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Abstract 

Youth Citizenship in the Golden Age of Periodicals, 1870-1910 

 

In this thesis, I explore the ideational contours and performative dimensions of ‘youth 

citizenship’ in the late-nineteenth century. The identity was a complex one, with 

myriad voices – editors, physicians, rhetoricians, sanitary engineers, moral reformers, 

politicians, and psychologists – contributing to its articulation as a composite set of 

habits, behaviors, character traits and ideological commitments. Not surprisingly, the 

various projects that sought to mobilize youth in the performance of this identity were 

varied in their aims and foci. Some sought to promote patriotism through participation 

in patriotic rituals, while others sought to enlist students in the hygienic revitalization 

of their schoolhouses. Whatever the focus, correctly socialized youth were portrayed 

as a safeguard against a range of threats to social stability. For those interested in the 

civic socialization of youth, these included urban vice, immigration, individualism, the 

corruptive influence of the marketplace, and the scourge of contagious disease. 

Throughout, I emphasize the importance of youth periodicals as sites through which a 

wide range of civic visions and ideals were formulated and presented to young 

Americans, particularly those of the middling sort. While I draw on a wide range of 

source materials – elocution manuals, conduct of life books, success manuals, and 

periodicals –  my primary focus throughout is on the Youth’s Companion, the nation’s 

most popular and influential youth periodical. As with a host of other texts, the 

Companion conveyed the civic hopes and fears of various experts and moral reformers 

to its readers. In so doing, the Companion was simply one part of a broader cultural 
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apparatus of print that circulated and shaped a vision of the young citizen as one who 

saluted the flag, obeyed sanitary laws, adopted hygienic habits, cultivated eloquence, 

participated in debates, monitored and managed their physique, eschewed cigarettes 

and dime novels, repudiated wit and laughter, supported tenement reform, and 

opposed immigration. 

The Companion, though, was unique among youth periodicals in systematically 

wedding this discourse to a set of programs and projects designed to train youth in the 

habits, behaviors, and ideological commitments associated with good citizenship. The 

aims of many of these projects – the Schoolhouse Flag movement, the Lyceum League 

of America, the Beautify the School campaign – resonated not only with readers, but 

with a range of civic organizations and state institutions. Through tapping into the 

organizational structures, supervisory mechanisms and influence of the public schools, 

veterans’ organizations, village improvement societies, education boards, and health 

departments, the Companion was able to exert an influence that extended far beyond 

the confines of its immediate readership. By looking at the these networks, the role of 

periodicals in circulating a vision of what it meant to be a good citizen, and at the 

various projects that sought to fashion this identity, this thesis explores the role of 

print culture in shaping the civic culture of late-nineteenth-century America. 
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Introduction 

The Youth’s Companion, then, aims not merely to be entertaining, but to be 

beneficial. Its aim is to make American citizens.  

Youth’s Companion, June 3, 1909.1 

This thesis explores the ideational contours and performative dimensions of ‘youth 

citizenship’ in the late-nineteenth-century as developed within and pursued through 

the pages of the Youth’s Companion. Myriad voices – editors, physicians, rhetoricians, 

sanitary engineers, politicians, psychologists – participated in the construction of this 

identity as an assemblage of habits, behaviors, character traits and ideological 

commitments. Often, these voices combined in advisory projects that sought to define 

permissible limits of conduct for readers. Such was the case with attempts to shape 

readers’ understandings of the danger of the dime novel, the cigarette, and 

unseasonable laughter. At other times, specific programs were developed to mobilize 

youth in the performance of patriotic and civic activities.  

Given the range of voices and expectations placed on youth, these projects were 

varied in their aims and foci. Some sought to promote patriotism through participation 

in patriotic rituals, some defined citizenship as an oratorical identity, while others 

sought to enlist students in the hygienic revitalization of their schoolhouses. Whatever 

the goal, correctly trained youth were portrayed as a safeguard against a range of 

threats to social stability. For those interested in the civic socialization of youth, such 

threats included urban vice, untrammeled immigration, excessive individualism, the 

corruptive influence of the marketplace, and the scourge of contagious disease. 

                                                 
1
 ‘The Staff Series: a final word’, Youth’s Companion (hereafter, YC), Jun. 3, 1909, p. 267. 
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The Companion was not alone among youth periodicals in disseminating a wide range 

of civic visions and ideals to young Americans of the middle-classes. It was, however, 

the most engaged of all in seeking to transform its readers into practising citizens. 

Among the multitude of youth periodicals published during this period, it was the only 

one that matched the subscription rates and circulation of the nation’s most 

prominent publications. When editor and publisher Daniel Sharp Ford took over the 

Youth’s Companion  in 1857, it had a subscription base of around 4,800.2 In 1870, that 

figure was approaching 75,000 copies weekly.3 By the mid-1880s, the Companion had 

become a publishing ‘phenomenon’, its subscription base surpassing the 400,000 

mark.4 It was the longest running and most widely subscribed to youth periodical in 

the land, and, at various stages throughout the 1880s, recorded the highest circulation 

of any magazine in the country.5 During the 1890s, subscriptions plateaued at around 

the half-million mark, peaking in 1901 at the mark of 545,342.6 Key personnel at the 

periodical used the influence that came with this market share to pursue a range of 

patriotic projects, some of which would profoundly shape the civic landscape of the 

United States over the next century and beyond. 7 

                                                 
2
 David L. Greene, ‘Youth’s Companion,’ in R. Gordon Kelly, (ed.), Children’s Periodicals of the United 

States, p. 511. 
3
 ‘To Subscribers’, YC, Jan. 5, 1871, p. 4. 

4
 Frank Luther Mott, A History of American Magazines, 1850-1865, vol. 2, Cambridge, Belknap Press of 

Harvard University Press, 4
th

 printing, 1970, p. 268; M.A. Dewolfe Howe, ‘The Hundredth Anniversary 

of the Youth’s Companion: one century of joyful service to youth’, YC, Nov. 4, 1926, p. 823.  
5 

Mott, A History of American Magazines, 1865-1885, vol. 3, Cambridge, Belknap Press of Harvard 

University Press, 3rd print ing, 1967, p. 6. 
6
 David  Reed, The Popular Magazine in Britain and the United States, 1880-1960, Toronto, University of 

Toronto Press, 1997, p. 56; F.L. Mott, A History of American Magazines, vol. 2, 1850-1865, Cambridge, 

Harvard University Press, 1938, p. 264; Mott, A History of American Magazines, vol. 3, 1865-1885, 

Cambridge, Harvard University Press, 1939, p. 6; R.J. Ellis, To the Flag: the Unlikely History of the 

Pledge of Allegiance, Lawrence, University Press of Kansas, 2005, p. 5. 
7
 The most famous of these was undoubtedly the development of the Pledge of Allegiance for the official 

program for the public school celebrations of Columbus Day in 1892. See, Ellis, To the Flag, pp. 1-80; 

Cecilia Elizabeth O’Leary, To Die For: the paradox of American patriotism, Princeton, Princeton 

University Press, 1999,  pp. 150-171. 
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As with a host of other publications catering to ‘the bone and sinew element’ of the 

nation, a phrase the Companion used to describe its own audience,  this periodical 

conveyed the hopes and fears of myriad experts and social reformers to its readers. 8 In 

so doing, the Companion was simply one part of a broader cultural apparatus of print 

that circulated and shaped a normative—and generally masculine—vision of the young 

citizen as one who saluted the flag, obeyed sanitary laws, adopted hygienic habits, 

cultivated eloquence, participated in debates, monitored and managed his physique, 

eschewed cigarettes and dime novels, repudiated wit and laughter, supported 

tenement reform, and opposed immigration.  

The Companion, though, was unique among periodicals in systematically wedding this 

discourse to a set of programs and projects designed to train youth in the habits, 

behaviors, and ideological commitments associated with good citizenship.  As the 

historical record shows, the invitation to participate in these various projects clearly 

resonated with readers, who helped mobilize friends, families and their communities 

in support of the Companion’s civic agenda. Many of these projects also resonated 

strongly and aligned with the objectives of civic organizations and state institutions.9 

By successfully tapping into the organizational structures, supervisory mechanisms and 

influence of school boards, veterans’ organizations, village improvement societies, and 

other organizations, the Companion came to exert an influence that extended far 

beyond the confines of its immediate readership. By looking at these associational 

                                                 
8
 M.A. DeWolfe Howe, ‘The Hundredth Anniversary of the Youth’s Companion’, p. 823.  

9
 The Companion here, it might be said, was effective in tapping into the associational impulse of the 

period. For further discussion on the high rates of association formation and activity during the period 

1870-1910, see Arthur M. Schlesinger, ‘Biography of a Nat ion of Joiners’, American Historical Review, 

Vol. 50, No. 1, 1944, pp. ; Theda Skocpol, Marshall Gantz and Ziad Munson, ‘A Nation of Organizers: 

the institutional origins of civ ic voluntarism in the United States’, American Political Science Review, 

Vol. 94, No. 3, 2000, p. 527-546; Gerald Gramm and Robert D. Putnam, ‘The Growth of Voluntary 

Associations in America, 1840-1940’, Journal of Interdisciplinary History, Vol. 29, No. 4, Patterns of 

Social Capital: stability and change in comparative perspective, 1999, pp. 511-557. 
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networks, the role of the periodical in circulating and shaping ideas of what it meant to 

be a good citizen, and through analysis of the various projects that sought to fashion 

this identity, it is possible to explore the role of print culture in shaping the civic 

landscape of late-nineteenth-century America.  

In the remainder of the Introduction, I elaborate briefly on the temporal focus of the 

inquiry, introduce some of the key personnel who shaped the Companion’s civic 

agenda, outline the analytical framework through which I approach ideas of youth and 

citizenship, confront some of the methdological issues associated with the analysis of 

periodicals-as-texts, and provide a brief overview of the chapters that follow.  

Periodization 

I focus on the period between 1870-1910 for a number of reasons. The first of these 

might be defined as conceptual and relates to the evolution of a cultural and legal 

understanding of citizenship that came to disassociate ‘voting and political rights [as] 

the defining features of citizenship.’ 10 The passage of the Fourteenth Amendment 

(1868) and judicial interpretations of it were crucial here. The Amendment’s 

‘Citizenship Clause’ constitutionally enshrined the common law interpretation of 

birthright citizenship and explicitly ‘conferred’ the legal status of citizenship on groups 

previously excluded as full members of the political community, ‘including blacks, 

women, and children.’11 With their legal status as citizens clarified, women sought 

judicial clarification that this status naturally conferred on them full political rights. The 

                                                 
10 

For a succinct and illuminating account of this cultural and legal shift, see Julie Reuben, ‘Beyond 

Politics: Community Civ ics and the Redefinit ion of Citizenship in the Progressive Era’, History of 

Education Quarterly, vol. 37, no. 4, 1997, pp. 399-420. My approach to citizenship as a duty-based 
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Court consistently determined that this was not the case; suffrage, it held, was a 

privilege of citizenship and not a right that was conferred by the Constitution. 12 

These decisions began to erode (but never fully replaced) cultural associations of 

citizenship with full political rights, making it possible to think about the civic status of 

youth in new ways. Throughout the 1880s and into the early twentieth century, a great 

deal of attention began to focus on the duties and responsibilities of the young citizen. 

This interest developed, and indeed became increasingly acute, as the correct civic 

socialization of youth came to be viewed as a curative to a range of Gilded Age and 

Progressive Era anxieties: immigration, disease, pauperism, urban immorality and so 

forth. Citizenship provided a vocabulary and an ideational frame of reference through 

which many of these anxieties could be expressed and solutions to various social 

problems offered. The Companion played a more prominent role than most in shaping 

the contours of this identity and in guiding the performance of it.  

That it was even possible for a periodical to exercise such an influence was contingent 

on a range of material developments. It was only after the Civil War, though most 

visibly from the 1870s on, that the conditions emerged for periodicals to circulate 

nationally.13 These conditions ushered in what John Tebbel has described as the 

‘Second Golden Age’ of periodicals, and R. Gordon Kelly as ‘the golden years’ of the 

Youth’s Companion, with an expanding postal network of roads and rail bringing more 
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and more communities into regular contact with print culture.14 The Companion 

circulated more widely than most, linking communities all over the nation with its civic 

vision for the nation’s youth.  

The Companion’s success in mobilizing youth and their communities in the pursuit of 

this vision must also take into account the associational impulse of the era. 15 During 

this period of profound social, economic and cultural transformation, Americans 

engaged in associational life in unprecedented numbers.16 When the Companion 

pitched its civic projects, many of which relied on community mobilization in 

pursuance of some public good, it was pitching them to a population that was ready 

and willing to mobilize, and largely familiar with the process of doing so. 

I bring the study to a close in 1910 for three reasons related to the influence, 

popularity, and relevance of the publication. Firstly, while the Companion continued to 

elaborate on the habits, values and behaviors of the good citizen well after 1910, these 

discussions were no longer wedded to programs aimed at producing the good citizen. 

Accordingly, it becomes increasingly difficult to track the Companion’s influence within 

a broader network of agencies, institutions and organizations dedicated to shaping the 
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When R. Gordon Kelly described these ‘golden years’ he was referring specifically to the 1880s and 

1890s and the popularity of St. Nicholas and the Youth’s Companion. Kelly, Children’s Periodicals, p. 
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civic identities of youth. The intent to socialize can sti ll be discerned, and this is 

important, but the ways this translated into the common experience of citizenship as a 

performed identity cannot.  

Secondly, the Companion’s popularity, while stable during much of the first decade of 

the twentieth century, began to decline steadily thereafter. As historian R. Gordon 

Kelly has noted, the ‘literary miscellany for young people,’ of which the Companion 

was the nineteenth century’s premier example, ‘was increasingly an anachronism’ by 

the early twentieth century.17 Publishers began to deliver more targeted content – 

aimed at narrower age brackets, or audiences defined by gender, ethnicity, hobby, or 

organizational involvement – which reduced audience exposure to the broad array of 

civic experts and voices contained in periodicals like the Companion, St. Nicholas, and 

Harper’s Young People.18 As the Companion’s popularity wained, from a subscription 

base of 500,000 at the turn of the century to around 300,000 by 1910, so too did its 

ability to exert such a profound influence over the civic socialization of the nation’s 

youth.19   

Thirdly, and most importantly, a variety of institutions and organizations began to 

make the kind of instruction-in-citizenship the Companion had provided over the 

previous three decades obsolescent. Public schools instituted community civics 

curricula, which mirrored the Companion’s own elaboration of the defining habits and 

behaviors of good citizenship, ensuring this vision was now communicated to public -

school students nationwide on a daily basis.20 Flag codes and flag salute legislation 
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institutionalized the Pledge of Allegiance and the practice of flying the flag over the 

schoolhouse, both of which the Companion had largely initiated and popularized, 

mandating the observance of what had once been voluntary acts.21 The kind of 

community-based action the Companion inspired in relation to the hygienic 

revitalization of schoolhouses in the early 1900s became less relevant as a suite of laws 

and regulations governing the hygiene and sanitation of schoolhouses were passed 

from the 1910s.22 Adult-supervized youth organizations, most notably the YMCA, the 

Boy Scouts, Campfire Girls and the 4-H clubs, rose to prominence in the second decade 

of the new century, engaging millions of participants in various character-building and 

patriotic activities.23 The Companion lauded the work of these organizations at the 

same time as they made obsolete the kind of text-based publics and associations the 

periodical had developed in its efforts to promote certain civic objectives. These 

various institutional, legislative, and organizational influences have attracted a great 

deal of scholarly attention at the same time as they have obscured the profound 

influence of youth periodicals on the civic socialization of American youth at the turn 

of the century. Accordingly, it seems apposite to contextualize rather than compete 

with these accounts. 
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Quarterly, vol. 37, no. 4, 1997, pp. 399-420.  
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The Youth’s Companion: a paper with a purpose  

Daniel Sharp Ford assumed joint proprietal, publishing, and editorial control over the 

Boston-based Youth’s Companion in 1857 and full control in 1867.24 During his forty-

two year tenure at the Companion, he oversaw the periodical’s growth from a 

‘circulation that was doubtless local and Congregational’, to one that was orders of 

magnitude larger than any other youth periodical on the market by century’s end.25 In 

Ford’s front page obituary in the New York Times, he was credited as a man of superior 

‘business insight and foresight,’ with an ‘inventive genius for devising new ways of 

increasing circulation.’26 One of the most important of these, as many have attested, 

was Ford’s innovative use of the ‘premium system,’ where various incentives were 

offered – from cash and books to goats and scroll saws – to those readers who could 

attract new subscribers. The system was certainly not unique, though magazine 

historian Frank Luther Mott credits the Companion’s as one of the more effective 

incentive programs of its era.27  

Ford though, was much more than a man possessed of ‘a shrewd Yankee business 

sense.’28 As an editor, he was credited with assembling a talented pool of staff writers 

and assistants, and lauded for the eminent contributors he routinely attracted to the 

periodical (see Appendix 1).29 Perhaps most famously, Ford is remembered for the 
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Companion under Ford (1888-1893). 
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 Mott, A History of American Magazines, pp. 269-272. 
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strict editorial control he exercised over all published content. According to the Times 

obituary, ‘no man ever kept a more watchful eye upon the contents of his paper, down 

to the last paragraph.’30 The ‘institutional’ quality of the periodical was shaped by 

Ford’s strict policy of editorial anonymity; his name never appeared in the publication 

in over forty-two years at the helm.31 The same went for his assistant editors, which 

ensured all staff contributors spoke with the unified voice and authority of ‘the 

Companion.’32 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The Companion, former editor M.A. Dewolfe Howe noted, appealed to ‘the bone and 

sinew element of the country which traces its descent, spiritual and often physical, 

                                                 
30

 ‘Obituary: Daniel Sharp Ford Dead’, p. 1. In the less prominently placed obituary in the Companion, it 

was said of Ford that ‘he watched over [the magazine] with more than the jealous care of a mother for a 

darling daughter.’ See, ‘Daniel Sharp Ford’, YC, Jan. 11, 1900, p. 18. M.A. Dewolfe Howe: ‘the 

Companion had many rules about what it would and would not print, and to these rules the most eminent 

contributors were expected – and indeed through editorial tact required – to conform’, in ‘The Hundredth 

Anniversary of the Youth’s Companion’, p . 823. 
31

 See again, ‘Daniel Sharp Ford’, YC, Jan. 11, 1900, p. 18; ‘Obituary: Daniel Sharp Ford Dead’, p. 1.  
32

 Arthur Stanwood Pier, a  former editor at the paper, reflected on his tenure there in a piece written for 

the Companion in 1926. Pier named a number of his  co-editors and noted that it seemed ‘almost a breach 

of confidence to set down their names, for we were told that editors must be strictly anonymous ’, Arthur 

Stanwood Pier, ‘In the Good Old Days’, YC, Mar. 25, 1926, p. 233. It is on the basis of this exacting 

policy that I consciously attribute agency and possessive qualities to ‘the Companion’ throughout the 

thesis. As mentioned, this takes account of Ford’s own policy;  it also functions as shorthand for the 

coherent and consistent messages delivered y the Companion’s myriad ‘named’ contributors.  

Table 1a: The Premium System at Work. Source: ‘Our Presents’, YC, Oct. 25, 1877, 

p. 345. 

Name Location Prize Subscribers 

Luke U. Milward Lexington, KY $1 000 cash 427 

Grace Carpenter Foxboro, Mass. $825 Chickering Piano 356 

C. Thickstum Council Bluffs, Iowa $650 Chickering Piano 302 

John C. Carleton Vershire, VT $650 Chickering Piano 285 

Mrs. Miller Jones Bridgeport, Pa $425 Parlor Organ 244 

L.B. Landis Allentown, Pa $250 Parlor Organ 242 

J.E. Bliss North Fairfield, O $210 Parlor Organ 93 

 

Between them, these seven readers attracted 1,949 new subcribers. No doubt the 

average reader would have been dismayed by Milward’s efforts in obtaining 427 of 

these. 
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from the orthdox New Englanders of the twenties and thirties.’ Orthodoxy here 

described both racial and religious characteristics. When the Companion addressed 

‘American families’, described the ‘American boy’, or discussed ‘America’s needs’, it 

was an Anglo-Protestant America to which it was referring. The magazine’s success, 

DeWolfe Howe continued, was because it knew its audience so well: the periodical 

provided ‘American parents’ with what they thought ‘their young people wanted’ and 

gave ‘young people what they really did want.’ 33  

The overarching ‘purpose of the paper’ was to assist parents ‘in cultivating a taste for 

good literature and in molding and upbuilding character.’ 34 The content featured was 

designed to be morally uplifting, educational and entertaining: a ‘whole philosophy of 

right reading’ informed the selection of fiction and an ‘educational foundation [was] 

laid under the paper’s slightest utterance.’35 As a general interest periodical, this 

entertainment and instruction was pursued through various content type. Issues 

contained serial fiction, one-off stories, editorials, poetry, illustrations, advertising, 

articles on health and hygiene, articles on science and current affairs, amusing 

anecdotes, historical and biographical pieces, and puzzles for children. This same 

diversity of materials was used to elaborate, construct and convey to readers the 

habits, behaviors and conduct that defined the young American citizen.  

 

 

 

                                                 
33 

De Wolfe Howe, ‘The Hundredth Anniversary of the Youth’s Companion’, p. 823.  
34

 ‘The Staff Series: the Paper with a Purpose’, YC, Jun. 3, 1909, p. 267. 
35

 ‘The Staff Series: the Paper with a Purpose’, p. 267.  
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Three men shaped the direction of the Companion’s civic agenda more than any 

others: Daniel Sharp Ford, his nephew James Bailey Upham, and Ford’s former pastor, 

Francis Bellamy.36 Upham was placed in charge of the Companion’s premium system in 

1870 and it was from within this department that many of the periodical’s civic 

projects were designed, developed, initially advertised and consistently publicized. 

                                                 
36

 Richard J. Ellis provides an outstanding biographical account of the various sympathies, prejudices, and 

ideals of Ford, Bellamy and Upham. I draw liberally on parts of his research throughout. See Ellis, To the 

Flag: the Unlikely History of the Pledge of Allegiance, Lawrence, University Press of Kansas, 2005, pp. 

5-13, 22-23, 27-38, 48-49. 

Image 1a: Testimonials on the Beneficial Nature of the Youth’s Companion, 1902. 

 

Source: YC, Oct. 23, 1902, p. 520. Testimonials featured in the paper from doting 

adults consistently confirmed the postive acculturative effect of the Companion on 

their children and home life.  
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When Bellamy joined the Companion in 1891, after experiencing difficulties preaching 

the message of ‘Christ the Socialist’ to his Boston congregation, he was paired with 

Upham.37 The two proved to be effective partners, their projects uniting millions of 

young Americans in the common performance of citizenship.  

In the chapters that follow, I elaborate more fully on the range of prejudices, beliefs 

and values that shaped the Companion’s discursive construction of citizenship. Here I 

refer to two of the overarching concerns that defined Ford, Bellamy and Upham’s 

interest in the civic socialization of youth. The first of these relates to their race-

consciousness in an era of shifting immigration patterns and the unparalleled influx of 

migrants from non-Anglo source countries. Ford’s and Upham’s nativism can be 

discerned in the content of the periodical and in the aims and design of certain 

projects. Bellamy’s was a matter of public record. In the Illustrated American 

magazine, Bellamy told readers that men were born 

all in bonds to their ancestors and environments. The success of a government 

by the people will depend upon the stuff that people are made of. The people 

must...guard more jealously even than their liberty, the quality of their 

blood...There are races, more or less akin to our own, whom we may admit 

freely, and get nothing but advantage from the infusion of their wholesome 

blood. But there are other races which we cannot assimilate without a lowering 

                                                 
37

 Though Upham was the driving force behind these various projects, and though these projects must 

have enjoyed the support of Ford by virtue of his omniscient control of the publication, Bellamy often 

functioned as the spokesman for, or as the periodical’s public representative. Accordingly, while 

Bellamy’s hopes, anxieties and prejudices are laid bare in the historical record, those of Upham and Ford 

must be read off the Companion’s pages and determined through reference to the design of the various 

civic pro jects created through the Premium Department.  
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of our racial standard, which should be as sacred to us as the sanctity of our 

homes.38  

Whether it was through reading the Companion or participating in civic projects 

designed by Upham and Bellamy, readers and participants were positioned to view the 

American nation as exceptional, and to understand that exceptionalism as conditional 

on the ‘quality’ of the racial stock that had built the nation. Suspicions over the racial 

quality of new immigrants were presented to readers in myriad articles on the subject 

of immigration. In these articles, the civic competence, capacity and disposition of non-

Anglo immigrants were consistently called into question. To hear the Companion tell it, 

almost all new immigrants were paupers, anarchists, drunks, or the bearers of 

contagious disease.39 The discursive constitution of citizenship as a set of idealized 

habits and behaviors relied on this racial binary; virtue, morality, independence, 

cleanliness, and self-restraint, for example, were all figured  as Anglo-race traits.  

The three men were also deeply concerned that industrialization and unfettered 

capitalism had created a society defined more by excessive individualism and self -

interested materialism than it was by a patriotic commitment to promoting the 

common weal. Again, I cover various dimensions of this critique, particularly its 

religious manifestations, in greater detail throughout. Suffice to say at this stage that 

                                                 
38

 Illustrated American, Aug. 28, 1897, p. 258, cited in Ellis, To the Flag, p. 32. 
39

 Non-Anglo Europeans and the Chinese were particular targets in these articles (see Chapters 2-3). The 

nativist rhetoric of the Companion continued long after Ford’s death in 1899, with anti-immigration 

articles a consistent feature of the paper through the 1900s and 1910s. There was a hiatus during the First 

World War, but the articles continued with a vengeance in the immediate aftermath, with a series weekly 

of editorials dedicated to the issue. In the first of these articles it was declared that: ‘Immig ration has long 

been our key problem. Sooner or later our efforts to solve other great national questions lead inevitably to 

a study of immigration. That is true of labor, education, cit izenship, the care of the dependent and 

delinquent classes, housing, the public health, Americanization and many other matters. Every one of 

them is closely related to immigration.’ See ‘Immigration: 1. Importance of the Subject’, YC, Aug. 14, 

1919, p. 435. Also, ‘Immigration: 2. Restricting Immigration’, YC, Aug. 21, 1919, pp. 450-451; 

‘Immigrat ion: 3. Immigration and the War’, YC, Aug. 28, 1919, p. 463; ‘Immigrat ion: 4. Immigration and 

Americanizat ion’, YC , Sep. 4, 1919, p. 475; ‘Immigration : 5. Present Laws and Proposed Changes’, YC, 

Sep. 11, 1919, pp. 490-491; ‘Immigration: 6. Ethics of Restriction’, YC , Sep. 18, 1919, pp. 502-503. 
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these concerns directly influenced the design of the Companion’s (re: Upham and 

Bellamy’s) civic projects; each was aimed at mobilizing youth collectively in pursuit of 

some public or community good: acquiring the flag for the school, beginning a local 

library, planting trees, renovating the schoolhouse and so on. The performance of 

citizenship was always a local affair, but by virtue of the interest shown in these 

projects, it was a performance that structured and coordinated the experience of 

citizenship for youth in all parts of the nation.  

Youth and Citizenship 

A few points need to be made here in regard to terminology, particularly with respect 

to the way ‘youth’ is invoked throughout the thesis. The term is used in a number of 

ways. The first refers specifically to the Companion’s readership. Defining this ‘youth’ 

through definitive reference to age is a difficult task.40 At various times, the Companion 

addressed itself to ‘young men of the right sort’, to ‘manly boys’, to ‘schoolboys and 

schoolgirls,’ to ‘girls in every public school,’ to ‘Companion readers’, and so on. The 

term, then, is used to refer to a variety of readerships, aged roughly between 12 and 

24 years of age.41 In addition, when referring to this readership, I hesitate to define the 

typical Companion reader through reference to place of residence – city, village, town, 

rural community – as it is clear the Companion circulated through all (see Image 1b). 

                                                 
40

 Historians have long acknowledged the difficulty of b racketing this transitional period with defin itive 

age markers. As Rotundo notes with respect to nineteenth century males, ‘the transition from boyhood to 

manhood was variable in length and loose in the definition of its boundaries’: E. Anthony Rotundo, 

American Manhood: Transformations in Masculinity from the Revolution to the Modern Era , New York, 

Basic Books, 2003, p. 56. Joseph Kett describes the many difficult ies and complications in attempting to 

define ‘youth’: Rites of Passage, pp. 11-37. On the lives of middle-class youth as the ‘most closely 

calibrated by age,’ see David I. Macleod, The Age of the Child: Children in America, 1890-1920, New 

York, Twayne Publishers, 1998, p. 138. 
41

 I also examine material directed at younger audiences, particularly with respect to the patriotic imagery 

and verse featured in the ‘Children’s Page’ of Memorial Day and Independence Day issues (see Chapter 

2). The upper age limit I base on scholarly accounts of the termination of youth for middle -class male 

youth. See, for example, Rotundo, American Manhood, p. 56. I refer to male youth here as one of the 

Companion’s projects – the Lyceum League of America – was targeted at ‘young men of the right sort,’ 

the highest age threshold of all its projects. The average age of participants was nineteen: ‘The Lyceum 

League’, YC, Jun. 23, 1892, p. 320. 
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Perhaps the clearest indication of the typical reader comes from the periodical itself. 

As already mentioned, the Companion believed the majority of its audience to be of 

the ‘bone and sinew’, or ‘orthdox element’ of American society. That is, it considered 

its audience to be, and addressed its audience as though they were white, Anglo-

Protestant, and from families of moderate means who shared similar values and had 

similar expectations of their children.42   

The second way in which I employ the term ‘youth’ is to denote the aggregate of 

young persons who collectively participated in the Companion’s civic projects. This 

useage is similar but distinct from the first by virtue of the fact that many of the 

Companion’s projects enjoyed participation rates far in excess of its actual circulation. 

That is, we must assume both an overlap and a distinction between those who 

encountered the text and its civics discourse directly (over a period of years) and those 

who participated in the Companion’s projects.43 In many of these projects, for 

example, non-Anglo Protestant youth who we might assume were not readers, were 

given the opportunity to peform and aspire toward an identity that was presented as 

white. The third way I invoke the word is in the phrase ‘youth citizenship,’ an umbrella 

                                                 
42

 While the Companion’s readership must have cut across class boundaries, by virtue of its large 

subscription base and presence in public institutions, the periodical addressed itself to what we might 

term a ‘middle class audience.’ Some indications of this include the many artic les addressed to public and 

high-school students, and the numerous articles which provided male readers with insights into college 

life and the world of white-collar work. There was a clear expectation that those reading the Companion 

would be spending extended periods of time at school and that male readers would not be entering the 

workforce on the industrial shop floor. On social class, race and educational attainment, see Macleod, The 

Age of the Child, pp. 148-152. One of the difficulties in referring to a ‘middle class’ readership in this 

study turns on the issue of the Companion’s large rural readership. Historians who have looked to 

‘middle-class format ion’ in nineteenth-century America generally locate the evolution of this class in 

urban centers. Few have looked fo r this identity in nineteenth-century rural America. For an 

historiographical treatment of this literature, see Stuart Blumin, ‘The Hypothesis of Middle -Class 

Formation in Nineteenth-Century America: a critique and some proposals’, American Historical Review, 

vol. 90, no. 2, 1985, pp. 299-338. For commentary on the ‘geography of class in nineteenth -century 

America’, see Blumin, ‘Epilogue: city, town, village, farm – the geography of class in nineteenth-century 

American’, in Blumin, The Emergence of the Middle Class: Social Experience in the American City, 

1760-1900, New York, Cambridge University Press, 1989, pp. 298-310.  
43 

I presume an extended period of readership on the basis of the Companion’s wide range of material fo r 

children, youth, and their parents, as well as on the basis of the periodical’s steady and pronounced 

increase in subscription rates during the period 1870-1885, and a more or less sustained subscription base 

of 500,000 between 1885-1905. See Mott, A History of American Magazines, vol. 2, p. 268. 

16 

 

Perhaps the clearest indication of the typical reader comes from the periodical itself. 

As already mentioned, the Companion believed the majority of its audience to be of 

the ‘bone and sinew’, or ‘orthdox element’ of American society. That is, it considered 

its audience to be, and addressed its audience as though they were white, Anglo-

Protestant, and from families of moderate means who shared similar values and had 

similar expectations of their children.42   

The second way in which I employ the term ‘youth’ is to denote the aggregate of 

young persons who collectively participated in the Companion’s civic projects. This 

useage is similar but distinct from the first by virtue of the fact that many of the 

Companion’s projects enjoyed participation rates far in excess of its actual circulation. 

That is, we must assume both an overlap and a distinction between those who 

encountered the text and its civics discourse directly (over a period of years) and those 

who participated in the Companion’s projects.43 In many of these projects, for 

example, non-Anglo Protestant youth who we might assume were not readers, were 

given the opportunity to peform and aspire toward an identity that was presented as 

white. The third way I invoke the word is in the phrase ‘youth citizenship,’ an umbrella 
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term to accommodate the multiple dimensions of this discourse and identity, one that 

can account for the varying influences placed on health, patriotism, oratory et al., and 

one that can account for the fact that some aspects of this identity were exclusively for 

male youth, some exclusively for female youth, some for older youth, some for 

children on the verge of youth, and some for both male and female youth. The 

flexibility and inclusiveness of the term is useful here.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fourthly, I look to the ways in which normative assumptions about ‘youth’ informed 

the discursive constitution of ‘youth citizenship’ as a composite set of habits, conduct, 

behaviors and responsibilities. The kinds of habits and behaviors that came to be 

associated with this multiform identity, as already mentioned, were conditioned by a 

host of Anglo-Protestant anxieties. They were also conditioned by normative 

assumptions about the differential capacities of youth, as conditioned by age, gender, 

Image 1b: The Companion’s State-by-State Subscriptions, 1902. Source: YC, Oct. 

23, 1902, p. 517. 
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race, class, living environment (tenement dwellings vs. middle-class homes) and 

religious affiliation. Certain knowledges (racial, physiological, medical, cultural) 

operated here to define the relative competencies, agencies, capacities, or abilities of 

youth, and these understandings were used in articulating the complementary duties 

of citizenship.44  

My approach to youth citizenship as a duty-based identity shares much in common 

with scholarship on the incorporation of civics curricula into the public school system 

in the 1910s and 1920s. The overall aims of public school civics education, as Julie 

Reuben and Michael Olneck have shown, were shaped by Progressive era anxieties 

over immigration and excessive individualism, and by a desire to ‘build support for 

government activism’ in managing the problems of society.’45 The content was shaped 

by these anxieties and intentions; it was also guided by assumptions about what 

students of different ages should know and were capable of knowing. 46 In addition, the 

means by which this knowledge was imparted was determined by an age-sensitive 

pedagogy, while the responsibilities of citizenship defined in these age-graded 

curricula were determined through reference to age-specific capacities for action.47 
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 On youth as a period of relative dependency, see Kett, Rites of Passage, pp. 14-37. The idea of ‘youth’ 

as a period defined by relative capacities is very similar, though it emphasizes to a greater extent the role 

of (expert) discourse in the historical construction of ‘youth’ as a category of identity. While expert 

discourse (psychology, medical, physiological) was essential in establishing the dependency of youths 

and adolescents, through reference to ‘relative capacities,’ I at tempt to emphasize the relative agency of 

youth in the performance of citizenship. See Joe Austin and Michale Nevin  Willard, ‘Introduction: 

Angels of History, Demons of Culture’, in Austin and Willard (eds.), Generations of Youth: Youth 

Cultures and History in Twentieth-Century America, New York, New York University Press, 1998, pp. 4-

5. 
45 

Reuben, ‘Beyond Politics’, p. 400, 416-420; Michael Olneck, ‘American izat ion and the Education of 

Immigrants, 1900-1925: An analysis of symbolic action’, American Journal of Education, vol. 97, no. 4, 

1989, p. 405.
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 Reuben notes the assumption of the designers of community civ ics that ‘young adolescents, even 

though they were less intellectually sophisticated than high school seniors, had reached a perfect stage in 

their emotional development for civics,’ and attempted ‘to take advantage of the younger students’ strong 

need to be part of a group,’, ‘Beyond Polit ics’, pp. 403-404.  
47

 Reuben, ‘Beyond Politics’, pp. 399-400, 404-405, 414. On the pedagogy of active learning in 

community civics education, see Lewis S. Mills , ‘Purposes, Sources, and Methods in the Teaching of 

18 

 

race, class, living environment (tenement dwellings vs. middle-class homes) and 

religious affiliation. Certain knowledges (racial, physiological, medical, cultural) 

operated here to define the relative competencies, agencies, capacities, or abilities of 

youth, and these understandings were used in articulating the complementary duties 

of citizenship.44  

My approach to youth citizenship as a duty-based identity shares much in common 

with scholarship on the incorporation of civics curricula into the public school system 

in the 1910s and 1920s. The overall aims of public school civics education, as Julie 

Reuben and Michael Olneck have shown, were shaped by Progressive era anxieties 

over immigration and excessive individualism, and by a desire to ‘build support for 

government activism’ in managing the problems of society.’45 The content was shaped 

by these anxieties and intentions; it was also guided by assumptions about what 

students of different ages should know and were capable of knowing. 46 In addition, the 

means by which this knowledge was imparted was determined by an age-sensitive 

pedagogy, while the responsibilities of citizenship defined in these age-graded 

curricula were determined through reference to age-specific capacities for action.47 

                                                 
44

 On youth as a period of relative dependency, see Kett, Rites of Passage, pp. 14-37. The idea of ‘youth’ 

as a period defined by relative capacities is very similar, though it emphasizes to a greater extent the role 

of (expert) discourse in the historical construction of ‘youth’ as a category of identity. While expert 

discourse (psychology, medical, physiological) was essential in establishing the dependency of youths 

and adolescents, through reference to ‘relative capacities,’ I at tempt to emphasize the relative agency of 

youth in the performance of citizenship. See Joe Austin and Michale Nevin  Willard, ‘Introduction: 

Angels of History, Demons of Culture’, in Austin and Willard (eds.), Generations of Youth: Youth 

Cultures and History in Twentieth-Century America, New York, New York University Press, 1998, pp. 4-

5. 
45 

Reuben, ‘Beyond Politics’, p. 400, 416-420; Michael Olneck, ‘American izat ion and the Education of 

Immigrants, 1900-1925: An analysis of symbolic action’, American Journal of Education, vol. 97, no. 4, 

1989, p. 405.
 

46
 Reuben notes the assumption of the designers of community civ ics that ‘young adolescents, even 

though they were less intellectually sophisticated than high school seniors, had reached a perfect stage in 

their emotional development for civics,’ and attempted ‘to take advantage of the younger students’ strong 

need to be part of a group,’, ‘Beyond Polit ics’, pp. 403-404.  
47

 Reuben, ‘Beyond Politics’, pp. 399-400, 404-405, 414. On the pedagogy of active learning in 

community civics education, see Lewis S. Mills , ‘Purposes, Sources, and Methods in the Teaching of 



19 

 

Though framed in terms of civic duties, my approach also resonates with more 

traditional historical narratives of US citizenship as a rights-based identity. This is for 

the very simple reason that wherever we engage with citizenship we invariably see 

ideas of capacity (material independence, moral rectitude, rationality, intelligence) 

structuring access to the rights of citizenship. As Rogers Smith has so influentially 

shown, despite the philosophical grounding of US citizenship on the doctrine of natural 

rights and principles of equality, civic status in the United States has consistently been 

structured along identitarian lines, with cultural understandings of race, gender, 

sexuality, religion and class operating as central organizing principles in the 

determination of fitness for citizenship. 48 These historically contingent but persistent 

understandings of capacity have consistently determined access to, or justified the 

denial of full political membership in the community to ‘whole categories of people.’49   

Evelyn Nakano Glenn, adopting a slightly different approach, has tracked the civic 

deficit between the formal status of citizenship – as a bundle of civil, political, social 

and economic rights – and the ability to claim and enjoy those rights in practice 

(‘substantive citizenship’).50 As with Smith, Glenn views citizenship as a rights-based 

identity, though one that has been determined by localized cultural practices as much 

as by constitutional fiat and judicial interpretation. 51 The preponderance of scholarship 

on US citizenship has focused on this binary of inclusion/exclusion in one form or 

                                                                                                                                               
Citizenship’, Education, vol. 38, 1918, pp. 755-766; Arthur William Dunn, The Community and the 

Citizen, Boston, 1907, p. vi. 
48

 Smith, Civic Ideals, pp. 1-12. See also, Evelyn Nakano Glenn, ‘Race, Gender, and Unequal Citizenship 

in the United States’, in Krysan, M. and Lewis, A.E. (eds.), The Changing Terrain of Race and Ethnicity, 

New York, Russell Sage Foundation, 2004, p. 191. 
49

 Glenn, ‘Race, Gender, and Unequal Citizenship in the United States’, p. 191. 
50

 Evelyn Nakano Glenn, Unequal Freedom: How Race and Gender Shaped American Citizenship and 

Labor, Cambridge, Harvard University Press, 2002, pp. 2-3. 
51

 Glenn, Unequal Freedom, pp. 2-3. 
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another.52 While this thesis does not directly investigate the rights of citizenship or the 

legal status of the young citizen, the concept of ascribed capacity is a central referent 

in much of what follows.  

As mentioned, youth citizenship was a composite of different duties, responsibilities, 

values, and behaviors. The nature of the duties one owed as a good citizen was 

determined through reference to one’s capacity to exercise them. To get a sense of the 

way notions of ascribed capacity operated to determine these duties, a single example 

should suffice. One duty of the young citizen was to adopt hygienic practices of living 

(more on the nature of this duty shortly). The ability to adopt these practices was 

either present and could be trained from a certain age (the ‘ordinary child of 10 or 12 

years’), was environmentally prohibited but could be enabled through municipal 

reform of the tenements, or was seen as an impossibility for certain classes deemed 

racially incapable of adopting these practices.53 At the risk of repetition, these kinds of 

assumptions grounded civic expectations for different classes of youth.  

                                                 
52

 The literature is prolific, but a few generalizations will suffice. Histories of rights movements, for 

example, explore attempts to challenge  the exclusionary practices of citizenship laws through recourse to 

arguments that certain groups are fit (i.e., as capable as ‘free white males’) for the responsibilit ies of 

citizenship. See for example, Ellen Carol DuBois, ‘Outgrowing the Compact of the Fathers: Equal Rights, 

Woman Suffrage, and the United States Constitution, 1820-1878’, Journal of American History, vol. 74, 

no. 3, The Constitution and American Life: A Special Issue, 1987, pp. 836-862. Judicial histories of 

citizenship have exp lored the myriad justifications for delineating the allocation of civic rights. See James 

Kettner, The Development of American Citizenship, 1608-1870, Chapel Hill, University of North Carolina 

Press, 1978. Histories of immigration have often focused on the racial logic underpinning immigration 

legislation, naturalization laws and quarantine practices, all o f which determine the extent to which 

individuals (as part of a broader classication type) can negotiate the passage from civic other to citizen 

proper, if at all. See Higham, John, Strangers in the Land: Patterns of American Nativism, 1860-1925, 

New Brunswick, New Jersey, Rutgers University Press, 1955; Howard Markel and Alexandra Stern, ‘The 

Foreignness of Germs: the persistent association of immigrants and disease in American society’, 

Milbank Quarterly, vol. 80, no. 4, 2002, pp. 757-788. Intellectual histories, of the kind undertaken by 

Rogers Smith, exp lain the differential allocation of rights on the basis of ideological commitments , 

ascriptive inegalitarian trad itions  and political pragmat ism. See Smith, Civic Ideals. Histories of 

population health have also looked to the racial logic underpinning exclusionary immigrat ion practices 

and the differential allocation of state resources to minority groups. See Shah, Nayan, Contagious 

Divides: epidemics and race in San Francisco’s Chinatown , Berkeley, University of California Press, 

2001; Molina, Natalia, Fit to be Citizens?: public health and race in Los Angeles, 1879-1939, Berkeley, 

University of California Press, 2006. 
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 The quote is from Cyrus Edson of the New York City Board of Health , ‘An Ounce of Prevention’, 

Youth’s Companion, May 26, 1898, p. 251. See Chapter 3 for d iscussions on sanitary citizenship. 
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While civic capacity was ascriptively attributed, it was also something that could be 

cultivated or developmentally impeded. The aim of protecting and cultivating the 

physical, mental and moral faculties was central to the civics discourse of the late-

nineteenth century, particularly as this centered on the civic identities of male youth. 

Importantly, this made the performance of citizenship a day-to-day activity, as well as 

one that could be performed ritually and periodically. The maintainence of health, for 

example, was crucial, for it was only the healthy who could render service to the 

community. In a circular logic, attending to one’s health (through the adoption of 

hygienic habits, observance of sanitary laws, exercising and eating correctly) marked 

one as a good citizen because the maintenance of one’s health enabled one to lead a 

life of civic value. That is, one of the duties of citizenship was to ensure that one was 

capable of discharging the duties of citizenship.  

Whether this seems obvious, redundant or confusing, it is a point we must always bear 

in mind as we approach ideas of citizenship for youth (predominantly male) in the late-

nineteenth century. That is, if we are to understand the ways in which citizenship was 

conceived, we must note the extent to which mundane practices of daily living came to 

define good citizenship. Monitoring one’s physique, exercising, bathing properly, 

reading the right kind of books, eschewing cigarettes, and disinfecting standing basins 

were all figured as civic acts for they either promoted or protected the physical, 

mental and moral faculties required of the good citizen. 54 

A final word here is required on the civic vocabularies that surface throughout. As a 

number of scholars have shown, it has very rarely been the case that civic visions have 

                                                 
54

 On the ‘mundane’ act-as-civic duty in early-twentieth century Americanization programs, see Olneck, 

‘Americanization and the Education of Immigrants’, p. 408.  
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been articulated in an ideologically coherent fashion.55 Such was the case with late-

nineteenth century efforts to describe the habits and duties of the young citizen. 

Extant vocabularies of republicanism, liberalism, character building, masculinity, 

population health, the new political economy, and the Social Gospel were all drawn on 

generously. Ideas of civic virtue, for example, were taken from the republican tradi tion 

and used to identify the good young citizen as one who rendered service to his/her 

local community. The critique of excessive individualism (associated with laissez-faire 

liberalism in an industrial setting) came from the Social Gospel, which preached an 

ethos of fraternalism and commitment to the common weal, while ideas of faculty 

cultivation were borrowed from character builders. 56 One of the aims throughout is to 

see how these discourses were interpreted and appropriated by those actors who 

participated in shaping the contours of a civic identity for the nation’s youth.  

The periodical as text 

The importance of periodicals in shaping thought, negotiating identities, and framing 

the world view of readers has attracted considerable attention in the last couple of 

decades. Lyn Pykett, prominent historian and theorist of nineteenth-century print 

media, notes that the press was ‘the context within which people lived and worked 

                                                 
55

 Rogers Smith turns this into a thesis in his work, Civic Ideals: ‘The multiple tradit ions thesis holds that 

American polit ical actors have always promoted civic ideologies that blend liberal, democratic 

republican, and inegalitarian ascriptive elements in various combinations designed to be politically 

popular’, p. 6. As Daniel Rodgers notes though, historians have not always been prepared to acknowledge 

the coexistence of ‘antagonistic traditions’ in their search for the ideological core of civic discourse. 

Rodgers, ‘‘Republican ism: the career of a concept’, Journal of American History, vol. 79, no. 1, 1992, pp. 

11-38, 30. 
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 The Companion encouraged participants in its debating societies to read the works of Josiah Strong and 

Richard T. Ely, both central figures in the Social Gospel movement. Recommended texts included, Josiah 

Strong, Our Country: Its Possible Future and its Present Crisis, New York: Baker & Taylor Co., 1885; 

Richard T. Ely, Problems of To -day, New York, Thomas Y, Crowell & Company, 1888; Ely, The Labor 

Movement in America, New York, Thomas Y, Crowell & Company, 1886; Ely, Introduction to Political 

Economy, New York, Thomas Y, Crowell & Company, 1886. See Chapter 4. 
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and thought, and from which they derived their sense of the world.’ 57 Brake, Bell and 

Finkelstein suggest that ‘the periodical press both reflected and mediated social 

consciousness throughout the long nineteenth century.’ 58 Matthew Schneirov, in his 

analysis of the modern mass-circulation magazines of the early twentieth century, 

credits these magazines as a ‘powerful force in shaping the consciousness of millions of 

Americans,’ while Tom Pendergast credits the same set of texts with ‘creating the 

modern man.’59 Scholars of the nascent American mass market, including Richard 

Ohmann and Ellen Gruber Garvey, identify turn of the century periodicals as agents in 

the training of consumer desire.60  

I note these works in particular, as each pays careful attention to the methodological 

issues that confront the historian of periodicals in advancing claims of this type.61 Each 

study focuses or elaborates on the importance of the interaction between the 

audience (ideas of readership and reception), the producers of the text (editors, 

authors, advertisers and other contributors), the formal properties of the text itself 

(how meaning is created and conveyed through this medium), and the larger social 

context in which the production and reception of the text takes place. My approach is 

grounded by similar considerations. I have alluded to some of these elements already, 

particularly in relation to the intended readership (children of ‘the bone and sinew 

element’ of American society), editorial intent (‘the paper with a purpose’), the 
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material conditions that enabled mass-circulation (the nationwide network of road and 

rail), and the social context in which the Companion’s civic discourse circulated (the 

associational impulse of the era, Gilded Age anxieties). A few words are required here 

on the formal properties of the text and how this defines my object of study, as well on 

my approach to reader reception and the implication this has on the issue of text-

based socialization. 

Formal properties of the text 

Matthew Schneirov, sociologist of print and masculinity, credits the semiotic and 

structuralist traditions of textual interpretation for problematizing any treatment of 

the periodical as a ‘passive reflection of some more primary mode of experience.’62 

This is an important critique, one that has put paid, by and large, to selective 

extractions of articles from periodicals as secondary confirming evidence of social 

reality at a given time.63 As periodicals actively participate in the construction of that 

reality, it is important to pay close attention to the myriad ways and modes through 

which the text participates in that construction.64 What then, is an appropriate unit of 

study for an inquiry that seeks to shed light on the constituent elements of youth 

citizenship in the late-nineteenth century? 

General interest magazines, of which the Companion was one, are a composite of 

various features – fiction, biography, history, current affairs, advertising, puzzles, 
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images, jokes, fashion, health advice and so on. Accordingly, restricting one’s focus to 

an article, page, or department precludes a full appreciation of the way the text 

functions to create meaning as a ‘bounded whole.’ Two related issues bear 

consideration. Firstly, while each issue is a discrete unit, it is also preceded and 

followed by another in the run, with each issue relying on and informing the meaning 

of previous and subsequent editions. Through an examination of an extended run, as 

opposed to the single issue, it becomes possible to gain better purchase on the ways 

periodicals shape their audiences over time. Secondly, as an assemblage of different 

articles, sections and departments, periodicals invite their readers to read selectively.65 

This makes it almost impossible, given the paucity of evidence available, to discern 

how they were actually read.66 While no level of methodological sophistication or 

academic rigor has successfully bridged this gap, it makes the marshalling of as much 

and as many types of evidence particularly important.  

In seeking to trace the discursive construction of citizenship within the pages of the 

Companion, I have tried to do exactly this. I incorporate fiction, imagery, advertising, 

current affairs pieces, short biographical accounts of famous men, editorials, and 

selections from particular departments within the periodical to get a sense of the 

varied ways civic discourse permeated through the pages of the periodical. Through 

accessing original collections, microform, and making use of the American Periodicals 

Series Online archive (APSO), I have read the Companion (1827-1929) selectively from 
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the earliest years of its publication through its demise in the late 1920s, and focused in 

greater depth on volumes published between 1870 and 1910. 67  

The APSO archive has been particularly valuable in tracking patterns of verbal usage – 

‘character and citizenship’, ‘cigarettes and delinquency’, ‘immigrant and pauper,’ 

‘theatre and degeneracy’ – not just within the Companion, but across the multitude of 

publications featured in the collection. Through this kind of tracking, it become clear 

that the Companion was not so much a progenitor of civic discourse as it was a site 

through which a range of existing civic visions were circulated, refined, and repackaged 

for consumption by a younger audience. Consequently, while the Companion remains 

my primary point of entry into discussions of citizenship, I identify the Companion 

throughout as part of a broader cultural apparatus of texts in which these discussions 

took place. 

The digital archive has also been useful in tracking contributors to the Companion 

through a range of other publications.68 A distinct benefit here is that we can see how 

the medium determined the nature of the contribution. Where experts addressed 

youth through the pages of periodicals, their contributions were far shorter in length, 

the language used was modified, and the contribution was framed around a piece of 

useable advice. Granville Stanley Hall, for example, may have discoursed at length on 
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elements, and article layouts exactly as they were orig inally published.’ This would be an amazing 
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image: http://www.proquest.com/en-US/catalogs/databases/detail/aps.shtml (Jan. 18, 2011).  
68

 Mark Kamrath notes the particular facility of the digital archive in tracking these ‘patterns of verbal 

usage,’ in “‘Eyes Wide Shut” and the Cultural Poetics of Eighteenth -Century American Periodical 

Literature’, Early American Literature, vol. 37, no. 3, 2002, p. 522.   

26 

 

the earliest years of its publication through its demise in the late 1920s, and focused in 

greater depth on volumes published between 1870 and 1910. 67  

The APSO archive has been particularly valuable in tracking patterns of verbal usage – 

‘character and citizenship’, ‘cigarettes and delinquency’, ‘immigrant and pauper,’ 

‘theatre and degeneracy’ – not just within the Companion, but across the multitude of 

publications featured in the collection. Through this kind of tracking, it become clear 

that the Companion was not so much a progenitor of civic discourse as it was a site 

through which a range of existing civic visions were circulated, refined, and repackaged 

for consumption by a younger audience. Consequently, while the Companion remains 

my primary point of entry into discussions of citizenship, I identify the Companion 

throughout as part of a broader cultural apparatus of texts in which these discussions 

took place. 

The digital archive has also been useful in tracking contributors to the Companion 

through a range of other publications.68 A distinct benefit here is that we can see how 

the medium determined the nature of the contribution. Where experts addressed 

youth through the pages of periodicals, their contributions were far shorter in length, 

the language used was modified, and the contribution was framed around a piece of 

useable advice. Granville Stanley Hall, for example, may have discoursed at length on 

                                                 
67

 Each of the different forms accessed – original, microform and digital – present their own issues of 

interpretation. The microform and digitized versions, in particular, deprive the reader of a sense of the 

publication’s materiality: paper and image quality, color, the practice of turning pages back and forth, the 

actual size of the publication and so on. Interestingly, Proquest claims that ‘because the database contains 

digitized images of periodical pages, researchers can see all of the original typography, drawings, graphic 

elements, and article layouts exactly as they were orig inally published.’ This would be an amazing 

achievement if it were true. As with the microform though, much is lost in the translation from print to 

image: http://www.proquest.com/en-US/catalogs/databases/detail/aps.shtml (Jan. 18, 2011).  
68

 Mark Kamrath notes the particular facility of the digital archive in tracking these ‘patterns of verbal 

usage,’ in “‘Eyes Wide Shut” and the Cultural Poetics of Eighteenth -Century American Periodical 

Literature’, Early American Literature, vol. 37, no. 3, 2002, p. 522.   



27 

 

the nature of adolescence in adult periodicals, but in the Companion, he was never 

given more than a page.69  

Reception, socialization 

Attributing agency to the periodical in the socialization of readers relies on the 

assumption that these texts play an active role in defining, shaping and mediating ‘the 

categories through which people interpret their experience of the world and their 

place in it.’70 This relationship between production, mediation and reception is 

problematic by virtue of profound asymmetries of evidence. For example, while it is 

fairly easy to gauge the set of values, anxieties and prejudices that shaped periodical 

content, it is far more difficult to figure out exactly who read a particular periodical, 

how they read it, and the impact consumption of the text had on their understanding 

of the world.71  Where cultural historians have engaged with youth periodicals and 

advice manuals for young men, they have often left the question of reception to one 

side, and they have done so for a very good reason: the evidence is simply 

unavailable.72 
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Instead, historians have traditionally looked to the intended function of these texts. R. 

Gordon Kelly, in his pathbreaking analysis of juvenile fiction in late-nineteenth-century 

youth periodicals provides such an example. Kelly locates the value of this fiction to 

the cultural historian as it provides access to 

one important way in which the adult community deliberately and self-

consciously seeks to explain, interpret, and justify that body of beliefs, values, 

attitudes, and practices, which, taken together, define in large measure a 

culture.73 

As to the coherence of this intent, Kelly notes that in order to have their literary 

submissions featured in the Companion, and this was a very attractive proposition 

given the exposure the periodical offered, authors were required to adhere to strict 

rules governing plot, characterization, the allocation of rewards and punishment, the 

presentation of vice, sentimentality and romance, tone and resolution. 74 Through the 

constant portrayal and endorsement of certain values over time – industry, honesty, 

diligence, frugality, appropriate deference – and not others, Kelly argues that 

Companion fiction established certain norms of conduct appropriate to certain societal 
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work and provided Chopin with ‘her largest source of literary  income.’ The Companion paid the bills, but 

it did not provide Chopin a forum for complicating and contesting late-nineteenth-century gender norms. 
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roles: ‘child, brother, student.’75 To what extent readers internalized these values 

though, remains an open question.  

The same coherence and consistency of portrayal defined the Companion’s articulation 

of what the ‘good’ citizen was.76 Tracing the influence of this discourse becomes 

possible, in part, if we take into account, firstly, the numbers of youth who mobilized 

in response to the Companion’s various civic calls-to-arm; and secondly, the 

organizational links the Companion forged with various state institutions and civic 

organizations. The aim here, as already stated, is not simply to register the 

Companion’s influence, but to get a clearer sense of the way print culture linked and 

mobilized a multitude of individuals and a diverse range of organizations in shaping the 

civic experience of American youth in the late-nineteenth century. 

What follows 

Chapter One seeks to deepen our understanding of the way texts circulated in the 

nineteenth century. Part of this story is well known, with many scholars attesting to 

the significance of an expanded network of print distribution – more roads and rail – 

developments in printing technologies, higher rates of literacy, and a growing 

population to increased access and increased demand for periodicals.77 While 

important, these favorable conditions do not account for the reasons certain 

periodicals were afforded greater access to a range of other distributional networks. 

Using the Companion as a point of reference, and through a synthesis of histories of 
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post, print, and libraries, I show how the perceived cultural utility of certain texts gave 

them access to readerships far in excess of their immediate subscription bases. 

