS 125 and Alameda’s Longfellow School, inspecting streets near Newark’s 13th Avenue school for violations of city ordinances, and keeping the island of Cuba clean. Youth in Gary’s Boyville set out to reduce underage cigarette sales. Relationships with local authorities were a hallmark of Gill’s first school-based republic; Gill’s first manual for educators had urged “the active co-operation of the children with the public authorities for many purposes, such as keeping the streets tidy and improving the health conditions of the homes.” Many municipal playground directors delegated governance to participating youth. And numerous republic organizers invited local officials to speak and took field trips for junior officials to see their adult counterparts in action in the name of vitalizing civic education.19
The expansion of republic activities into communities in cooperation with local officials that was a hallmark of George’s new project in fact already was a feature of the newsboy republics operating in several cities, many of which were extensions of the school city idea. In these year-round programs, which licensed youth as street traders in exchange for republic participation, public authorities guided thousands to participate in playworlds in public space. From Toledo to Boston, newsboy associations became newsboy republics (or in Toledo’s case, Boyville). Toledo’s was an independent organization, whereas Boston’s organization was affiliated with the city’s schools as the board of education “assumed control of all licensed minors” so as to extend into the streets the activities “in pupil governed schools.” Largest among them was Milwaukee’s newsboy republic, the sixth largest US boys club, with more than 4,000 members in the 1910s.20
Figure 4.1
Trial board, Boston Newsboys’ Republic.
Source: Philip Davis, Street-land: Its Little People and Big Problems (Boston: Small, Maynard, 1915).
Milwaukee had been an early adopter of school cities. These early experiments had sputtered, however, on account of fears about child control in schools. The city’s YMCA had a boys republic operating in 1910. By the 1910s, wider public familiarity with student self-government and the appointment of John Commons to run the city’s Bureau of Economy and Efficiency created conditions for experimentation with an alternative youth government program. Commons, who had worked closely with both George and Gill, had become aware of Boston’s recent efforts to address fears about street traders’ informal education on urban streets by “extending the influence of the schools” into the community in a newsboy republic. “Since it is the almost savage environment which makes many city children little savages,” Boston Newsboys’ Republic director Philip Davis explained, “our chief task is to civilize the environment.”21
Commons enlisted street trades commissioner P. O. “Pop” Powell to run the experiment. From 1912, Milwaukee’s newsboys, most aged twelve to sixteen, filled elected and appointed political positions in a miniature United States. Pop initially reserved several roles for their adult collaborators, who included newspaper men, educators, and representatives from the juvenile court system. Later, he turned over these roles to the youth, remaining as supreme court justice. Public officials lent their support, with Mayor Gerhard Bading, judges, police, and even Wisconsin governor Francis McGovern participating in republic events.22
With participants all engaged in a single trade, Milwaukee’s newsboy republic followed the school city template, eschewing the broad vocational training and economic system that the Freeville republic supplied. Instead, Pop encouraged the junior citizens to improve their professionalism as street traders, make the most of their educational experiences, and think ahead to future career opportunities. Articles on these topics in Newsboys World, the boys’ own newsmagazine, stressed the value of education for long-term economic success. “The street trades problem is an educational one and a burden for the public school system to assume,” Powell explained. His office became part of the school system’s extension department, and organized school-based newsboys clubs to support the scheme. This arrangement provided meeting spaces for the citizens to host debates and athletic contests, run a drama club and charity program, organize entertainment, and print Newsboys World. It offered opportunities for adult supervision as well. Parochial schools and a few social centers soon sponsored newsboy clubs.23
As important as the supervised activities in schools, social centers, and municipal buildings were, some club activities took place beyond adults’ watchful eyes. For an equally critical component of this republic’s programming was the requirement that participants enforce the street trades laws regulating who could sell newspapers, where, when, and how. This enforcement occurred throughout Milwaukee’s streets—which, in the augmented reality of their role-playing game, were simultaneously the territory of a miniature United States. At once Milwaukee newsboys and US congressmen, the boys took on a third role as junior inspectors for the city’s street trades department, arresting violators and bringing them to court. Young judges who comprised a trial board adjudicated these cases. With authority delegated by the city, only the newsboys the board judged guilty were turned over to the state industrial commission for prosecution. Although preceded by newsboy republics in Toledo and Boston, Milwaukee’s was the largest and most deeply integrated into local infrastructure—in Pop’s words, a “social agency of the city.” Practices there soon provided guidance for Birmingham, Alabama, and Portland, Oregon.24
Public Role-Plays in Practice and Theory
The republic movement’s turn to community-based role-plays that engaged public officials in youth work characterized a broad range of recreational programs in this period. State and local officials had occasionally interacted with republics based at playgrounds, clubs, and settlements to offer child citizens guidance on their civic dramatizations. Joining them now were a variety of public authorities as police departments, health and sanitation agencies, and juvenile courts—independently and in collaboration with schools and youth-serving institutions—guided children to direct their attention to community spaces. Having seen the benefits of juvenile police forces, health and street cleaning departments, and courts in school cities, playground republics, and beyond, they now piloted a range of single agency occupational simulations: junior police, junior sanitary inspectors, and junior juvenile courts.
A few such service-oriented programs had predated the junior republic movement. For example, Freeville’s first police squad was comprised of boys in the Law and Order gang whom William George had enlisted as New York City poll watchers and juvenile police with the blessing of police commissioner Teddy Roosevelt. In 1895, New York City street cleaning director George Waring established a juvenile street cleaning brigade, which patrolled in uniforms and badges, reported violations of sanitary ordinances, and launched cleanup campaigns. A prominent Goo Goo, Waring’s approach to municipal sanitation practices attracted national and international attention; cities such as Chicago and Boston swiftly copied the program.25
The rapid expansion of such programs occurred chiefly after 1910, however, thanks to the confidence gained from the republic experience and in dialogue with the new applied science of directed role-play. Efforts to redirect children’s migratory and gang instincts to the imitation of positive models, their ambitions were individual and group transformation. Costumes, badges, and pledges heightened the reality of the role-play experience and encouraged participants to internalize the agency-promoted norms. Small group patrols and squads shared responsibility for keeping order in assigned areas. The limited need for additional facilities helped to nurture these programs’ rapid spread, revealing how the drama of the streets the nation’s youngest citizens encountered was more closely tied to the transformation of childhood than previously presumed.
Figure 4.2
The gang instinct: a club house in the woods.
Source: J. Adams Puffer, The Boy and His Gang (Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 1912).
Junior police programs, some of which took over squads organized by youth themselves and others replacing street gangs, were the most common, a facet of police departments’ broader efforts to modernize their relations with youth in the period. From New York to Berkeley, small groups of boys (and occasionally girls) could be found in uniforms and badges patrolling assigned zones. In some schemes, physical exams or continuing education on local ordinances were required for participation. In New York City alone, multiple agencies, including the police and parks departments, operated similar programs.26
Figure 4.3
The boy cop.
Source: Clarice Baright, “Citizens in the Making: The ‘Boy and Girl Cop,’” National Magazine 42 (1915).
Privately organized variations yielded similar public benefits. In New York City’s Hamilton Fish Park, which, while having disbanded its playground government, now hosted the East Side Protective Association’s juvenile inspectors—10,000 boys and 2,000 girls whose “‘cigarette squads,’ ‘saloon squads,’ ‘movie squads’ and squads that will deal specially with stores, ‘crap’ games, garbage cans, dirty homes, blocked fire escapes, collections of inflammable material and pretty well everything wrong … ‘dance hall squads’ and their ‘movie squads’” brought offenders to the park where a magistrate held court. Privately organized squads in Council Bluffs, Iowa, directed their attention to enforcing a slate of new laws related to fireworks safety that were going unenforced. Thus, while police recognized that, as one Cleveland police officer cheered Progress City in 1907, “when they’re in here it’s less work for me in the street, that’s sure,” and comparing it to the work of ten policemen, training kids to improve their public behavior was an equal priority.27
Figure 4.4
Girls auxiliary to a junior police squad.
Source: Clarice Baright, “Citizens in the Making: The ‘Boy and Girl Cop,’” National Magazine 42 (1915).
Junior sanitary programs also surged during this decade. Waring’s program lapsed after encountering the same obstacle that had thwarted Gill’s initial school republic proposal: local officials did not prioritize youth work duties in this earlier period. Waring had stood for election in Freeville as state engineer and subsequently assisted Gill in Cuba, but fell ill from yellow fever and died in 1898. His program was revived in 1903 as the Juvenile City League, a private effort from the Woman’s Municipal League of New York whose ambition was “enlarging the scope of the work” to include the board of health, the departments of tenement houses, water, and charities, as well as the department of street cleaning. Organizers tapped experts of the departments concerned to prepare written guidance on sanitation and other topics to local youth. The city ultimately lent support to a new public program under the leadership of R. H. Simons in 1909, as an application of the latest in civic science, which grew to more than 2,500 members by 1922.28
Junior street cleaning leagues and junior sanitary inspectors followed in other cities, with public officials taking the lead on organization as frequent coverage in professional journals such as American City and Municipal Record attests. In the mid-1910s, San Diego’s health department organized the Junior Deputy Sanitary Inspectors, to use “the bubbling energy of enthusiastic young America” to keep themselves and their environments clean and educate adults as well. Starting with a fly-prevention campaign, the badge-wearing youth were so enthusiastic that they soon were “branching out into other phases of sanitation,” attending lectures, making surveys, and reporting their findings to city officials.29
Junior juvenile courts became features of the juvenile court system in several cities. In a period when many in the juvenile justice system conceived of themselves as educators and youth workers and admired the republic idea, cities such as St. Louis, Cincinnati, and Baltimore established courts in which youth judges or juries, in collaboration with adults, adjudicated crimes involving minors—with some calling on assistance from young probation officers as well. Going beyond the sentencing of youth in small numbers to time in republics, this new approach offered similar messages to youth in greater numbers. The widely recognized discretion of juvenile courts that scholars have described was even wider than previously presumed.30
Figure 4.5
Junior deputy sanitary inspectors, San Diego.
Source: William Seymour, “Junior Deputy Sanitary Inspectors,” American City 15 (1916).
By the 1910s, then, public officials were increasingly on board with the idea that youth programs organized around role-playing could advance their agencies’ missions. Wilson Gill had recognized this long ago—encouraging local authorities to take active roles in the republic movement such that School Cities might become “a branch of the government of the State.” Yet it was only after such benefits had been seen in the microcosm of junior republics based at schools and youth-serving institutions that public figures committed to working directly with youth.31
Community-oriented role-playing and occasional collaborations with public officials also characterized other youth programs in the period. From Boy Scouts to Knights of King Arthur, a range of organizations that directed young people to role-plays of historical personae rather than contemporary civic occupations, hosted by schools and youth-serving institutions, highlight educators’ and youth workers’ expansive vision of what guided dramatizations of adult life could be directed to achieve. These too sought to provide models to improve individual and group behavior: chivalrous explorers and knights. Wearing costumes and taking pledges, and organized as self-governing troops and castles, these programs shared with each other and with civic occupational simulations ambitions for children to develop character and citizenship by impersonating someone else.
An early edition of the Scoutmasters Handbook described the American adaptation of the British Scouting organization and the role-play that was its central principle:
We trace the development of our conceptions of chivalric principles back through the vistas of European history, but we Americans have examples of greater worth and more profound impression in the tribal civilizations and of the Indians of our Continent and in the lives of our pioneer forefathers. The lives of each of these types of earlier Americans furnish us with numberless concrete examples of the practice of chivalric principles, the esteem for truth and loyalty, and the worth of right living.
Reviewing the science of child development, it was clear that “reproduction,” “imitation,” and “impersonation” defined a successful Scouting experience or, as one headline put it: “Boy Scouts Must Be Like Daring Men.”32
Self-supervision and community service were at the heart of Scouting in the daily good turn. The “real test” in Scouting was the “assimilation of Scout principles,” as the Scoutmaster Handbook (1913) described. Could a boy “furnish satisfactory evidence that he has put into practice in his daily life the principles of the Scout oath and law?” In a practical sense, the good turn did not have to be a very big thing, the Handbook for Boys (1911) explained—for example, a boy might “help an old lady across the street; remove a banana skin from the pavement so that people may not fall; remove from streets or roads broken glass, dangerous to automobile or bicycle tires; give water to a thirsty horse; or deeds similar to these.” A badge reversed or a necktie’s position were proposed mnemonic devices to encourage such actions in the absence of a uniform, fellow troops, or a supervising adult. Beyond such individual acts troops could show strength in numbers. During the 1910s, “The phases of the Scout cooperation in community activities” underwent rapid expansion. “They participate in the city cleanup, ‘walk-rite,’ and anti-fly campaigns, work with the police and fire departments, with health officers, park commissioners, and forest and game wardens,” summarized an entry in the New International Year Book. “In fact they stand ready to give their services freely and efficiently to whatever good cause can use their organization for service.”33
Scouting was only one of the proliferating role-play organizations like Sons of Boone, Brotherhood of David, Woodcraft Indians, and Camp Fire Girls that attracted children’s attention in this period. Even more popular for a time was the Knights of King Arthur (established 1893) and its sister organization, the Queens of Avalon (established 1902). The former was a church-based youth program in which boys imagined themselves members of King Arthur’s court. Members took the names of the great figures of Arthur’s court or of other heroes known for their knightly deeds and were called by those names in castle (club) meetings. By adopting these second identities, participants “reproduce the ideals and virtues of Christian knighthood … as far as boys can imitate them.” The Queens of Avalon similarly supplied a “revival,” a “reliving,” an “imitation,” and an “emulation” of the royal ladies who lived on the island of Avalon, a “Kingdom of Ideal Womanhood” and a service orientation.34
The brother and sister organizations were the brainchildren of William Forbush during his career as a Detroit pastor. Around this time Forbush was experimenting with several different approaches to religious education, all of which offered vicarious access to a different time, place, or identity. The USA camp he organized in the late 1890s tried a junior republic, assigning boys roles in a civic simulation. Simultaneously, he worked to develop stereoscopic media for religious education, collaborating with Underwood on immersive biblical stories to enable “the imaginative youth, or adult even, to enter so vividly into foreign experiences as to constitute if, but briefly, actual experiences of travel.”35
Knights of King Arthur and Queens of Avalon were initially inwardly focused, like the USA camps. After further postgraduate study with G. Stanley Hall, Forbush refined program activities, adding athletics and newspapers to sustain and expand youth engagement, and turning the focus to community service: participating in cleanup campaigns, cooking meals for police, donating food to the poor, raising funds for missionary work, visiting the sick, reading to the blind, making quilts for hospitals, and running church nurseries. Costumed for rituals organized by their castles or moving through their communities, participants pledged to follow the ideals of Christian manly and womanly behavior in which they “live out virtue together.” This looked much like the Scouts’ “good turn.” In one castle, for example, “Every night each member of the Castle put his pin inside the lapel of his coat and was not allowed to wear it on the outside until he had done some kindly act.” In his later writings, Forbush leaned on developmental psychology to articulate the value of such vicarious experiences, typifying a broader shift among religious educators to scientific methods of character education and to service activities with benefits to local communities as well as the church. “Through this ‘play-society,’” he explained, “they will have a good time always, but deeper than that we desire to have them live a new sort of life, a moral life transformed by romance.”36
Figure 4.6
Knights of King Arthur, Castle Glamis, Spring Forge, Pennsylvania.
Source: William Byron Forbush and Frank Lincoln Masseck, The Boys’ Round Table (Detroit: Knights of King Arthur, 1908).
Symbols of monarchy aside, Forbush’s programs prioritized castle self-government—a value shared by Scouts, Woodcraft Indians, Sons of Boone (Boy Pioneers), and other youth groups. The invitation by the Boy Scouts’ national board for Forbush to join their organization, as well as references in Scouting handbooks to affinities with the Knights of King Arthur indicate these programs’ common democratic principles. Thus, when participants in the Milwaukee newsboy republic called themselves Knights of the Canvas Bag, when William George suggested that junior municipalities followed from Scouting, and when Wilson Gill described how Scouts and Camp Fire Girls were “in the same spirit as the School Republic,” they articulated the affinities across activities that emphasized role-playing and civic training, whether in age-restricted facilities or community spaces.37
The scientific consensus that helped popularize the first generation of role-play activities for youth provided theoretical backing for their applications in public, expanding the national conversation about these aids to child development and expanding the kinds of “constructive self-activity in real life situations” in which American youth engaged. Sponsored by the same schools and youth-serving institutions seeking to provide young people with a double life in classrooms, clubhouses, and campuses, together with a new generation of public officials who now recognized their agencies’ interest could be directly advanced by these schemes, activities with scattered precedent became mass phenomena after 1910. The limited need for additional facilities helped to nurture these programs’ rapid spread. A small industry soon grew up around them, selling the Native American paraphernalia advertised in How to Play Indian (1903), the pennants and jewels described in Queens of Avalon (1915), and other costumes, uniforms, and badges. G. Stanley Hall and others had proposed reading tales of chivalry and heroism as models for imitation, and related books and magazines proliferated as well.38
Particularly noteworthy alongside these activities’ advancing geographical frontier was the confidence that program organizers expressed in the possibilities of children’s self-supervision. Rural youth who wanted to participate in the Knights of King Arthur but lacked local castles were encouraged to join the national castle, participating vicariously in organization life as much as in the medieval court. “Even the solitary boy who cannot form a castle may be one of the order and in his own play and work and study take, as the others have, some knightly name as his own and try to be the finest thing on earth—a Gentle Man.” The Lone Scout organization, a rural variant of Scouting that eventually merged with the Boy Scouts communicated similar messages. “Tribal papers” for regional groups and the Lone Scout Magazine for national circulation created community among boys who did not gather face to face. Although concerns about delinquent behavior were less extreme in rural than in urban areas, these nonetheless took the explicit view that chivalrous behavior did not require adult guides.39
Certainly, not every youth program in public settings or run by local authorities followed the same script. Some ad hoc efforts to enlist young people in public service eliminated role-play, from the settlements that rallied urban youth in neighborhood cleanup campaigns to the schools whose pupils helped municipal authorities on projects like survey research, birdhouse making, and tree planting but not as understudies. During his time of troubles, for example, William George convinced school administrators in nearby West Dryden to let students to take the agricultural census. Junior civic leagues became popular in public schools—partnerships between pupils and local women’s groups around advancing civic beautification. Organizations with names like Junior Civic and Industrial League and Leagues of Good Citizenship also proliferated without duplicating municipal occupations. One example is Ben Lindsey’s Little Citizens League, whose boys “did more to stop the use of tobacco and liquor among boys in that neighborhood than the police department or civil authorities had done in the history of the town.” A few private firms organized similar efforts, such as the Health and Happiness League for the children of Metropolitan Life Insurance policy holders.40
These exceptions notwithstanding, programs organized around youth impersonating adults dominated community-based efforts to manage young people’s public behaviors. In this context, several formerly “closed” junior republics were inspired to turn junior citizens’ attention to activities beyond their campuses and clubhouses and collaborate with public authorities on matters of local concern. Activities at Cleveland’s Hiram House show how even youth who did not join junior republics found their lives shaped by the movement’s guiding principles.
Figure 4.7
League of Good Citizenship.
Source: Mrs. George Zimmerman, “Children’s Leagues of Good Citizenship,” American City 7, no. 5 (November 1912).
This book has described the settlement’s Progress City and how its orientation to vicarious, play-based education extended to the onsite Model Cottage. A look at the institution’s other youth activities highlights how the growth of community-based republics and allied programs inspired new uses for role-playing there. In its early years, Cleveland’s Progress City had enlisted youth in scattered efforts at neighborhood cleanup “somewhat to the bewilderment of some of the neighbors.” From the 1910s these streets and the backyards of some houses became part of the juvenile street cleaners’ regular mandate. Supervisors stepped up efforts to cultivate contacts with local officials through field trips and speaking invitations and these too expanded its programs’ geographical reach. Cleveland sanitary police chief Mildred Chadsey, for example, organized a new health club which conducted a flyswatting campaign on and off campus; citizens exchanged dead flies for Progress City cash. Hiram House added a Boy Scout troop around this time as well. The settlement was a model for programs throughout the city—Progress City already had been duplicated in municipal playgrounds, and director George Bellamy later became citywide recreation department head. Kids from across Cleveland soon flooded the city’s actual health department with dead flies, apparently inspired by Progress City youth.41
The settlement also created a junior juvenile court, which replaced the Progress City court and expanded to adjudicate delinquency cases throughout the neighborhood that surrounded Hiram House. Three adult lawyers served as judges, together with fourteen “probation officers,” who were boys aged ten to fifteen. Judges had long supported Progress City; now they expanded its juvenile justice work. The boys turned in written complaints which generated summonses for kids to appear before the group. Those who ignored them had to face the actual juvenile court. Progress City police soon assisted the probation officers. Although the new arrangement reduced Progress City jurists’ autonomy to adjudicate cases by including adults in the decision making, it communicated to neighborhood youth beyond Progress City the common message about the value of taking their role-playing into public space.42
Figure 4.8
Probation officers, junior juvenile court, Cleveland.
Source: Ellwood Street, “Going the Juvenile Court One Better,” Survey 33 (October 24, 1914).
Amid the proliferation of community-based role-play activities, educators and youth occasionally argued about the merits of different approaches to vicariously experiencing adulthood. In programs with recapitulation as the organizing principle, it was essential for young people to play knights, Indians, and scouts because these identities mapped onto developmental stages through which youth ordinarily progressed. Since “children in their progressive development reproduce in a general way the race life,” Forbush and Frank Masseck explained in The Boys’ Round Table (1910), age-graded activities and ladders of participation within programs such as the Scouts who outfitted themselves in “the traditional dress of the frontiersman” and the Boy Pioneers who envisioned themselves to be Davy Crockett and Johnny Appleseed, under adult guidance, would channel this natural development in the most productive ways.43
Others, however, echoing John Dewey’s critique of pedagogy that trafficked in too much make-believe, took the view that modern occupations should be a focus for young people’s impersonations. (Dewey did embrace recapitulation as an approach to teaching history, however.) Willis Brown agreed:
Senseless manufacturing of fictitious games in which a boy will never enter as he grows older seems to me so ridiculous. To be a citizen of Boyville seems to me far more attractive than to be a “Knight of the Round Table” or a “Daniel Boone Scout.” The game is more interesting. The boy will never grow into a real knight and sit with Boone companions in dress uniforms around the King’s table, nor will he spend his manhood dressed in uniform scouting through the land. He will be a citizen of some man city here, and by and by of some God city in the greater citizenship, and Boyville starts him in the game aright.44
Luther Gulick, who helped organize the American Boy Scouts and went on to help create the Camp Fire Girls, used similar arguments to promote his new organization’s efforts to prepare girls for appropriately feminine future roles. Identifying as its goal the “effort to make real things interesting,” rather than “glorifying artificialities,” he explained how “The spirit of adventure may be made to pervade the other tasks of everyday sweeping, dusting, putting furniture in place, washing dishes, caring in the fall for summer clothing and in the spring for winter garments, washing, ironing and what not.” With this outlook, “Every sort of service, rightly managed, becomes adventurous and therefore fascinating. The whole plan of the Camp Fire Girls is to restore the spirit of adventure to the ordinary things of life.” The New York City police commissioner went a step further in his call for realism, insisting that public officials rather than private citizens supervise junior civic activities.45
These efforts to differentiate historical from contemporary, public from private, and realistic from unrealistic simulations were frequently flawed, however, because such distinctions were imprecise. For example, Boy Scouts routinely engaged in police activities and cleanup campaigns. In some cities, such as Ann Arbor, the junior police were Scouts, their service activities supervised by Scoutmasters, local educators, and police. In Milwaukee, where newsboys joined the health department’s flyswatting campaign, Boy Scouts were “assisting the health department in street sanitation work.” In Cortland, Scouts and citizens of the junior municipality collaborated on local cleanup efforts. Indeed, there were numerous such public-private collaborations such as the junior civic leagues organized by women’s clubs in many public schools. Wisconsin pupils cleared space for a skating rink, cleaned a riverbank, planted and landscaped their communities; Georgia students beautified parks and neighborhoods. Even parties who rejected republics did so on grounds that other youth organizations accomplished same thing—for example, Auburn’s mayor, who dismissed proposals for a junior municipality as area Scouts clamored for the new organization. And when juvenile societies—from the McDunough Farm School to the Boston area sandpile made famous by Hall to the George Junior Republic and its offspring—were considered across time, evolving from frontier-like settlements to more highly developed societies, they supplied examples that spanned both historical and contemporary simulation.46
Such claims were equally flawed on account of how even the activities to which organizers and observers ascribed realism edited the reality they represented. Like contemporaneous modes of reproduction such as panoramas, wax museums, and taxidermy, the civic dramatizations at junior republics and beyond supplied a medium for modeling the world whose capacities for diverse expression were rarely used. Chicago’s idiosyncratic Boys Brotherhood Republic (BBR) makes clear how the “reality” of so many role-plays was highly restrictive, enabling democracy to serve as a disciplinary force and constrain any uplift for participants within the social category of youth. The rhetoric of “miniature,” “model,” “realism,” and “genuine reproduction” obscured how educators and youth workers were less interested in accuracy than in serving specific ideological ends.
