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O

N A LATE AUGUST AFTERNOON, a diminutive eight-year-old named Frank Rybcrzyk
became somewhat of a national sports celebrity at the 1948 Keds National Little League
Tournament in Williamsport, Pennsylvania. After spending much of the tournament as a
warm-up catcher and first-base coach for his Middletown, Connecticut, team, Rybcrzyk—
whose troublesome ethnic name was simply shortened to “Murphy” by his teammates—
finally got his chance at the plate. Wearing rubber cleats and clutching a youth-sized bat,
both specifically designed for younger ball players, Murphy waited as the “towering” twelveyear-old pitcher hurled the “Official Little League” baseball toward the plate. The powerful hurler, not used to pitching to such a tiny batter, had difficulty scaling his pitches down
to Murphy’s level. The result was a base on balls. Once on base, spectators were not sure
how the youngster would be able to run, as his uniform—conspicuously emblazoned with
the corporate sponsor “Keds”—appeared to be three sizes too big. In fact, the sportswriters covering the tournament had taken to calling Murphy “the uniform that walks like a
boy.” However, Murphy proved these doubters wrong by bearing down and making it to
second base, “one proud eight-year-old.”1
But for many of those watching Murphy and his teammates play, what dazzled them
more than such on-base heroics was the boys’ behavior when they were in the dugout or
completely off of the field. Spectators were impressed with how grown-up these young
players appeared, how they carried themselves in a highly experienced manner. Parents
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and journalists alike were struck by the ways in which Murphy and his teammates seemed
to “cultivate all the professional mannerisms” of major league ball players, including knocking the dirt off of their rubber-cleated shoes and rubbing dust on their hands “a la Ted
Williams or Joe DiMaggio.” Off the field, observers were impressed when Murphy, after
learning that his mother had given birth to a new baby back home in Middletown, “gravely
passed out cigars in the lobby of the hotel.” Such actions showed, according to at least one
journalist, that players like Murphy were learning familial responsibility on their way to
becoming fine men, all the while avoiding the pitfalls of juvenile delinquency.2
While the world soon forgot about young Murphy, Little League baseball, a program
founded in Williamsport in the summer of 1939 by Carl Stotz and designed for boys ages
eight through twelve years of age, would prove exceedingly difficult to ignore for postwar
Americans. While growth was slow for the program’s first five years of existence (there
were just four four-team Little Leagues by 1944, all located in the Williamsport area),
something happened during the years following World War II, particularly in the rapidly
expanding suburbs of the Northeast, West, and Southwest. After the end of the conflict,
leagues began “multiplying like amoebae.” In one ten-year period (1949-1958), an additional 4,662 leagues of 21,911 teams were franchised. By the early 1960s, Little League
had spread to all fifty states and the Territory of Guam, and such foreign countries as
Cuba, Mexico, England, France, Germany, Turkey, Korea, Japan, the Philippines, Morocco, Saudi Arabia, and Canada. Charting the number of young boys participating in
Little League throughout the postwar era can perhaps best capture this phenomenal growth.
In 1939, only forty-five boys played Little League. This number had grown to 11,800
boys by 1949, it skyrocketed to 334,300 by 1958, and just six years later this total reached
1,066,600. “No phase of sport in the history of this country [U.S.],” observed one contemporary commentator, “has ever caught on with the contagious enthusiasm of the Little
League.”3
Why did Little League baseball grow so rapidly during the postwar era? On one level,
one can see the rise of Little League as simply the result of increased postwar affluence.
“Never have so many people,” announced Business Week in 1953, “had so much time on
their hands—with pay—as today in the United States.” To many parents, Little League
was undoubtedly a manifestation of this phenomenon, a celebration of the victory of
leisure. Yet beneath this veneer of celebration, there seemed to lurk a series of questions
and concerns. As a number of scholars have shown, the period of Little League’s greatest
growth can best be described as an “age of anxiety.” Changes in familial structure and
dynamics, the rise of the corporate economy, and the continued expansion of a mass
consumer culture led many Americans to question how they fit into the postwar order.
Nowhere was this sense of anxiety more noticeable than when the nation discussed the
place of children in this changing world. In this period of uncertainty and apprehension,
children came to represent a hope for stability in the future, yet these same young people
seemed particularly susceptible to the “troubles, anxieties, and sacrifice” that plagued adults.
As intense fears of rising rates of juvenile delinquency gripped America, postwar citizens
searched for ways to acclimate children to this new cultural climate.4
As the example of Murphy begins to illustrate, Little League had the potential to
speak to these concerns by addressing such issues as proper gender roles, ethnicity, professionalism, and consumption. In postwar United States, Little League baseball allowed
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Americans to address some of the complex tensions caused by the changes wrought by the
end of the war and its aftermath and to help young lads find their place in this rapidly
changing environment. Little League baseball, as both a participatory and spectator sport,
was one cultural vehicle through which familial roles were redefined and strengthened and
by which numerous groups of Americans helped children accommodate themselves to
such shifting structural realities as the rise of the corporate work world, the continued
growth of a consumption-based society, and the beginning of the Cold War. Little League
baseball, in short, served as an arena in which to address the concerns associated with these
changes as well as an important instrument of legitimation of values initiated by the new
social, cultural, economic, and political realities of postwar America. This was true among
the adults of the United States as well. For such grown-ups, Little League not only served
as a force of legitimation but also came to symbolize how the postwar economy of corporate liberalism—a democracy based on traditional gender roles, corporate hegemony, and
increased consumption—was supposed to work, and how this type of democracy could be
spread around the world in the Cold War struggle against Communism. By appealing to
the historically-sanctioned practice of youth baseball (“Baseball for boys of America,” commented Little League president Peter McGovern, “is a tradition as deep-rooted as any we
have”) Little League was able to help a number of segments of the population of the
Untied States come to terms with this new postwar order.5
According to sociologist Pierre Bourdieu, “[I]t is possible to consider the whole range
of sporting activities and entertainments offered to social agents . . . as a supply intended to
meet a social demand.”6 In the postwar environment of the United States, Little League
served as such a supply, and it is the goal of this paper to explore what social demands
organized youth baseball met. This is not, therefore, an institutional or social history of
Little League baseball; very little attention is paid to the day-to-day workings of organized
youth baseball. Rather it is an attempt to see how a number of actors, including parents
and children, politicians, corporate leaders and Little League officials, used Little League
baseball as a means, a powerful symbol, to adjust to the changing postwar climate. By
examining how the postwar generation used Little League baseball as such a symbol—
how they used the game to speak to their own material realities and ideological perceptions—one begins to see not only why Little League proved so popular during the postwar
era but also how American culture and political economy were shaped, used, and ultimately contested during this period. Yet this relationship between Little League baseball
and postwar American society was not unproblematic, for the world of youth baseball was
filled with the same tensions and anxieties that marked the larger culture, particularly
surrounding issues of consumption, gender, race, and individual authenticity. While this
essay is primarily concerned with understanding how Little League baseball allowed a sort
of consensus to be reached on such issues, it will highlight—however incompletely—how
such tensions helped lay the groundwork for undermining this system of postwar liberalism by the mid 1960s. This essay explores in-depth how the liberal politics of the postwar
order reached its apogee, and hints at how it was ultimately brought down. It will be up to
other scholars to track how this latter process played out.