Refining this approach further, and as a preface to more detailed consideration in 

subsequent chapters, I introduce the Companion’s civic agenda as one that made this 

text practically useful to a broad array of actors – librarians, village improvement 

societies, schools – in pursuing their own educational and civic agendas.  

Chapter Two looks at the patriotic dimensions of citizenship in the closing decades of 

the nineteenth century. To understand the contours of this patriotic identity, in part, it 

is necessary to understand the relationship of American youth to the flag.78 The 

Companion, in concert with a number of other periodicals, the public schools, local 

communities and a range of civic organizations sought to create, shape and define this 

relationship in a number of ways, most famously through the ritual of the flag salute. 

In the first part of this chapter, I consider shifting textual representations of the flag in 

Companion poetry, fiction, advertisements and editorials, and track the flag’s 

metamorphosis from material object to the symbolic representation of the nation and 

its most revered values. This process has been noted, but remains largely unexplored 

in histories of nationalism and patriotism. Following this, I explore a number of 

projects developed and administered through the pages of the Companion that 

actively engaged youth in defining their relationship to the flag. These included the 

Schoolhouse Flag Movement, the Flag-Essay Competition and the Pledge of Allegiance. 

Each project sought to train and unite public school students in the common 
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performance of patriotic behaviors. In this chapter, as in others, I pay particular 

attention to the textual mechanics of this mobilization, that is, the textual processes 

through which initial discourse translated into organized and collective civic behavior.  

Chapter Three explores the oratorical dimensions of citizenship in the late-nineteenth 

century. This was a cast as a specifically masculine identity, one that would fit ‘young 

men of the right sort’ for exercising the political rights of citizenship. It was an identity 

defined by the cultivation of ‘conversational eloquence’ and the demonstration of 

‘political intelligence’ in parliamentary style debates. To train the  oratorical citizen, the 

Companion developed the Lyceum League of America (LLA) in 1891, a fraternity of 

debating societies that boasted a nationwide membership of 30,000 within months. 

Using the Companion’s comprehensive treatment of oratory, elocutionary texts and 

Cushing’s Manual of Parliamentary Rules and Procedures, I elaborate on the 

performative dimensions of this identity: the mode of speech, gesture and conduct 

appropriate to it. In part, this chapter seeks to qualify a range of studies that locate the 

demise of civic oratory in the late-nineteenth century.79 In addition, I look to the 

biased canon of texts prescribed to the debating societies and locate the LLA as a 

crucible for politicizing members on issues of immigration, labor reform, and 

government involvement in social and economic reform.  
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Chapter Four approaches ideas of youth citizenship through the interpretive 

framework of population health. Specifically, I consider the Companion’s role in late-

nineteenth century efforts to cultivate ‘sanitary citizens,’ a terms Charles Briggs 

ascribes to those individuals who ‘conceive of the body, health, and disease in terms of 

medical epistemologies and adopt hygienic practices for disciplining their own 

bodies.’80 The role of the public schools in this process of civico-hygienic education has 

been considered, the role of youth periodicals has not.81 The chapter explores the civic 

rationale and vocabulary that underscored the Companion’s innumerable articles, 

editorials, and expert contributions on matters of health, hygiene, sanitation, and 

disease between 1880 and 1910. These discussions are linked to an analysis of the 

Companion’s School Beautification project, which shaped the activities of village 

improvement societies, the grange, and local communities in the hygienic reform of 

the rural schoolhouse. The aim here is to highlight the (relative) agency of youth in 

shaping schools into environments that were fit to do their job: training young citizens.   

In the final chapters of the thesis, I move away from specifically programmatic 

attempts to structure identity performance and look to various ways in which ideas of 

character formation informed various of the Companion’s projects of advice on the 

modes of conduct foundational to, and constitutive of good citizenship. Here I stress 

the ways in which conceptualizations of character and civic identity formation were 

intimately related: both emphasized the importance of faculty cultivation; both 
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understood correct habit formation as the path to virtue; and both underscored the 

seminal importance of self-restraint to projects of self-making and self-mastery.82  

In Chapter Five, I explore the discursive links between character and citizenship 

through tracking changing conceptualizations of laughter, humor and wit in 

antebellum ‘conduct of life books’, Gilded Age success manuals and in the Youth’s 

Companion. In these literatures of advice, laughter and humor were viewed with great 

suspicion. Most importantly, the act of laughing was positioned as the all important 

first deviation from the exercise of self-restraint, a lapse that weakened the power of 

the will and the ability to resist vice. Wit and humor were also indicted for their innate 

immorality and for the danger they posed to the cultivation of the rational faculties. In 

exploring these various critiques, I highlight the ways in which ideas of laughter, 

humor, and wit were used to structure advice on the kinds of restrictions on recreation 

and personal conduct male youth were expected to observe in the interests of 

cultivating character and civic capacity.  

In Chapter Six, I explore the ways in which various civic visions and ideals (as well as 

perceived threats to these ideals) underscored a range of attempts to shape the ways 

American youth understood consumer culture and their own participation in the mass 

market. Where scholars have considered the market socialization of American youth in 

the late-nineteenth and early twentieth century, they have generally focused on 

legislative efforts to protect the corruption of innocence, or on the role of periodicals 
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and advertising in training consumer desire.83 I focus on the middle ground between 

desire and the legislative ‘coralling of consumer culture,’ highlighting the various ways 

youth were directly addressed, as agents in their own right, in efforts to help them 

negotiate the potentially corruptive influences of the marketplace. My treatment 

proceeds with an assessment of the literary marketplace for youth and the dangers of 

the deviance-inducing dime novel. Here I elaborate on the links between literacy, 

virtue, and citizenship. I conclude with an account of the various  rationales (civic and 

character-based) that underscored the Companion’s anti-cigarette advocacy.   
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Appendix 1: Some eminent and regular contributors to the Youth’s Companion. 
 
Authors: Jack London, Stephen Crane, C.A. Stephens, William Dean Howells, Rudyard 

Kipling, Charles Dickens, Louisa Alcott, John T. Trowbridge, Sophie Swett, Robert Louis 

Stevenson, J.M. Barrie, Rebecca Harding Davis, Kate Chopin, Thomas Bailey Aldrich, 

Joel Chandler Harris, Mark Twain, Kate Chopin, Rebecca Harding Davis. 

 

Poets: H.W. Longfellow, Julia Ward Howe, Hezekiah Butterworth, Walt Whitman, Emily 

Dickinson, Anne Bronte, Helen Hunt Jackson. 

 

Politicians: Justin McCarthy (British MP), Theodore Roosevelt (President), Grover 

Cleveland (President), William Gladstone (British MP and Prime Minister), James 

Wilson (United States Secretary of Agriculture), Hannibal Hamlin (Lincoln’s Vice 

President), Samuel Sullivan Cox (Congressman and diplomat), Thomas B. Reed 

(Speaker of the House of Representatives), H.A. Herbert (Secretary of the Navy).  

 

Educators: Andrew S. Draper (New York Commissioner of Education), G. Stanley Hall 

(President of Clark University), John Fiske (historian), Timothy Dwight V (President of 

Yale), Francis Parkman (historian and Professor of Horticulture at Harvard), Liberty 

Hyde Bailey (Professor of Horticulture and Chairman of the National Commission on 

Country Life), Caroline Hazard (President of Wellesley College), Daniel Coit Gilman 

(President of Johns Hopkins). 

 

Physicians: Morell Mackenzie (pioneering laryngologist), Cyrus Edson (Medical Head of 

the New York City Board of Health), J. William White (Professor of Clinical Surgery at 

the University of Pennsylvania), William A. Hammond (Surgeon-General, United States 

Navy), George Miller Sternberg (Surgeon-General, United States Marine Hospital), 

Mary Putnam Jacobi (prominent female physicians), Dr Daniel Bennet St. John Roosa 

(Professor of Diseases of the Eye at the University of Vermont)  

 

Others: Dio Lewis (physical culture expert), Bertha von Hillbern (the famous 

pedestrienne), Walter Camp (father of American sports), James Parton (preeminent 

biographer), Frank R. Stockton and Eugene Field (noted humorists). 

35 

 

Appendix 1: Some eminent and regular contributors to the Youth’s Companion. 
 
Authors: Jack London, Stephen Crane, C.A. Stephens, William Dean Howells, Rudyard 

Kipling, Charles Dickens, Louisa Alcott, John T. Trowbridge, Sophie Swett, Robert Louis 

Stevenson, J.M. Barrie, Rebecca Harding Davis, Kate Chopin, Thomas Bailey Aldrich, 

Joel Chandler Harris, Mark Twain, Kate Chopin, Rebecca Harding Davis. 

 

Poets: H.W. Longfellow, Julia Ward Howe, Hezekiah Butterworth, Walt Whitman, Emily 

Dickinson, Anne Bronte, Helen Hunt Jackson. 

 

Politicians: Justin McCarthy (British MP), Theodore Roosevelt (President), Grover 

Cleveland (President), William Gladstone (British MP and Prime Minister), James 

Wilson (United States Secretary of Agriculture), Hannibal Hamlin (Lincoln’s Vice 

President), Samuel Sullivan Cox (Congressman and diplomat), Thomas B. Reed 

(Speaker of the House of Representatives), H.A. Herbert (Secretary of the Navy).  

 

Educators: Andrew S. Draper (New York Commissioner of Education), G. Stanley Hall 

(President of Clark University), John Fiske (historian), Timothy Dwight V (President of 

Yale), Francis Parkman (historian and Professor of Horticulture at Harvard), Liberty 

Hyde Bailey (Professor of Horticulture and Chairman of the National Commission on 

Country Life), Caroline Hazard (President of Wellesley College), Daniel Coit Gilman 

(President of Johns Hopkins). 

 

Physicians: Morell Mackenzie (pioneering laryngologist), Cyrus Edson (Medical Head of 

the New York City Board of Health), J. William White (Professor of Clinical Surgery at 

the University of Pennsylvania), William A. Hammond (Surgeon-General, United States 

Navy), George Miller Sternberg (Surgeon-General, United States Marine Hospital), 

Mary Putnam Jacobi (prominent female physicians), Dr Daniel Bennet St. John Roosa 

(Professor of Diseases of the Eye at the University of Vermont)  

 

Others: Dio Lewis (physical culture expert), Bertha von Hillbern (the famous 

pedestrienne), Walter Camp (father of American sports), James Parton (preeminent 

biographer), Frank R. Stockton and Eugene Field (noted humorists). 



 

 

36 

Chapter 1  

The Age of Print 

 

In the last decades of the eighteenth century and throughout the nineteenth, the 

amount of printed material circulating through villages, towns and cities grew 

exponentially. Various commentators registered a mixture of delight and disbelief and, 

with some regularity from the 1820s on, proffered epochal definitions of American 

society based on print. In 1824, for example, the Cincinnati Gazette featured a poem 

with the opening stanza: 

This is the Age of Magazines –  

Even skeptics must confess it:  

Where is the town of much renown  

That has not one to bless it?1 

On August 26, 1830, Grenville Mellen delivered his epic poem ‘The Age of Print’ to the 

Phi Beta Kappa Society at Cambridge, Massachusetts. The poem begins ‘when time 

was young’ and traverses the history of human society through the ages. A yawning 

temporal gulf separates the heroic past from the lived present, a gap strikingly 

articulated in technological terms and one that positioned print as the defining 

characteristic of contemporary society. Mellen recounted the exploits and 

temperament of the ‘Age of Lead,’ the ‘iron years,’ and the ‘bolder age…of Bronze!’ 

before transitioning to the distinctiveness of the present with the following lines: 

Home to both wise and witless it must come, 
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A truth that strikes all disputation dumb, 

Books by the bale proclaim it without stint, 

Era of PAPER, and the Age of PRINT.2 

This was not a surprising conclusion to draw in 1830 after the publication boom in the 

preceding decade.3 This was the decade in which the Youth’s Companion was first 

published and a decade which also gave rise to a significant increase in the numbers of 

Sunday School periodicals published for youth, which, according to R. Gordon Kelly, 

accounted ‘for about half of the juvenile titles of the period.’4 On the basis of this 

growth, the New York Mirror observed that the nation’s ‘mania for periodicals’ had 

‘extended itself to children.’5 In 1828, the American fable of abundance was invoked in 

the New York Mirror, in which it was declared that ‘these United States are fertile in 

most things, but in periodicals they are extremely luxuriant.’6  In 1831, we hear, and 

not for the last time, that Americans were living in ‘the golden age of periodicals.’7 In 

1846, Edgar Allan Poe famously remarked that the ‘whole tendency of the age [was] 

Magazine-ward,’8 while an 1854 article in the New York Quarterly claimed that it was 

the ‘passion for periodical literature which characterizes the age.’9  

                                                 
2
 Grenville Mellen, The Age of Print: a poem delivered before the Phi Beta Kappa Society, at Cambridge, 

Boston, Carter and Hendee, 1830, p. 3. 
3
 Mott, A History of American Magazines, vol. 1, p. 340; Kelly, Children’s Periodicals, p. xx. 

4
 Kelly, Children’s Periodicals, p. xxi. 

5
 Quoted in Kelly, Children’s Periodicals, p. xx. 

6
 New York Mirror, Nov. 15, 1828, p. 151, in Mott, A History of American Magazines, vol. 1, p. 341. 

7
 Mott, A History of American Magazines, vol. 1, pp. 340-341. Betty Longenecker Lyon locates her own 

‘Golden Age’ of youth periodicals in the latter half of the nineteenth century, ‘A History of Children’s 

Secular Magazines Published in the United States from 1789 to 1899’, Ph.D diss., Johns Hopkins 

University, 1942, p. vii. Kelly identified the 1880s and 1890s as the ‘golden years’ of St. Nicholas and the 

Youth’s Companion. See Children’s Periodicals, p. xxv. 
8
This is one of the more widely cited references in the field, though its provenance remains contested. 

Frank Luther Mott credits Charles Frederick Briggs, the editor of the short-lived Broadway Journal with 

the phrase. See, ‘Graham’s Magazine’, Broadway Journal, Mar. 1, 1845. The review of Graham’s 

Magazine was unsigned. A number of other scholars credit Briggs’ co-editor at the journal, Edgar Allan 

Poe with the phrase. See, for example, Joseph N Satterwhite, ‘The Tremulous Formula: form and 

technique in Godey’s fiction’, American Quarterly, vol. 8, no. 2, 1956, pp.112-113. 
9
 New York Quarterly, Jan. 1854, cited in Mott, A History of American Magazines, vol. 2, p. 4. 
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These epochal definitions testify to the unprecedented and ever increasing volume of 

printed material circulating throughout the United States during the first half of the 

nineteenth century.  For all this growth, the life expectancy of individual magazines 

was miserable and their circulations, with a few notable exceptions, were small and 

local.10 Kelly implicates undercapitalization and editorial inexperience in the failure of 

most publications to last more than a couple of years.11 Editors frequently 

acknowledged these dual difficulties in their publications. In what became a staple 

feature in many publications, editors often claimed that ‘next to poverty, delinquent 

subscribers and duns, to which most Editors are subject, the greatest difficulty is to 

please the public.’12 Nevertheless, while short and unsuccessful print runs 

characterized most ventures in the Early Republic and antebellum years, every failure 

was met with many more attempts to create financially viable publications. 
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 Mott, A History of American Magazines, vol. 1, pp. 13-14, 19-21; Ohmann, Selling Culture, p. 18; 

Kelly, Children’s Periodicals, p. xx. 
11

 Kelly, Children’s Periodicals, p. xix. 
12

 The origins of this quote are uncertain. Editors were happy to republish the complaints of others as a 

way of alluding to the endemic nature of these difficulties. The lines quoted were identically featured in 

the following articles, ‘Editorial Difficulties’, New York Telescope, May 24, 1828, p. 206; ‘Editorial 

Difficulties’, New York Mirror, Jul. 5, 1828, p. 413; ‘Editorial Difficulties’, Atkinson’s Casket, Jul. 1832, 

p. 310. 

Table 1.1 Standout periodicals of the 1850s and 1860s  

Standout periodicals of the 1850s and 1860s based on circulation 

Name Circulation 

New York Ledger 400,000 (rumored) 

Country Gentlemen 250,000 (1858) 

Frank Leslie’s Illustrated 164,000 (1860) 

American Messenger 190,000 (1850) 

Harper’s Weekly 120,000 (1861) 

Gleason’s Pictorial 103,000 (1856) 

 

Source: Frank Luther Mott, American Magazines, vol. 2, pp. 10-11. 
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While failure remained an endemic feature of post-Civil War print culture, more and 

more periodicals began to defy the seemingly natural entropy of the marketplace. In 

the 1860s, as Mott details, the ‘average circulation of the quarterlies…was about 

3,370; that of the monthlies was about 12,000; while the weeklies, including 

newspapers, circulated an average of about 2,400 copies.’13 In the post-war era, the 

market for periodicals, and access to it, ‘expanded rapidly.’14 By the end of the century, 

numerous periodicals enjoyed circulations in excess of 100,000 copies per issue.15 

Periodicals like the Youth’s Companion, Munsey’s, Harper’s, Century, the Ladies’ Home 

Journal, and Scribner’s grew rapidly during the 1880s and/or 1890s, attracting 

subscribers from all over the nation. These titles, as Richard Ohmann has noted, were 

among the first of the ‘modern, mass circulation magazines.’16  

Ohmann claims that there were none prior to 1885, while in 1900 there were around 

twenty of these mass-circulation magazines, ‘enough to make them a highly visible and 

much noted cultural phenomenon.’ Ohmann is correct in locating the development of 

the mass-circulation magazine as a phenomenon of the very late-nineteenth century, 

yet, given the range of commentary cited above, his claim that periodicals were only 

‘highly visible’ and ‘much noted’ toward the end of the century is anachronistic.17 As 

we have seen, contemporaries were continually amazed by, and frequently 

commented on the growth of print culture throughout the nineteenth century.   

This growth was linked to technological developments in printing, transportation, 

communication and an expanding circulatory network of road, canal and rail. The 

development of this infrastructure was critically important and its impact on print 
                                                 
13

 Mott, A History of American Magazines, vol. 2, p. 10. 
14

 Kelly, Mother was a Lady, p. 3. 
15

 Richard Ohmann, Selling Culture, p. 29. 
16

 Ohmann, Selling Culture, p. 29. 
17

 Ohmann, Selling Culture, p. 29. 
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circulation is crucial to register. But how were they related? If we simply make 

increased circulation dependent on technological advance and infrastructural 

development, then two important points are missed. A techno-determinist view, in the 

first instance, obscures the fact that the network was itself developed to facilitate the 

formation of ‘political community’ and ‘national unity’ through the circulation of 

information.18 The second, and related point, is that a threshold of public utility 

governed the terms (postal rates) on which newspapers and periodicals could access 

the post. This test of utility had two dimensions. The first we might label politico-civic, 

a higher threshold of utility that applied to material of a kind that would promote 

political intelligence and a sense of political community. The second, we might 

progressively label cultural and then civico-cultural. It was only with official recognition 

in the 1850s and 1860s that the cultural value of periodicals also served a civic purpose 

– moral uplift and education – that important barriers to the nationwide circulation of 

periodicals were removed, as I argue in the first section of this chapter.  

Following this, I adopt a more specific focus on the circulation of the Youth’s 

Companion in the post-War era. I highlight the Companion’s conspicuous presence in 

libraries (public, private, traveling) and in schools (classrooms, libraries, patriotic 

primers) and explain this presence through reference to the periodical’s perceived 

civico-cultural utility. This is done, not to rehearse a familiar homage to its popularity, 

but to problematize two general tendencies in periodical scholarship. The first 

concerns the practice of conflating a periodical’s circulation with its subscription base. 

The second concerns the tendency to view the distribution of periodicals as following a 

more or less direct route from publisher to parlor. These practices preclude an 

                                                 
18

 Richard Kielbowicz, ‘A History of Mail Classification and its Underlying Policies and Purposes’, 

prepared for the Postal Rate Commission’s Mail Reclassification Proceeding, Jul. 17, 1995, p. 11. 
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appreciation of the way periodicals circulated, the myriad sites where they were read, 

and the various uses to which they were put. The Companion’s influence went far 

beyond its subscription base and immediate readership. Only by paying attention to 

the Companion’s organizational and institutional links to schools, libraries, and civic 

organizations, is it possible to appreciate and understand the Companion’s influence 

on the civic socialization and civic mobilization of the nation’s youth in the late-

nineteenth and early twentieth century.  

Networks of circulation and distribution 

The state played an important role in building the infrastructural and logistical 

networks required for information circulation in the Early Republic. Forging a sense of 

national and political unity based on the ‘speedy and secure conveyance of 

Intelligence’ was at the heart of this project and the Post Office Act of 1792 was a key 

component in the pursuit of this objective.19 The act authorized the building of post 

roads, provided the Post Office Department with a monopoly over the mail, though 

this was not always observed, and introduced basic mail rates.20 The public continually 

pressed Congress to expand this network and the circuitry of information circulation 

and distribution grew rapidly.21 In 1789 there were 75 post offices and under 2,000 

miles of post roads serving a geographically disparate population of 3,000,000 

people.22 By 1800, 903 post offices and 20,817 miles of post roads serviced a 
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 Ford (ed.), Journals of the Continental Congress, vol. 2, p. 71, quoted in Joseph W. Belluck, 

‘Increasing Citizen Participation in U.S. Postal Service Policy Making: a Model Act to Create a Post 
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population of 5,297,000 and in 1820 there were 4,500 post offices and 36,406 miles of 

postal roads for a population of 9,618,000 people.23 

If forging a sense of ‘political community’ and ‘national unity’ through the 

‘dissemination of information of public concern’ was one of the key justifications for 

this infrastructural development, as Richard Kielbowicz has argued, then newspapers 

were deemed the most appropriate vehicle for transmitting information of this kind.24 

From 1792 through the 1860s, newspapers were accorded legislative priority over 

periodicals in a variety of ways. Most visibly, newspapers were charged at a lower 

postal rate than periodicals. In addition, to facilitate the spread of news, printers and 

publishers could exchange copies of their papers free of charge.25 In the pretelegraphic 

era, as Kielbowicz asserts, this process of newspaper exchange functioned as the 

‘principal method of news gathering.’26 Finally, postmasters had the discretionary 

power to exclude periodicals from the post if they proved too bulky. In practice, this 

meant that they were often not admitted at all.27 For this reason, the majority of 

periodicals in the first half of the nineteenth century maintained circulations, if they 

survived at all, that were ‘local in their scope and reach.’28 

Pragmatic concerns over space were understandable in a pre-rail network of limited 

capacity. Yet, the discretionary exclusion of periodicals provides a clear indication that, 
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even where there was a willingness to pay the higher postage rate, in order to enjoy 

unfettered access to the postal distribution network, publications needed to meet a 

threshold of political or public utility. As Kielbowicz has noted, the early rationale for 

the differential treatment of periodicals was that the ‘dissertations on religion, the 

arts, and professional matters were not [deemed] as significant as the political 

discourse and commercial intelligence contained within most newspapers.’29 This 

initial distinction, which privileged the political function of news circulation over the 

acculturative function of periodicals, was continually affirmed throughout the first half 

of the century, though not without protracted criticism.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Periodical publishers sought to combat the marginal status of their publications in two 

ways. Firstly, they identified the distinction between the two forms as arbitrary, noting 

that newspapers and periodicals often contained very similar material.30 The second 

argument acknowledged the difference between the two publication types but 

condemned those who devalued the cultural function of the periodical. In 1840, for 

example, representatives from various publications asked Congress if ‘their works be 
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Table 1.2 Growth of United States Postal Services, 1790-1840 

Data Category 1790 1800 1810 1820 1830 1840 

US Population 

(thousands) 
3,929 5,297 7,224 9,618 12,901 17,120 

Post offices 75 903 2,300 4,500 8,450 13,468 

Population per post 

office (thousands) 
52.4 5.9 3.1 2.1 1.5 1.3 

Miles of post routes 1,875 20,817 36,406 73,492 115,176 155,739 

 

Source: Allan Pred, Urban Growth and the Circulation of Information: the United States 

system of cities, 1790-1840, Cambridge, Harvard University Press, 1973, p. 80. 
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argument acknowledged the difference between the two publication types but 

condemned those who devalued the cultural function of the periodical. In 1840, for 

example, representatives from various publications asked Congress if ‘their works be 
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Table 1.2 Growth of United States Postal Services, 1790-1840 

Data Category 1790 1800 1810 1820 1830 1840 

US Population 

(thousands) 
3,929 5,297 7,224 9,618 12,901 17,120 

Post offices 75 903 2,300 4,500 8,450 13,468 

Population per post 

office (thousands) 
52.4 5.9 3.1 2.1 1.5 1.3 

Miles of post routes 1,875 20,817 36,406 73,492 115,176 155,739 

 

Source: Allan Pred, Urban Growth and the Circulation of Information: the United States 

system of cities, 1790-1840, Cambridge, Harvard University Press, 1973, p. 80. 
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not, in general, of fully as elevating and improving a character as that of Newspapers, 

entitling them to all the privileges enjoyed by the latter.’31 If periodicals were not seen 

to offer the immediate utility of providing information of commercial or politico-civic 

value (i.e. material likely to promote political intelligence or a sense of political 

community), these representatives were at least seeking to have their publications 

identified as a type conducive to education, moral uplift and the cultivation of taste.32  

Though many politicians, attorneys-general and postmasters acknowledged the 

problematic nature of a content-based distinction of periodical and newspaper, the 

former remained subject to a higher postage rate until 1852 and in a different class of 

mail classification until after the Civil War.33 The discretionary exclusion of periodicals 

from the post, though, began to diminish during the 1840s. This was largely conditional 

on the growth of rail transit and the 1838 declaration of Congress ‘that all rail-road be 

post roads.’34  
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Table 1.3 Railroad mileage increase by groups of states, 1850-1890 

 1850 1860 1870 1880 1890 

New England 2,507 3,660 4,494 5,982 6,831 

Middle States 3,202 6,705 10,964 15,872 21,536 

Southern States 2,036 8,838 11,192 14,778 29,209 

Western States and Territories 1,276 11,400 24,587 52,589 62,394 

Pacific States and Territories  23 1,677 4,080 9,804 

Total  9,021 30,626 52,914 93,301 129,774 

 

Source: Stuyvesant Fish, ‘American Railroads’, in Chauncey Depew, ed., One Hundred Years 

of American Commerce, 1795-1895, New York, D.O. Haynes & Co., 1895, p. 111. 
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With freight volume increased, an important practical barrier to accessing the print 

distribution network diminished by convention if not by law.35 The financial barriers to 

accessing this network, which were determined on the basis of public utility, remained 

until 1852, when, after decades of vexed discussion over the differences between 

newspaper and periodical, Congress passed a law conferring the same delivery rates 

on both, ‘1cent for the first 3 ounces and 1 cent for each additional ounce for 

conveyance to any part of the United States.’36 In 1863, newspapers and periodicals 

were incorporated into the second-class category of classification for the first time.  

That the decision to include newspapers and periodicals within the same postal 

classification was grounded on public policy concerns is further suggested by the Postal 

Act of 1879. In previous legislation, no specific rationale for separate or similar 

classification was directly evidenced in the language of the act. In the 1879 legislation 

the second-class mail category was defined in terms of public utility for the first time. 

This was in direct response to considerations over the appropriate classification of 

advertising circulars. To be eligible for the lower postal rates of the second class, 

publications had to ‘disseminate information of a public character or serve a specific 

industry.’37 Advertising circulars were not deemed to meet these criteria. Not only did 

this affirm the public utility of the periodical, it also made them more attractive sites 

for the display of advertising, which further reduced the costs of publication.38 

With the completion of the transcontinental railroad in the 1860s, something 

approaching a nationwide infrastructural network for the dissemination of print was in 
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place.39 Importantly, as David Reed has noted and rail historian Robert Riegel has 

pointed out, the construction of the transcontinental roads and railways facilitated the 

‘construction of other roads in the more populous portion of the West, so that there 

soon grew up complete systems in the more important commercial and agricultural 

regions.’40 Population growth, the increased connectivity of rural areas, lower 

production costs through technological advances in printing and increased receipts 

from advertising, and the cessation of war, together with increased access to the 

postal network contributed to an increasingly favorable publication environment for 

periodicals. The market was larger and could be reached more easily.  

R. Gordon Kelly positions the 1860s as offering ‘a convenient watershed in the history 

of American children’s periodicals,’ with those periodicals that came to shape and 

dominate the juvenile print market first published in the decade after the conclusion of 

the Civil War.41 The Companion was a notable exception, having been in continuous 

circulation since 1827. Nevertheless, the publication’s antebellum circulation was 

negligible in comparison with its post-war circulation. Material conditions, as 

mentioned, enabled larger circulations but, obviously, never guaranteed them. The 

Companion’s amazing growth in the post-bellum era was a testament to new editor, 

Daniel Sharp Ford’s capacity to create a publication that appealed broadly to middle-

class parents and their children in rural areas, villages, towns, and cities.  
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The subscription rates of the Companion in the last decades of the nineteenth century 

bear witness to the periodical’s popularity; it was the most widely subscribed to 

youth’s periodical of the period, and, at times, boasted the largest subscriber base of 

Image 1.1 The Youth’s Companion’s “Immense Circulation” 

 

 Source: George P. Rowell, American Newspaper Directory, 1876, New York, Geo. P. Rowell 

& Co., Publishers, 1876, p. 505. 
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any periodical (see appendices 1 and 2).42 While these subscription rates testify to the 

Companion’s prominent position in the periodical marketplace, they do not truly 

reflect the extent of the Companion’s circulation. 

Periodical circulation reconsidered 

Traditionally, where scholars have engaged with periodical circulation, they have done 

so in two fairly specific ways.43 The first, as detailed above, concerns itself with the 

infrastructural, technological, legislative, and logistical developments that influenced 

the movement of periodicals and newspapers around the nation.44 The second 

approach equates circulation with subscription rates, which are then used to establish, 

among other things, the relative popularity or influence of periodicals, the iconic status 

of certain periodicals, or the value of certain periodicals as sites for advertising.45 If we 

combine the two approaches, we get an idea of the distributional network – road, 

river, rail, and post – and a sense of the volume and distributional flow of print from 

the publisher, through the post and into the parlor.    

While subscription rates provide a crucial index to popularity and influence, an 

exclusive focus on these figures obscures the existence, the extent and the intricacy of 
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the networks through which periodicals moved during the latter half of the nineteenth 

century. In the same way that public utility structured the access of periodicals to the 

nation’s postal networks, periodicals deemed to have met a threshold of cultural or 

educational value by educators, librarians, women’s organizations and other civic 

organizations found their way into new networks of circulation that drastically 

increased their readerships. Those magazines receiving approval from an assemblage 

of Gilded Age and Progressive Era organizations and institutions were almost always 

the same, part of a process of selection that created a canon of texts deemed 

‘suitable’, ‘elevating’, or ‘wholesome’ enough for use in schools and inclusion in 

various library institutions.  

The selection policies of these institutions were shaped by long-standing associations 

between literacy and the cultivation of moral and intelligent citizens. During this 

period, selection policies were also shaped by postbellum anxieties over the civic 

threat of literacy in a market that was increasingly saturated with deviance-inducing 

dime novels, story papers, and police gazettes. In this context, attempts to shape the 

reading practices of young Americans took on particular importance. Social stability 

would depend, in the most expansive of accounts, on society’s ability to defend itself 

from the adverse effects of indiscriminate reading. These anxieties and the links 

between literacy and citizenship are discussed at greater length in Chapter Six; suffice 

to say at this stage that the Companion’s efforts to produce morally instructive, 

entertaining, educational and patriotic reading material ensured its circulation would 

be facilitated by a range of institutions that sought to effect the moral acculturation of 

citizens through the provision of quality literature.  
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Traveling libraries 

While the development of rail, roads and the postal service extended the circuitry 

through which goods and information passed, ‘isolation from print remained profound’ 

at the turn of the century.46 Firmly convinced that this isolation from print culture 

encouraged ignorance and impeded the development of the moral and intellectual 

faculties, a range of state and non-state organisations developed their own networks, 

methods of supply and delivery, and practices for circulating books, papers and 

periodicals to those communities unable to access the printed word through dint of 

location, financial difficulty, or both. 

After Melvil Dewey initiated the traveling library movement in New York State in 1892, 

a system modeled on earlier efforts in the United Kingdom and Australia, the concept 

received widespread support throughout the nation.47 Lutie Stearns was one of the 

more prominent of those crusading for increased rural access to print, helping to 

establish 1,400 traveling libraries in Wisconsin between 1896 and 1914.48  Stearns 

helped raise funds and guided the selection of texts for the libraries. In Wisconsin, the 

libraries generally consisted of 

Thirty, fifty, or one hundred volumes housed in a strong book case which had a 

shelf, double doors with a lock and key, a record book for loans, printed copies 

of the few simple rules, borrowers’ blanks, and so complete a line of 
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equipments that it could be set up anywhere on a table, a box or a counter and 

managed as an independent library.49 

The creation of these mobile libraries opened up a whole new circuitry of print 

distribution. Given limited resources, a desire to target as many print-deprived 

populations as possible, and the mission-to-culture that grounded the entire 

enterprise, the selection of materials for these traveling libraries was of primary 

importance. Frank Hutchins, the Secretary for the Wisconsin Free Library Commission, 

described the intent to provide ‘wholesome literature to the people of small 

communities [in order] to excite their interest in literature and confine their reading to 

it until their tastes are formed.’50 This intent to influence taste inevitably contributed 

to the process of literary canon formation in the late-nineteenth century, a process 

which included the selection, categorization and designation of certain youth 

periodicals as ‘wholesome’ and therefore ‘suitable’ for the task of education and moral 

uplift.51 Where these thresholds were met, new distribution networks took these texts 

to new readerships. 

The Companion invariably made the grade. The publication was wholesome, its 

purpose aligned with those who created the traveling libraries and it had a rural flavor 

that suggested its appeal to its intended recipients. Issues and volumes of the 

periodical began to circulate through these new rural print networks, a process of 

acquisition and distribution that Hutchins described as follows:  

                                                 
49
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uplift.51 Where these thresholds were met, new distribution networks took these texts 
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that suggested its appeal to its intended recipients. Issues and volumes of the 
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acquisition and distribution that Hutchins described as follows:  
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Some boys and girls have sent us files of the Youth’s Companion…bound in 

strong manilla paper. Such a file will go first to a schoolhouse, and many of its 

brighter articles will be read to the school by the teacher. It will then go from 

family to family and be read more or less by all the members of each, and then 

it may go to another district.52 

This account suggests that, in the case of certain periodicals, a tendency to conflate 

subscription with circulation underestimates the true extent of that circulation. Such 

was the case with the Youth’s Companion, a publication distributed to island 

communities and remote hamlets, uniting them, to some extent, through common and 

often collective reading practices. Whatever else was read, one is left with the sense 

that certain youth periodicals, once they passed the threshold of ‘wholesomeness,’ 

had the potential to permeate through entire communities previously devoid of 

newspapers, books and magazines. 

Libraries 

The impetus to create free traveling libraries was part of the broader library building 

movement of the postbellum period.53 The movement has been well documented as 

one designed to uplift and civilize, but, as historian Charles Johannigsmeier has pointed 

out, the importance of periodicals to the development of library collections and the 
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role of the libraries in circulating them has frequently been missed.54 Periodicals were 

an incredibly popular component of the collections, attracting thousands of visitors to 

the public reading rooms of the major public libraries. They were also a staple of the 

thousands of small libraries that were set-up by women’s groups in communities 

throughout the nation during the Progressive Era.55 A brief excursion through the 

annual reports of some of the major public libraries of the late nineteenth century 

suggests the appeal of the periodical to library patrons and confirms the role of these 

institutions as important sites through which these texts were accessed.56   

Periodicals were included in the collections of public libraries for a variety of reasons. 

Some of the periodicals were considered worthy of inclusion on merit alone, a small 

category reserved for the ‘heavy artillery of periodicals,’ the high-brow quarterlies and 

literary monthlies.57 To read these periodicals was to display the highest taste. In a 

more functional sense, the inclusion of a wide range of periodicals and newspapers 

was designed to promote an enlightened citizenship. Through stocking publications 
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devoted to contemporary political, economic and social issues, libraries could play an 

important role in the development of a well-informed citizenry.58 The more richly 

illustrated and amusing publications – Puck, Judge, Punch – operated as lures to attract 

into the library those most in need of but most deprived of the benefits of print. The 

inclusion of these publications transformed these large institutions from repositories 

of elite culture to democratized spaces of print, lowering the literary and cultural 

barriers to entry.  

The youth periodicals included in library collections were designed to perform all the 

functions described above: attract patrons, provide high-quality and entertaining 

fiction, as well as current information on politics, economics, science and society, and 

to encourage a natural progression toward adult literature of the highest possible 

taste.59 The barriers to entry were high, as evidenced in the very few titles that ever 

made it into even the largest public library collections. While popular demand may 

have influenced the selection policy of adult periodicals, as Johannigsmeier has 

argued, the same was not true for youth periodicals.60 The Companion, St. Nicholas, 

Harper’s Young People, and Wide Awake (prior to its merger with St. Nicholas) were 

invariably among those selected, confirmation that the stated goals of their genteel 

editors – to instruct and amuse – aligned closely with the objectives of librarians and of 

the educators who incorporated periodicals into the classroom and into school 

libraries. Once admitted into this circuitry of distribution and access, their readerships 

expanded considerably (see Tables 1.5-1.8). 
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Schools and periodicals 

As historians of periodicals frequently aver, and as I have already discussed, it is not 

such an easy task to define the boundaries of the periodical-as-text. As a composite of 

contributions and as part of a series, the periodical is resistant to closure in a 

numerous ways.61 Each edition is a composite of various departments and authorial 

voices. Individual contributions can be assessed in isolation or in relation to the issue 

as a whole. In addition, each contribution, department or issue can be made 

comprehensible on its own terms or intertextually, that is, in relation to previous and 

subsequent contributions, departments and issues. However we decide to approach 

the text, it is essential that we recognize that the unavoidable result of selection is the 

inevitable risk of decontextualisation. 

While we pay careful attention to our own use of the periodical-as-text, we must also 

be aware that contemporaries, particularly educators, frequently dissected youth 

periodicals like the Companion, extracted poems and short stories from them, and put 

them to use in other texts. In was through this process that a host of patriotic primers 

and official public school manuals for the observance of special days were put 

together. In Selections for Memorial Day in Wisconsin Schools, issued by the 

Superintendent of Education, C.P. Cary, a range of short stories and verse from the 

Companion were included.62 The same was true in a multitude of similar publications. 

In Primary Recitations, for example, we find pieces from the Companion deemed 

appropriate for recitation on Thanksgiving, Washington’s Birthday, Arbor Day, May 
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Day, Bird Day, Memorial Day, and Flag Day.63 In the Iowa Manual for Special Day 

Exercises, various extracts from the Companion’s Arbor Day editions were selected and 

published in a manual distributed to classrooms all over the state.64  

This process complicates our understanding of the circulation of youth periodicals and 

deepens our understanding of their selective use and their spheres of influence. In the 

examples cited above, initial publication and distribution was followed by the selective 

extraction of materials and their re-assembly into a new textual form: the patriotic 

primer. In turn, the patriotic primers were published and distributed through the 

public school system, placed at the disposal of the teacher and used to guide the 

performance of patriotic and commemorative rituals by students. Whatever the 

influence of an excerpt from an individual issue – the poems within might be learnt, 

forgotten or ignored – once these excerpts were collated within manuals for patriotic 

observances, they were made to do their intended work over and over again, this time 

under the direct supervision of teachers. Divorced from their original publication and 

reception context, these Companion excerpts came to play a role in the formation and 

standardization of a whole series of commemorative and patriotic rituals performed in 

the public schools.  

At the same time as fragmentary traces of periodicals traveled through the public 

school system in patriotic primers, schools and school libraries also began to subscribe 

to a select group of ‘suitable’ periodicals.65 Where youth periodicals were concerned, 
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the Companion and St. Nicholas invariably met this criterion of ‘suitability.’ For English 

teacher H.E. Fowler, writing in 1917, these magazines provided youth with high quality 

fiction of a distinctly ‘American type,’ suitable on the patriotic ground that it would 

‘stimulate…love of country’ in young readers.66 The Companion was also commended 

by educators for its excellent historical and biographical features as well as for its 

‘illuminating’ scientific content.67 Where schools subscribed to the Companion, and it 

appears that many did, a single subscription had the potential to structure the 

activities of entire schools.  
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Table 1.4: Periodical and Book requirements for North Carolina High schools, 1928. 

J. Henry Highsmith, the State Inspector for High Schools for North Carolina detailed 

the state’s requirement that school libraries provide access to the following: 

Reference Books Periodicals 

Encyclopedia Americana; or  

New International Encyclopedia 

Current Events; or  

Current History 

Webster’s International Dictionary; 

or  

Funk’s New Standard Dictionary 

Review of Reviews; or 

World’s Work 

A good language dictionary for 

each language taught 

Popular Mechanics; or Scientific 

American 

World Almanac National Geographic Magazine 

Official Congressional Directory Outlook 

A good school atlas Harper’s Magazine 

 Literary Digest 

Youth’s Companion 

 

J. Henry Highsmith, ‘High School Libraries’, High School Journal, vol. 11, no. 4, 

School Libraries, 1928, pp. 130-135. Publication of the Companion would cease the 

following year, but the publications was still considered of singular educational 

importance in the genre of youth periodicals. 
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Conclusion 

The cultural utility of the periodical – as a vehicle for promoting intelligence, moral 

uplift, and the improvement of character – was officially recognized in the mid-

nineteenth century, giving periodicals greater access to the circuitry of distribution and 

on more favorable terms. A similar threshold of utility was used to determine whether 

particular periodicals were suitable for inclusion in library and school collections. 

Where youth periodicals were concerned, meeting a threshold of ‘suitability’ or 

‘wholesomeness’ was particularly important. In the Companion’s case, suitability was 

determined through reference to the quality of its fiction, and the educational value of 

its coverage of science, history and biography. Occasionally, educators justified the 

inclusion of the Companion in schools on specifically patriotic grounds, attesting to the 

value of its distinctly ‘American type’ of fiction in ‘stimulating…love of country.’  

For those individuals, organizations and institutions that sought to structure the 

reading of American youth, genteel periodicals like the Companion were understood as 

a moral counterpoint to the dime novels that began to flood the literary marketplace 

from the 1870s. In this sense, the Companion was seen to serve a civic end. That is, by 

providing youth with morally edifying and educationally instructive material, it was 

assumed that that the periodical would exert a positive influence in shaping virtuous 

characters and cultivated minds. While this was clearly the desired goal of Daniel Sharp 

Ford, the Companion would soon engage in more proactive attempts to shape the civic 

character of its readers.  
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Table 1.5: The periodical collection of the Los Angeles Public Library, 1889. Youth periodicals 

are emboldened. 

WEEKLIES  

Athenæum Bee Journal Congressional Record 

Critic Harper’s Bazaar Harper’s Weekly 

Harper’s Young People Independent Journal of Education 

Leslie’s Illustrated News Life London Graphic 

London Illustrated News London Lancet Nation 

Pall Mall Budget Paris Illustré Revue des deux Mondes 

Rural Californian Scientific American Uber Land und Meer 

Youth’s Companion Scientific American Supplement 

 

MONTHLIES 

Atlantic, 3 copies (3) American Florist American Agriculturalist 

Blackwood’s Magazine Book Chat Chamber’s Journal 

Christian Science Journal Contemporary Review Century (7) 

Cosmopolitan (2) Current Literature (2) Demorest 

Delineator Dress Dial 

Eclectic Edinburgh Review Forum (5)  

Fortnightly Review Golden Era Good Housekeeping 

Harper’s (7) Lippincott’s (2) Littell’s Living Age 

Le Francais Lucifer Medical Record 

Medical Visitor Musical Courier  Notes and Queries 

Nth American Review (5) Nineteenth Century (2) Outing (2) 

Overland Monthly (2) Pacific Medical Journal Pacific Monthly 

Popular Science Mthly (3) Poultry World Poultry in California 

Public Opinion  Scribner’s (6) Season 

Sth Californian Practitioner St. Nicholas (6) Shakespeariana 

The Path Unitarian Review Wide Awake (3) 

 

Source: Annual Report of the Board of Directors of the Los Angeles Public Library and Report 

of Librarian, Los Angeles, no publishing details available, 1889, p. 22-23 

The juvenile titles contained in the Los Angeles Public Library periodical collection were all 

dedicated to the moral uplift and entertainment of American children and youth (see also Table 

1.6 below). The editors and publishers of these four periodicals all defined this mission in 

opposition to the sensationalism of dime novel fiction as well as against the austere moralizing 

that had characterized antebellum literature penned for youth. See Kelly, Children Periodicals, 

pp. 190-192 (on Harper Brothers and Harper’s Young People); 379-380 (on Mary Mapes Dodge 

and St. Nicholas); 454-455 (on Daniel Lothrop and Wide Awake); 510-513 (on Daniel Sharp 

Ford and the Youth’s Companion).  

The aims of these genteel periodicals squared perfectly with the intentions of those in charge of 

libraries: entertaining material would bring impressionable youth to the reading rooms, while 

the moral lessons and educational content of the publications would ensure that young readers 

were appropriately socialized in the process. 
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Table 1.6: Periodicals with multiple copies for circulation in the Los Angeles Public Library, 

1891.   

Periodical No. 

Copies 

Periodical No. Copies 

Arena. 6 Nation 1 

Atlantic 4 New England Magazine 1 

Century 21 North American Review 7 

Cosmopolitan. 6 Outing 3 

Current Literature 2 Overland 1 

Eclectic 4 Popular Science. 2 

Forum 4 Review of Reviews 3 

Harper’s Magazine 21 Scribner’s 17 

Harper’s Young People 10 St. Nicholas 9 

Kindergarten 1 Wide Awake 5 

Lippincott 3 Youth’s Companion  4 

Little’s Living Age 1  

 

Source: Annual Report of the Board of Directors of the Los Angeles Public Library and 

Report of Librarian, Los Angeles, Evening Press Company, Printers, Dec. 1891, p. 17.  

 

Table 1.7: Most borrowed American periodicals for the year 1893, Detroit, Michigan.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Source: Twelfth Annual Report of the Library Commission of the City of Detroit, Michigan 

for the year 1892, Detroit, Ostler Printing Company, Printers, 1893, pp. 17-19. 

 

Most Borrowed American Periodicals 

Puck 7,445 

Judge 6,947 

Life 4,215 

Scientific American  3,987 

Harper’s Weekly 3,909 

Frank Leslie 3,821 

Harper’s 3,116 

Century 2,708 

Youth’s Companion  1,909 

Scribner 1,832 
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Table 1.8: Records of Periodical Circulation from the Los Angeles Public Library, 1893. 

Source: Fifth Annual Report of the Board of Directors of the Los Angeles Public Library and 

Report of the Librarian, Dec. 1893, pp. 20-21. 

Periodicals and the number of times issued between 1
st
 June and 1

st
 December, 1893 

Weeklies x issued Monthlies x issued 

L.A. Sunday World 103 Fortnightly Review 104 

Dramatic Mirror 140 Art Amateur 123 

Nation 162 Catholic World 132 

Uber Land und Meer 169 New England Magazine 133 

Army and Naval Journal 210 Current Literature 148 

Mining and Scientific Press 222 Atlantic 150 

Figaro Illustre 233 Short Stories 163 

Electrical World 253 Nineteenth Century 168 

Punch 254 Review of Reviews (London) 176 

Youth’s Companion 276 Popular Science Monthly 200 

Argonaut 306 Overland 216 

Harper’s Bazar 313 Lippincott 262 

Harper’s Young People 379 Review of Reviews (NY) 285 

Pall Mall Budget 400 St. Nicholas 308 

Scientific American Supplement 415 Outing 317 

Harper’s Weekly 647 Californian 318 

Frank Leslie’s Weekly 684 Forum 321 

Illustrated American 687 Demorest 377 

Life 852 Season 383 

London Graphic 958 Delineator 406 

Illustrated London News 1044 Queen 446 

Scientific American 1096 North American Review 466 

  Ladies’ Home Journal 469 

Cosmopolitan 521 

Scribner’s (2 copies) 799 

Century    (2 copies) 1081 

Harper’s   (2 copies) 1152 
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Appendix 1: Subscription Figures for the Most Prominent Children’s and Youth 

Periodicals in the United States, 1875-1890. 

 

Publication Place Run 1875 1880 1885 1890 

Babyland Boston 1877-1898 - ~10,000 17,500+ 75,000+ 

Ballou’s Magazine Boston 1855-1893 22,000 20,000+ 15,000+ 15,000+ 

Boys of New York NY 1875-1894 - ~25,000 50,000+ 25,000+ 

Fireside Companion NY 1866-1907 30,000 50,000+ 50,000+ 150,000+ 

Frank Leslie’s Boys’ 

and Girls’ Weekly 

NY 1866-1884 no data 25,000+ - - 

Golden Days for Boys 

& Girls 

Phil. 1880-1907 - - 75,000+ 100,000+ 

Harper’s Young People NY 1879-1899 - 25,000+ 25,000+ 25,000+ 

Our Little Men and 

Women 

Boston 1880- 1894 - - 12,500+ 17,500+ 

Pansy Boston 1873-1896 no data no data 17,500+ 50,000+ 

St. Nicholas NY 1873-1943 46,667 ~50,000 50,000+ 50,000 

Wide Awake Boston 1875-1893 no data ~5,000 50,000+ 37,500+ 

Youth’s Companion Boston 1827-1929 137,600 100,000+ 349,765 ~500,000 

 

 

Source: Details of publication runs have been compiled from various sources, not all of 

which agree. Data from George Rowell’s Newspaper Directory and from Kelly’s 

Children’s Periodicals of the United States have been most helpful. Where these 

sources diverge, I have preferred Kelly’s figures. A number of other newspaper 

directories have been consulted. These publications include George Rowell’s American 

Newspaper Directory, 1875-1906; Edward Remmington’s Annual Newspaper Directory, 

1910; and N.W. Ayer & Son’s American Newspaper Annual, 1884. Figures in these 

directories were sometimes specific, but more frequently publication circulations were 

designated as falling with specific categories (e.g. 50,000+) reflecting the units of value 

relevant to advertisers. 
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Appendix 2: Subscription Figures for the Most Prominent Children’s and Youth 

Periodicals in the United States, 1895-1910. 

 

Publication Place Run 1895 1900 1905 1910 

American Boy Detroit 1899-1941 - ~1,000 12,500 125,000 

Babyland Boston 1877-1898 12,500+ - - - 

Boys of New York 

(Weekly) 

NY 1875-1894 20,000+ - - - 

Boys’ World Elgin 1902-1914 - - ~300,000 340,000 

Fireside Companion NY 1866-1907 75,000+ 40,000+ 20,000+ - 

Girls Companion Elgin 1902 - - ~300,000 325,000 

Golden Days for Boys 

& Girls 

Phil. 1880-1907 75,000+ 17,500+ 12,500 - 

Happy Days (W) NY 1894-1910 2,250+ 1,000+ 1,000+ 50,000 

Harper’s Young People NY 1877-1899 20,000+ - - - 

Our Young Folks (W) St. Louis 1876 ~20,000 16,047 20,000+ 40,000 

St. Nicholas NY 1873-1943 40,000+ 40,000+ 40,000+ 95,000 

Young People’s 

Weekly 

Elgin 1886-  ~230,000 ~200,000 ~200,000 

Youth’s Companion 

(W) 

Boston 1827-1929 75,000+ 75,000+ 75,000+ 545,000 

 

Sources: refer to Appendix 1 
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Chapter 2 

 The Citizen as Patriot 

 

During the 1870s, the American flag was accorded little attention in the pages of the 

Companion. A short article, rarely more than once a year, provided readers with a 

factual account of its history.1 By the mid-1880s, articles on the flag had become more 

frequent, they were of greater length and their tone had changed. Once peripheral, 

the flag began to take center stage in the Companion’s Fourth of July and Memorial 

Day issues. In these contributions, the flag became the defining symbol of the nation; 

linked metonymically to the ideals that had built, preserved, and defended it. By 1888, 

the Companion was encouraging readers to decorate their homes and schoolhouses 

with the flag.2 In the early 1890s, its pages teemed with images, poems, songs, 

anecdotes, short stories and editorials venerating the flag, and, in 1892, the 

Companion developed the Pledge of Allegiance. Through the incorporation of this flag 

salute into the public school celebrations of Columbus Day of the same year, the 

Companion succeeded in mobilizing millions of young scholars in the ritualized 

performance of patriotism.    

To understand the patriotic identity of American youth in the late-nineteenth century, 

it is necessary, in part, to understand their relationship to the flag. As indicated, this 

relationship did not develop organically. The Companion, in concert with various civic 

organizatons, sought to structure this relationship discursively and performatively. If 
                                                 
1
 See ‘The First American Flag’, YC, Dec. 8, 1870, p. 392; ‘Star Spangled Banner’, YC, Sep. 7, 1871, p. 

285; ‘The American Flag’, YC, Aug. 8, 1872, p. 256; ‘Our Flag’, YC, Apr. 13, 1876, p. 124. 
2
 This idea was first mooted in ‘Premium Advertisment: the American Flag’, YC, Oct. 25, 1888, p. 516. In 

this advertisement, the Companion invited readers to ponder the effect of the flag if it were hung in homes 

and schools: ‘how grandly might patriotism and love of liberty be unceasingly taught.’ Though not quite 

explicit, the flag was accorded a kind of agency here – as teacher – that would become familiar to 

anecdotes and fiction about the flag. For a very brief discussion of the flag-as-agent in juvenile fiction, 

see Scot M. Guenter, The American Flag, 1777-1924, London and Toronto, Associated University Press, 

1990, p. 111. 
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the second part of this process involved the mass-mobilization of American youth in 

the performance of patriotic acts and rituals – acquiring the flag, pledging allegiance to 

it – the first part was educational, concerned with elaborating and transmitting the 

meanings of the American flag to this young audience.  

The first section of this chapter considers the flag’s transformation from material 

object to arch-symbol of the nation and looks at shifting treatments of the flag in a 

range of historical narratives, fictional stories and poems published in the Companion 

from the 1870s to 1892.3 Following this, I turn to the Companion’s Schoolhouse Flag 

movement and flag-essay competition in order to explore the techniques and 

pedagogy of text-based youth mobilization. In the final section of the chapter, I 

consider the means by which the Companion was able to generate widespread support 

and gain creative control over the public school celebrations of Columbus Day, 1892, a 

feat that required endorsements from clergy, civic organizations, school boards, the 

National Education Association, Congress and the President. 4 Lastly, I look to the 

meanings of the ‘Offical Program’ itself, and the Companion’s efforts to both define 

the values of America and ritually structure students’ performances of them. 

 

 

                                                 
3
 The Companion was far from the only player in this process of metamorphosis and sacralization. As 

John Higham, Wallace E. Davies and Scot Guenter have noted, a wide variety of organizations, 

institutions and individuals pushed the ‘cult of the flag’ during the 1880s and 1890s. See John Higham, 

Strangers in the Land: Patterns of American Nativism, 1860-1925, New Brunswick, New Jersey, Rutgers 

University Press, 1955; Wallace Evan Davies, Patriotism on Parade: the Story of Veterans’ and 

Hereditary Organizations in America, 1783-1900, Cambridge, Harvard University Press, 1955, pp. 218-

219; Guenter, The American Flag, 1777-1924, London and Toronto, Associated University Press, 1990, 

pp. 88-113. 
4
 Cecilia O’Leary and Richard Ellis both provide excellent narrative accounts of the Companion’s success 

in securing official backing for its program. O’Leary, To Die For: the paradox of American patriotism, 

Princeton, Princeton University Press, 1999, pp. 150-171 ; Ellis, To the Flag: the Unlikely History of the 

Pledge of Allegiance, Lawrence, University Press of Kansas, 2005, pp. 1-49. I draw on their work 

throughout. 
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1. Investing the Flag with Meaning: from material object to master metaphor 

Through the 1870s and into the early 1880s, the flag, when featured in the Companion, 

was an important piece of cloth with an interesting history. With one or two 

exceptions, readers were provided with histories of the ensign and how it had come to 

take its current form. Articles were not linked to the ceremonial calendar of patriotic 

observance, nor were they accompanied by imagery of any sort.5 Where incorporated 

into Fourth of July poetry, the flag was peripheral rather than central, a line in the 

poem rather than its main theme. In this section, I track changing representations of 

the flag in the Companion’s various historical articles, poetry, imagery and flag-fiction 

to get an idea of the process through which readers were encouraged to view the flag, 

not as  material object, but as the master metaphor of the nation and the estimable 

values that were said to define it.  

Brief articles on the history of the flag featured annually in the Companion during the 

1870s. In these unemotive accounts, readers were taken through the process by which 

the flag adopted its current form. In ‘The First American Flag,’ featured in December of 

1870, Betsy Ross was given credit for sewing the first flag and a Committee of Congress 

with coming up with the design.6 In ‘The American Flag,’ an article from August 1872, 

readers were again provided with an account of the meaning of the design.7 So too in 

‘Our Flag,’ an article from April 1876, and in an 1881 article on ‘The American Flag.’8 In 

articles of this type, the meaning of the flag was its design, with the history of the flag 

                                                 
5
 I appropriate the term, ‘ceremonial calendar’  from Adam Gamoran’s discussion of American civil 

religion in the public schools. See Adam Gamoran, ‘Civil Religion in the American Schools’, 

Sociological Analysis, vol. 51, no. 3, 1990, pp. 235-256, esp. p. 240. 
6 

‘The First American Flag’, YC, Dec. 8, 1870, p. 392.  For discussions of Betsy Ross and the ‘cult of the 

flag,’ see Guenter, The American Flag, pp. 31, 98, 101-103; Carolyn Marvin and David W. Ingle, Blood 

Sacrifice and the Nation: Totem Rituals and the American Flag, New York, Cambridge University Press, 

1999, pp. 56-62. 
7
 ‘The American Flag’, Aug. 8, 1872, p. 256. 

8 
‘Our Flag’, YC, Apr. 13, 1876, p. 124; ‘The American Flag’, Jun. 30, 1881, p. 240. The last article was 

featured in the issue immediately preceding Indepdence Day, 1881.  
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conveyed to readers as the history of that design. Throughout the decade, readers 

were provided with a factual account of this history in unemotive language. 