Democracy and Discipline
The Boys Brotherhood Republic was established in 1914 when Jack Robbins, a tobacco salesman, encountered seven boys in Chicago’s juvenile court and persuaded a judge to release them to his care. Talk of the George Junior Republic was everywhere, and it soon supplied the model for his “brotherhood,” to use the term common to religious clubs. (Robbins did pay a visit to Freeville but not until 1918.) BBR grew quickly, becoming the largest independent boys club in the US by 1921. Although it never joined George’s national association, George admired and endorsed Robbins’s work.47
Like other republics, BBR modeled itself on its host city, offering recreational programming for working and nonworking boys in sports, drama, a newspaper (Boys World, from 1918), and a camp alongside its civic activities. The boys largely managed the club; when the population swelled to 1,000 boys, there were only three adult staff. Initially adding satellite clubhouses, BBR eventually consolidated in a central city hall. While not a conventionally trained youth worker, Robbins was a committed administrator—giving up his marriage to focus on the boys. He sought advice from Richard Welling, who by this time had worked with George’s Freeville republic, school cities, the Hebrew Sheltering Guardian Society, and junior municipalities, inviting him to join the BBR advisory board. An active alumni association provided additional help.48
BBR also extended its activities beyond clubhouse walls. The junior citizens cultivated close relationships with public officials, particularly juvenile judges and police, encouraging them to parole to the club boys sentenced to reform school or jail. In short, BBR shared many features with other republics, and public descriptions largely followed a familiar script. The club “prepares boys for citizenship by educating them in citizenship,” philanthropist Mrs. Frank Gordon described, “not by taking them out of their homes or away from their jobs, but by teaching them to live in the world as they find it, and in so doing to live right.”49
It is BBR’s departures from republic precedent, however, that are most revealing on account of the commonalities they highlight across civic education at the period’s republics and youth activities. For as the boys of the BBR ran their club and partnered with local authorities, these junior citizens also advocated on matters of concern to boys beyond the club’s membership. The investigating committee made “an average of three calls a week in homes where there are boys in trouble,” met those discharged from orphan homes, communicated with those in institutions, investigated cases of children’s mistreatment, and ran a free boys’ dormitory at the city hall. The board of health found ways to convert vacant lots into playgrounds, sent needy boys camping, forced “improvement in dirty factories where boys are employed,” and secured “medical attention for those in need of care.” The board of education helped boys to attend night school, purchased books for those without means, and conducted lectures, classes, and debates. The social committee provided entertainment and furnished “music instruction to boys who are musically inclined.”50
Even as they played roles as mayors, aldermen, police, and judges and worked in partnership with adults whose jobs they copied, these junior citizens simultaneously concerned themselves with a broader range of social, political, and economic issues of interest to the nation’s youth. Occasional public protests and other acts of civil disobedience revealed the boys’ impatience with business as usual and an effort to change the status quo. As a result, during the club’s first few years members compelled the city of Chicago to stop fingerprinting all children on arrest, persuaded Chicago’s Saddle and Cycle Club to open its private beach to public bathing, lobbied New York governor Charles Whitman to parole a fourteen-year-old boy sentenced to death, and hosted an annual jobs day from 1916—when they found employment for more than 500 boys. A few years later, the boys indicted the city of Chicago for causing boy crime and later aimed to disbar a juvenile court judge for his lack of kindness. They subsequently raised money to pay off Judge Ben Lindsey’s $500 fine for refusing to reveal a boy’s confidences. Hearing of these activities and the club’s mission “to aid all boys in securing proper housing, clothing, education, and to help them become self-sustaining,” entire gangs routinely appeared at city hall asking to join. In regular contact with city and state officials to locate missing boys, report on “pool-room proprietors who admit minors to play pool and gamble … junk dealers who buy stolen goods from boys … aid the enforcement of the child labor law, factory, legislature, and street ordinance,” and encourage reformation through club participation, these relationships were more equitable than the uneven power dynamics of “friendly” relations in other settings.51
A few other republics had advocated on behalf of other youth. For example, the discovery that Ithaca’s government no longer had sufficient funds to pay for police protection at the cross streets near the Buffalo Hill East neighborhood playground—suggesting closure was the only option—prompted the junior municipality to assign junior police to cross children at the intersection. Yet these actions, and political engagement more generally, were rare, even in republics with a community orientation. More common was a vision of democratic participation approximating the “coercive voluntarism” that Christopher Capozolla has described: public authorities’ interest in youth assistance was contingent on contributions that disciplined them to the current system rather than identify new issues of concern.52
Thus, if in its early years George’s republic had offered citizens opportunities for political and economic innovation, the movement’s expansion and institutionalization in schools and youth-serving institutions brought with it greater conservatism. Although journalists occasionally highlighted “radical” aspects of the republic idea such as their preemption of female suffrage in the real world, in fact, debates on political and economic issues increasingly gave way to administrative maintenance and law and order concerns. The extension of youth activities into public settings, in which kids lacked adults’ legal agency and adults typically determined their agendas, cemented the new, reduced status for youth, largely limiting their creative outlets to event planning and fundraising as in Ithaca’s junior municipality or Milwaukee’s newsboy republic. George’s avowed desire to give kids greater autonomy in junior municipalities by lobbying police and judges to grant them legal powers thus was restricted to their practicing to fit rather than transform the social order of the greater republic. The Goo Goo worldview, which separated politics from administrative processes, helped to support this turn of events. Jacob Riis’s early observations of Freeville presciently described the movement’s longer-term influences on the broader field of youth activities. The Freeville experiment was “a practical effort to fit the boy to the things that are, rather than to such as might be in a millennium neither he nor we will live to see.”53
Even George, who favored youthful leadership and hands-off management, ceded control only once confident that junior citizens had internalized the norms of rationalized civic procedures that the Goo Goos espoused rather than those of the boss rule or messier political protests many had seen firsthand. Freeville’s shift from military to civilian operations, the turnover of the republic presidency to Jakey Smith, and George’s expansion of the republic’s disciplinary system in the mid-1910s from a jail to a series of graded citizenship statuses from 1 (free) to 4 (jailed) all made this clear. Initially hoping to reorganize so that each grade of citizen could inhabit a separate sub-republic, George’s plan proved “impracticable in a place so small as the little colony at Freeville.” So “instead, therefore, of having the actual separate enclosures, they became only theoretical.” As the republic sheltered the youngest generation, then, equally it showed how a community might be transformed into an institution without walls, a “social sanitarium” as he called this institution made through social relations. George’s later writings on the disciplinary system as both “prison walls without a prison,” and a “jail inside yourself” highlighted the disciplinary capacities of democratic self-government in the environment and in the self.54
The disciplinary possibilities of the Goo Goos’ vision of ideal democratic processes lay behind the introduction of worker and inmate governments and token economies in factories and prisons. They undergirded the enthusiasm from juvenile judges, police, and health and sanitation agencies for republics and their component activities—for example, on the sudden death of one Ford Republic child jurist, a judge from Michigan’s supreme court traveled a hundred miles to attend the funeral, and the Wayne County Probate Court adjourned for two days in his honor. These possibilities equally explain why questions rarely arose about young people’s performances of roles they could never play in real life. The Jewish mayors, African American judges, and female business owners who fascinated newspaper readers were learning the idealized character and behavioral norms associated with native-born middle-class whites, gaining empathy for those who aimed to rationally administer their world rather than learning alternative forms of democratic participation to advocate for change. Rare exceptions that flagged the possibility of alternative arrangements proved the rule: “Boys, I believe you did wrong to pattern your government after that of the United States,” socialist Mayor Emil Seidel told the citizens of Milwaukee’s YMCA boys republic in 1910, “I believe you ought to start a revolution right now. … You should make your own laws and not allow a set of officers to make them for you. … The present form of government of the United States is not the best after which to pattern yours.”55
The educators and youth workers who guided these programs, like factory and prison management, thus were confident that friendly relations with subordinates would spawn eventual consensus despite the power differentials. That the junior municipality “works to the common advantage of the adult government, the boys and girls, and the whole community, has now been demonstrated in practice,” asserted Stowe, noting how kids enjoyed the adult responsibilities and local officials saw the possibility of generating support from future voters. Junior police programs served “to eradicate the traditional enmity existing between the city boy and the policeman” and “to convert into law-abiding citizens many boys who might otherwise become toughs and gangsters.” Youths’ continued enthusiastic participation in their own disciplining—which included not only waitlists for republics and other youth programs but also later service as alumni volunteers and professionals in education and youth work—seemed to bear this out.56
The BBR’s systematic efforts to advocate for youth perspectives, and occasionally activist strategies for so doing, thus highlighted the flexible possibilities of the civic role-plays that were so central to the modern youth experience—and yet, simultaneously, how most programs typically directed them toward a narrow set of applications. This suggests debates about reality versus make-believe ignored the narrow scope of so many carefully constructed models of reality—for example, republics had neither socialist politicians nor labor unions—and how the children’s rights that educators and youth workers advocated were quite restricted in light of their primary ambition to persuade young people to conform to new norms associated with the social category “youth.” That most youth activities aimed to convince young participants to diminish their own political interests and capacities and internalize adults’ points of view created friction between Robbins and colleagues in his city. In 1921, BBR patron E. D. Hulbert confided to republic association member and former Sing Sing assistant warden Spencer Miller Jr. about “the almost universal hostility” to Robbins “among the other men in the same line of work” even though “Jack reaches a lot of boys that the others never would.” The traditionalists were “almost unanimously opposed to the Boy’s Brotherhood” because “self-government beyond a limited degree is harmful.” The difficulty supporters encountered trying to establish BBRs beyond Chicago underscored how, in an era of proliferating republics, it was out of step with prevailing expectations.57
Histories of the emergence of the sheltered childhood already have noted the social control function of schools and youth-serving institutions through the programs of education and supervised leisure they supplied. Studies of home economics, vocational education, school banks, Scouting, and Camp Fire Girls attending to implicit curricula such as the importance of middle-class values and gendered identities in programs of “character development” have detailed how adults aimed to influence both how young people conceived of issues and the extent to which they should engage with them as part of the transition to the new youth ideal. Across these programs a network of prominent figures including Jacob Riis, Luther Gulick, and others built substantial ideological common ground.58
The evidence presented here confirms educators’ and youth workers’ interest in spreading such messages and identifies role-playing within a democratic self-government framework as a transcendent modern disciplinary technique. Like the living villages, dioramas, and wax museums which familiarized spectators with the “double position” that is said to define modern subjectivity and, simultaneously, encouraged their assimilation to contemporary conditions, the vicarious experiences of adulthood young people encountered in this period supplied a curriculum that communicated similar messages. As calls for suffrage and the new woman emerged, organizations like the Queens of Avalon and Camp Fire Girls gamified traditional domestic tasks and feminized community service rather than radically redefine expectations for the nation’s future women—even as they offered girls citizenship training through voting and officeholding. Studying “the domestic life of the ladies of ancient courts” in the Queens of Avalon “encourage[d] the girls to housewifely tasks” both inside and outside the home, making this “play society” into “an effective instrumentality in developing a romanceful, pure, home-loving, serviceful type of womanhood,” as William Forbush explained. Camp Fire Girls was even more explicit in its efforts. Taking the view that “one of the worst signs of the times … is the restlessness of women, their dissatisfaction with home life … directly due to the unfortunate fact that we have robbed home life in one way or another” of anything that was interesting to do, as Gulick put it, “training for femininity” was key to the organization. Although occasional headlines such as “Girls Take Up the Boy Scout Idea and Band Together” suggested gender-bending possibilities, a closer look reveals role-plays imposed new constraints.59
While the story of disciplinary developments inside classrooms and clubhouses is reasonably well known, equally significant were the many complementary activities taking place in community settings. The implications of the model of civic participation being promoted in these youth programs were particularly striking for the participants who were cause for concern not only because they were exposed to moral hazards on city streets or failed to attend school. In a period when labor unions were agitating for workers’ rights and the firsthand effects of newsboy strikes were in recent public memory, these civic dramatizations offered alternatives to union membership and other forms of political organizing, suggesting even more meaningful ties between the programs of self-government embraced by educators and youth workers and the fashion for industrial democracy at the nation’s factories and firms.60
From the junior police and junior sanitary inspectors who impersonated contemporary occupations to the Scouts and Knights of King Arthur who imitated historical and sometimes fictitious figures, these organizations had far more in common than not. All engaged young people in dramatizations that transformed participants’ relations to public spaces and, in turn, transformed these spaces as well. Youth leaders, including New York City junior police organizer Arthur Woods and Boy Scout head James West, were in frequent contact with each other and with William George, engaged in a larger conversation about vicarious experiences of adulthood for educating and socializing youth. (Indeed, Woods became a trustee of George’s association.)61
Although occasionally the subject of differentiation and dispute, statements of these activities’ shared cause grew more common over time. Declaring, for example, in Educational Problems (1911), that service must be educators’ highest ambition, Hall enthused about how Waring’s New York City street cleaning brigade, Gunckel’s Toledo newsboys, Scouts, Knights of King Arthur, and junior police—like George’s republic and Boy City—contributed to the common good as they controlled the daily lives of boys. Forbush, who became head of the American Institute of Child Life, was a vocal spokesperson for these varied organizations and the commonalities they shared. In Scouting, each participant “thinks of himself as a pioneer and enacts … many of the resourceful habits of the early explorers.” In the Queens of Avalon, “the girls think of themselves as the queens who in the King Arthur legend dwelt upon the magic Isle of Avalon for the healing of mankind.” In junior republics and school cities, “the young people all the time realize a civic situation.” His observations on the service orientation of Scouts, school cities, and newsboy republics together with the Knights of King Arthur and Waring’s junior street cleaning brigade—and his recommendation that participants in his programs read Scouting manuals for inspiration—underscored this view. “The parent should crave, and the social worker plan, so that every child will have the opportunity during the ‘gang’ period of belonging to some social club whose scheme is based upon imaginative play,” Forbush explained.62
By contrast, there was no equivalent reframing of these activities’ economic implications. As educators and youth workers surveyed the growing roster of community-based republics and youth activities, they recognized how some of the benefits previously associated with youth programs at junior republics, schools, and youth-serving institutions were now accruing to the communities from which young people ostensibly were being removed. Yet the centrality of role-playing across these programs similarly extended interpretations that suggested how educators and youth workers were reducing rather than expanding the child labor pool. In short, the gamification of their public service ensured young people’s contributions to American state building were understood not as economic activities but rather as character development and civic education.
The Gamification of Public Service
From the turn of the century, research investigations by developmental psychologists had made educators and youth workers anxious about the continued presence of children in public. And yet, simultaneously, this research tradition had raised their awareness as to some positive features of previously maligned activities. Ben Lindsey was among the prominent figures who offered public praise for the “voluntary delinquents” who brought other kids to court or the Denver gangs that had gone after “the men who were selling liquor and tobacco to boys,” so they could be prosecuted. Adult-organized role-playing activities matched young people’s energies to community needs more explicitly, and the results could be seen in the improvement of municipal operations.63
The newsboy republic in Milwaukee, for example, not only reduced the number of newsboys in reform school, it directly assisted the local street trades department and juvenile court, reducing the need to hire additional staff. “It has been a problem to enforce the street trades act with any effectiveness without employing a large corps of factory inspectors or other officers,” one anonymous Milwaukee republic founder explained. “The results obtained by individual work of the supervisor in regulating and enforcing the street trades law was not effective, and it was impossible to extend the influence of the law all over the city, so a self-governing organization having the boys co-operate and enforce their own law, was devised.” Annual newsboy republic expenses of $2,000 halved staff costs (estimated at $4,000 to $5,000) and saved $150,000 over a decade by diverting cases from the juvenile court. “The Republic has saved the taxpayers considerable money. During the past eleven years there have been approximately 7,500 complaints disposed of, and not more than twelve boys have been summoned to the Juvenile Court during this period for violating the street trades law.” Echoing findings from George and Gill that young people were better at policing and prosecuting one another than were adults, and held one another to higher standards, Powell explained how “Tony of the Italian district, and Isidore of the Russian Jews, are far better able to look after their fellow ‘newsies’ than the adult policeman of American or Irish birth.” In short, “the boys themselves enforce the street trades law better than ten state inspectors could.”64
Single-agency role-playing programs provided similar aid to municipal coffers. The thousands of junior police who enforced bonfire ordinances “save the city thousands of dollars in asphalt,” New York City police captain John Sweeney reported, noting how, “Since the force was formed” to “aid in enforcing” ordinances, “we have had few complaints about street bonfires, whereas we used to have a hundred a night sometimes.” Similarly, “The daily destruction of public property in at least one of the parks” had been “stopped with no expense to the city at a time when it is absolutely essential to conserve every end and every piece of property now owned by the municipality,” observed parks department assistant foreman Tim Sullivan after assigning junior police to patrol Bronx’s Echo Park. “We have been shorthanded in this park for some time, so I didn’t have enough men to watch twenty-four hours of the day—in fact, hardly enough to do the regular gardening work. … It is hard to estimate what amount of money they have saved the city, but every taxpayer should be grateful.” In Council Bluffs, after kids took responsibility for enforcing fireworks ordinances, the Fourth of July “was quieter, more peaceful, and freer from accident than any other previous Fourth of July in the history of the city.” Denver children’s detective work proved vastly more effective than that of adults. Judge Lindsey described how the children “have prosecuted and convicted more men for selling liquor and tobacco to children, for selling them firearms, junk dealers for purchasing stolen property, men for circulating immoral literature, in one year of the Juvenile Court than the entire police department, sheriff’s office and all other civil officers combined, have done in twenty years.’”65
Juvenile street cleaners, junior sanitary inspectors, and some junior civic leagues supplied vital information services and assisted officials from Birmingham and Atlanta to Cleveland and Detroit to San Diego and Denver with cleanup work. “The children are furnished blank form cards, on which to make out their reports,” a journalist described Philadelphia’s 8,000-strong Junior Sanitation League. “These cards have been carefully thought out and, when properly filled are remarkably complete records to teach the children the value of the system in civic affairs.” Once indexed and placed on file at headquarters it became “possible for the municipal authorities, without leaving the city hall, to comb the town every 24 hours, and in a few moments tell as to the clean and unclean street conditions in any one as well as every section. The result is that Philadelphia is now, for the first time in its history, a clean and thoroughly sanitary city.” Some junior police provided comparable services, for example a private squad organized at Indianapolis’s Christamore Settlement. After training by local police and detectives, the kids wrote up reports on sanitation, card games, and law violations in their neighborhoods. “Those fellows are right up to the minute,” one local police captain declared. “Our district men drop in at the boy’s headquarters and read their reports and get many a tip as to what is happening in that neighborhood.”66
As they continued to raise money to make their organizations self-supporting, participants in activities from Scouting to the Knights of King Arthur directed their role-playing toward complementary ends in a range of community service projects. Boy Scout troops aided citywide cleanup campaigns, as in Hartford, Connecticut, where they distributed 54,000 circulars to homes and inspected 15,225 yards. They formed fire patrols in communities lacking municipal fire departments. They helped maintain New York City parks. And they repaired roads in Savannah, Georgia, and other cities. Knights from “Castle Scrooby, Andover, Maine, started a campaign to paint the town white, calling it ‘the white crusade.’ They cleaned up and beautified the common and then did other things of service to the town.” One Halloween, “the policemen in the section of the city near the headquarters of Castle Joyous Gard were suddenly encountered by huge Jack-o’-Lanterns and a bunch of hot coffee and sandwiches,” provided by the boys.67
Ad hoc pairings of youth and government agencies yielded similar results. As the Knickerbocker Press reported of the child enumerators William George recruited to take New York’s agricultural census, “The entire census was taken at virtually no cost to the State, whereas the Federal agricultural census taken every ten years is a big burden financially.” The US Weather Bureau adopted the student-operated weather station at Boston’s Farm and Trades School as an official reporting location.68
Yet as public figures recognized in growing numbers that, when faced with shortages of municipal workers, they could rely on children to play these roles, their discussions of these activities emphasized the dramatic nature and fun being had by participants so as to subordinate the immediate financial benefits to the future developmental benefits of recreation for participating youth. Junior municipalities, whose junior officials took up issues which senior officials “lacked time to look into personally” were the ur-example of how kids created value for local governments and yet how, by doing so in role as understudies, their contributions were linked to education and entertainment, playful virtual experiences rather than real work. Although there was ample precedent for young people making state contributions under the auspices of youth-serving institutions—for example, in the school cities in public schools or playground republics in cities with publically supported recreation—the breadth and depth of these youth activities’ orientation toward community welfare was on a vastly larger scale. So too was the effort to conceal how activities adopted to teach the values lost with the erasure of work from children’s lives provided more direct instruction than previously presumed.69
Thus, observers of newsboy republics in Boston and Milwaukee saw child labor exclusively in the boys’ newspaper selling, while their street trades enforcement activities were part of the organization’s recreational character-building scheme. Although “The Boston plan for enforcement seems to have given better results than the common system of intrusting the enforcement to officers already overburdened with other duties,” reported the National Child Labor Committee’s Edward Clopper, the program was nonetheless was a form of educational recreation “extending the [protective] influences of the schools” into city streets. Milwaukee’s “figurative bluecoats” who reduced the numbers of youth in reform school, diminished the need for street trades inspectors, and eliminated the strain on the juvenile court were merely expanding club activities beyond the walls of schools and social centers, keeping the boys occupied with positive forms of recreation in an effort “to solve the child labor problem,” as an unnamed republic founder put it. The match with kids’ natural playtime activities was frequently cited. The “pleasure for boys to vote and to give speeches for their own candidates and to know that they have something directly to do with governing themselves,” the founder explained. Observers used John Commons’s language of “social agency” to suggest that the republic was a city-organized child welfare program that “puts street trades enforcement on educational lines,” what P. O. “Pop” Powell later deemed a “permanent social agency of the city” rather than an organization of children doing the child protection work themselves. “This social agency has a peculiar saving power to the taxpayer,” Pop observed, “actually saving dollars and cents and in the same turn of the wheel improving the standard of citizenship among the men of tomorrow.” Alumni events decades later attest to the enjoyment and allegiances felt by participating youth.70
The broad awareness that children’s “dramatic instinct” and zeal for impersonation could be put to positive or negative purposes frequently assisted in these rationalizations. After noting how “New York City has long needed five or six thousand more men on its police force, but the cost of providing them has always remained prohibitory to the governing authorities,” and that “The creation of a body of an equal number of boy police” was “much cheaper,” Gregory Mason explained in Labor Digest how the junior police program offered an opportunity for civic dramatization. “The boyish love of adventure and mystery, which usually expresses itself in emulation of the exploits of criminal heroes of dime novels and the yellow press,” would instead be “directed to the imitation of the deeds of the real heroes of American cities—the brave, honest, and unassuming members of the police force, in uniform and out.” As a result, the “educational value of this junior police force is of more importance than its police value,” observed the National Municipal Review. “This movement teaches the boys the principal municipal ordinances, encourages them to explain them to their parents who do not understand our language, and influences them to refrain from committing street offenses.” In short, if “actual burglary and train wrecking by children are examples of dramatic instinct gone wrong,” as G. Stanley Hall student Elnora Curtis explained, then directing kids at play to emulate police rather than criminals solved “the problem of the boy in the streets”—even as the program was “organized primarily to provide a supplementary force to aid in enforcing the ordinances as they related to the Health and Street Cleaning Departments.”71
Related claims framed junior sanitation and junior civic leagues as observers who praised their efficiency lauded the child protection they supplied. Richard Welling’s early suggestion “that the ‘school city’ branch out and take part in the affairs of the community” while describing youth participants, in keeping with his Goo Goo outlook, as “largely removed from politics” fit these later examples as well. So too did the view taken by observers of Waring’s turn-of-the-century street cleaning brigades: “In a general way these were really boys clubs” run by city officials. “The education through voluntary organizations is self-insured and has large value as supplementing that of the schools,” the president of Georgia’s junior civic clubs explained. Assigning pupils to clean up the town playground and other public areas thus did not put them to work but instead was “organizing children for protective plays and occupations.” Observing kids’ routine play in the streets as police, detective, and fire brigade—indeed some programs took over squads previously organized by kids—they suggested this was the best kind of child-centered citizenship training. Republic affiliates, eager to ensure that George received credit for these proliferating organizations, wrote letters to the editor to “correct” newspaper coverage and publicize George’s junior municipality work.72
Boy Scouts’ public activities were also part of this story about “the dramatic instinct for the greatest entertainment and educational advantage.” For the savings of $6,500,000 to the New York City parks department in 1916 dollars their assistance represented was nothing more than a “good turn.” Aiding fire departments was “fun and valuable training.” Scouting more generally was understood as informal and “recreational education,” whatever the specific activity on hand. “It is a game to the boy who is in it,” noted writer Harold Horne, a “huge, splendidly organized game, with all the fine zest of competition, the finer zest of co-operation, the keen testing of mind and muscle, the essential good sportsmanship of a football game. Only instead of just picking up a score, instead of winning for the sake of victory itself, it is constructive, progressive … therein lies the secret of Scouting’s success.” Professorships of Scouting and recreational leadership, for example held by J. C. Elsom at Wisconsin and Elbert Fretwell at Columbia’s Teachers College, underscored these program’s developmental benefits.73
Observing how “Within a few years there has been almost an epidemic of interest in dramatization,” and praising these activities for channeling the imitative, dramatic instinct to positive ends, Elnora Curtis proposed more educators and youth workers follow suit. “I wish I had written it myself,” G. Stanley Hall praised his former student’s proposition in the preface to her book. By the 1910s, then, Forbush’s observation that “some of the most successful clubs for boys and girls are those in which every activity is made a part of a play world, in which members live during, and to some extent, between, the sessions of the club,” characterized common interpretations of these community-based youth programs. These activities were playful “miniatures of social life,” as the American Public Health Association observed of junior sanitary squads, an “embryo” or “miniature” adult occupation—similar and yet distinct, “just like” but not the thing itself.74
Many youth themselves shared this view of their activities—with more than a few insisting that even non-cash remuneration compromised the learning experience. San Diego junior inspectors voted down the free movie admissions offered to members of the squad, believing it “beneath their dignity to have to be bribed into working for the welfare of San Diego.” New York City junior police similarly rejected payment in chocolate. The Council Bluffs junior police force, who had “pretty nearly rendered unnecessary a juvenile court” in that city, stressed their reward came in “prestige.” Even BBR citizens, despite their other disputes with public authorities, made no claims about the economic value of club activities.75
Thus, despite acknowledgements that the new breed of youth program responded to local governments’ financial constraints and were associated with municipal efficiency advocates; despite the participation of child laborers and language of “work” describing these experiences; despite tallies of monies saved and prior traditions in some communities of paying youth who engaged in similar occupations; despite acknowledgments that real political life had come to be like a game and observations that “the school children are the most valuable asset to the state,” young people were understood to be protected in civic dramatizations rather than exploited in actual civic work. As Alabama child labor committee chair Mrs. W. L. Murdoch explained, the newsboy republic there was “not unlike a child labor law. No newsboy can get a badge who is not in school.” Even critics accepted this formulation, emphasizing the moral hazards of street-based youth programs rather than the economic exploitation of youth. In short, public officials and in turn the broader public followed the lead of developmental psychologists and educators to conclude that educational and recreational activities that duplicated adult occupations did not constitute work—even when these activities took place on public streets and financially benefitted the state.76
Municipal Housekeeping for Women, Public Role-Playing for Youth
Scholars such as Daphne Spain and Camilla Stivers have documented how, as the male-dominated Goo Goo movement rationalized administrative processes and procedures, middle-class women’s voluntary associations organized other public improvements that, although uncounted in official tallies of community productivity, supplied value to urban populations. These public activities typically took place under the rubric of “municipal housekeeping” (sometimes called “public mothering”) so as to maintain their social acceptability in light of the ideology of separate spheres. According to this view, when women established kindergartens and other youth programs, organized cleanup campaigns, and improved public safety and hygiene by building public baths and inspecting milk supplies, they merely extended their identities as housewives to new locations. That such activities were directed to public rather than private clients—and hence could be classified as expressions of citizenship—further undermined potential controversies. (This differential evaluation of public versus private sector clients was also present in discussions about prison labor; workshops in which prisoners made articles for government use were viewed with comparatively less hostility by organized labor.) Thanks to this framing the interpretation of women’s public activities as unproductive and the sense of protection prevailed, despite the fact that when men assumed responsibility for these services they did so as paid public servants, and in some cases were seen to be tackling dangerous work. Like the housework that could be labeled “work” and yet not remunerated, then, municipal housekeeping followed suit.77
The evidence presented here attests to how young people similarly played vital yet hidden roles expanding local government capacity and how it was precisely the kids that common wisdom located outside the labor force who made the greatest contributions to state building. The dominant discourse that obscured the pioneering work of women and youth from inside such restrictive social categories differed for these two populations, however, as the “double lives” that characterized youth activities inside schools and youth-serving institutions held true in public as well. Echoing the factory and mill owners who employed women and children but suggested to potential adversaries how industrial betterment offered female workers a “finishing school” whereas it provided child laborers an education and protection from the streets, the educators and youth workers who organized these community-based programs proposed the new activities merely extended to new locations widely accepted ideals of play-based civic and character education. The distinction between reality and representation so central to dramatizations of adult life at schools and youth-serving institutions thus could also be found in the nation’s communities, enabling celebrations rather than criticisms of the public activities of American youth.78
Like adults but not actual adults, young people accomplished much for themselves and their communities but were regularly reminded of their status as “only kids” who lacked the formal legal powers and protections of the adults they replaced and whose authority to perform their “occupations” was mostly informally granted by their elders. Educators and youth workers committed to republic principles had earlier expressed frustrations that too few supervisors gave children opportunities to do things themselves. The real-world status of virtual activities proved even more complicated as young people brought their role-plays into public settings, providing services rather than manufacturing goods. Many adults respected young people in these roles—for example, in one community the junior police were treated with admiration “not only by children of their own age but by careless janitors who disobey the Health Department regulations, pushcart peddlers who failed to maintain the traffic and health regulations and, in fact, any violator of the law or ordinances.” Yet there were also stories of violators who refused to cooperate with the juvenile police who substituted for adult officers, such as the woman who, on being told she was violating a city ordinance, took a junior police lieutenant “over her knees and spanked him.” The belief expressed by judges, police, and other authorities that youth role-playing activities should have real-world status was not universally persuasive.79
There were some cases in which interpretations of women’s and young people’s activities overlapped. When children participated in junior civic leagues sponsored by women’s associations, the language of voluntarism and citizenship joined education, play, and simulation to underscore their noneconomic nature. Girls’ organizations, including Camp Fire Girls, portrayed participants as junior municipal housekeepers. According to this view, public service built on domestic training, educating girls “to serve the community, the larger home, in the same ways that they have always served the individual home.”80
These similarities and differences thus underscore the centrality of role-plays of adult life in understanding the modern youth experience and suggest that the unpaid contributions of youth were vital components of the efficiencies associated with local governments and the broader political economy of the welfare state. Like Daphne Spain’s reappraisal of women’s roles in public improvements, the story presented here of the public programs organized by educators and youth workers including government officials indicates that children too helped to “save the city.” Although calls by William George and sponsors of the Milwaukee Newsboy Republic to make their programs a regular part of municipal government across the nation did not meet with success, other youth-run activities were eventually taken over by adult civil servants in greater numbers. To the story of public mothering activities professionalized and taken over by men, we can add an account of young people’s dramatic instincts for playing roles as civil servants supervised and later superseded by adults. This evidence suggests the need to add to the literature on women’s voluntary associations and young men’s voluntary associations of a much earlier period a new literature on voluntarism by kids. It offers another reason for the growing interest among public officials in supervising youth activities. And in revealing how the view that schools and youth-serving institutions were non-market spaces carried over when children participated in educational and recreational activities beyond their borders, it confirms how age, like gender, plays a role in defining productivity.81
That these activities multiplied even as the long-fought battle for a federal youth agency concluded underscores the power of this now-dominant view. A Children’s Bureau had become a reality within the US Department of Labor in 1913, its mandate to research the American youth experience and advocate for child protection across the nation. Preaching the importance of education and recreation from its debut, the agency geared up for a publicity blitz as US participation in World War I approached. Yet federal officials soon discovered what many of their colleagues in local government already knew. How they worked to bring the disciplinary and economic benefits of young people’s occupational simulations to bear on a diversity of state building needs in war and peace and how, alongside the mass institutionalization of these activities the lexicon of double life began its slow disappearance, are the subjects of chapter 5.
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III From Models and Dramatizations to Education and Recreation
5 Serving Community and Nation
“The George Junior Republic tries to avoid the danger incurred by many schools where a proper balance is not considered,” Richard Welling told the New York Times in 1925. “Just as the body of citizens in any city is made up of all kinds, so the student body here is made up of all kinds,” the republic board of trustees’ president explained. Wealthy and poor were welcomed to the community for college preparatory coursework as well as learning trades. These “young citizens” were “paid for studying—the better their classwork the larger their paycheck”—and for their contributions to “village industries” there. “Learning by doing” was the mantra of the “school organized under the laws of the American republic” where pupils “run their own government after the fashion of any city government.”1
Why, after years of George’s fighting portraits of the republic as a school, reformatory, or other youth-serving “institution” would his close associate frame the republic in educational terms? And what might Freeville’s choice to pay its citizen-students for their varied activities reveal about the broader field of schools and youth-serving institutions? This chapter follows the republic movement through World War I and the 1920s to document continuing enthusiasm for occupational role-playing at George’s republic and beyond and how its assignment of monetary value to academic and trades training, together with George’s private observation that the arrangement “was not only advantageous to the youth involved, but to the state as well,” offers clues to a much larger story. As federal authorities faced a national security crisis, they favored occupational role-plays and civic simulations as means to economic and political ends. Continued confidence in these activities’ broad benefits from educators and youth workers—a category that now included national as well as local officials—helped to sustain momentum for these techniques such that the “learning by doing” at the heart of the republic movement became a routine feature in the lives of American youth.2
Scholars have characterized World War I and the postwar period as tipping points for public acceptance of the sheltered childhood. In these accounts the expansion of high schools and recreational programs and the growing prosecution of “juvenile delinquency,” together with the emergence of youth consumer culture, signal the achievement of reformers’ ambitions for the lives of many, if not all, young people. Yet a closer look finds the persistence of other prewar patterns and trends. From inside ostensibly protected spaces and from supervised activities in public settings young people continued their value making activities, redirecting attention from local to national needs and remaking many junior republics, schools, and youth-serving institutions into economic engines of the wartime state. New postwar programs such as junior traffic patrols extended children’s contributions to producing the sheltered childhood and their contributions to state building in the modern era. With the widespread institutionalization of activities from student government and vocational education to junior policing and Scouting, talk of “education” and “recreation” with more implicit association to some “real world” referent increasingly became the norm. Welling’s simultaneous reference to the Freeville “citizens” and “students” signaled how the 1920s marked the final flowering of public commitment to the double life ideal—and how the coming of the sheltered childhood is more than a story about the institutionalization of adult-sponsored activities. Equally it is the story of these activities’ changing meanings as “miniature” and “model” dramatizations of adult experiences came to be regarded as authentic educational and recreational experiences for American youth.