All of this attention to the broader culture in which Little League flourished does not
mean that this essay seeks to exist outside of the rich historiography of work on baseball in
the United States. While there has been little scholarly work done on the history of Little
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League itself,7 there have been many studies on the sport that focus on a number of the
crucial issues explored in this essay, including the relationship between baseball and consumption, the ways in which baseball could prepare individuals for life in business and
industry, and the potential compensatory qualities of the sport. The work of Mark Dyreson,
for example, highlights how baseball, in the 1920s, opened up new avenues for the continued growth of consumer culture, while the work of Steven A. Reiss illustrates the ideological work that baseball often performed during the Progressive Era for those reformers
attempting to help American citizens acclimate themselves to dramatic changes in the
nation’s political economy.8
In many ways, my treatment of Little League baseball is simply a natural extension of
this literature: the names and dates may have changed, but the sport is still seen as performing many of the same tasks it did close to one hundred years before the first Little
League game was played. Part of the narrative of Little League is therefore a telling story of
consistency within the history of baseball in the United States. As historian Jules Tygiel
notes, each generation of Americans “reinvented the national pastime to fit its own material reality and ideological perceptions,” and this process has often looked remarkably
similar throughout the span of U.S. history. Yet it must be stressed that much of the rise of
Little League was without historical precedent. As the bulk of the historiography on
American baseball reveals, the sport was primarily an urban phenomenon. Moreover, the
sport was geared toward adult players, and games were often organized through industrialsponsored leagues. The rise of Little League baseball—by blossoming in suburban locales
and targeting preadolescent players—turned such a history on its head. The story of Little
League baseball is essentially the story of the exploding postwar suburb and the increasing
awareness of the societal and economic importance of perhaps suburbia’s most important
dweller, the pre-adolescent child. Little League baseball helped adults and children alike
come to terms with the growing predominance of the American suburb, and—as it will be
shown—often even helped physically to shape such communities. At the same time, as
such historians as Steven Mintz have shown, the rise of suburbia coincided with the discovery of the child as an important, and previously untapped, market segment. Once
again, Little League provided an avenue through which to discuss and confirm such new
consumption patterns, and, in the process, placed the pre-adolescent male at the center of
the American sporting experience. It is through an awareness of such heretofore unexplored relationships that this essay hopes to add not only to the literature on postwar
American culture but also to the historiography of sport in U.S. history.9

From the Public to the Private:
Little League and the Changing Nature of Family and Gender
In the summer of 1952, Mr. H.M. Clegg of suburban El Paso, Texas, wrote a glowing
letter of appreciation to Little League headquarters in Williamsport, Pennsylvania. As a
father of two sons, Clegg expressed his gratitude for a program that provided for children
such a healthy, supervised recreational activity and allowed him an arena where he could
bond with his two boys. Little League, Clegg maintained, had kept his children from
traveling down the dangerous path to juvenile delinquency “by channeling the efforts of
such youngsters into wholesome recreation rather than mischievousness and acts of van354
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dalism.” While he was once concerned about the type of young men that his boys would
become, he was now relieved to see that his sons—as a direct result of Little League baseball—were now “two of the happiest and most easily managed boys any parents could
hope to find.” They would grow up, Clegg concluded, to be strong, upstanding men.10
Yet Clegg brought another perspective to bear on Little League baseball. As his letter
went on to reveal, Clegg was a Federal Bureau of Investigation agent whose work brought
him into daily contact with murderers, rapists, and other violent criminals. After detailing
how Little League had helped his two sons, Clegg then turned his attention to an encounter he had recently had with one of these barbarous offenders. In April of 1952, Clegg had
helped to apprehend Lloyd Edison Sampsell, a drifter who subsequently confessed to a
particularly vicious murder. Following his apprehension, Sampsell had discussed with
Clegg the reasons why he had turned to a life of violence. According to Clegg, Sampsell
said that he had had no family to supervise him as a young man (and, more importantly,
no positive father figure) and thus no outlets for his youthful energies outside of a life of
crime. If he could furnish any advice to a youngster to avoid the pattern of life that he fell
into, he would have that young boy participate in an organized sports program like Little
League baseball. “‘A boy has to learn to win or lose,’” Sampsell told Clegg. “‘If he doesn’t
master that ability while a youth, he will find it most difficult to do so as a man.’” Little
League, Clegg concluded, provided such a lesson, and thereby made his job as in law
enforcement much easier. If they learned these lessons at a young age, such boys would be
less likely to find themselves apprehended by such law enforcement officials as Clegg in
the future.11
As Clegg’s letter illustrates, there was great concern in the postwar era regarding the
issue of juvenile delinquency. Everywhere parents looked in the postwar era, they were
confronted with the perceived rise of juvenile delinquency. FBI Director J. Edgar Hoover
reported in 1955 that crime in the United States was going up at an alarming rate—“20%
higher now than in the immediate post-war period.” And young people, according to
Hoover, were fueling this increase. In 1955, one out of every thirty-five youths between
the ages of ten and seventeen had been arrested, an increase of 10 percent over the previous
year. Hoover also found that an incredible 42 percent of those arrested for major crimes
were persons under the age of eighteen, and of that number, more than one-half were
under the age of fifteen. Lawmakers, clearly troubled by such statistics, entered into the
great juvenile delinquency debate, as Congress discussed nearly 200 bills relating to juvenile delinquency in 1955 alone.12
Perhaps even more frightening than this rise in youth-instigated crime was the increasingly violent and sexual nature of this delinquency. Historian George Chauncey has
shown that such acts led to a full-blown sex crime panic in the postwar era, as a growing
number of newspaper and magazines focused the nation’s attention on the grisly murders
of women and children. These crimes, the press maintained, were the result of men and
young boys who had lost control of their deviant sexual impulses, leading to a major new
threat to the American family: the “sex criminal.” Making matters even worse was the
notion that this behavior was tied to parenting skills. “Abnormal sex behavior, be it in the
adult or child,” asserted Dr. Benjamin Karpman (chief psychotherapist at Washington,
D.C.’s prestigious St. Elizabeth’s Hospital and one of the decade’s most influential medical
writers on sex offenses), “derives from the unwholesome family and social atmosphere in
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which the child develops. The fault lies with the parents.” Other medical experts echoed
his sentiments, arguing that juvenile delinquency resulted directly from adult neglect.
What was needed, as the editors of influential publications covering sex crimes often noted,
were new measures to combat this unwholesome atmosphere.13
To many postwar actors, Little League baseball served as such a measure, as it was a
highly supervised activity that engendered in children a healthy respect for law and order,
taught proper gender roles, and, most importantly, brought families together. “In the
anxious years when juvenile delinquency affords heartaches to many families, the existence of the Little League program,” explained Little League President Peter McGovern, “is
one of the best guarantees we have, in a large part of America, to hold the family together
in common interest.” At its root, the discourse on juvenile delinquency came to both
symbolize a series of fears and expectations regarding the child’s place in this rapidly changing
world and to act as a concrete manifestation of these concerns. Within this charged
discussion, Little League baseball became an arena where postwar actors could make such
fears more manageable, and, in the process, help alleviate these anxieties by making the
issue of child crime seem a solvable problem. As the content of Clegg’s letter begins to
illustrate, organized youth baseball, for such disparate actors as parents, law enforcement
officials, politicians, and Little League officials, became an effective means to regain a
sense of control over the lives of the nation’s children and keep the evolving concept of the
postwar family from imploding. In the face of the “nightmarish revelations” of rising
youth crime statistics, Little League baseball offered, in the words of J. Edgar Hoover, “a
common sense counter agency against delinquency.” Little League baseball held the promise
of saving a boy from the world of juvenile delinquency and returning him to his proper
place in the family structure. “My boy,” wrote the father of one formally troublesome lad,
“is much more obedient since joining Little League.”14
Explicit in Little League’s effectiveness in combating juvenile delinquency was the
belief that youth baseball not only brought families together but also taught young people
proper gender roles, thereby creating the “wholesome” family atmosphere that Dr. Kaufman
and other experts thought would keep children out of trouble. During the early postwar
years, there was still much anxiety regarding the future of the family. While economic
conditions caused women to delay having children during the 1930s, postwar families
ushered in a baby boom that resulted in the largest absolute population increase in the
nation’s history. Births rose from a low of 18.4 per 1,000 women during the Great Depression to a high of 25.3 per 1,000 in 1957. At the same time, countless families—like
the Cleggs—made the move to the new suburbs that had sprouted up around the country.
Federal home loan policies stimulated migrations to the suburbs from traditional, urban,
ethnic working-class neighborhoods. Housing starts exploded after World War II, peaking at 1.65 million in 1955 and remaining above 1.5 million a year for the rest of the
decade. Perhaps most dramatically, the increase in single-family homeownership between
1946 and 1956 outstripped the increase during the entire preceding century and a half.