Historical pieces on the flag continued to feature in the Companion throughout the 

1880s, but they did so in new ways. Where the focus remained on the flag’s design, 

the length increased (from 200-300 word pieces to full-page spreads), images of the 

flag were included alongside the text, the articles were featured in Independence Day 

issues, and they were no longer penned anonymously; in the Youth’s Companion, 

James Parton, the most famous biographer of the day, became the biographer of the 

flag.9 The flag also came to dominate Companion issues linked to the ceremonial 

calendar. Up until the early-1880s, the flag was simply one part of the scenery of 

Independence Day celebrations, accorded equal status with bugles, bunting, 

firecrackers, bands and music. From 1883, this treatment changed drastically, with the 

Companion actively seeking to establish the flag as the defining symbol and focus of 

Fourth of July celebrations. For this elevation to work, the flag had to become more 

than the meaning of its design.   

This changing treatment can be seen in the Independence Day issue of 1883. This issue 

featured a two page history of the flag by James Parton, which was immediately 

followed by an article on ‘Independence Day.’10 In this article, the flag and the nation 

were symbolically linked, and though this was not the first time such a link had been 

made, it typified an approach that would become increasingly common in the 

Companion. When first flown, readers were told, the flag symbolized ‘the future 

possibility of the nation,’ a future of ‘freedom and liberty.’ Once mentioned, ‘freedom 

and liberty’ disappeared from the article. In the remainder of the article, these ideas 

                                                 
9
 See for example, James Parton, ‘Our Flag: its origin and its history’, YC, Jun. 28, 1883, p. 263-4; James 

Parton, ‘The Song of the Star Spangled Banner’, YC, May 28, 1885, p. 211. 
10

 ‘Independence Day’, YC, Jun. 28, 1883, p. 264.  
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are invoked through reference to ‘the flag.’ It was ‘the flag’ that veterans of the Civil 

War defended and died for. The flag became shorthand for liberty, freedom and unity. 

The injunction directed at readers to defend these values in the present was presented 

as an injunction to defend the flag. The primary purpose of Independence Day, readers 

were told, should be ‘to learn the duty of defending the flag.’ To do otherwise was 

‘negligent.’ The article concluded: 

As long as the flag shall be defended by the votes of morality and intelligence, 

the Republic will last, and more glorious ever will be its Independence Days. But 

for this defence, the people as in old times must be made to feel the weight of 

their duties to the possibilities of the future.11 

But how was the flag – as symbolic representation of freedom, liberty, union – to be 

‘defended’ by children and youth? Clearly the majority of the Companion’s readers 

were not capable of doing so through exercising the franchise or engaging in martial 

combat. They could, however, learn to venerate the flag and perform that veneration 

in various ways, defining themselves as patriots in the process. The Companion’s 

provision of songs and poems about the flag was designed to facilitate this relationship 

through the performative act of recitation.  

In the 1870s and early 1880s, the poems slotted into Independence Day issues treated 

the flag as part of the celebratory mise-en-scène. In 1887, Fleta Forrester contributed 

the poem, ‘Fourth of July’ to the Companion’s ‘Children’s Column.’12 There were four 

stanzas (octaves) followed by a three line refrain. The poem described the festivities of 

the day. The first stanza was concerned with the noise of the cannon, the bells and the 

crowd, the second with bands and music,  the third with the presence of the flag 

                                                 
11

 ‘Independence Day’, YC, Jun. 28, 1883, p. 264. 
12

 Fleta Forrester, ‘Children’s Column: Fourth of July’, YC, Jul. 5, 1877, p. 219. 
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(‘there are flags floating gaily’), and the fourth with rockets and firecrackers. The first 

part of the refrain – ‘for what and for why?’ – sought an explanation for the sensory 

overload of this pageantry. The second part of the refrain provided the answer: 

‘Because, it’s the glorious Fourth of July.’ The celebratory scene was described, but the 

material objects that defined the sensory experience of the parade were not, as yet, 

invested with symbolic meaning.  

AB’s “The Glorious Fourth,” published July 1, 1878, adopted a similar focus.13 The 

pageantry of Independence Day was described in six stanzas (sestets) and began: 

Hurrah! Hurrah! the Fourth is come! 

Bring the bugle, horn, and drum, 

Heirlooms of a hundred years. 

Fire the guns, and ring the bells! 

Through the town the turmoil swells 

Ere the early light appears. 

The poem continued, cataloguing the kinds of things one would expect to see at an 

Independence Day parade. The flag cracks a mention in the third line of the fifth stanza 

– ‘Hurrah! the flags are flying!’ – then disappears from view again. Ida B. Munroe, in 

‘The Village Fourth’ (1882), and SCS, in ‘A City Fourth’ (1881), incorporated the flag 

into their respective poems in similar ways, describing the music, cannons, and 

decorations typical of an Independence Day procession.14 In the city, ‘gay flags leap to 

greet the dawn’; in the village, ‘the procession’ has ‘its flags and streamers gay.’15 The 

flag was an accessory, an important one, but no more so than bunting, streamers, 

                                                 
13

 AB, ‘The Glorious Fourth’, YC, Jul. 1, 1878, p. 217. 
14

 SCS, ‘A City Fourth’, YC, Jul. 7, 1881, p. 251; Ida D. Munroe, ‘The Village Fourth’, YC, Jun. 22, 

1882, p. 265. 
15

 SCS, ‘A City Fourth’, p. 251; Munroe, ‘The Village Fourth’, p. 265. 

 69 

(‘there are flags floating gaily’), and the fourth with rockets and firecrackers. The first 

part of the refrain – ‘for what and for why?’ – sought an explanation for the sensory 

overload of this pageantry. The second part of the refrain provided the answer: 

‘Because, it’s the glorious Fourth of July.’ The celebratory scene was described, but the 

material objects that defined the sensory experience of the parade were not, as yet, 

invested with symbolic meaning.  

AB’s “The Glorious Fourth,” published July 1, 1878, adopted a similar focus.13 The 

pageantry of Independence Day was described in six stanzas (sestets) and began: 

Hurrah! Hurrah! the Fourth is come! 

Bring the bugle, horn, and drum, 

Heirlooms of a hundred years. 

Fire the guns, and ring the bells! 

Through the town the turmoil swells 

Ere the early light appears. 

The poem continued, cataloguing the kinds of things one would expect to see at an 

Independence Day parade. The flag cracks a mention in the third line of the fifth stanza 

– ‘Hurrah! the flags are flying!’ – then disappears from view again. Ida B. Munroe, in 

‘The Village Fourth’ (1882), and SCS, in ‘A City Fourth’ (1881), incorporated the flag 

into their respective poems in similar ways, describing the music, cannons, and 

decorations typical of an Independence Day procession.14 In the city, ‘gay flags leap to 

greet the dawn’; in the village, ‘the procession’ has ‘its flags and streamers gay.’15 The 

flag was an accessory, an important one, but no more so than bunting, streamers, 

                                                 
13

 AB, ‘The Glorious Fourth’, YC, Jul. 1, 1878, p. 217. 
14

 SCS, ‘A City Fourth’, YC, Jul. 7, 1881, p. 251; Ida D. Munroe, ‘The Village Fourth’, YC, Jun. 22, 

1882, p. 265. 
15

 SCS, ‘A City Fourth’, p. 251; Munroe, ‘The Village Fourth’, p. 265. 



 70 

cannons, crowds and firecrackers. When considered in terms of the ‘Independence 

Day’ article of 1883, this kind of treatment was negligent. Because the poems 

represented a failure of pedagogical intent. They described the flag’s presence, but not 

its meaning. The flag had to become more than a material object if it was to be 

venerated; it had to acquire meaning before a patriotic relationship could be fashioned 

with it.  

From 1883, the flag became the focal point of the Companion’s ceremonial issues. In 

the Independence Day issue of 1883, Mrs M.F. Butts contributed a three stanza 

(sestet) poem entitled ‘The Stars and Stripes.’16 In this poem, Butts sees the flag and is 

transported (and transports her readers) to ‘another place’ and thoughts of ‘other 

starry flags.’ She imagines an unknown battlefield and romanticizes a soldier’s death 

(her husband’s, brother’s, son’s?) through reference to his dying gaze, which fixed, for 

the last time, on the Stars and Stripes: 

O, blue eyes that I loved, forgetting all. 

Thy last looks on thy country’s flag did fall. 

Therein were liberty, and truth, and right, 

More need not be within a soldier’s sight. 

The flag shrouds ‘liberty, truth, and right’ and ennobles the soldier’s death through a 

vindication of sacrifice made in the service and defence of these values. A month later, 

George Griffith contributed the poem, ‘Our Flag.’17 In the final stanza, Griffith 

elaborated on the flag’s meaning and the duty to defend it: 

In each seam of that flag is fast woven our love,-  

                                                 
16

 Mrs M.F. Butts, ‘The Stars and Stripes’, YC, Jun. 28, 1883, p. 266. 
17

 George B. Griffith, ‘The Flag’, YC, Aug. 2, 1883, p. 316. 
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The blood of our heroes gave life to the nation, 

And true to that life shall humanity prove, 

O flag of our country! Sublime is the duty, 

Preserving thy stars in their number and beauty! 

The flag’s history, again, was one of blood sacrifice that registered a debt to be paid in 

the present. The mere recitation of the poem could register that debt partially paid.18 

Through the rest of the 1880s, patriotic poems in the Companion continued to focus 

almost exclusively on the flag. J.T. Trowbridge’s dedication to the Soldiers’ Monument 

at Arlington was featured in 1887. Trowbridge memorialized those who ‘…kept their 

country’s faith and fought…for liberty and equal laws.’ In the penultimate stanza, these 

values were metynonically linked to the flag, as was the nation itself: it was ‘the flag 

they loved’ and it was the flag that veterans had ‘died to save.’19  

The most salient example of the Companion’s use of poetry to teach the myriad 

meanings of the flag came in Hezekiah Butterworth’s ‘The Festal Day Has Come.’20 The 

poem featured for the first time in July 5, 1888. It featured again in the Independence 

Day issue of 1890, in slightly revised form and with a new title: ‘Raising the 

Schoolhouse Flag.’21 It was also on the front cover and surrounded by images of 

Congress, eminent patriots (Lincoln, Washington, Jefferson, Franklin), battle scenes 

from the War of Independence and the War of 1812, and, of course, public 

schoolchildren saluting the flag. I will turn to this imagery shortly. For now, the poem 

                                                 
18

 As an aside, it is worth noting that the Companion, almost a decade latter, began to adverise flag repair 

kits. The kits were advertised as an appropriate way for female youth to define themselves as patriots, a 

performative act of preservation that would signal reverence for the flag and the values it represented. 

See, ‘Advertisement: Outfit for Repairing the Flag’, YC, Oct. 31, 1895, p. 530. It would also link them 

performatively and imaginatively to Betsy Ross, the flag’s initial seamstress. 
19

 J.T. Trowbridge, ‘Ode’, YC, Jun. 16, 1887, p. 270. 
20

 Hezekiah Butterworth, ‘The Festal Day Has Come’, YC, Jul. 5, 1888, p. 330. 
21

 Hezekiah Butterworth, ‘Raising the Schoolhouse Flag’, YC, Jul. 3, 1890, p. 359. 
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as first published, which represented one of the more comprehensive attempts to 

elaborate the meanings of the flag in verse: 

[The flag] stand’st for Monmouth’s march of fire, for Trenton’s lines of flame. 

For rippling Eutaw’s field of blood, for Yorktown’s endless fame; 

For Cape de Gatt, and fierce Algiers, and Perry’s blood-red deck, 

For Vera Cruz, and Monterey, and white Chapultepec; 

Thou stand’st for Sumter’s broken wall, as high above Tybee 

The shouting forts uplift again the Stars of Unity; 

For Chatanooga’s rain of fire and that grand echelon 

The deep drums led at Gettysburg beneath the smoky sun, 

The poem was a history lesson. The flag represented, again, the bravery, the sacrifice, 

and the ultimate victory of the colonies in the War of Independence, of the United 

States in the War of 1812, the Barbary Wars, the Mexican-American War, and of Union 

forces in the Civil War. The flag also had a future: 

Thous stand’st for Progress and the years all golden orbed to be, 

For earth’s new Rome upon the land, and Greece upon the sea, 

Thou stand’st that all the rights of men may every people bless, 

And God’s own kingdom walk the world in peace and righteousness! 

Hail! Flag of Liberty! Hail! 

The flag was all these things: blood sacrifice for liberty and union, progress, and the 

rights of man. The flag also became the symbolic interrelation of God and State. The 

‘city on the hill’ would be incomplete without a pennant flying over it.  
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Image 2.1: Hezekiah Butterworth’s “Raising the School House Flag,” previously 

published in an 1888 issue of the Companion as “The Festal Day Has Come.” 

 

Source: ‘Raising the Schoolhouse Flag’, Youth’s Companion, July 3, 1890, p. 359. 
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The imagery surrounding the republished version of the poem in 1890 was equally 

instructive in defining the flag-as-symbol to readers (see Image 2.1, previous page). 

The flagstaff framed the left of the image, flying over Congress and the public school, 

visually linking young scholars to the State through the institution of the public school, 

subordinating both to the values enshrined in the flag. Imagery depicting the War of 

Independence and the War of 1812 encapsulated the sacrifice, bravery and values that 

the flag ‘stand’st for.’ The omission of Civil War imagery was equally important; 

reunion between Northern and Southern whites demanded its absence. Portraits of 

some of the Founding Fathers (Washington, Franklin, Jefferson) and of Lincoln were 

positioned to the right and bottom right of the poem. As individual icons depicted in 

the image, they were smaller than the flag. Collectively, they were accorded less space. 

The beauty of the flag-as-symbol was that it could compress and contain the legacies 

of all these men; their values, visions, and virtues could be united in its furls. Finally, 

there were the students themselves, who defined their connection to these values 

through saluting the flag, the defining gesture of the young patriot and soldier alike.   

Civil War anecdotes: the agency of the flag 

In the lead up to Independence Day, 1891, a number of short articles focused on the 

feelings of captured Union soldiers when reunited with the Stars and Stripes. In the 

story, “A Memorable Day,” captured Union soldiers held in a stockade in Macon get a 

glimpse of their beloved flag.22 Somehow, one Captain Todd of the Eighth New Jersey 

Infantry had managed to retain in his possession a small United States flag. On 

showing the flag to the assemblage of prisoners who had come together to listen to 

patriotic speeches, ‘the air was rent with cheers. Tears streamed down the cheeks of 
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The imagery surrounding the republished version of the poem in 1890 was equally 
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rough men who hugged each other’ and ‘those who were near enough kissed the little 

flag.’ In its presence, the ‘prisoners forgot hunger, nakedness and sickness’ and the 

sight of the flag gave a dying prisoner ‘a perfect peace’ in his final hours.23  

The story ‘Our Flag,’ describes a prisoner exchange between Union and Confederate 

vessels on the Savannah River and details the reaction of Union prisoners to their first 

sighting of the Stars and Stripes on the vessel they were to board.24 As with the scene 

depicted in ‘A Memorable Day,’ the flag is greeted with a kind of solemn jubilance, the 

initial cheers of the prisoners quickly turn to tears.25 Once again the flag was invested 

with a transformative agency, lifting prisoner morale immeasurably and enabling 

emotional release. In accounts of this type, the flag was accorded multiple agencies – it 

was sustenance, tonic, rainment and benediction.26 As a symbol, it had the power to 

restore life and mediate death. 

Flag Fiction 

During the 1890s, the flag began to feature in juvenile fiction in new ways. Previously, 

the flag had featured in Civil War accounts of brave drummer boys or boy soldiers, 

usually in death-bed scenes.27 This new set of stories defined the patriotic qualities of 

contemporary youth by defining their relationship to the flag, either in acquiring it or 

defending it against detractors. In the absence of war, these fictional accounts offered 

readers an explicit statement of patriotic character traits, a way of reflecting on their 
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own relationship to the flag, and a template of action for defining their own 

relationship to the flag. This was particularly true of flag-acquisition narratives, which 

offered readers, through the character of the protagonist, a role model for emulation.  

St. Nicholas and the Youth’s Companion both published flag acquisition narratives.28 By 

the time these kinds of stories were published, the meaning of the flag was well 

established. Accordingly, acquiring the flag could be deemed an inherently patriotic 

act. Just as important as the acquisition was the mode in which the flag was 

acquired.29 Importantly, these narratives were written against the backdrop of two 

commonly expressed anxieties; the first, over the dangers of pauperism and beggary; 

the second over the decoupling of self- and community interest seen to attend the 

materialism of the Gilded Age.30 In flag-fiction, the protagonist’s patriotism was 

displayed through hard-work placed in the service of the community. Where acquired 

through hard work, sacrifice and diligence, the process of acquiring the flag had the 

power to transform individuals and entire communities, regenerating and ennobling 

both. 

The Companion  published Marion Cummings’ ‘His Day for the Flag’ in June, 1892.31 In 

a typical instance of intertextual referencing, the story details the response of an 

unnamed school to its lack of success in winning a flag in the Companion’s national 

essay competition (discussed in the following section). The school’s teacher greets his 
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students on a Friday morning with the bad news and a question: ‘Well, why can we not 

have a flag, even if we did not get the prize flag?’, suggesting that the students all 

agree to do extra work around the community for ‘the purpose of buying a flag.’ Then 

come the caveats. Work done for the flag could only take place after all the family 

chores had been completed. No familial responsibilities were to be shirked in securing 

money for the flag, nor were students to ‘beg money off [their] parents.’ In fact, 

students were instructed not to take money even if offered: ‘Our flag must be earned, 

not begged…and there is to be no shaking of money boxes.’32  

The remainder of the story follows the actions of Irving Bemus and his attempts to 

earn some money to put towards the school flag. Irving's father supports the initiative 

wholeheartedly when he hears of it on Friday evening, but is unwilling to release Irving 

from his weekly wood-chopping and is doubtful, based on Irving's normal work ethic, 

that Irving will have sufficient time afterwards to work for the money he seeks. 

However, Irving astonishes his parents ‘the next morning by going downstairs at four 

o'clock.’ By breakfast time ‘he had the wood more than half tiered up; and by nine 

o'clock it was all piled.’ By evening, Irving had completed additional work for a farmer 

and procured his contribution toward the school flag. The rest of the students 

performed similarly, and sufficient funds were raised for the purchase of a flag for the 

schoolhouse.  

                                                 
32
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The emphasis on concerted collective action was critical to this story. Industriousness 

and the entrepreneurial spirit were frequently valorized in the Companion; in this story 

they were deified for having been placed in the service of the community. Competition 

between students to see who could raise the most money was dignified by the fact 

such efforts would promote the interests of the community (and nation) by making the 

school a more effective site for training citizens and instiling patriotism. This 

subordination of self- to community interest, registered through the preparedness of 

students to ‘sacrifice’ their free time, positioned patriotism as antithetical to 

individualism and materialism. Most importantly of all it was the flag, or the prospect 

of acquiring it, that called forth the sacrifice, industry and entrepreneuship of students.  

In fiction where the flag was defended, the qualities displayed in that defence were 

incorporated into the panoply of character traits deemed commensurate with good 

citizenship. These stories began to replace tales of drummer boys and boy soldiers and 

operated to define the relationship of contemporary youth (albeit fictional) to the 

flag.33 C.A. Stephens’ story “He Kept His Flag Up,” published in the Companion’s 

Independence Day issue of 1890, offers a useful insight into this type of fiction.34  

The story is of Eliphalet Whitcomb, the son of a lumberman from Penobscot County, 

Maine. Stephens describes ‘Life,’ as Eliphalet was known to friends and family, as ‘a 

droll, long-limbed, laughing boy’ possessed of an indomitable will and a ‘muscular, 
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long, reaching arm.’35 A the age of eighteen, Life goes to work in his father’s mill, 

where he quickly distinguishes himself as an industrious, efficient fellow and a skilful 

manager of men. After a year of working for his father, he decides to ‘see something of 

the world’ and sets out on foot to explore Canada. He packs some socks, a few shirts 

and an American flag. 

After a long sojourn on foot, Life ends up ‘on the banks of the mighty St. Lawrence 

river,’ in a ‘fine wooded country with lots of lumber mills.’ He immediately walks past a 

mill, spots some difficulty and solves the problem for the owner of the mill. The owner 

takes a shine to Life and offers him the job managing the mill. The Canadian workers 

are unimpressed, as Life demands from them ‘a vigorous American pace,’ one ill-suited 

to men who use liquor a little too freely. The dissatisfaction of the workers manifests 

itself in a range of late-night, but unspecified attacks on Life. Using his knowledge of 

hydraulics, Life constructs a mighty water cannon out of various materials from the 

mill to defend himself. He tests the weapon and is impressed: the ‘hydraulic gun’ could 

‘knock a man to his feet at sixty feet.’ He gets the opportunity to use it on 

Independence Day. 

Life takes his flag to work on the morning of July Fourth and hoists it up above the mill, 

an imprudent but ostensibly patriotic act. Prior to commencing work for the day, Life 

salutes the flag and gives it ‘three hurrahs.’ The act of raising the flag is the catalyst for 

an overt display of aggression from the ‘fifteen rough looking fellows’ who had been 

hard pressed to satisfy Eliphalet’s exacting work regimen at the mill. They move on 

Eliphalet and signal their intent to take down the flag. Life gives them a taste of his 
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water cannon, hammering Canadians left, right and center. The men run away and 

return with forty others. In the meantime, the mill’s owner arrives and he assists Life in 

barricading the mill. The Canadians return and attempt, progressively, to stone the 

flag, set fire to the mill and then storm the barricaded building. Life responds by 

knocking sixty-five men off their feet with his ‘acqueous weapon.’ The men retreat, lick 

their wounds, and, overnight, come to develop a healthy respect for Life. 

It is a stunning story. Life was the physical reincarnation of Abraham Lincoln and 

displayed all the traits of the hardy frontiersman; he was steadfast, hard-working and 

adept at negotiating the difficulties of a hostile environment.36 The mill owner 

functioned as the damsel in distress or the farmer under attack from (Canadian) 

savages. The mill symbolized an unviolated Alamo or a modern day Fort Sumter, flag 

still happily flying overhead. In this story, the defense of the flag brought forth and 

sharpened the courage, bravery, steadfastness and inventive genius of the protagonist. 

On this occasion, the flag did not require a blood sacrifice, just three-score water-

logged Canadians.  

These various stories, poems and anecdotes were aimed at developing a kind of 

patriotic literacy among readers that encouraged them to associate certain values and 

meanings with the flag and to revere the flag as the symbolic embodiment of those 

values. Through the flag’s presence in poems, images, songs, fiction and various 

historical pieces, readers were positioned to associate the flag with sacrifice, bravery, 

courage, freedom, liberty, fraternity, steadfastness, and industry. In terms of the 

straightforward links assumed between reading and value acquisition, the provision of 

these materials was intended to stir up the patriotic sentiment of young readers. This 
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was a crucial prerequisite to what would follow, the first step in a much larger effort to 

form and shape the patriotic identity of readers (and others) through further defining 

their relationship to the flag.  

 

2. Mobilizing youth as patriots  

Key personnel at the Companion developed, instituted, monitored, and consistently 

publicized a range of programs designed to spark patriotic sentiment among the 

nation’s youth during a period in which such fervor was seen to be lacking, 

undermined by rampant individualism and threatened by the influx of new migrants 

unfamiliar with American ideals. Two of the most popular of these projects were the 

‘schoolhouse flag movement,’ a project that provided readers with a novel means of 

acquiring the American flag for their schools, and a national essay competition, which 

encouraged students to reflect and write on the patriotic value of flying the flag over 

the schoolhouse. In both projects, students were set a patriotic task and provided with 

a template for achieving it. These templates coordinated the activities of 

geographically dispersed students, and, by virtue of the Companion’s consistent 

updates on the popularity of its programs, the periodical allowed participants to 

imagine themselves as part of a nationwide community of patriotic youth.37 

The Schoolhouse Flag Movement 
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The Schoolhouse Flag Movement was initiated in the Companion through a series of 

articles espousing the patriotic value of flying the American flag over the schoolhouse 

and a series of advertisements detailing how students could go about acquiring it.38 

These ads and consistent updates on the success of the movement were integrated 

with the kinds of material (poems, fiction, anecdotes) discussed above, which 

continued to define the civic value and symbolic meaning of the flag. While the 

magazine remained the main site through which the movement was advertised, the 

movement also moved beyond its pages, spreading very quickly into the wider 

community. The Companion noted that once the idea had been advertised, ‘the idea of 

[raising] the schoolhouse flag was contagious.’39 Educational papers, teachers’ 

organizations, and other patriotic groups were all critical contributors to the circulation 

of the discourse, ‘spreading it from town to town, from school to school.’40  

The School House Flag Movement was, in essence, a fundraising project for public 

school students, with funds for the flag to be raised through the sale of ‘flag 

certificates’ to members of their communities.41 Students were encouraged, with the 

consent of their teachers, to write to the magazine and request flag certificates. One 

hundred flag certificates per request were sent back by the Companion with the 

intention that students would take these certificates and canvas community support 

for raising the flag over the school. Certificates costs ten cents, and in return for 

parting with this amount, purchasers were entitled to ‘one share in the patriotic 
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influence of the flag.’42 Purchasers could invest in the tangible patriotic benefits 

produced by the flag, and students, by procuring funds for the flag, could identify 

themselves as civic-minded and industrious patriots. Membership in the Companion’s 

patriotic community was thus conditional on the attentiveness of its readers to the 

campaign and their active involvement in the acquisition of the flag. 

Students were made aware of their membership in this community in two ways. First, 

the magazine informed its flag-acquiring readers that they were part of an ever-

growing patriotic movement of schoolchildren. The Companion was able to do this as it 

was both the textual vehicle for organizing the movement and the vendor and 

distributor of the flag. Every request for flag certificates, every successful return of the 

certificates, and every flag distributed made the magazine aware of the growing 

resonance of its patriotic message. With this information, the magazine was able to 

provide consistent updates on this growth to its readership.43 In December 1890, 

readers were told how ‘universally and how enthusiastically the flag [was] rising over 

our public schools’; in September 1891, readers were told that the flag certificate 

‘offer [had been] successfully accepted by several thousand schools’; and in September 

1892, the Companion claimed that the flag certificate fundraising program had assisted 

twenty-six thousand schools in obtaining flags.44  

Second, students were invited to understand themselves as co-participants in a set of 

shared undertakings and experiences in acquiring the flag. All those who mobilized 

according to the Companion’s template did so in a similar way – registering initial 

intent, requesting certificates, awaiting their arrival, interacting and transacting with 
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members of the community, tallying receipts, sending money through the post, 

awaiting the flag, and raising it for the first time. Participants may also have 

understood themselves as operating under similar time constraints. With respect to 

the latter, the Companion urged its readers to acquire the flag in time for the 

Columbus Day celebrations, or Washington’s Birthday, or Memorial Day, or the Lincoln 

Centenary, or the Fourth of July, in order that the flag might be raised for the first time 

on these special days.45 Every red-letter day offered the Companion another 

opportunity to renew its patriotic call to arms and to advertise the current success of 

its project. Through these continued acts of publicity, participants could imagine 

themselves as part of a broader movement of youth committed to the same goal, one 

pursued in similar ways, under similar constraints and experiences of time and activity.  

The National Essay Contest 

In January 1890, as the schoolhouse flag movement was gearing up, the Companion 

sponsored a national essay contest on ‘The Patriotic Influence of the American Flag 

when Raised over the Public School.’46 Students were to write essays and submit them 

to teachers, who were in turn invited to submit the best entry received to the 

magazine for final adjudication. The school that sent ‘the best essay on the subject’ 

was to receive, ‘free of all expense, a regulation Bunting Flag, nine by fifteen feet in 

size.’ Importantly, prizes were not awarded to individual students, even though 

students would be recognized individually for their award-winning efforts. Individual 

excellence would serve the interests of the wider school community. Essays were to be 

six hundred words in length and submitted ‘on or before April 1, 1890.’ The 

competition was extended shortly afterwards to include ‘each of the Territories as well 
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as each of the States,’ a necessary response to the ‘great interest awakened by the 

competition’ all over the country.47 

This competition provided an important public-constituting technique for three 

reasons. First, the competition allowed for the increased circulation of the 

Companion’s flag-school-citizenship discourse. Only one Companion subscriber—

student, parent, or teacher—was required to suggest the idea before discussing the 

patriotic benefits of the flag became a classroom activity, a classroom assignment or 

homework. This tactic of aligning itself with, and making use of the regulatory 

apparatus of the public schools, was critically important and one used consistently by 

the Companion. It enabled the periodical’s patriotic vision to circulate in the absence 

of direct mediation and enabled the periodical to promote the performance of certain 

behaviors (reflecting on patriotism, contemplating the value of the flag, articulating 

that value in written composition) in the absence of direct supervision.  

Second, the competition provided a mechanism through which the Companion 

received feedback on the circulation of this message, both quantitatively and 

qualitatively. In numerical terms, the receipt of essays from schools ‘all over the 

nation’ enabled the Companion to gauge the receptivity of its message. In terms of 

content, the receipt of thousands of six-hundred-word articulations on the patriotic 

link between flag and school allowed the Companion insight into how others were 

interpreting its message. Evidently, the results were encouraging: 

We congratulate most heartily our young friends who have entered so 

spiritedly into this competition. The essays received are not merely creditable 

to the authors in a literary sense—they indicate that the young writers feel 
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what they say, that they are inspired by the patriotism of which they write. The 

happy connection between the flag and the school has never been better 

expressed, it cannot be better presented, than in this passage from one of the 

essays: 

‘The hope of the nation is the public school, and the emblem of the 

nation is the flag. Let the two be united.’48 

Thirdly, and most importantly, the competition engendered the process of collective 

imagining so important to the constitution of publics and national identities.49 This was 

far more involved than myriad strangers engaging in the ritual consumption of print, 

though the Companion-as-text, certainly functioned in this way. Rather, students 

across the nation had the ability to understand themselves as co-competitors in a 

common project pursued under similar conditions.50 The knowledge that participants 

were competing against nameless others in their district and state, the knowledge that 

all entries were due at the same time, that all entries would be judged by the same 

people and criteria, and that successful entrants would be revealed at the same time 

all provided participants with the opportunity to imagine themselves and their schools 

as nodes in a nationwide patriotic network that spanned all forty-six states and six 

territories, united through action and the pages of the Companion. 

 

                                                 
48

 ‘The Flag and the School,’ YC, Jul. 3, 1890, p. 370. 
49

 Warner, Publics and Counterpublics, pp. 8, 67, 75-76. Warner’s conception of the constitution of 

publics resonates closely with Benedict Andersen’s idea of the nation as an ‘imagined community,’ a 

community rendered into being through ‘an extraordinary mass ceremony: the simultaneous consumption 

(‘imagining’) of the newspaper as fiction.’ Benedict Andersen, Imagined Communities: Reflections on the 
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3. The Columbus Day Celebrations and the Pledge of Allegiance  

The initial success of the Schoolhouse Flag Movement threatened the dissolution of 

the Companion’s patriotic community of youth. With the acquisition of the flag, 

continued injunctions to acquire it could only be understood as relevant to those who 

had not, as yet, done so. To continue the patriotic revival the flag movement had 

begun, and to continue in its efforts to train a broader demographic of youth in the 

values of American patriotism, the Companion looked to the four-hundredth 

anniversary of Columbus’s ‘arrival’ in the Americas, an event to be celebrated on 

October 12, 1892. To mark this event, the Companion devised a program aimed at 

mobilizing youth in public schools nationwide in the patriotic observance of the day.51 

The program was to include songs, poems, parades, historical narratives, and a flag 

salute. To turn this vision into reality, a great deal of support and a great many 

endorsements were required. Francis Bellamy was invested with task of securing this 

support.52 

The Companion proposed its plans to make the public schools the focus of Columbus 

Day celebrations in early February, 1892.53 The President of the World’s Congress 

Auxiliary of the Columbian Exhibition endorsed the idea, calling upon ‘all people of the 

Republic to observe the day in their own localities’, and suggesting that ‘the Public 

Schools be everywhere the centers of the celebrations.’54 This endorsement was 

appended to the Companion’s own extensive publicity for the program. Following this 
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initial endorsement, Bellamy approached Dr. Harris, the US Commissioner of 

Education, who in turn presented the idea of the public school celebration to a 

meeting of state superintendents of education.55 Once more, the idea met with 

approval and led to the creation of an Executive Committee to further progress the 

movement and design the program for the celebration.56  

The Executive Committee, chaired by Francis Bellamy, set state superintendents of 

education the task of generating support for the movement.57 In updating the progress 

of the movement in the pages of the Companion, Bellamy noted that state 

superintendents had appointed working committees that had in turn ‘sent letters to 

local superintendents [of education], teachers and the press, asking them to activate 

their communities to make the public school the center of the Columbus Day 

celebrations.’58 The aim here, as O’Leary notes, was not to preclude regional variations 

in the celebration of Columbus Day, but to ensure local differences could be 

accommodated while still ensuring that there would be ‘leading points of similarity in 

all the celebrations: The same flag…the same exercises…the same songs sung, the 

same ode read, the same sentiments uttered in every county of every state in the 

Union.’59 

Bellamy also sought and successfully elicited the support of the Grand Army of the 

Republic (GAR). The GAR Commander, in Bellamy’s account of the movement, ‘issued 

general orders to every post urging them to back the movement in their towns,’ and 

also to ‘detail ‘escorts of honour’ to every school to aid the pupils in raising the flag on 
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the day.’60 The Executive Committee also urged ministers to use their Columbian 

Sunday sermons (Oct. 16, 1892) to ‘give recognition’ and place ‘special emphasis’ on 

the public school as the most appropriate vehicle for training in citizenship, and the 

most suitable site for the Columbus Day celebrations.61 While all this was taking place, 

the Companion continued to encourage teachers, parents and students to make active 

moves in ‘arousing sentiment’ for the celebrations.62 

In spite of the extensiveness of this campaign, as Cecilia O’Leary mentions, Bellamy 

and the Executive Committee foresaw difficulties in maintaining its prominence, with 

the potential for ‘the great din of the Presidential Campaign to drown out’ less 

newsworthy material.63 To combat the movement’s marginalization, Bellamy sought 

interviews with leading statesmen, canvassed their opinions on the Columbus Day 

celebrations and the role of the public schools, and published the results in various 

media.64 Bellamy also successfully secured interviews and support for the Companion’s 

program by incumbent President Benjamin Harrison, and Presidential hopeful, Grover 

Cleveland.65  

These interviews achieved national press coverage and were also ‘sent to the state and 

county papers – to the small papers – on ‘boiler plates’.’66 These plates carried stories 

the Companion and the Executive Committee wanted published, and, according to 

O’Leary, were very attractive to small print operations, whose budgetary and staff 
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restraints meant that pre-set stories would both ‘save on the costs of typesetting’ and 

fill space within these publications.67 This tactic enabled the Companion’s vision for the 

Columbus Day celebrations to circulate through a host of media and ensured that few 

towns were ignorant of its patriotic agenda.68  

As Francis Bellamy recalled, the next major breakthrough came when, after weeks of 

lobbying, ‘the joint resolution [of Congress] was proposed and passed, authorizing the 

President to proclaim October 12, Columbus Day, a national holiday with a special 

reference to its celebration by the public schools.’69 This endorsement proved decisive 

in mobilizing broader support for the movement. While a precise account of the 

numbers of schools observing the Companion’s program remains elusive, participation 

appears to have been incredibly widespread, the Companion itself reporting that 

‘hundreds of thousands of schools’ had observed the Offical Program for the day.70   

 

Defining the nation and the qualities of the citizen 

Civil War veterans, North and South alike, were accorded pride of place in the 

Companion’s program for the Columbus Day celebrations.71 During the 1880s and 

1890s, the memory of the war as a sectional conflict between North and South was 

increasingly collapsed, replaced by a memory of the war that stressed the ‘shared 

heroism and bravery of white soldiers of the blue and gray.’72 The construction of this 
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memory of the war relegated slavery as a principal cause of the war to the background 

and banished emancipation as one of its greatest accomplishments. In its place stood 

the bravery and patriotism of white men.73 

Reconciliation dictated the emergence of a memory of the Civil War that emphasised 

the valor of the Northern defense of the Union and the courage and bravery of 

Confederate soldiers’ defense of state autonomy. The redemption of the Confederate 

veteran in this kind of Civil War remembrance allowed the veteran-as-symbol to 

operate as a common source of pride for both North and South. Dignifying the 

Confederate veteran, though, required the concomitant marginalization of black 

veterans. The Companion played an important role in this process of reconciliation-

marginalization, remaining silent on the causes of the war and African American 

involvement in it, while casting white veterans as the nation’s most exemplary citizens 

for embodying a host of noble traits, including self-sacrifice, fraternity, and 

commitment to a common purpose.74 These traits had been honed by warfare, and, in 

the development of Civil War memory, they were considered the most sacred legacy of 

that conflict.75 

The Companion had called for the ‘veil of forgetfulness to be drawn over the passions 

and hatreds of the civil war’ as early as 1874, highlighting the importance of honoring 
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veterans of the Blue and Gray alike in ‘recognition of the fact that both armies were 

made up of brave men animated by equally earnest patriotism.’76 The magazine was 

prophetic in suggesting that, ‘whether it comes next year, or ten years hence, it is 

certain that by-and-by the gallantry of the soldiers on both sides will be deemed the 

common heritage of all.’77 This reconciliation was central to the Companion’s ability to 

cast both Confederate and Union veterans as fitting patrons of the Columbus Day 

celebrations, a reconciliation that pushed the role of black soldiers in the war to the 

periphery and cast patriotism, gallantry, and fraternalism as the racial preserve of 

white veterans.78 

The patriotic role of women in the war, so central to 1860s literature on the conflict, 

was also increasingly marginalized in favor of an idealized recollection of the 

campaigns and battles that had forged the character of veterans.79 Masculinity and 

good citizenship were conflated, and the opportunity for young people in the 1890s to 

demonstrate their good citizenship in the Columbus Day celebrations was structured 

accordingly. Under the Companion’s program for the day, students were to 

demonstrate patriotic behavior by marching and parading like small soldiers before the 

flag with the veterans as their escort. They were to salute the flag and pledge 

allegiance to it.80 These aspects were central to the public school celebrations and 

sought to approximate for schoolchildren, through ritualized behavior, the relationship 

                                                 
76

 ‘The Blue and the Gray,’ YC, Jun. 18, 1874, p. 198. 
77

 ‘The Blue and the Gray.’ 
78

 Blight, ‘‘For Something beyond the Battlefield’,’ pp. 1158, 1167. Wallace E. Davies locates the 

increased incidence of racial discrimination and segregation within the Grand Army of the Republic as 

part of this process ‘The Problem of Race Segregation in the Grand Army of the Republic,’ Journal of 

Southern History Vol. 13, No. 3, 1947, pp. 354-72. Civil War fiction in St. Nicholas was similarly geared 

toward promoting reunion between Northern and Southern whites. See, Marrilyn Olson, ‘“When Did 

Youth Ever Neglect to Bow Before Glory?”’, in Gannon et al., St. Nicholas and Mary Mapes Dodge, p. 

245. 
79

 Fahs makes the point that ‘Northern women had earned the right to the memory of the war,’ but that, 

unfortunately, ‘the memory of Northern women’s war-borne suffering did not prove a lasting legacy of 

the conflict.’ Fahs, ‘The Feminized Civil War,’ 1493. 
80

 ‘National School Celebration of Columbus Day: The Official Programme,’ p. 446. 

 92 

veterans of the Blue and Gray alike in ‘recognition of the fact that both armies were 

made up of brave men animated by equally earnest patriotism.’76 The magazine was 

prophetic in suggesting that, ‘whether it comes next year, or ten years hence, it is 

certain that by-and-by the gallantry of the soldiers on both sides will be deemed the 

common heritage of all.’77 This reconciliation was central to the Companion’s ability to 

cast both Confederate and Union veterans as fitting patrons of the Columbus Day 

celebrations, a reconciliation that pushed the role of black soldiers in the war to the 

periphery and cast patriotism, gallantry, and fraternalism as the racial preserve of 

white veterans.78 

The patriotic role of women in the war, so central to 1860s literature on the conflict, 

was also increasingly marginalized in favor of an idealized recollection of the 

campaigns and battles that had forged the character of veterans.79 Masculinity and 

good citizenship were conflated, and the opportunity for young people in the 1890s to 

demonstrate their good citizenship in the Columbus Day celebrations was structured 

accordingly. Under the Companion’s program for the day, students were to 

demonstrate patriotic behavior by marching and parading like small soldiers before the 

flag with the veterans as their escort. They were to salute the flag and pledge 

allegiance to it.80 These aspects were central to the public school celebrations and 

sought to approximate for schoolchildren, through ritualized behavior, the relationship 

                                                 
76

 ‘The Blue and the Gray,’ YC, Jun. 18, 1874, p. 198. 
77

 ‘The Blue and the Gray.’ 
78

 Blight, ‘‘For Something beyond the Battlefield’,’ pp. 1158, 1167. Wallace E. Davies locates the 

increased incidence of racial discrimination and segregation within the Grand Army of the Republic as 

part of this process ‘The Problem of Race Segregation in the Grand Army of the Republic,’ Journal of 

Southern History Vol. 13, No. 3, 1947, pp. 354-72. Civil War fiction in St. Nicholas was similarly geared 

toward promoting reunion between Northern and Southern whites. See, Marrilyn Olson, ‘“When Did 

Youth Ever Neglect to Bow Before Glory?”’, in Gannon et al., St. Nicholas and Mary Mapes Dodge, p. 

245. 
79

 Fahs makes the point that ‘Northern women had earned the right to the memory of the war,’ but that, 

unfortunately, ‘the memory of Northern women’s war-borne suffering did not prove a lasting legacy of 

the conflict.’ Fahs, ‘The Feminized Civil War,’ 1493. 
80

 ‘National School Celebration of Columbus Day: The Official Programme,’ p. 446. 



 93 

between veterans and the flag. By adopting this behavior, it was possible for the 

veterans to ‘bequeath their sacred patriotic trust to those who [would] command the 

future.’81 

For this sacred trust to be bequeathed, it was necessary for students to approximate 

the idealized model of citizenship provided by the Civil War veterans. This entailed the 

performance of those character traits seen to be embodied by the veteran. Prominent 

here was the fraternalism engendered by the selfless commitment to a common 

cause. It was this commitment, applicable to both the North and the redeemed South, 

that had knitted ‘together the hearts and minds of vast multitudes of diverse men.’ 

This was a camaraderie not confined to ‘a single chosen friend’ but to ‘the company, 

the regiment, the brigade, the division, the corps and even the entire army, binding a 

million men into such coherency that they moved, felt and acted as one man.’82 The 

Companion sought to engender the same sense of fraternity in students. This was most 

evidently attempted through the ritual unification of the relationship between 

students and flag in the Pledge of Allegiance. The hope was that students might 

experience the fraternal bond of ‘moving, feeling, and acting as one man’ through the 

pledge of a common commitment to the Republic.83 

The Pledge of Allegiance was written by Bellamy specifically for the Companion’s 

Columbus Day program and was to take place after veterans and students, marching 

together, had paraded themselves to a position before the flag. Once the flag had been 

raised to the top of the staff, veterans would ‘lead the assemblage in ‘Three Cheers for 

Old Glory’.’ After that: 
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At a signal from the Principal the pupils, in ordered ranks, hands to the side, 

face the Flag. Another signal is given; every pupil gives the flag the military 

salute—right hand lifted, palm downward, to a line with the forehead and close 

to it. Standing thus, all repeat together slowly: ‘I pledge allegiance to my Flag, 

and the Republic for which it stands: one Nation, indivisible, with Liberty and 

Justice for all.’ At the words, ‘to my Flag,’ the right hand is extended gracefully, 

palm upward, towards the flag, and remains in this gesture till the end of the 

affirmation; whereupon all hands immediately drop to the side (emphasis 

added).84 

The language and directions here were of a military drill, and it was a drill that 

structured the relationship of students to the flag. The relationship was deferential, 

respectful, and, above all, coordinated toward uniformity.85 It was marked by 

particular gestures at particular times, a scripted performance of martial patriotism. In 

the same way that veterans understood themselves as members of their company and 

corps, public school students were to understand their localized salute as part of a 

national unanimity of patriotic commitment among American youth.86 As the 

Companion reported, ‘the millions of pupils, with upturned faces and outstretched 

arms [who] saluted the nation’s emblem’ could understand themselves as ‘part of a 

patriotic and thoughtful uprising such as America had not seen since the Civil War.’87 

Local performance was designed to cohere a sense of national identity. 

The white Civil War veteran was thus presented as an exemplary model for emulation, 

and the Flag Salute provided the opportunity to perform aspects of that identity. 
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Against an economic backdrop criticized for encouraging material individualism, the 

soldier-citizen was presented as an archetype of patriotic virtue. The Companion 

portrayed the veteran as self sacrificing and dedicated to the preservation of an ideal. 

Even where this ideal was misplaced, as with the Confederate veterans, the very act of 

defending something was perceived as critical, seen as it was to engender fraternity 

and a commitment to something greater than the individual.88 However, students 

were not just expected to admire these traits; they were expected to become fraternal 

in their relations through practice, participation, and continued observance of the 

Pledge.  

The desire to inculcate America youth with this sense of fraternity and dedication was 

based on the desire to create a ‘new army of eager children’ who would come to 

replace the veterans as ‘the appointed bearers of their country’s banner.’89 Columbus 

Day was therefore intended to mark a kind of transition, or passing of the patriotic 

baton from veterans to students, one in which ‘the nation’s flag’  would be placed, ‘not 

over her forts of battlegrounds, but over her public schools.’90  

The Frontier 

Francis Bellamy wrote ‘The Meaning of the Four Centuries’ as the Official Address for 

the Companion’s Columbus Day program. In the official program, this speech followed 

the reading of the President’s Proclamation, the Raising of the Flag, the Salute to the 

Flag, an Acknowledgement of God, and the Song of Columbus Day. In this address, 

Bellamy presented a brief summation of the nation’s history in the four hundred years 

following Columbus’s ‘arrival’ in America. The frontier featured prominently in this 
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history, operating as a key referent in the Companion’s attempt to elaborate and 

define the meaning of the nation and the character traits of the ideal citizen. In the 

first instance, the toil of westward expansion and the civilizing of a savage land was 

used to highlight the courage, resolution and industry that had built the nation.91 

Westward expansion was undertaken by: 

Stalwart men and brave women, one moment on the shore, then disappearing 

in dim forests. We hear the axe. We see the flame of burning cabins and hear 

the cry of the savage. We see the never-ceasing wagon trains always toiling 

westward. . . . We see hardy men with intense convictions, grappling, 

struggling, often amid battle smoke, and some idea characteristic of the New 

World always triumphing.92 

Secondly, the rugged individualism of the pioneering experience was displaced in this 

account of the nation’s history, replaced by a focus on settlement as a process of 

community building. After the ‘never-ceasing wagon trains,’ participants were invited 

to ‘behold log cabins becoming villages, then cities’, to witness ‘the growth of 

institutions out of little beginnings—schools becoming an educational system; 

meetings houses leading into organic Christianity; town meetings growing to political 

movements; county discussions developing federal governments.’ The community 

builder was given iconic status as the ‘true’ American in this narrative of nation 

formation. The emphasis on community and institution reflected Bellamy’s belief that 

individual welfare had to be understood, could only be understood, through reference 
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to the health of community and state institutions.93 Whether or not students made the 

link, those who had acquired the flag for the school in preparation for the Columbus 

Day celebrations were invited to view themselves as having contributed to the capacity 

of the public school to produce young patriots.  

Thirdly, though less explicitly, the character traits associated with westward expansion 

and the capacities required to build republican institutions were conveyed as the racial 

preserve of Anglo-Protestants. This message was not directly evidenced in the Official 

Address, though it was clearly present in the Companion and in Bellamy’s Columbus 

Day speech for the celebrations in Malden, Massachusetts.94 In this speech, Bellamy 

was primarily concerned with displacing anything other than a preemptory 

acknowledgement of Columbus’s discovery of America. It was to be remembered that, 

‘while we honor the man Columbus,’ the real purpose of the day was to celebrate an 

America that ‘was built purely of Anglo-Saxon stuff.’95 Bellamy invited his audience to 

focus on ‘the true makers of America . . . those mighty men of the Lord that settled 

Massachusetts, the sturdy Dutchmen of New York, and the clean Quakers of 

Pennsylvania, the cavalier stock that established itself on the James.’96 He directed his 

audience to imagine ‘the fate of this continent if the old thirteen colonies had been 

Spanish colonies or Portuguese colonies, instead of British colonies.’ If this had been 

the case, he said, ‘then all this continent would have wallowed on in the dirty 

                                                 
93

 O’Leary, To Die For, p. 158. In the early-twentieth century, ‘community civics’ curricula designed for 

the public schools would push this message with a vengeance. As Julie Reuben has shown, these courses 

were designed to encourage students to think of themselves ‘as members of communities rather than as 

autonomous individuals.’ Civic responsibilities were defined and explained in terms of this 

conceptualization. Students were taught to view themselves as dependent on a range of social institutions 

and, accordingly, to understand their individual welfare in terms of the health of these institutions. Good 

citizenship, in consequence, could be performed through learning more about these institutions, through 

rendering assistance to them or by obeying the instructions of their representatives (health inspectors, 

police, teachers, trolley drivers and so on). See Reuben, Beyond Politics, 400-401. 
94

 In the Offical Address, Columbus was accorded the briefest of mentions. Columbus was to be 

applauded for ‘revealing the land’ where a new experiment in ‘social order’ would take place.  
95

 ‘Columbus Day Address,’ Malden Evening News, October 22, 1892, 2. 
96

 ‘Columbus Day Address.’ 

 97 

to the health of community and state institutions.93 Whether or not students made the 

link, those who had acquired the flag for the school in preparation for the Columbus 

Day celebrations were invited to view themselves as having contributed to the capacity 

of the public school to produce young patriots.  

Thirdly, though less explicitly, the character traits associated with westward expansion 

and the capacities required to build republican institutions were conveyed as the racial 

preserve of Anglo-Protestants. This message was not directly evidenced in the Official 

Address, though it was clearly present in the Companion and in Bellamy’s Columbus 

Day speech for the celebrations in Malden, Massachusetts.94 In this speech, Bellamy 

was primarily concerned with displacing anything other than a preemptory 

acknowledgement of Columbus’s discovery of America. It was to be remembered that, 

‘while we honor the man Columbus,’ the real purpose of the day was to celebrate an 

America that ‘was built purely of Anglo-Saxon stuff.’95 Bellamy invited his audience to 

focus on ‘the true makers of America . . . those mighty men of the Lord that settled 

Massachusetts, the sturdy Dutchmen of New York, and the clean Quakers of 

Pennsylvania, the cavalier stock that established itself on the James.’96 He directed his 

audience to imagine ‘the fate of this continent if the old thirteen colonies had been 

Spanish colonies or Portuguese colonies, instead of British colonies.’ If this had been 

the case, he said, ‘then all this continent would have wallowed on in the dirty 

                                                 
93

 O’Leary, To Die For, p. 158. In the early-twentieth century, ‘community civics’ curricula designed for 

the public schools would push this message with a vengeance. As Julie Reuben has shown, these courses 

were designed to encourage students to think of themselves ‘as members of communities rather than as 

autonomous individuals.’ Civic responsibilities were defined and explained in terms of this 

conceptualization. Students were taught to view themselves as dependent on a range of social institutions 

and, accordingly, to understand their individual welfare in terms of the health of these institutions. Good 

citizenship, in consequence, could be performed through learning more about these institutions, through 

rendering assistance to them or by obeying the instructions of their representatives (health inspectors, 

police, teachers, trolley drivers and so on). See Reuben, Beyond Politics, 400-401. 
94

 In the Offical Address, Columbus was accorded the briefest of mentions. Columbus was to be 

applauded for ‘revealing the land’ where a new experiment in ‘social order’ would take place.  
95

 ‘Columbus Day Address,’ Malden Evening News, October 22, 1892, 2. 
96

 ‘Columbus Day Address.’ 



 98 

ignorance and superstition and barbarism which have characterized all the colonies of 

Spain.’97 In adopting this view, Bellamy articulated an idea widely endorsed during the 

1890s that located American exceptionalism and the nation’s development as 

conditional on the racial qualities of the nation’s institution builders.98 

Theories of the racial origins and evolution of America’s social and political institutions 

gained prominence in the 1880s. Major intellectual centers including Harvard, Cornell, 

Columbia, and the Johns Hopkins University created new historical seminars dedicated 

to the study of United States institutional history.99  As with Bellamy’s account of 

westward expansion and institutional development, scholars operating within these 

new schools of history located the origins of democracy in the ‘dim forests’ of the 

American wilderness.100 This wild environment was thought to replicate the primeval 

conditions of the forests of Germany, where the Teutonic ancestors of the American 

settlers and pioneers first discovered their racial genius for individual liberty and self 

governance.101 These new historical schools posited the Anglo-American inheritance of 

a racial predisposition toward self-governance.102 Consequently, the belief that 

American institutions were peculiarly racial products made the disciples of the new 

historical school, as well as their supporters, especially conscious of supposed racial 
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differences between ‘native stock’ and the newer immigrants from Southern, Central, 

and Eastern Europe. These institutions were portrayed as being ‘designed by and for 

Teutonic peoples,’ potentially incompatible with other races lacking the same instinct 

for ‘freedom, individual liberty, local self-government and federalism.’103 

The Companion’s commitment to this racial logic ran deep and played out in the pages 

of the periodical in a number of ways. One notable way was though the publication’s 

selection and endorsement of a series of nativist texts for members of the Lyceum 

League of America, the Companion’s very own debating franchise.104 These debating 

congresses were prescribed a variety of canonical nativist texts, including Josiah 

Strong’s Our Country, that linked race with political competence and capacity for 

republican governance, describing the ‘perils’ of immigration on these terms.105 

Members of the Leagues were also provided with topical subjects for debate, including 

the relative merits of immigration and immigration restriction, debates intended to be 

shaped by the nativist bias of the texts prescribed (see Chapter Three for full 

discussion). As well as referring readers to texts advocating immigration restriction, 

the Companion also consistently featured its own editorials and articles on the adverse 

effects of the ‘new’ immigration. 

In July of 1873, the Companion reported that ‘a very large proportion of the 

newcomers [to America] are from the north of Europe, and chiefly from the British 
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Isles and Germany . . . bearing a general resemblance each to the other.’106 The Scots 

were ‘intelligent, thrifty and willing to work’; the English ‘prudent, quiet and laborious’; 

Germans by ‘the second generation . . . become simply Americans’; and the 

immigrants from Scandinavia were of such ‘good quality . . . that they are everywhere 

sought for and warmly welcomed.’107 In the early 1890s, articles on immigration took 

on an altogether different flavor, with a general lamentation over the diminishing 

proportion of migrants from North and Western Europe and an unwanted increase in 

the numbers and proportion of Southern and Eastern Europeans.108 

These articles ran alongside and continued long after Bellamy’s account of American 

civilization as built ‘purely of Anglo-Saxon stuff’ and consistently linked the current and 

future health of the nation to immigration. At the same time as readers were learning 

what it meant to love their country, they learned of the purported threat to it posed by 

criminals, invalids, and paupers coming from foreign lands and the insufficiency of 

immigration laws to prevent ‘the character of that immigration becoming more and 

more undesirable.’109 The magazine asserted that it was ‘no part of the duty of this 

country to receive and cherish paupers’ or to submit to the suffering caused by ‘the 

disposition to treat [the United States] as a boundless pauper and penal colony.’110 A 

concession of sorts was made in the acknowledgement that ‘all nationalities contribute 

some who are idle, ignorant and dangerous’ although this in no way detracted from 

the likelihood that particular nations were thought to be more likely that others ‘to 
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contribute to our almshouses.’ This claim was statistically ‘verified’ in the Companion, 

with ‘six out of every ten paupers in almshouses’ proven to be ‘either foreign born, or 

of foreign born parents’ even though only ‘three persons out of every eight in the 

population . . . [were] either foreign born or born of foreign parents.’111 As a 

consequence, it could be stated and re-stated in the Companion that ‘the foreign 

element contributes an excessive proportion of the criminals and dependents who are 

a curse and a burden upon this country.’112 

Through juxtaposing Anglo exceptionalism with the purported deficiencies of ‘new’ 

immigrants, the Companion encouraged readers to conceive of the values, ideals, 

behaviors and capacity for good citizenship—industry, toil, courage, community 

building—in racial terms. In the same way that readers were learning to identify the 

bravery, valor, and fraternalism of Civil War veterans as the preserve of white males, 

the celebration of the nation’s pioneers was now articulated as an opportunity to 

acknowledge their achievements as dependent on the quality of their blood. In this 

context, participating in patriotic rituals like the Pledge of Allegiance and engaging in 

patriotic activities like the acquisition of the flag could be understood as an attempt to 

forge performative links to these values and achievements.   

With the frontier closed as a site of stalwart Americanization, the Companion 

identified the public school as the most appropriate site for socializing students in the 

valorized racial character traits of the Anglo-Teuton. This was the reason Bellamy and 

others worked so diligently to move the patriotic programs run through the 

Companion beyond the periodical’s immediate readership and into the public school 

system, where Americanization could take place on a massive scale. The natural 
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environment of the American wilderness was to be replaced by an institution of the 

state, one capable of intervening into the lives of the children of immigrants, and 

training them to revere the nation and its Anglo-Protestant values.  

 

4. Conclusion 

In the late-nineteenth century, American youth were given the opportunity to define 

themselves as patriots by forging a relationship with the flag. For some, this 

relationship was defined through acquiring the flag for the school, and for many more, 

it was defined through the ritual observance of the Pledge of Allegiance. For these acts 

to be meaningful, it was first necessary that the myriad meanings of the flag – as 

symbolic representation of freedom, liberty, unity, fraternity – be conveyed to readers. 

In youth periodicals, these meanings were elaborated in poetry, editorials, Civil War 

anecdotes, flag imagery and flag fiction. The Companion enabled readers, and a 

progressively wider community of students to identify with these values and define 

their civic qualities through participation in projects like the schoolhouse flag 

movement and the national essay competition, as well as through participation in the 

Columbus Day celebrations and the performance of the Pledge of Allegiance. These 

collective mobilizations and their patriotic objectives were designed in opposition to 

the individualist and materialist tendencies that were seen to threaten the stability of 

Gilded Age America.   

This assemblage of tasks, celebrations and rituals for youth were characterized by their 

inclusivity; participation was not circumscribed by age, gender, race or class. 

Nevertheless, the civic values youth performed in acquiring the flag and the values that 

they saluted during the Pledge of Allegiance were defined, more or less explicitly, 
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through reference to race and gender. To facilitate reunion between Southern and 

Northern whites, for example, it was necessary to memorialize the bravery and 

fraternalism of both Union and Confederate veterans at the Columbus Day 

celebrations. In saluting these values as the preeminent legacy of the war, other 

meanings and legacies were occluded, notably the contributions, qualities and 

suffering of all African Americans, and of white women.  