Schools and Youth-Serving Institutions as Shelters and Economic Engines in World War I
Educational historians’ recognition that wartime needs helped to realize prewar proposals for curriculum reform, together with Joseph Kett’s observation that “by World War I, boys were only playing at war,” typify conventional understandings of youth participation in the conflict. These accounts contrast the Civil War and Spanish-American War, when children (mostly boys) fought on the front lines, with twentieth-century conflicts, when fewer enlisted or took war jobs and more remained in school and supervised activities or played with war-related toys and games at home. As military leaders redefined preparedness training away from the rote memorization of drill routines toward curricular methods that included vocational and physical education, they added powerful new voices in support of educators’ and youth workers’ long-standing efforts to place vicarious experiences of adulthood at the center of the curriculum.3
Activities such as Junior Reserve Officer Training Corps, Junior Army-Navy League, Junior Naval Reserve, and US Army Cadet Corps, which built on military role-plays such as boys brigades, military companies, broom drills, and sham battles, did attract thousands to play roles as uniformed service members—drilling, setting up camps, and practicing survival skills, updating a long tradition of military occupational role-plays with reference to “boy psychology,” “the play and game instincts,” and even learning by doing. Yet with the complexity and machine basis of modern warfare requiring forces to acquire broader skills, preparedness training and programming trends at schools and youth-serving institutions were increasingly well matched. US officials’ testimonials contrasting their efforts to protect school-aged children from the dangers of wartime service with European allies—whose children participated in the conflict and thus were both exploited and consigned to a future of dead-end jobs—supply evidence for historians’ assessment that the shift from family economy to sheltered childhood had been achieved for a majority of American youth by 1920.4
The discovery that many prewar educational and recreational programs were economically as well as developmentally productive invites another look at young people’s wartime activities. Educators’ and youth workers’ recognition that many were eager to join the US mobilization, together with the military’s revised definition of preparedness training, expanded and reoriented role-playing activities to address wartime needs. Schools and youth-serving institutions had already partnered with local authorities on service projects. Now these partnerships expanded to include federal agencies. As the conflict offered new opportunities to implement preexisting curricular visions, then, these programming choices provided value to the wartime state.
Such developments were apparent in Freeville, where times had been tough since reopening in 1914. Continuing financial problems had prompted George “to depend more on capable citizens … and less upon high salaried adults” to supervise the cottages and industries. Older youth were also hired out to local industries as part of their trade education in light of the onsite school’s increasingly academic curriculum.5
The war amplified these trends. The past year was “the most difficult in Junior Republic history,” George wrote in the 1918 annual report. The enlistment of “82% of the eligible boys” had decimated its numbers and “left the republic practically a commonwealth of girls.” This situation forced the closure of most onsite industries and cottages, raising questions about the institution’s viability. As some youth enlisted and others sought government and industry work, George’s National Republic at Annapolis had closed and most junior municipalities went on hiatus. In the wartime economy, the youth society needed to explore new fundraising possibilities.6
Initially brainstorming ideas for a Junior Republic Products Company that could profit from extant resources—like local berries or old rags, George abandoned this idea. Instead, he relocated the older girls (about twenty ages fifteen and up) along with a few boys to a donated house in Syracuse so they could work in government munitions factories there. In the “barracks” as they called it, citizens drilled in khaki garb and armbands that read “War Service,” and lived by military schedule with reveille and taps. He enticed Atlantic Woolen Mills to open a “war industry” in Freeville for younger citizens to recycle wool suits for use in new uniforms. These children drilled with George’s daughter Eleanor.7
In short, George revived practices of onsite hiring out and contracting that were once routine in child-saving institutions but had disappeared due to the belief they exploited youth. He reintroduced them with minor modifications: insisting that offsite work be limited to government clients, that the republic industry had educational features, and that republic supervisors be allowed to observe anytime they wished. As “the Syracuse sector of the GJR” and “the war industry in the Republic” protected kids from actual military service, then, they simultaneously helped the nation’s war effort and addressed the republic’s financial problems by remunerating George’s charges with money for room and board.8
Figure 5.1
Syracuse Sector of the George Junior Republic.
Source: William R. George Family Papers, box 122, folder 4–9, envelope 8, “Girls, WWI.” Courtesy Division of Rare and Manuscript Collections, Cornell University Library.
The ambiguities of Freeville’s wartime activities point to larger patterns shaping the American youth experience, nowhere more than the nation’s public schools. As US participation in the conflict loomed, politicians and business owners discussed suspending child labor laws and converting school plants into war production centers. Educators like Teachers College vocational education professor Arthur Dean, who became supervising officer of the New York State Military Training Commission’s Bureau of Vocational Education, rejected these proposals, believing that schools should protect pupils from wartime service while preparing them for future participation: “Our schools must be retained as educative plants, training munitions workers, if we will, but not making munitions; providing the government with skilled artisans and scientists, but by no means converting their function of education into industrial production.” Fearing a national undoing of its campaigns for extended schooling, the US Children’s Bureau declared 1918 a Children’s Year.9
America’s schools were not converted into factories. Yet their alternative path was more similar than most previous accounts have portrayed. Following Gary’s lead of bringing apprenticeships into classrooms, many brought the war to kids. Inside woodworking shops, sewing rooms, and kitchens, students prepared
canned goods and homemade articles for hospitals, training camps, and the front line … made posters; spoke as “Junior Four Minute Men”; wrote letters to the soldiers; assembled scrapbooks, and collected magazines for the training camps; sewed on dresses, rolled bandages, and canned food; constructed furniture and packing boxes; adopted war orphans; rendered assistance of various kinds to official boards, such as filling out and filing cards, tabulating questionnaires, addressing envelopes, and preparing signs and posters; held patriotic celebrations, parades, and pageants; and salvaged peach pits, nutshells, and tinfoil.10
Youth-led efforts to use school facilities for personal profit were now replaced by adult-organized efforts that benefited the wartime state. As educators guided students in military drill, making government-issue equipment, and farming the nation’s food supply, prewar precedents enabled them to characterize such activities as pedagogical innovations rather than productive labor, “an opportunity for developing a closer relation between education and life, between life and service … no more revolutionary to introduce the war into our schools than it was to introduce” lab sciences, agricultural study, or millinery, as Dean explained. Although he saw the possibility to “incorporate useful labor into the educative process,” production remained “subordinate” to educational needs so that no child labor was taking place. To stories of how federal officials urged youth to continue their future-oriented educations, then, must be added accounts of how their agencies helped to remake schools to supply more immediate contributions to national needs—and how the belief in such activities’ educational benefits held even as they acknowledged the value produced.11
The US School Garden Army (USSGA), for example, transformed the school gardens that sustained nature study curricula, home economics courses, agricultural training, and junior civic leagues in nearly 80 percent of US school districts into war gardens to meet national food production goals. Administered by the federal agriculture and interior departments, the program supplied regionally oriented, seasonal handbooks and seed catalogs to maximize harvest yield by pupils organized into companies of privates sporting ensign bars with USSGA. Despite its militarism, USSGA taught democratic self-government to “Americanize” immigrants and counter antidemocratic regimes, with pupils selecting officers and making decisions about the gardens they cultivated. This was a valuable addition if, as one Chicago teacher put it in 1919, “We want to make American democracy a beacon light for the rest of the world” yet American schools remained largely autocratic in organization.”12
Public discussions of the program attest to how federal officials agreed with educators and youth workers that wartime needs could enhance rather than disrupt the curriculum. “I am sure they would all like to feel that they are in fact fighting France,” President Woodrow Wilson observed. “The movement to establish gardens, therefore, and to have the children work in them is just as real and patriotic an effort as the building of ships or the firing of cannon.” Taking the view, as Clark University psychology fellow Ping Ling put it, that this approach prioritized “real life, instead of dead books,” educators and youth workers who had been outspoken about such programs in peacetime took leadership roles to implement them during the war. Cyril Stebbins, whose community garden in Berkeley, California, was among the descendants of Rev. Floody’s Worcester Garden Cities, became USSGA western regional director, writing manuals for the new federal program. Milwaukee street trades commissioner and republic supervisor P. O. “Pop” Powell led Milwaukee’s Garden Army, encouraging newsboys to plant war gardens at home and in their communities as in schools. Thanks to his encouragement his city had more war gardens than any other.13
As the military campaign continued, school officials undertook further efforts to connect curricula to current affairs. For the youngest pupils, play cities such as Victory City directed all activities to patriotic goals. Industrial Arts magazine reported on the California school print shops that “rendered valuable service in promoting community and social war service work.” In previous years, the priority was meeting institutional needs including
school stationery … entertainment literature, programs, notices, tickets, etc.; reading lessons for the grades, and literature studies of the high school; syllabi outlines, laboratory guides; progressive directions for special supervisors; school songs, drawing instruction, physical training exercises; class and school bulletins; reference aids to the course of study, supplementary material, bibliographies, collateral assignments, hints for original studies, etc.
Now students across the state served a broader range of public clients: “Red Cross, community center, Liberty Loan and other war propaganda were effectively promoted through the printing contributed by the school shops.” Indeed, “the entire responsibility for … composition, typing, making up forms, proofing, printing, binding, rests with pupils.” (The California Junior Republic was listed here, suggesting how it, like its Freeville counterpart, was considered an educational institution.)14
US Treasury Department, US Food Administration, and US Fuel Administration staff also contacted school administrators with ideas for directing pupils’ attention to their priorities, such as pupil savings banks to promote thrift activities. The Creel Committee on Public Information, which coordinated the nation’s propaganda campaigns, enlisted students to spread its messages: delivering leaflets, speaking to public gatherings, and informing parents about voluntary canning and food rationing—building on prior efforts to use kids as conduits of government information to adults in their families and communities. As a bewildering array of proposals streamed in, some administrators and instructors became aggravated by the lack of interagency coordination. The Junior Red Cross stepped up to address these concerns. This quasi-public agency was a welcome intermediary in light of continued controversies about federal versus local control of schools. More than half of all US school children joined the organization. (Some youthful pacifists rejected its war service orientation.)15
Figure 5.2
Students in World War I.
Source: Arthur Dean, Our Schools in War Time—and After (Boston: Ginn, 1918).
Directed by John Studebaker (who was concurrently pursuing a master’s degree at Teachers College), the Junior Red Cross registered each participating school as a “junior auxiliary and a center for patriotic service.” Working with federal officials, it provided lesson plans to connect academic subjects to news headlines. And it offered trades instructors precise specifications for the sweaters students knitted and the furniture they produced.
The Red Cross had been offering advice to schools even before this program debuted—for example in Los Angeles, where pupils had made, between April and June 1917, 925 pairs of pajamas, 800 hospital shirts, 100 bed slippers, 1,000 pillow cases, 505 pillows, 1,350 shoulder wraps, 1,320 comfort bags, 150 ambulance pillows, 50 surgeon caps, 180 napkins, 544 handkerchiefs, and 1,200 washcloths. Although the new organization encouraged pupils to undertake some community-oriented activities, its primary focus was making in-school activities of “real” usefulness to the war. “If all the boys and girls in their effort to be of service went to work making something for the soldiers without being told what was most needed or how it should be made, all sorts of mistakes would result,” Studebaker explained. This was why “the Junior Red Cross office at Washington sends out exact directions as to what is needed, how much is wanted, and how the articles are to be made.” Under its auspices, pupils across the United States produced “surgical dressings, hospital supplies, hospital garments, refugee garments, articles for soldiers and miscellaneous items totaling 15,722,073 in number and valued at $10,152,461.96, or ten percent of the entire Red Cross production during the war.”16
As the Junior Red Cross streamlined schools’ contributions to national needs, it trumpeted the pedagogical importance of “reality” in the curriculum. The organization was merely, as cofounder and Vassar president Henry MacCraken explained to US education commissioner Philip Claxton, a means of putting into practice school teachers’ long-standing educational ideals. Philadelphia School of Pedagogy professor and adviser James Lynn Barnard delighted in how it refreshed the civics curriculum in ways proponents of “the new civics” had espoused. The recognition that “young people learn much through observation and imitation … forces us to the conclusion that civics as a school subject must include … both a study of that social environment we call the community, and a practical training in good citizenship.” Junior Red Cross activities and these activities’ management by youth self-government (which included fundraisers so that the school auxiliaries could be largely self-supporting) were valuable curricular enhancements, enlisting “much of the splendid energy of the classes in cooking, sewing, and shopwork … added incentive for thrift clubs and for junior civic leagues—not to mention such auxiliary organizations as the Boy Scouts, the Girl Scouts, and the like.” Developmental psychologists and educators backed these interpretations, with Hall supporting such activities over military role-playing and Claxton concurring that the organization’s major contribution lay in the realm of education.17
From the USSGA to the Junior Red Cross, from print shops to home economics classrooms, when educators tallied the value of articles produced, they trumpeted the pedagogical rather than the financial contributions of the war-oriented curriculum. The school war gardens from which pupils routinely sold produce, were “a pedagogical measure” and “a national necessity,” as Ping Ling put it. The Red Cross “insists that the emphasis of the movement is primarily on education; secondarily on production; and finally on financial support … [the ‘juniors’] are strictly occupied with the two proper businesses of their lives—play and school.” Industrial Arts magazine described how, “the primary purpose of installing printing” in schools was for educational ends, and that product should not be considered because
It supplements and makes practical the usual English exercises, compels accuracy and alertness, stimulates to originality and effectiveness of expression, and appreciation of form and arrangement in composition … an effective means of arousing interest in otherwise unattractive exercises, and makes possible a stimulating and sound correlation of most academic subjects.
Los Angeles school administrators agreed that
All of the so-called “war activities” became of themselves a valuable means of education … the extraordinary effort put forth by the pupils … not only served to vitalize the whole educational process, but that it also afforded actual experience in work performed in obedience to a direct emotional appeal, as evidenced in lessons which up to this time had tended to be rather formal in method and sterile in results.18
Thus while “the material contribution of the Los Angeles City Schools has been considerable”—indeed Los Angeles pupils’ early collaborations with Junior Red Cross between April and June 1917 yielded $4,000 of goods, growing to nearly $25,000 of goods over seven months—it was the “educational value” that most impressed. “Boys and girls were engaged in the making of things which so happily reflected their powers of invention and industry, and which, because they were actually to be sold, afforded such a genuine sense of reality,” reported another observer of the Los Angeles case. “At no time has there been any greater interest” in manual training “since the needs of the Red Cross were utilized to impress the content and method of education,” school administrators reported:
The benefits which have been derived … must not be measured wholly in dollars and cents, nor in materials produced and salvage reclaimed. The most significant results of these activities are the great benefits that shall accrue to the community through the training gained by the pupils in the schools. The ideal of service to the state and to their fellows, is being indelibly impressed upon the minds of the children in our schools.
Future citizenship would “find expression in actual performance. These school experiences are training them for such a service.” A price could not be put on the value of democratic ideals.19
Educators endorsed these curricular adjustments for how they widened the possibilities for teachers to motivate students—for example, making articles for defense purposes rather than book racks and coat hangers for their own sakes—and how they achieved the modern military’s vision of national preparedness. They did so despite greater public sensitivity to the possibility that schools could “be exploited in the great need for supplies” as MacCracken put it—or that “there is danger of laying too much stress upon the purely moneymaking end of the work [that] we must guard against” said Dr. E. G. Cooley, director of juvenile Red Cross work for the central division; despite the associations of some in-school activities with child labor—for example, printing, a trade the US Department of Labor long considered dangerous—and the acknowledgement that student-produced articles could be made at lower-than-market rates; despite the suggestion that “moving-picture reels of processes carried on according to the most modern methods of workroom procedure” be shown to pupils to teach them modern industrial techniques (and in some cases that new machines be installed in school shops); and despite the use of the terms “work” and “productive labor” for these in-school activities. Like the earlier Gary plan, the wartime curriculum represented “work,” not work, because of its educational content and future orientation. “The idea of production, as such, has purposely not been emphasized because children are in school to learn, but the idea of producing and making things is already a part of our school work,” Junior Red Cross cofounder Anna Hedges Talbot explained. The organization “affords a means of greatly extending such work into all the schools in this country which had been introduced long before many of us thought we would get into this war.”20
Beyond the School Campus
Barnard’s prediction that junior civic leagues and Scouts might find national needs amplifying their organizational missions proved prescient as these and other leisure-time groups reoriented their activities to the war. They, along with Camp Fire Girls, Knights of King Arthur, and the Milwaukee Newsboy Republic, adapted their public service promises to the new context, gathering scrap and salvage, growing and canning goods, making articles for soldiers, distributing war information, selling war bonds and stamps, learning first aid, and presenting patriotic entertainment. Even some organizations that ultimately disbanded during the war, such as New York City’s junior police, collaborated with Scouts on home defense and preparedness activities. Other public campaigns recruited youth participation without adult supervision, such as California’s crackdown on squirrels, which asked kids to place poison near the animals’ burrows.21
For rural youth, the focus was food production and conservation through USDA organized boys and girls clubs as well as 4-H (established in 1911). O. H. Benson, a former teacher and later school superintendent who helped organize these programs, explained how the cost-efficiencies of USDA youth programming would have even greater wartime benefits. In 1916, for a cost of “79 cents per capita to supervise, direct, and instruct the boys and girls in our territory,” the children had “made an average of $20.96 worth of food through their club activities” so “the net profit to the nation in food value was $20.17 per capita.” The outlook for 1917 was even better. In Utah alone, “The total value of the pork produced within the state was $137,000.00 at a cost of $52,920.00. The average net profit per pound of pork produced was $.083.” Given the eligible enrollees—”nearly 24,000,000 boys and girls of school age” across the nation—the possibilities for food production and conservation assistance looked bright.22
Scholars have acknowledged the service activities of several youth organizations and their integration into the merit badge system—for example, the Girl Scouts’ relationship with USDA canning clubs. The government’s most wide-ranging connections were with the Boy Scouts. During the war, as they continued community cleanup, residential fire inspections, and other “good turns,” Scouts aided fire departments, harvested and canned fruit, performed tree censuses, and sold liberty loans. They distributed government literature en masse, including “government information bulletins to ten million homes in a single week.” They trained in semaphore and wireless signaling and sleuthed out illegal radio outfits. As direct requests from the federal government came into national headquarters, the boys responded with aplomb: “Take as an example their efforts to locate standing black walnut,” critical in airplane manufacture. Shortages had made the War Department “desperate,” so “the authorities turned to the Boy Scouts for help. They reasoned that if anybody could search out and find standing walnut it would be Scouts, because of their training in woodcraft and in observation, plus their patriotic zeal.” The result? “The location of 20,758,660 board feet of standing walnut, equal to 5200 carloads.”23
Figure 5.3
Boy Scouts conduct a tree census.
Source: Harold Horne, “Why the Nation Supports the Boy Scouts,” Review of Reviews 59 (1919).
Missing from prior accounts, however, are the ways that public discussions of young people’s contributions minimized their economic productivity—and how Scouts’ wartime service fit a much larger and longer pattern of thinking about youth. Despite the tallies of man-hours worked and monies saved, these were “learning by doing” and the “daily good turn,” and, in the case of locating walnut, “the consciousness that they had met the emergency like men,” with future payoff: “a lasting ambition to shoulder responsible tasks and perform them well.” Later historians followed suit, minimizing evidence that might offer alternative interpretations.24
Like the better-documented example of women, whose wartime activities largely maintained associations with the ideology of separate spheres that had enabled forays into municipal housekeeping, young people’s contributions thus were described in language consistent with their earlier local public service activities. Assistance to government clients, rather than to the private sector, could be rationalized as civic participation. Some language of voluntarism, associated with women as well as with national service more generally, further undermined associations with labor, particularly in contexts when youth and adults worked side by side. More often, however, when young people made furniture, cultivated food, printed government documents, collected scrap metals, or sold school-produced articles to raise money under the auspices of junior republics, schools, and youth-serving institutions, the economic value for the state they created was typically explained away as a subsidiary benefit of role-playing activities that brought greater realism to educational and recreational programming. These new activities thus continued older patterns by suggesting that as young people enlisted in garden armies and thrift leagues they were being sheltered from the war while preparing for future civic participation. That junior republics, schools, and youth-serving institutions could contribute to national needs on a massive scale while maintaining their identities as agencies for child protection, a point of view the US Children’s Bureau supported, makes clear that location influenced the definition of work and that these organizations stood outside the labor market in the popular mind.25
Figure 5.4
A lesson in service geography.
Source: Arthur Dean, Our Schools in War Time—and After (Boston: Ginn, 1918).
To be sure, not every proposal for young people’s contributions under these organizations’ auspices of received equal endorsement. MacCracken disapproved, for example, of enlisting pupils to collect money on the street in war drives (a stance with which the New York Child Labor Commission agreed). Girl Scout participation in Liberty Loan drives proved controversial to the organization’s leadership, fearful about sending girls door-to-door or asking them to sell on public streets. Yet this objection appeared only in the fifth loan drive.26
The US Working Reserve attests to the broad reach of these views and their endorsement by the federal labor department. By the 1910s, the notion that farm labor uplifted youth had yielded to a more complex understanding that “the farmer is just as likely to exploit the child as the manufacturer.” As a result, when the federal agency organized this program for students to aid farmers in meeting food needs, it cooperated with state education departments. More than 200,000 youth, mostly boys ages sixteen to nineteen, left schools for the planting and harvest seasons. With academic credit alongside wages to emphasize how the program supplemented rather than interrupted pupils’ educations, an organization and recreational activities that encouraged comparisons to summer camps, and sponsorship from the same federal department whose Children’s Bureau led the anti-child-labor campaign, the new “farm schools” attracted praise rather than charges of exploitation. “Farm work for older boys, carefully supervised,” could teach “the new civics,” Barnard declared. Occasional reports on the youth found “pulling weeds out of city roads,” the programs that offered no academic credit, or the boys in one New York Working Reserve installation who struck for higher wages did not detract from broad support for these undertakings. Many Boy Scouts, Girl Scouts, newsboy republic citizens, and members of other youth organizations joined this food production effort or similar state and local equivalents (such as the New York Farm Cadets and Long Island Food Reserve Battalion).27
Figure 5.5
Girl Scout group with Mrs. Nicholas Longworth, selling Liberty Bonds, 1918.
Source: Library of Congress Prints and Photographs Division.
Figure 5.6
Girl Scout farmerettes harvesting crops.
Source: Harris & Ewing photograph collection, Library of Congress Prints and Photographs Division.
John Dewey, now at Teachers College, approved: “The school children of America can serve definitely, effectively and with educational results by helping in the plowing of Uncle Sam’s acre.” Concurring with Hall that “there will be better results from training drills with the spade and the hoe than parading America’s youngsters up and down the school yard,” he viewed food production as “important, valuable, and educational. It offers first of all an opportunity to educators and teachers to develop Constructive Patriotism. … there can never be any suspicion of a ‘militaristic’ influence.” Consistent with his earlier view that payment could enhance some educational experiences, he observed farm programs “employ for economic production a great unused labor force which is too young to join the fighting forces,” but “not interfere with the labor market or serve as ‘scabs.’” Instead they “give the children healthful exercise, a sense of reality which means so much to children, and a sense of service in performance of work which is really useful.” Colleague Arthur Dean agreed. While acknowledging “the farm labor of the school boy” taking place, he contrasted these endeavors with work camps on account of their educational benefits and “play nature.”28
Into the 1920s
Life for American youth experienced some changes after the armistice. Many in wartime employment were displaced by returning adults. Some popular programs were abruptly cancelled—for example, federally sponsored school gardens and American Junior Naval and Marine Scouts. Yet, by and large, trends in education and youth work that had culminated in students’ contributions to the war effort continued into the postwar era. School administrators added curricular and extracurricular programs appealing to young people’s leisure-time preferences as they pressed for further compulsory education legislation. And youth workers continued their efforts to design out-of-school outlets for young people’s energies—especially “boy power”—to satisfy kids’ desire for exciting play and simultaneously do good for their communities.29
“After the armistice,” George described, came “a restoration period in the smallest Republic in the world just the same as in other governments affected by the hostilities.” J. B. Kirkland, a former citizen who married George’s daughter Eleanor, was helping with administration and was named superintendent in 1923. Unfortunately, Atlantic Woolen Mills had gone bankrupt and did not fulfill its obligation to improve the republic facilities it had used. Kirkland and George redoubled their efforts to bring industries to the republic so long as they “would not be operated on a strictly business basis” but rather were “closely allied or operated in conjunction with some educational plan.” They hoped it might be “possible to obtain a very large part of the salary for each man and any necessary assistants for each type of work [as well as equipment costs], from the state and federal government” in light of public financing for commercial, industrial, and vocational education. Freeville’s trustees also launched a major fundraising campaign.30
Former citizens now dominated Freeville’s staff, among the numerous graduates who chose professions in education or youth work. A similar situation prevailed at George’s other republics, as in Grove City, where there were no employees except “old republic boys” and the new barn was built entirely by the citizens. Alums or not, staff appeared to enjoy republic life almost as much as the citizens. Lester Babcock, an instructor and later superintendent at the Connecticut Junior Republic, was recruited to the prestigious St. Paul’s School in 1919. Two years later he wrote to George of how the private school work was “beginning to grow irksome and unsatisfactory. … I should like to get back into something more active” he noted, asking George about employment opportunities “amongst the different Republics.”31
Freeville celebrated its twenty-fifth anniversary in 1920 with the dedication of a cottage to former citizens killed in action and self-government promoters including board member Spencer Miller Jr. (now secretary-treasurer of Osborne’s Welfare League Association) cheering George’s broad influences on “factories, schools, prisons, community activities … boys clubs and the rest.” George was unsatisfied, however, observing how for every supervisor who disliked staid environments there were others unable to let kids run the show. “I would have been able to have started a Junior Republic in every State of the Union,” he wrote to Miller in 1920,
but the tendency of the Board of Trustees or the Superintendant to depart from the principals [sic] caused it to be a very discouraging matter and I have refrained from starting new Junior Republics until there is some prospect of a guarantee that the idea of a self-governing democracy will be carried out literally instead of theoretically in every instance. At this point I may add that every one of these above mentioned Junior Republics have been a disappointment in this connection.32
Freeville’s board, for example, while publically supporting George in fundraising excursions, was privately hostile to the hands-off supervision he preferred. (Miller, Richard Welling, and ex-citizens such as Jacob Smith and William Dapping were exceptions.) “Imagine Edison, Burbank, Maconi [sic], Pasteur, working under a board of managers” he later lamented, suggesting that the delay in bringing republics to all the parties that eagerly contacted him was entirely his colleagues’ fault. The contrast between an early George Junior Republic Association that had loudly defended George from public critics and a later incarnation that questioned the scheme’s basic principles attests to changing ideas about youth capacities and how even George could not dissociate himself from these altered expectations. He asked the National Association of Junior Republics to temporarily suspend operations.33
George’s frustrations guided his subsequent public presentations. “Some people may charge you with being young,” he told high school students in Trenton, New Jersey in 1922. “Frequently they do this as an assumption of the superiority of years but do not let them fool you.” The war experience had made clear how “at this very moment you are fit to assume all the responsibilities of citizenship quite as well as you will be when you are twenty-one years of age but the government will not give you the chance.” Toward the goal of publically demonstrating these capacities and, still convinced that it was “too bad that every young man and woman cannot have a training like the citizens of the Junior Republic,” George restarted the junior municipality program. Self-Government Inc.: A Council for Democratic Training backed his long-standing ambition that junior municipalities “soon become a recognized factor in the municipal government” of the US. The organization Welling had founded as the School Citizens Committee had changed its name once again, reflecting its broadened interest in self-government across factories and prisons alongside schools and its merger with the Council for Democratic Training. Targeting a demographic past the age limit served by schools, Scouts, and other youth organizations—young people ages sixteen to twenty-one—the group launched a campaign for one hundred junior municipalities by 1922.34
The postwar climate of intense concern about juvenile delinquency and the conviction that educational and recreational programming diverted youth from bad behavior prompted George to make crime control increasingly prominent in his efforts to recruit people and money to his cause. “American cities can reduce crime and gain a greater degree of obedience to law by paying more attention to the youth of the land, investing greater responsibility in boys between the ages of 16 and 21, and by perfecting a junior republic to extend from coast to coast,” one reporter summarized his address to the Akron Kiwanis Club. Despite continued adamancy that his republics were not reformatories, George and his associates were greatly frustrated by the many instances he failed to receive credit for his ideas. As Mrs. Daddy scribbled on a clipping about the honor system at Delaware’s New Castle Workhouse: “Some of Daddy’s Prison ideas or Social Sanitarium Ideas but no credit given to Daddy.”35
They were particularly annoyed when Thomas Osborne was hailed for inventing prison self-government. As early as 1914, when Sing Sing’s Mutual Welfare League debuted, the Ithaca Journal accused Osborne of stealing the spotlight despite having previously scoffed at George’s “plan to make the prisoners in a state institution self-governing.” As prison self-government spread and inmates graduated to freedom, many helped Osborne with publicity and organized league reunions. George’s essay “Prison Walls without a Prison” (1917) attempted to stake his claim for what was being called the Osborne system. The Creel Committee, much impressed by George’s ideas of democracy and discipline, circulated the essay overseas. Yet while academic criminology texts at home cited George and penologists continued to visit Freeville, Osborne’s name was better known in correctional contexts, particularly after Osborne became civilian commander of Portsmouth Naval Prison in 1917.36
As George sought public credit for behavioral improvements in Freeville and further afield, his explanations for juvenile delinquency departed from the era’s common wisdom. Such behavior was not merely the result of young people who were bad or bored, he argued. Rather, it occurred on account of the excessive infantilization that organizations such as his junior republics and junior municipalities tried to address. “The same youth who would shout at a policeman at the drop of a hat … [if] sworn in as a policeman, would chase gangsters until his legs dropped off,” he explained. The rare occasions when adult supervisors had to intervene in disciplinary matters were typically linked to young people’s eagerness for harsh punishment, such as the Freeville legislator who threatened to starve those who chose not to work.37
Although the first junior municipalities in Ithaca and Cortland had encountered dwindling interest from area youth even before their wartime suspension, communities from Oswego, New York, to Glen Ridge, New Jersey, now embraced the program. Backing from the Daughters of the American Revolution helped to establish another in New York City’s Bowling Green neighborhood. Simultaneously, Welling’s organization selected the neighborhood around Columbia University, where Miller was an instructor in government, for a demonstration project. Teachers College faculty, including William Andrews and Elbert Fretwell, offered assistance, as did the local American Legion post. Yet university administrators’ concerns that there would be too few Republican youth and that Columbia students wouldn’t be the chief beneficiaries prompted them to abandon that plan in favor of reviving the junior municipality in East Orange, New Jersey.38
Wilson Gill, who had pushed for legislation to mandate school republics immediately before the war, also continued his efforts, now under the auspices of the Constitutional League of America (established 1920) and the School Republic Federation of the USA (established 1925). Although David Snedden joined critics of Gill’s plans, school cities and republics regularly appeared in texts on classroom management and school discipline as well as civics instruction and progressive education, testaments to the many parties who endorsed their continued spread. From urban Washington, D.C., to rural Cook County, Illinois, from private institutions such as New York City’s Ethical Culture School to public schools across Alaska, Gill’s self-government scheme continued to spread. He too stepped up talk about its anticrime benefits while simultaneously touting its value as a tool for mutual understanding in an increasingly interconnected world. (Like some immigrants before them, for example, children in Kotzebue, Alaska, had banned the local language in favor of English in schools.) Despite the demonstrated support for bringing republic activities beyond classrooms and clubhouses into public settings, however, Gill never revived his plan for collaborations with local authorities.39
Now on the West Coast, Willis Brown attempted to reinstate himself as head of the Boy City movement, making use of media as publicity tools. Photoplays like “A Boy and the Law” (1914) spread the gospel of youth self-government and word of the “National Boy City” (which embarked on a round-the-world tour but never made it to the Panama-Pacific International Exposition). A few years later, Brown founded the Boy City Film Company in Culver City, California, and enlisted King Vidor to direct Boy City, the first of several delinquency prevention films Vidor made for his patron. Although in covering topics from peer pressure to race relations to immigrant patriotism, the films addressed subjects of national concern, Brown’s efforts were unsuccessful. His own conduct continued to get him into trouble, and a mistress shot him dead in 1931.40
With junior Chautauqua reaching more than a million rural boys and girls in over 900 US towns in the 1920s, the junior town movement registered greater success. Movement leaders called in authorities on child development, including National Child Labor Committee general secretary Owen Lovejoy, New York City Bureau of Child Hygiene director Dr. S. Josephine Baker, Teachers College scouting and recreation professor Elbert Fretwell, and Junior Achievement Bureau director O. H. Benson, to get the weeklong summer programs on more permanent footing. From West Stockbridge, Massachusetts, to Buhl, Iowa, to Glendale, California, the organization partnered with schools and playgrounds to keep junior towns operating after the Chautauqua’s departure. They soon functioned as community-oriented service programs under local supervision. The Junior Town of Cashmere, Washington, for example, was studying the city water system and the problem of typhoid fever, which had followed residents’ use of ditch water and river water for drinking. It was “a thrilling experience” for children “to find they are a part of the show,” particularly when these civic dramatizations aimed to expand community recreation opportunities: “Several junior towns are discussing the need for swimming pools and obtaining the co-operation of older folk in planning for them. Others are discussing the need for supervision of playgrounds during the summer, to protect apparatus and promote the right kind of leadership in games.”41
At schools, playgrounds, reformatories, and summer camps, other postwar juvenile democracies proliferated separately from these ambitious organizations. In Philadelphia, the Smith Memorial Playgrounds operated three self-governing villages from 1921. A Progress City offshoot debuted in Utica, New York. Ford revived its dormant republic under a new director. Georgia’s Juvenile State, which had sputtered, was rebuilt. And the City of Newsboyville debuted in Boston from 1927. Although Milwaukee’s Newsboy Republic continued (swelling to 7,000 members), Boston’s ceased operations when Philip Davis left office. Harry Burroughs, a Russian immigrant and former Boston newsboy, organized its successor through the private “Burroughs newsboys club” in cooperation with local public schools. William George was in frequent touch with the leadership of these organizations, exchanging ideas and offering counsel. He even helped with job placement—for example, securing Lester Babcock a position working with Charles Bradley at the Boston Farm and Trades School. Other youth organizations that debuted after the war such as Model League of Nations took civic dramatizations in new directions.42
These and other youth democracies operated in a context in which female suffrage was now a nationwide reality—and the republic movement had played a part in this turn of events. “Girl suffrage” in Freeville was repeatedly referenced in women’s franchise campaigns. As Harriet May Miles testified to a senate committee on suffrage in 1902,
A few years ago the girls [at the GJR] thought, as some women think to-day, that they did not wish to vote, and there was a boy running for president who was very much opposed to the enfranchisement of the girls, and he said: “It would be unwomanly for you to vote. You do not wish to vote, do you?’ And somebody foolishly said they did not. But a little while afterwards a tax was levied, and the girls found that they were taxed much more heavily in the republic than the boys, and then they began to open their eyes, and they thought if it was womanly for a girl to pay her taxes, and to pay such heavy taxes, it might be womanly for her to vote and decide what the taxes should be. That is the justice we ask at your hands to-day.