By 1960, 62 percent of all American families owned their own homes, in contrast to 43
percent in 1940. Eighty-five percent of these new homes were in the suburbs.15
In this new environment, the family was portrayed as “the basis of our free society,”
yet many Americans seemed to have trouble coming to terms as to exactly how this familial unit should come together and function. “We hear the cry of the educators and police
356

Volume 32, Number 3

“A DIAMOND IS A BOY’S BEST FRIEND”
officers all the time that families are drifting apart,” worried one postwar parent in a Little
League publication. In this troubled environment, youth baseball was seen as the means
to bring the family together under a common interest. Parents seemed relieved to have an
activity that included all family members. “My husband is a director of one Little League
and our son plays in another league,” explained Little League mother V. A. Ames of Syracuse, New York. “Every night, during the season, we are together (father, mother, daughter, and son) at the ball field.” As a result, Mrs. Ames concluded, her family had never felt
closer. Across the country, the press picked up on this capability of Little League and
urged all families having trouble functioning as a cohesive unit to turn to youth baseball.
The Chicago Daily News, for example, found that “one beneficial result [of participation in
Little League baseball] is the strong influence the program exerts for a family to pull
together. Little League deserves praise for its role in welding into a unit, the members of
family.”16
In addition to bringing families together, Little League also provided an area for young
people to learn proper gender roles—another crucial step in maintaining familial cohesiveness and in dealing with the problem of criminal activity among young people. Youth
baseball, in short, allowed young people the opportunity to see how men and women
ought to behave. For if Little League made young boys participants in the world of youth
athletics, it also transformed them into spectators. Little League baseball allowed young
boys to watch their fathers act in positions of authority and, in turn, take a crucial step in
their development into healthy adult males. According to one Little League official: “Parents and child guidance authorities know well the need for a positive relationship between
father and son in the critical latent period of a boy’s development. Boys of Little League
benefit by these masculine developments.” At the same time, they observed the type of
behavior, through the activity of their mothers, which was to be termed “feminine.” This
understanding of proper, strictly divided, gender roles became vitally important in the
postwar era, as confusion over the differences between men and women among young
people was seen as leading to perhaps the greatest threat to family stability; the dreaded
juvenile delinquency.17
Yet if youth baseball taught young boys how to act masculine, it also helped parents
come to terms with the evolving concepts of gender and family in the postwar era. As
historians Elaine Tyler May and Stephanie Coontz have noted, it was only in the immediate postwar period that what we now consider as “traditional” gender roles—bread-winning father and stay-at-home mother, both focused on the well-being of their children—
took shape. Such a development was a qualitatively new phenomenon. Once content to
leave all of the parenting to the mother, postwar fathers were expected to take a much
more active role in the raising of their children, particularly their sons. As children took
on this added level of significance, the role of the father in the child-rearing process also
gained in importance. At the same time, men had to readjust to their role as primary
provider for the family unit, while women had to come to terms with their return to the
domestic sphere. Less than fifteen years earlier, the Great Depression had seen a large
number of wives and mothers (as well as children) leave the household and take jobs to
provide secondary or even primary support for their families. This trend continued well
into World War II, as men left their families for prolonged periods of time to join the
armed forces overseas and women replaced them in the American workforce. The end of
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the war was supposed to put an end to this situation, as men were expected to reenter the
workforce, and women were supposed to defer to this arrangement.18
Undoubtedly, such developments were wrought with tension, as both men and women
struggled to recognize the changes occurring in male/female relationships. Little League
provided an arena through which both men and women could address such tensions and
attempt to find their place in the emerging postwar family structure. Through Little
League baseball, men, for example, could portray themselves as strong, assertive leaders,
while women could devote themselves to the behind-the-scenes work that helped youth
baseball leagues develop and flourish. And all of this took place on the Little League field,
amidst other families struggling to come to terms with these fundamental changes. While
historians such as May see many Americans addressing these changes to gender roles in the
private sphere of the home (which May defines as “a secure private nest removed from the
dangers of the outside world”), it appears that a large number of people wished to approach these changes communally. There is little doubt that the home played a crucial
role in the evolution of postwar gender roles, but the Little League experience suggests
that the public sphere also played an important role in the rise of the “traditional” family
structure. For many Americans, the experiences of the Great Depression and World War
II had taught them to approach their problems collectively. This collectivist approach
seemed to carry over into the postwar era, as many Americans looked outward (rather than
simply inward) to make sense of this changing world. Before men and women could
become entirely comfortable with their new roles in the privacy of their own homes—
within the private sphere—they sought to understand them better within the realm of the
familiar public sphere, where they could come to terms with the newly structured family
collectively. Little League baseball provided this comfortable setting.19
Little League baseball clearly gave men in the postwar era an avenue through which to
redefine their familial role. As the family breadwinner, the father was to be seen as strong,
decisive, masculine. On the Little League field, the father could be all of these things.
Through such acts as building playing fields, running practice sessions, and making managerial decisions, a father could put behind the traumas of the Great Depression and World
War II and portray himself as a dynamic representation of virile manhood. As more was
expected of him as a father, Little League gave him the avenue to carve out a new relationship with his son, through the familiar game of baseball. “In baseball,” one Little League
father explained, “a father and son meet on a common ground from which blooms companionship, respect and real love.”20
Little League baseball also provided women with the opportunity to come to terms
with their new gender role in the comfort and safety of the public sphere. As the role of
the father became more important in the postwar era, mothers were told to stay in the
background, providing necessary emotional and domestic support. Mothers involved in
Little League formed Women’s Auxiliary Groups that provided behind-the-scenes support
for their ball-playing sons. Not surprisingly, such support often mirrored the type of
domestic duties that women were supposed to be becoming comfortable performing in
the privacy of their homes. These women’s groups held bake sales, served as cooks and
waitresses at league banquets, and cooked and catered after-game picnics for their tired
Little Leaguers. One group of mothers in the suburban California West Valley Little
League even went so far as to compile a cookbook entitled, “Batting 1.000 in the Kitchen.”
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This collection of recipes was dedicated to all Little League mothers “who have ever asked,
or will ask in the future, ‘What do you serve on game night besides hot dogs?’” While
postwar fathers saw their parental role in terms of helping their sons develop physically,
mothers saw themselves as providing much-needed nourishment, literally and figuratively.
Mothers were needed to help young males develop emotionally, both on the field and in
the home. Each role was critically important in the development of the child. “There is
room,” concluded one observer of youth baseball, “for both in Little League.”21

“Future Major Leaguer? . . .Perhaps. Future Man? . . . Definitely!”:
Little League and the Changing World of Work
One cannot, however, talk about issues of family and gender in the postwar period
without discussing the changing nature of work. In many ways, Little League reflected the
complexities that went along with these changes and even helped both adults as well as
children come to terms with such transformations to the nation’s economy. During the
war, more than 500,000 small retail, service, and construction companies went out of
business. Some of these companies fell victim to the more than 1,600 mergers that occurred during the war, nearly one-third of which involved corporations with assets of over
$50 million taking over smaller enterprises. In this changing environment, men found
themselves turning to these large corporations—rather than striking out on their own—
for employment. Firms with less than 500 employees employed 52 percent of the workers
in manufacturing in 1939, but only 38 percent in 1944. At the same time, firms with
10,000 or more employees accounted for 13 percent of total employment in 1939, but
more than 31 percent by 1944.22
“The deterioration of the small business economy during the war,” writes historian
George Lipsitz, “had important social consequences.” Psychologically, the belief that any
man could start his own small business had been a strong symbol of American freedom
throughout the nation’s history, and its increasing impracticality forced many Americans
to face a life of working for others. Perhaps more importantly, postwar males had to adjust
to life within these heavily bureaucratized corporations. “In terms of sexual stereotypes,”
according to historian Peter Filene, the world of the postwar corporation “was a feminine
world.” As described by contemporary sociologist David Riesman in his best-selling The
Lonely Crowd (1950), a change in national “character types” was occurring. The business
world had less and less room for the aggressive, self-motivated, entrepreneurial, “innerdirected” personality characteristic of the nineteenth-century free market economy. The
modern business world, Riesman heuristically noted, was beginning to call for a conformist, “other-directed” character type, one more sensitive to peer and social opinion than his
inner-directed predecessor. Gone were the days of hard, physical work. The successful
worker in the postwar era had to master the complicated practices of personnel relations.
Workers had to learn what Warren Susman termed the art of “personality.” With the
larger corporations that dotted the postwar landscape becoming more and more prevalent, “[e]very American was to become a performing self.”23
America, however, did not undergo such a rapid change in national character overnight. Rather, the transition from inner-directed to other-directed was a gradual transition, one that was never quite as straightforward as Riesman and others often suggested.