Race also factored in Bellamy’s frontier-inspired narrative of nation-building. 

Displacing the rugged individualist from this narrative was not simply designed as a 

repudiation of Gilded Age individualism and social atomization, it also functioned as an 

homage to the purportedly Anglo-Teutonic genius for building republican institutions 

and forging democratic communities. On this basis, saluting the flag, and the republic 

for which it stood, became a salute to a racial legacy and a call to arms to ensure this 

legacy was not endangered by new patterns of immigration. 

At the same time as the Companion mobilized its resources to shape the patriotic 

identities of the nation’s public school students, another civic project was already 

underway, one aimed at mobilizing older youth – ‘young men of the right sort’ – to 

come together in debating fraternities where they could learn the arts of public speech 

and discourse on the issues of the day – local, state, and national. The project was 

designed to ‘give practical direction to the ardor of the school-flag movement,’ and 

though it was less visible and its legacy less enduring than other Companion projects, it 

was one that would enjoy a following of some 30,000 young men within months. 
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Appendix 1: Winners of the Flag-Essay Competition, July 3, 1890, p. 370. 

Alabama, Tuscumbia School.  

     Alice Denton 

Nebraska, Lincoln High School. 

     Flora Bullock 

Arkansas, Eureka Springs School. 

     James Brumfield 

Nevada, Virginia City High School. 

     Lillian White 

Arizona, Phoneix High School. 

     Nellie Fowler 

New Hampshire, South Merrimak School 

     Allie H. Harris 

California, Artesia Public School 

     Geo. Frampton, Jr. 

New Jersey, Warrenville Public School 

     Elizabeth G. Austin 

Colorado, Aspen High School. 

     Frank Kinder 

New Mexico, Santa Fe Public School 

     Pedro R. Sandoval  

Connecticut, Norwich, Broadway School 

     Edith C. Flanders 

New York, NY City, Tremont Grammar 

School.     Louis V. Fox 

Delaware, Smyrna Public School. 

     Mary Budd. 

North Carolina, Winston Public School. 

     Fannie R. Coleman 

Florida, Belleview Public School. 

     Pearl Murdock 

North Dakota, Grafton Public School. 

     Henry B. Winne 

Georgia, Ben Hill School. 

     Lula Wood 

Ohio, Coshocton High School. 

     Mary D. James 

Idaho, Ceylon Public School, District 40. 

     Edwin Warenstaff 

Oregon, Damascus Public School, District 

No. 77.     Myrtle Breithaupt 

Illinois, Galesburg High School. 

     Lizzie Hazzard 

Pennsylvania, Chester High School. 

     Mary A. Martin 

Indiana, Logansport High School. 

     Benj. F. Long 

Rhode Island, Olneyville High School 

     Walter R. Tourtellot  

Indian Territory, Hennessey, Oklahoma, 

Pleasant View School.      Ruth L. Coon 

South Carolina, Darlington Mayo School 

     Mabel L. Keith 

Iowa, Oskaloosa High School. 

     Bessie Johnson 

South Dakota, Vermillion Public School. 

     Mabel S. White 

Kansas, Clay Center High School. 

     Will L. Long 

Tennessee, Blountville Public School. 

     Nannie V. Fain 

Kentucky, Bowling Green Public School. 

     Harry C. Temple 

Texas, Dallas Central School. 

     Daisy A. Holland 

Maine, Skowhegan High School. 

     May C. Parsons 

Utah, Slaterville, New West School 

     Chas. M. Webb 

Maryland, Simpsonville School, No. 4, 

District 5.     Bettie Linthicum 

Vermont, Brandon Graded School. 

     Asa W. Hawley 

Massachusetts, Upton High School. 

     Anna L. Metcalf 

Virginia, Bowers Hill, Jolliffs School 

     Oscar L. Peek. 

Michigan, Mt. Pleasant High School. 

     Maggie E. Richmond 

Washington, Vancouver Public School. 

     Walter Seward 

Minnesota, New Ulm Public School. 

     Albert Pfaender 

West Virginia, Wheeling, Webster Grammar 

School.     Harry Creighton 

Mississippi, Walter Valley Public School 

     Minnie Markette 

Wisconsin, West Bend High School. 

     Roxy Knapp  

Missouri, Springfield Central High School 

     Jetta Clay 

Wyoming, Rawlins Public School. 

     Edwin F. Bennett 

Montana, Sun River Public School, District 

No. 2.     Charles A. Bull 
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Chapter 3 

The Citizen as Orator 

 

‘America needs men.’ 

‘The Lyceum League of America’, YC, 1892. 1 

 

The Companion first advertized the Lyceum League of America (LLA) in 1891. In this 

advertisement the Companion signaled its intention to establish a nationwide 

‘fraternity’ of debating societies. These societies, it was hoped, would function as 

‘Training Schools for Citizenship,’ producing a new generation of patriotic and 

politically intelligent citizens.2 In publicizing the civic value of the LLA, the Companion 

told readers that through debate they would develop ‘the ability to think and talk’ on 

their feet, gain ‘a clear view of the questions before the nation,’ develop the ‘power to 

form the independent opinions of a good citizen,’ and learn leadership ‘through 

practice in the art of presiding over debates.’ The Lyceums were marketed as 

networked sites of civic self-making where participants could come together to discuss 

the issues of the day and practice, what Carolyn Eastman has described as ‘the skills 

and conventions of public engagement.’3 

 

                                                 
1
 ‘The Lyceum League of America. 30,000 members’, YC, Oct. 27, 1892, p. 538 

2
 The initial advertisement, which was featured recurrently and in slightly revised formats, was accorded 

an entire page in the periodical, and was followed up regularly with smaller advertisements, occupying no 

more than a quarter of a page and often less. Additional advertisements featured in promotional articles – 

updates on the Lyceum League in article format – but featured no more information than that contained in 

the initial advertisements. These promotional articles were featured in both the Companion and other 

periodicals and were generally credited to one of the chief architects of the Lyceum Leagues, Francis 

Bellamy.  
3
 Carolyn Eastman, A Nation of Speechifiers , p. 213; Angela G. Ray, ‘Learning Leadership: Lincoln at 

the Lyceum, 1838’, Rhetoric and Public Affairs, vol. 13, no. 3, 2010, pp. 349- 387.  
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Image 4.1 ‘The Lyceum League of America’, YC, Oct. 27, 1892, p. 538. Source: 

American Periodicals Series Online 
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The invitation to participate was issued to ‘young men of the right sort,’ immediately 

anticipating a membership, a civic identity, and an oratorical community demarcated 

by age and by gender.4 The Companion would later inform readers that the average 

age of its male membership was nineteen.5 The hard work required to prepare for 

debate precluded membership to younger males who would ‘join just for the fun of it,’ 

and the capacity to engage in the intelligent discussion of social, political and economic 

issues was explicitly framed in gendered terms: the League was to be a ‘federated 

fraternity’ of ‘earnest young men.’6 As with its other patriotic programs, the 

Companion consistently publicized the success of the LLA and the resonance of its 

message linking ‘intelligent patriotism’ to participation in parliamentary-style debate.7 

Through various updates on the growth of the League, lyceum participants were 

invited to consider their clubs as local nodes in a nationwide network of debating 

societies. Francis Bellamy, one of the chief architects of the League, provided many of 

these updates. In December 1891, just two months after the LLA was first advertised, 

Bellamy claimed that 1,500 clubs had formed or were in the process of constituting.8 In 

an article featured in Outlook magazine, he described the rapid evolution of the 

League, noting that ‘within a few months [of its inception] over a thousand Lyceums 

                                                 
4 

As will become clear, the intended audience was also circumscribed by perceptions of racial and 

religious incapacity. See section four of this chapter: ‘The LLA and political socialization.’ 
5
 ‘The Lyceum League’, YC, Jun. 23, 1892, p. 320. 

6 
In each of its advertisement’s for the League, the Companion addressed these ‘earnest young men.’ See, 

for example, ‘The Lyceum League of America’, YC, Dec. 28, 1893, p. III. On gender and rhetorical 

culture in the United States, see Eastman, A Nation of Speechifiers, pp. 53-82; Johnson, Gender and 

Rhetorical Space in American Life; Ray, Lyceum and Public Culture, pp. 143-144, 159-162.  
7
 While civic associations with federal structures were not uncommon during this period, the text-based 

formation of the LLA presents as a distinctly novel one. On the federal structure of civic associations and 

their evolution from local organizations, see Arthur M. Schlesinger, ‘Biography of a Nation of Joiners’, 

American Historical Review, vol. 50, no. 1, 1944, pp. 11-12; Theda Skocpol, Marshall Gantz and Ziad 

Munson, ‘A Nation of Organizers: the institutional origins of civic voluntarism in the United States’, 

American Political Science Review, vol. 94, no. 3, 2000, p. 528. 
8 
‘The Lyceum League of America’, YC, Dec. 31, 1891, p. 681.  
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had been chartered.’9 In an 1893 advertisement, Bellamy told Companion readers that 

the Lyceums ‘had gone into every State and Territory’ and that ‘scores of thousands of 

young men have been enrolled as members.’10 In another update, Bellamy noted that 

while ‘the movement began with hopefulness,’ not even ‘the most sanguine would 

have prophesied its present condition.’ The article continued, outlining the growth of 

the debating societies, and stating that the movement now embraced ‘twelve hundred 

and twenty two clubs, with more than thirty thousand members,’ and that ‘the 

enthusiasm displayed from Atlantic to Pacific adds strong encouragement to the 

records of eight months growth.’11 In another, it was noted that Lyceums were 

frequently ‘established in connection with Churches, Schools and Young Men’s 

Christian Associations,’ attesting once again to the periodical’s capacity to tap into 

existing organizational frameworks in promoting its civic agenda.12  

One update on the progress of the League that the Companion would have been 

delighted to here, and possibly did, was featured in the Congregationalist just over 

four years after the League’s initiation. In an article contributed to the periodical by 

Reverend E.R. Smith, the reverend described the good works of the Andover Band in 

Maine. The group was comprised of five pastors, each heading a congregation in a 

different town. The five pastors noted the lack of efficient leaders in their communities 

and were convinced that they needed to preach a more ‘practical conception of 

                                                 
9
 Francis. Bellamy, ‘The Lyceum League’, Outlook, Jul. 8, 1893, p. 71. 

10
 ‘The Lyceum League of America’, YC, Dec. 21, 1893, p. 661. 

11
 ‘The Lyceum League’, YC, Jun. 23, 1892, p. 320. See also, ‘The Lyceum League of America. 30,000 

members’, YC, Oct. 27, 1892, p. 538. We should, of course, approach these figures with caution given 

they were offered as fact but never audited. Accordingly, we have little way of knowing whether or not 

individual members or clubs were purged from the Companion’s membership lists upon departure or 

cessation of associational activity.  
12

 Though membership would plateau in the mid-1890s, the rapid growth of the LLA was remarkable. By 

way of comparison, the successful growth of the YMCA in the early 1850s has been based on the 

expansion of the Association into twenty-five cities between 1851 and 1854. The LLA had attracted a 

nationwide membership within months. On the YMCA and its growth, see Stuart M. Blumin, The 

Emergence of the Middle Class: social experience in the American city, 1760-1900, Cambridge, 

Cambridge University Press/Harvard University Press, 1989, p. 192. 
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Christianity.’ Further, the Reverend commented that the lives of these small towns had 

tended toward intellectual stagnation because the ‘conventional methods of social 

activity’ were inadequate to meet the needs of the people. To correct these myriad 

deficiencies the Andover Band established Lyceum Leagues in each of the towns and 

were happy to report that participation had proven ‘a valuable factor in the promotion 

of manliness and good citizenship among boys and young men’, promoting a public 

spirit conducive to ‘a zeal for good roads and better schools.’13 Where the 

Companion’s templates for civic activity resonated with such men of influence, so too 

did the periodical’s influence in structuring the civic activities of those beyond its 

immediate readership.  

This chapter considers the LLA with a view to exploring the oratorical dimensions of 

youth-citizenship in the late-nineteenth century.  The chapter proceeds in four parts; 

firstly, with a brief historicization of the LLA as both ‘lyceum’ and ‘debating society.’ 

Secondly, I explore the treatment of oratory and eloquence within the pages of the 

Companion itself, specifically focusing on articles published between 1870 and 1910, to 

get a sense of the preferred mode of speech for the young citizen-orator. Third, I take 

a much closer look at the performative aspects, procedural dynamics and ritualized 

nature of LLA participation. Finally, I consider the LLA as an inherently politicized 

project, one designed to produce citizens sympathetic to the nativist prejudices and 

reformist impulses of its architects by providing readers with a corpus of texts that 
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were nativist, sympathetic to non-radical labor reform and committed to the Social 

Gospel.14  

1. The LLA as ‘lyceum’ and ‘debating society’ 

In the various ads for the LLA, the Companion located its project as a modern 

instantiation, or ‘revival of the old lyceums of fifty years ago.’ As with the old, these 

new lyceums were to ‘train a race of statesmen and political leaders.’15 What did this 

reference to ‘the old lyceums’ mean and how can it help us to understand the 

Companion’s project? How were the old lyceums different to those still operating in 

the 1890s and why were they preferred as a model for emulation? To answer these 

questions, it is first necessary to get a sense of the way the lyceum changed 

throughout the nineteenth century.  

The lyceum, as Angela Ray has noted, ‘began as part of a movement for public 

education and self-improvement and gradually metamorphosed into commercial 

entertainment’ by the end of the nineteenth century.16 In the 1820s and 1830s, when 

the lyceum movement began, lyceums were locally organized institutions dedicated to 

the education and moral uplift of the public, an objective pursued through the delivery 
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of public lectures and participation in public debate. In the 1840s and 1850s, the ‘most 

visible activity of many lyceums was the sponsorship of public lectures,’ presented 

both for ‘institutional profit as well as public instruction and entertainment.’17 In the 

1850s and 1860s, the lyceum became a site of reform advocacy, where the messages 

of suffragettes and abolitionists were aired.18 By the late 1860s, the provision of 

entertainment had begun to replace education as the primary function of the lyceum. 

Lyceum lecturers attained celebrity status and their services could be solicited through 

lyceum bureaus or booking agencies. By the 1890s, the participatory nature and 

educational function of the lyceum had largely disappeared; education, debate and 

reform advocacy had ceded to entertainment, while participants and students had 

morphed into spectators.19  

By adopting the ‘old lyceum’ as a template for the LLA, the Companion sought to align 

its new patriotic project with the reform advocacy, debating practices, and educational 

objectives common to the antebellum lyceums. The adoption of this model had 

implications for the ways LLA participants were expected to prepare for and conduct 

themselves in-session.  Before moving to these discussions in Section Three, I want to 

raise two points related to the LLA as an assemblage of sites for debate and reform 

advocacy. The first concerns Vern Wagner’s criticism of those who position the 

lyceums of the 1850s and 1860s as progenitors of abolition, suffrage and temperance 

movements rather than as sites for disseminating an already well-developed rhetoric 

                                                 
17

 Ray, The Lyceum and Public Culture, p. 2. 
18

 Vern Wagner, ‘The Lecture Lyceum and the Problem of Controversy’, Journal of the History of Ideas, 

vol. 15, no. 1, 1954, pp. 119-135. On the mid-century lyceum and the woman’s rights movement, see 

Angela Ray, ‘What hath she wrought? Woman’s rights and the nineteenth-century lyceum’, Rhetoric and 

Public Affairs, vol. 9, no. 2, 2006, pp. 183-214. 
19

 While Ray maps this transition, she also makes the caveat that ‘the function of entertainment was 

present in the discourse of early lyceum promoters, and an emphasis on learning remained salient in the 

lyceum’s commercial phase,’ The Lyceum and Public Culture, p. 3. 

112 

 

of public lectures and participation in public debate. In the 1840s and 1850s, the ‘most 

visible activity of many lyceums was the sponsorship of public lectures,’ presented 

both for ‘institutional profit as well as public instruction and entertainment.’17 In the 

1850s and 1860s, the lyceum became a site of reform advocacy, where the messages 

of suffragettes and abolitionists were aired.18 By the late 1860s, the provision of 

entertainment had begun to replace education as the primary function of the lyceum. 

Lyceum lecturers attained celebrity status and their services could be solicited through 

lyceum bureaus or booking agencies. By the 1890s, the participatory nature and 

educational function of the lyceum had largely disappeared; education, debate and 

reform advocacy had ceded to entertainment, while participants and students had 

morphed into spectators.19  

By adopting the ‘old lyceum’ as a template for the LLA, the Companion sought to align 

its new patriotic project with the reform advocacy, debating practices, and educational 

objectives common to the antebellum lyceums. The adoption of this model had 

implications for the ways LLA participants were expected to prepare for and conduct 

themselves in-session.  Before moving to these discussions in Section Three, I want to 

raise two points related to the LLA as an assemblage of sites for debate and reform 

advocacy. The first concerns Vern Wagner’s criticism of those who position the 

lyceums of the 1850s and 1860s as progenitors of abolition, suffrage and temperance 

movements rather than as sites for disseminating an already well-developed rhetoric 

                                                 
17

 Ray, The Lyceum and Public Culture, p. 2. 
18

 Vern Wagner, ‘The Lecture Lyceum and the Problem of Controversy’, Journal of the History of Ideas, 

vol. 15, no. 1, 1954, pp. 119-135. On the mid-century lyceum and the woman’s rights movement, see 

Angela Ray, ‘What hath she wrought? Woman’s rights and the nineteenth-century lyceum’, Rhetoric and 

Public Affairs, vol. 9, no. 2, 2006, pp. 183-214. 
19

 While Ray maps this transition, she also makes the caveat that ‘the function of entertainment was 

present in the discourse of early lyceum promoters, and an emphasis on learning remained salient in the 

lyceum’s commercial phase,’ The Lyceum and Public Culture, p. 3. 



113 

 

of reform.20 The second relates to the function of debating societies as forums for 

promoting political intelligence while managing disagreement.21   

Under Wagner’s interpretation, viewing the lyceums of the 1850s and 1860s as sites 

for the dissemination of controversy is too simplistic. Those who attended lectures on 

abolition, temperance or female suffrage, according to Wagner, already knew what 

they would hear. The messages delivered may have been one-sided and controversial, 

but they were not new, nor were they unexpected.22 As a debating society, the LLA 

promised to function quite differently, engaging with potentially contentious reform 

issues in a balanced way, considering issues from all sides. Thus, the debating societies 

would serve the dual purpose of promoting political intelligence and, through the 

procedural rules governing debate, promote the effective management of conflict and 

controversy. The advertized aim of the LLA was to promote political intelligence and 

not politicization. 

Though the LLA was advertised as ‘non-partisan’ and ‘non-sectarian,’ it was in fact no 

such thing. While assuming a veil of neutrality and adopting an organizational 

structure ostensibly conducive to the management of conflict, the debating societies 

were designed to promote a politicized consensus on some of the era’s most 

compelling problems. I pursue this tension at greater length in the concluding section 

of this chapter when I look at the way participants were encouraged to adopt non 

radical, pro-labor reform sympathies among other positions. I signal it here in order to 
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question the Companion’s own representation of what the LLA was and how it was 

intended to function. The LLA was intended to promote political intelligence and public 

engagement, as with earlier iterations of the lyceum movement and with debating 

societies generally, but it also differed from both in important ways. It pursued a 

reform agenda, as the lyceum movement of the 1850s and 1860s had (only the 1860s 

for Wagner), but it masked its politicized intent behind a veil of neutrality.23 It was 

advertised as a debating forum, in which ideas would compete for the popular vote, 

but was designed to promote mass consensus on a range of social, economic and 

political reforms.   

2. The Companion, rhetoric and oratorical culture in America, 1870-1910. 

The Companion featured articles on oratory and eloquence in close to every issue 

between 1870 and 1910. The length of coverage varied. Short anecdotes on famous 

orators were frequent, as were ruminations on the oratorical arts. Full page features 

were less common. When these longer pieces featured, they were invariably penned 

by eminent public figures – Speakers of the House, Senators, and British 

parliamentarians.24 Through these contributions, we can track the canonization of 

various exemplars of the oratorical art and the qualities that distinguished them from 

their peers. 
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As Nan Johnson has pointed out with reference to the popular elocution manuals of 

the late-nineteenth century, this canonization process effectively excluded female 

orators. A similar process can be discerned in the Companion.25 Anna E. Dickinson, 

Elizabeth Cady Stanton and Lucretia Mott, to cite Johnson’s examples of exclusion, 

were accorded little or no coverage within the Companion. Where they were 

mentioned, their oratorical gifts received no consideration at all.26 In contrast, the 

Companion provided readers with detailed descriptions of the bearing, eyes, voices, 

and delivery style of men like Edward Everett, John Quincy Adams, Henry Clay, Daniel 

Webster, Abraham Lincoln, Rufus Choate, William Pitt, William Gladstone, Daniel 

O’Connell, and Benjamin Disraeli. Where oratory was discussed, it was invariably 

presented as a masculine art form practiced in the political domain.  

Collectively, these articles functioned as an homage to rhetorical style, rather than as 

instructional in any practical sense.27 These testimonials employed a familiar 

elocutionary vocabulary of gesture, modulation and articulation, one common to 

schoolbooks, college texts and popular elocution manuals of the period.28 As with 

these texts, the Companion focused extensively on the ‘modulation’ of the ‘voice’ 

(tone, form, melody, force etc.).29 Gladstone’s was ‘silvery sweet’ and ‘found to be one 
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of the chief charms of his matchless oratory.’30 In another piece on Gladstone, his 

voice was described as ‘deep and musical with much variety of tone,’ and in yet 

another as ‘powerful and penetrating.’31 Patrick Henry’s voice was of ‘singular power 

and compass’ and he knew ‘just how to use it so as to produce the effect he wished.’ 

Henry Clay enthralled ‘all ears by the rich music of his deep, melodious voice,’32 

Charles Sumner’s was ‘powerful and sonorous, but also capable of fine modulations,’ 

while Lord Mansfield’s voice was ‘silver toned.’33  

The descriptions continued, the ‘form,’ ‘pitch’, and ‘force’ of the oratorical voice 

discussed regularly.34 Chatham was noted for his ‘vehemence’, Henry Manning, the 

Archbishop of Westminster for a voice that was ‘calm, full and commanding,’ and 

Patrick Henry for his adeptness at employing ‘a low tone’ to affect ‘the deepest 

solemnity.’35 The virtues of Rufus Choate’s voice were frequently expounded. One of 

his particular strengths, readers were told, was his ‘inimitable’ capacity to express 

pathos with a ‘voice inexpressibly sweet and pathetic.’36 Henry Clay, on the other 
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hand, was remarkably adept at employing a ‘tone of thunder’ to make a point.37 

Gladstone’s voice, and this was the man who received the greatest plaudits in the 

Companion’s testimonials, ‘had shades and half-shades, tones and semi-tones of 

expression, so that he could give every single word its precise degree of meaning.’38   

Ruminations on gesture and timing featured prominently too. Gladstone, for all his 

other merits, was awkward, had ‘odd mannerisms’, and was prone to fiddling with his 

collar.39 Manning’s piety, repose and dignity seldom required gestural affect to 

enhance his oratory.40 Henry Clay had ‘grace in every limb’ of his ‘long, symmetrical 

body.’41 Choate had a flair for incorporating ‘dramatic action’, Castelar was ‘a great 

performer,’ throwing himself ‘soul and body into his speeches’, and Everett’s 

preparation was so diligent that he even practiced the ‘uplifting of an eyebrow’ to 

ensure it conveyed the right effect.42 Where timing was concerned, readers were 

alerted to the effectiveness with which the great orators employed the ‘power of the 

pause.’43 In short, mastery of voice and gesture enabled the expression of precise and 

persuasive arguments. 

This kind of veneration was common in the print media of the nineteenth century.44 

The skills and attributes of these orators were dissected and scrutinised in the same 

way that later generations of commentators and fans would routinely dissect the 
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technique and performances of athletes. Orators were the celebrities of their day and 

their exploits commanded a great deal of printer’s ink.45 Given the frequency of these 

features, and on the basis of the glowing testimonials afforded to men like Rufus 

Choate, Henry Clay and Edward Everett, one might assume that they were to serve as 

models of emulation for youth interested in developing the oratorical arts. This was 

not the case. While the Companion did venerate the ‘florid eloquence’ of early 

nineteenth-century orators like Everett, from the 1870s through the turn of the 

century, readers were consistently instructed that such eloquence was not fit for 

emulation in the present.  

This position reflected a growing ambivalence toward the emotional appeal of 

eloquence in public speech.46 In a ‘Dangerous Gift’, an editorial from 1889, we hear 

that ‘the excitement produced by oratory is exactly of the same nature as the 

excitement produced by gin, and that orators, therefore, belong to the same 

profession as publicans, being merely dealers in stimulants.’47 Where support or 

consensus derived from the orator’s ‘intoxicating’ eloquence, it was suspect, based on 

emotion rather than reason. The eminent orators so frequently lauded in the 

Companion were immune from this critique, their persuasive skills dignified by the 

noble ends they served. It was Gladstone’s ‘honor and integrity’, his ‘earnestness’ and 

‘piety’ placed in service to the public, more than anything else, that gave ‘vital force to 
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his words.’48 Nevertheless, the message was clear, veneration of purpose was apt, 

emulation of style was not. 

Otto von Bismarck figured prominently in these discussions. The ‘great Bow-wow’ was 

not possessed of a ‘musical’ intonation. His voice was ‘weak,’ his delivery 

‘monotonous’ and often his tongue was not quick enough for his mind, with the 

consequence that he left ‘his hearers to make the best they [could] of his half-finished 

sentences.’ Bismarck, the Companion proclaimed on more than one occasion, was ‘no 

orator.’49 His saving grace was that he spoke plainly, simply and directly. Though 

Bismarck was never positioned as a model for emulation, his plain style was endorsed 

for the rationale on which it was based. ‘Eloquence,’ Bismarck believed, had caused a 

great deal of ‘mischief in parliamentary life.’ It attempted to settle important questions 

by ‘appealing to the feelings’ rather than the faculty of reason.50 In questioning the 

utility of ‘florid eloquence’ and in deifying the plain and simple, the Companion invited 

readers to participate in a reevaluation of public eloquence.51 

In his history of Democratic Eloquence, Kenneth Cmiel attributed the demise of 

‘refined’ public eloquence during the nineteenth century to a range of factors, 

including changes to the audience addressed, the dissemination of oratory through 

print, and the growing linguistic authority of professional discourse.52 In attempting to 

reach larger audiences, oratorical address had to function effectively in printed form. 

In this format, the rhetorical effects of pause, inflection, pitch and gesture were lost. 
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Similarly, in addressing a mass audience, as opposed to an educated elite, the use of 

colloquial and plain language – what Cmiel describes as ‘middling speech’- became 

exigent. The language of refined rhetoric, rich in metaphor and polysyllabic words, was 

ill-suited to the task of informing and persuading this audience.53 In addition, the rise 

of the professions introduced a new language of persuasion, one that exerted its 

influence by locating the moral and the true in the technical and the rational.54 While 

some lamented the changes, the Companion did not, positioning its readers to support 

a conversational style of public speech in a range of articles published between 1880 

and 1910.55 

The Companion recognized, but did not validate contemporary laments that ‘the art of 

oratory had died out.’ It was true, the periodical claimed in 1907, that ‘pompous and 

turgid rhetoric’ had once been the fashion. As all fashions changed, readers were told, 

so too had the preferred ‘methods’ of oratory.56 In a similar piece, the Companion 

conceded that oratory was a lost art, but only if oratory was understood to mean ‘the 

long, periodic sentences, the daring metaphors and polysyllable words’ of the orators 

of the early and mid-nineteenth century.’57 The elevation of national tastes, it was 

claimed, had ensured the demise ‘of the pompous and artificial in public discourse’ 

and the ‘waning of spread-eagle oratory.’58 Verbosity and vehemence had been 

replaced by 

a manner of public speaking more restrained and reserved, often more closely 

argued and convincing, making its appeal through the intellect rather than 
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through the emotions. There is no question that it is more generally suited to 

the spirit of the times than the old-style oratory of the thirties and forties.59 

Eloquence remained important, but it was interpreted in new ways. In an 1899 article 

on ‘Effective Oratory,’ the Companion supported ‘that definition of eloquence which 

defines it as ‘elevated conversation.’’60 In another article, ‘good public speaking’ was 

defined as ‘heightened conversation.’61 Simple and direct discourse was the order of 

the day. What was needed was a style that was ‘familiar but not coarse, and elegant 

but not ostentatious.’ Overrefinement was to be eschewed, as were vulgarity and 

coarseness. The direct and simple ‘language of the street’ had to be learnt, but it also 

had to be polished.62 The conversational style of oratory represented the middle way 

between undesirable extremes and it was this conversational style that the 

Companion’s male readership was encouraged to practice and develop in the last 

decades of the century. But this was no easy matter. Diligent study, practice and a 

commitment to the ‘science’ of elocution was required. 

In its coverage of eminent orators, the Companion invariably commented on the long 

hours of reading and declamation that had honed the oratorical skills of men like 

Demosthenes, Patrick Henry, William Gladstone, Edward Everett, and Rufus Choate.63 

This injunction to diligence was common to American schoolbooks on oratory 

throughout the nineteenth century and to the popular elocution manuals of the late-
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the day. What was needed was a style that was ‘familiar but not coarse, and elegant 

but not ostentatious.’ Overrefinement was to be eschewed, as were vulgarity and 

coarseness. The direct and simple ‘language of the street’ had to be learnt, but it also 

had to be polished.62 The conversational style of oratory represented the middle way 

between undesirable extremes and it was this conversational style that the 

Companion’s male readership was encouraged to practice and develop in the last 

decades of the century. But this was no easy matter. Diligent study, practice and a 

commitment to the ‘science’ of elocution was required. 

In its coverage of eminent orators, the Companion invariably commented on the long 

hours of reading and declamation that had honed the oratorical skills of men like 

Demosthenes, Patrick Henry, William Gladstone, Edward Everett, and Rufus Choate.63 

This injunction to diligence was common to American schoolbooks on oratory 

throughout the nineteenth century and to the popular elocution manuals of the late-
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nineteenth century.64 In these manuals, authors promised that the cultivation of 

eloquence would improve employment prospects, distinguish the eloquent speaker in 

social settings and enable one to participate more effectively in civic life.65 The 

Companion, in developing the LLA, was concerned primarily with the latter.  

Cultivating Eloquence 

While the Companion advocated the cultivation of conversational eloquence, it offered 

little in the way of actual instruction. The periodical endorsed the practice of 

declamation repeatedly, for example, but did not provide readers with exemplary 

speeches to declaim, as Oliver Optic’s Magazine had done throughout the 1860s and 

1870s.66  It was only in 1899, seven years after the formation of the LLA, that the 

Companion offered even rudimentary guidance in elocution. This came through the 

contributions of George Riddle, the Companion’s expert on matters of eloquence, and 

focused on the cultivation of the voice, the importance of pronunciation, the 

development of ‘clear and distinct enunciation,’ and the value of gestures.67 The actual 

guidance, though, was minimal; only one pronunciation drill provided.68 For more 

explicit guidance, readers (and LLA participants in particular) were expected to consult 
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Fenno’s Elocution (first published, 1878), one of the most popular of the many late-

nineteenth-century elocution manuals.69 

Frank Fenno’s elocution manual was advertised in the Companion between 1885 and 

1902. The manual was advertised as a ‘premium,’ a product that could be earned by 

readers who secured a new subscriber and made an additional payment of 15c 

postage. Premiums differed from normal advertising in important ways. They were not 

just advertised in the Companion; they were products selected, endorsed and 

advertised by the Companion.70 These premiums featured in special October issues of 

the magazine, in which page after page was given over to richly illustrated 

advertisements for books, flags, scroll saws, bicycles and so forth. Fenno’s guide was 

frequently advertised and, importantly, it was the only elocution manual of its type so 

endorsed. 

According to Nan Johnson’s typology, Fenno’s was a ‘cross-over manual, designed for 

both the academic student and the home learner.’ It provided ‘an extensive treatment 

of the principles and techniques of delivery,’ as well as ‘multiple selections of readings 

for practice.’71 The popularity of these manuals in the latter half of the nineteenth 

century, according to Johnson, was attendant on the ‘general public’s keen interest in 

oratorical skills…encouraged by numerous and varied occasions for oratory and 

elocutionary performances’ that served ‘a variety of political, cultural and social 

functions.’72 The manuals provided readers with the opportunity to develop their 

oratorical skills and advertised the rewards that awaited those who assiduously 
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cultivated them. The eloquent, readers were told, would distinguish themselves in the 

parlor, in professional life and in the public domain.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Image 4.2 – Advertisement for Frank Fenno’s Elocution and Speaker, YC, Oct. 31, 

1895, p. 530. Source: American Periodicals Series Online 
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Fenno’s manual provided guidance on developing the oratorical skills appropriate to 

these varied domains. The Companion, though, had a much more specific interest in 

promoting the manual. A sense of the civic function Fenno’s manual was intended to 

serve can be seen in the way it was advertised.73 The manual featured alongside 

advertisements for the American flag, flag repair kits, portraits of George Washington, 

a flag puzzle-apparatus, a patriotic text designed to ensure ‘the spirit that inspired the 

founders of our nation’ would be ‘revived and infused into the multitudes that flock to 

our land,’ a book on Robert Ross, the martyr-hero of Troy, that should be read by 

‘every true American,’ Webster’s dictionary, and the Companion’s Village Circulating 

Library project. In another advertisement, the manual featured alongside a specially 

designed bookcase for the Lyceum League. By virtue of its association with a range of 

products designed to educate, promote and instill patriotism, the civic function of the 

elocution manual was emphasized. In the absence of direct evidence as to how (or if) 

readers and Lyceum participants made use of the text, this formatting is at least 

suggestive of how it was intended to be used. 
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‘every true American,’ Webster’s dictionary, and the Companion’s Village Circulating 

Library project. In another advertisement, the manual featured alongside a specially 

designed bookcase for the Lyceum League. By virtue of its association with a range of 

products designed to educate, promote and instill patriotism, the civic function of the 

elocution manual was emphasized. In the absence of direct evidence as to how (or if) 

readers and Lyceum participants made use of the text, this formatting is at least 

suggestive of how it was intended to be used.  

The pronunciation drills contained within were important. Good orators, according to 

the Companion’s George Riddle, needed to master ‘clear and distinct enunciation.’75 

The myriad exercises on pronunciation served this purpose. Much of the discussion 

and instruction in the use of voice, however, would appear to have had marginal utility 

on the basis of the Companion’s emphasis on developing a conversational style of 

address. Where the ‘quality’ of ‘voice modulation’ was discussed, it is unlikely the 

Companion intended lyceum participants to cultivate the ‘impure voice,’ an 

assemblage of voice types used to ‘express the actions of the baser passions.’76 

Developing the pectoral (used to express despair and anger), the guttural (used to 

express hatred, intense anger, loathing and contempt), and the falsetto voice (used to 

express pain or terror), for example, would be ill-suited to the cultivation of the 

Companion’s desired style.77  
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have passed a miserable night- / So full of fearful dreams and ugly sights, / That as I am a Christian, 

faithful man, / I would not spend another such night, / Though ‘twere to buy a world of happy days- / So 

full of dismal terror was the time.’ For the guttural: ‘I loathe ye in my bosom, / I scorn ye with mine eye, / 

And I’ll taunt ye with my latest breath, / And fight ye till I die!’ For the falsetto: ‘When the lorn damsel, 

with a frantic speech / And cheeks as hueless as a brandy peach, / Cries, “Help, kyind Heaven!” and drops 

upon her knees / On the green-baize, beneath the-canvas-trees.’  
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The same was true for much of Fenno’s discussions on melody, form and force. If the 

preferred use of oratory was to instruct and persuade through calm, plain and 

reasoned discourse, then many of Fenno’s elocutionary exercises would have been of 

little use to lyceum participants. Exercises dedicated to developing ‘high and low,’ as 

opposed to ‘natural pitch’ were fine for parlor readings of poetry but not so well-suited 

to measured debate. Exercises designed to promote mastery of the ‘effusive,’ 

‘expulsive’ and ‘explosive’ forms of speech, those forms associated with florid 

eloquence and emotive appeal, were similarly ill-suited to cultivating a conversational 

style of public speech. If this marked off much of the text as ancillary to the 

Companion’s objective of promoting a particular form of public speech, this did 

nothing to diminish the value of the manual’s discussion of, and exercises designed to 

cultivate the ‘natural’ or ‘conversational style.’ 

3. Regulating the performance of citizenship 

The Companion not only sought to promote a certain form of oratorical delivery by 

lyceum participants (and readers generally), it also sought to ritually and procedurally 

structure the performance of public speech within the debating societies. The 

Companion’s provision of selected equipment to the debating societies was crucial in 

this respect. Consider the following excerpts from the Lyceum advertisements: 

The Organization 

The Lyceum League of America is an organization of local Lyceums, connected 

through the Companion…We sustain the League, chartering each Lyceum, 

aiding it to equip itself, and continually supplying it by correspondence with 
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subjects for debate and study, with suggestions as to books, and with direct 

counsel.78 

The Lyceum Equipment 

Consists of a Charter for framing; the L.L.A. Manual containing Ritual; Cushing’s 

Manual; President’s Gavel; Questions for Debate; Secretary’s Book, containing 

Constitution, Instructions to Officers, Model of Minutes, Suggestions for By-

Laws, Membership Roll, and blank pages for records.79 

Cushing’s Manual of Parliamentary Practice provided readers with a set of rules and 

guidelines for conducting debate. As Don Doyle has argued, manuals of this type were 

essential to instilling ‘habits of orderly conduct during public deliberations’ in an array 

of post-Revolutionary institutions and assemblies that were not designed to promote 

‘consensual harmony,’ but reconcile competing claims and interests.80 Procedural rules 

were needed, ‘not to repress conflict but to anticipate disagreements and divert them 

into formal channels of debate without disrupting the larger purpose’ of the 

organization, assembly or institution. In the second half of the nineteenth century, and 

prior to the ascendancy of Robert’s Rules of Order, Cushing’s Manual served this 

function, providing ‘lodge meetings, church societies, lyceums, and political caucuses’ 

with commonly accepted procedures for conducting their affairs.81 The manual was 

also popular in debating societies. 

In his autobiography, Confessions of Boyhood, John Albee (1833-1915) commented on 

his diligent study of Cushing’s Manual at the Worcester Academy, Massachusetts. The 
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academy was intended ‘primarily for youth who, having gone through the common 

schools, desired some further education at small expense.’  Albee was there as a 

sixteen year old and joined the Philomathean (love of knowledge) debating society, 

eager to distinguish himself as an orator. Little organizational guidance was provided 

by their instructors at the academy, so Albee and his colleagues turned to Cushing:  

We studied parliamentary law from a little volume called Cushing’s manual; for 

who could tell when we might be called upon to be an officer of the club, or at 

what point we could safely move the previous question?82 

Albee affirmed an interest in both improving his oratory and in mastering the 

procedural dynamics of debate. Within debating societies of the type described by 

Albee, it was necessary to develop both the ability to speak and the ability to regulate 

that speech. As Angela Ray has argued in her study of antebellum debating societies, 

‘citizenship was produced rhetorically, through word and ritual, through repetition of 

patterned, formal, rule-governed action.’ It was through the ritual observance of these 

rules, roles and procedures that members could imagine themselves as part of a 

broader public of ‘deliberating, rational [and] fair-minded’ citizens.83 The Companion’s 

provision of Cushing’s Manual to every Lyceum was designed to promote a common 

literacy of the rituals and rules of debate.84 Through shared observance of the 

procedural rules contained within, participants were invited to imagine themselves as 

part of a ritually affiliated fraternity of intelligent patriots.   
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by their instructors at the academy, so Albee and his colleagues turned to Cushing:  

We studied parliamentary law from a little volume called Cushing’s manual; for 

who could tell when we might be called upon to be an officer of the club, or at 

what point we could safely move the previous question?82 

Albee affirmed an interest in both improving his oratory and in mastering the 

procedural dynamics of debate. Within debating societies of the type described by 

Albee, it was necessary to develop both the ability to speak and the ability to regulate 

that speech. As Angela Ray has argued in her study of antebellum debating societies, 

‘citizenship was produced rhetorically, through word and ritual, through repetition of 

patterned, formal, rule-governed action.’ It was through the ritual observance of these 

rules, roles and procedures that members could imagine themselves as part of a 

broader public of ‘deliberating, rational [and] fair-minded’ citizens.83 The Companion’s 

provision of Cushing’s Manual to every Lyceum was designed to promote a common 

literacy of the rituals and rules of debate.84 Through shared observance of the 

procedural rules contained within, participants were invited to imagine themselves as 

part of a ritually affiliated fraternity of intelligent patriots.   
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The manual detailed the roles of Officers; the rules of decorum to be observed in the 

assembly (no hats); the rules of decorum to be observed while speaking (stand and 

address the Presiding Officer; no nipping, reviling or unmannerly words to be spoken); 

rules to be observed while listening (no hissing, coughing, or spitting); the correct 

method of introducing business, passing and amending motions, voting on 

propositions, and minute-taking; and procedures for dealing with transgressions of 

etiquette.85 To perform citizenship within the LLA and to identify oneself as a part of 

an ‘affiliated brotherhood,’ one had to observe the norms of conduct and adhere to 

the procedural rules outlined in Cushing’s manual (take your hat off, don’t spit, don’t 

interrupt). Any deliberate transgression of these rules, to paraphrase Cushing, could 

only be understood as an attempt to subvert the purpose of the assembly. Anyone 

who did so, to quote the Companion, was not a young man ‘of the right sort.’  

Like the manual, the remaining equipment supplied to the lyceums was intended to 

choreograph the performance of participants, procedurally structure their interactions, 

and promote a sense of patriotic fraternity. The ‘LLA Manual,’ which contained 

opening and closing rituals, was designed to structure the speech and action of 

Chapters nationwide at the commencement and conclusion of each meeting. Similarly, 

the provision of the ‘Instructions to Officers’ not only suggests the appropriateness of 

the Offices to be held, but circumscribed the duties and functions of each Office. The 

provision of the ‘Secretary’s Book’ and the ‘Model of Minutes’ can be seen as 

regulatory mechanisms, outlining the types of information to be recorded and the 

manner in which that information was to be recorded. The ‘Suggestions for By-Laws’ 

anticipated the need for additional regulations to correctly order the proceedings of 
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individual Chapters and reveals the extent to which the Companion intended the 

Leagues to operate and organize within a highly prescribed framework. The President’s 

Gavel can be seen as representative of the same idea, functioning as the tool by which 

the convener of the debating club could regulate the behaviour of participants in 

accordance with the guidelines established by the Companion and Cushing’s Manual. 

The important point to be made here is that individual Lyceum Chapters, and 

individuals within Chapters, could understand themselves as learning and participating 

in a set of shared rituals with myriad strangers. When considered alongside the 

Companion’s provision of topics for debate and the canon of suggested readings, it is 

also possible to see how participants could understand themselves as partaking of the 

same knowledge bank, contemplating the same issues, and discussing them under the 

same procedural constraints.  

4. The LLA and political socialization 

The LLA was not simply designed to produce young men capable of public speech in a 

parliamentary setting. It was also designed to shape participants’ perspectives on 

issues of race, religion and political economy and to manufacture support for nativist 

policies and an interventionist state. The architects of the League pursued this goal 

through the selection of a biased canon of texts that were designed to frame the 

intellectual parameters of debate. These texts reflected the political predispositions 

and prejudices of those who selected and endorsed them: James Bailey Upham, 

Francis Bellamy, and Daniel Sharp Ford. This alignment as well as the particular 

dimensions of politicization – the kinds of policies and worldviews participants were 

expected to subscribe to – are considered below, particularly as these relate to 

matters of religion, race, and political economy. 
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Political Economy and the Social Gospel 

James Bailey Upham and Daniel Sharp Ford have left little in the way of archival 

material attesting directly to their positions on matters of political economy or their 

support for the Social Gospel. Both men were notoriously private and rarely aired their 

views publicly. Upham’s views we can deduce from his role as the chief architect of the 

LLA – he was the seminal figure in developing, advertising and selecting the canon for 

the Lyceums. Ford’s views we can infer from his editorial endorsement of the LLA and 

through his recruitment of Francis Bellamy to the Companion, which came after the 

Table 3.1 The Lyceum League of America’s Canon of Approved Texts 

Author Title Subject 

Ely, Richard T. Introduction to Political Economy Political Economy 

Ely, Richard T. The Labor Movement in America Political Economy 

Ely, Richard T. Problems of To-day Political Economy 

Various Which? Protection or Free Trade? Political Economy 

Bowker, R.R. (ed.) Reader’s Guide in Economic and 

Political Science 

Economics and 

Politics 

Strong, Josiah Our Country Nativist 

Bryce, James The American Commonwealth Institutional History 

Fiske, John Civil Government in the United States Institutional History 

Johnston, Alex History of American Politics Institutional History 

Stanwood, Edward History of Presidential Elections History 

 The American Statesmen Series Historical Biography 

Dictionary of American Politics Reference 

 

The LLA canon remained the same for the duration of the project (1891 to ~1900). In the full 

page advertisements for the League (see p. 107), images of the texts featured alongside short 

descriptions of each work. Of the twelve texts, five were concerned with political economy 

and three of these were penned by Richard T. Ely. The nativist dimension of the Lyceum 

canon was evidenced in the selection of Josiah Strong’s Our Country as well as in the 

selection of a number of texts by ‘new school’ institutional historians.   
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latter had run into increasing conflict with the Church and his ‘genteel Boston’ 

parishioners on account of his ‘increasingly radical economic views.’86  

Bellmay’s economic views were shaped, in part, by elder cousin Edward Bellamy’s 

extremely influential socialist-utopian text, Looking Forward, Looking Backward (1887), 

in which the excesses and rampant individualism of America’s new industrial society 

were critiqued.87 The groundswell of support for socio-economic reform that followed 

in the wake of the elder Bellamy’s text was given a religious tone and justification by 

the Society of Christian Socialists (formed 1889). Francis Bellamy held the Vice 

Presidency of this organization and was an important figure in Boston in calling for the 

Protestant Church to eschew a traditionally narrow focus on individual regeneration 

and critically engage with the social problems attendant on industrial urbanization.88 

While his views may have been considered radical prior to his engagement with the 

Companion, Bellamy would become decidedly more moderate once at the periodical. 

Nevertheless, he remained convinced that the church had to take a leading role in 

promoting social reform. 

In one of the few documentary traces in which Ford, albeit anonymously, directly 

addressed the proper role of the Church in industrialized America, we find support for 

the kind of clerical engagement espoused by Bellamy. The article comes from an 

edition of The Watchman posthumously credited to Ford in 1900, after having been 

                                                 
86

 Ellis, The Unlikely History of the Pledge of Allegiance, p. 9. 
87

 Testimonies to the impact and influence of this text and Edward Bellamy’s vision are legion. See for 

example, S.E. Bowman, Edward Bellamy, Boston, Twayne Publishers, 1986; S. Bowman, Edward 

Bellamy Abroad: an American prophet’s influence, New York, Twayne Publishers, 1962; A. Liplow, 

Authoritarian Socialism in America: Edward Bellamy & the Nationalist Movement, Berkeley, University 

of California Press, 1982.  
88

 S. Fine, Laissez Faire and the General Welfare State: a study of conflict in American Thought, 1865-

1901, Ann Arbor, University of Michigan Press, 1964, p. 169. 

133 

 

latter had run into increasing conflict with the Church and his ‘genteel Boston’ 

parishioners on account of his ‘increasingly radical economic views.’86  

Bellmay’s economic views were shaped, in part, by elder cousin Edward Bellamy’s 

extremely influential socialist-utopian text, Looking Forward, Looking Backward (1887), 

in which the excesses and rampant individualism of America’s new industrial society 

were critiqued.87 The groundswell of support for socio-economic reform that followed 

in the wake of the elder Bellamy’s text was given a religious tone and justification by 

the Society of Christian Socialists (formed 1889). Francis Bellamy held the Vice 

Presidency of this organization and was an important figure in Boston in calling for the 

Protestant Church to eschew a traditionally narrow focus on individual regeneration 

and critically engage with the social problems attendant on industrial urbanization.88 

While his views may have been considered radical prior to his engagement with the 

Companion, Bellamy would become decidedly more moderate once at the periodical. 

Nevertheless, he remained convinced that the church had to take a leading role in 

promoting social reform. 

In one of the few documentary traces in which Ford, albeit anonymously, directly 

addressed the proper role of the Church in industrialized America, we find support for 

the kind of clerical engagement espoused by Bellamy. The article comes from an 

edition of The Watchman posthumously credited to Ford in 1900, after having been 

                                                 
86

 Ellis, The Unlikely History of the Pledge of Allegiance, p. 9. 
87

 Testimonies to the impact and influence of this text and Edward Bellamy’s vision are legion. See for 

example, S.E. Bowman, Edward Bellamy, Boston, Twayne Publishers, 1986; S. Bowman, Edward 

Bellamy Abroad: an American prophet’s influence, New York, Twayne Publishers, 1962; A. Liplow, 

Authoritarian Socialism in America: Edward Bellamy & the Nationalist Movement, Berkeley, University 

of California Press, 1982.  
88

 S. Fine, Laissez Faire and the General Welfare State: a study of conflict in American Thought, 1865-

1901, Ann Arbor, University of Michigan Press, 1964, p. 169. 



134 

 

published in the same periodical as an unsigned editorial in 1894. In the editorial, Ford 

suggested that 

The ordinary church methods of to-day have come to us from our fathers, and 

were fitted to serve the religious requirements of a former generation. They 

are inadequate to meet the larger interests involved in the changed religious 

and economic conditions under which we live, and should be readjusted, 

enlarged, and fitted to meet the serious requirements of the present hour.’89 

The ‘readjustment’ Ford speaks of, and one Bellamy was committed to, was the 

hallmark of the politico-religious movement that came to be known as the Social 

Gospel. Social Gospelers sought to focus the attention of the Protestant church on the 

ethical problems emerging from industial urbanization as American society made the 

postbellum transition from an ‘agrarian economy of small farms and landholdings to a 

new manufacturing society of large corporations and masses of workers.’90 This was 

not a smooth transition. The period was marked by cycles of economic boom and bust, 

by high-risk financial speculation that led to financial collapse, by mass unemployment, 

the exploitation of child labor, the rise of organized labor, and violent conflicts 

between labor and capital.91 Though calamitous, prominent intellectuals – William 

Graham Sumner and Simon Newcomb among them – and influential spokesmen for 

the Protestant clergy – including Lyman Atwater, Julian M. Sturtevant and Henry Ward 

Beecher – generally applauded industrial growth for improving the American standard 
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of living, while lamenting the failure of labor to accept an episodic and transitional 

hardship that was mandated by the immutable laws of God, nature and the 

marketplace.  

Proponents of the Social Gospel held an entirely different view. Under new conditions, 

its supporters argued, the focus of conservative Protestantism on individual 

redemption was no longer tenable. For individual redemption to occur, society itself 

had to be transformed; its institutions, laws and economic relations infused with the 

ethics of Christianity. Only through such transformations could the goal of the Social 

Gospel movement be achieved: to secure the common welfare and promote the most 

perfect development of all human faculties in each individual.92  The ethics of the 

Golden Rule and the goal of promoting the common weal provided Gospelers with a 

basis for critiquing existing social, political and economic relations. This diagnosis was 

wedded to a social scientific critique of laissez faire by ‘new school’ economists, one 

that provided the intellectual basis for a wide range of ideas, policies and programs for 

enacting socio-economic and political reform, ones that would influence the 

progressive movement of the next century.  

Richard T. Ely was one of the most prominent figures in wedding the ideals of the 

Social Gospel to an intellectual critique of laissez faire in the last decades of the 

nineteenth century.93 His texts were required reading for every minister entering the 

Conference of the Methodist Episcopal Church and were circulated through 

                                                 
92

 Sidney Fine, ‘Richard T. Ely, Forerunner of Progressivism, 1880-1901’, Mississippi Valley Historical 

Review, vol. 37, no. 4, 1951, pp. 599-624, at 606. 
93

 Benjamin G. Rader, ‘Richard T. Ely: Lay Spokesman for the Social Gospel’, Journal of American 

History, vol. 53, no. 1, 1966, pp. 61-74; Gonce, ‘The Social Gospel and Ely’, p. 642. Ely was also an 

incredibly prolific writer and contributed his ideas on political-economic reform to a wide range of 

periodicals, including, but not limited to: Lippincott’s, Our Continent, International Review, Christian 

Union, Banker’s Magazine and Statistical Register, Overland Monthly and Out West Magazine, Friends’ 

Intelligencer, Dial, Andover Review, North American Review, Forum, Independent, Chautauquan, 

Century Illustrated Magazine, Christian Advocate, Outlook, Current Literature, Congregationalist, 

Arena, and Cosmopolitan. 

135 

 

of living, while lamenting the failure of labor to accept an episodic and transitional 

hardship that was mandated by the immutable laws of God, nature and the 

marketplace.  

Proponents of the Social Gospel held an entirely different view. Under new conditions, 

its supporters argued, the focus of conservative Protestantism on individual 

redemption was no longer tenable. For individual redemption to occur, society itself 

had to be transformed; its institutions, laws and economic relations infused with the 

ethics of Christianity. Only through such transformations could the goal of the Social 

Gospel movement be achieved: to secure the common welfare and promote the most 

perfect development of all human faculties in each individual.92  The ethics of the 

Golden Rule and the goal of promoting the common weal provided Gospelers with a 

basis for critiquing existing social, political and economic relations. This diagnosis was 

wedded to a social scientific critique of laissez faire by ‘new school’ economists, one 

that provided the intellectual basis for a wide range of ideas, policies and programs for 

enacting socio-economic and political reform, ones that would influence the 

progressive movement of the next century.  

Richard T. Ely was one of the most prominent figures in wedding the ideals of the 

Social Gospel to an intellectual critique of laissez faire in the last decades of the 

nineteenth century.93 His texts were required reading for every minister entering the 

Conference of the Methodist Episcopal Church and were circulated through 

                                                 
92

 Sidney Fine, ‘Richard T. Ely, Forerunner of Progressivism, 1880-1901’, Mississippi Valley Historical 

Review, vol. 37, no. 4, 1951, pp. 599-624, at 606. 
93

 Benjamin G. Rader, ‘Richard T. Ely: Lay Spokesman for the Social Gospel’, Journal of American 

History, vol. 53, no. 1, 1966, pp. 61-74; Gonce, ‘The Social Gospel and Ely’, p. 642. Ely was also an 

incredibly prolific writer and contributed his ideas on political-economic reform to a wide range of 

periodicals, including, but not limited to: Lippincott’s, Our Continent, International Review, Christian 

Union, Banker’s Magazine and Statistical Register, Overland Monthly and Out West Magazine, Friends’ 

Intelligencer, Dial, Andover Review, North American Review, Forum, Independent, Chautauquan, 

Century Illustrated Magazine, Christian Advocate, Outlook, Current Literature, Congregationalist, 

Arena, and Cosmopolitan. 



136 

 

Chautauqua. His work, The Social Law of Service, was required reading for members of 

the Epworth league of the Methodist Church and a number of his books were on the 

reading list for theological students in the United Bretheren of Christ Church. As the 

Professor of Political Economy at the Johns Hopkins University (1881-1892) and at the 

University of Wisconsin (1892-1925) he influenced two generations of graduate 

students, including Woodrow Wilson, John R. Commons, W.A. Scott, Albert Shaw, 

Albion W. Small and David Kinley.94 Ely was instrumental in establishing the American 

Economic Association, was the founder of the Christian Social Union, contributed 

regularly to the Baltimore Sun and influenced future leaders of the Progressive 

movement, Theodore Roosevelt most notably.95 The League architects’ support for 

Ely’s vision of social reform was clearly evidenced in the selection of three of his texts 

in the LLA canon.    

Like the clerical wing of the Social Gospel movement, Ely provided an ethical critique of 

laissez-faire, but he also went much further, attacking the intellectual foundations of 

classical political economy and ‘substituting for the philosophy of laissez-faire the 

opposing philosophy of the general welfare state.’96 Ely’s attack on orthodoxy 

polarized the academic community, precipitated the Ely-Newcomb war of the 1880s, 

and visibly influenced the founding principles of the American Economic Association.97 

In texts like Problems of To-day, which formed part of the lyceum canon, Ely also 

elaborated potential avenues for policy reform on a range of issues related to 

monopolies, taxation, tariffs, railroads, and public utilities in a way that few Gospelers 
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ever did.98 Where these issues were debated in the Lyceum League, Ely’s guiding hand 

was present. In terms of circumscribing Lyceum members’ base assumptions about 

economics and in training the direction of their thought in political economy, the 

inclusion of three of Ely’s most important works, to the exclusion of alternative 

viewpoints, was crucial. Two of the three works – Introduction to Political Economy 

and The Labor Movement in America – are considered below. 

Introduction to Political Economy 

For the relations which exist in modern society, for all these new and 

heretofore unknown conditions, we require new laws, new institutions, and 

new ideals in legislation. 

Richard T. Ely, Introduction to Political Economy,99 

Whether lyceum participants were discussing labor legislation, the problem of the city, 

or public utilities, they were encouraged to adopt the above philosophy. In this one 

statement, we see Ely’s rejection of the non-interventionist doctrine of classical 

economics and his commitment to a pragmatic theory of political economy that placed 

the state at the center of social reform efforts. In his three featured texts in the lyceum 

canon, Ely systematically outlined his critique of the ‘natural laws’ of classical 

economics, offered an alternative philosophy of political economy that stressed 

government’s role in promoting the welfare of its citizens, detailed a suite of problems 

that the state needed to address in order to promote this goal, and mapped out a set 

of solutions to these myriad problems.   
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Ely’s critique of laissez-faire sought to counter the prevailing economic orthodoxy 

which ‘accepted government as a necessity…but wished to see its functions reduced to 

the narrowest possible limits.’100 These functions of the state were to be restricted to 

the protection of life and property, the provision of a few common services, and not 

with any positive assumption of duties directed toward the interest of the general 

welfare.101 Such intervention was thought unnecessary and deemed undesirable, as it 

would impede the operation of the natural laws of competition and self-interest that 

controlled the economic order and were most likely to lead to individual freedom and 

equality of opportunity.102 Through Ely, Lyceum participants learnt the opposite, and 

were provided with a whole series of arguments capable of attacking traditional 

justifications for the minimal governance demanded by these natural laws. 