Women’s clubs had also played at democracy to rehearse for political participation—for example Chicago women’s clubs “played city.” The American Women’s Republic briefly emulated George’s republic by setting up a model community in Missouri.43
William George, who told an audience at New York State woman suffrage headquarters he “never was a suffragist” until he saw how interested the girls were in the government of the republic, was among those converted after viewing female franchise holders and officials firsthand. Frustrated in his prewar programs that girls could only “vote from the time they are sixteen until they are twenty-one” and then “return to the status of idiots and criminals,” he was excited by junior municipalities’ revival after the Twentieth Amendment. Girls were also enthused: “It’s lots more fun … to learn citizenship ourselves than have it taught to us through books and lectures. It’s so much more like the real thing you know,” said one junior councilwoman. Junior town clerk May C. McLaughlin explained, “It appeals to all types of girls. There is plenty of pep and excitement for the frivolous type, and the sincere debater finds outlet for her talents in many ways. Our meetings are never tiresome. It’s so much more fun to work out problems of civic interest ourselves than to have older people tell us about them.” Other political reformers contacted juvenile officials, asking them to try alternative government arrangements in the hopes of demonstrating the superiority of their policy proposals.44
Related activities continued—from student government and dramatic education to junior police and juvenile sanitary inspectors, to Camp Fire Girls and Queens of Avalon—as schools’ embrace of extracurricular activities and membership in youth organizations sustained their growth patterns. In the postwar period, the educators, youth workers, and public officials who ran these activities would seek to maintain young people’s interest in participation by finding novel challenges for youth. New undertakings such as junior traffic patrols, Boy Scout radio signaling, and Girl Scout cookie sales offered both developmental and economic benefits, underscoring how narratives of the growth in school attendance and leisure-time youth organizations must be expanded to include the stories of how a growing force of young people continued to help construct the sheltered childhood and in turn the American state.45
Cars, Communications, and Cookies
The surge of postwar automobility was a catalyst for major transformations to America’s municipal environments, and a new source of fears. Children were frequent accident victims because their street behavior was less cautious than adults’ and their smaller size made them harder for drivers to see. Particularly concerning were the many cases of pupils hurt or killed as they arrived or departed school. Frustrated that automobiles caused more fatalities than war or disease, police reminded the public to drive safely at back-to-school time. Yet these warnings were insufficient. President Herbert Hoover convened a conference on street and highway safety, which concluded that education was needed to address the new threat.46
At the center of what became known as “safety education” were juvenile traffic patrols. School administrators and police outfitted students with uniforms, badges, whistles, and placards; trained them to make road safety signage, direct traffic, and guide peers across streets; and delegated police powers for traffic management. Although some boys grumbled that girls distracted drivers, many squads were coed.47
Detroit, center of the auto industry, hosted one of the first in 1919. Other local governments followed, particularly in car-loving California. Massachusetts educators and police eagerly pushed their program through the state’s education department, expanding youth activities to include traffic courts in which juvenile offenders were tried by their peers. Many of these organizations aimed to be self-governing, electing officers and establishing regulations. Statistics on traffic incidents soon confirmed accidents reduced and lives saved.48
Thanks to educators’ growing interest in absorbing community-based youth organizations into extracurricular activities, schools now ran numerous Scout troops, and they took on responsibility for safety squads in many communities. Pupils in St. Louis, for example, elected the entire Scout organization as their junior safety cadet corps. To get the program off the ground, city officials took responsibility for testing the Scouts who wished to receive safety merit badges. Troops in Buffalo and Hartford took on similar duties.49
Figure 5.7
Boy Scouts and radio.
Source: Arthur Lynch, “A Compact Portable Wireless Set: A Complete Wireless Telephone Transmitting and Receiving Station Which May Be Carried by a Single Boy Scout,” Radio Broadcast 1 (1922).
Scouts’ signaling expertise and the era’s semaphore traffic signals were an obvious match. Federal authorities soon enlisted their facility with radio communications. Like automobility, radio was largely unregulated in its early years. Scouts were eager explorers of the airwaves from wireless communication’s debut. Building sets was a regular troop activity so that Scouts could listen to and communicate with parties around the world. Government restrictions on spectrum use during the 1910s did not dull these amateurs’ use. “It is doubtful if any one subject studied by Boy Scouts is as popular as radio,” Radio Broadcast editor Arthur Lynch declared in 1922.50
Although accounts of boys’ postwar engagements with radio communications typically focus on how their playful activities were largely restricted after interfering with government and corporate broadcasting interests, regulations did not place public officials and boys completely at odds. As the military transitioned from telegraphy to radio communications, leaders recognized that a reliable national wireless network required an infrastructure of humans as well as machines. Authorities thus set out to direct amateurs’ radio activities to help make the new system work.51
Scouts were central in these efforts. The US Navy invited them to receive information from naval radio stations (mostly storm warnings and weather predictions) and relay them to local authorities by “radio; land telegraph, telephone, mail … semaphore, Morse with a flag or heliograph [mirror].” The combination “radio and messenger system” could reach most Americans within twenty-four hours with emergency information; by 1920 it was already in place in forty-two of the forty-eight US states. The US Army established its Army Amateur Radio System five years later, also for purposes of emergency communications and disaster relief, including backup communications for local, state, and federal agencies. Military officials coordinated youth engagement nationwide. Publications and hands-on training opportunities from military authorities and the Scouting organization set standards for boys’ participation, such as making these activities the basis of a merit badge in 1925 and offering (through the navy) training as “pioneer scouts” or (through the army) a free two-week signaling camp for those who passed a correspondence course.52
Construction and maintenance took priority over use of these emergency communications systems, with a few exceptions. When a flood struck New England in 1927, Scouts sprang into action with radio alongside the other disaster relief methods they had previously employed. Seeing the network’s value to colleagues in other agencies, administrators at the US Department of Agriculture began to use it as well.53
Although Girl Scouts had similarly demonstrated signaling skills in public performance from their organization’s debut, a merit badge in radio was not created. (A telegrapher badge is listed in the 1925 handbook, however.) Cookie sales were a central focus of their postwar activities, offering funding and publicity for the growing organization.54
Established several years after Boys Scouts and more modern in its outlook on female identity than other girls’ organizations, Girl Scouts operated a similar role-play-oriented program in which participants’ natural inclinations were directed to developmental goals. This “democratic, self-governing and flexible” organization offered a learn-by-doing approach to domestic training while enabling girls to explore other identities. “A Girl Scout may be an artist, a beekeeper, a business woman, a craftsman, or a dancer; an electrician, a farmer, a musician, a scribe, a swimmer, or a star gazer,” official publications declared. Participants drew inspiration from historical figures such as Sacajawea, whose skills as an explorer were critical in the Lewis and Clark mission; Louisa May Alcott, a proficient writer and homemaker; and Anna Shaw, a pioneer in learning by doing, for whom “The tests and sports for mastering which we earn badges were life’s ordinary problems to her. … She never knew it, but surely she was a real Girl Scout!”55
Despite these direct adaptations of the Boy Scout philosophy, and leaders’ confidence that girls easily played such roles even when not being watched by somebody who “stands ready to report on her conduct,” Girl Scouts were on shakier ground. The existence of a “girl problem” equivalent to concerns about boys remained an open question. Finding volunteers to lead all interested girls and funding program operations were continuing challenges. In the 1920s, as the national organization expanded leadership development opportunities for prospective troop leaders, it also discovered that making girls’ training for the cooking merit badge a public event simultaneously bettered the girls and the organization’s bottom line.56
The Scouts’ first cookie sale predated the US entry into World War I, when an Oklahoma troop peddled homemade cookies in school to raise funds for its activities. In July 1922, the Scouting magazine published a cookie recipe from Chicago Scout leader Florence Neil that could be sold at seven times its cost. One year later, the cookie had become the chief symbol of the Girl Scouts.57
Early baking and selling tactics varied widely. Some used Neil’s nationally published recipe; others used their own; still others gave recipes to local bakeries to assist in production. As girls in Boston hawked cookies on street corners and in public squares, New York City girls stationed themselves on Wall Street and in shopping districts. In Cambridge, Massachusetts, girls baked in shop windows to generate interest and sold cookies from cars driving through the city. In smaller communities such as Oak Park, Illinois, door-to-door delivery was the norm. Still other troops who “scoffed at … modern methods of distribution—cars, baskets, boxes, and bags,” like those in Appleton, Wisconsin, delivered cookies from baby carriages.58
Valuing the Valueless Child
In her landmark Pricing the Priceless Child, Viviana Zelizer interprets school safety patrols as signals of modern norms ascribing pricelessness to youth. She also notes the comparative difficulty of controlling the dangers posed by adult drivers and the comparative ease of disciplining children to protect themselves. The evidence presented here about safety squads and other youth activities confirms her assessment while simultaneously identifying how, as they disciplined themselves to their priceless identity, young people made value for the public and private actors typically assigned credit for sheltering youth. Attending to the political economy of youth-serving institutions and the state in this period reveals how the role-plays that adjusted youth to new norms supplied vital assistance to both such that, in many cases, young people played pivotal roles constructing the sheltered childhood themselves.59
From the George Junior Republic to junior town service projects, such effects are widely apparent in the era’s juvenile democracies, but the phenomenon could be seen farther afield. School-based traffic squads not only educated children about the need to be mindful in the modern transportation environment, these students addressed a municipal man-power shortage and served as future civil service recruits. Boy Scouts’ collaborations with military authorities not only directed boys to use the airwaves in ways that minimized interference with government operations, they supplied “the only connecting link between the Navy radio stations and thousands of towns and cities” and enabled military authorities to establish “a large pool of volunteer radio operators without the expense of adding them to the Army’s payroll.” And Girl Scout cookie sales around the country did not merely expand girls’ cooking practice; domestic education as public spectacle sold both cookies and the organization, recruiting volunteer leaders and raising funds for troop uniforms, conferences, camps, and buildings. Still other organizations, such as the National Child Welfare Association’s school-based Knighthood of Youth (established 1924) underscored the belief that community service was an expression of good citizenship and character rather than unpaid labor.60
As in earlier eras, organizers acknowledged these contributions while finding new ways to highlight the benefits to youth. Yet alongside the mass institutionalization of so many role-plays of adult life in the 1920s, talk of “educational” and “recreational” programming increasingly replaced discussions about “models” of occupational experiences or civic dramatizations. With increasingly implicit reference to some “real world” adult activity, associations with schools and youth-serving institutions served as shorthand for child protection.
Thus the junior traffic patrols that compensated for municipalities’ limited human resources by placing “trained boys” (and girls) in the middle of the streets long perceived as hazardous environments to “protect small pupils against the dangers of automobiles, trucks and other vehicles” were components of a learn-by-doing curriculum of safety education—even as junior safety officers were injured or killed in the line of duty. A National Safety Council promoted this interpretation through curricular resources that praised the patrols for appealing to pupils’ zest for dramatization. Related activities were opportunities for improving child protection. In Birmingham, pupils conducted schools and home safety inspections. In Grand Rapids, they collected data on the numbers and sources of cars on the main streets to analyze and improve traffic flow. In Milwaukee, in addition to pupil Safety Cadets, newsboys issued circulars on the dangers of jaywalking, while Boy Scouts painted “Cross at Crossing” signs on sidewalks at busy intersections. Such activities provided a “suitable laboratory in which one may convert safety knowledge into safety habits.”61
Similarly, Boy Scouts’ roles in the federal-local radio communication system, which made each Scout troop “as necessary in its community as the local post office,” were billed as a constructive recreational activity. Scout leaders and public officials recognized the arrangement recruited operators not yet of age for military service and exposed them to risks of electrocution, deafness, or unsavory public communications. Yet they hailed the arrangement as a positive influence, a mechanism for taking boys off the streets for “home study in tinkering,” reducing their potential delinquent recreational activities, and vitalizing their education for modern careers, part of a larger emphasis on “learn by doing” in postwar Scouting.62
Girl Scout cookie sales benefited the Scouting organization rather than any government agency. Yet the sales which turned troops into factories to manufacture and sell thousands of cookies and publicize the organization were celebrated for vitalizing domestic training. In stark contrast to recent resistance to the girls’ continued participation in Liberty Loan drives, Scout leaders and public officials largely supported these transactions on account of how they brought girls’ domestic sensibilities onto public spaces. In baking and selling, Girls Scouts showed how they were learning to be like one of the many grandmothers who “knew an immense number of practical things that have been entirely left out of our town-bred lives”—an educational philosophy also being taught in demonstration kitchens and homes. Troop leaders further directed attention away from the monetary exchanges to the benefits girls earned from successful participation—for example, a new uniform, a week at camp, or in some cases a merit badge. (That the act of fundraising for organizational maintenance garnered a cooking badge was particularly noteworthy, because Girl Scouts could vie for a “business woman” badge at the time.)63
Participants shared with organizers the sense they were engaged in playful education or educational play rather than uncompensated work. “Just what do the members themselves of the [safety] patrol think of their duties?” inquired one journalist. Patrol captain Barney Millman “grinned broadly. ‘Gee, I’ll say it’s great. It’s got football licked to a frazzle.’” This writer’s observation that the youthful officers were the envy of all their peers characterized the response across the US; so many wanted to participate in Boston’s junior traffic forces, for example, that the Lion’s Club raised money for uniforms the city could not afford. Radio became an obsession, yielding Scouts seriously committed to their new hobby, and the occasional boy so devoted to his amateur station that he neglected his schoolwork, prompting his parents to convince the federal radio commission to suspend his license. Girl Scouts relished the baking and selling season, with many disappointed it was not a year-round activity.64
By the end of the 1920s, then, decades of common wisdom in developmental psychology had been adapted to a wide range of programs of adult-directed activities at schools and youth-serving institutions, inside classrooms and on campuses and extending into broader spaces of communities and the airwaves, as well. This evidence supports scholars’ previous contentions that the sheltered childhood had become a reality for many young people while simultaneously suggesting how role-plays of adulthood represented a second, equally essential pillar of the American youth experience. Chicago Boys Club administrator Walter Stone observed substantial changes in young people’s lives since the turn of the century, in part because of cultural, social, and economic developments and in part because of deliberate interventions by adults. Praising the expansion of scientifically based “social engineering on the field of boyhood motivation,” he singled out trends from the choice to tap natural groups in the community, to the effort to control youth by organizing activities around their interests, to the decision to let young people do things themselves, to the preference for “real living” rather than artificial activities, to “the shift from external control and discipline in the hands of adult authority to experimentation with self-government.” Stone’s review implicitly attested to how, despite George’s frustration with many of the educators and youth workers he encountered, key tenets of the republic approach were being widely used.65
George had not yet succeeded in creating a national network of junior republics and junior municipalities, but his work had helped inspire the mass popularization of their component activities. Ironically, with the large-scale institutionalization of republic principles and practices came new ways of talking about them that concealed the very reasons for their mass popularization. The earlier sense that student governments, vocational education, home economics, Scouting, and junior policing offered access to vicarious experiences of adult life lost ground to the sense that these were authentic educational and recreational activities for youth. The new lexicon made young people’s economic contributions more difficult to see.
Erving Goffman has observed that “real” is a “contrast term … ‘unreal’ phenomena equally can serve as the original of which something else is a mere mock-up, leading one to think that what is sovereign is relationship, not substance.” Histories of representational techniques from effigies to photography have established people’s propensity to treat artifacts initially understood as copies as items with their own authenticity in the longer term. These accounts resonate with how perceptions of youth activities unfolded and how talk of double lives similarly disappeared. Trends in developmental psychology and the social sciences in the 1920s were a catalyst for this changing conversation as an earlier emphasis on imitation and suggestion in individual and societal development was replaced by attention to group-level processes and symbolic communication became the new focus for discussions about the educational and socialization potentials of simulation and subjectivity in the modern age.66
Reconstructing the Postwar Self
The consensus view of child development associated with G. Stanley Hall came under fire in the 1920s as researchers determined that biological explanations of self rooted in role-play were necessary but not sufficient. The University of Chicago’s George Herbert Mead was a particularly influential exponent of the new interactionist view. Trained with Hall, Josiah Royce, and William James and moving in circles with Charles Horton Cooley and John Dewey, Mead agreed with his mentors that role-plays of adult life were critical to children’s identity development. Yet impersonations of “specific others” were merely a first step. According to Mead, the self emerged only after a second, more complex form of game-based role-playing in which individuals internalized the roles of all others in the game together with its rules—the “generalized other.” If the turn-of-the-century self was biological and made in role-plays of individuals, the 1920s self was too—but only as prelude to being socially made by groups. In this new framework, social sciences such as sociology and political science with understandings of human groupings now became relevant to understanding the American youth experience.67
Group studies had attracted interest in psychology from the early 1900s as the sense that personality was social became increasingly common. This analytic framework for understanding individual and societal development gathered strength after the war as notions of multiple identity were largely subsumed into assumptions about individuals in groups. As psychologists turned their attention to group processes they widened their definition of collective influence as well. Mead identified two major types: “concrete social classes or subgroups” in which “individual members are directly related to one another” versus “abstract social classes or subgroups” in which these members “are related to one another only more or less indirectly, and which only more or less indirectly function as social units, but which afford unlimited possibilities for the widening and ramifying and enriching of the social relations among all the individual members of the given society as an organized and unified whole.”68
Other scholars, including L. L. Bernard, trained in sociology at University of Chicago and teaching there alongside Mead in the 1920s, labeled these direct versus indirect contacts, differentiating between in-person and mediated encounters on a spectrum of modes of communication and association that could be characterized as more or less vicarious. This formulation built on prior inquiries in the imitation-suggestion tradition, conceptualizing media environments and physical environments as parallel worlds, and observing that the “multiplication of psycho-social contacts or relationships” made possible by mass media was the defining feature of modern life. Contemporary humans were “brought in touch with a great many models representing all types of behavior,” Bernard explained. These trends equally influenced Mead’s quantitatively oriented psychology colleagues such as L. L. Thurstone who, in moving toward greater experimentalism and skeptical about earlier instinct-based studies, pioneered new mathematical techniques to measure the social dimensions of individual psychology—for example, how individual attitudes were influenced by peers or “measuring attitudes toward the movies.”69
Group influence equally attracted research attention from sociologists and political scientists attending to questions about community cohesion and public opinion in mass society. The University of Chicago was a hub for these cross-disciplinary conversations and a center for efforts to make the social sciences more scientific and empirical. Mead’s sociology colleagues, including Robert Park and Ernest Burgess, looked to plant and animal ecology as models for studying interactions between humans and their environments and the roles of individuals in groups, borrowing the vocabulary of conflict, accommodation, and succession to describe the general laws of community organization and disorganization. Together with Frederic Thrasher and Paul Cressey, they studied the social implications as media supplemented face-to-face encounters, such as how the newspapers reproducing village life supplied novel forms of interaction and virtual community for immigrants dispersed across cities as well as more proximate neighborhood groups. Political scientists Charles Merriam and Harold Lasswell set out to understand the public opinion shaping the collective behavior of “political animals,” in particular, as journalist Walter Lippman put it in his bestselling Public Opinion (1922), how the vicarious “pictures in our heads” which served as the basis for action (rather than the reality of “the world outside”) got made. The concept of propaganda, what Lasswell described as “the control of opinion by significant symbols … stories, rumors, reports, pictures and other forms of social suggestion” rather than “the control of mental states by changing such objective conditions as the supply of cigarettes or the chemical composition of food,” was central to their interpretations. Early studies cataloged varied influence tactics toward analyzing their comparative effects; colleague Harold Gosnell’s experiments on voter behavior (in which an experimental group received mailings whereas a control group did not) explored how attitudes and opinions could be manipulated on a broader scale in the absence of real-world change.70
In a context of greater attention to social environments in the development of self and society, scholarly work across the social sciences came to carry greater weight in efforts to understand child development. Equally, social scientists studied young people to shed light on their larger questions. Quantitative psychologists who found their experimental studies of attitudes and peer influence most easily conducted on the college populations they taught filled journals with accounts of student opinions and attitudes on topics from war to race under a range of experimental conditions. Sociologists’ interest in the laws organizing communities prompted inquiries into the juvenile delinquency that manifested as “social disorganization,” with Harvey Zorbaugh, Paul Cressey, Frederic Thrasher, Clifford Shaw, Henry McKay, and Walter Reckless discovering in the presence or absence of Scout troops, YMCAs, and boys and girls clubs clues to behavior patterns. Equally they studied media’s influence on youth behavior, investigating newspapers, comics, tabloids, film, radio, and photography within a spectrum of activities and institutions they labeled as the “total situation” of environmental forces shaping modern life: the “bewildering and frequently conflicting behavior norms as set by movies, radio, magazines, schools, churches, social classes, and so forth.” Political scientists seeking to understand the social bases of political cohesion and cultural reproduction investigated diverse modes of youth-oriented propaganda and persuasion techniques in textbooks, fairy tales, Scout troops, and church groups. Merriam, who proposed that children offered a compelling subject for study, assembled a team to prepare a comparison of civic education and public opinion in several nations.71
As this research into group processes revised the common wisdom about youth development and other subjects, it simultaneously offered novel interpretations for the successes of prior and ongoing educational initiatives and youth programs including junior republics, junior police, and Scouts. Frederic Thrasher’s landmark dissertation The Gang attests to how youth-oriented studies of the 1920s supported such adult-supervised activities as antidotes to juvenile delinquency while simultaneously obscuring young people’s contributions to the outcomes they tracked. Equally it makes clear how, alongside the reinterpretation of youth activities as authentic in their own right rather than dramatizations of something else, discussions of imitation, suggestion, and modern subjectivity shifted to the analysis of mass media in the lives of youth.
Thrasher’s study of the quintessential “natural” grouping of young people (he called the gang a “play-group”) exemplifies the new generation of research on child development. Going beyond biological mechanisms to attend to environmental factors in the broad community setting and the local context of the group, Thrasher made peer influence his focus for understanding youth gangs’ “mechanisms of control.” Each “individual member of a gang is almost wholly controlled by the force of group opinion,” he explained.