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For the men attempting to make sense of these changes, Little League baseball provided a
lens through which to view the complexities of this evolution, as well as a means to ease
this transition. Understanding that there was less and less room for creativity and individuality in the increasingly bureaucratic workplace, such individuals began to look to the
world of leisure to find the fulfillment they once found in the realm of work. Little League
baseball gave such men the opportunity to find this fulfillment on the baseball diamond,
by acting as managers, coaches, and even spectators. More importantly, Little League
baseball performed what can best be understood as a compensatory role for the men
coming to terms with the rise of the corporate work world. If the highly bureaucratic
nature of corporate work was forcing postwar men to indeed become “other-directed,”
Little League baseball allowed them to continue to express their “inner-directed” side. On
the baseball field, men could forget about the world of personality and embrace a game
based on aggressiveness, self-motivation, and physical energy. As one advocate of Little
League baseball put it: “Those adults who work directly with Little League also benefit
from it because it gives them active participation rather than passive.” And this active
participation allowed those who spent their workday pushing papers in the bureaucratized
corporation to see themselves as productive once again. “To be productive was to be
fulfilled,” notes a recent study of the postwar era, and “relief from one kind of work could
be found through another kind of work.” Little League, in short, provided this relief.24
One begins to see how postwar men turned to Little League for the opportunity to
engage in productive physical labor through their attention to the construction of elaborate playing fields. One journalist, for example, marveled at the amount of sheer physical
energy that fathers in Naugatuck, Connecticut, expended in the construction of a Little
League field in 1949. Realizing that the only available site for the playing field was too
small, the fathers of Naugatuck went to work and burrowed into the side of an intruding
hill, excavating some 3,000 cubic yards of earth. Yet the laborers did not stop there. They
went on to install stationary bleachers, a permanent backstop, a clubhouse, refreshment
stands, and a public-address system. When they were done they had a tangible symbol of
their labor—a recreational facility valued at over $75,000. “The amount of energy which
has gone into furnishing Little League facilities throughout the country,” wrote Arthur
Daley after observing the efforts of the Naugatuck fathers, “stuns the imagination.” For a
group of men used to laboring day in and day out without producing anything they could
tangibly hold, the completion of such a facility was undoubtedly physically, emotionally,
and psychologically satisfying.25
The same story was repeated all across the country. In Canton, Ohio, a “group of
fathers, team managers and coaches” even labored at night to finish their field, parking
their cars around the plot to illuminate the area with the headlights of their autos. In
Altadena, California, “[h]elp came from unexpected sources. Dads rolled up their sleeves
and went to work with pick and shovel.” And dads were going to work with their picks
and shovels at an amazing rate during the postwar era. A 1953 Springfield College survey
of 744 suburban communities with playing facilities found that 64.5 percent had developed new facilities and fields for Little League play. A total of 712 fields had been built in
these communities, twenty-one sites were currently under construction, and five more
were planned for 1953. If all of these fields were completed, the result would have been
738 new fields in 744 communities. The image of professional fathers “rolling up their
360

Volume 32, Number 3

“A DIAMOND IS A BOY’S BEST FRIEND”
sleeves” proved so popular in this period that it even made its way into popular literature.
In the popular 1954 children’s book Little League Champions, one young Little Leaguer,
worrying about the possibility of not having an adequate playing field for the start of his
season, finds comfort in the fact that his “dad and the office workers’ll come over this
Saturday” and finish construction at the site. “They can do a good job,” the boy confidently predicted, even though “[h]andling a shovel might put blisters on their lily-white
hands.” To men who now found themselves spending days in bureaucratic organizations,
blisters helped prove they were still men.26
Through these examples of field construction, one can see how Little League provided a much-needed physical challenge to postwar men. But what about on the intellectual side? Here, the role that fathers played as managers helped compensate for the loss of
intellectual authority inherent in the postwar world of work. As managers, fathers oversaw the preseason tryout session that enabled them to grade all league “candidates” according to their abilities. As soon as the rating process was completed, each manager was
assigned 36,000 credits—“it’s like having $36,000 of play money” observed one journalist—with which to “buy” players and put together their team. All players thus “purchased” became the permanent property of their “owners” for the rest of their Little League
careers. Managers did have the power, however, to trade or even outright buy other players, provided they had enough credits to make the deal.27
Writing on parenthood in the postwar era, Elaine Tyler May finds that
in the face of the highly organized world of work that stripped men of their
autonomy, fatherhood could be a substitute source of meaning and creativity.
Presumably, nowhere else was it easier for a man to be his own boss than in
fatherhood.28

And nowhere was it easier for a man to be his own boss than on the Little League
diamond. By acting as Little League managers, postwar fathers could exercise the authority and express the creativity that they once had expressed in the world of work. On the
baseball field, the postwar father could see himself as the leader of a collection of underlings, free to buy and sell them as he pleased. For those men who found themselves stuck
in the middle management levels of the great bureaucracies of the era, such power was
undoubtedly intoxicating.
But what about the young males themselves? In many ways, Little League, like it did
for postwar fathers, provided a compensatory outlet for the expression of identity and the
release of masculine energies. Moreover, it taught them to look to the realm of leisure to
meet these needs, rather than the realm of work. In a world where conformity and bureaucracy reigned supreme, Little League baseball gave the young person, according to one
observer, the “abundant opportunity for the expression of individuality.” Knowing that
such boys faced a life of work separated from physical labor, a world where “technology has
changed the character of American life,” proponents of Little League saw youth baseball as
the means to teach boys to begin looking to the world of leisure to express their masculinity. “With the mechanization of so many of today’s activities,” declared one Little League
advocate, “the present generation of boys lack many of the opportunities for the free,
independent release of muscular and nervous energies that we enjoyed only a few decades
ago” in the realm of the workplace. Within the world of baseball, young boys could find
a new arena in which to release these energies.29
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Little League, however, served as more than a compensatory measure for postwar
youths. In many ways, the economy of postwar America did call for a new personality
type, and Little League undoubtedly helped prepare many young people for their place in
this “other-directed” world. While the shift may not have been as pronounced as Riesman
and others have indicated, there was a sense that the economy of the United States had
been dramatically altered, and that something had to be done to prepare young people for
this new world. Youth baseball was seen as capable of providing this preparation. The
system of buying and selling young players, for example, may have had an effect on the
Little Leaguers themselves. Through such a system, young players could become comfortable with the notion that a certain sense of independence had indeed been lost, that their
labor could be bought and sold. Indeed, they themselves could be viewed as commodities.
Little League baseball can thus be seen as what historian Steven M. Gelber describes as a
“disguised affirmation,” a cultural tool that helps “to sustain the overarching ideology of
capitalism by serving up its ideas in the palatable form of domestic leisure.” Through
Little League, young boys were indeed introduced to such capitalist concepts as specialization (nine-year-old boys deciding that they are assuredly shortstops) and rationalization
(in the shape of regular practice sessions). Yet numerous advocates of Little League—
ranging from parents to League officials to corporate leaders—saw organized youth baseball as performing a much more specific task in the postwar era. Parents realized that the
economic changes wrought after World War II were there to stay, and both fathers and
mothers faced “the task of trying to keep a world [they] never knew and never dreamed
steady until we can rear a generation at home in it.”30 Little League thus became a means
for adults to acclimate young males to these changes, a program that not only prepared
boys for their future role in the highly bureaucratized corporate world of work but also
helped parents come to terms with these tremendous changes. Here, Pierre Bourdieu’s
concept of habitus nicely illustrates how Little League helped propagate certain elements
of postwar American culture. According to Bourdieu, the habitus
is the product of the work of inculcation and appropriation necessary in order
for those products of collective history, the objective structures (e.g. of language, economy, etc.) to succeed in reproducing themselves more of less completely, in the form of durable dispositions, in the organisms (which one can, if
one wishes, call individuals) lastingly subjected to the same conditionings, and
hence placed in the same material conditions of existence.31

Little League can thus be read as helping to create the habitus of postwar liberal capitalism,
conditioning young people to accept such dispositions as specialization, rationalization,
and bureaucratization.