Ely repudiated continued deference to these laws-as-laws.103 They were not 

‘immutable,’ ‘natural,’ or ‘ahistorical.’ Where adherence to them was detrimental to 

society, they were to be questioned and repudiated as appropriate. The economic 

‘truths’ propounded by classical economists, Ely stressed, were relative.104 

Competition could exert a positive influence on society, contributing to the 

accumulation of wealth, promoting individual freedom and the improvement of the 

general prosperity, but not under all conditions. In a rapidly changing industrial 

society, Ely held that the dogmatic adherence of classical economics to the principles 

of laissez-faire was no longer capable of justification in terms of economic efficiency 

and maximizing individual liberty. Consequently, participants learned, a new 
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philosophy of political economy was required, one capable of redressing the societal 

ills of the industrial age. 

The philosophy was a simple one. Left to itself, the unfettered operation of the market 

impeded individual liberty, exploited workers, sowed the seeds for socialistic 

discontent, ossified class relations, destroyed the dignity of man, and promoted 

ignorance and immorality. In a civilized and Christian society, so Ely and other 

supporters of the Social Gospel argued, this state of affairs was unacceptable. State 

intervention was mandated on ethical grounds and to be guided by Christian 

principles. Reform was ethically valid where it would promote the moral and mental 

uplift of the masses, and provide for the enjoyment of all, so far as was practicable, of 

all the riches of art, science, literature and industry.105 Under Ely, political economy 

became a philosophy that defined the utility of present circumstances against what 

‘ought to be’, and in reading Ely, participants were consistently presented with this 

tension.106 

A brief consideration of his thinking on the issue of competition should serve to 

highlight the ways the tension between the ‘is’ and the ‘ought to be’ was presented to 

readers and how this tension was used to shape Ely’s advocacy for reform.  As already 

mentioned, his support for competition was conditional. One of Ely’s concerns, and 

this was one he shared with other supporters of the Social Gospel, was that 

competition in an industrial setting had diminished the marketplace to ‘the moral 

atmosphere of a race course,’ forcing ‘the level of economic life down to the moral 
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standard of the worst men who can sustain themselves in the business community.’107 

Where the moral plane of the marketplace was so low as to be meaningless, the 

potential for the working classes to enjoy the fruits of civilized life was negligible. 

To remain competitive in an unregulated market, employers were driven to unethical 

and exploitative business practices. Competitiveness in the industrial economy had led 

to endemic speculation, fraud and embezzlement by capital, to the exploitation of 

child and female labor, to the reduction of wages to subsistence levels, and promoted 

unsafe and unsanitary working conditions, long hours with minimal respite from 

repetitive tasks, the rise of sweatshops, the suppression of unions, violence between 

labor and capital, concrete class stratification, and the growth of vice, pauperism and 

criminality in cities. To cure these evils, a more ethical plane of competition had to be 

established. In the absence of legislative intervention, the ‘Problems of To-day’ would 

remain the problems of tomorrow.   

While Ely’s suggestions for reform were various, he was particularly vocal in his 

support of labor legislation. Ely advocated the establishment of arbitration and 

conciliation boards to diminish tensions between labor and capital and promoted the 

payment of a living wage, the passage of safety and sanitary regulations, the 

enactment of legislation prohibiting child labor and mandating compulsory education. 

He encouraged the passage of employer’s liability acts, eight-hour day legislation, 

measures to improve living conditions in urban tenements, including the provision of 

public bathhouses, parks and playgrounds.108 In order to promote the intellectual and 

moral uplift of the masses, readers were positioned to view the passage of such 
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legislation as imperative. For Lyceum participants, Ely both elaborated and provided 

the solutions to the problems they were intended to discuss. 

The Labor Movement in America 

The labor movement is a force pushing towards…the full and harmonious 

development in each individual of all human faculties. 

Richard T. Ely, The Labor Movement in America, 1886.109 

Labor unions are the worst form of despotism and tyranny in the history of 

Christendom. 

Henry Ward Beecher, 1877.110 

In advertising Ely’s book on The Labor Movement, the Companion claimed his work 

was now ‘the authority on the subject.’111 While the text may have been highly 

influential, it was also highly controversial. Simon Newcomb, Ely’s most vocal critic 

during the 1880s and 1890s, criticized Ely for ‘an intensity of bias, and a bitterness 

toward all classes of society except one, to which it would be hard to find a parallel 

elsewhere than in the ravings of an Anarchist or the dreams of a Socialist.’ Ely was also 

impugned for his ‘intellectual confusion,’ a ‘puerility of tone…[and]…a scrappiness of 

narrative,’ which lacked any ‘logical unity.’112 In Political Science Quarterly, Henry 
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Farnam, a contemporary of William Graham Sumner at Yale, suggested that Ely’s 

endorsement of the labor movement was ‘hardly credible’ and ‘so optimistic as to be 

misleading.’113 In Science, “N.M.B.” warned readers that Ely’s text ‘must be read with 

caution; for the author is somewhat of an idealist and a doctrinaire.’114 Fortunately for 

Ely and the circulation of his work, doctrinaires were exactly what the Companion 

sought. 

Before turning to Ely’s favorable treatment of the labor movement, and to better 

understand its hostile reception, a brief sketch of the intellectual climate into which it 

was published is in order. This climate was shaped by the Great Strikes of 1877, which 

served to clarify and reinvigorate the opposition of Social Darwinists, classical 

economists, and the traditional Protestant clergy to trade unions, industrial action and 

the labor movement.115 The strikes began in Martinsburg, West Virginia, spread to 

Cumberland, Maryland, before the conflict between railway workers and the 

Pennsylvania Railroad in Pittsburgh erupted into unprecedented violence. In the next 

weeks, strikes and rioting swept through the major rail centers of the nation, including 

Baltimore, Philadelphia, Pittsburgh, Buffalo, Cleveland, Toledo, Columbus, Cincinnati, 

Louisville, Indianapolis, Chicago, St. Louis, Kansas City and Omaha. The strikes were 

met with deadly force by state militias, local police, the National Guard and even the 
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United States’ military, the first time the latter had been used as a strike breaking 

force.116 

In the aftermath of these strikes, relations between labor and capital, the legitimacy of 

the labor movement, and the prospects for passing labor legislation were all 

scrutinized intensely. Social Darwinists, believing as they did, that unequal 

distributions in wealth and industrial power were manifestations of a natural 

inequality of talent between men, were wary of any attempt by government or labor, 

through legislation, unionization or industrial action, to interfere with the natural 

order of things. Prominent adherent to this Spencerian social philosophy, R.G. Eccles, 

invited labor ‘to give in to the decrees of Fate without a murmur,’ and Erastus Bigelow 

was adamant that trade unions were ‘clogging the wheels’ of the industrial machine 

through striking, accusing unions of ‘waging war against natural law.’117 The traditional 

Protestant clergy towed a similar line. 

Influential Princeton clergyman-economist Lyman Atwater was an especially bitter foe 

of labor and a frequent contributor to journals on the subject of capital-labor 

relations.118 Atwater looked upon most trade unions as ‘conspiracies against the laws 

of God, the rights of man, and the welfare of society,’ and believed, consequently, that 

                                                 
116

 The Strikes followed four years of economic depression, the impact of which was felt by ‘railroad 

workers as keenly as any group of workingmen in the country’: Foner, History of the Labor Movement in 

the United States, Vol. I, p. 464. 
117

 R.G. Eccles, ‘The Labor Question’, Popular Science Monthly, Vol. 11, September, 1877, p. 610; E.B. 

Bigelow, ‘The Relations of Capital and Labor’, The Atlantic Monthly, Vol. 42, Issue 252, Oct, 1878, pp. 

483-486. 
118

  For Lyman Atwater on some of the more contentious economic issues of the day, see ‘The Eight-Hour 

Movement’, New York Evangelist, Jun. 13, 1872, p. 1; ‘The Labor Question in its Economic and Christian 

Aspects’, Presbyterian Quarterly and Princeton Review, Jul. 1872, pp. 468-495; ‘Art. VI: The Late 

Commercial Crisis’, Presbyterian Quarterly and Princeton Review, Jan. 1874, pp. 100-126; ‘Art. VIII: 

Our Industrial and Financial Situation’, Presbyterian Quarterly and Princeton Review, Jul. 1875, p. 517; 

‘The Regulation of Railroads’, Princeton Review, Jan-Jun 1881, pp. 406-428;  ‘Strikes of the Season’, 

Independent, Sep. 28, 1882, p. 1; ‘Strikes of the Season’, Independent, Oct. 5, 1882, pp. 2-3.
 

143 

 

United States’ military, the first time the latter had been used as a strike breaking 

force.116 

In the aftermath of these strikes, relations between labor and capital, the legitimacy of 

the labor movement, and the prospects for passing labor legislation were all 

scrutinized intensely. Social Darwinists, believing as they did, that unequal 

distributions in wealth and industrial power were manifestations of a natural 

inequality of talent between men, were wary of any attempt by government or labor, 

through legislation, unionization or industrial action, to interfere with the natural 

order of things. Prominent adherent to this Spencerian social philosophy, R.G. Eccles, 

invited labor ‘to give in to the decrees of Fate without a murmur,’ and Erastus Bigelow 

was adamant that trade unions were ‘clogging the wheels’ of the industrial machine 

through striking, accusing unions of ‘waging war against natural law.’117 The traditional 

Protestant clergy towed a similar line. 

Influential Princeton clergyman-economist Lyman Atwater was an especially bitter foe 

of labor and a frequent contributor to journals on the subject of capital-labor 

relations.118 Atwater looked upon most trade unions as ‘conspiracies against the laws 

of God, the rights of man, and the welfare of society,’ and believed, consequently, that 

                                                 
116

 The Strikes followed four years of economic depression, the impact of which was felt by ‘railroad 

workers as keenly as any group of workingmen in the country’: Foner, History of the Labor Movement in 

the United States, Vol. I, p. 464. 
117

 R.G. Eccles, ‘The Labor Question’, Popular Science Monthly, Vol. 11, September, 1877, p. 610; E.B. 

Bigelow, ‘The Relations of Capital and Labor’, The Atlantic Monthly, Vol. 42, Issue 252, Oct, 1878, pp. 

483-486. 
118

  For Lyman Atwater on some of the more contentious economic issues of the day, see ‘The Eight-Hour 

Movement’, New York Evangelist, Jun. 13, 1872, p. 1; ‘The Labor Question in its Economic and Christian 

Aspects’, Presbyterian Quarterly and Princeton Review, Jul. 1872, pp. 468-495; ‘Art. VI: The Late 

Commercial Crisis’, Presbyterian Quarterly and Princeton Review, Jan. 1874, pp. 100-126; ‘Art. VIII: 

Our Industrial and Financial Situation’, Presbyterian Quarterly and Princeton Review, Jul. 1875, p. 517; 

‘The Regulation of Railroads’, Princeton Review, Jan-Jun 1881, pp. 406-428;  ‘Strikes of the Season’, 

Independent, Sep. 28, 1882, p. 1; ‘Strikes of the Season’, Independent, Oct. 5, 1882, pp. 2-3.
 



144 

 

they must be repressed.119 He was similarly opposed to strikes and roundly 

condemned the industrial action of 1877. ‘[I]s a free people,’ he asked, ‘about to sit 

tamely under such a despotism, and allow their persons, property, liberty, government 

to be dependent on the beck, the caprice of a junto of men, who stand ready to strike 

in the dark, from their secret conclave, at everything we hold dear…should we rest 

until this monstrous usurpation, and fomenting cause of social disorganization, of 

mobs and riots, of evils…be abated and abolished?’120 

Strikes were similarly castigated by classical economists. What laborers failed to 

realize, such economists averred, was that capital was responsible for a comparative 

elevation in their circumstances, and that entrepreneur and corporation should be 

viewed as allies and not enemies to that extent. Consequently, it was possible for 

prominent economists like Simon Newcomb to refer to trade unionism and strikes as a 

‘kind of war waged against society.’121 Laborers, by failing to worship at the altar of 

competition, were chided for not recognising this central law of classical economics. By 

organizing and seeking to exercise some control over issues like the rate of wages, the 

number of workers who could enter a trade, and the number of hours worked daily, it 

was argued that trade unions could do nothing but contribute ‘to the poverty and 

suffering of the laboring classes.’122 For the solution to the labor problem, the laissez 
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faire economists had little to offer other than a ‘conviction that the unimpeded 

workings of economic laws would secure justice for both labor and capital.’123 

For Ely, as mentioned, a commitment to these laws and the non-interventionist 

position they demanded was both intellectually suspect and ethically culpable. A 

commitment to these laws, in practice, secured injustice and precluded the laboring 

classes from developing ‘all the human faculties.’ In The Labor Movement, as in his 

other texts, Ely sought to place man, rather than wealth at the center of the economic 

stage. This, in turn, enabled Ely to suggest that the proper end of political economy 

was not to determine the most effective means of accumulating wealth, but to 

determine the most effective means by which mankind could be given the greatest 

opportunity to enjoy all the fruits of civilized life.124 It was on the basis of this 

foundational assumption that LLA participants learned to evaluate unions, the labor 

movement, and the efficacy of labor legislation. In their current state, Ely argued 

those engaged in great factories find modern production more wearing on the 

nervous system, more insidiously tempting them to the use of intoxicating 

stimulants, frequently more deadening to the intellect, and requiring, in 

consequence, more leisure for recreation and the development of the higher 

faculties.125 

Ely applauded the non-radical labor movement for seeking to ameliorate these 

conditions through legislative reform rather than through the radical revolutionism of 

the Internationalists. Society was not well served by factory regulations demanding 

excessively long hours from employees, industrial practices that exploited women and 
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children, or unsafe working conditions, among other issues. Oppressive conditions, 

however manifest, precluded the development of ‘mind, soul and body.’126 As securing 

this development was the true aim of political economy, Ely praised the labor 

movement as a force:   

pushing on towards the attainment of the purpose of humanity; in other words, 

the end of the true growth of mankind; namely, the full and harmonious 

development in each individual of all human faculties – the faculties of working, 

perceiving, knowing, loving – the development, in short, of whatever 

capabilities of good there may be in us.127 

If the reader was curious as to how this was achieved, Ely provided the answers. Labor 

organizations were credited as ‘among the foremost of American educational agencies, 

ranking next to the churches and the public schools in their influence upon the culture 

of the masses.’128 There were various dimensions to this claim. Internally, labor 

organizations were applauded for establishing libraries for their members and 

encouraging programs of reading. This not only promoted the intelligence of members, 

but operated as ‘a source of new vigor and life to many who are weary and heavy 

laden.’ Trade unions and labor organizations were also credited as ‘popular schools of 

oratory,’ where workingmen could ‘learn to express their thoughts and address a 

public audience.’129 Participants familiar with the civic aims of the League would no 

doubt have made the connection between their own debating practices and the 

oratorical skills promoted by the labor movement. In addition, the trade union 

publications provided members with the opportunity to develop ‘any latent literary 
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talent’ among members.130 The labor movement was also recognized for its support of 

the temperance movement.131 In short, labor organizations promoted intelligence 

through education, virtue through temperance, and defended their members from the 

ignorance and vice that an unjust industrial order otherwise promised.  

Ely endorsed the legislative reform agendas of labor organizations as likely to promote 

the interests of society generally, citing with approval the ‘Declaration of Purposes’ of 

the Knights of Labor and the ‘Platform and Supplementary Resolutions’ of the 

Federation of Trades and Labor Unions.’132 Where the value of the labor movement 

was up for discussion, readers could cite and discuss the benefits attendant on the 

movement’s support for compulsory education and anti-child labor legislation, the 

promotion of health and safety in the workplace, the establishment of arbitration 

tribunals, and its opposition to the importation of foreign labor under contract, among 

other issues.133  If classical economists were preaching the gospel of non-interference 

and indicting labor organizations as hostile to the interests of members and society 

generally, lyceum participants reading Ely learned exactly the opposite. Not only did 

unions promote the virtue, intelligence and dignity of members, they also contributed 

to the general welfare by supporting legislative initiatives that promised to promote 

the intellectual and moral uplift of the working classes (education, anti-child labor 
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legislation) and defuse tension between capital and labor (instituting arbitration 

procedures to avert strikes, for example). 134 

If we remember that the Lyceum League was designed to ‘impress young men with 

their duty to the state,’ and that this duty required participants to be ‘devoted to the 

best interests of their town, their state and their nation,’ then the clear message to be 

discerned from the inclusion of the Labor Movement in the LLA canon is that readers 

were expected to identify the efforts of this movement with the best interests of the 

nation. Whether or not participants subscribed to this view is important. It is also 

impossible to determine on any meaningful scale. If they did not, the basis of this 

opposition did not come from within the LLA canon. By seeking to regulate the 

intellectual orientation of members on matters of political economy, the architects of 

the League clearly envisioned the role of debate within the lyceums as a lop-sided 

process conducive to the development of a non-radical, pro-labor consensus 

Nativism and Religion in the LLA 

Intelligence and virtue are as essential to the life of a republic as are brain and 

heart to the life of a man. 

Josiah Strong, Our Country, 1885.135 

The selection of Josiah Strong’s Our Country: its possible future and its present crisis for 

the Lyceum canon also evidenced the nativist sympathies of the League’s architects 

and their support for more stringent control over patterns of immigration. Unlike the 

myriad anti-immigration articles featured in the Companion proper, the selection of 
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the Strong’s highly influential text made explicit the links between shifting patterns of 

immigration and the rise of Catholicism in the United States. Our Country was 

advertised in the Companion as an ‘important book’ that had made a ‘profound 

impact’ on discussions of the perils facing the United States.136 National perils were 

those that threatened virtue, intelligence and the stability of republican institutions. 

Strong allotted a chapter each to the perils of Immigration, Mormonism, Romanism, 

Intemperance, Socialism, Materialism, and the City. For Strong, as with Bellamy, 

immigration was perceived to be at the heart of most of these problems.  

Bellamy’s nativist sentiment, as previously mentioned, was clearly on display when he 

delivered the official address at the Columbus Day celebrations in Malden, 

Massachusetts. In this speech, the deeds of Columbus received short shrift. It was 

more important, in Bellamy’s words, to remember that America ‘was built purely of 

Anglo-Saxon stuff.’ In the absence of British colonization, he suggested, ‘then all this 

continent would have wallowed in the dirty ignorance and superstition and barbarism 

which have characterized all the colonies of Spain.’137   

In presenting this view, Bellamy articulated two guiding precepts of late nineteenth 

century nativism. Namely, that American exceptionalism was grounded on the quality 

of the Anglo-Saxon stock that had built the nation, and secondly, that immigrants of 

inferior stock, as well as those committed to the Church of Rome, constituted a threat 

to the health of the nation. In this view, race and religious persuasion marked non-

Anglo Protestants as incapable of discharging the responsibilities of republican 

citizenship. Strong was deeply sympathetic to these views. 
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Strong, echoing themes of scholars from the ‘new school’ of institutional history 

(discussed below) proposed the particular affinity of the Anglo Saxon for self-

governance and individual liberty.138 This affinity was held to have found its most 

supreme manifestation in the social and political institutions of the United States.139 

The strength of the nation was to be found in these institutions, and the strength of 

these institutions was in the racial predisposition of the majority to their form and 

structure. This correlation between institutional strength and race meant that the 

dilution of racial homogeneity was seen as a threat to the institutional health and 

stability of the nation.140 New immigrants, according to Strong, with no experience of, 

or commitment to free institutions, were difficult to assimilate and, freed from the 

traditional moral restraints of their homeland, were likely to allow their new liberty to 

‘lapse into license.’141  

The typical immigrant, Strong suggested, was ‘a European peasant, whose horizon has 

been narrow, whose moral and religious training has been meager or false, and whose 

ideas of life are low.’142 In the absence of familiarity or sympathy for the nation’s 

republican institutions and the principle of self-government, nativists like Strong 

feared that ‘new’ immigrants would be particularly susceptible to an assemblage of 

forces threatening the stability of these institutions: 

Immigration furnishes most of the victims of Mormonism; and there is a 

Mormon vote. Immigration is the strength of the Catholic Church; and there is 

a Catholic vote. Immigration is the mother and nurse of American socialism; 
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and there is to be a socialist vote. Immigration tends strongly to the cities…and 

there is no more serious menace to our civilization than our rabble-ruled 

cities.143 

The danger of the Catholic Church was described in terms of the incompatibility of free 

speech and freedom of conscience with the practice of Catholicism.144 As self-

governance required a commitment to principles of free conscience and self-

determination, the unquestioning obedience and allegiance required of Catholics to 

the Pope, and the rapid growth of this population was seen as a portentous threat: 

Manifestly there is an irreconcilable difference between papal principles and 

the fundamental principles of our free institutions. Popular government is self 

government…To place one's conscience, therefore, in the keeping of another, 

and to disavow all personal responsibility in obeying the dictation of another, is 

as far as possible from self control, and, therefore, wholly inconsistent with 

republican institutions, and, if common, dangerous to their stability.145 

In light of the synchronicity between Bellamy and Strong’s views concerning race and 

religion, it is possible to shed further light on the kind of identity League participants 

were expected to perform and on the kind of political socialisation the Leagues were 

intended to effect. Firstly, League participants were learning (or hearing once again) 

that the capacity for self-governance and independent thinking were racially 

conditioned and unique to the Anglo-Saxon Protestant. Through participation in 

debate, League members could understand themselves to be performing both a 

distinctly racial and a distinctly sectarian political identity. When the Companion 
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advertised the League to ‘young men of the right sort,’ we might safely assume that 

race and religious persuasion were intended to function as indices of civic capacity and 

as principal sorting categories of membership, along with age and gender.  

The undoubted aim of propagating this kind of anti-immigrant sentiment through the 

LLA was to generate sympathy for tighter immigration restriction measures. This was a 

position advocated by Strong, by Bellamy, and one that found consistent support in 

the Companion’s numerous articles on the ‘immigration problem.’146 Through reading 

texts like Our Country, participants were presented with the view that clamping down 

on unwanted immigration would diminish a range of related problems: intemperance, 

the growth of parochial schools, support for socialism, the growth of Mormonism and 

so on. Participation in the LLA thus allowed for the performance of a patriotic identity 

that distinguished participants from those deemed a threat to the nation – Catholics, 

immigrants, the intemperate – and provided a setting in which participants could 

discuss practical solutions to the social problems attendant on the presence of these 

groups in American society.  

This argument is supported by the Lyceum canon’s inclusion of three texts from the 

‘new school’ of institutional history, which posited a similar account of the racial 

foundations of the nation’s republican institutions. These texts, unlike the general 

claims of Bellamy and Strong, provided a series of case studies that set out to prove 

the intimacy of race and institutional form. The key themes of this ‘new school’ can  be 

seen in the works of Teutonic school historians John Fiske and Alexander Johnston, as 

well as in the sympathetic views of James Bryce.147 To preface this discussion, it is 

                                                 
146

 See Chapter Two for coverage of these articles. 
147

 J. Fiske, Civil Government in the United States: considered with some reference to its origins, Boston 

and New York, Houghton, Mifflin and Company, University Press Cambridge, 1901; A. Johnston, 

152 

 

advertised the League to ‘young men of the right sort,’ we might safely assume that 

race and religious persuasion were intended to function as indices of civic capacity and 

as principal sorting categories of membership, along with age and gender.  

The undoubted aim of propagating this kind of anti-immigrant sentiment through the 

LLA was to generate sympathy for tighter immigration restriction measures. This was a 

position advocated by Strong, by Bellamy, and one that found consistent support in 

the Companion’s numerous articles on the ‘immigration problem.’146 Through reading 

texts like Our Country, participants were presented with the view that clamping down 

on unwanted immigration would diminish a range of related problems: intemperance, 

the growth of parochial schools, support for socialism, the growth of Mormonism and 

so on. Participation in the LLA thus allowed for the performance of a patriotic identity 

that distinguished participants from those deemed a threat to the nation – Catholics, 

immigrants, the intemperate – and provided a setting in which participants could 

discuss practical solutions to the social problems attendant on the presence of these 

groups in American society.  

This argument is supported by the Lyceum canon’s inclusion of three texts from the 

‘new school’ of institutional history, which posited a similar account of the racial 

foundations of the nation’s republican institutions. These texts, unlike the general 

claims of Bellamy and Strong, provided a series of case studies that set out to prove 

the intimacy of race and institutional form. The key themes of this ‘new school’ can  be 

seen in the works of Teutonic school historians John Fiske and Alexander Johnston, as 

well as in the sympathetic views of James Bryce.147 To preface this discussion, it is 

                                                 
146

 See Chapter Two for coverage of these articles. 
147

 J. Fiske, Civil Government in the United States: considered with some reference to its origins, Boston 

and New York, Houghton, Mifflin and Company, University Press Cambridge, 1901; A. Johnston, 



153 

 

worth briefly recapping Bellamy’s portrayal of institution formation in the Companion’s 

program for the public school celebrations of Columbus Day in 1892.  

In ‘The Meaning of the Four Centuries’, the Official Address for the celebrations, 

Bellamy described the institutional evolution of the United States. Westward 

expansion, he said, was a process through which ‘log cabins became villages, then 

cities,’ in which one could discern ‘schools becoming an education system; meeting 

houses leading into organic Christianity; town-meetings growing to political 

movements; and county discussions developing federal governments.’148 Bellamy’s 

portrayal of the organic growth of these local institutions of self-governance into larger 

and more complex institutions was exactly the kind of historical process the new 

Teutonic school historians were interested in tracking. 

In 1880, Herbert Baxter Adams initiated an American institutional history program at 

the Johns Hopkins University that sought to trace the racial origins and evolution of 

America’s social and political institutions.149 Soon after, other major intellectual 

centres including Harvard, Cornell, and Columbia created similar programs and 

introduced new historical seminaries dedicated to the comparative analysis of US 

institutions with their Anglo and Teutonic antecedents in England and Germany.150 As 

with Bellamy’s account of westward expansion and institutional development, scholars 

operating within these new schools of history viewed the virginal territory of the New 

World as enabling the Anglo-Teutonic capacity for building institutions of self-
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governance to bloom unfettered.151 This wild environment was thought to replicate 

the primeval conditions of the forests of Germany, where the Teutonic ancestors of 

the American settlers and pioneers first discovered their unique racial capacity for 

individual liberty and self-governance.152  

This approach was shared by John Fiske and Alexander Johnston, featured authors in 

the Companion’s canon of ‘carefully selected books.’ Fiske’s text, Civil Government in 

the United States, was described in the Companion as embracing this new line of 

historical enquiry by ‘treating the features of Government historically and 

comparatively.’153 By mapping the genealogical threads of institutional connections 

between one country and another, the Teutonic, and thus racial origins of American 

institutions could be established. In Civil Government, Fiske focused on the early 

townships of New England, Massachusetts and Connecticut, the local governance of 

these communities, and like other practitioners of this new school, made comparisons 

between these systems of self-governance and what were alleged to be their ancient 

Teutonic antecedents.154 Township meetings, for example, could be understood as 

democratic gatherings ‘corresponding to the old folk moot of the Germanic races,’155 

while counties could be understood as modern manifestations of the Teutonic tribal 
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system, and the less direct form of political representation within the county 

commensurate with the function of the shire-moot in pre-Norman England.156  

James Bryce, in American Commonwealth, another of the prescribed texts, based his 

discussion of the origins of local, town, and county self-government on the same kind 

of institutional genealogy, referencing similar antecedents to those provided by Fiske 

and Johnston.157 Like these authors, Bryce lauded early systems of local government in 

America as among the most perfect ever seen, before moving on to discuss the typical 

threats to their effective operation. He stated that town meetings traditionally 

furnished debates that were sensible and practical, but, he said 

much of course depends on the character and size of the population…Where it 

is of native stock…there is no method of managing local affairs more certain to 

prevent jobbery and waste, to stimulate vigilance and breed contentment.158 

However, 

when any considerable section of the community are strangers, such as the 

Irish or French Canadians who have latterly poured into New England, the 

institution works less perfectly, because new immigrants, untrained in self-

government, become the prey of wirepullers or petty demagogues.159 

Through these texts, Lyceum participants were positioned to view institutions of self-

government as peculiar to the Anglo-Teutonic race, and as potentially incompatible 
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with other races lacking the same instinct for ‘freedom, individual liberty, local self-

government and federalism.’160 Once participants were armed with this ‘knowledge,’ 

then every time participants met, spoke, debated or discussed issues of public concern 

in an institutional setting (the debating society), they could understand themselves as 

performing an identity foreclosed to those of inferior racial stock. It also meant that 

the Companion’s intended participants could understand the nation’s republican 

institutions as their own; as a kind of racial inheritance to be proud of, one in need of 

protection from those who posed a threat to it.  

 

Conclusion  

Unlike participation in the patriotic ritual of the flag salute, the invitation to participate 

in the Companion’s debating societies was far less inclusive. The invitation, issued to 

‘young men of the right sort,’ explicitly anticipated a membership, a civic identity, and 

an oratorical community demarcated by age and by gender. The hard work required to 

prepare for debate precluded membership to younger males who would ‘join just for 

the fun of it,’ while the capacity to engage in the intelligent discussion of social, 

political and economic issues was explicitly framed in gendered terms: the League was 

to be a ‘federated fraternity’ of ‘earnest young men.’ Where we encounter an explicitly 

political dimension to youth citizenship, one defined in terms of civic engagement 

through public deliberation, we also encounter traditional patterns of gender-based 

exclusion from the performance of this identity. 
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As sites of civic self-making, the Lyceum League had two broad objectives. The first 

was to train young men in ‘the skills and conventions of public engagement.’161 Using 

Cushing’s Manual as a guide, participants were expected to become conversant in the 

rules and procedures of parliamentary style deliberations. They were also expected to 

adopt a particular form of oratorical style appropriate to this setting: that of 

‘heightened conversation.’ Persuasiveness remained important, but the aim of this 

style of public speech was to persuade through reason rather than appeal to the 

emotions.  

The second aim of the Companion in developing the LLA was to manufacture mass 

support for the reform platform advocated by the League’s architects. This objective 

was pursued through the selection of a biased canon of texts, which were intended to 

provide the intellectual basis for debate. Through the provision of texts that universally 

condemned immigration, Romanism, socialism, and adherence to the doctrines of 

classical economics in an industrial society, the LLA was designed to shape participant 

support for the non-radical labor movement, as represented by the Knights of Labor, 

and stricter immigration laws. In this sense, the Lyceum League can be seen as an 

incubator for a nascent form of Progressivism, with participants taught to view an 

interventionist role for government as a necessary curative to a range of social 

problems. 
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Chapter 4 

Sanitary Citizens and the Physiology of Citizenship, 1870-1910 

 

This chapter approaches late-nineteenth-century formulations of citizenship through 

reference to sanitary science and the laws of hygiene, through conceptualizations of 

manliness and masculinity, and through reference to the normative ideals of the body 

produced by the statistical science of anthropometry. Throughout, I argue that editors 

and contributors to youth periodicals sought to teach young people to equate good 

citizenship with the preservation of bodily health and the healthfulness of their 

surroundings. The first sections looks at the Companion’s health-literacy project and its 

attempt to produce ‘sanitary citizens,’ a term Charles Briggs uses to define those 

individuals who ‘conceive of the body, health, and disease in terms of medical 

epistemologies’ and who ‘adopt hygienic practices for disciplining their own bodies 

and interactions with others.’1 This project was both an important precursor and 

complement to hygienic and sanitary education in the public schools.2 In the second 

section of this chapter, I look at the Companion’s “School Beautification” campaign, a 
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project designed to mobilize readers and their communities in the hygienic and 

sanitary reform of rural schoolhouses, one that explicitly equated the creation of ‘neat 

and attractive’ surroundings with good sanitary and civic practices. The project was 

framed as a response to the National Education Association’s damning 1897 Report on 

Rural Schools and highlighted once again the Companion’s proficiency in partnering 

with the public schools and range of civic organizations in generating mass-support for 

the implementation of its civic vision. I conclude with an analysis of the civic ideals that 

underscored late-nineteenth century advocacy for athletics and injunctions for male 

youth to attend to the cultivation of robust physiques.    

 

1. Health Literacy for Citizenship 

In youth periodicals – and periodicals generally from the latter half of the nineteenth 

century – health and citizenship were related in a number of ways. Most generally, 

healthfulness was depicted as a condition precedent to citizenship. In an article 

featured in the Christian Secretary, the citizen was held to be ‘duty bound to preserve 

his health’ and not ‘to unfit himself for citizenship,’ as only those in reasonably good 

health could ‘be active and useful.’3 A circular on “Sanitary Instruction and Training in 

Schools” – written by a state board of health and published in the Independent – 

concluded that ‘no complete citizenship’ was possible ‘without a knowledge of, and 

obedience to the laws of one’s own being and the laws of society – civil, sanitary and 

social (emphasis added).’4 The preservation and maintenance of health enabled the 

discharge of one’s civic responsibilities, and, because of this, an adherence to healthful 
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and hygienic living practices could be understood to enable, as well as demonstrate 

good citizenship. The Companion framed its health literacy project to readers in similar 

terms; healthfulness was required ‘to fit them for the battles of life and responsibilities 

of citizenship.’5  

The Companion’s Health Department featured thousands of articles on health, 

hygiene, sanitation, illness and disease from its inception in 1884.6 In terms of the 

frequency and nature of this coverage, the Companion was unique among youth 

periodicals. Surprisingly, it was the Companion’s undisputed king of juvenile fiction, 

C.A. Stephens, who doubled as the Health Department’s medical expert. Less 

surprising perhaps, when we learn that the Companion editor Daniel Sharp Ford paid 

Stephens’ way through medical school at Boston University in the early 1880s.7 These 

weekly features were augmented by contributions from experts at the cutting edge of 

public health reform – sanitary engineers, physicians, even the US Surgeon-General – 

and editorials that republished excerpts of articles published in scientific, medical and 

other journals catering to specialist and adult readerships.8  

In the weekly contributions of C.A. Stephens to the Health Department, in specific 

contributions from experts, and through various editorials and articles in the Science 

                                                 
5
 ‘Civic Biology’, YC, Jan. 30, 1913, p. 58. 

6
 Prior to this, and notably prior to the editorship of Daniel Sharp Ford, numerous stories and morality 

tales in the Companion had focused on child sickness and mortality. Rather than offering advice on the 

prevention or alleviation of sickness and disease, these stories were aimed at promoting piety in children, 

lest an early death and unredeemed sins condemn their souls eternally. 
7
 Gerald G. Gruman, ‘Doctors Afield: C.A. Stephens (1844-1931) – Popular Author and Prophet of 

Gerontology’, New England Journal of Medicine, vol. 254. no. 14, pp. 658-660. On the popularity of 

Stephens, see Mott, A History of American Magazines, vol. 2, p. 268.  
8
 Some examples from the 1870s include, ‘Infected Wells’, YC, Jun 21, 1877, p. 198, where information 

for the article was sourced from the Boston Medical and Surgical Journal; and, in ‘Tendencies to 

Disease’, YC, Dec. 4, 1879, p. 428, Dr Black’s paper in Popular Science Monthly formed the basis of the 

article. In terms of expert contributions, George Miller Sternberg, both during and after his time as 

Surgeon General, wrote a number of articles on health and hygiene specifically for the Companion. 

Walter Wyman, Surgeon-General, United States Marine Hospital Service, was also featured, as were 

Chas F. Wingate, a Tenement House Commissioner in New York, Cyrus Edson, a Health Commissioner 

on the New York Board of Health, Mary Putnam Jacobi, one of the nation’s first female physicians, and 

Dr. Daniel Bennet St. John Roosa, Professor of Diseases of the Eye at the University of Vermont.  

 

 

160 

and hygienic living practices could be understood to enable, as well as demonstrate 

good citizenship. The Companion framed its health literacy project to readers in similar 

terms; healthfulness was required ‘to fit them for the battles of life and responsibilities 

of citizenship.’5  

The Companion’s Health Department featured thousands of articles on health, 

hygiene, sanitation, illness and disease from its inception in 1884.6 In terms of the 

frequency and nature of this coverage, the Companion was unique among youth 

periodicals. Surprisingly, it was the Companion’s undisputed king of juvenile fiction, 

C.A. Stephens, who doubled as the Health Department’s medical expert. Less 

surprising perhaps, when we learn that the Companion editor Daniel Sharp Ford paid 

Stephens’ way through medical school at Boston University in the early 1880s.7 These 

weekly features were augmented by contributions from experts at the cutting edge of 

public health reform – sanitary engineers, physicians, even the US Surgeon-General – 

and editorials that republished excerpts of articles published in scientific, medical and 

other journals catering to specialist and adult readerships.8  

In the weekly contributions of C.A. Stephens to the Health Department, in specific 

contributions from experts, and through various editorials and articles in the Science 

                                                 
5
 ‘Civic Biology’, YC, Jan. 30, 1913, p. 58. 

6
 Prior to this, and notably prior to the editorship of Daniel Sharp Ford, numerous stories and morality 

tales in the Companion had focused on child sickness and mortality. Rather than offering advice on the 

prevention or alleviation of sickness and disease, these stories were aimed at promoting piety in children, 

lest an early death and unredeemed sins condemn their souls eternally. 
7
 Gerald G. Gruman, ‘Doctors Afield: C.A. Stephens (1844-1931) – Popular Author and Prophet of 

Gerontology’, New England Journal of Medicine, vol. 254. no. 14, pp. 658-660. On the popularity of 

Stephens, see Mott, A History of American Magazines, vol. 2, p. 268.  
8
 Some examples from the 1870s include, ‘Infected Wells’, YC, Jun 21, 1877, p. 198, where information 

for the article was sourced from the Boston Medical and Surgical Journal; and, in ‘Tendencies to 

Disease’, YC, Dec. 4, 1879, p. 428, Dr Black’s paper in Popular Science Monthly formed the basis of the 

article. In terms of expert contributions, George Miller Sternberg, both during and after his time as 

Surgeon General, wrote a number of articles on health and hygiene specifically for the Companion. 

Walter Wyman, Surgeon-General, United States Marine Hospital Service, was also featured, as were 

Chas F. Wingate, a Tenement House Commissioner in New York, Cyrus Edson, a Health Commissioner 

on the New York Board of Health, Mary Putnam Jacobi, one of the nation’s first female physicians, and 

Dr. Daniel Bennet St. John Roosa, Professor of Diseases of the Eye at the University of Vermont.  



 

 

161 

and Nature section of the periodical, readers were introduced to a wealth of 

information on disease causation and prevention, the language of the microbe and 

bacteria, the behaviors that would keep one healthy, on scientific advances and the 

great men – Pasteur, Koch, Jenner – responsible for them. These features followed the 

serial fiction that filled the opening pages of the periodical and preceded the few 

pages of advertisements and miscellany that concluded it. Apart from the 

contributions of specialists, which could take up a full page, the articles in the Health 

Department were rarely wide ranging, covering one particular area of interest in 

around 400-500 words. At the least, one short lesson in health, hygiene, and disease 

was delivered each week. 

These lessons employed the language and logic of sanitary science as well as the 

language of the laboratory. The two were often integrated seamlessly.9 The germ 

theory of disease was introduced to readers for the first time in 1876 with the 

acknowledgement that ‘scientific men’ were coming to believe that many diseases 

were caused by ‘living germs introduced into the system’ by foul air from cesspools 

and drains, through contact with ‘filth’, and the consumption of impure water.10 The 

microbe was made comprehensible through references to the familiar language of 

miasmatic ‘filth’ and ‘foulness.’11 Discussions of ‘house diseases’ and ‘filth diseases’ 

were prominent, with dangerous germs, microbes and bacteria linked to cesspools, 

sewer gas, clogged piping, and poor ventilation.12 
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To promote comprehension, Companion articles were laden with metaphorical 

language.13 From the 1870s, germs and bacteria were given the characteristics of 

animals, usually voracious ones, capable of ‘swarming’ or ‘roaming around’ the body 

and ‘devouring’ other ‘creatures’ in the blood ‘like wolves about the carcass of a 

buffalo.’14 The body was presented as a ‘happy hunting ground’ where microbes could 

‘wax fat and increase and multiply,’ eating the owner ‘out of house and home.’15 

Toward the end of the century, this analogy was displaced by the vegetable; microbes 

portrayed as the ‘seeds of vegetables,’ capable of growing inside the body and 

‘secreting poison.’16 Unhealthy bodies provided the most ‘fertile soil’ for the growth of 

this dangerous vegetable matter. Through this imagery, unfamiliar and invisible activity 

at the cellular level was made real and threatening while certain behaviors and habits 

to prevent illness were presented as efficacious. 

The concept of ‘vitality’ was also prominent in Health Department articles, either as 

something inherited or as something acquired through the cultivation of correct 

habits. The language of ‘degeneration’, ‘race deterioration,’ and ‘inherited and 

constitutional diseases’ was important here, but more on this later. In terms of 

acquired susceptibility, readers were instructed to pay close attention to their habits of 

studying, sleeping and eating.17 By forming correct habits in these areas, the body’s 

‘life force’ would not be diminished and made susceptible to disease.18 In an article 

typical of this genre, readers learnt that a lack of sleep and lack of food ‘depressed 

                                                 
13

 ‘About the Germ Theory’, YC, Mar. 19, 1896, p. 156. 
14

 R. Ogden Doremus, ‘Tiny Death-dealers’, YC, Mar. 6, 1884, p. 94. 
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vitality’ and that overeating ensured ‘all the organs, especially those that eliminate 

waste, are overworked and weakened.’ ‘Worry,’ ‘care,’ and ‘fear’ were also implicated, 

the latter capable of inducing a ‘fatal susceptibility to epidemic diseases.’19 

The sanitary citizen was, above all things, a creature of correctly ordered, disease-

preventing habits. Parents were often addressed in the Companion’s articles on health 

and disease; identified as the most appropriate teachers and guides in forming the 

hygienic and sanitary habits of their children.20 Cyrus Edson, the New York Health 

Commissioner and frequent contributor to the Companion, typified this approach.21 In 

his article ‘An Ounce of Prevention,’ Edson addressed parents directly and identified a 

range of disease-combating practices that could be taught to the ‘ordinary child of ten 

or twelve years.’ To do so was essential, as children could ‘be taught to guard 

themselves and their health far better than anyone can guard them.’ First on the list 

was a prohibition against ‘putting or holding a pen or pencil in the mouth,’ which was 

identified as ‘one of the most dangerous habits which a child can acquire.’ Edson was 

convinced that there was no ‘custom more certain to spread communicable disease.’ 

The solution, apart from training students to keep things out of their mouths, was that 

each child should be given ‘its own pencil, penholder and slate-pencil, and should be 

forbidden to exchange.’ Edson continued his focus on hygiene in schools, suggesting 

that  
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 Susceptibility to Disease’, YC, Nov. 27, 1890, p. 654. 
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 It remains difficult to discern the particular audience being addressed in many of the articles. Where the 
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it would be well were every child in a school taught to rinse out the cup before 

taking a drink of water. Many germs of disease reach the mouth and throat 

before the malady can develop, and a drinking cup used in common would be 

an ideal carrier for them. 

Edson went on to describe ‘the danger of drinking stagnant water,’ advising parents, 

again, to explain the dangers of doing so to their children through reference to the 

germ theory of disease. Children were also to be ‘taught how to disinfect substances 

and destroy germs’; water was to be boiled, the clothes and sheets of the sick were to 

be burned, and sinks and standing basins were to be cleaned with disinfectant.22  

Parents were similarly addressed with the expectation that they would guide the 

instruction of their children in the dangers of cesspools, sewer gas, privies, cellars and 

bedrooms. The message, after all, was fairly simple: ‘Ventilate! Ventilate! Ventilate!’23 

Dampness was an enemy, as were closed windows and fireplaces, upholstered 

furniture and drapery. Air and sunlight were ‘nature’s disinfectants’ and along with 

‘hot water, soap and elbow grease,’ were the best means of protecting home and 

school from illness and infection.24 While knowledge of the microbe and disease 

causation was important, and critical to discussions on prevention, it was through 

discussions of preventive behavior that links between hygienic practices and good 

citizenship were made. The germ theory was useful insofar as it justified the 

preventive habits of sanitary science. 

Where prevention failed the containment of disease became all-important. Articles on 

typhoid and typhus fever, diphtheria, scarlet fever, malaria, pneumonia, small pox, the 
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grippe, and tuberculosis encouraged isolation of the sick.25 Under no circumstances 

were students to attend school or church while the potential to infect others existed. 

This was a controversial message and a practice flouted all over the nation at the turn 

of the century, leading to heated debates and conflict between parents, teachers, 

school boards and boards of health over the correct management student health.26 

Whatever controversies raged elsewhere, the Companion was firm in endorsing 

containment and quarantine. In an article on infectious diseases, Stephens’ concluded 

that it was ‘a crime to be the means, direct or indirect, of exposing others to 

unnecessary danger…to show a disregard of the rights of others.’27 Expectations for 

readers were clear; disregarding hygienic and sanitary precepts was tantamount to a 

crime, observing them was a citizen’s civic responsibility. 

The Companion’s health-literacy project was designed to provide youth with the 

knowledge to take responsibility for their personal health and the healthfulness of 

their surroundings in day-to-day life. By structuring their daily habits in accordance 

with sanitary laws, it was hoped that disease and ill-health would not ‘unfit [readers] 

for the battle of life and the responsibilities of citizenship.’28 It was this sense of civic 

responsibility that gave the observance of sanitary principles and hygienic practices 

their moral weight. The good citizen made these practices habitual, while a failure to 
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live according to such practices marked individuals and groups as ill-educated, 

immoral, deviant, at times unchristian, but always as the antithesis to the good citizen. 

A failure to live according to the rational principles of science and sanitation 

constituted a civic threat and operated to mark certain groups as unfit for citizenship 

and certain environments as incapable of producing citizens. 

Tenement dwellers and new immigrants 

In late-nineteenth-century America, urban tenements and new immigrants were 

widely identified as pathogenic threats to the nation.29 Tenement dwellers and the 

nation’s newest arrivals were often criticized for failing to conform to an ‘American 

standard’ of living, a standard that was itself constituted through reference to the 

living standards and practices of these groups.30 Failure was depicted as either 

environmentally determined or the result of an innate incapacity to live according to 

the sanitary laws of a civilized society. This was an important distinction, one that 
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oriented conceptualizations of citizenship in important ways. Very simply, where the 

state of one’s health or one’s living environment was held to manifest the moral 

capacities of the occupants, and where filth, disease, and dirt prevailed, responsibility 

for these conditions signaled unfitness for citizenship. Alternatively, where one’s plight 

was primarily conditional on circumstance, responsibility for one’s living conditions 

was mitigated, and fitness for citizenship a possibility to be realized through various 

interventionist measures. Important implications followed with regard to the way 

youth were taught to think about issues such as tenement reform and immigration 

restriction. 

An 1897 article from Century magazine clearly articulated the changing ‘attitude of the 

public mind with regard to the great masses of the population herded together in the 

tenement-house districts.’ A three-step process of conceptualizing the tenements was 

given. Initial interest in the ‘herded’ masses and the alleviation of suffering was 

motivated by a religiously informed humanitarianism pursued through ‘established 

lines of philanthropy.’ Following this was the ‘discovery’ that tenement populations 

could, and therefore should be managed on scientific grounds in the interests of 

preventing health dangers ‘to the community at large through faults of local 

sanitation.’ The final step came with the ‘full realization of fellow-citizenship with 

regard to these masses,’ the acknowledgement that ill-health represented a critical 

impediment to the realization of this identity, and that improved living conditions 

would operate as a ‘powerful factor’ in promoting good citizenship.31 

In the absence of intervention, the tenements would continue to produce sickness, 

which was, in turn, ‘the greatest direct cause of pauperism.’ The pauper-problem was 
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outlined in economic and civic terms, and, while related, the civic dimension of 

pauperism was generally accorded primacy. The premature death of wealth producers 

was seen as a public loss and an issue of ‘considerable economic significance,’ but even 

more critical was the difficulty  

for a poor man, living in squalor and filth, to see the precepts of social justice, 

to say nothing of the beauties of moral teaching, exemplified by the civilization 

in which he lives. Squalid shelters give birth to social discontent, to moral 

carelessness, to brutal indifference, and in some natures to an unconquerable 

grudge. The genesis of ‘isms most often takes place in the miserable tenements 

of a great modern city (emphasis added).32  

Portrayed in this way, poor living conditions produced poor health, and poor health 

gave birth to civic incompetence and civic indisposition. In accounts of this type, the 

pauper lacked the virtue necessary for citizenship (‘moral carelessness’), a 

foundational commitment to the stability of the nation and its institutions (‘social 

discontent’), and the disposition to engage in, or contribute to the betterment of civic 

life (‘brutal indifference’). Healthfulness once again prefigured, and was seen to 

enable, a range of behaviours and dispositions commensurate with good citizenship.   

During the 1890s and early 1900s, readers of the Companion were encouraged to view 

public health interventions in the tenements favorably on the basis that such 

intervention would be conducive to promoting good citizenship. This idea was 

presented most consistently through articles on the need for public bathhouses in the 

tenements. Readers learnt that public baths were ‘conducive to good health,’33 that 
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soon, the public bathhouse would ‘take its place beside the public library as an agency 

for good citizenship,’34 that bathhouses were ‘kindergartens of citizenship,’35 that 

‘cleanliness of person [was] conducive to cleanliness of mind,’ and that ‘clean-

mindedness [was] conducive to good citizenship.’36 Bathing linked health to morality, 

and together, so readers learnt, clean minds and bodies produced good citizens. The 

lower classes could be redeemed through sanitary reform of the tenements and made 

fit for citizenship on this basis.37 

If environmental reform was an appropriate response to ill health and poor citizenship 

in the tenement, readers learnt that a far stricter legislative response was required to 

deal with the health threat posed by ‘new’ immigrants. Articles in the Companion 

invariably supported legislative measures to monitor and restrict the arrival of 

unwanted immigrants. Prior to the mid-1880s, the Companion’s approach to reporting 

immigration was one that generally applauded the capacity of Northern and Western 

Europeans to assimilate, while genially noting certain national idiosyncrasies.38 For 

immigrants of this Anglo-Teutonic racial stock, naturalization was of little concern as 

assimilation was a foregone conclusion. With the dramatic shift in immigration 

patterns – Southern, Central and Eastern Europe furnishing the bulk of migrants by the 

late 1880s – the process of assimilation and naturalization was no longer viewed as a 
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simple matter of gradual incorporation. ‘New’ immigrants required Americanization, 

an active process aimed at elevating this new class of migrants to a set of behavioural 

standards and dispositions that would fit them for the responsibilities of citizenship.39 

Throughout the 1890s and the first decades of the twentieth century, Companion 

readers were told that there were ‘limits to our national power of assimilation,’ and 

accordingly, that ‘no real Americanization [could] ever be accomplished without 

reducing the number of immigrants.’40  

Not surprisingly, a host of articles in the Companion detailed the importance of 

immigration restriction measures and applauded legislation directed toward that end 

during this period.41 Issues of economic concern occasionally rated mention, but were 

usually subsumed by concerns over population health and the civic competence and 

capacities of new arrivals.42 In 1893, for example, the 1882 Immigration Act was 

proclaimed the ‘first restrictive law of importance,’ and applauded for debarring those 
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suffering from loathsome or contagious diseases from entering the United States.43 

Despite support for such measures, the Companion continually suggested the need for 

greater restrictive measures: ‘the United States has not yet shown itself as 

inhospitable to undesirable immigration as it might well be.’44  

The Companion’s consistent association of disease with ‘new immigrants’ was part of a 

broader discourse that identified this new migrant demographic as racially inferior to 

traditional émigrés and those of native stock.45 As mentioned, it was not simply the 

case that migrants represented a pathogenic threat to the health of the nation as 

disease carriers, although this was critically important. Rather, it was assumed that the 

prevalence of disease among immigrants reflected a more deep-seated racial 

incapacity to live according to the laws of sanitation and hygiene. The health crisis of 

the tenements was viewed differently, the geography of blame mapped in a different 

way. Broadly speaking, it was the environment, rather than an inherent, class-based 

deficiency that promoted ill health and disease. Municipal intervention – providing 

parks, playgrounds and public bathhouses – was mandated on the basis that such 

intervention would promote health, cleanliness and the quality of citizenship in the 

tenements. Companion readers were expected to exercise their own agency in 

adopting the sanitary and hygienic practices outlined in the periodical, and, in doing 

so, could understand their capacity to do so as a product of racial capacity and class 

status. 
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 2. Performing Sanitary Citizenship  

In the last decades of the nineteenth century the public schools were lauded for their 

potential to educate and train youth in the practices of sanitary citizenship. The 

proliferation of compulsory education and child labor laws, together with the 

introduction of enforcement mechanisms for both, made it more and more 

‘practicable’, in the Companion’s words, for the schools to educate and produce health 

literate students.46 To facilitate this end, teaching curricula were redesigned to 

incorporate age-appropriate classes on health, hygiene and sanitation.47 By the turn of 

the century, the public school had also come to function as a clinic, with the health of 

students routinely inspected by physicians.48 At the same time however, schools were 

routinely indicted as unsanitary incubators of disease and ill health, leading to calls for 

the sanitary and hygienic reform of the public schoolhouse.49 A range of actors, both 

public and private, mobilized in response.50  
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The Companion identified the common sanitary faults of the school and designed a 

project to assist readers and their wider communities in addressing these problems. As 

with a host of other periodicals that engaged in this critique, the Companion focused 

on the dangers of imperfect drainage, defective heating, poor ventilation and bad 

lighting, among other issues.51 Readers were encouraged to identify problems in their 

classrooms and to relate these problems to parents and teachers. Readers of a certain 

age (teenagers and up) were also expected to take responsibility for addressing 

sanitary and hygiene issues themselves.52 The Companion developed the “School 

Beautification” project to do just this, offering readers, their schoolmates, teachers 

and the wider community the opportunity to take an active role in the sanitary reform 

of the schoolhouse. By project’s end, the Companion had successfully enlisted the 

support of thousands of schools, village improvement societies, women’s 

organizations, the granges, a railroad corporation, and various state Superintendents 

of Education. 

The “Beautify the School Grounds” project was first advertised in April, 1900, and 

aimed at promoting an aesthetic and hygienic revitalization of rural schoolhouses.53 

This project might be seen as the rural counterpart to reform projects aimed at 

refashioning urban environments in the same period. The rural focus was designed to 

ameliorate a crisis identified by the National Education Association in its 1897 Report 

on Rural Schools, parts of which were quoted in advertisements for the project: ‘the 
                                                 
51
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rural schoolhouse, generally speaking, in its character and surroundings is depressing 

and degrading. There is nothing about it calculated to cultivate a taste for the beautiful 

in art or nature,’ there are no ‘influences that elevate students, that make them clean 

and well-ordered,’ that bring them to ‘that degree of culture where nothing else will 

please them.’54 The Companion’s advertisements also warned that where the 

schoolhouse ‘building looks ugly and the grounds are unkempt, we shall be likely to 

find that the schoolhouse is dirty, unhealthful and unattractive’ to the students.55 The 

project, then, equated good citizenship with sanitary reform of a public institution, and 

defined good sanitary practices in terms of the creation and maintenance of orderly, 

clean, healthful, and attractive surroundings.   

The project was promoted, on average, between three or four times a year over a five 

year period. Advertisements called on readers to identify the project and its aims to 

teachers, parents, and classmates. Teachers were then asked to register the interest of 

their school in the beautification project, and, in return, the Companion would send 

‘free plans and directions’ to assist. In advancing the project, the Companion 

successfully enlisted the support of the Superintendents of Education in Illinois and 

New York, who undertook to officially promote the project in their states, while ‘a 

Great Railway Corporation’ also came on board, promising to ‘beautify every 

schoolhouse along its entire road of more than two thousand miles.’56  While these 

alliances were consistently advertised, the focus always remained on students 

generating support within their communities. To this end various incentives were 
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offered by the Companion to encourage support for a project that would promote a 

‘lasting influence for the good of the national life.’57  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The incentives varied during the life of the project, but generally, if schools provided a 

written and photographic account of the beautification experience, they would receive 

an honor roll to ‘remember…the pupils who so patriotically beautified the school 

grounds,’ an American flag in rare instances, and varying numbers of historical pictures 

in the preponderance of cases.58 To give some idea of the intended scope of the 
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Image 3.1 The advertisement on the left was the second of the Companion’s promotions 

for the “School Beautification” program (YC, Sep. 20, 1900, p. III). The images on the right 

are from the original advertisement showing before and after images of a rural schoolhouse 

(YC, Apr. 5, 1900, p. 167).     
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project, the Companion promised to provide ‘each of the first twenty-five thousand 

schools making improvements’ to the schoolhouse and grounds ‘with four Historical 

Pictures by John Trumbull,’ rewards that were themselves designed to foster further 

patriotism; the presence of such pictures and portraiture expected to stimulate love 

and reverence for the nation.59  

The project stands out for a variety of reasons. Most straightforwardly, it 

demonstrates the periodical’s engagement with civic issues, its capacity to liaise with 

influential public officials to promote its objectives, its identification of the public 

schools as the nation’s preeminent site for cultivating citizens, the periodical’s 

partnership with the public schools in directing and promoting the civic activities of 

youth, and its identification of students as appropriate participants in, and progenitors 

of civic initiatives. This final point was the most important, that through this project, 

youth would have the opportunity to confirm themselves as exemplary citizens by 

making practical use of their knowledge of hygiene and sanitation to add value to a 

public institution.   

Aesthetically, the beautification of the school was intended to surround students with 

a neat, clean, well-ordered environment pleasing to all the senses, where the 

development of the aesthetic sense aligned with the cultivation of sanitary 

surroundings. The oft-stated hope here was that through interaction with such 

surroundings students would come to expect and create similar domestic settings in 

the future.60 By planting trees, shrubs and flowers as part of the beautification project, 
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it was assumed that colorful, clean and well-ordered school grounds would ‘help 

beautify the lives and characters of the pupils themselves, thus laying a sure 

foundation for American citizenship.’ In the absence of order, beauty, health and 

cleanliness, the school could not operate at its ‘highest possible efficiency’ in the 

training of citizens.61 As securing such an environment was positioned as a necessary 

prerequisite to training citizens, the establishment and maintenance of those 

conditions – healthful, clean, well-ordered schoolhouses – were themselves figured as 

civic duties. In this way, the development of the aesthetic sense was seen to inform 

and coincide with the development of a civic identity and a civic disposition. 