The way everybody in the gang does or thinks is usually sufficient justification or dissuasion for the gang boy … he is really feeling the pressure of public opinion in that part of his own social world which is most vital to him and in which he wishes to maintain status … opinion in the gang manifests its pressure in the variety of mechanisms.72
Such opinion could be directed to a variety of ends from law breaking to constructive activities, and it is here that Thrasher’s analysis anchored a new interpretation of how programs like junior republics, junior police, and Scouts—each committed to transforming gangs rather than destroying them—actually worked. In agreement with earlier observers that directing rather than suppressing young people’s natural energies was key to behavior management, and that peer influence could aid adults in these efforts, Thrasher departed from the view that such programs satisfied young people’s developmental needs to recapitulate prior stages of the human race or expressed a more general dramatic or imitative instinct. He suggested instead such interventions worked by reshaping public opinion of the gang’s natural democracy, building community cohesion as a counterforce to environmental disorganization.73
Echoing work from G. Stanley Hall and J. Adams Puffer complaining that public commentaries missed the more positive aspects of youth gangs, Thrasher’s account provided new fuel for arguments about supervision without supervisors by assigning much of the responsibility for change to the group itself. According to this view, each gang was “a rudimentary society with a constructive tendency,” with “the crude sort of democracy which is almost universal in such groups”—confirming earlier observers’ view of “how deep the principles of republicanism strike into human nature, even when it is immature.” These organizations’ successes thus resulted from adult supervisors having tapped young people’s abilities to help themselves, using group processes to reshape public opinion and create order in their rudimentary society. “It is group action—directed toward ends that are intelligible to the boy members themselves—through which order is established and habits are formed that are wholesome, or at least, harmless.” As it cited work by William George, Lyman Beecher Stowe, and others, Thrasher’s account provided an alternative lexicon for the long-standing finding that when young people were given greater responsibilities, infractions rapidly dwindled, and that kids were more effective at disciplining other youth than were adults.74
In short, as Thrasher championed a range of recreational youth activities first popularized around a philosophy of impersonation at a distance—for instance, recreation as some adult reality re-created—his analysis scarcely referenced the act of impersonation. (Under “imitation,” for example, his index directed readers to “Social patterns and the gang.”) At a time when the reference to some real world adult activity—senators and businesspeople in junior republics, heroic explorers for Scouts, police officers for junior police—was now implicitly understood in public talk about education and recreation, the focus on group processes in studies of youth development further deflected attention from these real world referents. Signs of the older language of mirroring were still apparent, for example, in the observation that each gang more generally “reflects in its activities the adult life and the customs of the particular community where it is found.” Yet the earlier view that such programs provided kids the opportunity to simultaneously inhabit two times, places, or identities through the role-playing opportunities they supplied was largely superseded by attention to their roles as individuals within social groups, an experience dominated by what sociologist Emory Bogardus called “social mirrors” to refer to the socially reflected self rather than to reflections or mirrors of the adult social world.75
A growing flexibility across youth programs to organizational structures that did not seek to duplicate some adult activity helped to cement this shift. Early republic organizers’ ambition was to copy some real world analog: the US, Chicago, New York State. The question of what constituted realistic versus fictitious simulations was paramount, sparking George’s reflections on how the Freeville experience might be improved and his frustrations with efforts to duplicate it in other settings. In this context, departures from realism were typically rationalized in the service of making things more “real” for participants. The addition of town meetings to Freeville’s federal system and Progress City’s city manager plan, the opening of full suffrage to girls in many settings, and discussions of how to provoke controversies in the Ithaca junior municipality were decisions taken toward active engagement from greater numbers of youth—opportunities to keep their interest alive and make things more “republicky” in a conceptual sense to achieve the Goo Goo agenda. The choice to avoid recognizable political parties—such as the Rights and Lefts in Omaha’s Kellom School City, the Optimus and Maximus parties in the State of Columbia, the Land and Water parties in Winona Boy City, and the complete lack of parties at the Hebrew Sheltering Guardian Society’s republics—were deliberate efforts to be “free from all factionalism,” as George put it, and “to name the various parties so that the ideals rather than the party name would form the attraction.” The addition of unusual political offices such as Hamilton Fish Park’s city departments of athletics and gymnastics or the Milwaukee Newsboys’ secretary of athletics encouraged participants to bring self-government into their recreational activities.76
Now, from the republics that eschewed “adaptations of adult government organizations” in favor of “playground councils,” “youth governments” and “boys towns” (much as in factories and prisons), to the growing preference for student councils and safety patrols over student senates and junior police, to the Scouts who were encouraged to be ideal boys rather than ideal men, the declining pressure to model or dramatize adult experiences was broadly apparent across a range of youth activities. “Authentic reproductions” persisted—such as student governments with public works and street cleaning departments or home economics classes in model kitchens. Yet now these were merely among the myriad options for educational and recreational programming. Performance-oriented approaches to youth development continued, but these specific activities (vocational education, Scouting, and so on)—with the exception of the Model League of Nations and later Model UN—lost their association with dramatization.77
As it shifted the conversation about youth activities away from dramatic impersonation, Thrasher’s gang study revealed how interest in the educational and socialization potential of role-plays and vicarious experience, as well as modern subjectivity, did not entirely disappear. As some educators and youth workers turned to performance studies, these researchers moved their attention to question the extent to which young people were influenced, for better or for worse, by the media they consumed. The assumption that media shaped youth behavior had undergirded both reformers’ anxious accounts of children’s leisure activities and the industry of juvenile literature about heroic figures past and present. Although an earlier generation of analysts had theorized to some extent about symbolic communication—for example, William Forbush musing on the vicarious experience afforded by stereoscopic views—media studies were largely a postwar undertaking after the perceived wartime successes of the Creel Committee on Public Information drew attention to the influences of newspapers, film, and radio on group thought and action. Now evidence mounted that the content of comic books, dime novels, radio, and film supplied models for young people’s behavior and actions, and that youthful audiences occasionally confused the stories they encountered with “real life.” Despite evidence to the contrary—such as Thrasher’s discovery that older youth strategically blamed media to excuse their misdeeds—media studies in subsequent decades would take a decidedly narrower media-centric view. In the social scientific framework of this period, however, such indirect contacts were merely one feature of what researchers called the “total situation.”78
Revenge Effects
The scientific approaches to education and youth work that made gains “adjusting” young people to modern life by the 1920s showed signs of unraveling. Expanded numbers in prolonged schooling and afterschool activities—in evidence in the growth of public high school attendance from 110,000 in 1880 to 519,000 in 1900 to 2.2 million in 1920—created a mass youth culture that began to chafe at adult control. The contrast between Columbia Teachers College Professor George Coe’s story “The Children’s Republic” (1921), which juxtaposed children’s purity and adults’ corruption, and his subsequent pessimistic manifesto What Ails Our Youth? (1924) underscored this turn of events.79
Democratic approaches to management already had faced visible setbacks at factories and prisons. Alongside the public critics of industrial democracy who suggested it was too simplistic and opponents of prisoner self-government who charged it excessively coddled inmates, the dismantling of worker democracies and Mutual Welfare Leagues, together with more dramatic industrial strikes and prison riots at venues such as William Demuth and Co. (1919) and Auburn Prison (1929), highlight the limits of these methods for addressing institutions’ structural deficiencies. The common interests that had brought educators and youth workers to these institutions before the war had continued into the 1920s to some extent (for example, establishing playgrounds and Scout troops at firms), and this turn of events soon had parallels for the nation’s youth as peer influence increasingly mobilized the young people frustrated that adults were not taking seriously their political and economic concerns.80
As the cultural and economic optimism of the 1920s gave way to the Depression of the 1930s, a period when adult disenchantment with the American way of life expressed itself through activism, young people began to question the status quo: politics, economics, and their social positions within these systems. Updating complaints about reformatories’ contributions to the crime problem, educators and youth workers now discovered that the schools and youth-serving institutions organized with attention to democratic group processes had become media for encouraging these trends. With his research having offered up the possibility that all youth were potential delinquents on account of how human groupings were always “in a condition of unstable equilibrium,” as changing membership, interests, and other factors shaped their “continuous flux and flow,” Thrasher observed how these environments created “opportunities for social contagion of undesirable social attitudes and patterns of conduct” as much as opportunities for social control.81
During the 1910s, BBR citizens’ advocacy had seemed comparatively extreme. This had continued into the 1920s, with citizens investigating child labor conditions in eastern Pennsylvania in 1924, interviewing the US Secretary of Labor, and holding conferences with the governors of Pennsylvania and New York to improve the plight of their peers. Yet the sense that their advocacy was outside the bounds of typical youth behavior proved to be a short-lived state of affairs. The American Youth Congress, an umbrella organization of several hundred groups, issued a “Declaration of the Rights of American Youth” (1936) and subsequently rallied Congress to pass the American Youth Act, a complementary aid package. A World Youth Congress linked Americans with peers in other countries, offering close-up views of potential alternative political and economic systems.82
Figure 5.8
Boys Brotherhood Republic calls on Cook County warden.
Source: Life of the Boys Brotherhood Republic (Chicago: BBR, 1938).
Although the extent to which training in the “new civics” supported such behavior rather than the more docile character development educators and youth workers espoused remains an open question, it is clear that these organizations together with the Southern Negro Youth Congress—comprised of local youth councils, model youth congresses, and youth legislatures—were radical alternatives to their self-government ideal. Issues of education, jobs, civil rights, and militarism were paramount for these and other groups. Identifying persistent gaps between schooling and the job market, these young activists suggested that despite the addition of subjects such as vocational education, extracurricular activities were of greatest relevance to students’ employment needs. Surveys from such organizations as the American Youth Commission of the American Council on Education (directed by University of Chicago political scientist Floyd Reeves) reported on youth alienation and dissatisfaction and how, increasingly acquainted with dissent from adult organizations and alternative political and economic systems abroad, these activists’ discussions about improving life in the US posed serious questions as to whether democracy and capitalism should survive.83
Even before the economic and political upheavals of the 1930s, youth workers like Walter Stone had worried about gaining “a modicum of control over behavior” in “this changed situation” of modernity “right at the point where old controls fall down.” Now fears that disruptive ideas and activities like flapper fashion and flagpole sitting could be “catching” due to peer contagion were exacerbated by the social scientific work on group processes and symbolic communication. Too many young people were out of school or work, exposed to antidemocratic propaganda, and becoming politically active. A juvenile delinquency wave in 1933–1934 appeared to portend threats to national security if these problems were not addressed—prompting growing attention to young people by the FBI (such as files kept on the Southern Negro Youth Congress). Aware of youth frustrations with the current political and economic situation and cognizant of youth movements overseas mobilizing for fascist regimes, adult elites became greatly concerned about finding ways to improve young people’s lives and morale.84
Presidents Herbert Hoover and then Franklin Delano Roosevelt invited scholars to Washington, D.C., to propose scientific solutions to the economic, political, and social problems at hand. Hall’s foundational contributions had been questioned, but the commitment to linking theory and practice was not. Sharing Mead’s view that “social reconstruction and self or personality reconstruction are the two sides of a single process—the process of human social evolution,” academics advised political leaders, educators, and youth workers to address the youth crisis on parallel fronts: altering both the life experiences of American youth and what Lippman called the “pictures in their heads.” Like the Goo Goos before them, many participants in these conversations were optimistic that applications of the latest research to politics would make government better and, in turn, improve citizen participation toward mutually beneficial ends.85
Drawing on the new socially situated understandings of youth behavior, their crisis management efforts directed special attention to two marginal groups. Older youth, lumped together with their younger brothers and sisters in literary societies and fire companies a century earlier, had gradually been separated as adult-supervised programming focused on younger kids. The sense that adolescence was lengthening (on account of both scientific discoveries and cultural transformation) prompted new awareness of the need to program for these populations, who had become increasingly visible during the Depression due to their widespread unemployment and vocal desire to work. African American youth of all ages, restricted by segregation and lack of investment by private and public organizations, had been stymied from large scale participation in educational and recreational programming even as they were long infantilized by whites (and even as vocational education rather than more academic subjects dominated offerings in African American institutions). These omissions became increasingly problematic in light of African Americans’ contributions to World War I and increasingly visible in the wake of the Great Migration and restrictions on immigration after 1924. Kids had been involved in political protests in the 1920s, for example, over housing segregation in Detroit, and the NAACP was seeking to make young people more politically conscious. Continued evidence that “Negros” were more likely delinquents provided further motivation for rethinking ways to engage minority youth.86
In the 1930s, then, as young people complained about gaps between education and employment and wondered about the future of democratic industrial capitalism, they found support from some adults linked to left-wing movements. But mainstream and more conservative adult observers concerned with maintaining social stability saw a distinctly different set of youth problems regarding community organization and public opinion to be addressed. Self-governing communities for youth could tackle all of these challenges, junior republic advocates proposed. Older adolescents (sixteen to twenty-one) had been a focus in Freeville after its 1914 reopening; postwar junior municipalities explicitly enrolled older youth not served by existing organizations. Racial assimilation had been a central mandate of the republic movement from its debut, expanding from immigrants to Native Americans to the children in American possessions. How, during the 1930s, a massive expansion of republics offered older adolescents and African Americans access to now-common youth experiences and how, as all of these youthful populations took responsibility for helping to solve the nation’s varied youth problems they made new kinds of economic contributions to youth-serving institutions and the state under the guise of educational and recreational programming, are the subjects of chapter 6.87
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6 Expanding and Erasing the Republic Idea
In 1932, Warner Brothers announced it would make the film Junior Republic. The script characterized Freeville as a reformatory—and William George was appalled. Although “legally it is an institution,” he admitted, “the Junior Republic in its every day practical operations is not an institution—in fact it is at the diametrically opposite pole from institutionalism.” George mobilized citizens, alums, and board members in a letter-writing campaign to correct the script. Instead, the studio scuttled the project.1
What can a closer look at Freeville and related programs during the 1930s tell us about how, even after the “sheltered childhood” was widely accepted, popular ideas about appropriate activities for child-saving institutions remained closer to the older reformatory tradition than previously presumed? And how might citizens’ efforts to shape this film portrayal reveal previously hidden dimensions of youth engagement with media and public relations in the period? This chapter follows the republic movement into the Depression and New Deal, when federal and local officials looked to republics and associated activities for young adults and African Americans to maintain social stability in a potentially explosive economic and political situation. Building community and shaping peer opinion were critical ambitions for the educators and youth workers who supplemented existing youth activities with new opportunities for media production toward these goals. Like so many predecessor programs, their efforts to address youth needs provided valuable service to sponsoring organizations and the nation, expanding our understanding of public works projects during this period of recovery from economic and political crisis. By the late 1930s, a lexicon of education and recreation had largely replaced an earlier framework of models and dramatization to describe such undertakings, and the sense of role-playing had all but disappeared. Yet the assumptions about protection and labor were sustained.
Histories of the emergence of the sheltered childhood have documented how, during the 1930s, young adults and African Americans previously excluded from broader cultural transformations were increasingly subject to the same expectations as white middle-class and working-class youth. Scholars identify responses to youth activism as critical catalysts for assigning sentimental rather than economic value to these populations. Advertisers’ growing use of children as a protected class together with the consolidation of a youth market confirm these expectations’ spread.2
Missing from these accounts, however, are the stories of how the newly anointed “youth” helped to build the organizations and programs that would protect them after the market crash and how, as the nation rebuilt, the full spectrum of populations that comprised this social category together advertised the sheltered childhood in ways that went far beyond the symbolic modes scholars have previously described. The National Youth Administration’s Resident Training Centers, police-sponsored “Boystowns,” and a range of programs at schools and youth-serving institutions confirm scholars’ contention that older adolescents and African Americans came to be understood as youth during this period, while simultaneously proposing that they, too, played far more substantial roles creating this category than previously presumed. Guided by social scientific wisdom on human groups to address what Walter Lippmann called the “world outside” and the “pictures in our heads,” these populations built facilities, administered programs, and improved the physical environment under the guise of youth protection. And together with many other young Americans, they now produced newspapers, radio broadcasts, and films to help organize their communities and manufacture public opinion—becoming public relations agents for a range of youth-oriented initiatives and in turn for democracy itself.3
Opportunity from Chaos: William George’s Final Act
William George was aging and in poor health when the youth crisis exploded. J. B. Kirkland had left Freeville for the Boys Club Federation of America, replaced by Donald Urquart, George’s daughter Esther’s husband. “Daddy says Don has proven that someone else can run the Republic ‘republicky’ besides Daddy George,” Mrs. Daddy wrote to ex-citizens in 1932. Malcolm Freeborn, married to George’s daughter Edith, took over the junior municipality program, working in nearby Cortland to create “an object lesson for other cities.” Jacob Smith stepped up his involvement with the association and as a correspondent for republic citizens seeking advice.4
The groundswell of youth radicalism, visible at nearby Cornell where the campus was “running wild with socialism and the usual accompanying -isms,” recharged George’s ambitions to scale up the republic idea. “Who said 21?” he routinely asked, calling for the nation to take seriously the sixteen to twenty-one year olds who were physically adults but legally infants except when it came to war. “What a pity … to consider this vast reserve army only in terms of warfare! Think of the potency of these millions during the years of peace were their strength to be directed toward natural solutions of local and national problems.” Insisting that such attitudes were a chief cause of juvenile delinquency, George campaigned against anti-child-labor legislation, observing how “The country needs to be saved from the excessive reformer … as much as it does from an excessive exploiter of childhood.” And he called for additional opportunities for youth participation in local government so that these “adult minors” could “feel themselves real, working members of the community in which they live” rather than face “the endless string of negatives … Don’t, don’t, don’t!” These actions aligned conservative George with the radical youth who shared his frustrations about the “degrading infancy” foisted upon them. “There is one thing that our youth movement has in common with all other youth movements,” he told one correspondent, “the belief that young people are capable of doing things.”5
George now laid out his hopes for a posthumous legacy, one that would not merely continue junior republics and junior municipalities but would expand to reach all youth. He created two new organizations toward these ends. The League of Adult Minors, launched with Freeville president John Kinane, was “the right wing of youth movements,” assembling sixteen to twenty-one year olds for projects to cultivate economic and civic responsibility: “youth participation, learning and earning, junior government, economic responsibility and self government, civic projects, social sanitarium, inmate participation and earning, social doctors, individual civic initiative.” Phalanx: A League for the Promotion of Civic and Economic Responsibility (no apparent relation to Charles Fourier’s Phalanxes) recruited adult helpers for this work. Representatives from programs that George hoped to scale up—for example, the New York City Merchant’s Anti-litter Bureau, which assigned high school students to take over some police duties—addressed their meetings. “Dear Uncle Hotchie,” he confided to Freeville’s first instructor, now president of Chicago’s Amour Institute. “I am having a lot of pleasure these days devising schemes for reforming the universe and am getting as much kick out of it as I did back in those days when we tried out sociological schemes in the Junior Republic.” George hoped to make Syracuse his “social laboratory.”6
He also joined the American Youth Congress, traveling with the Freeborns and Kinane to its first meetings in New York City in 1934. The Congress is typically remembered as the leading leftist US youth organization. Initially, however, it included a smaller conservative wing. The two younger men served on its board of governors, while George refused to stand for election so he would not be accused of being an old-timer trying to take control. Although George did not attend subsequent gatherings, the others participated in an effort to make space for conservative youth.7
The Depression thus had a silver lining for the republic movement. Even as Freeville felt its financial effects (in 1935, George and his wife could not afford to send their usual holiday greetings to friends and former citizens), George wrote to one correspondent that “Weathering the depression is very much like living again the ‘pioneer days’ in the little Republic. Not so bad after all!!!” Few republic graduates found themselves out of work during the crisis and George’s records were “full of instances” of how former citizens had “learned to adjust their lives to the life of the community.” Many were youth work leaders: Frank Searles, Children’s Aid Society director; William Gute, Spokane Parental School head; and Harris LeRoy, Boston Bunker Hill Boys Club superintendent. Junior municipalities were the kind of constructive leisure activities that James Rogers, now director of the US National Recreation Service, had called for in a recent report. Updating his analysis to match social scientists’ attention to group processes and growing national concerns about community organization and public opinion, George and others dispensed with an earlier language of instincts and recapitulation and impersonation, instead proposing the programs he had pioneered were ideal solutions to contemporary youth problems insofar as they situated the natural force of social control in the public opinion of the group.8
Although George’s ideas were decidedly right-wing, he remained optimistic about their appeal to adults seeking effective ideological management and to a broad range of youth. To support these projects he now insisted on the necessity of a federal youth department. “We have departments of agriculture, commerce, navy, army … Why not one for the guidance of youth, the business of which will be to study and plan for vocational, civic, and even social adjustments of rising generations?” Freeborn became spokesperson for these ideas. Observing how “youth seems to be running berserk” and “the number of young delinquents is rapidly increasing” and explaining how “communism and fascism are training their young men and women for political action,” he asked: “If other systems look to their youth largely to perpetuate their system, can democracy do less?”9
Freeborn contacted federal officials in early 1935 with their proposals for programs the new agency should undertake. The “immediate action necessary to build a public opinion” to perpetuate the democratic way lay in encouraging American youth “to work in their own communities on their own problems.” With George noting that the “complete development of adult-minor participation in community welfare can easily be seen at the Junior Republic,” they were eager that “young people in a community, quite apart from all people in a Junior Republic,” gain “training through practical experience.” In short, “All youth must work either in a J.R. or outside.” Freeborn laid out their vision of “Civic laboratories for Adult-Minor Citizenship … in several sections of the United States” where youth would “organize themselves.” Freeborn emphasized the proposal’s multiple beneficiaries, one of the most direct statements about the economic implication of George’s ideas: “A program of participation in government by adult minors” would address “crime prevention, unemployment, and use of leisure time.” Such projects would be “of economic value to the community” as youth would “assist in the elimination of governmental expenditures and cost” alongside their contributions to community stability and national security.10
Others also saw opportunity in crisis. Richard Welling, Lyman Beecher Stowe, and Spencer Miller Jr., affiliates of the National Self Government Committee (formerly Self Government, Inc.), promoted programs such as school cities and BBRs as antidotes to political radicalism, emphasizing their influences on community organization and bolstering group morale. While acknowledging that, as Philadelphia schools superintendent Oliver Cornman put it, “in such a civic dramatization” young people could become pupils in “a school of demagoguery and unscrupulous politics or of servile discipleship under the almost hypnotic leadership of a strong teacher” or youth worker, that adaptations abroad showed the potential modifications for use in other political systems (for example, German school city variants), and that “miniature social movements” at the Ford republic revealed it was not a perfect disciplinary scheme, they remained optimistic that such democratic tools could respond to the new national threats. Once on the fringes of the republic movement, BBR’s longer-term record seemed to bear this out. The Chicago Tribune, reporting on a 1927 reunion of the boundary-line-gang-turned-BBR-citizens, observed how the
former tough guys … had followed out the professions that had interested them as youngsters. The first judge of their court, for instance, Oscar M. Nudelman, is now a lawyer, So is the first prosecuting attorney, Harry Malkin. … Benjamin Wernig, who was chairman of the first Boys’ Job Day, April 19, 1916, is a manufacturer.11
Thriving during the Depression thanks to limited staffing needs, BBR opened a New York City branch in 1932. There to celebrate, Jack Robbins attended a Phalanx meeting. Miller and Welling joined the BBR board, bringing it into closer contact with the National Self Government Committee’s networks (now including board members Henry MacCracken and John Dewey). The New York Police Department Crime Prevention Bureau offered BBR boys a field for sports, provided they cleared it themselves. The Chicago program expanded, adding a newspaper, store, and other programs, and eventually a facility for African Americans. “You are doing splendid work,” wrote William George to BBR officials.12
To be clear, BBRs in both cities continued to advocate for non-member youth: investigating a reform school outside Chicago and prompting the removal of the warden and his assistants in 1933, and circulating petitions to create more neighborhood playgrounds in New York a few years later. Compared to the era’s radical youth groups, however, their continued advocacy was tame. Recognized for their ongoing cooperation with adult agencies, the boys saved money to the public purse. “The republic has a record comparable to some adult civic reform committees in winning improved treatment of juveniles,” noted a later observer, without mention of earlier citizens’ view that youth and adults might differ on what that improved treatment meant.13
With BBR now appearing in criminology texts alongside other republics for its contributions to delinquency reduction, first mayor Ralph Goodman was appointed to Chicago’s crime commission. In 1934, organizers of the National Crime Conference invited BBR citizens to share their stories with law enforcement. A few years later, New York Mayor Fiorello La Guardia named a BBR boy to his juvenile delinquency committee after reading a report the boys had produced. (Citizens subsequently prepared another on education, which proposed making schools more like republics.) Board members suggested that BBR’s “modern method of treating the juvenile delinquency problem,” which exemplified Dewey’s “preparations for life in the midst of life” had broader implications. “At a time when dictatorships are widely heralded and democracy is being assailed,” Miller explained, “a group of American youths, many of them underprivileged,” was “not only defending democracy themselves but demonstrating it.” The founding fathers “have no more conscious descendants in our day.”14
Thus, the ample documentation that juvenile democracies helped maintain social stability at low cost and in ways that appealed to youth—for instance, there had been no newsboy strikes in Milwaukee even as the republic swelled to 7,000—prompted renewed interest in this child-saving technique. As junior republics, junior municipalities, and other youth-led organizations continued their operations, then, a new generation of closely related programs made their debuts. From the Resident Training Centers established by the National Youth Administration to the police-organized Boystowns in mostly African American neighborhoods, the late 1930s witnessed republics’ further diversification, bringing older adolescents and African Americans into the social category of youth and broadening the sense of what it might be possible to achieve. William George celebrated his flagship republic’s fortieth anniversary but did not live to see the resurgence of interest in his ideas. He died in 1936 of failing health. Wilson Gill died a few years later, in 1941.15
A New Deal for American Youth?
It was Franklin Delano Roosevelt’s administration that realized William George’s vision of a federal agency for youth (the National Youth Administration or NYA, established in June 1935) and graduated communities of responsibility for adult minors across the US (approximately 600 residential centers for sixteen to twenty-five year olds after 1937). The agency was established in the Works Progress Administration under the guidance of southern minister and social worker Aubrey Williams, with the mandate to address unemployment and excessive leisure time among the nation’s under-twenty-fives and simultaneously to rally their commitment to the American way. It swiftly mobilized a range of programs to serve black and white, urban and rural, and later, European refugee youth. Educational initiatives that spanned vocational training, commercial education, and farm instruction provided student aid in exchange for institutional maintenance. Work relief enlisted young men and women to build and maintain public infrastructure and recreational facilities and perform survey research. These efforts, administered at state and local levels, aimed to enroll young people in extended training, delaying their full-time labor force participation so that, in the short term, competition between adults and youth for available private sector jobs would be reduced and, in the long term, the younger generation’s employment prospects would be increased. Federal support for vocational guidance initiated in the Junior Employment Service continued here.16
With officials attuned to academic research on leisure’s links to social (dis)organization, recreational programming also featured in agency activities. The NYA’s Community Organization division gathered information on youth groups, promoting those they approved and keeping tabs on others such as the American Youth Congress. In communities with no prior programming, staff suggested activities from team sports to tie-dyeing, insisting on club constitutions, elected officers, and parliamentary procedures to organize the new groups. As Oklahoma NYA director William Campbell explained, the key to “learn to cooperate” was “actual participation in group organization,” making recreational activities a “gateway to instruction in larger ideals.” NYA staff also encouraged local youth councils (established in many communities to organize recreational activities) to add youth representatives and began vetting potential young adult members of a national advisory board.17
These programs paved the way for the agency’s republic-like Resident Training Centers. The 595 facilities across forty-five states and Puerto Rico combined the “learning by doing” of agency vocational education programs with the civil service orientation of its public works programs, adding recreational activities and self-government toward complementary ends. Living, working, learning, and playing together, teaching trades and social skills, and offering medical and dental services, these total institutions for “the rebuilding of youth” brought the republic experience to regions around the US. Taking the view that “many of the problems of living at a resident center are very similar to those faced by people living in a small town,” as NYA administrator Harry V. Gilson put it, the hope was for the experience to transfer into and improve “real” communities in the longer term. Gilson, who supervised the Quoddy Resident Training Center in Maine before rising to regional supervisor and then to the national office, was outspoken that “we can’t have an enduring democratic government and economy without citizens who are acquainted with not only its theories but also its practice.”18
Program cost was a constant concern. The centers used existing facilities where possible, assigning enrollees to improve these sites before transitioning to broader occupational training. Managing centers, building and repairing local public facilities, and producing goods and offering services for local government agencies earned them small salaries to pay for room and board. Exposure to varied experiences was a priority, with work training offered in classroom settings and “on the job;” vocational and personality tests supplemented these “try-outs” with further career guidance. Officials tracked and rated youth for their participation in approved recreational activities in recognition of “the value of an adequate recreational life in maintaining desirable attitudes and removing certain emotional maladjustments.”19
Not every activity was organized from the top down, however. Quoddy enrollees published Ye Village Crier weekly to report on elections, club activities, and sports, introduce program participants to one another and to staff, and call out peers’ behavior before administrators subsequently set up news production facilities. Other enrollees operated amateur radio stations. Radio’s popularity—Washington headquarters’ draft NYA Amateur Radio Station Directory cataloged hundreds—prompted administrators to make it a focus for some work projects. Among them, NYA youth built a network for the Maine Highway Patrol, set up a transmitter for municipal police in Waco, Texas, constructed twenty-five mobile units for the Colorado state police, and made receiving and transmitting equipment for NYA installations toward a nationwide emergency communications network.20
Optimistic that their comprehensive programs would benefit participants and nation because young people would be less likely to destroy communities they had built, administrators nonetheless insisted on more explicit training in communal and democratic living. “If democracy is going to survive,” Gilson explained, “these youth, as citizens, are going to be compelled to put some effort into it.” Charles Taussig, a member of Roosevelt’s brain trust with ties to the National Self Government Committee, had been advocating for such practices from 1933. The president was familiar with self-government techniques; as assistant secretary of the navy, he had appointed Thomas Osborne warden at the Portsmouth Naval Prison, where Osborne organized a Mutual Welfare League. His administration’s early relief programs including the Civilian Conservation Corps and Federal Emergency Relief Administration had encouraged, but did not require, self-government.21
Residential training centers required academic civics classes followed by learning by doing as enrollees applied self-government to their work training and recreational activities under the guidance of staff advisors and hired citizenship instructors. Most structured themselves as miniature cities although some chose nonspecific council forms. Thus, although federal officials urged “the youth government should be patterned as closely as possible after prevailing forms of local American government” to avoid “artificial government structures which might not be applicable in home communities,” these centers followed increasingly common practice and did not duplicate any particular place. Regardless of the specifics, residents were expected to “formulate and enforce their own rules and regulations,” Kenneth Osgood, director of the Concord, New Hampshire, center explained. Some created peer courts while others gave council members disciplinary responsibility. Their jurisdiction over “junior personnel” extended off campus. Enrollees exchanged ideas about self-government with peers in other centers through their newspapers and occasional conferences. Quoddy, an especially lively self-government program, circulated advice manuals to NYA staff across the US and hosted a meeting for them in 1938.22
It is important to understand that, despite efforts from Freeborn and others to call attention to their ongoing work and to George as the inventor of record, it was the broad enthusiasm for democratic group processes, rather than the expertise of specific individuals, that inspired self-government programs in the federal youth agency. In 1935, for example, before the centers debuted, representatives at the American Legion’s Illinois branch convened Boys State, a weeklong camp for teenaged boys. William George had addressed Legionnaires on numerous occasions, and affiliates had participated in junior municipalities in connection with their growing youth work. Now, the Legion organized a summer program modeled on the state administration, with athletics, newspaper production, and other recreational activities. The popular program spawned Boys States and Girls States across the US and, later, Boys Nation and Girls Nation. Alumni chapters followed. Public officials were eager to instruct the next generation of citizens—in Vermont, for example, junior citizens met the governor, lieutenant governor, attorney general, associate state supreme court justice, and others. Manuals on how state government worked served as program handbooks. Field trips to “visit the actual offices which they are to simulate,” were included, and in Illinois and elsewhere youth used states’ legislative chambers for some activities.”23
Figure 6.1
NYA youth court in session, Lima, NY.