Through such a process, Little League began to be seen as a way to prepare young
people for life in the professional and bureaucratic world. In one way, Little League made
young boys to begin to think about a career at an early age. Pre-adolescent males began to
dream about careers in the major leagues and to mimic the behavior of their professional
idols. Postwar parents, unsure as to whether or not their children would be able to fit into
this highly professionalized world, were thrilled to see this. A mother, writing to a Little
League publication, relayed how much she was impressed by the way that the behavior of
the young players mirrored that of major leaguers. Both Little League publications and
national newspapers and magazines ran a number of stories on the successes of former
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Little Leaguers in the majors, and how such players, in the words of professional Bob
Turley, saw youth baseball as crucial “early training for success as a major leaguer.” Little
League baseball was increasingly seen as a type of preparation for later professional life.
Both Little League officials and postwar businesses and corporations warmed to these
comparisons between youngsters and professional athletes. As one advertisement from
Oliver Brothers uniforms (that featured a Little League player explaining his preference
for Oliver Brothers uniforms) put it: “Oliver Suits Me—Just Like a Professional.” Little
League participants were viewed as more than simply amateur ball players. Little League
baseball began to be seen as simply one stop on the trajectory of young people’s professional lives.32
However, all parties involved in Little League realized that very few boys would ever
make it to the major leagues. More important, therefore, were the more general values
that Little League inculcated in youth that would help them fit into the corporate, professional world. Or, as one sponsor of Little League posed it: “Future Major Leaguer? . . .
Perhaps. Future Man? . . . Definitely!” And this man must fit into a bureaucratic world,
where issues of teamwork, personality, and organization were crucial to success. With
these issues in mind, parents truly saw Little League as helping their children adapt to the
postwar environment. One father believed that Little League baseball had taught his son
the prized skill of personality—how to become a performing self. Ecstatically, he proclaimed, “my wife and her parents have noticed this new sociability and outwardness in
Stevie [age 10]. So have his delighted teachers.” Other parents were amazed by the
“professional poise and sobriety” that Little League instilled in their sons, who “seemed to
thrive on competition, growing more poised, more relaxed and more confident as they
went along,” all while learning to function as part of a team. Yet despite the tension
inherent in Little League games, “not one kid squawked to an umpire.” Little League, in
short, helped the postwar lad become, in the terminology of contemporary sociologist
William H. Whyte, the perfect “Organization Man.” Through Little League, young males
learned how to function effectively as part of a group—the skill that Whyte referred to as
“togetherness.” Moreover, in a business climate that prized conformity, Little League
taught young boys to accept the authority and decisions of superiors. Little Leaguers,
observers found, were adapting so well to the postwar environment that they could teach
their parents a thing or two about corporate life. “Adults Could Take a Leaf From Little
Leaguers’ Book,” announced a newspaper headline in 1960.33
Not surprisingly, postwar corporations also began to take notice of Little League. To
such firms, Little League had the potential to create a workforce that would help them
thrive in the years after World War II. The boys who participated in Little League were, in
the words of a General Electric advertisement (strategically placed in Little Leaguer magazine), “tomorrow’s leaders,” future men who needed the necessary training “to play a position on the big American team of business, industry, and agriculture.” Little League was
seen as instilling in young people the values of “fair play,” “hard competition,” and “good
working habits”—values that would guarantee “success in your chosen profession.” More
specifically, Little League was seen by numerous corporations as teaching the values of
“teamwork” and “organization” to “boys at an early age,” skills seen as necessary to succeed
in the postwar order. “The success of the infield combination that makes the most double
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plays,” explained a General Motors advertisement, “is the result of long practice and good
organization. . . . Just like the infielders awaiting the crack of the bat, your work should be
organized, too.” As one might expect, it was industries that had the greatest stake in the
propagation of such corporate skills as teamwork and organization—such as the automobile industry—that became the strongest advocates of Little League. Such industry leaders as Henry Ford III, president of the Ford Motor Company, and E. C. Quinn, president
of the Chrysler Division of the Chrysler Corporation, became outspoken supporters of
Little League, and contributed to the program (as did other firms with high stakes in the
postwar corporate order).34
Yet corporate leaders, Little League officials, and parents saw youth baseball as preparing children for corporate life in another, albeit rather unusual, way—by preparing them
to fail. “Everybody loses at times,” explained a Little League-sponsored publication. “It’s
true not only in baseball but in all of life. A salesman doesn’t always make a sale.” “Life,”
continued the book, “is filled with disappointments. There is no better way to get ready to
meet them than by playing Little League baseball.” Many heads of corporations, including Henry Ford III, echoed this sentiment, arguing that all young boys had to learn “the
rules of the game,” and this included how to lose gracefully. Parents also saw this benefit
of Little League. Little League dad, David J. Kerr of Bartlesville, Oklahoma, wrote:
Many of the experts on juvenile delinquency attribute the growing crime rate
among the nation’s youth to the fact that today’s youngsters are badly pampered
and spoiled. They don’t know what it means not to get what they want. The
taste of defeat is not sweet, but certainly is a flavor frequently encountered in
the business and social world.35

Little League helped prepare pre-adolescent boys, many of whom were destined to become the denizens of the middle circles of bureaucracy, for the simple fact that very few of
them would reach very high levels of achievement in the world of work. Once they
realized this, as the letters of both Kerr and Clegg point out, such boys were less likely to
turn to juvenile delinquency. By teaching children how to lose at an early age, organized
youth baseball, in other words, not only promised to help keep young people in line once
they entered the world of work but also guaranteed their good behavior throughout adolescence.

Constructing the “Business Spiral”:
Little League Baseball and the Culture of Consumption
Yet Little League did more than teach young boys about the intricacies of gender and
work in postwar America; it also educated them on the rising U.S. consumer culture of
this period. On December 3, 1947, Little League founder Carl Stotz met with Charles
Durban, assistant advertising director for U.S. Rubber (who would become Little League’s
chairman of the board in 1950), in the firm’s New York City office. Stotz had come to
New York seeking assistance in the creation of a safe shoe for Little League players to wear
as well as general financial support for his burgeoning program. By 1948 U.S. Rubber had
marketed, under its Keds trademark, the first rubber-cleated athletic shoe designed specifically for the Little League player. During the same year, U.S. Rubber became Little
League’s chief financial sponsor, allowing Stotz to concentrate on Little League full-time
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and to bring his game to the national level. Why did U.S. Rubber make such a financial
decision? Not surprisingly, Durban, like other industry leaders noted above, liked the fact
that Little League taught the “value of teamwork, discipline, and fair play.” Yet there was
more to this decision to back Little League than the values it was perceived to instill in
young people. After the change to peacetime production, U.S. Rubber sought to establish
a strong presence in the postwar economy, particularly within products associated with
the expanding suburbs (including such automobile parts as steering wheels, fan belts,
engine mountings, tires, and tubes). Moreover, U.S. Rubber also began to realize that a
crucial component of this suburban economy were children, both in the manner by which
they could influence their parents’ buying decisions and the ways they were becoming
independent consumers themselves. To Peter McGovern, a director of public relations for
U.S. Rubber who became president of Little League in 1952, such young people were
“vital, growing and the very personification of a dynamic today and tomorrow.” These
youngsters “buy through their parents today and later for themselves. They are young,
healthy, impressionable.” For U.S. Rubber, Little League seemed to provide an avenue
through which to enter the emerging suburban economy and reach the consumers of
tomorrow.36
Based on postwar statistics, it appears that companies like U.S. Rubber were quite
successful in exploiting such avenues. Spending on personal consumption, measured in
1954 dollars, increased from $128.1 billion in 1920 to $195.6 billion in 1947, and to
$298.1 billion in 1960. Not surprisingly, suburbanization was helping to fuel this boom,
as the majority of spending during this period was on household appliances and automobiles. Nearly 8 million cars were produced in 1955; the prewar high had been 4.5 million
in 1929. Such spending spurred the national economy to greater and greater heights. The
gross national product (GNP), measured in constant 1954 dollars, rose from $181.8 billion in 1929 to $282.3 billion in 1947. By 1960 the GNP had increased further by 56
percent, reaching $439.9 billion, as the idea and reality of mass consumption had become
absolutely central to American culture. U.S. Rubber’s net sales rose from $471,506,000 in
1945 to $925,539,000 in 1955. This reality seemed to affect all U.S. citizens, regardless of
ideological orientation. “Across the political spectrum,” writes historian Jackson Lears, all
Americans “accepted the same basic assumption that postwar America was a homogeneous mass-consumption society.”37
Yet the rise of a mass consumer culture was not preordained. In the immediate postwar environment, both policy makers and manufacturers alike worried that Americans
would not embrace the concept of consumption at the level necessary to maintain wartime levels of production and employment. To those worried about maintaining such
levels of economic activity, the key question of the postwar era was how to stimulate
consumer spending among the nation’s population. Often, this task of persuasion was
exceedingly difficult, as many Americans entered the postwar period with the traumas of
the Great Depression and World War II still clearly in mind. As the work of such scholars
as George Lipsitz has shown, cultural products like television programs served as instruments of legitimation for this new consumer-based economy, helping the generation of
Americans who had come of age in the era of the Great Depression become more comfortable with their new lives in the suburbs and the simple notion of buying more.38
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But what about the children of the postwar era? Such children were, as U.S. Rubber’s
Peter McGovern noted, the future of this consumption-based society, “the very personification of a dynamic today and tomorrow.” How did these youngsters become acclimated
to this consumption-based society? In the immediate postwar era, Little League baseball,
as the example of U.S. Rubber begins to illustrate, performed such a legitimating function, allowing businesses to enter suburbia and help children begin to see themselves as
consumers. By drawing upon the symbolically powerful worlds of youth and baseball and
making the connection between Little League and consumption, such postwar firms also
helped parents come to terms with the continued rise of consumer culture. Yet Little
League did more than simply acclimate both youth and adults to the world of consumption. To such Little League officials as Peter McGovern, Little League also served as a type
of cultural mediator for the burgeoning consumer, protecting him from overconsumption
and other dangers associated with mass culture. Through Little League, such officials
concluded, youngsters could learn how to become responsible consumers.