The development of this civic disposition was crucial, and it was essential for maximum 

benefit to be derived from the movement that students actively participate in the 

beautification process. Future students would of course benefit from the beautiful, 

well-ordered surroundings of the schoolyard; their civic potential would not be 

threatened by an unhealthy learning environment. However, it was those pupils who 

did the work themselves who stood to benefit from the strengthening of character the 

work would provide.62 The strengthening of character here was related to the dignity 

of the work, its civic orientation rather than its self-interested motivation, or rather, 

the strengthening of character came by way of aligning and subsuming one’s self-

interest to the interests of the community. Developing this type of disposition through 

practical civic engagement was central to numerous of the Companion’s citizenship 
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projects, with engagement in this instance informed by, and mobilized in terms of a 

rich discourse linking the maintenance of health with the performance of citizenship. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The success of the project, like the Schoolhouse Flag Movement, was most frequently 

publicized through the periodical itself. On September 20, 1900, five months after 

initiating the program, the Companion reported that ‘thousands of schools in the 

United States have taken advantage of our offer’ to assist in the school beautification 

project.63 While these figures are impossible to verify, this kind of advertisement 

characterized the self-promotion the periodical engaged in. On January 21, 1901, ten 

months from the program’s commencement, readers were informed that schools from 
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Image 3.2 ‘The Schoolhouse Yard’, YC, Apr. 26, 1900, p. 221. 

The benefits of rejuvenating the schoolhouse and school yard were directed at the 

Companion’s youngest readers as well. One can easily imagine parents or elder siblings 

rehearsing the benefits of school beautification to the youngest members of the family.   
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every state in the Union had responded, as well as schools from Puerto Rico, the 

Hawaiian Islands, Australia, and Japan.64 In 1903, we hear of ‘schools from the remote 

solitudes of the pine forests of Oregon to the prairie schools of Texas’ getting involved 

and that, later in the year, the Companion had sent its hygiene-beautification literature 

‘to tens of thousands of schools in all parts of the United States.’65 

Although it is impossible to verify the number of participating schools, the Companion 

frequently referred to its influence in motivating and guiding a range of civic 

organisations, granges, county and state superintendents, railroad corporations, and 

other business enterprises in this civic-beautification project.66 Evidence of these links 

and relationships are more readily available and suggest once more the important role 

of the periodical in linking a range of participants in a broader movement of rural-

school reform.67 Letters from representatives of Village Improvement Associations, for 

example, featured regularly in project advertisements: 

A few women of this town, together with the children of the public schools, 

have formed a “Village Improvement Association.” Any of the aids and 

suggestions for the beautifying of school grounds would be gratefully received. 
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Partnerships of this kind were reported and celebrated elsewhere.69 In the 

Chautauquan magazine’s “Survey of Civic Betterment”, for example, the link between 

the Civic Improvement Committee of the Arkansas Federation of Women’s Clubs, the 

Companion and the American League for Civic Improvement was discussed. 70 In terms 

of the circulation of the Companion’s message, this alliance is particularly revealing, 

given that Arkansas furnished one of the periodical’s smallest subscription bases. In 

the same section, a few months earlier, it was noted that ‘the Youth’s Companion and 

the Chautauquan Press’ were ‘cooperating with the American League for Civic 

Improvement (in Chicago) in furnishing literature for wide distribution to the public 

school principals and more than three hundred live organizations.’71 In another piece 

from the Chautauquan magazine, Martha van Rensselaer tells the story of Sarah 

Strong, the teacher at an unnamed rural school, who, inspired and guided by the 

Companion, managed to rally the entire community in the beautification of a 

dilapidated schoolhouse and its grounds.72 Readers were told that through 

participation in this project, ‘children unconsciously learned the dignity of labor,’ and 

by virtue of the ‘neat and orderly’ surrounds of the schoolhouse, the girls were now 

‘better prepared to become intelligent and neat housekeepers.’73 

In addition, O.J. Kern, Superintendent of Schools in Winnebago County, Illinois 

registered a debt of inspiration to the Companion for school beautification projects 

taking place in his county, and noted the valuable work of James Bailey Upham in 

furnishing beautification pamphlets to schools in most of the counties of North 

                                                 
69 

Round Table Survey of Civic Betterment’, Chautauquan, May, 1903, p. 195; E.G. Routzahn, ‘Survey 

of Civic Betterment: the improvement of school grounds’, The Chautauquan, Oct. 1905, pp. 168-169. 
70 

‘Survey of Civic Betterment: Arkansas Improvements’, Chautauquan, Oct. 1903, p. 181. 
71

 ‘Round Table Survey of Civic Betterment’, Chautauquan, May, 1903, p. 195. 
72

 Martha van Resselaer, ‘A Rural School’, Chautauquan, Jan. 1902, pp. 428-432. 
73

 ‘A Rural School’, p. 432. 

 

 

180 

Partnerships of this kind were reported and celebrated elsewhere.69 In the 

Chautauquan magazine’s “Survey of Civic Betterment”, for example, the link between 

the Civic Improvement Committee of the Arkansas Federation of Women’s Clubs, the 

Companion and the American League for Civic Improvement was discussed. 70 In terms 

of the circulation of the Companion’s message, this alliance is particularly revealing, 

given that Arkansas furnished one of the periodical’s smallest subscription bases. In 

the same section, a few months earlier, it was noted that ‘the Youth’s Companion and 

the Chautauquan Press’ were ‘cooperating with the American League for Civic 

Improvement (in Chicago) in furnishing literature for wide distribution to the public 

school principals and more than three hundred live organizations.’71 In another piece 

from the Chautauquan magazine, Martha van Rensselaer tells the story of Sarah 

Strong, the teacher at an unnamed rural school, who, inspired and guided by the 

Companion, managed to rally the entire community in the beautification of a 

dilapidated schoolhouse and its grounds.72 Readers were told that through 

participation in this project, ‘children unconsciously learned the dignity of labor,’ and 

by virtue of the ‘neat and orderly’ surrounds of the schoolhouse, the girls were now 

‘better prepared to become intelligent and neat housekeepers.’73 

In addition, O.J. Kern, Superintendent of Schools in Winnebago County, Illinois 

registered a debt of inspiration to the Companion for school beautification projects 

taking place in his county, and noted the valuable work of James Bailey Upham in 

furnishing beautification pamphlets to schools in most of the counties of North 

                                                 
69 

Round Table Survey of Civic Betterment’, Chautauquan, May, 1903, p. 195; E.G. Routzahn, ‘Survey 

of Civic Betterment: the improvement of school grounds’, The Chautauquan, Oct. 1905, pp. 168-169. 
70 

‘Survey of Civic Betterment: Arkansas Improvements’, Chautauquan, Oct. 1903, p. 181. 
71

 ‘Round Table Survey of Civic Betterment’, Chautauquan, May, 1903, p. 195. 
72

 Martha van Resselaer, ‘A Rural School’, Chautauquan, Jan. 1902, pp. 428-432. 
73

 ‘A Rural School’, p. 432. 



 

 

181 

Carolina.74 The Companion solicited Warren H. Manning, chairman of the Outdoor Art 

Department of the American Civic Association, to write one of the beautification 

pamphlets, a document that apparently ‘reached millions of people.’75 Professor 

Liberty H. Bailey, Dean of the College of Agriculture at Cornell and seminal figure in the 

Country Life Movement, wrote another. These contributions lent credibility to the 

Companion’s project, enabling important connections with other civic organizations to 

be made, which, in turn, ensured the periodical’s influence spread far beyond its 

immediate readership. 

 

3. Physiological Citizenship 

In the first half of the nineteenth century, close attention to the size and shape of 

one’s body was considered a species of vanity. In the postbellum era, attending to 

one’s physique became a civic duty.76 Youth periodicals were prominent vehicles in 

conveying this message. They provided guidance on the management of the body and 

suggestions for improving it through a wealth of articles on sports, athletics, and 

nutrition.77 These contributions were targeted, most commonly, though not exclusively 

at male youth and conveyed the idea that civic capacity and the quality of one’s 

citizenship were dependent on the cultivation of a robust physique. In this equation, it 
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was not simply the case that strong bodies were needed to rebuild the nation during 

Reconstruction or to ‘take part in work or strife for one’s native land,’ as Roosevelt 

would decree at century’s end, though this link was important.78 Of greater 

importance was the belief that the cultivation of the physique would both empower 

and assist in the cultivation of the mental and moral faculties. The ideal citizen, in this 

characterization, was one who attended to the cultivation of all three faculties: the 

physical, the mental, and the moral.   

From vanity to citizenship 

In an 1829 article in the Companion, readers were presented with a group of siblings 

eager to have themselves measured by their father to see how much they had grown 

in the previous year. The father offered the following moral sermon in response to this 

request: 

You are satisfied by knowing how much your heads are nearer to the sky than 

they were twelve months since; but have you asked yourselves whether your 

souls have been drawing nigh unto heaven? – whether you have grown in 

grace, as in stature? To be proud of your growth in size and age, if your faith 

and holiness do not likewise increase is to glory in your shame.79 

In the same issue, readers were told that ‘the Almighty,’ when assessing a man’s merit, 

looked ‘not on his countenance, nor on the height of his stature,’ but at ‘the heart of 

man.’80 In an 1838 article, S.S. Friend admonished young boys who liked to use stilts: 
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Do you see those boys walking on stilts? They feel very great, because the stilts 

lift them up. They are as tall as men. Children like to seem tall and manly. I wish 

they were as fond of being good.81 

Again, we see a rigid demarcation between piety and concerns with physical stature. In 

the story that followed, a son disobeys his mother’s interdict against using stilts and 

suffers a leg-breaking fall. The boy figures both as Icarus and orchard-thief, his 

disobedience and ‘unseasonable’ obsession with being tall leading to a physical and 

moral fall from grace. The distinction between morality and physical stature surfaced 

again two weeks later, readers told of the editor’s hope that they could ‘be like Him, 

who as he grew in stature, grew also in favor with God and man.’82 The fear, of course, 

was that readers might only grow in stature. Readers continued to receive these types 

of messages as late as the 1860s. In January 1861, readers were instructed not to 

‘waste time worrying about growing tall, but to concentrate on learning lessons of 

patience, submission, forbearance, and unselfishness.’ By concentrating on these 

lessons, they would ‘grow in love to the Savior.83 

This type of message was on the way out in the 1850s and just about past its use-by 

date in the early 1860s when it was written. In the postbellum era, advocates of 

Muscular Christianity, prominent voices in the physical culture movement, and 

anthropometrists began to reorient the links between morality and physique. For 

Muscular Christians, vigorous bodies were required to render more effective service to 

the ideals of Christianity.84 For those in the physical culture movement, the cultivation 
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of morality and physical vigor was seen as a mutually constitutive process.85 For 

anthropometrists, average heights and weights functioned as indices of social progress 

or degeneration.86 To ignore the physique, variously, was to render oneself less 

capable of serving Christian ideals, to risk the cultivation of the moral faculties, and to 

risk the future health of the nation. To ignore the cultivation of one’s physique was 

also seen as an abdication of one’s civic duties. 

From mid-century, Juvenal’s phrase, mens sana in corpora sano (a healthy mind in a 

healthy body), began to feature regularly in periodical articles promoting health 

through exercise and athletics. It was so common, in fact, that the phrase often 

remained un-translated.87 The phrase was invariably saddled to an endorsement of 

physical culture in Ancient Greece, and preceded discussions on the importance of the 

development and diffusion of a similar culture in the United States.88 As eminent 

physician J. William White told readers of Lippincott’s, the quality of Greek citizenship 

and the preeminence of Greek civilization had been conditional on a commitment to 

physical culture. There were two aspects to this claim. The first was that in cultivating 

‘the strength and endurance of men, and vigor and fertility of women,’ it was natural 

that the kindred qualities of sobriety, cleanliness, self-restraint, temperance, and 

moderation would be cultivated.89 The second and related dimension was that civic 
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capacity – the work one could do for country and community – was conditional on the 

maintenance of a healthy physique.  

Biographical sketches that focused on the physique and vitality of famous men were a 

popular vehicle for communicating these links between physical and civic capacity.90 

To get a sense of the way this played out in youth periodicals, we can look to the way 

Abraham Lincoln and George Washington were configured as athletes of the highest 

caliber by the end of the century. In various biographical sketches of the two men, the 

excellence of their civic service was made conditional on the ‘vigor’ and vitality they 

derived from athletic activity while young. In an 1896 Companion article entitled 

‘Lincoln’s Height’, Lincoln was described as ‘hardy, muscular, and able in more than 

one kind of work to perform the labor of three common men.’91 In another, readers 

were informed that a young Lincoln could hew timber better, lift more, throw farther, 

run faster, jump higher, and wrestle better than any man in Sagamon County.92 In a St. 

Nicholas article from 1905, Lincoln was credited as an axe-man with no rival, who 

could ‘out-run, out-lift, and out-wrestle his companions.’93 As a ‘frontier athlete,’ 

Lincoln was unsurpassed.  

George Washington was just as tough. In an 1899 article from St. Nicholas magazine, 

readers were told that the great patriot ‘was the best all-round athlete of his day.’ He 

was the swiftest runner in the region, and, ‘as in running, so in wrestling, the use of 

foils, in high-jumping, climbing, shooting at a mark, and pitching quoits, George 

excelled his mates.’ When throwing an iron bar, he had no equal, easily besting his 

fellow soldiers in a game of ‘pitching the bar’: 
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No sooner…did the heavy iron bar feel the grasp of his mighty hand than it lost 

the power of gravitation and whizzed through the air, striking the ground far, 

very far, beyond our utmost limits. 

When reluctantly forced into wrestling a county champion in his student days, 

Washington was said to have had the strength to hurl the bigger man to the ground 

with ‘a jar that shook the marrow in his bones.’ As with Lincoln, frequent references 

were made to Washington’s physique; of his ‘vast chest and arms’ upon which ‘the 

muscles stood out like a net-work of iron wire, under a thin covering of flesh, of the 

‘breadth of his trunk,’ and of his ‘sinewy’ limbs, his large feet, joints and hands. This 

was the physique of an athlete, achieved through ‘nature and nurture,’ one infused 

with the strength and vigor that would enable his later achievements as general and 

president.94 As with Jesus Christ, who had been given a rippling torso by Muscular 

Christians, so too had Washington and Lincoln been reconditioned to conform to 

prevailing notions of late-nineteenth century manhood.95 

The St. Nicholas piece on Washington was a story within a story; Mrs. Harrison 

narrating both the story and its reception by ‘two boys’ who lived in the ‘cheerful 

house of [her] acquaintance.’ When Harrison initially offers to tell the boys a story 

‘describing the acts and virtues of the Father of their Country,’ they respond with the 

following: ‘Please, we had rather not; Washington is such a chestnut!’ By the end of 

Harrison’s tale, the two boys were chanting, ‘Rah! Rah! Rah! Wash-ing-ton – ath-lete!’ 

While Harrison lamented the fact that the boys had no abiding interest in Washington, 

her tale was nevertheless geared toward a subject they were interested in – athletics – 
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and positioned the first President as an athlete to be honored.  For Lincoln and 

Washington to remain relevant, it was necessary to refashion their histories to take 

particular account of their athletic prowess and their impressive physiques. Their 

contemporary civic status demanded it. 

As Theodore Greene has shown, an emphasis on the physical characteristics of famous 

men was common to the biographical sketches contained in late-nineteenth century 

magazines.96 Youth periodicals were no exception, with robust physiques credited as 

the foundation upon which success was built. To late-nineteenth century readers of 

the Companion and St. Nicholas, the exemplary civic service of Lincoln and Washington 

was made comprehensible in terms of their supernatural strength. The relationship 

between their moral and physical capacities was less clear, or at least, as supermen, 

they were seen as innately possessed of both from an early age. The majority of 

American youth were not deemed to be so lucky and the development of their physical 

and moral capabilities was something that would require assiduous application. In the 

1860s, the aim was to remedy defective physiques; by the end of the century the aim 

was to cultivate manly virtue through building a robust body. Both aims were justified 

on civic grounds. 

Building the citizen’s body 

Dio Lewis, an energetic pioneer and proselytizer of gymnastics from the 1860s, was 

unimpressed by the physical stature of American youth (he was talking about white 

youth of the middle classes). Lewis was a regularly featured (or cited) expert in the 

periodicals of the day and his articles generally identified a health problem, articulated 

the reasons for it, provided information to address the problem, and mandated 
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engagement with the problem on civic and moral grounds.97 In his articles on the 

physical stature of American youth, Lewis argued that ‘defective’ physiques were 

endemic and the result of an inattention to the laws of physiology. Knowledge of these 

laws and their application into daily life would improve the physiques of young 

Americans. This was crucial, according to Lewis, as broad shoulders were required to 

bear the burden of nation-building in the postbellum era. In Lewis’ estimation, 

American youth were not fit to discharge this civic duty in their present condition.98  

The issues Lewis identified in the 1860s were ones that would become increasingly 

familiar and increasingly important to American audiences through the turn of the 

century.99 Deficient physiques, according to Lewis, were the product of increasingly 

sedentary lifestyles, unhygienic dress, poor diets and nutritional knowledge, over-

pressure at school, poor postures and insufficient exercise.100 Physiological ignorance 

had produced a generation of youth with ‘attenuated necks, thin, flat chests, languid 
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gaits,’ bent backs, weak limbs and poor wind.101 For Lewis, physical deficiency was 

synonymous with civic deficiency and portrayed as an impediment to national 

strength. Lewis expressed this metaphorically: ‘A great and good nation is made up of 

great and good men and women. A strong building cannot be made of weak timbers.’ 

‘True hearts’ and ‘cultured brains’ were important, but when they were not housed in 

strong bodies, they were insufficient guarantors of national strength.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

As an aspirational ideal, the citizen was depicted as a composite of fully developed 

moral, intellectual and physical faculties. Lewis did not necessarily view this 

developmental process as one of mutual constitution, as most proponents of athletics 

and physical culture would suggest by century’s end. Indeed, Lewis was convinced that 

American youth were possessed of sound morals and capable intellects: ‘you have the 
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Image 3.3 Dio Lewis, ‘Physical Health’, Our Young Folks, Jan. 1865, p. 38. 

These were some of the many images provided by Lewis in his discussions of the 

defective physiques of ‘young folks.’ Others focused on ‘unphysiological’ chairs, and 

correct techniques of sitting, standing, sleeping and walking.  
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best heads and hearts in the world.’ For Lewis, then, exercise and the correct 

physiological ordering of bodily habits were not mandated on the basis that they 

would promote the cultivation of moral virtues (sobriety and self-discipline, for 

example). It was more the case that morality and intellect would be less effectual 

when housed in a weak body: 

A complete man is composed of a healthy body, a cultured brain, and a true 

heart. Wanting either he fails. Is his heart false? His strong head and body 

become instruments of evil. Is his head weak? His strong body and true heart 

are cheated? Is the body sick? His noble head and heart are like a great engine 

in a rickety boat.102  

Lewis wanted to build better boats. As with a host of other contributors to youth 

periodicals, he pursued this aim by providing advice on the correct habits of walking, 

sitting, sleeping, studying, washing and eating.103 The content of this advice calls to 

mind the texts dissected by Foucault in Discipline and Punish; those manuals of the 

‘classical age’ directed at the governance of the minutiae and mechanics of the bodily 

movements of soldiers, students and industrial workers to produce more efficient, 

useful and docile bodies.104 Lewis was similarly interested in educating youth toward 
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an intimate familiarity with their bodies, but the use of physiological laws to guide 

daily habits of movement and rest was not a matter of imposition from above, but a 

literacy project aimed at providing youth with the knowledge to self-regulate these 

habits. The advice of Lewis and Bertha von Hillern on correct habits of walking are 

cases in point. 

Lewis singled out Americans for not walking enough and American youth for walking 

incorrectly. For girls, Lewis stated, there was an almost ubiquitous tendency to ‘carry 

the arms motionless’ while walking. If only the moving of the ‘arms in a free and 

graceful manner’ could become a universal habit among girls, then ‘their chests would 

enlarge, and their bearing be greatly improved.’105 Bertha von Hillern offered a similar 

critique and a similar hope. According to the famous pedestrienne, the development of 

a correct habit of walking would produce increased ‘vigor and elasticity…a pulse even 

and strong, a fine healthy color’ and place ‘the brain in a state of eager desire for 

work.’106  

In von Hillern’s article for the Companion, a host of directions were given to readers on 

the correct method of walking. Readers were told that they should begin their 

exertions slowly before gradually increasing their pace. Warming down was equally 

important to avoid the ill effects of too rapid changes in temperature. Walkers were to 

‘stand tall, straighten the back, throw out the chest, and hold the head high,’ and they 

were to breathe in ‘long, slow respirations through the nose, as regularly as possible.’ 

                                                                                                                                               
drill and physical training,’ where ‘whole chapters discuss the subject of walking’; the correct angles of 

the limbs and the correct part of the foot to touch the ground first and so on. Lewis was reluctant to 

ascribe the noble gait and mien of various European people to these texts, but was convinced that 

Americans did require physiological instruction to improve physique: ‘Physical Health’, p. 42.
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Walking was to be done ‘from the hips,’ or ‘from the shoulders,’ and the foot should 

‘be lifted not higher than is necessary to allow it to swing easily forward, and the knees 

should bend just as little as need be to permit that swing.’ Appropriate footwear was 

absolutely essential, with a specific directive that girls should not wear ‘French heels’ 

while walking. Special attention was given to appropriate walking attire: 

Let there be nothing tight around the waist, nothing to hinder the lungs from 

expanding, and the blood from circulating freely. Let the skirts be moderately 

short, and made so as to leave the limbs freedom of movement.107 

Appropriate attire was just as important for male youth, and the ‘muff’ came in for 

particular criticism for its tendency to draw the shoulders forward, pinion the arms, 

produce unnatural wriggling and twisting, stooping and a ‘disagreeable waddle.’ 

Readers were told to ‘throw overboard’ all those items – muffs, shawls and some 

cloaks – which did ‘not allow the arms to swing freely.’ The absence of these 

restrictions would straighten backs and improve stature, expand chests and improve 

physique.  

By adhering to the advice of writers like Dio Lewis, readers of youth periodicals were 

presented with a physiological vocabulary through which to discern their civic capacity. 

Attenuated necks, thin, flat chests, languid gaits, bent backs, weak limbs and poor 

wind were the markers of a boy who would not be capable of discharging his 

responsibilities to the nation in the late nineteenth century. Couched in these terms, 

attending to defective physiques through the adoption of correct habits of walking, 

sitting and sleeping could be understood by youth as inherently civic acts. 
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Athletics, character-building and manliness 

Supporters of athletics and teams sports in the latter stages of the nineteenth century 

were not as confident as Lewis that the hearts and minds of youth were in good shape. 

As numerous scholars of masculinity have attested, late-nineteenth century 

proponents of physical culture viewed athletic pursuits as a means of addressing a 

variety of concerns. Some of the more important of these included the use of physical 

culture to combat the enervating effects of over-civilization, the feminization of male 

youth, and the moral dissipation attendant on deviant urban socialization.108 Affluence 

and luxury were seen as enervating the masculine body and making it effete, while the 

primary sites of childhood socialization – church, home and school – were controlled 

by women, leading to fears of the feminization of a new generation of boys and male 

youth.109 Urban environments were seen to threaten the dissipation of moral virtue, 

with theatres, dance halls, streets, alleys, and grog shops all cast as tending toward the 

cultivation of vice and not virtue, intemperance and not self-restraint.  
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The cultivation of manliness through participation in athletics and sports would 

operate as a palliative to these degenerative threats and it was against the threats of 

enervation, effeminacy and moral dissipation that manliness was discursively 

constituted as an assemblage of moral and physical virtues – strength, vigor, vitality, 

grit, determination, self-discipline, courage, fairness, and pluck among others.110 While 

a great deal of scholarship has focused on the construction of this manly ideal, very 

few scholars have attended to the way these ideals were communicated directly to 

youth. Youth periodicals operated as prominent sites through which youth came to 

understand the relationship between the cultivation of physical and moral virtues and 

the links between manliness and good citizenship. Boys’ sports fiction and articles on 

athletics were primary vehicles for the dissemination of these messages. I focus 

predominantly on the latter, but a brief note on sports fiction is in order. 

Boys’ sports fiction, as historian Walter Evans has shown, became an increasingly 

popular genre of fiction in youth periodicals in the late-nineteenth century.111 When 

young readers read sports fiction, they had a pretty good idea of what they were going 

to get. The plot was more or less set, the characterization more or less static. The 

stories generally tracked the rise to prominence of the protagonist and commented on 

the character traits that defined the protagonist’s passage to virtue and popularity 

through athletic success. The hero of the story invariably functioned as a role model 

for emulation, both to the reader and other characters in the story. The ‘boy-hero,’ as 

Evans labels the protagonist, stood up to the bully, protected weaker boys, 

contributed to the team and the school, obeyed the coach, and stuck to a rigid code of 

morality. As Evans notes, the preeminence of the boy hero was ‘due not to unusual 
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physical dimensions or characteristics such as supernatural strength or speed, but to 

finely balanced traits of physical coordination, courage, intelligence, and a propensity 

for hard work.’112 In these stories, the commitment to athletic excellence provided the 

means through which the defining characteristics of manliness were presented to 

readers.  

The ‘manly boy’, and this was a frequent descriptive given to the protagonist, was self-

disciplined, self-reliant, self-motivated and energetic, frequently adopting a more 

rigorous training regime than his teammates. He was possessed of pluck and an 

indomitable will, capable of overcoming the adversities and distractions that 

threatened to impede the passage to athletic preeminence. He was the masculine and 

just defender of the rights of those who were bullied, and the moral force capable of 

reforming the bully’s aberrant and domineering masculinity. He was fair, always 

adhering to the rules of the game, he was republican, placing the interests of the team 

first, and he was appropriately deferential to the dictates of coach and captain (when 

he himself was not the captain).113 These were the virtues of the manly boy, and while 

the language of citizenship was largely absent from these narratives, manliness and 

good citizenship were frequently conflated in the myriad articles on sports and 

athletics featured in youth periodicals.   

In these articles, we can discern a far more specific intent to relate participation in 

sport to the cultivation of the qualities of the good citizen. Unlike sports fiction, where 

athletic preeminence often functioned as the protagonist’s goal, in article format, 

participation in physical culture was conceived as a means to a civic end: the 

cultivation of the manly citizen, one possessed of a strong body and moral character. 
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These articles contained advice on nutrition, athletic training, rules of games, how to 

mark out playing fields, stories of bodily transformation, the positive effects of 

athletics on scholarship, and most importantly, the values that would be learnt 

through participation in sports and athletics. At times these values were endorsed as 

‘manly’, at others they were presented as the defining characteristics of good 

citizenship, and often, the two were conflated.  

Where ‘manliness’ structured discussions on the value of sport, it was still 

foundationally linked to citizenship. As Theodore Roosevelt explained in St. Nicholas, 

‘athletics is a means to manliness, a means of preparation to do work that counts 

when the time arises, when the occasion calls, to take part in work or strife for his 

native land.’114 While Roosevelt made the link between manliness and national service 

more explicit than most, the cultivation of manliness was frequently portrayed as a 

process of fitting oneself to do work that mattered in later life. In these portrayals, the 

manliness derived from physical exercise was understood in two ways.  The first was 

physical, the second related to morality and character. 

Where the body was the primary focus of articulations of manliness, athletics was 

endorsed as a means of cultivating vigor and establishing a capital reserve of vitality. 

Samuel Scoville Jr. presented this view to readers of St. Nicholas on more than one 

occasion. In Running for Boys, an article from 1895, Scoville lauded sports, ‘not 

because foot-ball, base-ball, and tennis are valuable in themselves, but for the good 

they do in strengthening boys’ bodies.’ A boy could ‘store up’ this strength and ‘draw 

on’ it ‘all his life long.’ In a similar piece from 1899, Scoville endorsed athletic training 

for giving boys a ‘reserve of vitality and strength’ from which they could draw on for 
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the remainder of their lives. Austin Flint, a noted physician of the period, promoted a 

similar view in the Companion: ‘judicious exercise lays the foundation for a life of 

physical vigor which one of indolent habit can never enjoy.’115  

Articles of this type, either implicitly or explicitly, repudiated the effeminacy of over-

refinement. Sport, for Roosevelt, was a positive influence in redressing ‘the effeminacy 

and luxury of young Americans who were born of rich parents.’116 In a Companion 

article from 1901, readers were told that ‘boxing, football and other antagonistic 

games have done a great deal to lessen the evils of overrefinement and 

sentimentality.’117 These indices of civilizational decay – overrefinement, effeminacy, 

luxury – were prominent in the thoughts of those who contributed articles on athletics 

to youth periodicals. Readers, armed with an understanding of athletics as a 

restorative to endangered masculinity could thus locate their individual participation in 

athletic pursuits as contributing to the health of the nation. ‘Athletics,’ as one 

contributor to the Companion put it, had ‘a positive bearing upon the future of the 

individual and of the race.’118 

The cultivation of manliness through sport was also understood as a process through 

which certain moral and character traits would be forged. It was in accounts of this 

type that we most visibly see the conflation of manly and civic virtues. Samuel Scoville, 

who frequently elaborated the manly virtues, offered St. Nicholas readers the 

following injunction and promise: 

Go in for athletics! Go in for training! The training of to-day means not only 

strength of body, but strength of character; it involves purity, temperance, 
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unselfishness, perseverance, and a host of other good qualities every boy 

should possess. 

In the Companion, manliness and citizenship were used interchangeably. Sport could 

be endorsed for teaching ‘cooperation, competition and fair play,’ values that would 

enable ‘young people to live together as citizens.’ It could be endorsed for promoting 

‘honesty, fair play, grit, self-control, courage and respect for the rights of others that 

are [so] essential to good citizenship.’ Alternatively, it could be stated that there was 

‘no better discipline in manliness than the habitual restraint of trying to be fair on the 

playground.’ In these articles, the constituent elements of manliness and good 

citizenship were essentially the same, suggesting the gendered nature of 

conceptualizations and articulations of the latter.119 In this sense, it was possible to 

understand a failure to cultivate the robust body (and associated character traits) as a 

failure to adhere to a new model of masculinity or as a failure to discharge one’s duties 

as a citizen, or both.  

Anthropometry and perceptions of the body 

Anthropometry is that department of science which relates to observations of 

the size and weight of young and old of mankind, with the view to obtaining 

results which shall be taken as standards for our guidance in ordering our 

habits of nutrition, training, labor, etc.120  

Through reference to Lewis’ laws of physiology, youth could assess their civic capacity 

in terms of adherence to habits of bodily bearing that impacted on stature. Through 

articles on sports and athletics, youth could understand exercise as a physical and 
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character-building process that would fit them for citizenship. Anthropometry served 

three purposes in youth periodicals. The first was to educate youth on the nature of 

the science itself and the value of height-weight statistics in gauging societal progress 

or deterioration. Articles of this type positioned readers to view the American 

physique as preeminent among civilized nations and outlined the reasons for this. This 

served a celebratory function. The second was to highlight the civic benefits of child 

labor law reform and compulsory education laws. This served a cautionary function: in 

the absence of reform, the industrial machine might cripple young bodies and the 

nation’s future health. The third was to provide youth with statistically-derived 

referents to gauge their individual physique against a normative ideal. This served an 

educative function. It also imposed a duty on those falling below the average to take 

action to correct physical deficiencies. 

The study of human growth was a pressing concern on both sides of the Atlantic 

throughout the nineteenth century. Set against the backdrop of concerns over race 

deterioration, anthropometrists sought to explain those factors that determined the 

physical stature of human beings by tabulating the average heights and weights of 

populations.121  Anthropometrists sought to explain the relative differences in stature 

between city dwellers and rural folk, between peoples of different nations and races, 

between laboring and non-laboring classes, between soldiers in different armies, 

between native and foreign-born populations and so on.122 While there was a great 
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deal of conjecture and disagreement as to the factors determining height and weight, 

there was almost universal agreement that taller, heavier, and stronger bodies were 

markers of social progress.123 

These findings were incorporated into adult and youth periodicals in different ways. In 

both general interest and specialist periodicals, American readers were introduced to 

the ideas of Quetelet, Gould, Baxter, Bowditch, Porter, Peckham, Sargent and Boas.124 

Through accessing this material they could learn, variously, that body weight, height 

and rates of growth were determined by combinations of climate, altitude, race, dress, 

the presence or absence of disease, heredity, nutrition, working conditions and other 

factors related to class. In youth periodicals, climate, altitude, heredity and race 

figured marginally as determinants of stature. Many of these explanatory models were 

out of vogue by the time anthropometry entered the pages of the Youth’s Companion. 

Instead, the health of the race and the individual, as determined by averages of height 

and weight, were seen to be influenced by exercise, nutrition, working conditions and 

habits of sitting, studying and standing. Towards the end of the century, youth began 

to encounter statistical tables outlining normative measurements of height and weight 

by age. Readers and their parents were told to record heights and weights regularly 
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and to structure their habits (and the habits of their children) to prevent deviations 

from the norm. G.S. Hall was prominent in this advisory literature, and in respect of 

anthropometric expertise, consistency of reference was generally restricted to Messrs 

Gould, Baxter and Sargent. 

Gould and Baxter conducted anthropometric studies of men enlisting in the Union 

Army during the Civil War.125 Gould’s Investigations and Baxter’s Statistics became 

critical referents in discrediting claims that the American climate caused Anglo race 

degeneration in the New World. In a Companion article from 1877, readers were told 

that: 

Physicians and naturalists have often claimed that the American climate is 

unfavorable to the health of the emigrants from Europe. As a consequence, 

they add, Americans become smaller in stature and smaller, also, in girth, and 

less hardy than their European ancestors.126 

The medical statistics of the army proved, on the contrary, that ‘the average height 

and girth of Americans exceed those of European nations,’ and that the ‘average size 

of our troops is also much beyond that of the armies of any European nation.’127 While 

both men offered variant explanations to account for differences in average heights, 

these debates did not play out in youth periodicals. It was not climate, and that was 

sufficient. These findings were repeatedly mentioned in the Companion. This occurred 

in two contexts, both directed toward the same celebratory purpose. In the first 
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instance, the findings of Gould and Baxter sat alongside reports on British race 

deterioration, which were based on the high failure rates for men enlisting in the Boer 

war.128 Through depicting American soldiers as physically superior to their British 

counterparts, readers learned to conceive of the American body as both socially 

progressive and racially preeminent. It also helped to explain the extremity of the Civil 

War: the best of civilized manhood had gone to war against itself. 

In the second instance, the findings of Gould and Baxter were compared to the more 

recent research of Dudley Sargent, Harvard’s Normal School of Physical Training from 

1881-1916. In a Companion article from 1908, readers were told that Sargent had been 

studying the ‘physical powers and development of (Harvard) students’ for twenty-five 

years, as well as taking measurements on their average heights and weights. His 

findings offered further proof that the American body was not deteriorating: 

In 1882 about one half the students surpassed the average measurements of 

the young men who enlisted in the Union army in 1861. Now nearly two-thirds 

surpass those figures.129 

These ‘remarkable gains’ were explained in a number of ways. In a 1905 article on The 

American Physique, the reasons for this growth lay, ‘undoubtedly, in the greater 

interest in outdoor sports and exercise,’ in ‘better food and more knowledge of diet, 

more sensible clothing, and above all,’ in ‘systematic and well-regulated exercise in the 

gymnasiums.’130 In a 1908 article of the same title, similar reasons were adduced, 

though more emphasis was placed on the importance of nutrition: 
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It is doubtful however, if either of these causes [competitive sports and non-

competitive physical recreation] has had so wide an influence for physical 

improvement as the increased knowledge of food values, the betterment of 

food products, and the advance in the art of cooking.  

Both articles adopted a self-congratulatory tone, applauding the American physique at 

the same time as they drew attention to the fact that England was currently facing ‘the 

problem of national physical deterioration.’131 Through articles of this type, readers 

learned to judge the health of the nation in terms of physical stature.  

Stature and Child Labor Law Reform 

The Companion advocated child labor reform throughout the 1890s and into the first 

decade of the twentieth century. Whether these articles were read by youth and what 

impact they had if they were is difficult to determine. I include a brief synopsis of this 

coverage here for the simple fact that discussions of the evils of child labor offered 

readers one more way of understanding the links between stature and civic capacity. 

The Companion sketched its position most clearly in 1892, identifying the need for 

special legislation to protect children from unscrupulous industrialists and ‘vampire 

parents.’ In this article, readers were told that children had ‘rights of their own’ and 

that those rights were ‘violated’ by any action that led to ‘the stunting of both physical 

and mental growth.’ Readers also learnt that such actions were in violation of the 

‘rights’ of the state over its youngest citizens. This right existed by virtue of the fact 

that children were the nation’s ‘only hope, its future support, defence [sic] and 

glory.’132 To protect this interest, and in line with a range of other reform voices, the 
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Companion advocated child labor and anti-tobacco legislation. Here I take a very brief 

look at the former.133 

In 1904, the Companion recognized the growing ‘national sentiment against permitting 

children to be denied their rightful opportunity to develop their bodies in play, and 

their minds in school.’ In this article, the Companion condemned Alabama, Arkansas, 

Nebraska and Vermont for allowing children as young as ten to work in factories.134 In 

1906, children were again positioned as ‘the fathers of the coming race,’ and their 

protection mandated on the grounds that the national health required their present 

safeguarding. The Companion cited with approval the work of the National Child Labor 

Committee in it attempt to save children ‘from the stunted bodies and blighted minds 

caused by industrial slavery.’135 In the same year, Priscilla Leonard described child 

labor as ‘a great industrial mistake.’ In the absence of suitable protection, children 

were being ‘devoured alive’ by ‘the Minotaur of the mill or the coal-breaker or the 

glass-works.’ Child labor, in Leonard’s account, was again portrayed as stunting bodies, 

inhibiting growth, and breaking down the bodies of children.136 These sketches 

functioned as a kind of corrective to the ringing endorsements of the American 

physique as the most progressive in the civilized world. To protect this standing and to 

safeguard the nation’s future, readers were encouraged to view legislative 

intervention as essential in protecting children from the industrial Minotaur. 
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Relating oneself to the normative ideal: managing the body 

Through the pages of youth periodicals, readers learned to equate well-formed male 

stature with manliness, civic capacity and civic virtue.137 They also learned to equate 

deficient physiques with idiocy, moral degeneracy and criminality. Through the pages 

of youth periodicals, readers were also provided with information designed to assist 

them in managing and optimizing their physique. Nutrition was crucial, as was 

exercise. Physical training, if ‘pursued before the age when growth ceases,’ could lead 

to an increase in height.138 Athletic training could also transform and bulk up the 

bodies of weaklings, as Scoville and others frequently attested:  

In place of the former peevish, fretful dyspeptic stood a solidly built fellow 

whose clear skin and eyes and healthy color showed no traces of feebleness. 

That boy had gained twenty pounds during the three months of training.139 

The body had acquired a whole set of new meanings and youth were made cognizant 

of the ways they might manage and improve their own. Anthropometric surveys, 

which detailed national averages of height and weight by age, provided statistical 

referents upon which this management could be based and assessed. In the 

Companion, moral sermons from fathers concerned with the spiritual welfare of their 

children were replaced with G.S. Hall’s admonition to parents and youth to ‘take 

regular and accurate measurements of height and weight’ and to chart ‘physical 

developments and achievements, illnesses, favored diets and health histories.’ The 

physical progress of children and youth could thus be monitored, with Hall mandating 
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the keeping of ‘life books’ to chart such progress.140 Importantly, Hall expressed his 

hope that children would ‘tease their parents to get life books, to weigh and measure 

them.’ Hall contended that doing so constituted a ‘duty’ for youth, suggesting again 

the proactive role experts expected youth to take in the management of their 

physique.141 

Table 3.1: Normal Weight and Height by Age142 

Boys Girls 

Age Weight Height Weight Height Age 

5 39.3lbs. 41.6 in. 38.2 lbs. 41.5 in. 5 

6 42.6 43.5 40.8 43.2 6 

7 46.8 45.5 45.6 45.7 7 

8 50.9 47.7 48.8 47.3 8 

9 55.1 49.5 54.9 49.7 9 

10 61.3 51.5 59.9 51.7 10 

11 64.9 53.1 63.9 53.2 11 

12 72.5 55.2 72.7 55.9 12 

13 78.3 57.1 83.5 58.5 13 

14 87.4 59.4 94.4 60.3 14 

15 103.3 62.2 102.8 61.7 15 

16 116.4 64.4 110.8 62.2 16 

 

The figures produced in this Companion table from 1911 were described in the 

attendant article as ‘averages’ rather than ‘ideals.’ Nevertheless, as can be seen in the 

table’s heading, the average was laden with normative meaning. To fall below the 

average was to be of abnormal height or weight and to invite reflection on the factors 

contributing to a below-average physique: nutrition, posture, over-study, lack of 

exercise. Once diagnosed, by a parent, physician or by one’s self, there was a duty to 

                                                 
140

 G. Stanley Hall, ‘Put the Children on Record’, YC, Feb. 28, 1895, p. 106. 
141 

Hall, ‘Put the Children on Record’, p. 106.  See also Hall, ‘Child-study: the basis of exact education’, 

Forum, Dec. 1893, pp. 429-441. 
142 

‘Physical Examinations’, YC, Jul. 6, 1911, p. 349.
 

 

 

206 

the keeping of ‘life books’ to chart such progress.140 Importantly, Hall expressed his 

hope that children would ‘tease their parents to get life books, to weigh and measure 

them.’ Hall contended that doing so constituted a ‘duty’ for youth, suggesting again 

the proactive role experts expected youth to take in the management of their 

physique.141 

Table 3.1: Normal Weight and Height by Age142 

Boys Girls 

Age Weight Height Weight Height Age 

5 39.3lbs. 41.6 in. 38.2 lbs. 41.5 in. 5 

6 42.6 43.5 40.8 43.2 6 

7 46.8 45.5 45.6 45.7 7 

8 50.9 47.7 48.8 47.3 8 

9 55.1 49.5 54.9 49.7 9 

10 61.3 51.5 59.9 51.7 10 

11 64.9 53.1 63.9 53.2 11 

12 72.5 55.2 72.7 55.9 12 

13 78.3 57.1 83.5 58.5 13 

14 87.4 59.4 94.4 60.3 14 

15 103.3 62.2 102.8 61.7 15 

16 116.4 64.4 110.8 62.2 16 

 

The figures produced in this Companion table from 1911 were described in the 

attendant article as ‘averages’ rather than ‘ideals.’ Nevertheless, as can be seen in the 

table’s heading, the average was laden with normative meaning. To fall below the 

average was to be of abnormal height or weight and to invite reflection on the factors 

contributing to a below-average physique: nutrition, posture, over-study, lack of 

exercise. Once diagnosed, by a parent, physician or by one’s self, there was a duty to 

                                                 
140

 G. Stanley Hall, ‘Put the Children on Record’, YC, Feb. 28, 1895, p. 106. 
141 

Hall, ‘Put the Children on Record’, p. 106.  See also Hall, ‘Child-study: the basis of exact education’, 

Forum, Dec. 1893, pp. 429-441. 
142 

‘Physical Examinations’, YC, Jul. 6, 1911, p. 349.
 



 

 

207 

take remedial action. As already mentioned, this duty could be understood in various 

ways. However articulated, it was, foundationally, a duty of civic responsibility. 

This is not to say that youth were solely motivated to take an interest in their heights 

and weights by virtue of a sense of civic responsibility. The desire to conform to a 

manly ideal, to impress friends, family and girls, to fit in, or to avoid ridicule might all 

easily trump a sense of civic responsibility as the reason for managing one’s physique. 

But this does not amount to an acknowledgement that civic ideals were absent from 

bodily self-perception, only that they were submerged beneath or coincident with 

other factors shaping self-perception.143 For it was the case, in the late-nineteenth 

century, that civic ideals established normative, athletic, manly and robust physiques 

as desirous on civic grounds. 

While the reasons may have varied, there was no doubt that young men were 

interested in their physical dimensions.144 This can readily be discerned in two Frank 

Tousey publications that ran from 1878 to 1893, The Boys’ Champion and Boys of New 

York. The Tousey periodicals were both eight-page folios in fine print, published 

weekly, and full of adventure stories with working-class youth protagonists.145 On the 

back page of these periodicals, as with other Tousey publications like Young Men of 

America, Our Boys and New York Boys’ Weekly, there was a regular department that 
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This is not to say that youth were solely motivated to take an interest in their heights 

and weights by virtue of a sense of civic responsibility. The desire to conform to a 

manly ideal, to impress friends, family and girls, to fit in, or to avoid ridicule might all 

easily trump a sense of civic responsibility as the reason for managing one’s physique. 

But this does not amount to an acknowledgement that civic ideals were absent from 

bodily self-perception, only that they were submerged beneath or coincident with 

other factors shaping self-perception.143 For it was the case, in the late-nineteenth 

century, that civic ideals established normative, athletic, manly and robust physiques 

as desirous on civic grounds. 

While the reasons may have varied, there was no doubt that young men were 

interested in their physical dimensions.144 This can readily be discerned in two Frank 

Tousey publications that ran from 1878 to 1893, The Boys’ Champion and Boys of New 

York. The Tousey periodicals were both eight-page folios in fine print, published 

weekly, and full of adventure stories with working-class youth protagonists.145 On the 
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provided ‘Answers to Correspondents.’ Readers were invited to submit a range of 

questions to the editor and answers were usually printed within a couple of issues. The 

questions themselves were never reprinted, but can generally be discerned from the 

answers provided.  

Readers frequently sought feedback on the quality of their writing, grammar and 

expression, on the tallest buildings, highest mountains and fastest trains, and on 

matters of health and physique. Readers wanted to know what to do about pimples 

and blackheads and they wanted to know the correct stature for a boy of their age. No 

matter how many times the latter question was answered, readers continued to solicit 

editorial guidance on how tall they should be and on how much they should weigh. 

The language of citizenship and manliness was absent from the answers, but the 

language of the normative ideal was not. Consider the following excerpts for heights 

and weights for ages thirteen to twenty (emphasis added below): 

Count Monte Christo – A boy of thirteen years ought to be four feet nine inches 

tall, and weigh ninety-five pounds.146 

Cliff – You should be five feet tall and weigh one hundred pounds.147 

Dashing Dick – A boy of fifteen years ought to be five feet two inches tall, and 

weigh one hundred and five pounds.148 

 Ernest Kirby – A youth of 16 ought to be about 5 feet 3 inches tall.149 

 Buffalo Bull – He should be 5 feet 3 inches tall and weigh 110 pounds.150 
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 ‘Answers to Correspondents’, Boys of New York, May 7, 1887, p. 8. 
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Jockey Boy – A boy of seventeen years ought to be five feet four inches tall and 

weigh one hundred and fifteen pounds.151 

Grant Conover – A boy of eighteen ought to weigh 125 pounds and be five feet 

six inches tall.152 

TBS – A young man of nineteen years ought to be five feet seven inches tall, 

weigh one hundred and thirty pounds, and measure not less than thirty two 

inches around the chest breathing naturally.153 

Charlie – He should weigh 140 pounds and be five feet eight inches tall.154 

In these answers to height-weight-age queries, the average operated as the normative 

ideal; what one should or ought to be. The editorial voice in Boys of New York mirrored 

Quetelet’s conception of the average man as an ideal type, where deviations from the 

proportions of this figure were held to constitute a kind of deformity.155 One reader, 

for example, was told that he was ‘a giant in size for his age’ and that if he continued 

to grow, he could make money exhibiting himself in a dime museum.156 Other readers 

requested, and were provided with instructions outlining measures to correct 

deviations from the norm:  

Z. Winter – By eating plenty of plain, wholesome food, and taking as much out-door 

exercise as possible you may increase your hight (sic), and you will acquire strength.157 
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Ninety-Six – To reduce your weight, take plenty of exercise, and avoid such 

articles of food as contain sugar – carrots, parsnips etc.; don’t eat veal or pork, 

avoid beer and all wine, except claret in moderate quantities.158 

While responses to the concerns of these correspondents were not couched in the 

language of citizenship, the anthropometric data relied upon to provide answers had 

been compiled specifically to assist in the more effective management of individual 

and population health, which, in periodicals like the Companion, had been explicitly 

linked to understandings of citizenship.  

 

Conclusion 

The Companion evinced a clear interest in the healthfulness and physique of its 

readers, introducing them to range of ideas that were designed to teach them to think 

about their bodies and their health in particular ways. Through myriad articles on 

sport, athletics, and anthropometry, the Companion infused the normative as well as 

the robust male body with civic import, linking its size, and shape, and stature to the 

health of the nation. By correctly ordering one’s habits of exercise, study, and eating, it 

was possible to avoid developing the body of an enervated weakling, the kind of body 

that could not render useful service to the nation. More importantly, sporting and 

athletic pursuits were promoted to readers on the basis that they would promote 

robust physiques and teach participants important lessons in self-restraint, 

cooperation, and respect for the rights of others; all of which were presented as 

hallmarks of good citizenship.  
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The Companion was also dedicated to the education of its readers on matters of 

hygiene and sanitation. Through thousands of articles in its Health Department and 

through myriad contributions from health experts, the Companion advised its readers 

on the appropriate habits to adopt in their daily lives in order to ward off ill health. A 

civic rationale underscored this advice, one that positioned healthfulness as a 

precondition to a life of civic value, and one that marked, accordingly, the adoption of 

daily habits of personal hygiene as civic duties. This logic also functioned to place a 

duty on individuals to attend, where possible, to matters of sanitation.  

Accordingly, the dire sanitary condition of the rural schools, as noted by the National 

Education Association, represented an opportunity for students and their communities 

to prove their civic fitness. Unlike tenement dwellers or immigrants, these 

communities had the potential to shape the orderliness, beauty, and healthfulness of 

their environments, and the Companion called on them to do so. Providing a template 

for action and a rationale that defined health and order as ‘sure foundations’ upon 

which ‘American citizenship’ could be built, the periodical once again succeeded in 

mobilizing communities nationwide in pursuance of its vision.  

In the concluding chapters, I shift my emphasis away from the Companion’s 

programmatic efforts to produce young citizens and turn to various projects of advice 

that were designed to shape the ways youth thought about themselves and their 

world. I am particularly interested here in the interrelationship between the languages 

and logic of character formation and civic subject formation, and look to the ways 

contributors to the Companion used these as referents in defining appropriate modes 

of behavior for young men in the mass market and in sketching the permissible limits 

of laughter, humor and wit. 
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Chapter 5 

Laughter, Humor, Wit, Character, and Citizenship. 

 

Horseplay, romping, frequent and loud fits of laughter, jokes, waggery, and 

indiscriminate familiarity, will sink both merit and knowledge into contempt. 

They compose, at most, a merry fellow, and a merry fellow was never yet a 

respectable man. 

George Peck, Formation of a Manly Character, 1854.1 

 

In antebellum advice manuals, Gilded Age success manuals and in genteel periodicals 

like the Youth’s Companion, the moral guardians of nineteenth-century youth had 

much to say about humor, wit and laughter. Not much of it was positive. The reasons 

for this varied but generally shared a common basis: laughter and the use of humor 

and wit were seen as detrimental to the cultivation of character. As character 

formation was central to nineteenth-century conceptualizations of civic subject 

formation – linked through a shared emphasis on the exercise of self-restraint, habit 

formation and the art of self-government – the discussions of laughter and humor in 

these literatures of advice can tell us much about how ideas of good citizenship and 

character formation were constructed and conveyed to male youth of the middling 

sort.2  

                                                 
1
 George Peck, Formation of a Manly Character: a series of lectures to young men, New York, Carlton & 

Phillips, 1854, p. 142. 
2
 For more on this link, see James Salazar, Bodies of Reform: the rhetoric of reform in Gilded Age 

America, New York, New York University Press, 2010, p. 14. Joseph Kett notes the difficulty of gaining 

‘concrete information’ about the audiences of the antebellum advice manuals. See Rites of Passage: 
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Where the role of humor has been considered in civic or political terms, scholars have 

traditionally focused on the importance of political irreverence to the American 

democratic tradition. The ability to subject ‘every form of power to humorous scrutiny 

and/or comedic skepticism’ has been viewed as ‘a crucial index of democratic culture’ 

and generally applauded for its egalitarian impulse.3 This kind of endorsement was not 

present in the various nineteenth-century literatures of advice mentioned above. The 

chapter proceeds with an assessment of the various ways in which advice manual 

authors critiqued laughter as evidencing a crucial lapse of self-restraint, at the 

categorization of humor and wit as tools of ridicule, and at the threat humor 

represented to the cultivation of a rational mind.   

Following this, I consider the growing acceptance of humor and laughter as necessary 

palliatives to the stress, anxiety and uncertainty of life in Gilded Age America. 

However, this acknowledgement did not amount to a wholesale endorsement of 

laughter. Instead, injunctions to abstain from laughter, humor and the theatre were 

replaced by a new regularory regime of conduct that made laughter and humor 

permissible in certain contexts. Various civic referents were used in establishing these 

limits of permissibility. In the Companion, for example, there were stories of statesmen 

and civic leaders who actively repudiated humor to ensure their respectability and civic 

relevance. The chapter concludes with a look at the ways humor was deployed against 

African Americans in the Companion, which featured in spite of consistent injunctions 

against the use of ‘humorous ridicule’ in the publication. I also look to representations 

                                                                                                                                               
adolescence in America, 1790 to the Present, New York, Basic Books, 1977, p. 95. Judy Hilkey describes 

the readership of the Gilded Age success manual as ‘most likely’ to have been comprised of ‘native-born, 

Protestant, rural and small-town farmers, mechanics, clerks, and storekeepers of modest means’ and of 

the ‘middling sort.’ See Hilkey, Character is Capital: success manuals and manhood in Gilded Age 

America, Chapel Hill, University of North Carolina Press, 1997, pp. 10-11. 
3
 Joseph Boskin, ‘American Political Humor: Touchables and Taboos’, International Political Science 

Review, vol. 11, no. 4, 1990, pp. 473-474. 
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of African American laughter as ‘wild and frenzied,’ locating these various anecdotes 

and stories as part of a broader cultural apparatus that marginalized African Americans 

as ignorant, irrational, uncivilized, and incapable of citizenship. 

 

1. Laughter in the early literatures of advice, 1830-1870. 

No republic can prosper – ay, no republic can live – without popular intelligence 

and virtue.  

 J.G. Holland, Plain Talks on Familiar Subjects, 1881.4 

To navigate the new opportunites and perils of city life in industrializing America, 

young men needed character. To become good citizens and preserve the republic, they 

were required to be virtuous and intelligent. As Joseph Kett has observed, the ‘conduct 

of life books’ published between 1830 and 1860 reshaped traditional 

conceptualizations of character and virtue to provide guidance to young men, roughly 

between 15-25 years of age, in negotiating the new challenges they would face in the 

nation’s urban centers. In these advice manuals, ‘character, once equated with natural 

physical marks and inborn traits…came to signify a configuration of moral qualities 

gradually molded in each person.’5 In the face of the myriad opportunities for vice in 

cities, the cultivation of these ‘moral qualities’ was seen as conditional on the 

development and exercise of a powerful will.6 The exercise of self-restraint, as the 

manifestation of the virtue of temperance, was thus positioned as foundational to the 

                                                 
4
 J.G. Holland, Plain Talks on Familiar Subjects, New York, Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1881. p. 126 

5
 Kett, Rites of Passage, p. 105. 

6
 On the importance of the will to nineteenth-century character building, see David Macleod, Building 

Character in the American Boy:The Boy Scouts, YMCA, and Their Forerunners, 1870-1920, Madison, 

University of Wisconsin Press, 1983, pp. 30-31. 
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development of the virtuous citizen and the succesful man, where success itself was 

defined in terms of the successful cultivation of character.  

To understand how laughter and humor threatened the development of a virtuous 

character, it is first necessary to understand how the advice manual authors 

understood vice. Four assumptions were foundational. The first was that human 

beings were deemed susceptible to vice, and young men particularly so.7 The second 

was that modern city life constituted a threat to the proper development of moral 

character, offering all manner of temptations for male youth to deviate from the path 

of virtue.8 The third was that vice, once tasted, was addictive and likely to be indulged 

repeatedly and in greater variety.9 The fourth was that only through the continued 

exercise of self-restraint was it possible to repudiate vice and cultivate the virtue upon 

which the health of republican institutions depended.10 

                                                 
7
 See for example Holland, Plain Talks, ‘In all our efforts at reform, we are obliged to take into 

account…the natural gravitation of humanity towards vice,’ p. 107; Frank Ferguson, The Young Man, or 

Guide to Knowledge, Virtue and Happiness, Boston, Munroe & Francis, 1845: ‘…were I to specify the 

period, which, of all others, is attended with the greatest peril and most needs to be watched and guarded, 

I would fix upon that which elapses from fourteen to twenty-five years of age,’ p. 18; Rev. D. Smith, 

Lectures to Young Men on Their Dangers, Safeguards, and Responsibilities, New York, Lane & Scott, 

1852: ‘the prevalent vices in this nation peculiarly assail young men,’ p. 10; Rev. T. Clark, Lectures on 

the Formation of Character, Hartford, A.C. Goodman & Co., 1852: ‘My young friends…you walk in 

slippery places. Evil spirits and evil men lay their snares to entrap your soul. A foolish pride makes you 

careless of the voice of warning. You do not know your own weakness,’ pp. 10-11. 
8
 The general consensus in the literature was that the cities were hotbeds of vice, where young men could 

be seduced by the allure of theatres, houses of prostitution and licentiousness, grog shops, drinking dens, 

gambling halls, and ballrooms. Many of the texts contain specific chapters on the dangers of ‘popular 

amusements.’ See for example, Clark, ‘Lecture III: Amusements’, Formation of Character; Ferguson, 

‘Ch. XVI: Amusements’, Guide to Knowledge, Virtue and Happiness; William A. Alcott, ‘Ch. III: On 

Amusements and Indulgences’, The Young Man’s Guide, 16
th

 edn., Boston, T.R. Marvin, 1846,. 
9
 See for example Alcott, Young Man’s Guide: ‘…the vices go in gangs, or companies. One admitted and 

indulged, and the whole gang will soon follow,’ p. 309; Ferguson, Guide to Knowledge, Virtue and 

Happiness: ‘Admit one vice, and it will exert all its influence to make way for another and another, - 

increasing in strength as they multiply in numbers, until you fall prey to every species of iniquity,’ p. 29; 

Rev. J. Todd, The Student’s Manual; Designed by Specific Directions, to aid in forming and 

strengthening the intellcetual and moral character and habits of the student, 24
th

 edn., Northampton, 

Hopkins, Bridgman & Co., 1859: ‘Every indulgence of vice, every neglect of duty, strengthens the habits 

and propensities to do wrong and go astray,’ p. 303; Smith, Lectures to Young Men: ‘nothing is so 
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New York, M.H. Newman & Co., 1853: ‘Moral disease like the plague, is contagious, whether the patient 
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Laughter as a lack of self-restraint 

In the advice manuals, laughter was often positioned as the first sign of a deviation 

from self-restraint. This view of laughter had a venerable history. St. John Chrysostom, 

the fourth century bishop of Constantinople, expressed his very clearly: 

To laugh, to speak jocosely, does not seem an acknowledged sin, but it leads to 

acknowledged sin. Thus, laughter often gives birth to foul discourse, and foul 

discourse to actions still more foul. Often from words and laughter proceed 

railing and insult; and from railing and insult, blows and wounds; and from 

blows and wounds, slaughter and murder. If, then, you would take good 

counsel for yourself, avoid not merely foul words and foul deeds, or blows and 

wounds and murders, but unseasonable laughter itself (emphasis added).11 

The bishop portrayed laughter as the first step on a path toward moral degeneracy. A 

similar sentiment was echoed, although slaughter and murder were not entertained, in 

an article published in the Companion in 1844 on the dangers of ‘The Street School’: 

There are many things learned out of school; and nowhere is there more 

learned than in the streets. Bad boys almost always live in the streets…There 

they can halloo and shout, laugh and sing, without restraint.  