Source: Gordon Halstead, Work-Study-Live: The Resident Youth Centers of the NYA (Lima, NY: NYA Resident Work Center, n.d.).
Boys State was one of several educational and recreational organizations established in the 1930s for training in citizenship, many explicitly conceived of as defensive measures against propaganda from radical political groups. Junior American Statesmen, Boys and Girls Republics, YMCA Model Legislatures, United States Society, Junior Citizens, and Youth Builders attest to the pervasive sense that, in a period of political and economic instability, young people needed to practice democracy to ensure its survival. “Instead of learning to goose-step to the dictates of an all-powerful leader, as in Germany; drilling with rifles at the age of 10, as in Italy; being drilled in use of the bayonet and the principles of Communism, as in Russia,” reported a journalist for the Washington Post, “the boys and girls of America are to be united in a country-wide movement in support of the Bill of Rights and freedom under the law.” These efforts, together with the junior republics, junior municipalities, and many descendants that continued their operations, offered a multiplicity of models for the NYA.24
Guided by theories of nondirective leadership, federal officials encouraged center staff to suggest rather than command, letting participants make mistakes and solve the resulting problems themselves. Supervisors proudly reported on the dictatorships residents set up and subsequently rejected, and the relaxed rules they tightened once the effects were felt. Certainly not all was smooth sailing. The Armor City youth government at South Charleston’s Resident Training Center discontinued its public safety division after three months “because the youth had difficulty in interpreting and enforcing the rules in a new community where the citizens had not been accustomed to the types of control which were set up by the Youth Government.”25
By and large, however, administrators were pleased with this approach. Gilson explained with reference to “mistakes” made at Quoddy when the youth government relaxed curfew regulations: “You see … that the experiment, even though it failed, was immeasurably helpful because it convinced the youth that their decisions would prevail even though questionable.” Administrators “must have sufficient faith in the judgment of youth,” he declared, admitting that, “in a number of instances when I have been skeptical of the results of certain measures adopted by the council, it actually turned out that their judgment was better than mine.” Echoing William George in his comments on the superiority of youth judgment and “providing the workers with what they want as nearly as it can be supplied,” the arrangement—which taught democracy as structure, process, and consensus rather than how to change the system—did not disrupt existing power relations. The youth government was fundamentally “an asset to the administration … a reliable source of information concerning the desires of the Junior Personnel” and a means by which “the Administration lays a guiding hand upon the Council’s work.” Even South Charleston staff viewed the community government as “an important factor in the promotion of harmony among the youth and between the youth and the administrative staff.” At a time when American youth organizations were seeking greater voice in the NYA itself, these efforts directed participants’ attention to governance in more restricted ways, adding more evidence about democracy’s effectiveness as a disciplinary tool.26
Like so many republics before them, then, NYA Resident Training Centers appeared to adjust participating populations in an engaging way: “underprivileged youth received an experience in instructive group living and democratic self-government. Their general health and mental attitudes were improved; youth learned respect for public property because they were required to maintain the grounds and buildings in which they lived and worked. They earned their way while they learned,” and many found employment on graduation. “It is very useful to us. It brings us the real things,” said one Quoddy youth representative. Lima center director Gordon Halstead recounted how a third of his enrollees had police records and were there by court order. Yet “we had surprisingly few disciplinary problems.” Indeed, “The youth themselves, where vested with authority in the management of projects, often proved more severe in their regulations than their supervisors.” There was “a deadly seriousness about NYA youth” as they enforced behavioral controls from mealtime etiquette to dormitory cleanliness. Follow-up conversations confirmed that many enjoyed the experience, leading officials to conclude that, contrary to public protests, “young people prefer the traditional institutions and arrangements according to which their elders lived and into which they themselves expect and want to be tested for place and position.”27
As these self-governing communities integrated new populations into common conceptions of “youth,” they marked the migration beyond public schools of the common assumption that educational programming did not constitute work. Like Gary’s “work-study-play” schools, the NYA centers with their “work-study-live” approach supplied experiences distinct from adult labor. In an economic context when cash-strapped state and local governments lacked funds for basic tasks, and a political context of some hostility to youth employment relief in light of high adult unemployment, NYA had to appease potentially activist youth while minimizing competition with adults—engaging young people in “a real job, not a ‘set-up’” while simultaneously “not competing with existing agriculture, business, or industry” and “the great army of [adult] wage earners.” The agency banked on the assumption, established over decades of school-based programs, that future-oriented vocational training and service to public rather than private interests lay outside the labor market, mollifying labor unions’ fears of young people stealing adults’ jobs at lower pay and differentiating them from adult work relief.28
Such activities kept an underresourced federal program operating, reducing operating costs and raising funds through contracts with other government agencies. While it had cost the WPA “over $25,000 a month to simply maintain the [Quoddy] property,” the NYA did “a better job of maintenance” while “giving work experience to 380 boys for an additional cost of only $15,000 per month.” Through self-government programs participants “enter[ed] into the field which is ordinarily reserved for supervisory staff,” explained Gilson, noting how the youth government, “operated as an aid to the efficient functioning of this project and as a help to the administration in making the Village a pleasant place in which to live.”29
As the Resident Training Centers assigned youth to administer programs and provide goods and services to local government agencies, some agency officials employed an older language of “realism” to describe their program. They noted, for example, how “The NYA wanted the center to offer realistic work through the actual production of articles for public purchase.” And they described how the centers that “seemed like” industrial production facilities offered “a substitute for the practical work experience which in normal times they would have gained through work in private employment,” as Gordon Halsted put it.30
More common, however, were references to the program’s educational ambitions, its partnerships with state vocational education agencies, and the language of “school.” They invoked Dewey’s vision of miniature communities to underscore their centers’ pedagogical orientation, environments separated from the real world, where students practiced skills needed in adulthood. His earlier observation that sometimes pay amplified the learning taking place inflected NYA officials’ characterizations of their programs. Describing activities that earned or saved money as “educational opportunities,” “work experience” and “learning by doing,” their self-government programs as “student government” (despite some counsel to the contrary), and remuneration for center participants in some cases as “student aid” portrayed the economic aspects of the work-like activities as subsidiary to their educational agenda. This lexicon, which differentiated such activities from private sector employment and adult relief programs, drew attention away from how, once again, young people were producing institutions that sheltered them and creating value for the state.31
A similar vocabulary dominated NYA school-based programs where work-study participants remunerated for institutional maintenance at cash-strapped schools and colleges were classified as students receiving “scholarships” or “financial aid,” emphasizing student learning rather than the benefits to sponsoring institutions. (George, still alive as these early programs were getting off the ground, saw resonance with his Phalanx platform for “learning and earning,” such as offering wages for school attendance, which the republic had done with its publishing house scheme in 1896, and which John Kinane had promoted to the New York state legislature in recent years.) Even out-of-school work programs struck this tone, insisting projects be restricted to “work that could not have been undertaken under normal budgets of the agency they assisted” to avoid displacing adults. Yet ambiguities characterized the actual programs the authorities approved. Officially, “no construction projects for youth employment” were authorized, but “repairs such as painting and rehabilitating new youth centers” were deemed acceptable forms of “in service training,” as were clearing and grading vacant lots and making equipment for recreation and youth center use. Young people’s activities spanned landscaping and conservation, road work, installing traffic signs and signals, constructing and repairing schools, libraries, gyms, youth centers, courthouses, bridges, and sidewalks, providing clerical assistance, sewing, building furniture, and other tasks.32
The NYA’s supervisory model amplified its self-conception as an educational agency. Briefly contemplating apprenticeships, officials subsequently characterized NYA staff as educators and youth workers. A “work program for youth demands a type of supervision which performs a training as well as a supervisory function,” they insisted. Supervisors must be “counselors and advisors” to teach “good work habits and proper attitudes … teachers as well as foremen” noting that “wherever possible the facilities of local school systems are utilized to provide related training courses.” College instructors as center supervisors, partnerships with state education agencies, and siting on college campuses publically sold this idea; behind-the-scenes cost estimates of center operations, which used nearby colleges as comparison points, underscore that agency personnel privately shared this view.33
To be sure, not all parties were completely persuaded. Labor unions initially resisted agency programs they viewed as cheap alternatives to adult employment. Roosevelt had responded to similar concerns about the Civilian Conservation Corps (CCC) by hiring a prominent union organizer to help administer the agency; now he encouraged union workers to supervise NYA projects. Radical youth organizations saw in agency programs the possibility for exploitation and called to organize unions at the NYA itself. A number of NYA Workers Unions were established in the 1930s but were not significant forces. Instead, the educational language, which persuaded unions that the agency’s programs were not taking jobs from adults, incited school administrators’ fears that an NYA-administered federal education system might replace the nation’s existing public schools.34
Gamification in the Ghetto
National Youth Administration activities offer the most numerous examples of how William George’s ideas closely continued to shape state-sponsored youth programs created even after his death in 1936. Yet they were not alone. For the young residents of African American neighborhoods, who had long lacked recreational facilities, activities, and even basic government services, programs resembling George’s junior municipalities began cropping up in the late 1930s to address concerns about community disorganization and public opinion among these populations.35
Shifting immigration patterns that followed the 1924 Immigration Act, together with a new conception of race oriented to skin color rather than nationality, prompted social scientists of the 1920s and 1930s to compare the African American experience to that of other demographic groups. Sociologists identified how African Americans uprooted following the great migration typically clustered in ghettos whose conditions exemplified the concept of social disorganization, yet these populations were challenged to find hospitable alternatives. Psychologists’ studies of racial attitudes confirmed that prejudice toward African Americans complicated generational assimilation patterns typically seen with immigrants. Political scientists observed the dearth of public resources to improve African Americans communities and the fears that residents might be attracted to communism as a result. Such studies, as well as housing and planning surveys, had brought to public attention the “national emergency” in African American neighborhoods across the US. It was in this context that African American police officers, following the social service model in white neighborhoods, took the lead to organize these self-governing “cities within a city” to encourage youth to help themselves and their communities. Many opened in cities where junior republics, junior municipalities, and related programs already served other populations.36
African American youth had not been completely excluded from republics and related activities. At Hart Farm and “colored” orphanages, at racially mixed institutions including Freeville and Progress City, and in some school cities and playground republics, African Americans had participated from the movement’s early years, with William McKiernan observing, for example, how one integrated Newark playground republic “removes racial barriers,” among other benefits. They had encountered occasional opportunities to participate in Scouting, junior civic leagues, junior safety programs, and junior policing as well. The 1930s witnessed the creation of recreational programs for African American youth on a much larger scale, however. From Cleveland’s Boystown to Pittsburgh’s Hill City to Youth Cities in Columbus and Philadelphia, police initiative expanded applications of the junior republic idea. Local governments led these efforts, but federal assistance followed as WPA and NYA assigned recreation and play supervisors to supplement their meager staffs.37
In these programs, Boys Towns joined the school republics, boy cities, junior towns, and other republic variations. A few years after George scuttled Warner Brothers’ Junior Republic, Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer (MGM, which had purchased Willis Brown’s film lot) produced Boys Town (1938), a fictionalized story of the republic in an Omaha boys’ institution called Boys Town (established in 1926 and incorporated as a town in 1934).
Starring Spencer Tracy and Mickey Rooney, it was wildly popular; studio director Louis B. Mayer declared it his favorite MGM film. As a result of the film’s wide reach and a sequel, Men of Boys Town (1941), “Boys Towns” became public shorthand for republic-like projects from the NYA’s resident centers to police-organized republics for African American youth to George’s own Litchfield Junior Republic. The films’ popularity helps to explain such institutions’ proliferation in African American communities absent the direct movement of specific people, further evidence of how the republic idea was in the air. (Notably, Omaha’s Boys Town’s first mayor had been African American.)38
Pittsburgh’s Hill City Youth Municipality, headquartered in the New Granada theater, opened in 1939, expanding the police department Friendly Service Bureau’s “junior crime prevention bureau” (itself modeled on a Columbus, Ohio, juvenile safety league). Pittsburgh was the closest big city to George’s Grove City Republic; Carnegie Steel had opened a playground city in Pittsburgh after the first World War. Designed “to furnish worthwhile leisure time programs to combat anti-social tendencies,” through activities such as band, Scouts, newspaper, radio broadcasting, and drama alongside crime prevention, Hill City served more than 4,000 mostly African American youth in the Hill District made famous by August Wilson’s plays. Inspired by Boys Town, officer Howard McKinney persuaded local officials to participate in the self-government scheme: “Hill City officials and Pittsburgh officials holding the same positions are in close contact and cooperate on mutual problems.”39
Figure 6.2
Boys Town movie poster.
Source: MGM/Album/Alamy Stock Photo.
Pittsburgh’s junior police program was not the first to scale up to a republic. George’s Law and Order Gang was the kernel of Freeville’s first police force; Portland, Oregon, boys who organized a junior police force in the 1910s subsequently expanded to a full youth government. Columbus, Ohio, officer Lesley Shaw followed McKinney’s lead, transforming that city’s juvenile safety league into Columbus Youth City a year later, an “exact duplicate of the Columbus municipal government,” aiming to develop among 1,800 mostly African American youth “a keener appreciation of good citizenship, self reliability, self respect, and to generally develop character.”40
Cleveland’s Boystowns also opened in 1939, organized by municipal departments of recreation, health and welfare, and police. Aiming “to attract boys who might otherwise be engaged in anti social activities,” it applied the latest thinking on gangs to redirect “talents for youthful leadership” formerly dissipated in “delinquent pursuits” to developing model communities in which boys would “learn good government, self-reliance, and respect for law and order,” as journalist Fred Kelly explained. Six recently decommissioned police stations became “city halls” in neighborhoods where prior efforts to address juvenile delinquency had failed “because of a lack of community organization.” While they adopted a variation on the movie title to attract local youth, Mayor Harold Burton and city safety director Eliot Ness had been inspired by Progress City, whose postwar leadership had stepped up crime prevention talk. “Progress City is a wonderful organization which should help to prevent further crime in America,” Ness explained. Boystowns offered 6,000 youth lively programs of self-government and recreational activities—sports, summer camps, dancing, airplane and radio building, debate, and a shortwave radio network to interconnect program facilities and share information on political, cultural, and athletic programs. The boys patrolled their neighborhood toward delinquency prevention as well.41
The anxieties about African Americans behind these and related programs such as Philadelphia’s Youth City equally shaped existing republics in changing neighborhoods. Central to ecological studies of group behavior was the notion that communities were in constant flux and that area institutions needed to adapt to changing conditions to survive. Administrators at Cleveland’s Hiram House, for example, observing more African American neighbors, were addressing this issue. The story of one girl’s confusion, in 1925, about the realism of Progress City confirmed staff concerns that local youth appeared increasingly ill-equipped to administer their juvenile government, prompting proposals to simplify its operations. “Girlie, you are in the right church, but you have the wrong spirit,” a teller from Cleveland’s Union Trust Bank informed her when she tried to cash a check in Progress City currency there (and confided that others had made the same mistake). As they streamlined the youth government, settlement staff created a satellite juvenile city they called Merryburgh at the Paul Revere Neighborhood Project in the city’s main African American neighborhood.42
The new youth programs delivered to African American neighborhoods results familiar to other communities. As Hill City youth studied fingerprinting, implemented the police department’s “area control plan” of beat patrols, and organized a better neighborhood drive, as Boystown citizens patrolled neighborhoods near their city halls, and as Philadelphia police enlisted Youth City participants to prevent petty crimes, they combated “social disorganization” and remade social norms. The manager of Pittsburgh’s largest five-and-dime recounted how his staff used to “nab four or five Negro boys every day for stealing,” but now there was barely one theft a month. “Pronty Ford, district attorney of Hill City, comes in here once a week to check up,” he explained. “If we do catch a colored boy, we report to Pronty, not to the police.” A visitor to Hill City’s court found a similar situation. “Hill City has done such a remarkable job in bringing law and order the district, there was only one little insignificant case to be tried.” The judges were sometimes “wrong on legal phraseology” but showed “plenty of common sense.” Merryburgh became a case study in a 1931 book on community organization. Plummeting crime statistics prompted sociologists and police from other cities to take a closer look.43
Rooted in “friendly” supervision and group work techniques, these programs encouraged peers to pressure peers in new ways. In “sections [of Cleveland] where a boy’s police record had been regarded as a mark of distinction, good citizenship is now fashionable,” Ness observed. Library attendance in Pittsburgh was up as youth sought information on municipal codes. Intergroup relations and community morale similarly improved. “Here are youths flush with the prospects of a full life and the unrestricted opportunity of gratifying their sense of importance,” Pittsburgh journalist James Reid described. The kids “feel that they belong—that they are part the community and as such they look out upon a new world full of hope.” Even as young people took responsibility for reporting on their peers, boys and girls of different races were now “in complete harmonious relationship.” As he talked with more and more neighborhood youth, one visitor from the Pittsburgh Courier reported,
I became convinced that they were more social-minded than any group of elder people I have met … the entire staff of [youth] officials at Hill City were not at all concerned about their small personal problems, but each of them thought in terms of what aid they could render to other youths of the neighborhood. They believe it to be their obligation to direct the energies of misguided boys and girls in the path of proper social standards with emphasis on responsibilities to the community welfare.44
During a period when other youth activists were directly confronting structural racism—for example, the platforms of the American Youth Congress, Southern Negro Youth Congress, and NAACP highlighted discrimination in employment, housing, and recreation—these models of urban democracy directed young people to distinctly different kinds of community engagements. Hill City used politics to stay clear of politics, as New Granada theater owner Harry Henderson put it, simplifying government operations and punishing citizens for minor infractions, and improving race relations by self-control. The programs accomplished their aims, in part, because they were fun. “I was known as the menace of the neighborhood before the founding of Hill City and I was generally bad,” Elmer James Boyd, chief of building police at city hall, reported. “Shortly after Hill City started Mr. McKinney sent for me and I was shown around. I took an interest in the work and now I am an officer. I like it and I have more fun here than I have ever had before … you don’t get anything by being known as the menace but a bad name in the community.”45
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Hill City officials question a suspect.
Source: Webb Waldron, “Gang Goes Uphill: Story of Hill City Municipality of Negro Youth in Pittsburgh’s Harlem,” Survey Graphic 29 (March 1940).
Reporting on improvements in Pittsburgh’s Hill District, Reid described how Hill City shaped both the reality of the city and the pictures in participants’ heads. On the one hand, the juvenile municipality was a “real democracy” at work “solving its own problems” so much so that McKinney had to combat some early misunderstandings of child control. And Wylie Avenue seemed unrecognizable: “No longer can they put this ‘famous’ thorofare [sic] in the same category with Chicago’s State Street, Memphis’ Beale Street, Philadelphia’s South Street, Baltimore’s Pennsylvania Avenue, Atlanta’s Auburn Street, Birmingham’s Eighth Avenue, New Orleans’ Rampart Street, Washington’s 12th street, St. Louis’s Market Street or Los Angeles’ Central Avenue.” On the other hand, as “a psychological experiment station that seeks to adjust and make normal the warped and twisted minds of a generation that has felt the heavy hand of poverty and social denials of our system more than any other previous generation of young people,” the youth democracy had done “much to inspire self-respect and obedience to the laws of the statute books and the rules of decency and fair play” even as “behind it lurks, untouched, the basic malady of the Hill—poverty, unemployment, dark, cold tenements, bleak, ugly streets.” These youth democracies prioritized controlling youth in their communities rather than transforming these communities’ relationships to the broader city, leaving untouched the social, economic, and political structures that had made African American neighborhoods the subjects of social scientists’ and police concern.46
Figure 6.4
Judge Esther Ridley, Hill City.
Source: Webb Waldron, “Gang Goes Uphill: Story of Hill City Municipality of Negro Youth in Pittsburgh’s Harlem,” Survey Graphic 29 (March 1940).
As African Americans gained recreational opportunities previously afforded only to whites, the common wisdom that participants were engaged in positive leisure-time activities rather than laboring to benefit youth-serving institutions or local governments also traveled. With the jail-based sentences common in earlier republics now on the decline, activities labeled “work” (usually cleanup) made only the rarest of appearances as a punishment for misbehavior, suggesting all other activities were recreation. Yet like better-known participatory crime prevention programs such as the Chicago Area Project, whose guiding principle was that experts were less necessary for community organizing than previously presumed, these programs insisted on limited roles for adults (for example, police in Cleveland and Pittsburgh adjudicated some disciplinary cases, and adults helped with some fundraising) and the majority of the community organizing done by neighborhood youth. Young participants raised funds to support programming (as at “self-financed” Columbus Youth City), persuaded donors to supply equipment (as at Cleveland Boystowns, provided only with heat, lighting, and water), and reduced operating costs by administering programs using self-government techniques. Their service on the front lines of delinquency prevention equally helped their cities’ bottom lines by multiplying the powers of police. In an economic context where local governments were overstretched and structural reforms were not under way, then, these developments partially compensated, addressing public concern about economic depression and excessive leisure time by directing youth to address the juvenile crime problem themselves. As Philadelphia Youth City mayor Algie Nesbitt put it, “The Negro race can do a great deal more to wipe out crime and juvenile delinquency in the community than anyone else.” Such programs underscore the era’s widespread hope that youth would become the primary agents in solving the nation’s youth problems—in the words of NAACP Philadelphia chapter president Theodore Spaulding, kids should “make themselves important factors in the community”—as well as the fact that, when they did, the full value of their activities did not register.47
To be clear, the economic benefits of youth activities linked to the “‘deglamorization’ of crimes and raising of moral standards”—for example, taxpayer dollars saved when Hill City citizens cleaned up neighborhood parks, policed playgrounds, reduced the number of kids in youth courts, and implemented the police department’s area control plan to prevent and solve crimes—did not go entirely unnoticed. This “youth movement in which the young people themselves carry on a program designed to curb juvenile delinquency has already justified its existence” with successes that ranged from “keeping youngsters out of serious trouble” to “curbing anti-social acts which yearly cost the taxpayers millions of dollars” and it functioned with “no city, state or community fund support,” one journalist described. Yet even as the group theories guiding these efforts explicitly recognized young people’s responsibility for changing other young people’s minds—for example, in reflections on how “Boystowns are organized to develop leadership from the community itself and from the boys taking part in the program … there was to be no outside influence or organization to influence the leadership”—no one suggested that the youthful participants were their cities’ expert community organizers. They were instead regarded to be joining the “sheltered” experiences that had long been open to other populations. When Omaha Boys Town founder Father Edward Flanagan, visiting Hill City, counseled Pittsburgh’s civic and business community to let kids “feel they are important,” unstated by implication was that they were not.48
Media Making and Public Relations at Republics and Beyond
As NYA Resident Training Centers, republics for African Americans, and related programs applied enduring strategies to the nation’s youth problem, a new focus on media making and public relations offered participants novel occupational explorations and produced supplemental value for these youth-serving institutions and the state. Both activities had been a feature of prior republics. Junior Citizen had circulated in Freeville from 1898, with children writing stories, taking photos, selling ads, and printing the paper, although George occasionally used it as a platform. Pioneer editor William Dapping, unofficially adopted by Thomas Osborne, became a journalist, winning a Pulitzer Prize for reporting on the 1929 Auburn Prison riots which, ironically, undermined George’s and Osborne’s ideas. Other Freeville writers also went into journalism, such as John Balderston, whose article at age nine about his republic experience appeared in an early issue. Citizens also assisted with republic publicity, leading visitors around the property and speaking to audiences in New York and other cities. Similar activities became standard fare from Progress City and Boy City to Milwaukee Newsboys Republic and Boys Brotherhood Republic and beyond.49
What set the proliferating youth-produced media and publicity in the 1930s apart from these earlier examples was the addition of radio and, in some cases, film, and the more nuanced theoretical understanding of what these symbolic communications achieved. Earlier efforts had received minimal commentary: Ludwig Bernstein’s plans for a newspaper at his Boys and Girls Cities as “a periodical for the propaganda of the principles of self-government among other orphan asylums” was a rare exception. George’s decision to enlist citizens to publicize his experiment was not elaborated like other republic principles. Later, framed by developmental psychology, these activities came to be understood as guiding young people’s play instincts for making miniature panoramas, toy presses, and wireless radios, impersonating peddlers and shopkeepers, and giving illustrated lectures and performances to pedagogical ends.50
As postwar social scientific research together with the advertising industry’s commercial achievements established that a successful persuasion effort depended on changing representations as much as reality, educators and youth workers discovered that media making and public relations organized along democratic lines and with the community as central subject could complement other occupational role-plays: achieving goals for youth and aiding their institutions. Not every new juvenile democracy in the interwar era undertook such efforts. Yet what stands out in this period is just how many did—from BBR’s Reporter and American Boys Commonwealth’s Boy Citizen to radio broadcasts from Cortland’s Junior Municipality and Omaha’s Boys Town, to the multimedia efforts at NYA resident centers and republics for African American youth.51
At the NYA’s residential centers, for example, newspapers created “an esprit de corps and loyalty toward the project of inestimable value in promoting desirable attitudes toward the program and its objectives” among center youth and outside audiences. As these activities enhanced morale and supplied opportunities for professional development, they simultaneously served the federal agency’s bottom line, selling the NYA as solution to the “youth problem” and building partnerships with local agencies and private employers critical to agency programs’ ultimate success. Youth-made publications circulated to other centers and the surrounding communities whose local newspapers, such as Maine’s Eastport Sentinel, often reprinted the young journalists’ reports word for word. Radio programs written and dramatically presented by enrollees first in practice studios and subsequently on local commercial broadcast stations exposed participants to novel career options while also being “designed to publicize the work being done by the NYA.” These activities complemented youth governments’ other publicity efforts; many elected secretaries of public relations to make center programs “better known so that its graduates may find it easier to get jobs.” Gilson’s suggestion to colleagues that, “In public relations work and in general contacts with outside agencies, members of the youth government can be used to represent the resident center,” reflected NYA headquarters’ view that the agency’s most compelling advertisers were its enrollees. At Washington, D.C., headquarters, young people were assigned to poll peers about their NYA project experiences, part of the agency’s larger assignment of work-study students to public relations tasks. Not all coverage was hagiographic, but public relations was a priority.52
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New York BBR Reporter staff.
Source: Life of the Boys Brotherhood Republic (Chicago: BBR, 1938).
Juvenile democracies for African Americans followed a similar path, albeit with fewer resources and more pressing community relations needs as these programs depended on area adults agreeing to send young offenders to child police and judges for remediation. In the Progress City News and Merryburgh Journal and the neighborhood news sections of African American newspapers in Pittsburgh and Cleveland that offered column space to child journalists, reports on republics aimed to build public support. Crime prevention was central, with the Pittsburgh Courier offering young officials weekly space for their “publicity focus on crime prevention” and reminding readers how to help the organization meet its goals. Hill City citizens presented news and crime prevention programs on local radio stations WWSW and KQV. In one series of broadcasts, the Hill City Players (the group’s drama club) aimed at “helping the public to understand the methods used by courageous youth … in their drive to save their companions from the ill effects of bad company and petty crimes” and encouraging adults to “become aware of the future that little children’s pranks often lead to unless they are corrected immediately.” Crystal radio building activities for Hill City youth ensured that households could listen in. Other efforts were lower-tech: Youth City Philadelphia elected a publicity secretary to guide its public relations efforts. Hill City citizens organized mock trials for visitors. Boystown youth offered open houses so visitors could see their operations first hand.53
Beyond Republics
As in prior decades, change and continuity at junior republics characterized the broader American youth experience. Educators and youth workers confronting the 1930s youth crisis added media making to the now-familiar activities at schools and youth-serving institutions. Across these diverse programs, the “educational” or “recreational” features were paramount in justifications for why the primary beneficiaries were youth, obscuring how, even after the “sheltered childhood” became the nation’s new normal, young people expanded their value-making activities.
The Depression was an anxious period for educational administrators as families put their children to work, pupils questioned democratic ideals, strained resources prompted layoffs, and the NYA threatened local control. How, many wondered, could schools thrive in this political and economic context? To engage the era’s pupils and conserve limited resources, educators drew on Dewey’s vision of schools as small-scale democratic communities and the Gary Plan’s activity coordination across schools. Community education, which bridged school and life and aspired to educational efficiency by centralizing local resources in schools and making communities into classrooms, was the most prominent rubric for these efforts. Wisconsin’s Atwater School showcased the varied programs undertaken under its banner. Students there
installed a public address system in the school; built their own gymnasium … built their tennis courts, out-door volley ball courts … [with some adult help] they constructed a ball park. … The students helped create a town park; have built and operated a materials’ bureau; operate their own apiary, the honey from which is used in the school lunch room. They operate a hatchery of twenty thousand egg capacity. They built a ceramics’ laboratory and large kiln. In this kiln they make of local clays, and glaze in fiesta style, all the dishes used in the school lunch program. … The students have constructed a cannery which is available to the entire community and which processes one hundred thousand cans annually. Other food for the school and community (for there is little distinction at Atwater) is perfectly kept in an eighty-unit zero locker planned and operated entirely by students. One-third less food has spoiled in the Atwater district since these means of preservation have been in use. … The school too is a center for the beautification of the homes, churches and other public buildings of the district. More than one-half million ornamentals have been grown in the school’s three-acre nursery. … this project has added greatly to the beauty of the area without a penny’s cost … there are in the school a barber shop and a beauty parlor, and the students installed their own shower and water-heating equipment.54
Elsewhere, teachers and administrators piloted other programs in a similar spirit. Millburn New Jersey’s High School became “a legally established unit” of the municipal welfare department, with a home economics class preparing and serving lunch in the community’s day nursery and making garments for needy kids, and pupils organizing an annual charity drive. New York City students made birdhouses and planted trees for the parks department. The weather club in one Allentown, Pennsylvania, junior high provided forecasts to the entire community. Science instructors across Pennsylvania enlisted pupils in an elm tree survey for the US forestry department. In schools around the country, community needs surveys became part of the social studies curriculum. And related organizations continued such as Knighthood of Youth, Young Citizens League, junior civic leagues, and junior citizens clubs; the project method and play cities for younger kids remained popular as well.55
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Norfolk, Virginia, school safety patrol.