Once U.S. Rubber became the chief financial sponsor of Little League baseball and
was granted exclusive rights to manufacture Little League rubber cleats, a number of other
businesses began to see youth baseball players as a specialized market, one that called for a
specialized product. Companies such as Spalding, Johnson&Johnson, Rawlings, and Wilson
all saw the benefit of marketing products specifically to Little Leaguers. Sporting goods
companies began to produce such products as “Official Little League Baseballs,” “Little
League Model Bats,” “Official Little League Shoes,” even Little League athletic supporters. All of this equipment was designed with the smaller ball player in mind, “scaled down
in size to fit the future greats of the game.” Sporting goods companies began to advertise
in Little League magazines and even sponsor Little League publications, such as the Official Rulebook of Little League Baseball. This book of Little League regulations was sponsored in 1953 by Wilson, by Spalding in 1955, and by MacGregor in 1957. This pattern
of sponsorship was clearly an advertising ploy. In the 1953 rulebook, for example, twelve
of the forty-nine pages were devoted to Wilson advertisements. The result of such campaigns was that advertisers and Little League officials began to become more comfortable
seeing children as distinct consumers and even to begin to see them as a specialized market
in the postwar economy, loyal to a brand name: “Little League.” “This is Little League
Edition,” exclaimed a happy lad pictured in Little Leaguer magazine as he unwrapped a
new baseball glove under the Christmas tree in 1954.39
Perhaps more importantly, postwar businesses were able to use Little League baseball
to teach young boys to desire more. Not only did such sporting goods companies market
a new line of bats and gloves each year, but they also produced more and more accessories
as the postwar era progressed. Little Leaguers were told that they needed a “toe plate for
right-handed pitcher[s],” “sliding pads,” “sanitary hose,” and “garters.” This pattern of
buying among Little Leaguers led to what was termed “A Business Spiral” by a number of
observers. According to the Athletic Goods Manufacturer’s Association, 9,724,676 baseballs were sold in 1957 of which professional and adult amateur groups purchased only
1,513,680. There were 4,316,244 bats sold, of which 2,017,116 were Little League types.
By 1961, industry leaders estimated that sales of athletic equipment to Little Leaguers had
reached close to $20 million. As Little League was proud to point out, much of the
increase in sales of baseball equipment during the postwar years “can be attributed to Little
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League.” Not only did the program provide a substantial market in itself, but many of the
boys continued to play baseball—and buy more athletic equipment—as they aged because of interest and skill they developed as Little Leaguers. In other words, once comfortable with their role as consumer, young boys would continue to consume as they reached
maturity.40
Once children began to see themselves distinctly as consumers, postwar businesses
proceeded to employ them as part of an advertising strategy to reach parents and influence
their buying decisions in the emerging suburban economy. Children, in short, could
become a powerful means through which to convince adults to consume more. Perhaps
most obviously, the practice of printing the name of the business sponsor on a team’s
uniforms made this connection between children and consumption most explicit. Yet this
approach of coupling children with consumption went even deeper. A 1955 advertisement for Chrysler that ran in Little Leaguer illustrated this strategy. “Why don’t you and
your Dad go down to your friendly Plymouth, Dodge, DeSoto, or Chrysler dealer,” the
advertisement asked its youthful reader, “and take a demonstration drive in a car with
THE FORWARD LOOK?” 41 As children came to symbolize postwar hopes and aspirations, such advertising tactics intimately conjoined issues of consumption with images of
a bright, prosperous future. Children exemplified “the forward look” itself, and a crucial
component of this progressive vision of the future, as constructed by postwar business
interests, was increased consumption. Ultimately, this connection between children and
consumption helped put a human, hopeful face on the expanding consumer culture, allowing parents to feel comfortable buying more and more.
By 1952 the business press had come to realize the commercial potential of Little
League, particularly in terms of the sheer number of spectators it brought to games. “Little
Leagues played 7,000 games a week last year over a 10-week season,” announced Business
Week. “With an average of 300 spectators at each game, season attendance is estimated at
roughly 20 million (Major league attendance last year was 16 million).” Soon, such “bigtime” outfits as Monsanto Chemical, General Electric, and Chrysler were sponsoring teams
and beginning to advertise in Little League publications. Not surprisingly, industries that
catered to the suburban market were quick to see the marketing power of Little League. In
suburban Miami, forty-one businesses competed for four league sponsorships. Articles on
the benefits of sponsoring Little Leagues and advertising in Little League publications
began to appear in such industry publications as The Esso Dealer, The First Federal Saver
(the publication of the First Federal Savings of Chicago, serving much of the suburban
Chicago area), the Sinclair Dealer News, The Prudential Bulletin, and the Oldsmobile Rocket
Circle. While many of these companies did portray their involvement in Little League as
a form of “community betterment,” most saw Little League as a way to increase business.
