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Questions of voice overlap with—even if they do not duplicate—the study of
children’s agency, perspectives, and experience. This quest immediately provokes
methodological and theoretical challenges: How do we apprehend children’s attitudes
within texts often mediated or at least preserved by adults? Why does their agency
matter? Who gets left out of the story with a hyper-focus on children’s ability to
influence the world? Taking children’s voices seriously requires new methods, and
attention to practice. The Historic Children’s Voices project has now made this much
more possible for early American milieus.

In the rest of my comments, I will briefly explore some theoretical considerations
concerning agency and the value of children’s writing. After drawing on examples from

my earlier work on domestic writing produced by Central European youth in the early



nineteenth century, I will then say a bit about several texts from the American
Antiquarian Society collection.

The long-standing structure-agency debate of the social sciences has touched our
field, with agency constituting a critical framework for the history of childhood and
youth for some decades now. A brief chronology might point to it as the focus of
multiple articles in the very first issue of the Journal of the History of Childhood and Youth
in 2008.1 (While we are thinking about early American children’s voices, I will also add
that Karen Sénchez-Eppler’s marvelous excavation of the Hale manuscript library
appeared in just the second issue of that publication.)2 More recently, challenges to the
preoccupation of childhood studies with autonomy and power have emerged. My own
awareness of these discussions dates to the 2017 meeting of the Society for the History
of Childhood and Youth.3 Some of this work has produced what I find to be welcome
questions, such as Mona Gleason'’s identification of particular interpretative traps
associated with an all-consuming quest to uncover children’s agency, while she
nevertheless asserts “the value of children’s perspectives on, and contributions to,
history.”4

I would argue, however, that this general interrogation of children’s agency
reached a climax in Sarah Maza’s claim, in a controversial 2020 American Historical
Review article, that “children obviously don’t make history.”> Responses to Maza from

scholars of childhood have been generative. My particular position is that I am not



ready to give up on historicizing the choices, power, and voices of children. We haven’t
yet coalesced around a persuasive alternative. And some proposed substitutions seem
both to be abandoning subalternity and swinging the pendulum too much away from
looking for children’s perspectives.

Still, I have found these calls for theoretical precision useful, given the
dichotomies sometimes offered by discussions of agency and voice. On one side, there is
a desire to discover or even celebrate agency in the historical record, including
resistance to or negotiation of disciplinary power. Thus we see the inclination of many
historians of childhood and youth to seek out examples of children struggling against
the dictates of their education with defiance or parody. On the other side, there is a
desire to reveal and critique the propagandistic mechanisms of authorities and
institutions. Thus we see an emphasis on the governance of children through top-down
disciplinary practices. Even though these two approaches impulses stem from a similar
political impulse, they are often in conflict. That is, either we understand children as
agents with the capacity to reinterpret and dismiss their socialization, or we accept that
adults successfully imposed a tyrannical worldview on young people.

In retaining my interest in agency, I do not look for middle ground between these
poles, but instead investigate how agency and discipline worked together, inseparably,
to shape the experiences of children and, in turn, their imprint on history. Literacy does

have transformative potential for some individuals, but it has also—and in the same



context—served as an instrument of governance and conformity. Children are forces of
socialization at the same time and indeed because they are objects of socialization.
Moreover, “they are children: individuals inhabiting and negotiating these often
conflicting roles as best they can,” as Karen Sanchez-Eppler has observed.6 Witnessing
the constraints on children’s agency helps us question ideas taken for granted about
adults as historical actors.”

Children exerted agency in the past when they made choices, exercised power,
complied with adult expectations, and resisted authority. Individual children also
influenced the perspectives and actions of individual adults—teachers, pedagogues,
policy-makers, parents—shaping their ideas about childhood and how children learn.
And, as we are learning from the riches presented in the digital project and at this
symposium, they might do all of this through their own expression as well—putting
their voices on paper.

We historians, literary critics, and teachers today are not the only ones who have
valued the children’s voices documented in the collection here. Before the curators
evaluated these amateur books and manuscripts, before antiquarians and auctioneers
collected them, before someone decided to pass them down through generations—or
neglected to throw them out—there was an initial impulse to preserve the results of
children’s industry and imagination. It is no coincidence that the milieu I first studied

produced and retained so much writing by youth. That is, there is a relationship



between 18th-century pedagogy’s celebration of the child and the archival preservation
of children’s texts. In fact, I have encountered this as a challenge in my new research
project, where youth in diaspora were less likely to produce or save similar documents
—more on that in a moment.