Source: 1934/Charles Borjes/Virginian-Pilot/TNS. Courtesy of TNS.
In connection with these efforts, the traffic patrols that debuted in the 1920s now expanded to operate in more than 1,000 cities and towns and enroll more than 200,000 youth. Originating on a school-by-school or district-by-district basis, they were increasingly coordinated at the state level, with legislation establishing the scope of participants’ activities—for example, whether or not they were permitted to stand in the street—as well as schools’ liability for injury. Reflecting the declining need to copy actual government agencies, “A great variety of names” now “applied to the pupil officers … members of the guard club, members of the safety patrol, members of the service club, junior police, marshals, pupil aids, student advisers, proctors, hall monitors, traffic patrolmen, and counselors.” (The Freeville republic created its own safety club in 1936.)56
Youth workers of the interwar period, lacking the force of compulsory education legislation, searched for ways to maintain young people’s interest in their organizations. Fearful of delinquency among unengaged youth and touched by group-work trends, many continued to back programming that assigned kids to reform themselves and their peers. The civics and character education offered in Scouting and junior police took on new meaning as young people questioned the future of democracy itself.57
Scouting membership soared in the 1930s, including African American troops in greater numbers. Originally established to mimic explorers and pioneers and expose boys to nature’s healing effects, the program had reoriented around community needs and severed links to dramatic impersonation so that youth gained “a picture of the ideal boy” rather than the ideal man as a comparison between early and mid-twentieth-century Handbooks for Scoutmasters makes clear. The Depression-era natural resources crisis offered opportunities for Scouts to reengage their roots. Relationships with government agencies cultivated through prior programming from radio communications to residential fire inspection paved the way for troops to plant trees, rescue wildlife, maintain roads and trails, patrol recreation areas, and halt soil erosion.58
New badges deepened ties to local and national governments. Recognizing, like juvenile judges and police, young people’s talent for disciplining their peers, the FBI had joined the growing list of government agencies involved in education and youth work in the 1930s, praising and in some cases assisting organizations that included Boy Scouts, Girl Scouts, 4-H, and YMCA. FBI director J. Edgar Hoover, anxious about youth crime, had reached out to educators and youth workers, including Junior States of America leader E. A. Rogers, for advice on delinquency reduction and subsequently recruited youth organizations to help the agency build a civil fingerprint database. Pupils, NYA enrollees, and Hill City junior citizens were trained in fingerprinting. Scouts were the FBI’s most enthusiastic partner after the national council voted in 1936 to fingerprint all Scouts and create a fingerprinting merit badge in 1938.59
Growing out of the city’s long tradition of juvenile street cleaners, the New York City Junior Inspectors Club debuted in 1934 to enlist multiracial populations of youth in street cleaning in exchange for a recreational program of self-government, athletics, field trips, drama, a band, and weekend and summer programs. Replicating its sponsoring agency was not a priority, although the group established a self-governing Children’s Congress in 1940. Staffed at first by the sanitation department and later assisted by WPA recreation workers, the program enrolled more than 150,000 participants in its early years. David Rosser, who had organized a junior city government at Christadora House, helped run the program.60
Junior policing surged, with African Americans participating in greater numbers. New York City’s suspended program restarted as the Junior Police Athletic League, a testament to the declining importance of mirroring adult agencies or impersonating officers—also apparent in the variation among what constituted the “policework” done by youth. In Spring Lake, New Jersey, for example, boys tailed suspects: “Unsuspecting housewives, business men and even the chief himself are often shadowed by the youngsters for hours at a time.” In Essex, Massachusetts, they managed traffic and patrolled streets to report misdemeanors like biking on sidewalks or breaking streetlights. Newark’s had the authority to confiscate contraband. Denver’s created a bike patrol and boy-administered court. By contrast, youth in Boston and in Inglewood, California, participated exclusively in sports, camps, and drills. (Like Cleveland’s Boystowns, Boston’s initially used police stations’ squad rooms as recreation halls but later changed venues.) Patrol activities were minimal, although physical and mental tests were sometimes conditions of participation.61
Across these diverse organizations, media production became increasingly common, complementing other opportunities for career explorations and directing peer pressure to build community and public opinion within these groups. Philip Cox, whose Creative School Control (1927) took pupils’ maladjustment to modern society and the sense that democracy remained an as-yet unproven regime as its points of departure, was an early example of the many educators and youth workers who shared this view. Leaning on an older vocabulary for school activities he described how, from republics and congresses to assemblies and newspapers, school-based activities “that parallel community activities” or “reproduce within itself typical situations of social life” could improve social control inside schools in the short term and make democracy work in the longer term. Influenced by Dewey’s vision of schools as miniature communities, educators’ sociological emphasis on peer influences, and Lippman’s distinction between “the world outside” and “the pictures in our heads,” Cox reviewed activities at progressive schools where young people ordered school supplies in commercial courses and raised money to build gymnasiums. He reframed them as instruments of community building and public opinion making and, in turn, proposed that student journalism became part of a complementary “laboratory” approach.62
Of course, media had some history in schools and youth-serving institutions. New technologies had entered US classrooms to vitalize learning and channel kids’ leisure-time interests to pedagogical ends. Pierce Fleming’s 1912 observation that the cinematograph was a “substitute for that heretofore remedial weakness” of textbooks—“namely the absence of reality”—underscores how classroom technologies and role-plays shared common aims, an idea still circulating in the 1920s. From the school papers whose content was chiefly literary, to the classroom poster projects and school print shops that published government documents for school officials and local authorities during World War I, to the wireless clubs for radio building and communications, students had been making media for some time. Among youth organizations, Knights of King Arthur, Queens of Avalon, junior civic leagues, boys clubs, and playgrounds had printed newspapers and magazines such as the King’s Herald and Queen’s Messenger. James Rogers described the lively press club in one town where 736 child contributors published 72 issues of a playground newspaper in 1927. Scouts had formalized their radio activities with a merit badge in the 1920s, but radio building and wireless communications were widely found among the era’s boys organizations.63
Cox’s book was a harbinger of how youth media production attracted increasing attention from educators and youth workers and how their ideas about its uses drew on an older tradition of occupational role-playing even as talk of impersonation disappeared. (The movement of educators and youth workers like Harry McKown and Harry Potamkin into the media field, like William Forbush’s earlier peregrinations, underscores the sense of these affinities was widely shared.) According to this view, when young people collaborated as editors, writers, printers, and production managers, the publications they produced built community and shaped public opinion among peers and bridged the campus and community. “Faculties look to the school publications as most potent instruments for stimulating and popularizing the forms of activity that are of most value to individuals and groups if they are undertaken voluntarily,” Cox explained.
If the paper capitalizes on … a club or a home-room group in developing a library, or in contributing an original assembly program, members of other groups are stimulated to propose and carry through similar projects for their groups. Through the paper’s editorials, if honest and sincere, popular sentiment and public opinion can be molded … editorials, articles, stories, and illustrations express the community’s approval of desirable behaviors and scorn of undesirable conduct.64
In the coming years, more educators made media part of the larger conversation about building school morale and methods of organizing the school. From the 1930s, school radio activities refocused around the technology’s broadcasting applications. (Surveys put school broadcasting in at least 10 percent of city schools as of 1938.) Vocational education, engineering, English, safety, and drama instructors incorporated it into their lesson plans, with extracurricular clubs supplying further learning opportunities. Young people built equipment and studios, wrote scripts, and served as announcers and performers. Radio workshops (occasionally called radio laboratories) could be found in many institutions. Schools lacking broadcast facilities—for example in Boise, Idaho—set up “lifelike” mock studios for “imitation broadcasting” to prepare, updating the long history of simulated occupational environments such as model kitchens in educational settings.65
Filmmaking, which relied on equipment that young people could not easily build themselves, lacked a comparable amateur tradition. Introduced in English, drama, safety, and vocational education courses as well as through extracurricular clubs, students learned directing, publicity, and production, promoted with now-familiar rationales. “It takes teaching out of the narrow confines of the school room, and gives to the students valuable experience in ‘learning to do by doing,’” Louisville, Kentucky, teacher and filmmaker Lillian McNulty explained. “One of the real purposes of a school produced motion picture is not to ‘play like Hollywood’ but to help vitalize some piece of literature, historical event, or community problem.”66
Contrasting textbook learning with film, educators postulated that, by connecting with students’ out-of-school interests, “the mental hygiene of the non-academic pupil can be much improved if the motion picture is utilized as an essential mode of school experience … personality adjustment may well become more than a verbal objective when modern tools” were used. Most school filmmaking programs made silent 16mm films which they supplemented with live or recorded sound.67
Figure 6.7
Junior high students make movies, Long Beach, CA.
Source: Eleanor Child and Hardy Finch, Producing School Movies: A Manual for Teachers and Students Interested in Producing Amateur Films (National Council of Teachers of English, 1941).
Recreational youth organizations also embraced media production in light of the enthusiasm with which participants greeted these modern “occupations.” The Boy Scouts expanded their media making capacities from the late 1920s when the Lone Scouts, a separate organization that later merged with the Boy Scouts of America, created press clubs across the troop network, forming a national Boy Scout Press Association and holding annual conferences from 1928. Updating earlier advice to study heroes as models for behavior, troop leaders now proposed Scouts learn about great journalists and editors. From 1927, a journalism badge required boys to publish at least one article and write many more, a goal generally achieved by serving as “a volunteer or paid reporter for a period of six weeks or until six of his items have been accepted. As a substitute for newspaper experience he may conduct an authorized amateur publication.” Local papers such as Salt Lake City’s Deseret News and the national Scouting magazine, Boys’ Life, offered column space to the budding journalists.68
Scouts’ radio activities, previously oriented around emergency communications, also turned to broadcasting. From the 1920s, Scout camps constructed temporary radio stations for communication and broadcasting; troops with many licensed amateurs operated stations year-round (and some even built commercial stations). These activities sparked the development of a Boy Scout Radio Network. Covering troop activities from camping trips to the national jamboree, these media shared information and created community across the network of troops and, in some cases, between Scouts and their local communities. (Notably, O. H. Benson organized some merit badge classes broadcast via radio for rural Scouts.)69
As national youth organizations beyond Boy Scouts, including Girl Scouts and 4-H, embraced newspaper production and radio broadcasting, some local programs such as the New York City Junior Inspectors Club did the same. From 1937, the Spic and Span (also called Junior Citizen) built morale across the network of neighborhood chapters and publicized the program. The children produced plays, music, and a variety show for municipal station WNYC. They held meetings not only in person but also over the air. Highly regarded for channeling gang energies to positive outlets and for teaching decorum and manners to urban youth, the program inspired copies in Pittsburgh and Boston.70
These youth-produced media covered diverse terrain—dramatizations, news and features on community organizations, and subject-related instruction. Safety education was especially popular, with on-air patrol club meetings for school safety squads and pupil police. Although a few student-produced radio programs such as Denver’s Too Young to Vote and Pittsburgh’s Your Government tackled current events, more often these media covered activities in schools and local settings toward cohesion at the organizational and community levels. Educators and youth workers were confident that radio and film could inculcate democratic values not merely through their content but also in the production process. Radio and film clubs at schools and youth-serving institutions regularly elected officials and used parliamentary procedure. The kinds of cooperation required to plan and produce programs offered important training for “social living in a democracy,” as one teacher put it.71
Figure 6.8
Junior Inspectors Club, Department of Sanitation and Street Cleaning, New York City, performing on WNYC.
Courtesy NYC Municipal Archives.
A 1942 conference on radio in informal education looked back on radio’s uses in youth organizations and the value of youth engagement beyond audience roles, particularly in an era when some feared that boys’ and girls’ “clubs of the air” (organized around radio programs like Junior Police Patrol) might render traditional youth organizations obsolete. Troops of Boy Scouts and Girl Scouts, settlements, Jewish recreational groups, and YMCAs were among the many organizations giving youth production experience, Ohio State professor and radio education researcher I. Keith Tyler explained, observing how, “Radio now constitutes the common man’s body of literacy. It is his newspaper, his theater, his forum, his school, his music hall, and his vaudeville.” Training in media production yielded many more benefits than occupational skill building, fellow presenters declared. Building on the characterization of radio production “as a resource for the group leader” that Columbus area Scouting representative Robert Hiestand had offered, Sherman Lawton from Stephens College explained how production, even more than listening, “could help indoctrinate your members” and accomplish organizational aims. “The Mormon Church has long recognized the value of asking their own young people to act as missionaries,” he noted. “Even when the young missionaries get no converts, they come back to the Mother Church full of their own teachings.” Similarly, “A boy who writes a script on how to raise hogs becomes a spiritual life member of the 4-H. This chance for indoctrination of your own members through a radio workshop is a very real one.”72
Education, Recreation, and the Continued Erasure of Work
By the 1930s, as educators and youth workers adjusted their programming to address a new generation’s economic and political concerns, their interest in models and dramatizations had disappeared. A more flexible range of organizational structures for these programs was apparent as well. In this context the occasional return to an older rhetoric—for example, descriptions of Boys State as a “mythical” and “miniature” government” (or as a “medium,” a turn of phrase also applied to Youth City) and BBR a “miniature civic government”—now functioned to elaborate operating structures of an “educational program” (Boys State) or “recreation program” (BBR) rather than theoretically justify a program’s efficacy as a youth management tool. As youth-produced media coverage of activities such as vocational education, student senates, Scouting, and junior policing assisted in “interpreting” educational and recreational programs by reproducing situations inside classrooms and further afield, it underscored Erving Goffman’s observations about the comparative nature of reality. Youth activities once regarded as mediated experiences of adulthood were now understood as authentic realities in the lives of youth, while the media employed to reproduce them eclipsed role-playing as the focus for talk about simulation in educating and socializing the next generation. These changes highlight the decline of role-plays of adulthood as a constitutive practice of the modern American youth experience as well as the narrowed public definition of media. Yet, as in earlier decades, at the same time that schools, youth-serving institutions, and the state assisted in improving the lives of the nation’s youngest citizens, the benefits flowed in the other direction as well.73
School programs connecting students and their communities became critical public assets. Thus, when Atwater School pupils partnered with local farmers, the Farm Security Administration, the County Farm Agent, the Soil Conservation Service, and the State Forest Service, their conservation efforts “rendered twenty-eight thousand dollars worth of service within the district.” Junior traffic patrols, occasionally defying state and local regulations by stationing kids in roadways, offered complementary benefits. “Ten years old and ‘earning’ $25,000 a year,” was the 1933 estimate from the Berkeley Traffic Safety Commission that “it would require 30 policeman working several hours a day to take the place of the boys … the young policemen save $25,000 a year to the taxpayers.” Activities undertaken by youth organizations in the name of civic and character education similarly served local needs. Scouts’ action on natural resource protection provided vital assistance to state agencies. Florida Scouts undertook a reforestation project “in cooperation with the State Forest Service.” Schenectady Scouts received 300,000 trees from the state conservation department to plant near their camp. One Albany County troop helped the Soil Conservation Service, persuading 109 property owners “to sign an agreement not to burn grassland in the spring and early summer, earning praise from the state conservation commissioner.” Junior police multiplied eyes on the street and enforced laws, raising property values and freeing adult police to devote their attention to serious matters.74
Media making supplemented such now-familiar outcomes. As young people manufactured and maintained radio equipment and facilities; raised funds to purchase filmmaking equipment; wrote and edited newspaper stories, radio, and film scripts; served as radio and film announcers, directors, and performers; and charged fees to enjoy the media they made, they managed costs and rallied public support for schools’ and youth-serving institutions’ local agendas and continued operations. In Fargo, North Dakota, for example, public school radio programs director Clarence B. Wright described how
the great numbers of children appearing on these programs throughout the year help to create an interest in the schools and their problems. These children call attention at home to the broadcasts and the parents form the habit of listening to the school programs. This fact was demonstrated several years ago when the radio programs helped markedly in bringing out a near record vote in a special school election which gave the schools an additional two mills to the regular school levy at a time when the general sentiment was in favor of lowering taxes rather than raising them.
Films served similar purposes, as articles such as “School Made Motion Pictures for Public Relations in Ohio,” “Interpreting the Public Schools through Motion Pictures,” and “Student Production of a Newsreel, Movie Record, or Propaganda Film” made clear.75
Of course, this was not the first time that young people beyond the republic movement performed service for public relations duties on behalf of schools, youth-serving institutions, and the state. Junior police and the Juvenile City League in New York City had publicized local ordinances to neighborhood adults. Pupils and Scouts had distributed government information and sold federal programs from Liberty Loans to food conservation during World War I. In the 1920s, junior chambers of commerce and junior civic leagues had enlisted participants to boost their cities, as in Madison, Wisconsin, where they published Madison: An Interpretation by the Youth of the City (1927). And Girl Scout cookie sales had memorably advertised that organization.
Yet media making amplified young people’s voices. Thus, alongside the pupils who lobbied local politicians to finance specific educational activities were larger-scale persuasion efforts. Recognizing this subsidiary benefit, media boosters urged students and teachers to offer to produce publicity films for school administrations.
A well-managed film of this type is ideal as a beginning, for it does have a wide audience appeal. Students are interested in seeing themselves on the screen and will pay money to do so. Parents like to see the school and their children in action. School officials like to have some graphic means of showing people what is being done in the schools. They welcome a well-planned publicity film … they are generally more interested in helping a film group make other motion pictures if the first is helpful to them. That might mean additional equipment, or money for supplies.76
Useful for youth-serving institutions, such developments proved vitally important for schools. In his best-selling Propaganda (1928), Edward Bernays had encouraged educators to embrace public relations, a proposal with greater urgency in the Depression as educators heard talk of a need to modernize despite stretched resources and felt threatened by the NYA’s popular educational offerings. Lacking public relations staffs, schools depended on student media to recruit audiences to school events and rally local populations to help finance institutional needs. A tradition of community newspapers offering column space to pupil journalists, now joined by commercial radio stations offering airtime to school groups and local theaters mounting student films, supplied platforms that took kids into the community and brought the community into the classroom toward mutual understanding. Although a few questioned the value of such student productions, more common were texts such as William Yeager’s Home-School-Community Relations: A Textbook in the Theory and Practice of Public School Relations, confirming administrators’ enthusiasm for reasons beyond simply improving pupil morale.77
Ample evidence thus attests to the continuation, during the 1930s, of young people’s value making activities, and indeed their expansion into new domains. Taking place under the auspices of schools, these varied activities were said to illustrate modern methods of experiential education following John Dewey and his student and later colleague William Kilpatrick, bridging school and community to train pupils for democratic citizenship, learn respect for the law, and improve friendly relations with local officials. Millburn pupils who administered the town’s welfare programs were receiving education in citizenship. Junior traffic squads in Seattle operating in 118 schools from eight a.m. to seven p.m. daily and supervising more than 34,000,000 crossings by children each year, were “bring[ing] democracy to the classroom.” And the Atwater School students’ conservation efforts were paradigmatic examples of “work experience” and “study-action.” This framework equally applied to their media production; Philip Cox had noted how the “popular sentiment and public opinion” touched by student media could reach beyond schools, giving the example of the Daily Illini, Champaign, Illinois’s high school newspaper, which served as that community’s paper. This suggested that when student journalists covered school activities they could achieve Dewey’s ambitions for schools as embryonic communities and bridging school and life. Such curricular and extracurricular programs were decidedly not exploitative, wrote Morris Mitchell in Progressive Education, because “children like to do hard things if they can really do them well” and had “suffered more from the frustration of not being invited to share in solving real problems than from being overtaxed in working at them.”78
In earlier eras, pupils who conducted health inspections, tracked down truants, took their communities’ agricultural censuses, or improved neighborhoods were regarded as merely playing roles. Now a lexicon of educational benefit undercut the sense of economic exchange. Acknowledgement of the mutual gains for pupils and community institutions were typically accompanied by declarations of the careful selection of projects that prioritized learning objectives, reminders that young people were rewarded for their contributions with merit badges, free movies, and football games, or commentary on the fun had by participating youth. “Youth have a part to play,” declared one compendium of 167 such programs, without mention of role-playing.79
When youth-serving institutions supplied the guidance, young people’s economic contributions more often were seen to embody the latest knowledge on recreation, character building, and juvenile delinquency prevention—examples of how constructive leisure time and the future of US democracy were linked. Scouts engaged in conservation projects were returning to the organization’s roots, demonstrating the service and patriotism that were Scouting’s hallmarks. Junior police who targeted urban environments in their improvement efforts drew similar praise for altering peer norms around play. Although reports of boys playing police could still be found, more common were descriptions of the fun of supervised recreation, undercutting the economic implications in communities from Las Cruces, New Mexico, to Bauxite, Arizona, and to St. Louis, Missouri, where junior forces were paid. “I have not yet made up my mind which is more exciting—a good game of football or a good game of policing,” Las Cruces football captain and junior officer Windy Hall told one reporter. Even critics took this view—for example, critical of Boston police involvement in the junior police program because it was “non police work.” Media making was framed in similar terms. As dramatizations, musical performances, humor and news helped to “acquaint the public with Scouting’s many phases,” it was characterized by the New York Times as “hobby news.”80
To be sure, public observers acknowledged community benefits from these recreational activities, sometimes with reference to work. The New Jersey Scouts who received seedlings from the Cumberland County Board of Agriculture supplied “the tools and labor—one solid week of the latter” to beautify area highways. Yet discussions of public gains were balanced with descriptions of participating youth as equal or greater beneficiaries of these programs, from the notion of “saving trees and saving boys” to the eager junior police squads who lobbied to patrol during school vacations. Thus the Florida Scouts who partnered with the State Forest Service had an explicit “double objective” to save the forest and to offer “Scouts themselves a worthwhile outdoor program to supplement camping activities and merit badge study along similar lines.” According to this view, reductions in juvenile delinquency were not chiefly attributable to the actions taken by these kids to improve their environment but rather to the diversions this recreational programming supplied. The Russell Sage Foundation’s later study of public relations in Scouting, which focused on adults in the organization—despite the appearance of a public relations merit badge—echoed these assessments.81
Taken together, this evidence underscores how age and the environments associated with it continued to shape common wisdom about the meaning of work. Activities interpreted at the time by scholars and the public and by later historians as educational and recreational alternatives to labor force participation were far more ambiguous than such descriptions suggest. Comparing the Boy Scouts’ conservation activities with those of their slightly older brethren in the Civilian Conservation Corps (CCC) make this clear. CCC participants were paid for their efforts, unlike Scouts remunerated with merit badges, public praise, and access to campsites. The similarities and differences across these programs suggest the need to reread Scouts’ voluntary activities, like those of so many women before them, as uncompensated work based on age-related rather than gender-related assumptions about labor force participation.82
Debates about the appropriateness of junior traffic patrols underscore how the meaning of work was tied to age. For even as adults overlooked the full impact of young people’s activities, some expressed discomfort about the street protection services these populations undertook. A few questioned the social work orientation of police; others denounced being turned in by kids for violations. More numerous were public queries about whether young people should be policing adults—much like discussions about the suitability of women supervising men. Observers differentiated as to “whether the patrol organization attempts to have the child function as an adult or a child,” critical of organizations that had children “acting as junior police,” rather than “as a child in a miniature social environment” like pupil patrols who policed peers within a school building or on school playgrounds. Others raised similar questions on legal grounds. In 1926, a Boston area man took the young officer who had issued him a traffic ticket to court. The judge ruled the boy “was assuming an authority … to stop traffic as a traffic policeman” that he did not legally possess. “He assumed an authority by reason of some custom in the school to provide for the safety of children crossing the street.” This judgment acknowledged that youth authority in Boston was only informal—but did not end the program with his ruling.83
Of course, this was not the first time adults had questioned children’s public authority. From the woman who spanked a New York City junior officer to discussions about the legality of junior juvenile courts, young people’s status vis-à-vis one another and adults were not settled matters. Now reports from some communities noted adult compliance with young people’s informal powers—for example, in San Francisco where “the upraised hand of a student traffic officer will halt traffic … as quickly as a red light.” But elsewhere legal questions were raised with greater frequency. This was the impetus for the state legislation that spelled out pupils’ authority and schools’ liability and in other cases prompted new complaints. Confronted with the proposal for a school patrol in 1931, San Diego School Superintendent Walter Hepner said he “does not feel like accepting the responsibility of having the children in the streets,” but was overruled by other city officials. The Santa Barbara board of education rejected a similar proposal on grounds that its liability for pupils injured in the line of duty was unclear. “Patrolling of streets for the reduction of hazards to pedestrians is a function of the police department,” one school board member declared. Parents were similarly reluctant—but police commissioners backed the plan.84
The focus of these debates on questions of legal authority and liability rather than remuneration makes clear how the work that pupils performed, like Scouts’ contributions to conservation, carried a different status from the same activities when assigned to adults. A few years later when student traffic patrols were being used in more than 3,100 US cities, labor leaders from the Congress of Industrial Organizations joined the conversation as forty-five California municipalities met to discuss the matter, “demanding that able-bodied men be employed.” But this exception proved the rule.85
The invisibility of young people’s media making and public relations activities in addressing the era’s youth crisis and promoting the importance of schools and youth organizations is striking in light of the widespread recognition, at the time, of the significance of peer influence, of media making and public relations as increasingly common career choices, and of paid child performers. It is particularly notable when the recognition among later media scholars of the panoply of media betterment and propaganda literacy programs for young people that followed the Payne Fund Studies is taken into account. As surveys reported young people preferred to produce rather than to listen or watch, several organizations that scholars associate with “media betterment” helped young people learn media making, from Young Reviewers and 4-Star clubs (also called Scholastic Photoplay Clubs) to Scholastic Radio Guilds. Payne Fund Study participants, including Edgar Dale and Frederic Thrasher, promoted these activities. “Perhaps one of the greatest contributions of the school-made film is that those who produce them are in a real-life situation,” Ohio State University professor Dale observed. Thrasher, eager to avoid merely the “passive absorption of the spectacular and dramatic actions of others,” undertook similar media making experiments to reduce “the universal American disease of ‘spectatoritis’” with slightly older students after joining the NYU faculty. In short, young people’s directed engagements with media went far beyond learning to be savvy audiences; equally they learned to make media as persuasive tools, persuading themselves and their communities about the benefits of a range of youth programming and the value of democracy itself.86
Histories of the New Deal have detailed the Roosevelt administration’s expansive efforts to market its alphabet soup of programs, from the placement of projects around the country to the launch of a US Film Service, and the growing importance in this period of “interpreting” government and social service agencies’ problem definition and solutions for clients and taxpayers alike. The stories of young people’s activities in the NYA Resident Training Centers, police-sponsored republics, public schools, and Scouts makes clear how vital to the government’s publicity strategy—as well as the strategies of nongovernmental youth organizations—were the many local efforts that assigned young people responsibility for interpretation. As public-relations broadcasting became the most common type of radio and film activity at schools and youth agencies, other government officials sought ways to work with kids. From the Department of the Interior, which encouraged schools in one conservation area “to write and produce radio programs dealing with the local conservation project,” to the Texas Agricultural Extension Agency, which assigned youth to inform farmers about novel conservation methods, to one small Western town, which “turned over the work of advertising the city to the younger generation” as part of its “juvenile city” activities, a few federal and local agencies were even more direct in these ambitions to use young people to interpret their programs—updating a longer history of young people’s community-based information work. In an era when, as Mary Swain Routzahn of the Russell Sage Foundation Department of Social Work later explained, public relations work was “widely accepted as an essential accompaniment to any public service” and yet “many agencies are unable or reluctant to seek funds to provide for necessary staffs and materials,” educators, youth workers, and local officials followed long-standing precedent and turned to young people instead.87
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Conclusion: The Legacies of William R. George
This book has argued that the history of the junior republic movement recasts our understanding of the transformation from family economy to sheltered childhood in the United States by placing performance at the center of the story. New evidence about individuals and institutions including Wilson Gill and Willis Brown, school cities and school republics, Boy Cities and Boystowns, together with rereadings of familiar subjects from G. Stanley Hall’s recapitulation theory of child development and John Dewey’s vision of experiential education, to the shared priorities of schools, juvenile courts, playgrounds, and police, bring to light how developmental psychologists, educators, and youth workers applied the theory and practice of role-playing to defining and managing young people in the modern age. Although scholars have recognized that, with assistance from an interconnected network of experts, these populations acquired a new sense of self and circumscribed their actions during this period, previous accounts have missed how dramatic encounters with adult occupations figured alongside more protected experiences in the story to comprise the “double lives” of modern youth. The popularity of William George’s total simulated societies for youth—junior republics and, later, junior municipalities—makes clear how a broad range of activities with dual status as real and not real that included student congresses, children’s gardens, vocational education, model cottages, junior street cleaning leagues, and juvenile traffic patrols figured in the construction and maintenance of modern childhood and adolescence in America.
Situating the discourse of “miniature” and “reproduction” that linked these youth activities to a cultural context in which living villages, winter gardens, and historical reenactments proliferated and human scientists viewed imitation as a central feature of individual and societal development helps to explain their mass popularity over several decades and why young people were drawn to programming that aimed to copy life experiences from which they were being separated in the real world. Recognizing the affinities between educational entertainments and the discourses about impersonating adults in child development that guided these programs equally calls attention to how the claims about the proximity and distance between reality and representation that popularized homemaking in model cottages and policing delinquency in city streets worked to produce the category of youth. Indeed, it was these activities that were the most common genre of mediated activity with which youth engaged: participatory performances of adulthood that offered instruction in white, middle-class values, gendered social expectations, and models of democracy and citizenship that obscured as much as they revealed. These pairings of virtual adulthood and sheltered childhood proved popular in a period when expectations about youth behavior were changing, when psychologists recognized a developmental imperative for children to impersonate adults and when vicarious experiences were viewed as real enough to adjust young people to society as it was but unreal enough to reassure adults that kids were not actually undertaking adult activities.