                                                                                                                                               
and Happiness, ‘Deeply fix the resolution in your mind, to indulge in no recreation that is not of an 

innocent nature, and of a strict moral tendency, and you will exhibit a wisdom productive of immense 

benefits,’ pp. 121-122; Todd, Student’s Manual: ‘A virtuous and holy character is not built up in a day: it 

is the work of a long life,’ p. 304; Beecher, Lectures to Young Men: ‘You are safe from vice when you 

avoid its appearance; and only then,’ p. 166; Smith, Lectures to Young Men: to remain virtuous, youth 

must exercise ‘constant vigilance in the government of thoughts, desires, and imaginations,’ p. 104; Peck, 

Formation of a Manly Character: ‘It is the want of energy of character that prevents [young men] from 

stemming the tide of temptation, and makes them the victims of every species of influence,’ p. 113. 
11

 St. John Chrysostom, ‘On the Priesthood; Ascetic Treatises; Select Homilies and Letters; Homilies on 

the Statutes,’ in Philip Schaff (ed.), A Select Library of the Nicene and Post-Nicene Fathers of the 

Christian Church, vol. 9, New York, Christian Literature Co., 1889, p. 442, quoted in John Morreall, 

‘The Rejection of Humor in Western Thought’, Philosophy East and West, vol. 39, no. 3, Philosophy and 

Humor, 1989, p. 245. 
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The street lessons are various. Idleness is the first and chief. Curiosity about evil 

is the next. Boldness and impudence are also taught. Then come profane and 

filthy words, vile jests, unclean songs, quarrelling, fighting and even drinking. 

After a while, the pupils in the street school are far enough advanced to go to 

the upper institutions – such as the jail, and alms-house (emphasis added).12 

The idea of a progressive moral degeneracy was expressed in both, allowing the bishop 

and the anonymous author of ‘Street School’ to discuss laughter in the same breath as 

violence and other ‘foul actions.’ Laughter signaled a lapse in the exercise of self-

restraint, a clear indication that the moral compass had strayed. Once this compass 

strayed a little, male youth were liable to continue to stray further and further from 

the cultivation of a virtuous character, which was both the moral foundation and 

habitual persuasion of the good citizen. The development of good character required 

the development of correct habits, and in this quest for character, laughter and jests 

were to be avoided.  

Based on this understanding of laughter’s deviance-inducing qualities, the Companion 

and the advice manuals consistently portrayed certain types of amusement as 

dangerous for male youth. By far the most dangerous of these was the theatre, 

variously described as ‘the most pernicious’ of amusements, ‘the favorite haunt of 

vice,’ ‘the grave of principle and character,’ ‘the gate of debauchery, the perch of 

pollution, the vestibule of the very house of death,’ and ‘the door to all sins of iniquity’ 

                                                 
12

 YC, Sep. 26, 1844, p. 83. All articles published prior to 1857 were done so under the editorial guidance 

of Nathaniel Willis, the Companion’s first editor. The material featured was governed by Willis’ deep 

religious conservatism and commitment to ‘moulding’ the character of readers. During his editorship, 

subscriptions numbered a little under 5,000. See R. Gordon Kelly, Mother Was a Lady: Self and Society 

in Selected American Children’s Periodicals, Westport, Connecticut, Greenwood Press, 1974, pp. 11-12. 

 217 

The street lessons are various. Idleness is the first and chief. Curiosity about evil 

is the next. Boldness and impudence are also taught. Then come profane and 

filthy words, vile jests, unclean songs, quarrelling, fighting and even drinking. 

After a while, the pupils in the street school are far enough advanced to go to 

the upper institutions – such as the jail, and alms-house (emphasis added).12 

The idea of a progressive moral degeneracy was expressed in both, allowing the bishop 

and the anonymous author of ‘Street School’ to discuss laughter in the same breath as 

violence and other ‘foul actions.’ Laughter signaled a lapse in the exercise of self-

restraint, a clear indication that the moral compass had strayed. Once this compass 

strayed a little, male youth were liable to continue to stray further and further from 

the cultivation of a virtuous character, which was both the moral foundation and 

habitual persuasion of the good citizen. The development of good character required 

the development of correct habits, and in this quest for character, laughter and jests 

were to be avoided.  

Based on this understanding of laughter’s deviance-inducing qualities, the Companion 

and the advice manuals consistently portrayed certain types of amusement as 

dangerous for male youth. By far the most dangerous of these was the theatre, 

variously described as ‘the most pernicious’ of amusements, ‘the favorite haunt of 

vice,’ ‘the grave of principle and character,’ ‘the gate of debauchery, the perch of 

pollution, the vestibule of the very house of death,’ and ‘the door to all sins of iniquity’ 

                                                 
12

 YC, Sep. 26, 1844, p. 83. All articles published prior to 1857 were done so under the editorial guidance 

of Nathaniel Willis, the Companion’s first editor. The material featured was governed by Willis’ deep 

religious conservatism and commitment to ‘moulding’ the character of readers. During his editorship, 

subscriptions numbered a little under 5,000. See R. Gordon Kelly, Mother Was a Lady: Self and Society 

in Selected American Children’s Periodicals, Westport, Connecticut, Greenwood Press, 1974, pp. 11-12. 



 218 

among other damning epithets.13 To understand the reason for the strength of these 

objections and how they relate to laughter, it is essential to bear in mind that the 

standard fare of theatres was invariably considered to be ‘low comedy, and lower 

farce,’ not the tragedy or the classic drama.14 These invectives were, in part, based on 

the understanding that the theatre was a site designed to induce laughter.  

According to Henry Ward Beecher in Lectures to Young Men, the virtuous shunned the 

theatre because ‘every variety of wit’ flourished on the stage: ‘ridicule of sacred things, 

burlesques of religion, and licentious double entendres.’15 For Beecher, the problem 

was not simply in the act of laughing, but in the kinds of objects chosen for 

amusement. People who could take delight in the mockery of the sacred, or the noble, 

or who could laugh at the portrayal of vice, were presented as having necessarily 

strayed from the path of virtue, and consequently, of being unable to live a life that 

was not a ‘perpetual farce on morality.’16 To laugh at sacred things, such as religion or 

love or marriage, was to challenge their sanctity and invite one’s own moral 

corruption. As Beecher claimed 

It is notorious that the bill of fare at these temples of pleasure is made up to 

the taste of the lower appetites; that low comedy, and lower farce, running 

into absolute obscenity, are the only means of filling a house. Theatres which 

                                                 
13

 Alcott, Young Man’s Guide, pp. 178-183; Smith, Lectures to Young Men, p. 30; Beecher provides a 

particularly vitriolic denunciation of the theatre: ‘If you would pervert the taste – go to the theatre. If you 

would imbibe false views – go to the theatre. If you would efface as speedily as possible all qualms of 

conscience – go to the theatre. If you would put yourself irreconcilably against the spirit of virtue and 

religion – go to the theatre. If you would be infected with each particular vice in the catalogue of 

Depravity – go to the theatre’, Lectures to Young Men, p. 237. This is but part of a twenty page tirade 

against the evils of the stage, pp.231-251; Ferguson, Guide to Knowledge, pp. 27-29; Smith, Lectures to 

Young Men, pp. 31-33. 
14

 Beecher, Lectures to Young Men, pp. 217-218. 
15

 Beecher, Lectures to Young Men, p. 235. 
16

 Beecher, Lectures to Young Men, pp. 217-218. 
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should exhibit nothing but the classic Drama, would exhibit it to empty seats. 

They must be corrupt, to live; and those who attend them will be corrupted.17 

To give credence to a similar claim, Smith enlisted the support of ‘the most venerable 

men of antiquity’ and their denunciation of the stage. The reason for the antipathy of 

Plato, Livy, Xenophon, Cicero, Solon, Cato, Seneca, and Tacitus we are told, was that 

the theatre functioned ‘as a most abundant source of moral pollution,’ a source of 

‘corrupting entertainments,’ one ‘injurious to morals, and the interests of nations.’18 

Alcott also enlisted classical support, endorsing Aristotle’s injunction that ‘the seeing 

of comedies ought to be forbidden to young people, till age and discipline have made 

them proof against debauchery.’19 Alcott, like Beecher and Smith, was here referring to 

the acrimony with which these venerable men held the Comedic plays, and not with 

the classic Drama or Tragedy. Comedies would ensure moral corruption and weaken 

the conscience. Unfortunately for American audiences, or so Beecher lamented, 

comedy and farce were most commonly offered.20 

While the Companion was capable of the hellfire rhetoric of the advice manuals in the 

antebellum period, its advice against laughter was more commonly pursued through 

short tales of guilt-inducing morality. In these tales, the act of laughter was 

condemned for placing an unethical distance between the amused and the object of 

amusement and relied on the idea that, to quote historian of humor John Morreall, 

there exists a ‘certain incompatibility between being amused by something and feeling 

practical concern about it.’21 Where the object of amusement was the vice of another 
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 Beecher, Lectures to Young Men, p. 235. 
18

 Smith, Lectures to Young Men, p. 33. 
19

 Alcott, Young Man’s Guide, p. 178. 
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 Beecher, Lectures to Young Men, p. 235. 
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 Morreall refers to this as the ‘Irresponsibility Objection to Laughter.’ See Morreall, The Rejection of 

Humor, p. 255-256. A similar position was put forward by St. John Chrysostom, the fourth century 
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– drunkenness, infidelity, thievery, ambition, licentiousness, idleness – the act of 

laughing registered indifference to undesirable behaviour, where the correct action 

would be intervention or condemnation.  

This view grounded numerous injunctions against laughter in the Companion 

throughout the nineteenth century (1830-1910). The story and the message contained 

in ‘Could not Laugh’, an article from 1885, typified the Companion’s approach. In this 

anecdote, readers were told that ‘many a spectacle that naturally excites our laughter 

would call up very different feelings if we knew all the circumstances connected with 

it.’ After all, behind ‘every staggering drunkard’ there was a sad tale of dissolution and 

the distress of friends and relatives. Rather than laughing at the drunk, readers were 

encouraged to support ‘abstinence societies,’ the sermons of ministers and ‘young 

people’s pledges’ against alcohol.22 In moralistic tales of this type, readers learned that 

laughter precluded ethical engagement with vice.   

A natural corollary to the injunction to suppress laughter in the advice literature was 

an admonition for young men to forego the use of wit and humour. These directives 

were based on various interpretations of humor and wit that positioned their use as 

harmful to the formation of civic capacity (rationality and intelligence), the cultivation 

of civic virtue (justice, judgment, moderation), and as manifestations of sinful 

indulgence (pride and vanity). In order to rise in respectability, form a noble character, 

and become an intelligent and virtuous citizen, readers were encouraged to abstain 

                                                                                                                                               
bishop of Constantinople quoted earlier. Chrysostom compares laughter and tears, repudiating the former 

and suggesting the value of the latter: ‘for with tears as a rule there is associated some profitable lesson, 

but with laughter licence. Moreover, by tears no one gives encouragement to a licentious person, whereas 

by laughter one fosters his expectations.’ The contrary position to this was that laughter-as-ridicule could 

be used as a means of commenting on and censuring the vices of others. This is a position explored by 

Quentin Skinner in ‘Hobbes and the Classical Theory of Laughter’, Visions of Politics: Hobbes and Civil 

Science, Vol. 3, Cambridge, Cambridge University Press, 2002, see particularly pp. 157-160 
22

 ‘Could not Laugh’, YC, Mar. 5, 1885, p. 86. 
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from the use of humor and wit. To understand this advice, it is necessary to shed more 

light on mid-nineteenth century conceptions of humor and wit. 

Humor and Wit as Ridicule 

The first point to note, and it should be no surprise given the previous discussion, was 

that humour and the laughter attendant on it were in no way considered harmless. In 

adopting this view, the authors of mid-century advice manuals and Companion 

editorials can be located within the ‘classical tradition.’ This tradition, most commonly 

associated with Plato, Aristotle and Hobbes, equated the act of laughter with an 

expression of ridicule; an experience of pleasure derived from the ‘infirmities,’ 

‘ugliness,’ ‘deformities,’ ‘indecencies,’ and ‘misfortunes’ of others; as the 

manifestation of a peculiar kind of joy, expressing or ‘conveying a scornful and 

contemptuous sense of one’s own superiority.’23 Hobbes’ theory that ‘laughter arises 

from glorying in ourselves at some superiority over our neighbor,’ was cited in the 

Companion in 1883, though by this stage, it was seen as an overly narrow view of 

humor.24 Nevertheless, prior to the 1870s, it is very difficult to find humor and wit 

distinguished from ridicule in the advice literature.  Reverend John Todd, for example, 

warned those who ‘are tempted to indulge in humor and wit’ that they were ‘beset in 

a weak and dangerous spot,’ warning readers that   

it is impossible to flourish a tool so sharp without wounding others. Strive 

against it as much as you please, your best jokes, and keenest arrows, will be 

spent upon men and upon living characters. This will cause enmities and heart-

                                                 
23

 Skinner, Hobbes and the classical theory of laughter, p. 147. Skinner, with typical erudition, provides a 

brilliant historiography of neo-classical conceptions of laughter in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. 

See also Morreall, The Rejection of Humor, pp. 243-265, and Morreall (ed.), The Philosophy of Laughter 

and Humor, particularly chapters on Plato, Aristotle, Cicero, Hobbes, and Descartes, pp. 9-25. 
24

 Charles Reade, ‘The Kindly Jest’, YC, Dec. 13, 1883, p. 534. 
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burnings…We repel the man who feels so conscious of superiority, that he may 

sport with the characters of others (emphasis added).25 

Explicit in this passage was the idea that wit or humour would be furnished in order to 

elevate one’s standing through the denigration of others. As the purpose of wit was to 

demonstrate one’s superiority over another, making humourous remarks was 

understood as an expression of vanity and pride, and laughter seen as an endorsement 

of this cardinal immorality.26 For a reverend of the Church to equate the use of 

humour and the desire to elicit a laugh with the most serious of the cardinal vices and 

the fountainhead of the other mortal sins is instructive: the ‘wit’ was not held in high 

regard. Henry Ward Beecher went further in his caution to those who would indulge in 

wit, ennumerating a number of other cardinal vices linked to the use of wit:  

The wit is liable to indolence by relying upon his genius [sloth]; to vanity, by the 

praise which is offered as incense [pride]; to malignant sarcasm, to revenge his 

affronts [wrath]; to dissipation [gluttony], from the habit of exhilaration, and 

from the company which court him.27 

In the Companion, wit and humor were similarly divorced from virtue. Frequent 

articles, from the 1830s through to the turn of the century, noted the ‘aggressive 

character’ of wit, its ‘contemptible nature,’ and warned readers against ‘the sin of 

ridicule.’28 One problem the Companion took particular concerns to address was the 

tendency of male youth to engage in practical joking. As this species of humorous 

                                                 
25

 Todd, Student’s Manual, pp. 214-215. 
26

 This is a theme specifically explored by Baudelaire in his 1855 essay on laughter. In this essay, the joy 

expressed in laughter is held to be rooted in one’s own pride and scorn for another, and laughter is 

denounced as demonic in consequence. See Baudelaire, ‘The Essence of Laughter’ (De l’essencedu rire) 

in The Essence of Laughter and Other Essays, Journals, and Letters, P. Quennel (ed.), New York, 1956, 

pp. 109-130. 
27 

Beecher, Lectures to Young Men, p. 109. 
28

 Charles Reade, ‘The Kindly Jest’, YC, Dec. 13, 1883, p. 534; ‘Cruel’, YC, Feb. 6, 1868, p. 21; 

‘Morality’, YC, Aug. 14, 1840, p. 54. 

 222 

burnings…We repel the man who feels so conscious of superiority, that he may 

sport with the characters of others (emphasis added).25 

Explicit in this passage was the idea that wit or humour would be furnished in order to 

elevate one’s standing through the denigration of others. As the purpose of wit was to 

demonstrate one’s superiority over another, making humourous remarks was 

understood as an expression of vanity and pride, and laughter seen as an endorsement 

of this cardinal immorality.26 For a reverend of the Church to equate the use of 

humour and the desire to elicit a laugh with the most serious of the cardinal vices and 

the fountainhead of the other mortal sins is instructive: the ‘wit’ was not held in high 

regard. Henry Ward Beecher went further in his caution to those who would indulge in 

wit, ennumerating a number of other cardinal vices linked to the use of wit:  

The wit is liable to indolence by relying upon his genius [sloth]; to vanity, by the 

praise which is offered as incense [pride]; to malignant sarcasm, to revenge his 

affronts [wrath]; to dissipation [gluttony], from the habit of exhilaration, and 

from the company which court him.27 

In the Companion, wit and humor were similarly divorced from virtue. Frequent 

articles, from the 1830s through to the turn of the century, noted the ‘aggressive 

character’ of wit, its ‘contemptible nature,’ and warned readers against ‘the sin of 

ridicule.’28 One problem the Companion took particular concerns to address was the 

tendency of male youth to engage in practical joking. As this species of humorous 

                                                 
25

 Todd, Student’s Manual, pp. 214-215. 
26

 This is a theme specifically explored by Baudelaire in his 1855 essay on laughter. In this essay, the joy 

expressed in laughter is held to be rooted in one’s own pride and scorn for another, and laughter is 

denounced as demonic in consequence. See Baudelaire, ‘The Essence of Laughter’ (De l’essencedu rire) 

in The Essence of Laughter and Other Essays, Journals, and Letters, P. Quennel (ed.), New York, 1956, 

pp. 109-130. 
27 

Beecher, Lectures to Young Men, p. 109. 
28

 Charles Reade, ‘The Kindly Jest’, YC, Dec. 13, 1883, p. 534; ‘Cruel’, YC, Feb. 6, 1868, p. 21; 

‘Morality’, YC, Aug. 14, 1840, p. 54. 



 223 

amusement relied on the pain and discomfort of another, it was not something that 

‘conscience would approve.’29 Such a critique seems entirely appropriate given the 

types of activities practical jokers engaged in, at least in the pages of the Companion.  

In ‘A Boy Made An Idiot “Just For Fun”’, an article from 1872, a couple of boys lock 

their friend in a barn at night, not realizing he is scared of the dark. Great ‘mental 

anguish’ is suffered by the boy and he loses ‘his mind forever.’30 In ‘What Came of a 

Joke’, published in 1874, a young medical student makes a joke about grave-robbing to 

a young boy and shows him a dead limb, suggesting it is the boy’s mother’s arm. 

Unfortunately, it turns out that the boy’s mother had recently died, prompting the boy 

to tell his father, who, in turn, marshalls a posse that goes on ‘to destroy the medical 

school, the houses of doctors’ and attempts to ‘cause harm to physicians.’31 In another 

piece from the 1870s, two boys make a straw man and prop him up in the street: 

At midnight they began an imaginary quarrel. This attracted the attention of 

the neighbors. It was funny. Then they fired several shots from their revolvers 

at their straw man. It fell down, and they ran away, followed by some of the 

neighbors, who thought that a murder had been committed. That was very 

funny. They ran so fast that the pursuers, despairing of catching them, began 

firing revolvers. Kohler was shot in the leg before the joke could be explained. 

That wasn’t very funny.32 

How readers interpreted these causal chains of calamity is difficult to determine. What 

is certain is that where practical joking was discussed in the Companion, it always 

provided fodder for a lesson in morality. Practical joking, as with the use of wit 
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generally, was deemed incompatible with virtue in consequence of the fact that 

amusement was always derived from the suffering of another. Though this was the 

most compelling and frequent critique of humor and wit, there were others. 

Wit, intelligence and reason 

The cultivation and enjoyment of wit was also portrayed as debilitative to reason and 

the acquisition of knowledge. This critique relied on an alternative understanding of 

humor increasingly recognized from mid-century, one that discerned the humorous in 

the illumination of amusing incongruities and odd associations.33 This was generally 

recognized as a more harmless form of humor as it was less apt to wound others. Even 

so, the Reverend John Todd, in his Student’s Manual, issued the following caution: 

In trying to be a wit…you injure your own mind. No one can be a wit without 

assiduously cultivating peculiar and odd associations of ideas. The result will be 

that the mind ceases to be a well-balanced instrument of acquiring or 

communicating information.34 

By seeking to amuse, the wit endangered the rational sense. In this view, even though 

the use of wit did not necessarily sacrifice virtue, it was positioned as attacking that 

other foundation of republican citizenship: intelligence.  The maxim that the health of 

the republic was reliant on the popular intelligence and virtue of its citizenry was one 

that youth encountered throughout the nineteenth century in advice manuals, civic 

rituals, speeches marking patriotic days, in periodicals like the Companion, in church, 
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and in school. So, whether or not critiques like Todd’s were taken seriously, the logic 

was certainly familiar.   

 

2. Laughter in the Gilded Age 

A new form of advice literature for young men began to appear on the market in the 

1870s. These new texts shared much in common with their predecessors, though they 

were even more cognizant of the difficulties young men faced in negotiating the 

complexities, the pressures, the vicissitudes, and banalities of life in industrialized 

America. In these ‘success manuals’, as Irwin Wyllie and others have described them, 

blanket denunciations of laughter and totalizing injunctions to abstain from the 

theatre are hard to find, though the core values espoused in these new manuals 

remained essentially the same as those penned prior to the war.35 The cultivation of 

character and the development of willpower in this new literature of advice, as Judy 

Hilkey has argued, remained both the foundational criterion for success and served as 

the definition of success itself.36  

Henry Northrop’s Character Building provides a clear indication of the continuity of 

concern with character and self-restraint. He noted that self-control was ‘at the root of 

all the virtues,’ and that once a man gave ‘the reins to his impulses and passions,’ he 

abdicated his moral freedom. The exercise of self-restraint remained the decisive 

factor in determining whether a young man lived a life of liberty or one of licence. 

Instinctive impulses were to be regulated by self-control and it was this habitual 
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restraint that continued to form ‘the primary basis of individual character.’37 As with 

their predecessors, the authors of the success manuals continued the exhaustive 

elaboration and treatment of virtue and vice. Nevertheless, in acknowledging the 

difficulties and nervous strain young men encountered in navigating the uncertainties 

of life in Gilded Age America, authors were far more willing to acknowledge the utility 

of some forms of recreation and amusement. Outright injunctions against drinking 

strong liquor and gambling remained, but laughter was removed from the list of vices 

that undermined self-restraint.  

Young men were to remain circumspect in the regulation of all activities, but the 

language of moderation and pragmatism increasingly replaced that of abstinence. In 

Success and its Conditions, Edwin Whipple called for the modification of the ‘ascetic 

acid in our morality and religion,’ one that consistently thundered ‘“Thou shalt not!” 

on all amusements and recreations.’ Though potentially debilitative, these 

amusements could also provide a ‘soothing and subtle joy by which the heart’s anxious 

and aching cares are softly smiled away.’38 Edward Bok, in Successward, prefaced his 

remarks on the theatre with a preliminary reminder of its capacity to produce ‘positive 

injury’ to those of ‘susceptible mind,’ before endorsing the theatre as a ‘wonderful 

stimulant, a powerful rejuvenant of spirits’ and a good place to ‘enjoy a hearty 

laugh.’39  

Provided that theatre-going or dancing did not ‘interfere with a young fellow’s best 

business interests,’ success manual authors were happy to endorse these activities for 

their ability to promote cheerfulness and relieve stress, anxiety, nervousness and 

                                                 
37

 Henry Northrop, Character Building, or Principles, Precepts and Practices which Make a Life a 

Success, Toronto, J.L. Nichols & Co., 1896, p. 323. 
38

 Edwin P. Whipple, Success and its Conditions, Boston, James R. Osgood & Co., 1877, pp. 207-208. 
39

 Edward Bok, Successward: a young man’s book for young men, New York, Douleday & McClure Co., 

pp. 90-92. 

 226 

restraint that continued to form ‘the primary basis of individual character.’37 As with 

their predecessors, the authors of the success manuals continued the exhaustive 

elaboration and treatment of virtue and vice. Nevertheless, in acknowledging the 

difficulties and nervous strain young men encountered in navigating the uncertainties 

of life in Gilded Age America, authors were far more willing to acknowledge the utility 

of some forms of recreation and amusement. Outright injunctions against drinking 

strong liquor and gambling remained, but laughter was removed from the list of vices 

that undermined self-restraint.  

Young men were to remain circumspect in the regulation of all activities, but the 

language of moderation and pragmatism increasingly replaced that of abstinence. In 

Success and its Conditions, Edwin Whipple called for the modification of the ‘ascetic 

acid in our morality and religion,’ one that consistently thundered ‘“Thou shalt not!” 

on all amusements and recreations.’ Though potentially debilitative, these 

amusements could also provide a ‘soothing and subtle joy by which the heart’s anxious 

and aching cares are softly smiled away.’38 Edward Bok, in Successward, prefaced his 

remarks on the theatre with a preliminary reminder of its capacity to produce ‘positive 

injury’ to those of ‘susceptible mind,’ before endorsing the theatre as a ‘wonderful 

stimulant, a powerful rejuvenant of spirits’ and a good place to ‘enjoy a hearty 

laugh.’39  

Provided that theatre-going or dancing did not ‘interfere with a young fellow’s best 

business interests,’ success manual authors were happy to endorse these activities for 

their ability to promote cheerfulness and relieve stress, anxiety, nervousness and 

                                                 
37

 Henry Northrop, Character Building, or Principles, Precepts and Practices which Make a Life a 

Success, Toronto, J.L. Nichols & Co., 1896, p. 323. 
38

 Edwin P. Whipple, Success and its Conditions, Boston, James R. Osgood & Co., 1877, pp. 207-208. 
39

 Edward Bok, Successward: a young man’s book for young men, New York, Douleday & McClure Co., 

pp. 90-92. 



 227 

fretting.40 Nevertheless, Jerome Bates in Imperial Highway encouraged readers to be 

careful in their use of wit and humor and to always follow the advice of Stillingfleet: 

Above all things raillery decline, 

'Tis in the ablest hands a dangerous tool, 

But never fails to wound the meddling fool; 

For all must grant it needs no common art 

To keep men patient when you make them smart. 

Neither wit alone, nor humor's self will do 

(Without good nature, and much prudence too) 

To judge aright of persons, place and time; 

For taste decrees what's low, and what's sublime.41 

Where ‘tasteful’, humor was acceptable. This represented a departure from previous 

strictures against the uses of humor and placing oneself in situations where laughter 

was likely to be induced. In Architects of Fate, Orison Swett Marden endorsed the act 

of laughter in a way unimaginable to the antebellum conduct of life books, citing with 

approval Chamfort’s maxim that ‘the most completely lost of all days is the one in 

which we have not laughed.’ Marden continued, citing Oliver Wendell Holmes: ‘Mirth 

is God’s Medicine’; and Lincoln: ‘if it were not for the occasional vent, I should die.’ 

Readers also learned that there was ‘no table sauce like laughter at meals,’ and that 

laughter was ‘the great enemy of dyspepsia.’ As a palliative to the stresses and strains 
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of Gilded Age life, and as a hallmark of the cheerfulness that could keep anxiety at bay, 

the act of laughter and the use of humor were endorsed.42 

It was also around 1870 that the Companion began to rein in its hostile stance toward 

humor, wit and laughter. However, wit remained ‘contemptible’ when used to injure 

the feelings of another and practical jokes were continually decried for the ‘malicious’ 

intent that underwrote this species of juvenile humor.43 The criticism of laughter and 

wit from an 1871 editorial, for example, would also have been familiar to a previous 

generation of readers. In this piece, ‘nonsense and hollow humor’ were deemed ‘not 

good at all,’ and readers were reminded that they would ‘transgress the bounds of 

propriety’ by laughing at ‘parodies or travesties of serious things.’ Yet, readers were 

also told, and here the editor quoted Thackeray, that humor could be ‘a mixture of wit 

and love.’44   

Laughter, interpreted this way, was no longer synonymous with ridicule, malice, or 

delight in the infirmities of another. In part, this relied on an interpretation of laughter 

as an act occassioned by the enjoyment of an amusing incongruity. If antebellum 
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advice manual authors warned against the damage to the rational faculties ocassioned 

by courting the incongruous, readers now learned that the ability to delight in the 

incongruous was ‘graciously’ given to mankind by ‘the Almighty…to add greatly to the 

mirth and enjoyment of life.’45 Both God and the Devil of Hobbesian ridicule now 

inhabited the realm of humor, and, in the act of laughter, one could discern the divine 

as well as the diabolical. The entry of the Almighty into the realm of humor was thus 

conditional on the conceptualization of whimsy, incongruity, and the ludicrous as non-

harmful species of humor as well as on the socio-economic transformations that made 

growing up in Gilded Age America such a stressful affair. In 1881, for example, 

Companion readers were told that jokes were necessary because ‘all men need 

relaxation, and the urgency with which Americans demand it shows how overstrained 

their lives are.’46 

It was under these conditions that the Companion began to emerge as a repository for 

acceptable humor. Given the cultural cachet of this publication and its immense 

circulation, it presents as a particularly useful source through which to trace the 

development of a new regulatory regime around humor and laughter. Humorous 

anecdotes and jokes began to feature more regularly from the 1870s, as did short 

articles on humorous men of note and on the humor characteristic of particular 

peoples and places.47 In most cases, readers were provided with an instance of humor 

and an explanation of its acceptability. In ‘Feminine Humor’, we hear of the ‘peculiar 

property’ of the American girl to make ‘comical comparisons and odd exaggerations.’ 
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In encountering a thin and forlorn horse, one girl was heard to remark: ‘Poor thing! It 

looks as if it had been pastured for twenty years on a plowed field.’ The fact there was 

both ‘humor as well as pathos’ in the delivery rendered it acceptable (emphasis 

added).48 In ‘Quaker Wit’, the ‘quaint humor’ of the Quaker was portrayed as a source 

of pleasant surprise given the Quakers were predominantly a ‘grave and even 

somewhat solemn people.’49 Humor was acceptable, but only with some kind of 

caveat.  

Humor was also permissible when used to lighten a heavy mood or short-circuit some 

tense situation. In ‘Southern Wit in War’, an editorial from 1891, humor was portrayed 

as necessary to carry men ‘through the terrible strain of war.’ In the anecdote that 

followed, Colonel Tom August, of the First Virginia, was approached by ‘a bombastic 

friend’ in the early days of the secession: 

‘Well, sir, I presume your voice is still for War?” 

‘Oh yes,’, replied the wit, ‘perfectly still!’50 

While puns were not generally accorded the status of wit or humor, where they were 

dignified by circumstance, as with the case above, they were free from admonishment. 

The humor of the peacemaker was also venerated. In a full page contribution from 

Justin McCarthy, the Irish nationalist and British MP, readers were taken through a 

series of tense situations in which a well-timed humorous remark restored equanamity 

to various parliamentary debates, legal proceedings and social interactions.51 Where 

humor accorded to good taste, where it was infused with love or pathos, where it 
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relieved tension or alleviated stress, or restored good humor to a heated situation, it 

was permissible. 

Where religious or civic business was at stake, laughter was impermissible. In ‘Jests 

upon Scripture’, an 1856 Companion editorial lifted from the English Presbyterian 

Messenger, it was acknowledged as ‘common’ that certain people would ‘raise a laugh 

by means of some ludicrous story connected with a text of Scripture.’ Whether 

through some play on words or a pun, readers were warned that this was ‘no venial 

offence, leading as it does to profane contempt of God’s word.’52 In the poem ‘A Time 

to Laugh’, also from the 1850s, readers were advised ‘to never let the courts of God, 

with foot of reckless mirth be trod; nor let the moments claimed by heaven, to 

heedless merriment be given.’ Laughter’s capacity to subvert the sacred made humor 

in church or in relation to religion unforgiveable. As we have already seen in the 

antebellum literature of advice, this understanding of laughter’s subversive quality 

informed many of the injunctions to avoid the theatre. By virtue of the many post-war 

reprints of these manuals, this critique continued to circulate widely in postbellum 

America.  

Where civic business was at stake, laughter and humor were also viewed with 

suspicion. In 1877, the Companion featured an article on Senator Oliver Morton, 

detailing the reasons why Morton had determined to reform his humorous ways upon 

entering public life. Morton is reported to have said that  

a politician who goes into wit as a regular thing must expect to sacrifice 

everything else to it. He will gain no reputation as a sound man. He will never 

get very high in honors. People will say he say is a good “stumper,” but his 
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judgment will be a thing of suspicion. People will dislike to trust it. They will not 

deem the author of witty sayings capable of originating large, solid measures.53 

Similar civic-based injunctions against levity were clearly discernible in the 

Companion’s elaboration of acceptable civic conduct for youth. Membership in the 

Lyceum League of America, for example, was advertized to ‘earnest young men’ and 

participation was to be denied to those who would join ‘just for the fun of it.’ Debate 

was a ‘discipline’ to be learnt, as was the art of presiding over it. To engage with the 

issues of the day, participants were required to take to a program of ‘hard reading.’ 

The language here was of discipline, earnestness and diligence; the patriotic aims of 

the League – to ‘cultivate good citizenship’ – could only be realized by ‘those who 

would join it for real work.’54 Merriment and mirth, while increasingly acceptable 

antidotes to the uncertainties and anxieties of life in industrialized America, were not 

compatible with the performance of intelligent patriotism.  

Nor could laughter, merriment or mirth be countenanced in defining one’s relationship 

to the flag. Solemnity was required in saluting the flag and patriotism could only be 

performed through signalling reverence for the values, the sacrifices, and the ideals 

embedded within its folds. Laughter, as the language of irreverence, could not be used 

to articulate one’s love of country. Tears, on the otherhand, could do exactly this. As 

already discussed, there was no higher means of expressing reverence for the flag than 

through the tears of Union soldiers (acceptably ‘rough men’) when reacquainted with 

the Stars and Stripes after a period of incarceration.55 In the various anecdotes that 

described these encounters, the Companion’s readers were positioned to view the 
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veteran’s tear as the ultimate expression of patriotism. Tears were capable of 

conveying the sacred status of the flag in a way that laughter never could. Laughter 

and mirth were not modes of expression consonant with participation in the rites of 

American patriotism. 

 

3. Laughter, Humor, Race and Civic Capacity 

In an obituary to staff writer Frank R. Stockton in 1902, Mr. Stockton was applauded 

for his particular gift for whimsy in the ‘linking of opposites.’ This obituary signaled 

recognition that laughter could spring from a delight in the experience of an amusing 

incongruity, recognizing a species of laughter distinct from ridicule. Stockton’s gift was 

in his capacity to ‘provoke a hearty and healthy laugh,’ one that could make the lives of 

readers ‘more comfortable and happy.’ In lauding the writer for never ‘ridiculing 

anything or any thought that touched a human heart,’ the permissible limits of humor 

were sketched once more.56 These limits were repeatedly drawn in the Companion’s 

numerous jeremiads against practical joking and against wit that targeted the 

ignorance, infirmity or station of another.57 Yet, at the same time as these limits were 

framed, the Companion transgressed them, frequently publishing ‘humorous’ 

anecdotes that targeted the purported ignorance of African Americans. 

Such humor was certainly not new during this period, nor was it the only cultural form 

through which African Americans were stereotyped, trivialized and naturalized as 

subordinate to whites in the post-Reconstruction decades. As myriad scholars have 

shown, the resurgent social and political oppression of blacks during this period was 
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underwritten and informed by their ‘symbolic annihilation’ in the cultural realm.58 

Negative and demeaning portrayals of African Americans abounded in children’s 

fiction, on postcards, in advertizing, caricatures in newspapers and periodicals, through 

entertainment forms such as blackface minstrelsy, and in a host of material objects, 

including salt and pepper shakers, toys, toilet swabs and so on.59 The racist humor of 

the Companion, then, was simply another cultural form through which nineteenth-

century racial ideologies were reproduced. Nevertheless, it was an important one, 

given the periodical’s interest in both articulating the contours of a civic identity for 

youth and its efforts to produce those identities. 

In this context, ‘humorous’ depictions of blacks as ignorant and incompetent helped to 

establish the racial boundaries and capacities of the American citizen. As we have 

already seen, the Companion played a key role in the displacement of black veterans 

from the Columbus Day celebrations of 1892. By preventing the participation of black 

veterans, it was possible to both ignore the cause and rewrite the legacy of the war in 

this nationwide celebration. In their absence, it was possible to venerate white 

veterans of both sides as brave, self-sacrificing, and ‘equally earnest’ in their 

patriotism. Mediating the past in this way and structuring the participation of veterans 
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along racial lines established these civic attributes as white; an interpretive and 

choreographic act that was crucial to the event’s civic pedagogy and its aim of 

fostering the process of reunion between North and South. The Companion’s 

depictions of black ignorance and incompetence, from the mid-1870s, played a similar 

role in structuring certain civic qualities as the racial preserve of white folk.  

In March and June 1875, the Companion featured two accounts of Southern jousting 

carnivals, one all-white (‘Who Won the Crown?’), the other, all-black (‘Negro Gala 

Day’).60 In ‘Who Won the Crown?’ the young, white, female narrator introduces us to 

the ‘little town of Hollywell, away down South in Dixie,’ an idyllic location referred to 

by locals as ‘the City of Flowers.’ The mock jousting tournament was described as 

‘fashionable entertainment all over our Southern country,’ and embodied ‘all that was 

picturesque, chivalric and ideal.’61 The post-War timing of the tournament does not 

interfere with the observance of traditional socio-racial hierarchies: all officials and 

participants were white, the four minstrels were ‘jolly young negroes’ and appear as 

the sole black representatives at the event. In contrast, the white male narrator of 

‘Negro Gala Day’ mentions that ‘the riders, instead of being from the most wealthy 

and aristocratic classes of the neighborhood, were negroes – the very darkest of all 
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dark knights,’ and that the officials were ‘black themselves as the knights.’62 The 

relegation of whites to the role of mere spectator was described as follows: 

Of course the young men who had ridden in previous tournaments felt 

indignant that their recent servants should usurp their noble pastime; but 

under the ‘Fifteenth Amendment’ and the Civil Rights Bill, there was no help for 

it, and the joyous negroes went on unmolested with the preparations for their 

fête.63 

Though legally permissible, the agency of African Americans in organizing the event 

was portrayed as a transgression of the South’s racial code. Blacks officiated, blacks 

participated, and whites were visible only behind the bunting (and, of course, in the 

narrative voice).64 The inversion of the prevailing racial hierarchy through the staging 

of this spectacle repudiated that hierarchy, though obviously did not destroy it. 

Tellingly, the narrator signals his sympathy with the position of the young white men, 

foreshadowing later narrative developments in which the reader learns that, while 

legally entitled to put on this spectacle, blacks were not possessed of the requisite 

qualities to perform this cultural ritual with the dignity it deserved. The differing 

depictions of the participants in ‘Negro Gala Day’ and ‘Who Won the Crown?’ are 

instructive in this regard.   
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The young knights of the all-white tournament were presented as the very picture of 

nobility, mounted on ‘fiery horses’ who ‘arched their necks with impatience,’ and all 

acquitted themselves well in the various rounds of the tournament.65 Some riders 

distinguished themselves with superior skill, but these differences were articulated in 

terms of the rider’s lance being held in either a steady hand, or one that wavered. In 

contrast, the black knights entered their tournament arena ‘two by two, mounted 

upon consumptive looking horses.’ The following descriptions of the riders were also 

given:  

As to dress, every one of the sixteen seemed to have done his best to out-

harlequin all the others. 

The ‘fiery steed’s’ mane flew up in his eyes; his white teeth gleamed fiercely 

through the long hair, and his legs kicked in and out like the limbs of a great 

jumping-jack. 

He kicked his horse into a dead run, and came on, looking like an enormous 

lobster shot out of a cannon.66 

While black agency was acknowledged in the creation of this cultural space and in the 

performance of this Southern ritual, the narrator consistently positioned and 

recuperated this performance into a racial hierarchy of competence-incompetence. As 

‘lobsters,’ ‘harlequins’ and ‘jumping-jacks,’ black participants were never more than 

comical approximations of the Southern, white, chivalric ideal. Similar disparities of 

treatment can be seen in the respective descriptions of the crowds for the two events. 

In ‘Who Won the Crown?’ the spectators were ‘crowded into their seats,’ though no 
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particular mention was made of their behaviour, except that they would ‘rise and wave 

their congratulations’ at feats of skill, and were capable of ‘profound silence’ at 

appropriate times (e.g., when the successful knight was crowned champion and chose 

his ‘Queen of Love and Beauty.’). This crowd behaviour differed markedly from that 

recounted in ‘Negro Gala Day’: 

The negro children were wild with delighted expectation. They rolled over and 

over in the sand, turned summersaults, butted at one another, shrieked and fell 

into paroxysms of laughter without the slightest apparent cause. 

And again, 

The hilarity at this last ceremony amounted to something like frenzy, and the 

negroes laughed, and shrieked, and jumped up and down, as only negroes 

can…the white people strolled away from the grounds, and the tournament 

was ended.’67 

In comparison to the white tournament in Hollywell, the white narrator in ‘Negro Gala 

Day’ presented a black crowd lacking the self-restraint appropriate to an event 

representative of all that was considered ‘picturesque, chivalric, and ideal.’ The 

freedom of freedmen to create and act within the carnival space was grudgingly 

accepted, but this emancipatory act served only, in the narrator’s eyes, to confirm the 

racial inferiority of African Americans. The wild and frenzied laughter of the crowd, for 

example, was used to portray the black audience as incapable of the decorous self-

control appropriate to such an event. While this wild and frenzied laughter did 

highlight the new and different possibilities for expression that African Americans 
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found within a legally altered cultural space, it also functioned as the narrative means 

by which African Americans were depicted as wild and barbarous. 

That black laughter evidenced a lack of self-control was only part of the problem for 

the narrator. Of even greater concern was his stated inability to identify the wellspring 

of this laughter. Tellingly, the joy of ‘unmolested’ congregation was not even 

countenanced as a possible reason for the delight expressed by participants. Instead, 

readers were told that the laughter of the audience had ‘no apparent cause’ and was 

of a kind that ‘only negroes’ were capable of. In linking capability with cause, and 

pleading ignorance of the cause, the narrator positioned black laughter as devoid of 

white reason. This rumination on black laughter served to mark African Americans as 

both racially and socially distinct from their white neighbors, a narrative mediation of 

the black experience of freedom that suggested to readers that Southern blacks were 

not yet ready for the full responsibilities of citizenship.   

Similarly negative depictions of African Americans figured in various anecdotes in the 

Companion from the 1870s. While largely invisible in the majority of Companion 

content, when African Americans did feature, they frequently played the role of the 

ignorant, though good-natured fool.68  The following story of escaped circus animals 

published in the Companion in March 1894 was a case in point. After a train crash 
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scatters the circus animals over the countryside, an ‘old colored man’ approaches the 

circus manager to discuss a monetary reward for returning one of the animals:  

“Boss,” he said, “do I git anythin’ if I cotch de giraffee what got away last 

night?” 

“No giraffe got away,” was the reply. 

“Wal, I cotched somethin’ ober on my place dat must ha’ got away from 

somebody. My ole woman done say it’s a giraffee, but mebbe it’s a elephant.” 

“Our elephants are all here, but one of the camels is gone.” 

“Mebbe it’s a camel. I nebber see no camel. He ain’t got no wings nor nuffin’.” 

“Does it look like a horse or a cow?” 

“No, sah. My boy Henry says it’s a ‘nosceros, but I’se a little suspicious dat it 

haint.” 

“We have no rhinoceros, but it may be our sacred bull from India.” 

“Does yo’ sacred bull growl like a dawg an’ roar an’ roar?”69 

It turns out that ‘the old colored man’ had in fact captured ‘the biggest lion of the 

menagerie’ with a piece of rope and dragged him back toward the site of the train 

wreck, motivating the unwilling animal along the way by hitting it with a stick. What is 

interesting here is the way this kind of story sits comfortably alongside the hundreds of 

tales of the brave deeds of young white males in the Companion’s ‘coming of age’ or 
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‘rite of passage’ stories.70 In these stories, the brave deeds of white youth were 

typically presented as important steps in making the transition to a virtuous manhood, 

capable of being presented as such because of the young protagonist’s full 

comprehension of the risk or sacrifice involved in pursuing a certain course of action.71  

The tone and purpose in the story ‘What He Had Caught’ is altogether different. 

Ostensibly, the act of mastering a lion to the point of capture with a rope, beating it 

with a stick, and returning it to its rightful owner is a brave (though highly improbable) 

act. Given that the lion had already killed the man’s dog, it would certainly appear that 

the protagonist was aware of the unknown creature’s skill at ending life, and thus the 

act of capture and return appears truly brave indeed. Yet, the man’s ignorance of the 

animal’s titular designation ‘lion’ renders his bravery foolhardy; in fact, is positioned as 

the only possible reason for engaging in the capture and return in the first place. 

However named, one imagines that a lion would still react poorly to a beating with a 

stick. All of which is to say that it is doubtful that ignorance of the name amounted to 

ignorance of the lion’s nature, yet it is the ignorance of the former that ensures the 

accomplishment of the old man is an object of amusement and not acclaim.   

This ignorance, of course, is presented as putatively racial, possessed by the whole 

family, and by extension, the race. The man’s wife believes the lion to be a giraffe, the 

son believes it to be a rhinoceros, and the man himself, though unsure, supposes the 

animal might be an elephant. As this ignorance is marked as humorous, the invitation 

to laugh operates as an invitation to confirm an existing racial hierarchy of knowledge-

ignorance, rather than an opportunity to subvert it. So, while the actions of the lion’s 
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catcher may appear incongruous – an ignorance that should prove fatal does not – the 

incongruity presented is reconcilable with, and consolidates a racial hierarchy of black 

inferiority.  

Finding humour in the incongruousness of black language or logic was hardly unique to 

the Companion, and blacks were not alone among marginalized groups as the subject 

of jokes. Consider the following piece from the Companion: 

The English language is a very noble one, but it is full of pitfalls. Who can 

wonder that the foreigner, especially the Frenchman, who rarely knows any 

language but his own, occasionally fails to comprehend its idiomatic 

expressions? 

French Visitor:  I call to see monsieur  

Maid:   You can’t see him sir. He’s not up yet. 

Visitor: Vat you tell? I com’ yester, and you say, “Cant see heem, 

because he is not down.” Now you say, “Can’t see heem, 

because he is not oop.” Ven vill he be in ze middle? I no 

comprond, not at all mademoiselle.72 

In this piece, at least, the Frenchman is afforded a preemptory acknowledgement that 

his difficulties with the language are born of the preponderance of idiomatic 

expressions in the English language. The difficulties are not based on a putatively racial 

intellectual incapacity. This has the effect of displacing the Frenchman’s ignorance of 

the language as the sole object of amusement and source of humour. The Companion 

in fact queries ‘who can wonder’ at the difficulties foreigners have with the language. 
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Accordingly, when the Frenchman poses the question, ‘ven vill he be in ze middle?’, 

ignorance is rendered permissible at the same time as it functions as the source of 

amusement. The Frenchman’s linguistic difficulty would disappear over time, as with 

other Anglo-Teutonic foreigners. The same apologies were not afforded to African 

Americans when made the object of humour. 

The two anecdotes described above were typical of the one or two featured in each 

edition of the Companion: ignorance was illuminated, and ignorance was laughed at. 

The difference though, was that black ignorance was portrayed as a racial 

characteristic, while white ignorance was provisional and capable of correction. This 

form of humour, one that stereotyped black ignorance and made it laughable, was part 

of a broader cultural apparatus of advertizing, fiction, toy manufacture and so on, that 

symbolically codified and portrayed the marginal status of blacks to the nation’s 

young. When the Companion published humor that marked African Americans as 

ignorant at the same time as it advertized, for example, the intelligence required of 

Lyceum League participants, there is little doubt that it was promoting a view that 

certain civic capabilities were racially determined.    

 

Conclusion 

An analysis of the ways in which laughter and humor were conceived in the 

nineteenth-century’s dominant literatures of advice deepens our understanding of the 

ways in which character and citizenship were understood by those most concerned 

with its cultivation. Firstly, and perhaps most crucially, laughter was held to evidence a 

lack of self-restraint. Given that the habitual exercise of self-restraint was seen as 

central to the cultivation of the self-governing individual, advice manual authors 
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positioned laughter as a threat to the formation of this civic trait. This understanding 

structured advice given to youth on appropriate forms of recreation, the company one 

kept, and the correct parameters for conversation. Secondly, laughter was portrayed 

as incommensurate with virtue, one of the twin pillars of republican citizenship (along 

with intelligence). Laughing at the misfortune of another registered one’s own vanity, 

while laughing at humorous depictions of vice on the stage also rendered one ethically 

suspect. Such laughter was seen to effectively inure the amused to the seriousness of 

vice, making one’s own departure from virtuous conduct inevitable.  

Thirdly, even with the recognition that humor could be derived from the presentation 

of amusing incongruities, indulging in humor was still considered a risky business. This 

was for two reasons. The first, evinced in the advice manuals, was that sustained 

dalliance with the incongruous would harm the development of the rational faculties. 

The second, consistently remarked upon in the Companion, was that frequent recourse 

to humor precluded one from rising in respectability. As respectability was required to 

be effectual in public service, civic relevance was portrayed as conditional on observing 

appropriate degrees of seriousness and solemnity. Without a certain gravity of 

character or a mind that functioned rationally, one’s civic potential would be 

negligible. Fourthly, portrayals of black laughter as wild and frenzied marked Africans 

Americans as racially incapable of self-restraint. If readers understood self-restraint as 

crucial to character formation and a prerequisite for citizenship, they were positioned 

to understand that African Americans lacked this crucial trait.  
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Chapter 6 

Citizens in the Marketplace: cigarettes and dimes 

 

Scholars of advertising and the mass-market have looked to the late-nineteenth-

century periodical as a key site through which readers were introduced to the world of 

consumer goods. As Richard Ohmann notes, the nationwide circulation of the most 

popular monthly and weekly magazines provided advertisers with the perfect 

machinery for manufacturing and mobilizing desire for a new range of mass-produced 

goods, transforming readers from consumers of current affairs and fiction into 

consumers of bicycles, barbells and baby products.1 More recently, historians have 

begun to look at the various ways in which youth were brought within this broader 

market socialization project.   

In The Adman in the Parlor, Ellen Gruber Garvey explored the nexus between fiction 

and advertising in youth periodicals – including the Companion – demonstrating the 

ways in which advertisers ‘depended on stories to create a climate in which their ads 

would persuade readers to become buyers.’2 John Ringel and Diane Gruber have both 

identified the Companion as a key vehicle in the training of late-nineteenth-century 

‘juvenile desire’, while Lisa Jacobson has illuminated a number of instances in which 

youth periodicals sold their readerships to advertisers, promising the latter a receptive 

audience who would ‘absorb the paper’s contents greedily and ‘consider seriously’ the 

                                                 
1
 Richard Ohmann, Selling Culture: magazines, markets, and class at the turn of the century, London & 

New York, Verso, 1996, p.26; „Where Did Mass Culture Come From? The Case of Magazines‟, in 

Ohmann, The Politics of Knowledge, Hanover, New Hampshire, University Press of New England, 1987, 

pp. 135-151. 
2
 Ellen Gruber Garvey, The Adman in the Parlor: Magazines and the Gendering of Consumer Culture, 

1880s to 1910s, New York, Oxford University Press, 1996, pp. 57-64. 
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goods advertised within its pages.’3 These have been valuable insights, demonstrating 

the prominent role of periodical advertising in training the nation’s youngest citizens 

to desire. Rarely though do these accounts look to the concomitant mobilization of 

civic discourses designed to shape the interaction of readers with the mass market.  

 

Citizens and Consumers  

In recent decades scholars have increasingly engaged with ‘the civic dynamics of 

consumption,’ bridging a traditional academic divide between analyses of the 

consumer and citizen based on a set of assumed binaries between public and private 

interests, self-sacrifice and self-gratification, and between political action and the 

private practices of consumption.4 In this burgeoning field of inquiry, scholars from 

various disciplines have begun to collapse this divide, identifying the ways in which 

citizenship and consumption have been routinely connected in advocacy for consumer 

rights, in the ethical and politicized practices of everyday consumption, and in 

organizational activity designed to foster support for consumer activism in its myriad 

guises.5 

                                                 
3
 P. Ringel, ‘Conceiving childhood: juvenile magazines and the acculturation of American children, 1823-

1918’, Ph.D. diss., Brandeis University, 2005; D. Gruber, ‘Much of their tuition: the historical matrix of 

youth, consumerism, and mass culture as illustrated in the pages of the Youth’s Companion, 1827-1929’, 

Ph.D. diss., Purdue University, 2002; Jacobson, Raising Consumers, pp. 27, 16-27. 
4
 Frank Trentmann, ‘Citizenship and Consumption’, Journal of Consumer Culture, vol. 7, no. 2,  p. 148; 

M. Daunton and M. Hilton, ‘Material Politics: An Introduction’, in Daunton and Hilton (eds.), The 

Politics of Consumption: Material Culture and Citizenship in Europe and America, Oxford, Berg, 2001, 

pp. 1-21. 
5
 K.K. Sklar, ‘Two Political Cultures in the Progressive Era: the National Consumers’ League and the 

American Association for Labor Legislation’, in L. Kerber, A. Kessler-Harris & K. Kish Sklar (eds.), U.S. 

History as Women’s History, Chapel Hill, University of North Carolina Press, 1995; K. Jubas, 

‘Conceptual Con/fusion in Democratic Societies: Understandings and Limitations of Consumer-

Citizenship’, Journal of Consumer Culture, vol. 7, no. 2, 2007, pp. 231-254; Trentmann, ‘Citizenship and 

Consumption’, pp. 151-152; Y. Gabriel and T. Lang, The Unmanageable Consumer, 2
nd

 edn., London, 

Sage Publications, 2006, pp. 145-146, 152-186; Naomi Klein, No Logo, London, Flamingo, 2001. 
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With regard to the contemporary interplay of citizenship and consumption, much 

recent writing has looked to the way ethico-political concerns over the environment, 

animal testing, fair trade, health, and labour rights have influenced consumer 

behaviour at the point of sale and guided organizational activity designed to effect 

changes in the way goods are produced, traded and distributed.6 The idea of risk has 

been central to these analyses, both in terms of its conceptualisation – certain 

consumption practices risk the perpetuation of human rights abuses, environmental 

degradation and so forth – and in terms of the way ideas of risk have been 

communicated in the effort to shape consumption practices.7 The same imperatives, 

as I will argue, defined the Companion’s anti-cigarette advocacy.   

When scholars of US history have engaged with the civic dimensions of consumption in 

the late-nineteenth century, they have focused on both the rights and the 

responsibilities of the citizen-as-consumer. David Thelan, for example, has looked to 

the way in which turn-of-the-century Wisconsin Progressives, dissatisfied with ‘high 

prices, defective products, and unresponsive politicians’, articulated an idea of the 

rights of the consumer to justify and mobilise support for political reform.8 

Investigating similar themes, Kathryn Kish Sklar has looked to the late-nineteenth-

century rise of the National Consumers’ League and the efforts of this organisation to 

politicize the consumption practices of middle-class women.9 The desire to ‘protect 

consumers from injurious goods’ was again prominent in this movement, as were 

                                                 
6
 Gabriel and Lang, The Unmanageable Consumer, p. 166; J. Connolly, and A. Prothero, ‘Green 
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D. Thelan, The New Citizenship: Origins of Progressivism in Wisconsin, 1885-1900, Columbia, 

University of Missouri Press, 1972; L. Cohen, ‘Citizens and Consumers in the United States in the 

Century of Mass Consumption’, in Daunton and Hilton (eds.), Politics of Consumption: Material Culture 

and Citizenship in Europe and America, Oxford, Berg, 2001, p. 204.  
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Sklar, ‘Two Political Cultures in the Progressive Era’ pp. 36-62. 
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efforts to ‘lobby for protective labour legislation, child labour laws, and improvements 

in retail and factory work environments.’10  

Where children and youth factor into analyses of consumption and citizenship during 

this period, however, the language of civic responsibility generally disappears. One is 

left with the impression that children and youth were either taught to desire mass-

produced goods, as Jacobson and other have argued, or that their rights as consumers 

were protected through legislative fiat, as Sklar, Cross, Tate and others have argued.11 

Both were clearly important, and clearly important in relation to the cigarette and the 

dime novel: cigarette collectors’ cards and advertisements for dimes that featured in 

low-brow periodicals, for example, were originally used to make these products 

attractive to youth, while legislation restricting the sale of cigarettes and vice were 

guided by paternalist protectionism.12  

Yet, if we are to arrive at a more nuanced understanding of the market’s penetration 

into the lives of American youth, it is essential that we recognise the existence of 

educative campaigns designed to communicate the risks of certain products directly to 

youth, the concomitant responsibility of youth to avoid to such products, and the civic 

referents that grounded these conceptualisations of risk and responsibility. This 

chapter looks at the various ways in which the Youth’s Companion attempted to 

educate its readers on the risks posed by two of the late-nineteenth-century’s most 

nefarious mass-produced products: the dime novel and the cigarette. Both products 
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Progressive Era’; Gary Cross, ‘Corralling Consumer Culture: Shifting Rationales for American State 
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were presented as a threat to the foundations of good citizenship, their consumption 

linked to the destruction of the mental, moral and physical faculties required of the 

good citizen. 

 

Dime Novels 

What they read will determine their character and the future of their lives. 