This first set of examples are drawn from a project which examined German
children’s reading and writing practices during the years around 1800. In German-
speaking Central Europe, Enlightenment pedagogic philosophy came to life in the
families of an educated middle class distinct enough to earn its own name, the
“Bildungsbiirgertum,” a term which highlights the key role education and self-
development played in their formation. These families led the radical transformation of
childrearing practices that served the new purpose of a crafted self. One of the greatest
pleasures of that study was encountering the voices of children and youth in dozens of

archives across Germany.
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Yet even the prized find of a manuscript penned by a child sometimes failed to
offer me much insight into that individual’s perspective. This 1801 letter of birthday
congratulations was written in French by an eight-year-old Saxon girl to her father
before her brother wrote one identical—but for a few additional errors of spelling and
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The fact that many artifacts of children’s voices were mediated by adult
supervision or crafted to meet the expectations of teachers or parents doesn’t render
them useless for thinking about the boundaries and contradictions of children’s agency.
One of my favorite examples of this comes from an 1830 diary of a ten-year-old girl,
Marie Seybold, in which she wrote, “March 9 [1830] Today it was such beautiful
weather that we went walking until it was almost 3 o’clock. March 10. I know nothing
to write about today other than that it always rained. March 11. Today—it rained again
the whole day.” At that point, another hand appears in the manuscript, rebuking her, ”
This should not be a weather almanac!” On the twelfth, Marie wrote about the garden. But
on the thirteenth? Back to recording lightning and thunder after dinner.® Despite the
adult intervention, Marie continued to write very similar, short entries, often still
preoccupied with the weather. At the same time, she kept track of her days in this form
because adults required it of her; she made choices and expressed herself within clear
constraints, which even included a contradictory requirement to be more independently
creative. This encapsulates the tension between governance and agency that colored
children’s education.

Older youth, particularly, had other methods of responding to the intrusions of
parents and teachers. I have been particularly intrigued by instances of linguistic code
switching in youth diaries, sometimes used as a literal code. For one instance from 1847,

seventeen-year-old Anna Hasenfratz, the daughter of a court bureaucrat, wrote in her



diary—mostly in German—about attending the
celebration of a princess’s birthday and described the
gifts everyone else brought. Then she followed in
French with this complaint: “My mother didn’t let me
bring a gift.”10 It is possible she was worried about her

mother reading the implied criticism and sought to

conceal her frustration—although in this case it is likely

Anna Hasenfratz (unknown artist,
c. 1841)

that Anna’s mother also had some command of French.
Alternatively, it may be that this was simply a moment when Anna wanted to write
with the elegance French afforded her, perhaps because of the aristocratic context of her
report.

Within any social context and era, is it always more challenging to access
“authentic” evidence of children’s voices than it is for adults? Certainly the relatively
late attention of scholars to the writing of non-famous youth might suggest that. But the
postmodern unmooring of faith in representations of interior truth has also made us less
concerned with a binary of “artificial” versus “natural” expressions in the archive.
Outside inspirations, including intertextual references to fiction, permeated the youth
diaries I examined. For example, fifteen-year-old Anna Krahmer turned to her diary in
1831 after hearing a devastating letter her older cousin and love interest Heinrich had

written to her sister Therese:



With the most bitter, serious, unloving tone in the world
he says: I certainly must have wanted to playact a novel
myself, because I wanted to ascribe one to him. They must
be ideas from the girls” school, which Therese would
perhaps still drive out of me; little me should not yet even
think of such a thing etc.

Anna Krahmer at 15 (Gottfried Schadow, 1830)
Source: Deutsches Tagebucharchiv

This explicitly gendered criticism tied her behavior to the model of a novel, as did the
practice diary-keeping itself.1l Anna concluded that this exchange meant the end of her
romance. Yet even while she tried to repress her feelings for Heinrich, Anna wrote with
a passionate and insightful sense of her own feelings and self-presentation. (And, in
fact, Anna and Heinrich were married seven years after she wrote this diary entry)
Supposedly authentic expressions of children, signaled often by error or excess,
were increasingly valued by middle-class German families and pedagogues into the
nineteenth century. The “childish” mistakes which marked a letter as in some sense
more natural were paradoxically indulged in notes intended
to display a young person’s accomplished self-development.
In 1823, for example, young Jacob Burckhardt wrote
greetings to his grandmother which his mother originally
commented on by noting that five-year-old Jacob had made