In light of the dominant sheltered childhood narrative, such activities’ common features with better-documented educational entertainments have not been part of previous accounts. Yet prominent developmental psychologists, educators, and youth workers saw equivalencies between Scouting, in which “the lad thinks of himself as a pioneer and enacts through a skillful variety of exercises many of the resourceful habits of the early explorers,” and the stereoscope which “enables the imaginative youth, or adult even, to enter so vividly into foreign experiences and customs as to constitute, if but briefly, actual experiences of travel.” Later social scientists similarly clumped youth organizations, including Scouts, with radio and film as techniques of “propaganda” and “mediums of education.” The shifting lexicon that accompanied the spread of these youth activities—from “models” and “dramatizations” to “education” and “recreation”—made it difficult to see these links. Revisiting the alternative worldview of a bygone era points us to how people, activities, and institutions that have traditionally been the province of historians of childhood equally belong in histories of performance and media toward a broader understanding of these fields. This plethora of dramatic techniques mediating experience that existed in parallel with the print, radio, and film technologies—what Edgar Dale later referred to as the “cone of experience”—are methods that persist to the present day even as their full histories remain to be told.1
As important as the contributions to young people’s self-disciplining were the ways that the routinization of role-playing grew the capacities of youth-serving institutions and the state. From within the confines of restricted settings and identities, children and adolescents produced economic value for the people and institutions most closely associated with removing them from the economy and public life and subsequently did the same for their communities, revealing that with the spread of role-plays of adult life came the spread of assumptions that activities with chiefly developmental value were taking place. Late nineteenth-century reformatories had been criticized for exploiting youth for free labor; in this constellation of organizations and activities, by contrast, young people were celebrated for engaging in variations on occupations that they would be criticized for doing for pay in the “real world.” When these populations built facilities, prepared meals, administered programs, disciplined peers, and made media for public relations purposes under adult supervision at junior republics, schools, and youth-serving institutions, they and their supervisors were applauded for implementing the latest scientific theories of learning and play—preparing for the future and learning values lost from the erasure of work. Rare were the occasions when the possibility of exploitation was entertained. Even when observers employed the language of “work” and “production” to describe these goods and services, such activities did not hold the status of child labor.
Discovering the ways in which child labor was redirected and redescribed, these findings thus complicate conventional understandings of how actors in the story of the transition from family economy to sheltered childhood behaved. They reveal economic implications of the contributions to performance theory and practice from developmental psychologists, educators, and youth workers such as G. Stanley Hall and John Dewey who circumscribed the boundaries of work as much as play as they shaped public understandings of relationships between reality and representation in modern life. They document how the schools and youth-serving institutions ostensibly devoted to child protection depended on young people for their construction and maintenance and how the professionalization of experts in education and youth work was inseparable from the “deskilling” of youth—that the populations these experts aimed to free from the labor force shared much in common with workers encouraged to become less proficient over time. And, in identifying public officials’ contributions to youth programs and ambiguous positions on child labor, they point to how the histories of child reform and government reform were closely intertwined.
In short, this history of youth and the state flips the narrative to reveal not only how the welfare state constructed youth but also how youth constructed the welfare state, identifying schools and playgrounds, courts and police, street cleaning and street trades among the myriad agencies that developed symbiotic relationships with youth to their mutual benefit. Recuperating the deep history of state interest in everyday performance makes clear how the influences of young people’s experiences at the George Junior Republic on what George called the “greater republic” went far beyond what he and his colleagues anticipated. Of course, activities such as health inspection, truant tracking, traffic management, food conservation, and public relations offered the citizenship training that program organizers claimed. Yet these activities’ systematic adoption to compensate for a lack of resources, and in many cases the later replacement of kids by paid adults, underscores how civic education was neither their sole nor primary rationale. Moving beyond stories of how citizen participation can become political cooptation, the evidence presented here reveals its hidden economic dimensions.
Continuity and Change in World War II
Resonances between life inside George’s junior republic and the American republic continued into World War II. With the sheltered childhood as national norm, wartime propaganda trumpeted how America was protecting its precious youth, and educational and recreational activities increasingly emphasized future preparation. Yet in Freeville and beyond, the nation’s educators, youth workers, and public officials chose to scale back rather than eliminate young people’s economic contributions to the institutions that sheltered them and in turn to the American state.2
Over the four decades of his involvement in the junior republic movement, George had been a public booster for American youth. His attitudes to their capacities had evolved, however, as in his decisions to replace Freeville’s citizen-hoteliers with adult cottage “parents” and to increase voting age from 12 to 16. During the dustup with Warner Brothers, George had used Richard Welling’s formulation of “citizen-student” to counter the suggestion the institution was a reformatory, continuing this educational talk in the last years of his life. This framework shaped the republic’s retooling during World War II as it lost many male citizens to war industries and military service, recruited more female citizens, expanded athletics, and added vocational training for war industries, including mechanics, aviation, woodworking, and electricity. Describing the “student controlled … educational town” in 1943, the Christian Science Monitor reported how the republic’s emphasis on learning by doing rather than academic training alone was well suited to postwar reconstruction. The importance of civic education in ensuring a solid future for American democracy was also stressed. “Indifferent and useless citizens are responsible for today’s chaotic world situation,” explained Lyman Beecher Stowe. “France was a victim of sleeping sickness, and that must not happen here.” Although, during the conflict, republic programming was less directly war-related and more future-focused than in World War I, when Atlantic Woolen Mills opened a war industry on campus and older girls moved to Syracuse for government munitions work, Freeville’s junior citizens continued to participate in an economic system—in particular, increasing farm output by one-third to bring in additional income and helping nearby farmers on account of a local labor shortage. Fewer differences than previously presumed separated the young people who chose to work in war industries or jobs vacated by adults from those who remained in supervised settings—even as these institutions’ economic activities were reduced.3
Developments in Freeville point to subtle shifts across other republics, schools, and youth-serving institutions during the war. African American republics reorienting their programs to the national emergency added new activities that highlighted their commitment to American democracy while sustaining their earlier sense of purpose supplying supervised recreation. Policing gave way to civil defense as the priority for Cleveland’s Boystowns, heralded during the conflict as a leading “leisure time organization” for minority youth. Hill City added first aid training and raised funds for an ambulance to serve neighborhood populations. Youth City, Philadelphia’s first “recreation center for black youth,” was most vocal in its patriotism, arranging vocational training for war jobs, a bugle and drum corps, and entertainment for African American servicemen. Director Samuel Evans, who insisted that African Americans could love their country without loving its wrongs, became coordinator of “colored activities” for the city’s branch of the US Department of Physical Training of the US Office of Civilian Defense. Unfortunately, continuing financial difficulties led Youth City to shut down in 1943, one of several republics (including Cottage Row and Progress City) that collapsed around World War II.4
Police and housing agencies organized several new juvenile democracies for African American and racially mixed neighborhoods in the early 1940s, and their programming aligned with these broad-brush trends. (Still more were planned, but never fully operational.) First aid training and civil defense were less common than traditional recreational activities, delinquency prevention efforts that organizers believed helped a nation at war, as mothers entered the labor force leaving many youth unsupervised and as race relations came to be understood in national security terms. Washington, DC, police officer Oliver Cowan, seeing boys “getting in trouble because they had nothing better to do,” devoted himself to creating “better” leisure activities by organizing the Junior Police and Citizens Corps. His federation of more than 150 small groups transformed gangs into junior police squads and subsequently into juvenile democracies whose main activities centered on a buffet of recreational options including athletics, drill corps, orchestra, chorus, and newspaper (the Youthtown News), and crime prevention. Trained in sociology at Howard and NYU, Cowan was guided by academic theory, using spot maps of criminal activity to site the groups and persuading gang leaders to participate, with the expectation they would recruit other youth. More than 10,000 participated. The personal and community improvement that followed even as the corps operated “with “no money, no buildings, and no outside support”—for example, a 50 percent drop in crime in one precinct over four months—attracted substantial publicity and copies in other locations.5
Chicago officials, eager to build community in the city’s recently constructed housing projects, were first to install youth self-government to enhance these institutions’ self-conception as “children’s cities” and reduce potential delinquency on site. Like the Junior Police and Citizens Corps, in the Junior Municipality of Wellstown (at the Ida B. Wells Homes public housing project), Altgeld Junior State (at Altgeld Gardens), Cabrini Junior City (at Cabrini Green), and Lathrop Junior City (at the Julia Lathrop homes), organizers and participants focused not on duplicating some adult referent so much as on recreation and the need for “something better to do.” Wellstown mayor Adolf Slaughter explained to a meeting of the National Association of Housing Officials how that “junior city is not run so much to punish the kids in their own courts, as to give them something to do so that they won’t have to be punished.”6
California housing officials followed with San Francisco Junior City for the children of war workers populating the Hunters’ Point housing project and surrounding neighborhoods, more than a thousand in all. “The kids like to keep busy,” reported African American child mayor Horace Peppers on the rich activity program that included a newspaper (Junior City News), a radio program hosted by the local CBS affiliate (“Mayor of the Air,” a case study for the textbook Interpreting Social Welfare), and a Junior Employment Service to place older youth in part-time jobs. “There’s always something to interest us here, and we know what we do will be appreciated. We’re treated like adults and we work like adults.” Peppers’s comments about work aside, the value made was chiefly in its delinquency prevention, because according to one report, more than two years into its operation, police had little to do, the city attorney had never had a case, and the judges had not yet had occasion to hold a session of court. Program administrator Burt Kebric prepared a bibliography on boystowns and junior cities for the National Association of Housing Officials to help get similar projects off the ground.7
Figure 7.1
Jelna Carr opening the meeting of the Wellstown aldermen 1942. Ida B. Wells Homes housing project, Chicago, Illinois. J. Delano, photographer.
Source: Library of Congress Prints and Photographs Division.
Not every republic fit this pattern. Residential training centers, initially created to advance the NYA’s ambition “to fit youth into the world about them” and to diffuse “social dynamite,” shifted their attention to war production when the Federal Security Administration assumed operational responsibilities in 1939. Education for preparedness and democratic living continued across agency programs with the language of learning by doing, vocational education, and student government as points of pride in the fight against totalitarian states. At the centers, opportunities for self-governance expanded to include a federation of youth governments, worker leadership, and youth representatives to a national advisory committee. Keeping equipment in continuous use lest it be reallocated to war production and manufacturing articles to military specification, these communities of older youth made economic contributions to national needs on a comparatively outsized scale. Staff, enrollees, and labor leaders shared the understanding that the centers broke bottlenecks in the labor supply by reducing on-the-job education required when youth “graduated” to actual wartime industry employment while manufacturing goods that private industry was “unable to supply in sufficient quantities to meet current needs.” Although the agency failed in its effort to push the analogy to schools to its logical conclusion and avoid paying taxes, most opponents did not doubt its “educational” orientation; they merely called for transferring its activities to the nation’s schools. (The American Youth Congress was an exception, taking issue with what it called the FSA’s “forced labor battalions” and offering a counter-proposal for a “real program for jobs and training.”) School administrators’ fears of an NYA takeover proved unfounded when the agency collapsed on just these grounds in 1943.8
Figure 7.2
“Mayor of the Air,” San Francisco Junior City mayor Horace Peppers (left).
Source: Helen Cody Baker and Mary Brayton Swain Routzahn, How to Interpret Social Welfare: A Study Course in Public Relations (New York: Russell Sage, 1947). Courtesy Russell Sage Foundation.
Figure 7.3
National Youth Administration girls and their citizenship instructor at the Good Shepherd community center, Chicago (south side), Illinois, April 1941. Russell Lee, photographer.
Source: FSA-OWI Collection, Library of Congress Prints and Photographs Division.
FBI director J. Edgar Hoover, whose agency was actively investigating radical youth organizations, enthusiastically supported the republic movement during the military conflict. This was part of his broader interest in how organized youth programs could complement FBI objectives. (Hoover was elected a national director of the Boys Clubs of America in 1943.) He spoke at Omaha Boys Town’s commencement exercises about its valuable programs. The FBI sponsored film screenings for the Junior Police and Citizens Corps and called for their expansion to every community in the country. Agents worked with boys in several chapters of Boys State, and trained the San Francisco Junior City police squad. The agency even hired republic organizers to its staff. For example, James Robinson, who replaced Howard McKinney as Hill City director when McKinney left for army service in 1943, was added to the FBI payroll the following year.9
From Prisons and Factories to Internment Camps
Drawing praise over five decades for helping immigrants, Native Americans, and African Americans adjust to the “American way of life,” sponsored by judges, police, and the FBI, and still a point of reference for criminology and corrections professionals, during World War II the junior republics that had inspired adult programs at prisons and factories also provided a blueprint for the internment camps that detained thousands of Japanese Americans. These influences did not result from personal contacts but rather underscore how ideas about democracy and discipline remained in the air. The US War Relocation Authority’s (WRA) insistence that the camps become self-governing and self-sufficient (and, in some cases, that the schools inside them teach youth self-government) underscores federal officials’ continuing embrace of principles and practices made popular by William George. Equally it points to how economic factors were never far from disciplinary ones in motivating state interest in the republic idea. From the program’s inception, WRA staff took the approach that Navy Surgeon General Ross McIntire called “the liberal democratic way of management” to “show that the United States could carry out a program of evacuation and relocation in a democratic manner that would provide the greatest possible contrast to population shifts in Axis countries.” And because “the more efficient and self regulating the administration makes the community, the fewer guards and soldiers will be needed,” this left more men free for frontline action.10
Federal officials’ initial vision for these total institutions was model communities that could “convert the Center from an item of government expense into an asset.” Evacuees’ community governments would take “responsibility for the civic management of the colony,” administering local agencies, including courts, fire, and police, businesses, and recreational activities such as newspaper, athletics, Scouts, and entertainment. Federal officials detailed these plans:
Through agriculture and industry these communities would become nearly self-supporting, and that there would be a measurable degree of local government. … The economic development would include the production of agricultural products not only for internal consumption, but also for distribution through regular market channels, and the establishment of factories that would engage entirely in war production. The necessary social services would be provided largely through recruitment from the evacuees. The hospitals, schools, police, fire, maintenance, and other activities would be largely evacuee staffed and directed.
This arrangement was to offer “an equitable substitute for the life, work, and homes given up, and to facilitate participation in the productive life of America both during and after the war.”11
Legal obstacles thwarted the plan to give camp governments the status of local governments outside the camps—like Native American reservations in the 1930s or Omaha’s Boys Town. Officials subsequently restricted voting and office holding to US citizens, and made community governments subsidiary to federal administrators. Later, work programs placing evacuees in jobs outside the camps replaced camp-based industries. With authority resting outside of their group, and work programs compensating them at unfairly low rates when compared with local staff wages, evacuees followed the precedents of prison inmates and protested these conditions. Government officials were disheartened but simultaneously fascinated by how the comparative robustness of self-government organizations affected how these disturbances played out. At Manzanar, with a weak community government, the administration called in military police. At Poston, by contrast, the community organization negotiated peacefully with administrative staff. These developments vivified the disciplinary powers of democracy and highlight persistent similarities between American strategies for managing prisoners and educating and socializing youth.12
Beyond Republics
The experiences of participants across the field of junior republics during World War II underscore both continuity and change in the lives of American youth. At the same time that beliefs persisted that the best way to ensure a stable future democracy was to enable young people to practice it and that peers did more to influence behavioral norms than adults, duplicating some adult referent in the organization of programming for these populations became subsidiary to actively engaging them—with the result that young people’s economic activities were much reduced. Compared to the American youth experience during World War I, or the women of World War II, for whom the reality of taking on male jobs conflicted with the rhetorical redefinition of these positions as feminine, domestic service for the nation, at Freeville and beyond the rhetoric and reality of child protection grew more closely aligned. These trends were apparent across the broader landscape of educational and recreational programming as well.13
Although, at first glance, students’ experiences in World War II shared much in common with those of the generation in school during the World War I, key differences highlighted transformations in social expectations. Certainly, once again students of all ages encountered the war in the curriculum, with younger students finding problems in math, geography, and other subjects framed in terms of war, and vocational subjects for war industries dominated the upper grades from 1942. Community school projects reoriented to wartime needs, for example with students taking on responsibility for publicizing conservation measures to local populations. And civic education and “world mindedness” were also stressed.14
Yet a closer look at how the curriculum brought the war inside schools finds teachers and administrators prioritized future-oriented training and scaled back the production of military supplies. John Studebaker’s shift from heading the Junior Red Cross in the 1910s (which hijacked classrooms to produce millions of articles) to his leadership of the US education commission’s newly organized High School Victory Corps in the 1940s (which asked students to pledge commitment to further their educations) encapsulated the changing common wisdom about the ideal youth experience. Students’ economic activities did not entirely disappear, but as the older view that such adult-like activities vitalized the curriculum was superseded by growing unease among educators that these additions to the school day were incompatible with schools’ basic mission, value production—for example, selling war bonds and stamps, collecting salvage, competing in poster-making contests for federal agencies, and producing public opinion in student newspapers—increasingly shifted to extracurricular and vacation activities. (The Junior Red Cross, which had coordinated school activities during World War I, became largely associated with weekend or school break projects in World War II.) Radio and film making programs dropped off substantially; those that survived covered subjects such as “the dangers of loose talk in a democracy” and “interpreting the news.”) This paralleled developments at the NYA, which reduced radio broadcasting in its centers so that national security needs could take priority for spectrum use.15
The wartime activities of junior police, Boy Scouts, Girl Scouts and Girl Reserves, and new organizations such as the American Youth Reserves (established by the US Office of Civil Defense) and the Junior Citizens Service Corps (established by the Civilian Defense Corps), also initially appeared to replicate youth participation in the first World War as these organizations directed participants to sell liberty loans, bonds, and stamps; cultivate war gardens and farms; entertain and feed service members; distribute posters and deliver messages for government agencies; collect paper and metal for recycling; serve as hospital aids and junior air raid wardens; cook meals and babysit for female war workers; raise money for soldiers and kids in war areas; and help with harvesting during school vacations. Indeed, when compared to in-school activities, their economic contributions to the wartime economy were more readily apparent. Boy Scouts and junior police stepped up “to assist short-handed regular police and Senior Auxiliary Police in handling crowds and traffic” and serve as poll watchers. Girl Reserves filled places of older workers in “making black-out candles, knitting afghans, tending children, serving as clinical aides, and performing innumerable other wartime tasks into which their teenage zest and ingenuity lead them.” The Girl Scouts presented President Roosevelt with a “check” for “15,430,000 hours service in war work.” In fact, the nation faced a youth worker shortage as hordes of eager boys and girls found a dearth of available adults to supervise their out-of-school activities. (The number of Boy Scout leaders and former Scouts in military service was a source of frequent comment.) Youth participation in organizations that simulated military occupations was, by contrast, reduced; from the late 1930s youth organizations lacking formal endorsement from the armed forces had been forced to drop terms like “navy” from their names.16
Yet as these recreational activities offered young people opportunities to make contributions to the war, they too were touched by changing social expectations. Despite occasional claims of history repeating itself—for example, observations of Scouts’ long history of service, or that youth were substitutes for adults—young people’s out-of-school wartime participation looked distinctly different from adults’ voluntary service and from the experiences of youth in World War I. Raising questions about the appropriateness of such undertakings with greater frequency, adults restricted many programs to older teens fifteen or sixteen and above, limiting younger boys and girls to “preparedness” activities: learning first aid skills, improving physical fitness, knowing what to do in an emergency, and training for service as junior air raid wardens, or “to act as messengers in the event of communication failures”—in short, endorsing future-oriented programming as inside the nation’s schools. Simultaneously they stressed the importance to the war effort of young people’s more indirect contributions, from learning about the democratic system to cultivating world-mindedness and improved race relations, to just being kids. As a Girl Scouts spokesperson told the New York Times, “Sending a little girl out to do a big girl’s job is a pitfall into which the national Girl Scout organization is determined not to fall in adapting the Scout program to the war.”17
Of course, there were exceptions to these larger patterns. Although the civic training such activities supplied typically reinforced the status quo, some groups for predominantly African American youth protested racial conditions in a context of African American service overseas and at home—for example, the Harlem-based junior police troops who demanded the federal government do more to prevent lynchings. There were schools that opted for curricular activities that hewed more closely to older precedents of war production, such as sewing and woodshop classes in several communities that made military articles or Junior Red Cross programs integrated into the curriculum, as in Hartford, Connecticut. Schoolboy patrols in Los Angeles directly replaced the adult crossing guards who left for war work with more than 14,000 eleven and twelve year olds. Yet if during the earlier conflict educators and youth workers had used the rhetoric of models and dramatizations to obscure how the activities they embraced were building their institutions and American state capacity, now more prioritized youth protection. As a result, some who made other choices—like Sabra Holbrook of New York City’s Youth Builders, which rallied kids to learn how to stop rumors, make films and radio programs, and include themselves “in work which the government has already defined as necessary”—were forced to scale back their ambitious wartime programming on account of how it conflicted with changing social expectations.18
Rethinking the Sheltered Childhood
The recognition that it was under the auspices of precisely those institutions associated with child protection that young people produced value and that such ambiguities remained long after the sheltered childhood became the norm invites new questions about the economic implications of youth programs in the decades since World War II. Histories of household labor that articulate the economic value of women’s uncompensated activities have called attention to the lasting legacy of the century-old decoupling of productivity from domesticity. For example, the value created by full-time homemakers and caregivers inside spaces that once defined national productivity remain unaccounted for in present-day official figures which separate caregiving from home-based businesses for purposes of taxation and GDP. What, then, of the activities inside schools and youth-serving institutions and the supervised programs beyond their borders in recent years?19
Young Americans may not prepare cafeteria meals, perform community maintenance activities, serve as crossing guards, discipline peers, or make publicity with the same frequency as in earlier decades. Yet evidence suggests that adult administrators and staff are not the only ones making value in educational and recreational contexts. From to unpaid internships for academic credit to contemporary configurations of junior police, teen courts, school patrols, youth councils, and student media; from the cookie sales that sustain the Girl Scouts organization to the college athletes who bring in millions to their universities; from student service learning projects at schools of design and public administration that supply free consulting to local governments, to beta testing software in schools and after-school programs, from the controversies around unionizing graduate teaching assistants, to Boy Scouts’ extensive service projects to the US National Park Service, educational and recreational programs that develop young people’s human capital for later application are not without present-day value. Century-old assumptions that work is defined by who is doing it and where it is taking place persist, however—for example, the idea that a distinction should be drawn between schools or other preparatory experiences and the “real world.” Armed with historical insights, we can begin a new conversation about the state of childhood in America in which young people’s capabilities and accomplishments take center stage.20
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Epilogue: What Happened to Junior Republics?
At a 1956 meeting of the US Senate Judiciary Committee, officials heard a proposal to transform the decommissioned naval air station at Squantum, Massachusetts, into a Boys Town. Twelve veterans had organized as Massachusetts Boys Town, Inc., six years earlier but lacked a site to implement their plans. A national program for preventing delinquency through “citizenship training” and “good group activities” would greatly assist needy youth, the men argued, reviewing the history of George Junior Republics, Omaha’s Boys Town, and similar institutions as they explained how putting former military bases to use for youth self-government programs across the United States would reduce future crime and strengthen community stability. Each boy would “[play] a part in the actual administration of security, justice, welfare, and so on in his own community” and “learn at firsthand through participation something about the governmental processes.” And since, in such an organization, “a good deal of the work could be done under the shop man with the boys participating,” taxpayer costs would be limited.1
This proposal for a nationwide network of state-sponsored communities for boys was not the only evidence of interest in the republic movement’s postwar expansion. As part of the American occupation of Germany, the US State Department, with assistance from Richard Welling, exported self-government as it restructured the educational system to be more democratic. In the worlds of George Junior Republic business advisor Donald Stralem, the republic idea was “being used now … to rehabilitate the young in conquered areas.” The United Nations Educational, Scientific, and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) organized several self-governing children’s communities to ease the psychological and economic adjustment for war orphans—among them, Pestalozzi Children’s Village and Gaudiopolis.2
Yet as these developments signaled the possibility that George might garner posthumous acclaim, the fading memory of his contributions already apparent before the war blunted the long-term impact of the republic movement in the US and farther afield. George had long faced difficulties controlling the movement he started on account of the proliferation of school republics, boy cities, junior towns, and other variations on his republic idea. His perfectionist critiques of such adaptations, together with his criticisms of public interpretations of his work—for example, that Freeville was not a reformatory—had further undermined his efforts to garner credit for the basic principles that influenced practices from schools to prisons. Once a household name, by the mid-twentieth century George was increasingly forgotten, even among those who followed his work.3
Memories of George faded further after World War II, particularly following the 1946 death of Welling, one of his greatest boosters. Stralem was among the few Americans to publicize connections between Europe’s postwar schools and youth-serving institutions and George’s stateside activities. With rare exceptions, most citing Father Flanagan’s Boys Town, the organizers of Europe’s children’s communities claimed themselves inheritors of a European tradition originating with Johann Heinrich Pestalozzi and Friedrich Froebel, even as that “tradition” was first chronicled thanks to junior republics’ broad diffusion including earlier European experiments to copy William George’s work. Although, like the Creel Committee before it, the US Information Agency publicized the Freeville republic in materials circulating overseas, its efforts did not rebalance public assessments.4
Figure 8.1
Boys Republic, Italy.
Source: La Repubblica dei Ragazzi (Il Villagio del Fanciullo a Santa Marinella), 1948.
In this context, the 1956 hearings—and the Senate’s rejection of the veterans’ proposal—underscore how William George’s popular standing had further diminished and how efforts to establish additional republics on US soil, even under the auspices of the Boys Towns which had superseded republics in public dialog, had grown increasingly rare. Although, amidst the conflict, the anticipation of a postwar juvenile delinquency crisis had mobilized new republics like San Francisco Junior City, this argument had limited traction after the war—and not merely on account of popular amnesia about the movement’s founders. With the decline of imitative play and the popularity of mass media alternatives to other youth activities, with changing neighborhoods surrounding campuses and clubhouses and changing ideals of citizenship in which consumption rather than production was a dominant value, aspects of the American youth experience were shifting even before the war accelerated, making junior republics less appealing to adults and youth than in earlier years. Other developments—for example, mental health professionals’ reorientation to treating “problem” youth in shorter outpatient programs rather than longer residential stays, as well as legal controversies about inmates doing institutional maintenance as part of treatment regimens—compounded incentives against expanding the republic idea. More general social expectations about the limited capacities of youth that characterized the sheltered childhood, some based on generational change in young people’s skill set, were contributing factors as well.5
As a result, US educators and youth workers witnessed the republic movement’s fade-out in the postwar period. Few new republics were started, and a number of those created before or during the war closed their doors. Chicago’s Boys Brotherhood Republic, facing financial troubles and changing neighborhood demographics, was absorbed by the Young Men’s Jewish Council in 1946 and merged a decade later with two organizations for mostly African American youth to create Chicago Youth Centers, a recreational institution for whom civic dramatization was not a priority. Youth self-government programs in Chicago and San Francisco housing projects, with the exception of Altgeld Junior State, ceased their operations in the late 1940s.6
Other US-based republics continued—the George Junior Republics in New York, Connecticut, California, and Pennsylvania; the New York City Boys Brotherhood Republic; Boys Towns in Omaha and Cleveland; San Jose’s Boys City Boys Club; Pittsburgh’s Hill City; Washington, D.C.’s Junior Police and Citizens Corps; and Boys and Girls States around the country—albeit with changes to their programming in many instances. Some followed prewar trends in Freeville to remake themselves into specialized educational institutions. Learning by doing continued, for example at Grove City, where, after administrators purchased buildings from the War Assets Administration, the youth dismantled them, transported the material to the republic, and subsequently reassembled them there. Litchfield Junior Republic, now regarded as the “only boarding trade school in Connecticut,” was widely admired for organizing “the ultimate in effective student government.” Staff and students shared their expertise with peers from across Connecticut when they hosted the first statewide conference on student government in 1951.7
Back in Freeville, however, the institution’s educational orientation was joined by the welfare orientation that superintendent Donald Urquart preferred. Psychiatrists were a growing presence there as administrators retooled as an alternative to public schooling for “disturbed” and “troubled” teens. Although these new personnel endorsed William George’s founding principles of self-government and a token economy, the republic’s practical operations looked very different in a context where the staff-to-citizen ratio stood at 50 to 120, and later 85 to 185—responding both to the changing population and to changing ideas about kids. On hiring a social worker as its new director the Litchfield republic took steps in the same direction, adding specialized services such as a social work department, psychiatric and psychological counseling, and case workers to its staff. Similar trends could be seen in Detroit’s Ford Republic and Omaha’s Boys Town as these institutions deepened relationships with welfare and medical professionals.8
Even as George’s remaining republics maintained earlier ambitions to duplicate American society on a smaller scale, with economic activities at the center, local attention from media, scholars, and other observers to the surviving individual institutions grew detached from talk of a broader movement as well as from the component and allied activities such as vocational education and junior policing that once had been seen as programs based on common principles to be discussed in an integrated conversation. Europe’s children’s communities sustained the most active conversations on youth self-government—albeit largely without attention to William George. In the coming decades, a few prominent educators would offer proposals to model future schools on the George Junior Republic. Scattered miniature communities—from Kinderspielstadt in Germany to Safety Villages in Canada—continued aspects of the idea in camps, playgrounds, and other educational and recreational contexts.9
As Freeville staff continued their work with increasingly troubled youth, they suspended the self-government that had brought the republic worldwide renown. A name change in 2005, to the William George Agency for Children’s Services, cemented the shift in emphasis. The “village like any other” thus no longer exists. But even in its absence, George’s lasting impact on childhood in America remains.
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