‘Dime Novels and Burglary’, YC, 1880.13 

Where connections between literacy and citizenship are made in the American 

context, Thomas Jefferson is often cited for positing literacy as a necessary 

prerequisite to republican citizenship. When quoting a quotable man, reliance is 

usually placed on Jefferson’s conception that ignorance and freedom were 

incompatible and that only the well informed could be trusted to self-govern 

effectively.14 The relationship has never been so simple, though the tendency to 

identify literacy as an inherent good, rather than as a means to a multiplicity of ends is 

a common one, as Harvey Graff has so consistently argued.15 For those interested in 

the civic socialization of children and youth, the question has always turned on the 

nature of what was read. 
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 edn., New Jersey, Lawrence Erlbaum 
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College English, vol. 66, no. 5, 2004, pp. 485-502. 
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In the early 1920s, Viscount James Bryce, the eminent statesman, jurist, and historian 

reflected on the tendency to assume the simple correlation between literacy and good 

citizenship. Bryce remarked upon ‘our’ propensity to ‘slip into the belief that the 

power to read is a true measure of fitness’ for citizenship.16 Yet, as Bryce noted, the 

ability to read allowed access to fields of knowledge but provided no compass for 

navigating them.17 In this sense, literacy was hardly a sufficient qualification for 

citizenship. These insights were offered as a mild kind of revelation, an injunction to 

avoid a simplistic correlation between literacy and good citizenship, though they were 

hardly new sentiments. 

Writing in the mid-eighteenth century, Benjamin Franklin noted that the rationale for 

young men reading ‘good history’ was ‘to fix in the minds of youth deep impressions of 

the beauty and usefulness of virtues of all kinds,’ listing fortitude, perseverance, public 

spiritedness, frugality, order, and temperance among these.18 In the last decades of 

the eighteenth century, Benjamin Rush made similar claims with respect to the 

scripture and religious instruction, with literacy enabling familiarity and commitment 

to Christian morality.19 In the ‘Protestant worldview’, as Lee Soltow and Edward 

Stevens have noted, knowing how to read was held to be ‘synonymous with knowing 

what and how to believe.’20 Similarly, for those drafting the founding document for the 

Phillips Academy of Andover, Massachusetts in the 1780s, instruction in mathematics, 
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science and so forth were important, but the fundamental purpose of training literacy 

was to promote ‘virtue.’21 Virtue, that is, was the chief end of literacy. 

Control over the reading practices of youth held the potential to socialize this 

demographic toward a shared set of moral values, beliefs, habits, and commitments. In 

the mid-nineteenth century, the idea that literacy would ‘foster and promote social 

stability’ was a crucial argument in allowing school promoters to overcome opposition 

to the growth of common schooling.22 The strength of this argument lay in the 

potential for the public school system to promote ‘aggregate social goals’ through 

offsetting the major problems attendant on industrial urbanization – crime, 

delinquency, immorality, vice, disease and epidemics.23 Additionally, with the growth 

of factory work, the need for industrial discipline and work habits suited to the new 

industrial environment became increasingly important.24 Literacy, then, was positioned 

as an essential prerequisite to inscribing the values of industriousness, clean living, and 

conformity; values that were favorable to the interests of a burgeoning secular state 

and an industrializing economy.25 The vocational importance of literacy remained 

secondary to its potential to cultivate a moral and disciplined citizenry and 

workforce.26  
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While public school promoters championed the democratization of literacy and 

education as the means to achieving social stability, it was this very democratization 

that alarmed moral reformers and social scientists from the 1870s as a range of 

proletarian literatures swept into the literary marketplace.27 The errant value codes 

and reward systems, false impressions of life, glorification of crime, and diverse array 

of inappropriate role models in this literature – dime novels, story papers, police 

gazettes – was seen as a direct threat to the civico-moral socialization of youth.28 The 

mass-produced dime novel, in particular, imperiled literacy’s ‘mythic’ status, with 

grave concerns that the mass-consumption of these books by impressionable youth 

would open the way to moral decay and usher in the apocalypse of decency and social 

stability. By tracking invective against the dime novels and advice to the nation’s youth 

on how to navigate the literary marketplace, it is possible to gain an insight into how 

arbiters of good taste conceived of the tension between the mass-market of 

entertainment and the cultivation of civic morality.29 

Criticisms of the dime novel came in a number of forms. Standardized vocabularies and 

themes of denunciation developed, with critics adopting one or more of these 

vocabularies in launching their tirades against the dangers of indiscriminate reading. 

Many of these critiques borrowed the language of temperance advocates, with 

dangerous texts repeatedly described as ‘poison,’ portrayed as intoxicating to the 
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senses and dangerously addictive. This moral crusade against trashy literature played 

out in the higher brow and religious periodicals, likened to alcohol and narcotics as an 

‘agent for evil,’ a medium through which the ‘arch-fiend’ could enter the souls of youth 

and ‘debauch their moral sense.’30 Critics also borrowed the language of public health 

crusaders, suggesting the pernicious influence of dime novels was like ‘miasma in a 

miasmatic country,’ with ‘no building of the house tight enough to exclude it.’ The 

poisonous influence in this idiom was akin ‘to the poison that lurks in the air in cholera 

times; we imbibe it, our children imbibe it, and the first intimation we have of its 

presence is the disease it generates.’31 In a similar vein, Anthony Comstock, the most 

ardent of the dime novel’s critics, described the dimes as a ‘contagion worse than 

yellow fever.’32  

In detective stories, the tales of highwaymen, the rollicking adventures of pirates and 

so forth, youth were given insights into all manner of foul crimes and vicious 

behaviour. It was through exposure to ‘the proceedings and methods of persons of the 

criminal and disreputable classes’, Graham Sumner stated, that readers obtained ‘a 

theoretical and literary acquaintance with methods of fraud and crime.’ There were 

two problems here. The first was that these behaviours were rarely condemned and 

often rewarded.33 At no stage, O.B. Frothingham observed in the North American 

Review, was the reader ‘allowed to lapse into respect for honor, truth, purity, dignity 

or faith.’34 The second problem for critics of this literature was that familiarity with 

these deviant moral codes would invariably induce deviance in readers. Young minds, 
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according to Elizabeth Blackwell (the nation’s first female M.D.) were being filled with 

‘words, images, and suggestions of vice’ that remained ‘permanently in the mind, 

springing up day and night in unguarded moments, weakening the power of resistance, 

and accustoming the thoughts to an atmosphere of vice.’35  

The respectable press detailed and castigated the direct impact of dime novels on the 

behavior of youth and lamented the endemic nature of the problem. In 1886, the 

Christian Union reported that ‘scarcely a day passes that the press does not contain an 

item from some part of the Union illustrating the evils that grow out of the reading of 

pernicious papers and stories by children,’ noting that for every reported case there 

were probably a thousand that went unreported.36 The Companion featured many of 

these kinds of reports, presenting to readers either direct or circumstantial evidence of 

the role of the dime novel in delinquent acts. 

In August 1880, readers learnt of two ten year old boys sent to the New York House of 

Refuge for burglary committed in an elegant residence on the Hudson River. While in 

the house, the boys stole hundreds of dollars worth of property, took preserves from 

the pantry and smeared them over ‘dainty wall papers,’ and ‘daubed filth’ onto costly 

dresses, hacked furniture to pieces and cut the carpets to ribbons. To celebrate their 

crime, the two boys proceeded to get drunk on wine they stole from the cellar. The 

cause of these brazen acts, we are told, ‘was unearthed at the trial and proved to be 

dime novels, which tell of the exploits of highwaymen and burglars.’ Not yet big 

enough or strong enough to brave the highways, the boys had allegedly settled on 
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burglary.37 In taking the wrong kinds of role models, the Companion evidenced its 

concern that young readers would be seduced into valorizing a predatory opportunism 

above rewards accruing from industry and toil.  

In the second story, we are told of a twelve year old girl eloping with a fourteen year 

old boy, an idea put into their heads by ‘cheap sensational literature.’ Unrealistic 

portrayals of love and romance were roundly condemned as dangerous for giving 

youth false ideas of their capacity for independent decision making. The third 

anecdote was of two young boys running away from Jersey City to become 

highwaymen and rob trains, induced to remove themselves from the positive influence 

of home life by the seductive tales of the dime; while the fourth briefly detailed the 

exploits of a gang of boys who had read ‘the exploits of the ruffians in the West’ and 

were induced to steal and fight in consequence. The chief concern here was that young 

male readers were presented with erroneous models of masculinity. Most troubling of 

all, or so the Companion lamented, was that the boys and girls depicted in these dime-

induced tales of aberrant behavior was that they were all from ‘respectable homes.’38 

The Companion, as with other periodicals, increasingly relied on the expert testimony 

of those working in correctional facilities and juvenile reformatories in outlining the 

pitfalls of the dime novel. As early as 1878 a declaration from the Superintendent of 

the Pennsylvania Eastern House of Refuge was cited in the periodical, in which it was 

stated that ‘the majority of inmates are brought there by the influence’ of dime novel 

publications. Similarly, it was reported in the Friends’ Review that ‘officials in charge of 

prisons and juvenile reformatories, and interested visitors to such institutions, have 

furnished a great deal of affirmative testimony touching the agency of trashy literature 
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of the dime novel sort in producing overt delinquents.’ As well as directly inducing 

criminal acts, the Companion noted, these publications also created a longing among 

readers to frequent ‘hotbeds of vulgarity and vice’ – theatres, dram shops, variety 

shows – that would further deaden the moral sense and hasten the ‘headlong descent 

into crime.’39  

In the pages of the Companion, denunciations of the dime featured alongside 

reputable fiction penned specifically for the purpose of moral uplift and the inculcation 

of a set of valorized norms of social conduct. As mentioned previously, strict rules of 

protocol related to plot, characterization and resolution stood between a literary 

submission and its publication.40 In this sense the Companion positioned itself as the 

antidote to the influence of pernicious reading, and it did so by providing morally 

instructive fiction that could, at the same time, ‘outbid’ the action and allure of the 

dime novel literature by ‘making the truth more interesting’ than the sensational.41 

Whether the Companion was successful in steering its young readers away from dime 

novels through this combination of denunciation and the provision of its own brand of 

taste-forming, character-shaping literature is of less importance here than the attempt 

to do so. Certainly it was the case that parents subscribed to the Companion in order 

to purchase the civic dividend of respectable reading practices. 

This was most clearly evidenced in parental testimonies published in the Companion. 

In an issue from October 1902, for example, we hear from Fannie M. Brooks that the 

Companion’s assistance in the moral, social and intellectual development of her ten 

children could not be measured. A grateful Levant M. Hackley noted the importance of 
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the periodical in instilling ‘patriotism and love of country’ in his children, while Mrs. E.J. 

Andrews applauded the Companion’s ‘high and inspiring motives,’ so necessary in an 

age of ‘cheap and sensational journalism.’ Another parent noted that, with the 

Companion in one’s house, it was impossible to become anything other than a ‘well-

informed woman’, while others described the periodical as a ‘literary treat,’ one that 

developed ‘a taste for high-toned reading matter,’ built and formed character, and 

ensured young readers would take their part in ‘doing the world’s work.’42 

Such testimonials, and the consumption practices they represented on the part of 

parents, worked in concert with repeated critiques of the dime that sought to 

structure the way youth thought about their reading and their relationship to the 

literary mass-marketplace. Readers were presented with the choice of errant reading 

and moral degeneracy, or high-toned reading that would cultivate character and 

produce good citizens: the portrayal of the diligent and civic-minded reading habits of 

Lyceum League participants, for example, stood in direct contrast to those of young 

boys seduced to leave their families by the adventurous tales of highwaymen, burglars, 

and other bandits. The choices was stark but only because those who sought to 

exercise an influence over the reading habits of youth were convinced that literacy, 

when poorly managed, would create rather than solve social problems. At the same 

time as the Companion sought to combat the pernicious threat of the dime novel, a 

new mass-produced product arrived on the scene, one that would arouse similar 

concerns over the corruptive influence of the marketplace on the civic quality of young 

males: the cigarette. 
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Cigarettes 

The young smoker has a pallid and dull face, a lusterless eye, an elusive and 

mean expression, in a word, the countenance of a “degenerate.” Furthermore, 

there is a stunted physique, a slovenly appearance and attitude, the general 

aspect of a bright and blooming youth whose charm is gone. 

‘Young Cigarette Smokers’, YC, 1896.43 

In the United States, the arrival of the mass-manufactured cigarette coincided with an 

intense interest in the civic qualities and capacities of the nation’s male youth. With 

advances in mass production techniques in the 1880s and the development of new 

techniques of curing tobacco, the cigarette slowly began to replace pipe-smoking, cigar 

smoking and chewing as the preferred method of tobacco consumption. Mass 

production made cigarettes cheaper than they had been previously when rolled by 

hand and standardized the quality of the product.44 The adoption of new curing 

techniques changed the chemical quality of the smoke, from alkaline to acidic, making 

tobacco easier to smoke, and, in the process, reducing barriers to the uptake of the 

habit.45 In an unregulated market, and in an era when the adverse health effects of 

tobacco consumption were not yet established, this confluence of decreased cost, 

increased quality and the production of tobacco that was easier to smoke opened up 

the youth market to cigarette producers.  

Companies marketed specifically to youth through the inclusion of collector’s cards, 

sometimes featuring scantily dressed women, sometimes depictions of the national 
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dress of various nations, and commonly, pictures of prominent sportsmen, soldiers and 

statesmen.46 Concerted opposition to the consumption of cigarettes by minors quickly 

followed. Legislative restrictions on the sale of cigarettes were passed, temperance 

unions mobilized, and adult-supervised youth organizations sought to extract pledges 

of abstinence from those within their realm of influence.   

The Companion was not alone in describing the evil influences of the cigarette to its 

readers, but it did so earlier, with greater frequency, and over a longer period than 

most. In the Companion, the cigarette habit was attacked from a variety of positions. It 

was indicted for its tendency to impede the development of the intellect and the moral 

sense. It was derided as a direct cause of truancy and delinquency. It was repudiated 

as a habit likely to impair the memory; as a practice likely to enervate young bodies 

and produce crippled physiques; as a habit that would inhibit scholastic performance, 

undermine the independent will, and destroy virtue through the inevitable courting of 

other vicious habits. These indictments were contemporaneous with the Companion’s 

attempts to define and produce the habits, behaviors and dispositions of the good 

citizen. The cigarette, as with the dime novel, stood between male youth and the 

realization of this identity. To date, little attention has been directed at the role of the 

youth periodical in early efforts to convey the risks of the cigarette habit to American 

youth.  

Cassandra Tate’s The Little White Slaver remains the only scholarly work to give 

extended treatment to America’s first anti-cigarette movement. Tate ‘examines the 

dimensions and context of the first anti-cigarette crusade, the degree to which it 
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succeeded,’ and ‘analyzes the reasons for its eventual failure.’47 The beginnings of the 

movement are located in the Gilded Age, reformist zeal and its demise traced through 

the Progressive Era, with the end of this first crusade coinciding, not coincidentally, 

with the entry of the United States into the First World War.48 In this account, Tate 

considers the testimony of contemporary physicians on the moral and health effects of 

cigarette smoking and acknowledges the prominence of Henry Ford’s and Dr John 

Harvey Kellogg’s opposition to cigarette smoking.49 However, Tate’s treatment is 

almost singularly concerned with the activism of the Women’s Christian Temperance 

Union (WCTU) and Lucy Page Gaston’s organisation, the Anti-Cigarette League of 

America.50  

Gaston approached state legislatures seeking the passage of laws to restrict the sale, 

manufacture, possession, and use of cigarettes. This activism was motivated by her 

conviction that cigarettes, like alcohol, ‘were launching pads to moral decay,’ capable 

of destroying moral resolve and opening the door to a range of other morally 

destructive behaviors.51 While legislation was passed prior to Gaston’s activism, the 

Anti-Cigarette League’s energetic advocacy was influential in further enactments to 

curb cigarette manufacture, sales and use: ‘by 1920, minors could legally buy 

cigarettes only in Virginia and Rhode Island.’52 This restricted focus leads Tate to 

conclude that the first anti-cigarette movement was defined by a commitment to 
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legislative regulation and ‘a conviction that human behavior could be governed by the 

force of law.’53  

This restricted focus is problematic, particularly in a work that suggests comprehensive 

treatment of the movement. The efforts of Gaston and the introduction of legislative 

regulation were crucial and highly visible in the attempt to curb the influence of the 

cigarette in the late-nineteenth century, but these were not the only efforts, nor the 

only methods adopted in attempting to deter young Americans from smoking.54 The 

anti-cigarette advocacy of the Youth’s Companion, for example, rarely mentioned or 

discussed the benefits of the legislative regulation of tobacco, not because those at the 

helm were opposed to this legislation, but because it was seen as more important to 

furnish male youth with a suite of reasons why they should abstain from the habit. As 

the Companion noted in 1906,  

various devices have been proposed for inducing boys to leave off the smoking 

of cigarettes. Clubs, the members of which are pledged not to smoke them, 

school prizes for those who do not smoke, chewing-gum warranted to destroy 

the desire for the cigarette, even laws against the making and selling of 

cigarettes.55 

The problem was that ‘none of these devices succeeds as well as it ought to succeed.’ 

Below, I seek to outline the various ways in which the Companion sought to explain, 

identify and convince young male readers of the dangers of the cigarette so that they 

might continue to abstain from, or repudiate an already developed habit. How 

successful this anti-cigarette advocacy was remains an open question. Given the 
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continued growth of cigarette sales to young people, the safest assumption is that this 

advocacy, like the measures described above, exerted minimal impact.56 Nevertheless, 

the attempt was made and this attempt offers an insight into the ways this medium 

was used to explain the risks of the habit to the Companion’s youth. The language of 

character building was frequently used and it was framed within the Companion’s 

broader interest in the cultivation of young citizens.  

Cigarettes and the Will 

When the Companion lamented the ineffectiveness of legislation and gum-chewing in 

changing the habit of cigarette smoking by young males, it noted that the only 

‘efficient cure’ to the cigarette habit would come through ‘the old-fashioned appeal to 

the will of the boy himself.’ The idea of the will was central, not only to the 

Companion’s ruminations on the cigarette menace, but to the attempts of character 

builders generally to cure young men of the habit.57 For character builders, the will was 

to be strengthened through the habitual exercise of self-restraint and guided by a 

sense of what was right. The ‘rightness’ of an action was to be determined by the 

young male through reference to his reason and his conscience. In turn, the capacity to 

repudiate a ‘wrong’ but alluring course of action would be determined by the strength 

of the will.  

The cultivation of the will was also foundational to several of the Companion’s civic 

projects. The Schoolhouse Flag movement (which mobilized millions), the Lyceum 

League of America (which mobilized tens of thousands), and the Beautify the School 

campaign (which mobilized tens of thousands of students and their communities) all 
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required the alignment or subordination of participants self interest to the interest of 

the community. To acquire the flag for the school, to participate in a debating society, 

or to participate communally in the revitalization of the schoolhouse, the young citizen 

was required to sacrifice leisure time in order to promote a civic good. The danger of 

the cigarette was that it threatened to enslave the will, cripple self-restraint and 

preclude the cultivation of a selfless civic disposition.     

The language of slavery was used prominently in anti-cigarette advocacy to convey this 

danger, as it had been earlier in relation to tobacco. In 1850, the Water – Cure Journal 

included a translation of the French physician Boussiron’s anti-tobacco treatise, 

Tobacco: its action upon the health, and its influence upon the morals and intelligence 

of man. In one of these articles, Boussiron noted his own difficulties in freeing himself 

‘from the yoke of bondage – the tyrannie and abject servitude of tobacco.’58 Such 

indictments were common, the Phrenological Journal and Science of Health offering an 

account of the cigarette habit as one that degenerated ‘into a slavish bondage from 

which there is little hope of release,’ while the physician J.D. Hinds questioned the 

morality of engaging in an activity that ‘enslaves, degrades, and impoverishes.’59 The 

Companion adopted a similar approach in one of its earliest statements against the 

cigarette: 

The most bitter penalty of yielding to an appetite of which we clearly 

disapprove [is that] we fall in our own esteem. If we are not lords of ourselves, 

something else is lord of us, and that means slavery. If our despot is one so 

gross and mean as a morbid appetite, we do well to despise and abhor 
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ourselves. Our self-abhorrence is the homage due to virtue, and shows that we 

have still a chance for freedom.60 

The aim of the Companion was to convince readers not to adopt a habit that would 

make them slaves to a morbid appetite. One way in which this was pursued was to 

provide readers with tales of the descent of smokers into immorality. Here, as it did in 

many of its articles on cigarettes, the Companion relied on the testimony of teachers 

to describe the moral consequences of smoking. In various surveys of their classes, 

teachers confirmed that cigarette smokers went on to become ‘chronic truants,’ and 

were prone to ‘listlessness, skulking and rebellion.’ Readers were told that ‘the 

scholars hardest to discipline were smokers’, and that ‘truancy and theft were directly 

traced to indulgence in the habit.’61 In an article entitled ‘Throat Cancer,’ the major 

focus was on the tendency for the smoker to develop ‘a lazy tolerance of evil, a certain 

flabbiness of character, a fear of responsibility and a shiftiness of purpose.’ If the will 

could not be found to overcome the habit, it was inevitable that ‘the hoodlum in his 

tadpole state’ would develop into ‘a menace to society, either a criminal or a chronic 

loafer.’62  

Where decisions to avoid the cigarette were reported, they were invariably praised for 

the fraternal nature of the undertaking – usually through some form of associational 

oath – and for the civic benefit such a decision conferred. Henry Thurston, who 

inquired into citizenship training in the public schools in the late 1890s. reported a 

number of such examples. Students of Spaulding Battalion – no further details of the 

group were provided – demonstrated ‘good citizenship’ by making membership 
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conditional on abstinence from alcohol, tobacco and bad language.63 In a similar vein, 

one teacher reported that: 

some boys from the senior class asked me to call a meeting…At the meeting 

conducted by the boys themselves, 100 boys signed a pledge to refrain from 

the use of cigarettes…seems to me this directly effects good citizenship.64 

The links between abstinence – as the manifestation of a correctly ordered will – and 

the performance of good citizenship were prevalent in the Companion too. In ‘Citizens 

to Be Proud of’, for example, readers were directed to make these links in an article 

congratulating a club of newsboys for an assemblage of virtuous decisions and actions; 

abstaining from cigarettes and raising funds for educational scholarships for members 

were emblematic of the club’s civic quality.65 In the village of Newton, Massachusetts, 

the Companion reported on a playground movement developed in response to a 

perceived need to provide ‘its growing citizens’ with moral recreation. Playing fields 

were built to encourage participation in ‘congenial’ sporting and recreational activities, 

with participation conditional on abstaining from the cigarette habit.66 I explore the 

links between exercise, morality and civic capacity shortly. Suffice to say here that 

certain practices of consumption would result in certain practices of exclusion from 

programs designed to produce good citizens. Good citizenship and the cigarette were 

mutually exclusive. 
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Cigarettes and the Intellect 

In another of Boussiron’s pieces for the popular Water – Cure Journal, the French 

physician defined the effects of the absorption of tobacco into ‘the human system.’ 

‘Above all,’ he said, tobacco ‘stupefies the brain…and from this continued stupefaction 

springs very grave and general disorders.’67 Forty years later, when the Companion 

began to critique the effects of the cigarette in earnest, it made a concerted effort to 

explain to its readers the adverse effects of the cigarette on the minds of the young. 

Citing an array of authoritative opinion – medical, educational, scientific – the 

Companion told readers that cigarettes ‘impaired the tender brain’ and ‘perverted 

judgment,’ that the habit ‘paralyzed and crippled mental strength’, that the ‘virulent 

poison’ contained in the cigarette paper would have a ‘paralyzing tendency on the 

brain and spinal chord’ and generally weaken the constitution. It was a habit that could 

cause ‘paralysis and softening of the brain’, ‘disordered intellects’, and ‘extreme 

nervousness.’68  

Through reference to these varied impacts on the mind, Companion readers were 

taught to identify the cigarette habit as one that threatened to derail the whole 

educational experience. To adopt the habit was to repudiate intelligence and court 

ignorance. Contextually, the anti-cigarette articles of the 1880s, 1890s, and 1900s sat 

alongside the periodical’s myriad discussions and descriptions of the good citizen. The 

Lyceum League advertisements consistently conflated good citizenship with ‘intelligent 

patriotism,’ described the art of debate as one requiring ‘mental skill’, and defined the 

‘the first duty of the American citizen’ as the requirement ‘to think for themselves.’ 
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Participants in these debating societies, courtesy of texts like Josiah Strong’s Our 

Country, learnt that the purported ignorance of new immigrants represented the 

greatest threat to the stability of republican institutions.69 Ignorance was also 

commonly attributed to the new migrant demographic in the Companion’s articles on 

immigration, a quality that rendered new arrivals a ‘threat’ to the nation and mobilized 

the Companion’s calls for tighter immigration restriction.70 However the message was 

conveyed, ignorance and good citizenship were presented to readers as antithetical. 

The dangers the cigarette represented to the cultivation of the intellectual faculties 

were a prominent feature in the Companion’s anti-cigarette advocacy.71 To identify 

this threat to readers, the Companion once again turned to the testimony of teachers 

and principals. The article ‘What Smoking Did for Him’, provides a typical insight into 

the intellectual fate of the young smoker. In this article, a teacher from ‘a Western 

high school’ makes some inquiries into the academic progress of one of her pupils. 

Upon completing her investigation, the teacher discovers that during the first five 

years of the student’s schooling he was a straight “E” (Excellent) student. Tracing the 

record, she sees “E’s” become “G’s” (Good), then “P’s” (Pass) and then “F’s.” The 

teacher organizes a private interview with the student and much to his surprise, the 

teacher is able to guess exactly when he began smoking. ‘Astonished’ by the teacher’s 

accurate guess, the boy wants to know how she knew. The teacher goes on to explain 

her research, and, upon hearing the explanation, the boy pledges to ‘never smoke 

another cigarette.’ This change of heart was important, but so too was the assertion 
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that despite quitting the habit, the boy ‘never received an “E” during his high-school 

course because his faculties had become irretrievably dulled.’72    

A number of points bear consideration in articles of this type. The most obvious is the 

intent to convey the idea that smoking ‘dulled’ the intellectual ‘faculties’ and 

precluded academic success. Just as important was the intent to convey to readers the 

idea that they were under surveillance; that their habits and academic performance 

were being monitored closely by people concerned with their well-being. In this short 

article, the teacher travels to the office of the city superintendent, ‘where are kept 

filed the records of every child in the public schools year by year.’ The teacher 

searches, finds and assiduously checks the student’s academic record. This piece of 

detective work allows the teacher a direct insight into the boy’s habits and character. 

Just as the teacher’s private interview with the student was designed as an 

interventionary measure, so too were articles of this type designed to make readers 

question their own rectitude. 

A slightly different mode of ‘knowing’ was discussed in ‘Why He Failed.’ In this article, 

a young man fails by ‘only three points in an examination for admission to the Marine 

Corps.’ This young man successfully appeals to his representative in Congress for 

assistance, and together they go to see ‘the Secretary of the Navy in the hope of 

securing what is known as a “rerating” of his papers.’ When the three men meet, the 

Secretary immediately notes that this is the third time the young man has failed in the 

examination. Before the young man had a chance to respond, the Secretary asked, 

‘How do you expect to get along in the world when you smoke so many cigarettes? 
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Your clothes are saturated with their odor.’73 The Secretary goes further, demanding 

the young man pull off his gloves so that he can see his fingers. When the tell-tale sign 

of the yellow-stain between the first and second fingers is seen, the reader has the 

definitive answer for the young man’s failure. The stain of the cigarette marked him 

like a scarlet letter, a stain that disclosed the entirety of his character to a man who 

knew how to judge such things. Importantly, the habit functioned as one likely to 

preclude him from rendering military service to the nation. The soldier-citizen was not 

a man who smoked cigarettes.74 

These short tales of individual encounters were popular, so too were statistically based 

testimonials of teachers who had studied the smokers in their schools. In ‘The 

Cigarette Habit’, an article from 1896, readers were provided with the findings of a 

public school teacher from Chicago who had looked into the smoking habits of her 

students. The teacher had found that ‘eighty of her scholars smoked from two to 

twenty cigarettes a day,’ and that of these, only six ‘were able to do good work in their 

classes. These ‘victims’ of the habit were constantly beset with ‘headache, drowsiness 

and dizziness,’ which prevented them from studious application and prevented many 

of them from ‘rousing themselves to meet the examination test.’ If they did rouse 

themselves, it was of little matter, for the cigarette habit had destroyed their ability to 

‘memorize anything.’ The ignorance and scholastic inaptitude which had resulted from 

the cigarette habit meant that ‘several of the smokers were from four to five years too 
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old for their grade,’ their progress halting upon taking up the habit.75 To commence the 

habit was to prevent full intellectual maturity. 

In ‘Significant,’ a similar article from the ‘Current Topics’ section of the periodical, 

readers were introduced to a more numerically specific inquiry into ‘the type of boy 

who smokes’ and the effect of the habit on these boys. Twenty male students provided 

the sample base for this study, a group who had been monitored ‘over a long period.’ 

The study revealed that 

of the [twenty] cigarette smokers, nineteen were older than the average in 

their grade, sixteen had bad manners; the deportment of eighteen and the 

physical condition of twelve were poor, fourteen were in bad moral and 

eighteen in bad mental condition; sixteen were street-loafers, and nineteen 

failed of promotion.76 

While there is far more going on here than a simple communication to readers of the 

adverse effects of the habit on the ‘mental condition’ of smokers, the idea that the 

cigarette attacked the ‘memory’, one’s ‘mental condition,’ and one’s academic 

progress was again central to the Companion’s anti-cigarette message. It was through 

the consistent disclosure of these consequences that the Companion communicated 

the idea of risk to its readers. Just as important was the mode in which this 

information was conveyed. In the examples cited above, the periodical attempted to 

persuade readers to avoid the cigarette through the authority of the testimony 

presented. This authority derived from both the teacher’s position – as one who could 

                                                 
75

 ‘The Cigarette Habit’, YC, Jul. 30, 1896.  
76

 ‘Current Topics: Significant’, YC, Apr. 20, 1905, p. 192. 

 

 

270 

old for their grade,’ their progress halting upon taking up the habit.75 To commence the 

habit was to prevent full intellectual maturity. 

In ‘Significant,’ a similar article from the ‘Current Topics’ section of the periodical, 

readers were introduced to a more numerically specific inquiry into ‘the type of boy 

who smokes’ and the effect of the habit on these boys. Twenty male students provided 

the sample base for this study, a group who had been monitored ‘over a long period.’ 

The study revealed that 

of the [twenty] cigarette smokers, nineteen were older than the average in 

their grade, sixteen had bad manners; the deportment of eighteen and the 

physical condition of twelve were poor, fourteen were in bad moral and 

eighteen in bad mental condition; sixteen were street-loafers, and nineteen 

failed of promotion.76 

While there is far more going on here than a simple communication to readers of the 

adverse effects of the habit on the ‘mental condition’ of smokers, the idea that the 

cigarette attacked the ‘memory’, one’s ‘mental condition,’ and one’s academic 

progress was again central to the Companion’s anti-cigarette message. It was through 

the consistent disclosure of these consequences that the Companion communicated 

the idea of risk to its readers. Just as important was the mode in which this 

information was conveyed. In the examples cited above, the periodical attempted to 

persuade readers to avoid the cigarette through the authority of the testimony 

presented. This authority derived from both the teacher’s position – as one who could 

                                                 
75

 ‘The Cigarette Habit’, YC, Jul. 30, 1896.  
76

 ‘Current Topics: Significant’, YC, Apr. 20, 1905, p. 192. 



 

 

271 

know her students – and on the type of testimony the teacher presented: statistical 

data. 

This approach was entirely necessary in a medium that could not drill its readers into 

obedience, legislatively prescribe their consumer activity, or attempt to govern 

behavior by extracting abstinence pledges from them. It was not a mode of Victorian 

sermonizing framed in the language of ‘Thou shall not!’, but one that aimed to 

convince male readers that the cigarette was an evil they should avoid. In this 

particular case, the risk was the inevitable ignorance of the smoker, an ignorance that 

would preclude the cultivation of the intellectual faculties that were presented as 

foundational to good citizenship. But this was only one part of the broader threat the 

cigarette represented to the quality of one’s citizenship and the capacity to discharge 

one’s civic duties. Just as serious were concerns that the habit would enervate the 

male body and cripple the male physique. 

The Cigarette and Physique 

In 1902, the Companion published an 1884 letter that Theodore Roosevelt had penned 

to one of the branches of the Lyceum League of America, of which he was the 

President. In reprinting this letter, titled ‘The New Citizen’, the Companion signaled its 

endorsement of Roosevelt’s clear and repeated characterization of the ‘good citizen’ 

as one possessed of energy, vigor and vitality. In discussing the patriotism of the good 

citizen, Roosevelt stated that reverence for the nation must not be expressed by ‘mere 

feeling.’ The good patriot had to be a man of ‘action’ and ‘work.’ The good patriot 

(understood as a male) was ‘bound to do his full share of the civic work of his 

community.’ This included, as was so often the case with Roosevelt’s discussions of 

civic virtue, a ‘plain duty, if the emergency arises, to take arms in defense of the law, in 
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defense of the country.’ No ‘weaklings and cowards’ could do this, only boys and men 

who were ‘brave and strong.’77 

The process of cultivating strength, of course, was also seen as a means of cultivating 

moral character.  As historians of sports, athletics and leisure have shown, it was this 

preoccupation with process that informed and conditioned the support for athletic 

recreation by century’s end.78 Fiction in youth periodicals frequently made this link, 

the cultivation of the physical virtues of strength and endurance naturally producing 

the kindred ones of sobriety, self-restraint, and moderation.79 This dual benefit was 

consistently extolled in the Companion, with physical activity mandated on the 

grounds that it would promote ‘moral steadiness,’ ‘habitual restraint,’ and ‘stimulate 

muscular growth, teach competition and fair play and train [youth] to live together as 

citizens.’80 Readers learnt that through participation in athletic pursuits they would 

develop the qualities of ‘grit, self-control, courage, and respect for the rights of others 

so essential to good citizenship.’81  

Habits that diminished physical capacity and deflected youth from the positive moral 

benefits of exercise were routinely criticized on this basis. The physico-moral effects of 

the cigarette habit were a feature of the Companion’s anti-cigarette advocacy. 

Through fiction and editorials, it presented a standardized figure of the youthful 
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cigarette smoker. Boys who smoked, it was averred, showed ‘no interest in baseball, or 

in any other healthy sport,’ preferring instead to watch dog fights and bar-room 

brawls.’82 In Arthur Stanwood Pier’s serialized story, ‘The New Boy,’ the hero betters 

himself through undertaking a strenuous running regime, one that takes him through 

the forest near town. Here, the bad boys congregate, smoke cigarettes and jeer his 

efforts. After much goading, the young hero Collingwood is forced into a fight with 

Scarborough over a matter of honour. Collingwood’s training provides him with ‘more 

muscle than you’d think, to see him with his clothes on,’ while Scarborough’s dissolute 

lifestyle has made him slow and heavy. Scarborough fights dirty but begins to tire and 

is soundly beaten.83 The enervating effects of the cigarette were indicted on this basis; 

a habit to be spurned by middle-class youth in the pursuit of a robust (and moral) 

middle-class masculinity that was both equated with and seen to enable the 

performance of citizenship.  

Just as importantly, cigarette smoking was designated a direct cause of physical 

degeneracy in youth toward the end of the nineteenth century, a subject of 

considerable concern on both sides of the Atlantic. In Britain, anxieties over physical 

deterioration reached their zenith in the aftermath of the Boer War.84 Many recruits 

were found to be men of inferior physique and unsuited to preserving the glory of the 

Empire. As Matthew Hilton has shown, the cigarette habit was implicated in a 

significant portion of these defects, and this was a finding that conveyed to readers of 

the Companion on more than one occasion.85 The coverage was not extensive, but the 
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Companion did apprise readers of the findings of the commission charged with 

investigating and explaining the deterioration of British stock: the cause was ‘the 

excessive use of alcohol and tobacco, especially cigarettes.’86 How readers made use of 

such information, if at all, remains open to question. It seems doubtful that young 

readers would have governed their daily habits through reference to such macroscopic 

concerns. Nevertheless, presenting readers with the simple calculus that widespread 

cigarette use led directly to the impoverishment of the national stock was one more 

way in which the cigarette habit was indicted. 

In the US, concerns with physical deterioration were more frequently articulated in 

relation to the evils of child labor. Here again the Companion channeled these 

anxieties to readers and invited them to consider the links between national health 

and the physique of American boys. The great evil of child labor, the Companion 

stated, was that it ‘stunted bodies and blighted minds.’87 Though it was unlikely that 

the Companion’s subscribers spent much time on the factory floor, the evils linked to 

child labor would have been familiar, given the prevalence of coverage in the 

periodical. This coverage mirrored broader concerns with child welfare, concerns that 

were linked to ‘the future health of the state.’ Child labor, readers learnt, denied the 

right of children to develop their bodies in play.’88 Legislative restrictions on factory 

work were also mandated on the basis that the state had rights over its children. After 

all, children were the nation’s ‘only hope, its future support, defence and glory,’ 

representing ‘the possibilities of future statesmanship, generalship, and invaluable 
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service of every kind.’89 Physical deterioration was presented as a threat to future civic 

utility, a link frequently exploited in the anti-tobacco crusades of the Companion and 

others.  

Boussiron made the connection between tobacco and physical deterioration in one of 

his 1850 contributions to the Water – Cure Journal. Boussiron impugned tobacco as 

likely to bring about a ‘depreciation of our posterity in health and character,’ a theme 

picked up with increasing frequency by the end of the century.90 Given the longevity 

and prevailing interest in theories of race deterioration in Europe and America 

throughout the nineteenth century, this was a powerful critique. It lent weight, 

influence and authority to anti-cigarette sentiment. The Cumberland Presbyterian 

Quarterly Review incorporated this language into an anti-tobacco piece from 1881: 

It is one of the first laws of biology that the physical and mental characteristics 

of the parent are transmitted to the child. Diseases and bodily defects of all 

sorts are transmissible. These defects are all unnatural and have their origin in 

some physiological sin with the individual affected or among his 

ancestors…traceable to some sort of intemperance and excess.91  

The problem with cigarettes, as with alcohol and opium, was that use quickly became 

an injudicious habit, a ‘physiological sin’ with immediate as well as inter-generational 

consequences. Moving from macro concerns to more localized ones, the Companion, 

in an article from 1896, presented readers with testimony to this effect from the 

principals of a large number of Chicago schools. From this testimony a ‘composite 

picture’ of the young cigarette smoker was drawn, the smoker characterized by 
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a pallid and dull face, a lusterless eye, an elusive and mean expression, in a 

word, the countenance of a “degenerate.” Furthermore, there is a stunted 

physique, a slovenly appearance and attitude, the general aspect of a bright 

and blooming youth whose charm is gone.92 

This characterization continued, the minds and bodies of smokers described as 

‘dwarfed’, ‘distorted’, and ‘enfeebled.’ Once more, the Companion positioned its 

readers to view this testimony as authoritative; it was not coming from ‘fanatics,’ but 

from ‘sober-minded’ principals. This technique, consistently pursued, was designed to 

make readers of the periodical take the risks of cigarette smoking seriously. On the one 

hand, they were offered the choice of ‘enfeebled bodies,’ and on the other, ‘a bright 

and blooming youth.’ Considered in relation to the Companion’s consistent definitions 

of good citizenship in terms of physical health and robust bodies, the choice could 

easily be understood as one between ‘enfeeblement’ and an opportunity to be a good 

citizen, the kind who rendered active and energetic service to the community.  

 

Conclusion 

As the mass market expanded and penetrated deeper into the lives of white middle-

class youth, concerted efforts were made to structure the way youth negotiated some 

of the market’s most nefarious projects. Dime novels and cigarettes, in particular, were 

viewed with deep suspicion, as both were capable of polluting the minds and bodies of 

young males. Not surprisingly for a periodical dedicated to the moral uplift and civic 

socialization of its readers, the Companion sought to educate readers on the various 

dangers of these products. In articulating the risks of the dime novel, the Companion, 
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as with the vast assemblage of other agencies dedicated to combating ‘pernicious 

literature,’ drew on long-standing associations between literacy, virtue and citizenship. 

In this equation, fitness for citizenship hinged on the kind of literature one consumed. 

Readers could digest Richard T. Ely and become intelligent on the pressing issues of the 

day, or they could read dime novels and wind up in the juvenile reformatory. 

Unlike legislators and those who sought their assistance in restricting access to 

tobacco, the Companion’s anti-cigarette advocacy was reliant on an educative process 

that sought to inform boys and male youth of the risks of smoking. In seeking to 

identify these risks and to make them meaningful, the Companion looked to provide 

readers with definitive proof as to the dangers of the habit. The proof was adduced in 

statistical form and the risks were articulated in terms of the threat the cigarette 

posed to the cultivation of the physical, mental and moral faculties, risks that were 

given a civic flavor by virtue of their textual association with the Companion’s frequent 

descriptions of the qualities of the good citizen. Readers, it was hoped, would learn 

that these qualities – healthfulness, robust physiques, and moral virtue – were all 

dependent on the preservation and cultivation of the very faculties the cigarette 

threatened to destroy.  
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Conclusion 

 

In the preceding pages I have looked to the Youth’s Companion as a site through which 

the discursive construction of the young citizen as a creature of idealized habits and 

patriotic performances took place and at the role of this periodical in guiding and 

uniting various communities, organizations and institutions in attempts to produce this 

idealized figure. That correctly socialized youth held the key to the nation’s future was 

not a new idea, that they could actively participate as citizens in promoting the best 

interests of the nation was a distinctly novel one in the late-nineteenth century. The 

convergence of various factors and anxieties made this conceptualization both possible 

and desirable. 

Throughout much of the nineteenth century it had been difficult to think about 

citizenship as anything other than a political status. The citizen was he who possessed 

political rights and participated in the public sphere, most commonly through the 

exercise of the elective franchise. Though this view would never fully disappear, it did 

become possible to rethink the nature of citizenship in the postbellum era by virtue of 

the passage of the Reconstruction amendments and various judicial interpretations of 

them.1 These amendments clarified the legal status of women, children and African 

Americans as citizens, while judicial interpretations of the Fourteenth and Fifteenth 

amendments during the 1870s established that political rights were a privilege rather 

than a right of citizenship. This was a major setback for the woman’s suffrage 

movement and provided a constitutional pretext for the disfranchisement of freedmen 

in the South. It also represented an opportunity to think about the nation’s youth in 
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new ways, that is, as citizens in their own right. That this interest became so acute in 

the last decades of the nineteenth-century was consequent on the hope that correctly 

socialized youth would act as a mass prophylactic against a range of threats to social 

stability. 

Citizenship provided a vocabulary and an ideational frame of reference through which 

many of these anxieties could be expressed and solutions to various social problems 

offered. It became a flexible concept, capable of accommodating the ideas, values and 

vocabularies of physicians, sanitary engineers, rhetoricians, economists, 

anthropometrists, moral reformers, nativists, patriots, physical culture experts, 

politicians, Social Gospelers, character builders, and so on. While these individual 

voices and strands of thought circulated widely, they were brought together in the 

Companion and through its pages we can discern the emergence of an idealized 

identity that defined the good citizen to its readers as a flag-acquiring, flag-saluting 

patriot; as as a committed adherent to the laws of hygiene and sanitation; as an orator 

engaged in debating the pressing issues of the day; as an able bodied exemplar of 

robust masculinity; and as a boy or youth of character, capable of negotiating the 

allures and immorality of the mass marketplace through the habitual exercise of self-

restraint.  

This civic vision for the nation’s youth came out of the North East and spread 

everywhere through the post and into parlors, public schools and libraries all over the 

nation. While the Companion was indeed read everywhere, its growth appears to have 

followed the line of settelement of the ‘bone and sinew’ element of the North Eastern 

states across the the burned-over district of New York into Ohio’s Western Reserve 

and on to northern Illinois, Iowa, and beyond. M.A. DeWolfe Howe, former editor at 
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the Companion, suggested as much in the hundredth anniversary edition of the 

publication: the Companion’s core audience was comprised of those who could trace 

their ‘descent, spiritual and often physical from the Orthodox New Englanders of the 

twenties and thirties,’ who, ‘as the country expanded, were to be found in every part 

of it.’ The Companion tapped into the fearsof this community at a time of great social 

change and offering, through the civic socialization of youth, the opportunity to 

address a suite of anxieties. 

All the usual suspects were to be found here. There were fears that non-Anglo 

immigrant stock were ill-suited to operating within and preserving the health of the 

nation’s republican institutions, a fear which was consistently expressed through 

reference to the Catholicism or tendency to radicalism of new arrivals. There were 

fears that industrialization threatened to ossify heirarchical class relations and make 

class antagonism inevitable. There were fears that materialist individualism would 

undermine the civic-mindedness of American youth. There were fears that unsanitary 

and vice-ridden urban environments would promote contagion and crime; and there 

were fears that the consumption of mass produced goods like the cigarette and dime 

novel would cripple the intellectual, moral, and physical faculties of American youth. In 

this context, the exemplary young citizen was not just defined in terms of a positive set 

of habits and character traits, but in opposition to the tendencies, behaviors and habits 

of various social villains: Catholics, paupers, truants, delinquents, ‘new’ immigrants, 

dime novel hoods, ‘cigarette fiends,’ criminals, political radicals, weaklings, and 

degenerates.  

One of the main aims of this thesis has been to highlight, not just the existence and 

emergence of these various civic visions and threats, but the ways in which these ideas 
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were communicated directly to youth. That is, to show how these various experts were 

placed in direct contact with young Americans through the medium of the periodical. 

That I elected to choose the Youth’s Companion as the primary text through which this 

interaction took place has obvious implications. As a periodical that catered to a 

predominantly middle-class audience, the thesis obviously passes over the ways these 

civic visions were textually communicated to many who fell outside of this ‘bone and 

sinew’ demographic: African Americans, the working classes, Catholics, and so on. In 

addition, a restricted focus of this type cannot hope to account for the complexity or 

the variant, alternative and local conceptualizations of what the ‘good’ young citizen 

was supposed to be during this period. Such limitations are unavoidable and deserve 

further consideration. 

This focus, I hope, has been justified by virtue of the fact the Companion did not 

merely seek to define an idealized civic identity to its vast readership, but actively 

sought to produce aspects of this identity on a nationwide scale. The aim here has not 

been to diminish the significance of locally, or regionally produced citizenships, but to 

track the emergence of a civic culture and a civic identity that was collectively 

experienced and performed by youth in communities all over the nation. The values of 

this culture are important, so too are the ways in which it came into being. Through 

focusing on the role of print in this formative process, it has been possible to offer a 

range of insights into the ways a series of templates for the civic socialization of youth 

linked disparate communities, inspired local organizations, and mobilized a range of 
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In pursuing this approach it has been necessary to complicate one of the dominant 

tendencies in historical analyses of late-nineteenth-century print culture. This relates 

to the almost exclusive emphasis placed on the material infrastructure that facilitated 

the movement of periodicals to all parts of the nation in the postbellum era. An 

expanded network of road, rail and post was absolutely crucial in allowing periodicals 

to reach audiences nationwide and must be central to any explanation of the 

expanded subscription bases of the most successful publications of the era. However, 

an exclusive focus on material factors does not explain the circulation of periodicals 

particularly well. A limitation here has been that historians of print and periodicals 

have generally conflated subscription rates with actual circulation. As library historians 

have shown, and as educational reports from school librarians and teachers attest, 

certain periodicals featured consistently in the collections of public, traveling, village, 

and school libraries. Where the thresholds of cultural utility governing access to these 

institutions were met, the circulations of these periodicals increased markedly.2 

While heated discussions did take place in determining exactly where that threshold 

should be drawn, the Companion’s utility was never called into question. Accordingly, 

it enjoined the benefit of the immense circulatory bump that came with inclusion in 

these institutional collections. Consider once more the words of Frank Hutchins of the 

Wisconsin Free Library Commission, who discussed the Companion’s circulation 

through the traveling library circuit in his state: 

                                                 
2
 Recall, for example, that the Companion was ‘required’ in the libraries of all North Carolina schools. J. 

Henry Highsmith, ‘High School Libraries’, High School Journal, vol. 11, no. 4, School 

Libraries, 1928, pp. 130-135. In relation to the Companion and other genteel periodicals that 

flourished from the 1870s on, it also becomes possible to offer an alternative explanation to 

their increased subscription bases, notably, that they offered an alternative to the pernicious 

literature of the day. With regard to the Companion, its popularity has usually been understood 

in relation to the success of the premium system, the quality of the fiction and the fact that the 

periodical appealed broadly to the whole family. See Mott for example, A History of American 

Magazines, vol. 2, pp. 268-269.  
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It will first be sent to a schoolhouse, and many of its brighter articles will be 

read to the school by the teacher. It will then go from family to family and be 

read more or less by all the members of each, and then it may go to another 

district.3 

Clearly certain periodicals were central to the cultural work of various library 

institutions and it is only by placing these cultural considerations in conversation with 

the technological that we can gain a clearer insight into the way texts circulated. While 

it remains difficult to attribute or define the influence of periodicals on the basis of 

circulation alone, the above insight at least give us an indication of how even the 

remotest communities were connected through repeated forms of print-based cultural 

experience. Doubtless these communities were not getting a weekly fix of the 

Companion, but if the periodical reached these isolated communities between 1890 

and 1905, and this was when the traveling libraries were fully operational, there was 

every likelihood that these communities encountered various of the Companion’s 

patriotic initiatives. Whether specific communities on this traveling library circuit 

mobilized or not requires more rigorous ethnographic investigation and might be the 

kind of question that interests future scholars of print and citizenship.  

Whatever the case, an awareness of the Companion’s circulation coupled with an 

appreciation of the receptivity of a wide range of civic organizations to its various civic 

initiatives allows us to gain some purchase on how various ideas that would shape the 

civic landscape of the late-nineteenth century circulated and were transformed into 

concrete and collective civic activity. My intent here, again, was not to suggest the 

existence of a monolithic civic culture for youth in the late-nineteenth century, for this 

                                                 
3
 Frank A. Hutchins, Free Traveling Libraries in Wisconsin: the story of their growth, purposes, and 

development; with accounts of a few kindred movements, Madison, Wisconsin, Democrat Printing 

Company, State Printer, 1897, p. 18. 
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was certainly not the case. Even so, there are certain symbols and practices that have 

and continue to unify young people’s experience of their national belonging (or 

alienation), and many of the earliest collective experiences of citizenship came out of 

the pages of the Companion. The flag over the schoolhouse and the performance of 

the Pledge of Allegiance represent two of the most visible and enduring of these. 

The ubiquitous presence of the flag over public institutions and the continued practice 

of the Pledge can be explained, in the words of Richard Ellis, through the legislative 

‘codification of patriotism.’4 The origins of the movement to bring the flag and the 

Pledge into the lives of American youth, though, cannot be located with the state. To 

explain these movements, we must look to the role of print culture in uniting and 

mobilizing various individuals, local communities, civic organizations, and, eventually, 

institutions of the state in seeking to define the civic experiences of late-nineteenth-

century American youth. Through attending to these networks, and of the way they 

facilitated the circulation, reception, and activation of various civic visions, it is possible 

to arrive at a more nuanced understanding of the  ways in which the civic landscape of 

late-nineteenth-century America took shape. 

There are a couple of points that deserve reiteration here. Firstly, that these 

movements were shaped by a particular convergence of historical anxieties and a 

belief that civically disposed youth offered a potential solution to these anxieties. 

Accordingly, though aspects of the Companion’s programs – flag reverence and public 

oratory for example – have enduring relations to the perfomances of citizenship and 

patriotism, the programs themselves were indelibly shaped by the circumstances of 

their creation. With respect to the schoolhouse flag movement, I would argue, it was 

                                                 
4
 Richard J. Ellis, To the Flag: The Unlikely History of the Pledge of Allegiance, Lawrence, University 

Press of Kansas, 2005, p. 51. 
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the mode of acquisition more than anything else that deserves our attention. The 

presence of the flag above the schoolhouse was an important goal, but in pursuance of 

this goal, the aim was to place the industry of youth in the collective service of the 

common good. Pedagogically then, the Companion’s flag acquisition project must be 

seen as one designed to counter the excessive individualism and materialism that was 

seen to plague Gilded Age society. Patriotism, as a component of civic identity, was 

articulated, promoted and performed in opposition to these twin threats. 

The Lyceum League of America was designed with similar anxieties in mind. The 

project was developed to promote the cultivation of certain skills that the intelligent 

patriot would put into practice when assuming the full responsibilities of political 

citizenship. The enduring vision of a classical republican citizen holding court in the 

polis, practicing civic virtue by discoursing on the common welfare immediately springs 

to mind. Cultivating these skills was important and invoking the image of 

statesmanship was central to the advertising for the project. More importantly, 

though, was the project’s aim of mass-politicization. The ‘good’ citizen (narrowly 

defined as one who would enjoy full political rights) was not just defined by the 

mastery of parliamentary procedure or competence in debate, but by a particular 

understandining of the public good. When the Companion declared its intention to 

train ‘intelligent patriots’ at the same time as it encouraged participants to subscribe 

to the moral and political-economic views of Richard T. Ely, we see that the good 

citizen was more narrowly defined as one who would vote to support non-radical labor 

reform, immigration restriction, and a larger role for government in managing society.  

The second point to raise here relates to the requirement in many of the Companion’s 

projects that youth actively take ownership of their civic socialization. The Companion 
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provided a template for the performance of citizenship, but in the absence of direct 

supervision, was reliant in many instances on the active reception of its ideas by 

readers. This allows us, in part, to rethink the processes through which American youth 

were socialized (and mobilized) as citizens en masse. Where historians have looked to 

the processes of collective civic socialization, they have often, not surprisingly, looked 

to the role of the public schools in directing this process, and at the way in which this 

institution and the curricula that power it have inculcated the beliefs, knowledges, 

values, and habits commensurate with good citizenship. 

The general starting point has been to identify the various social problems education 

was designed to solve. From the mid-nineteenth century, scholars have pointed to the 

advocacy of common school supporters who identified broad-based public education 

as a means of redressing a suite of problems attendant on urban-industrialization: vice, 

delinquency, crime, pauperism and so on.5 Others have pointed to the interests of 

nineteenth-century capital in the development of a system that could instil the 

discipline and habits appropriate to an industrial workforce.6 Scholars have also looked 

to the role of the schools as sites for the Americanization of immigrant youth.7 

Historians of population health have looked to the function of the schools as both 

clinics and as agencies for the instruction of students in the habits of healthy living.8 

Historians of community civics education locate the importance of early-twentieth-

century curriculum developments in efforts to shape the ways students were taught to 

                                                 
5
 Harvey Graff, ‘Literacy Past and Present: Critical Approaches in the Literacy/Society Relationship’, 

Interchange, vol. 9, no. 2, 1978, 
6
 Michael B. Katz, ‘Reflections on the Purpose of Educational Reform’, Educational Theory, vol. 30, no. 

2, 1980, pp. 77-87. 
7
 Michael Olneck, ‘Americanization and the Education of Immigrants, 1900-1925: an Analysis of 

Symbolic Action’, American Journal of Education, vol. 97, no. 4, 1989, pp. 398-423. 
8
 See for example, Stephen Petrina, ‘The Medicalization of Education: a historiographic synthesis’, 

History of Education Quarterly, vol. 46, no. 4, 2006, pp. 503-531; R.K. Means, A History of Health 

Education in the United States, Philadelphia, Lea & Febiger, 1962. 
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understand themselves as citizens.9 In all of these accounts, whether the aim was to 

produce good workers or good citizens, students function as the raw material 

processed by the institutional machinery of the state. 

Through looking at various of the Companion’s projects, it becomes possible to re-

imagine the relationship between the school and the civic socialization of students. In 

a number of these widely supported projects, we see students and their communities 

mobilize in order to transform the school into an institution capable of more 

effectively performing its function of educating students in ‘the common duties of 

citizenship.’ That is, we see the schools as the raw material acted upon by students and 

their communities, in order that the school might function more effectively as a site of 

civic socialization. Placing the flag over hundreds of thousands of schools was designed 

to do this, as was the aesthetic and sanitary rejuvenation of the rural schoolhouse. 

These collective performances of citizenship most visibly testify to the Companion’s 

influence in mobilizing youth and communities all over the nation. Yet, as I have 

attempted to emphasize throughout, citizenship was not merely defined by periodic 

acts and ritual performances, it was also defined as a set of habitual practices that had 

to be adopted and observed in day-to-day life. These kinds of practices, particularly as 

they related to health and hygiene would later be institutionalized as ‘civic duties’ in 

the ‘community civics’ curricula of the early twentieth century. That they were clearly 

elaborated as such, and that they were directly communicated to American youth in 

these terms via the periodical literature of the day has previously gone unremarked. 

This is important for at least two reasons. The first, most obviously, was that for a 

project like the Beautify the Schoolhouse campaign to be meaningful, those who 
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 Reuben, ‘Beyond Politics’, pp. 399-420. 
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responded to the invitation to participate needed to be able to make the link between 

‘patriotism’, ‘good’ citizenship and ‘sanitary reform.’ Secondly, we are able to track 

one of the avenues through which various mundane practices of citizenship emerged. 

Here, it was not the case that an idea of the self-administrating, self-regulating 

individual was new to understandings of citizenship, for republican institutions had 

long demanded individuals who were capable of self-governance.  

This self-administrating individual though, was not one defined by the adoption of an 

intricate assemblage of daily habits, but by the capacity to resist temptation and vice, 

to resist forms of entertainment, amusement, and associations that would diminish 

the capacity for self-governance. Hence injunctions against liquor, the theatre, dance-

halls and so on throughout the long nineteenth-century. This capacity to exercise self-

restraint, and thus preserve the capacity for self-governance, was also central to late-

nineteenth century injunctions against the dime novel, the cigarette, and against 

unseasonable laughter. From the 1880s on, and through the pages of the Companion, 

we can also see the emergence of a new conceptualization of the self-administrating  

citizen as one defined by the adoption of a range of positive habits. The observance of 

hygienic practices and the laws of sanitary science were among the most prominent of 

these. 

The Companion adopted a tutelary role in defining these habits and in explaining their 

significance to readers. This concept of citizenship, stripped of its association with 

political rights and wedded to population health discourse, provided a rhetorically 

powerful means of signifying the importance of adopting these habits. The Companion, 

once more, did not originate these ideas, but played an important role in presenting 

the idea that correct bathing, keeping pencils out of mouths, not sharing cups, 
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disinfecting basins, ventilating rooms, avoiding cesspools, and wearing the right 

clothes were properly considered acts of citizenship. Through its pages – and this was 

something students of the public schools would systematically learn from the early 

twentieth century – readers were taught to understand that their daily habits were 

weighted with civic significance. To focus exclusively on the young citizen as one 

defined by patriotic performance then, is to miss one of the more important ways in 

which ideas of citizenship were communicated to youth. That is, that one of the 

primary duties of citizenship was to ensure that one was capable of discharging the 

duties of citizenship itself. 
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