“this beautiful letter” with the help of his tutor. But she was

Burckhardt at about age 22 disabused of this and added a corrective: “No! Just now he
Source: Wikimedia Commons



says: Herr Munzinger guided his hand to the position for the beautiful [letters] and the
‘untidy’ [parts] he wrote alone.”12 She was charmed, and expected the grandmother to
be charmed, by the little boy's scrupulous precision—and also by the faults in the letter.
The reason families treasured this letter writing style, which adults determined
to be “childlike,” demonstrates changing definitions of how a middle-class child should
“naturally” behave and feel during the years around 1800. Letters constituted a useful
tool for educating the emotions of young writers: teaching children how they should
feel and how to articulate feeling in a socially useful way. As Willemijn Ruberg
observes, “a child was free to write as he or she wished (confidingly, naturally,
individually), as long as this remained within the bounds of what was deemed
proper.”13 Being attracted to what nineteenth-century observers also believed to be the
child’s “natural” style is a strong but perhaps misleading temptation in the archive.
Juxtaposing the analysis of texts published by adults alongside the study of children’s
manuscript or published writing is a useful approach for untangling some of these
archival challenges. In 1772, for example, the periodical Leipzig Weekly for Children used
a diary format in which “Little Carl” was instructed by his teacher each evening to write
down everything remarkable that had happened to him. The magazine made a point of
the diary being kept “very secret”—except that his parents and tutor had full access to
it, of course, and in one issue, Carl’s mischievous sister Caroline took over the diary for

her own observations.* While attempting to ventriloquize child writers, the entries
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themselves did not much resemble what real German children did with their diaries,

being unsurprisingly longer, more literary, more polished, and more priggish.

Christian Felix Weifle used a similar approach in his late eighteenth-century
periodical The Children’s Friend.'> Examining Weifle’s transnational influence, Arianne
Baggerman has argued that “as a pedagogical tool, children’s diaries had an entirely
different impact...than the liberating effect they were thought to have; on the contrary,
such diaries led parents to exercise coercion and prompted guilt-ridden children to
write very short entries.”16 I suspect Baggerman would agree, however, having
published one of the most important accounts of an Enlightenment-era child’s diary,
that there remains a great deal to learn about children's daily lives, adult expectations,
and even youth perspectives and agency by looking at such sources of historic
children's voices—no matter how derivative, mediated, or resistant they might be. That

will certainly be true with the increased access this project has made to the AAS
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collection of children’s writing, including breathtaking and boring manuscripts,
imitative and imaginative amateur publications.

In my remaining time, I'll sketch just a few examples from my new, ongoing
project tracking the effects of childhood sibling relationships on later life by looking at
families in migration from Central Europe, Ireland, and Québec to the United States
between the mid-nineteenth and mid-twentieth century. (This foray into US history is
what has happily brought me to the AAS.) In addition to archival material (family
letters and business records), I'm also examining idealized representations of siblings
presented to children as prescriptive models for them to follow—most especially in
literature for young readers.

As Ashley Cataldo and Laura Wasowicz explain on the Historic Children’s Voices
website, there are material reasons why the collection tilts toward wealthier and white
youth authors.’” Among that group, they unsurprisingly tend to be Protestant and
Anglo-American—or at least not recent immigrants. This is certainly not the end of the
story when it comes to locating marginalized voices of children, and I know there is
much more to learn on that front today from other symposium participants. But here a

few items relevant to my project.
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Just as in American children’s literature published by
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Germantown, today a neighborhood in
Quincy, Massachusetts, was a planned

community for glassblowers and weavers

from Central Europe in the eighteenth century.
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preliminary work of criminals—the kind that fill our jails and state prisons.”1?
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I will end with another fictional attempt by
adult writers to ventriloquize youth,
showing an appetite by the 1860s for the

“sayings and doings” of Real Children

(American Sunday-School Union).20 In this
tale of kids sharing an anti-gossip oath they carve into the cellar door, a footnote
cautions, “The pledge is very well; but the cutting of letters, or otherwise marking or
defacing the wood-work of buildings...should be avoided.” By this point in the
transformation of modern childhood, children’s minor transgressions had become not
only a source of amusement, but even welcome markers of their “natural” difference
from adults. How striking to see this indulgent condescension alongside amateur
publications in which youth authors sought quite earnestly to participate equally in the
genre conventions of adult discourse! Such a contradiction is just one example of what
makes this project of Historic Children’s Voices so valuable for investigating and

teaching the history of childhood.
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