“It isn’t unusual,” explained Robert Hemperly, manager of a Sinclair service station that
sponsored a Williamsport-area Little League team, “to have a complete stranger drop into
the service station and buy gas because his boy suggested it to him.” Or as a Motorola
executive explained more crudely in a memo to distributors describing a promotion designed to tie into Little League: “The primary purpose is to build retail traffic!”42
Through such advertising campaigns, these companies were attempting to carve out a
niche for themselves in the evolving suburban economy. By appealing to the seemingly
pure images of youth and baseball, such firms sought to help parents alleviate the anxieties
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brought about by the rise of a consumption-based society and acclimate such individuals
to the postwar consumer culture. Little League for parents, like the above-mentioned
postwar television programs, “evoked the experiences of the past to lend legitimacy to the
dominant ideology of the present.” As contemporary marketing expert and motivational
specialist Ernest Dicter noted, acceptance of greater consumption could be encouraged
among Americans by identifying new products and styles of consumption with traditional, historically sanctioned behavior and practices. What could be more of a traditional, historically sanctioned practice than youth baseball? Youth baseball was, according
to one observer, “as American as corn on the cob and beef on rye, beans in Boston and
pumpkin pie.” The world of Little League (including its fields, uniforms, and publications) thus became a place where postwar corporations could safely familiarize themselves
to suburban consumers.43
Little League officials did little to discourage such forms of commercialism, as they
realized that the rise of this consumer culture, much like the ascent of the corporate world
of work, was inevitable. Within this consumption-based society, however, leaders of youth
baseball saw Little League as something of a cultural mediator, allowing children to be
exposed to consumption in a safe, controlled environment. On the most material level,
both Little League and its corporate sponsors saw it as their mission to teach young people
how to consume responsibly and how to take care of their purchases. U.S. Rubber, in
conjunction with Little League, periodically issued “Teaching Techniques and Training
Aids” bulletins for Little League managers, coaches, and players. A 1951 edition taught
young players how to care for their baseball equipment effectively. For catcher’s equipment, for example, one could always get new straps and buckles for shin guards and chest
protectors, so one should not be quick to throw out used equipment and fall into the trap
of overconsumption. A 1954 Little League-sponsored book repeated many of these lessons and even devoted an entire chapter to the “Care of Equipment,” illustrating how
young people could become conscientious consumers. However, both publications were
also notable for whom they advised young players to consult with questions regarding
baseball products. Rather than turning to their parents or other adults, those publications
advised youngsters to check with their local sporting goods dealer to see what could be
reconditioned and what needed to be replaced, thus strengthening the bond between the
child and the consumer economy.44
Little League was seen as providing a firewall against the excesses of this consumer
culture. While children must be responsibly introduced to a consumption-based society,
this introduction must not lead to overconsumption or other “hazards of affluence.” “As
a nation,” Little League president Peter McGovern explained, “we are suffering the consequences of too many comforts and complacencies”—a problem seen as endemic amongst
the youth of America. Perhaps even more troubling were the types of cultural products
that such young people were consuming, or overconsuming, as individuals like McGovern
believed. On the movie screen, The Wild Ones (1953), Rebel Without a Cause (1955), and
The Blackboard Jungle (1955)—films showing middle-class white youth gone wrong—
seemed to celebrate the very idleness and lack of supervision that was seen by postwar
experts as leading to juvenile delinquency. Within the world of the printed page, parents
recoiled in horror when a connection between crime comic books and juvenile delin-
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quency was exposed by Dr. Fredric Wertham in his best-selling Seduction of the Innocent
(1953). The conclusion reached by Dr. Wertham and other authorities was that the overconsumption of such cultural products was negatively affecting the behavior of the nation’s
children. Little League, however, was seen as a counter to overconsumption, a mediating
force in the face of detrimental cultural products and the idleness they seemed to breed
and venerate. By providing children with a form of physical activity (as opposed to the
passive act of watching a movie or reading a comic book), Little League made sure that
young people would not be overwhelmed by the comforts and complacencies of consumer
culture.45
A number of entertainment industries realized the mediating power of Little League
and began to use images of youth baseball not only to attract viewers but also to illustrate
that their cultural products were indeed safe for children, thus making the consumption of
those products acceptable to parents and other watchdogs. CBS Television, for example,
set one episode of its weekly program “Let’s Take a Trip,” a show designed by the network’s
Public Affairs department “to make the real world in which we live exciting and comprehensible to children,” on a Little League field. On May 29, 1955, the child hosts of the
program (“Pud” Flanagan, an eleven-year-old boy, and Ginger MacManus, a nine-yearold girl) took a trip to Roslyn, New York, to meet Edward Steitz, a regional Little League
director. Mr. Steitz not only showed the two children batting and catching techniques but
also informed the program’s viewers how Little League was helping to combat juvenile
delinquency across the country. In October of 1959, Walt Disney chose the two-part
television movie “A Diamond Is a Boy’s Best Friend” to lead off the new season of his
“Walt Disney Presents.” The fact that Disney would choose a movie about Little League
to start his new season attests to the popularity of the sport as there was little doubt that a
film about youth baseball would attract viewers. What was equally important, however,
were the values embodied through Little League that Disney’s production stressed. “A
Diamond Is a Boy’s Best Friend” told the tale of an average American boy who helped
push his Little League team into the national tournament. By highlighting the hard,
physical work and perseverance needed to capture the Little League championship, Disney’s
movie countered the view that popular culture celebrated overconsumption and idleness.
Little League was thereby used to show how its programs could instill positive values
among its viewers. For parents coming to terms with the rise of television among the
nation’s youth, that conclusion was quite comforting.46

Brotherhood through Baseball: “The Little League Way,” Postwar Political
Economy, and the Dilemmas of Race, Gender, and Authenticity
In the summer of 1959, Vice President Richard M. Nixon exchanged heated words
with Soviet Premier Nikita Khrushchev at the American National Exhibition in Moscow.
In what would become known as the “kitchen debate,” Nixon, while standing in front of
a mock suburban home filled with the latest high-tech appliances, argued that the most
recent in domestic consumerism symbolized the basic ideals of the American way of life.
For the vice president, American predominance rested on the image of the suburban home,
complete with modern appliances and distinct gender roles for family members. Nixon
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announced that this “model” home, with a male breadwinner and a full-time female homemaker, adorned with a wide array of consumer goods, represented the essence of American
freedom. “Nixon,” concludes historian Elaine Tyler May, “insisted that American superiority in the Cold War rested not on weapons, but on the secure, abundant family life of
modern suburban homes.” In the face of this affluence, differences of class, race, ethnicity,
and even political ideology no longer mattered; the world of suburban prosperity was
open to all.47
Yet Nixon was not the only individual to put forward such ideas. In many ways, his
comments merely reflected President Dwight Eisenhower’s conception of a “middle way”
in politics, “an attempt to resolve what he saw as the contradictions of modern capitalism
and to create a harmonious corporate society without class conflict, unbridled acquisitiveness, and contentious party politics”—a notion that was itself a continuation of the corporate liberalism that emerged during the latter years of the New Deal and flourished during
World War II. Both labor and management reached similar conclusions in the postwar
era, as did many of the nation’s intellectuals. By the mid 1950s many social scientists
(including Daniel Bell, Edward Shils, and Seymour Martin Lipset) had reached the conclusion that ideology was dead in the United States and that the traditional issues separating the Left from the Right had declined almost to insignificance in light of the affluence
attained by the corporate world. Finally, historians of the “consensus” school dismissed
the notion of heritage conflict and stressed that the country’s true legacy rested on pragmatism and economic growth.48
The three areas covered in this paper—evolving gender roles, the rise of the corporate
work world, and the continued growth of a consumption-based society—all came together to form the basis of consensus liberalism in the postwar political economy. In many
ways, therefore, the ideological work that Little League has been shown throughout this
paper to perform culminated in the large-scale legitimation of postwar consensus liberalism. Yet Little League did more than simply legitimate this liberal order; it came to symbolize how the postwar political economy of consensus liberalism was supposed to work.
In the immediate postwar era, this conception of political economy was still quite new,
and many Americans were unsure of how it should look and function. Particularly in light
of the rise of extremist ideology and bitter class conflict during the Great Depression and
the spread of totalitarianism across Europe during World War II, there was much anxiety
as to how any type of “consensus” could ever be reached. Within this climate of apprehension, Little League, “one subject on which Republicans and Democrats do agree” according to one corporate backer of youth baseball, came to represent how this system of corporate liberalism was supposed to operate. On the Little League field, the ideals of consensus,
equality, and fairness were put on display for all the world to see, as youth baseball became
a symbol that many liberals used not only to further the domestic hegemony of corporate
liberalism but also as a valuable tool in the Cold War struggle against Communism.49
On one level, Little League came to symbolize the overarching fairness of the postwar
political economy. The Little League field was a place of impartiality and equality, a place
where anyone could prove their ability and inevitably succeed. “The Little League way,”
according to a manager in a fictional account of Little League, was based upon a firm
belief in “[f ]air and open tryouts.” Ideally, anyone had a chance to excel once given a fair
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tryout, no matter what kind of shape one was in (possibly another reason why Little
League proved much more popular in the postwar era than such physically demanding
sports as football and boxing). As the authors of a how-to guidebook for potential Little
Leaguers put it: “No matter how big or small you are, or how you may be handicapped
physically, baseball has a place for you. You’ll find the short and the fat and the tall and the
skinny and the player of average size.”50
More specifically, Little League was also seen as providing an arena where notions of
ethnicity, religion, and race no longer mattered; all individuals were judged solely on their
talents. Little League literature is full of examples of Poles playing alongside Italians, and
leagues cosponsored by various religious organizations (in one case, the league was organized by the local Protestant church, a Catholic youth organization oversaw the try-outs,
and the uniforms were donated by B’nai Brith). In the realm of race, Little League officials and their supporters were quick to highlight cases where youth baseball broke down
racial prejudice and segregation. This was the case in Harlingen, Texas, where AfricanAmerican youngsters were allowed to prove themselves on the Little League field, giving
them the opportunity to earn the grudging respect of many of the town’s white citizens.
