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“Boyhood Masculinity and Violence”: How Toys and Sporting Equipment
Taught Men Violence in Canada, 1900-1950

Jocelyn Chugg

From the years 1900-1950 Canadian society had specific masculine beliefs that young
boys were expected to live up to. By examining the toys and sporting equipment found
throughout Sears Wishbook Christmas catalogues and comparing them with newspaper articles
from that time it is clear that starting at a very young age, boys were subjected to various forms
of violence in everyday life that was meant to ensure they grew up to be the tough, dominant and
powerful men that were idolized in the first half of the 20™ century.

The late 19" century was a time of mass urbanization in Canada. With technological
advances in industry and manufacturing, more people were beginning to move to cities in an
attempt to find work and take advantage of the growing Canadian economy. The change in
lifestyle meant that there was also a growing change in gender ideologies. It was a concern that
young boys who led sedentary urban lives were provided with “little opportunity for
differentiation between the sexes.”! In most urban middle-class white families the father’s role
was that of the working breadwinner while the mother stayed home performing domestic duties
and tending to the children. Many believed that boys, who were supposed to be tough, aggressive
and competitive, were not given the appropriate opportunities to express their natural tendencies
and those who spent too much time with their mothers ran the risk of becoming over feminized
and “poorly adjusted children.”?

In an attempt to save boys from the crisis of masculinity that came with sedentary urban
life and over-mothering, many middle-class men found new ways to practice and teach
masculinity. One of the most popular ways for them to do so was through the sport of hunting.
Gender historian Blake R. Brown suggests that “many Canadians both celebrated imperialism
and saw hunting and rifle shooting as antidotes to the deleterious effects of modern urban life.
Brown also suggests that hunting, and more specifically shooting, was viewed as “a means to
turn boys into men.”* The value placed on hunting meant that there was one specific instrument
that was becoming largely popularized as a symbol of manliness: the gun. Prior to the 1900s
guns were used primarily as hunting and military equipment, but by the turn of the 20" century,
they were becoming desired consumer household items of the middle class. Guns were heavily
marketed as “manly virtues” and new manufacturing technologies meant that they were being
mass produced and sold at affordable prices.® As the popularization of real guns increased, air
rifles and toy guns started showing up in homes as a way to introduce young boys to the manly
art of shooting.
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By the late 1930s, advertisements for toy guns were in abundance within magazines,
newspapers and catalogues. Canadians encouraged young men to develop familiarity and skill
with weapons, and toy guns were used to teach boys the mastery of hunting, shooting, and
military skills without the risks that came with using real guns.® The Sears Wishbook catalogues
include several toy gun advertisements; many using specific imagery and language that reflected
the beliefs of the idolized young men during this time. The guns in the catalogue were meant to
look, act, and feel as real as possible. One such advertisement boasted on the realness of the gun
by stating that it looked and sounded similar to the real thing, even including the “rat-a-tat noise”
and sparks that mimicked real machine guns.’

During the early years of the Second World War military-style toys were more prevalent
within the Sears catalogues. Not only was
there a vast selection of this style of toy
that was targeted at boys from toddler
age up to adolescence, but they also
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real commandos use.” This was at a time when the war was broadcast to young Canadians in
everyday life. The lives of the real commandos were being idolized and it was believed that
“being a manly soldier meant taking charge, being a doer, and, most importantly, showing
courage.”!” Due to the introduction of toys such as the Commando Gun, young boys were now
able to prove their bravery and strength by playing war with their friends.

This type of violent play was an acceptable way for boys to be able to express themselves
in what was believed to be harmless fun. Christopher Dummitt discusses this in his book The
Manly Modern. He states that the “socially utilitarian values of masculinity that had been so
prominent during the Second World War” were assumed to have been successful in teaching
young men the correct standards that were associated with becoming a man.'! It was with the
help of violent toy guns, such as those found within the catalogues, that young boys were able to
mimic the behaviours they saw taking place in real life through their play at home.

During the first half of the 20" century, the psychology of parenting was becoming a
highly studied field. Mona Lee Gleason is a gender historian and author of the book Normalizing
the Ideal. She states that “it was during the interwar years that psychology carved a professional
niche for itself” by studying the roles parents played in
raising their children.'? Doctors based these gender roles
- on the lives of white middle-class patriarchal families and
'*15 developed a “blueprint for normalcy” regarding young
~ men to which they urged parents to follow.'*> One way
. that they believed boys would have a better chance to
" develop into heterosexual men was to limit their time

with their mothers and increase time spent with their
fathers. Gleason states that “no longer were men just
supposed to be providers, they should have a role in
raising kids” as well.!* It was believed that a boy in the
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through sport.

There are a number of advertisements for sporting equipment in the Sears catalogues that
reflect this belief. Most notably is a five-piece boxing set from 1937. It states “Put up your
dukes, Dad, and let’s go a couple rounds!” !¢ Not only does this specific advertisement
demonstrate the role of the father during play, but it also proves how participating in violent
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sports such as boxing was viewed as an acceptable way for young boys to develop. The
advertisement states that the boxing set is “just the thing to keep youngsters from 2 to 5 alert and
confident.”!” It was believed that boys should be participating in manly and violent sports
beginning at a very young age in order to develop naturally. Fighting among boys “was often
encouraged as a way of proving one’s manliness” and during the first half of the 20" century the
sooner that lesson could be taught, the better.'®

In his article Boys and Boyhood historian Christopher Greig describes the acceptable
boyhood masculinity traits that were associated with sports. He states that “real boys were
assumed to be developing normally if they were active and aggressive.”! It was believed that
there was a link between masculinity and violence and that males were naturally aggressive.°
Greig states that “violence in the form of fighting was simply a parental expectation, something
an appropriate boy should do.”?! He goes on to suggest that many believed that when confronted
with a fight “a real boy would never run away” and “to do so would, and should they argued,
raise questions about a boy’s masculinity.”?? During a time where heterosexual beliefs were so
strong, the act of fighting was viewed simply as a natural way for boys to prove their
masculinity.

By the turn of the 20" century more pressure was being put on society to produce the
idolized version of the Canadian Man; one who was strong, fearless, and brave enough to fight
not only for the protection of himself and his family, but also for his country. By encouraging
violent masculine behaviour and pushing it onto young men, Canadian society normalized
acceptable forms of violence to which males were expected to follow. With the popularization of
toy guns and sporting equipment, boys were able to mimic the behaviours they witnessed
through play. Emerging psychological discourse led to the belief that parents had to be taught
how to raise their sons appropriately and through the persuasion of paternal involvement these
behaviours would be passed down from generation to generation. It was through the acceptance
and encouragement of violent play with the help of toys and sporting equipment that young boys
were expected to conform to the ideals of masculinity within Canada during the first half of the
20™ century.
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