And the world’s political leaders took notice of this power of Little League. Commenting
in 1953 on such occurrences, Carlos P. Romolo, president of the United Nations, found
that “brotherhood through baseball is a fact worth underlining as one of the living realities
of our time. . . . Men of different nations, races, faiths and economic and social backgrounds are, through baseball, brought together in this country in a spirit of cooperation
and teamwork.”51
Perhaps most importantly, Little League baseball helped show how class distinctions
could be overcome in the postwar order. Little League baseball, in the words of one
corporate leader, “equalized” class distinctions, allowing an individual to “lose his memory
of social and financial and political rank.” Men and women from the ranks of both
management and labor could sit side-by-side at a Little League game and come to a mutual interest through the players on the field. Or as one Little League publication put it:
“We find a business executive sitting next to the mechanic he employes [sic], but both with
a common interest—their sons on the diamond. This is constructive. Persons who would
seldom, if ever, meet, are drawn together and the result is the pure Americanism we preach,
but too rarely practice.” Through Little League, the “middle way” could be found, class
conflict could be overcome, and ideology could finally be relegated to the dustbin of
history.52
Once Little League came to symbolize this particular brand of postwar American
democracy, it became a useful tool in the arsenal of many Cold Warriors. American and
global political leaders, armed forces officers, Little League officials, and even Little League
parents all began to see Little League as a powerful tool in the global struggle against
communism and totalitarianism. As UN President Romolo noted, Little League is a “sort
of United Nations in miniature, advancing the cause of democracy in greater freedom.”
In the immediate postwar era, Little League baseball was seen as being able to help bring
democracy to postwar Europe and Asia by introducing youngsters to distinctly American
values. An army officer who helped bring Little League to Italy noted that “baseball in
Italy has made tremendous strides since the end of the war. . . . Some of us felt that Little
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League, with all of its fine attributes might not only ultimately improve the quality of
Italian ball players but instill some good American principles in the boys at an early age.”
On the Pacific Front, the Army Signal Corps converted the sound track of a popular Little
League promotional featurette from English to Japanese and distributed the film throughout Japan in 1950 as a component of Douglas MacArthur’s plan to westernize postwar
Japanese culture.53
Little League was also enlisted to help stem the spread of Communism in the postwar
era. In many countries, with the support of the State Department and the armed forces,
Little Leagues were established to battle the Red menace. For example, when Little League
was introduced to South Korea in 1951, one Captain Hutchins explained that “we’ve
introduced the game to teach the American way of life and to help cement AmericanKorean relations.”54 For many Cold Warriors, Little League not only targeted those most
susceptible to Communist rhetoric (the impressionable young), but it also countered the
anti-Western discourse often spread by Communist agents by providing a concrete example of American equality and democracy. As army Lieutenant Steve Morales explained
at the height of the Cold War:
It’s pretty hard to sell propaganda that America is a class-conscious, imperialistic country when they can see democracy in action in baseball. They find out
that in our setup, a sergeant may be the chairman of the board of directors of a
Little League with colonels, and even generals, serving under him. It’s difficult
to make them believe we have a caste system when they see a colonel’s son
playing alongside of the kid of a sergeant.55

Little League also came to symbolize U.S. Cold War superiority and affluence on the
home front as well. After the first foreign team (Canada) played in a World Series in 1952,
teams from the United States continually beat squads from other countries for much of
the decade, a fact that seemed to illustrate thoroughly U.S. preeminence. When Fort
Worth, Texas, beat Monterrey, Mexico, in the 1960 tournament, for example, the American press reported that the Mexican boys were reduced to tears for half an hour after the
game. “We should have never left Monterrey,” said the manager of the Mexican squad.
Yet even when foreign teams won, as Mexico did in 1957 and 1958, the United States was
still portrayed in the more positive light. Commenting on the poverty of the Mexican
players, one observer found that “they were amazed at the plentiful supply of milk, often
drank more at one sitting than their families back home could afford in a week.” Given
five dollars to spend, the team headed to a department store. When they learned the
clothes were complimentary, they formed a huddle and gave a rousing “Viva” for the store.
Taken to Ebbets Field for their first Major League Baseball game, the Mexican players
were reportedly more interested in “eating hot dogs than in watching the game.” They
had never, according to the American press, seen such leisure and prosperity, as many of
them had dropped out of school in order to help supplement their family’s meager income. Both the press and Little League officials downplayed the final score of the World
Series and instead highlighted how impressed the Mexican boys were with the bounty and
security of U.S. culture. Regardless of the results on the field, Little League could serve as
an arena through which to remind the rest of the world—as well as many Americans—of
the perceived superiority of the American way of life.56
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Throughout the postwar era, political leaders of this liberal order realized these powers of Little League and celebrated youth baseball’s role in securing this new political
economy. In 1959, for example, a presidential proclamation by President Eisenhower
designated the week beginning on the second Monday in June as National Little League
Week throughout the United States, a proclamation that President John Kennedy continued throughout his presidency. In fact, with the inauguration of the Kennedy administration, Little League officials saw themselves as greatly contributing to the ascendancy of
postwar liberalism. Commenting on the Kennedy administration’s “Accent on Youth,”
Little League President Peter McGovern asserted that the “vigor and vitality” of youth
baseball had rubbed off on the youthful “Whiz Kids” of the new administration. To
McGovern, it was “[r]eassuring to know as administrations change that [the] country is
sound economically, productivity [sic], financially.” And there was little doubt among
Little League officials and postwar political leaders that youth baseball had played a vital
role in the creation. On July 16, 1964, President Lyndon Johnson gave Little League its
greatest badge of recognition by signing Public Law 88-378, which granted Little League
a Congressional Charter of Federal Incorporation. This certificate of charter charged
Little League with responsibilities beyond simply teaching boys how to play baseball.
“Using the disciplines of the native American game of baseball,” the charter read, Little
League baseball was seen as being able “[t]o help and voluntarily assist boys in developing
qualities of citizenship, sportsmanship, and manhood.” As this charter demonstrates, the
worlds of postwar liberalism and Little League baseball were inextricably entwined.57
Yet if Little League allows one to see the impact of postwar liberalism, it also helps
illustrate the cracks that began to develop in this liberal consensus. As has been shown, a
certain amount of tension was always present in the legitimation process that Little League
undertook during the postwar era, as advocates of youth baseball tried to strike a balance
between the desire for individualism and the perceived need to prepare young men for the
burgeoning corporate world. Yet new sources of tension began to develop by the mid
1950s, this time among groups left out of the postwar liberal order: African Americans
and women. In 1955, white Little League officials in St. Petersburg, Florida, dropped out
of the national organization to form a new league, one that did not allow black players. In
the same year, South Carolina dropped out of the league over the selection of an AfricanAmerican team for tournament playoffs but continued to carry on its local activity without national franchise. While Little League officials denounced racism and segregation,
they did not get involved on the regional level, as they maintained that it was not their
business to attempt to change local customs. Many black Little Leaguers were further
angered when national league officials did not allow the African-American team from
South Carolina to participate in the 1955 World Series, as the white teams’ decision to
drop out of state tournament play invalidated any entry from the state. Women also
began to question the fairness of Little League, claiming that any activity that barred girls
from competing was sexist and exclusionary. While numerous boys were allowed to benefit from the program of Little League, one feminist critic of youth baseball noted in 1958,
“[T]here is not a crumb for his sisters.” After a long and bitter struggle, girls were finally
allowed to participate in Little League programs in 1974.58
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More generally, critics of Little League began to see organized youth baseball as an inauthentic experience, a program that created “battalions of anonymous boys” who had given up
the “child’s world of spontaneity and genuine responses” for a sport that “is artificially imposed
and stupidly stylized.” Such voices maintained that experiences like Little League had turned
young people into mere pawns in the corporate order. By the mid 1960s, a new spirit of youth
had swept through the nation, challenging the world-view that supporters of Little League
had worked so hard to maintain. American culture in general—and Little League baseball
more specifically—would never be the same again.59
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