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Introduction

Victoria Reiss’s home in 1960s New York City was a tolerant one when it 
came to her sons’ play, with one exception: no war toys. To Reiss, a white 
Barnard College graduate and mother of three boys who was active in New 
York’s peace movement (among other progressive causes), toy machine guns 
were symbols of war’s horrors and little else; if her sons wanted to play war 
with sticks, that was different. But house rules end at one’s doorstep. Reiss 
could expect the local toy store to stock war toys, but when her family pedi-
atrician did too—a small arsenal in his waiting room, amid the puzzles and 
dolls—she had had enough. As the escalating US war in Vietnam began to 
occupy Reiss’s attention, she made her private struggle against war toys public. 
As the cofounder and leader of Parents for Responsibility in the Toy Industry 
and, later, cofounder of the Public Action Coalition on Toys, Reiss staged 
pickets against toy guns outside the annual Toy Fair and gave awards to shops 
that agreed not to stock them. From the doctor’s office to the toy industry 
headquarters, Reiss used toys to raise uncomfortable questions about war’s 
everyday acceptance, not in isolation from the peace movement but as her 
own contribution to the cause.1

Lou Smith, meanwhile, came to toys by way of other movements trans-
forming America in these years: civil rights and Black Power. From the 
Harlem office of the Congress of Racial Equality, to the Freedom Summer 
Project in Mississippi, to Los Angeles after the 1965 Watts Rebellion, Smith, 
who was Black, worked to improve the lives of his fellow Black Americans 
and overhaul the system that denied them equality. In the late 1960s, Smith 
was leading Operation Bootstrap, a unique self-help organization in South 
LA that set up small businesses as training sites for local men and women, 
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when he went searching for a large corporation to participate in the program. 
It was the nearby toy manufacturer Mattel, the largest toy company in the 
world, that answered his call. With Mattel’s support, Smith and his colleagues 
founded Shindana Toys, with Smith as president. Employing the local Black 
community and putting politics into every phase of the toymaking process, 
Shindana revolutionized the practices of dollmaking. Thanks to Smith and 
his colleagues, all activists-turned-toymakers, the popular Black liberation 
slogan “Black Is Beautiful” would for the first time be translated into the 
world of children’s toys.2

As it turns out, second-wave feminism had its toymakers too. In the early 
1970s, Barbara Sprung, a white schoolteacher and graduate student at Bank 
Street College, began a part-time job for the Women’s Action Alliance that 
changed her life and the lives of countless others. The women’s movement had 
begun to challenge the traditional gender and sex norms in the toy business—
and Sprung joined them. Bridging the teachings of child development with 
her existing feminist commitments, Sprung helped found the new field of 
nonsexist early childhood education and assigned toys a key role in the cur-
riculum. When she couldn’t find representational toys that met her socially 
progressive specifications—women and men in all roles, racial diversity, a 
variety of family structures—she followed in the footsteps of earlier progres-
sive educators and, with the help of the Milton Bradley Company, made them 
herself. To Sprung, the prototypes she developed were not just for new toys 
but prototypes for a new society.3

What can these stories tell us about the meanings Americans attached to 
toys in the 1960s and 1970s? What led Reiss, Smith, Sprung, and other activ-
ists across the era’s movements against war, racism, and sexism to see toys as 
useful tools for social change? And, finally, how did the industry make sense 
of, manage, and participate in this unique moment of consumer dissent and 
activist toymaking? In answering these questions, Radical Play locates a defin-
itive moment in the production of American children’s culture when the toy 
industry was tested, challenged, and ultimately transformed by the progres-
sive social visions of the age. In the years between the assassination of John F. 
Kennedy in 1963 and the election of Jimmy Carter in 1976, the antiwar, civil 
rights, and feminist movements brought their political concerns to Toyland, 
turning toys into vehicles for protest and reform. As the United States esca-
lated the conflict in Vietnam, members of the two leading women’s peace 
groups launched an unprecedented war on war toys. In the years following 
the April 1968 assassination of Rev. Dr. Martin Luther King Jr., Black Power 
community organizers and white racial liberals revitalized the Black freedom 
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tradition of using dolls for racial uplift and anti-racist education. And in the 
1970s, white women leaders from the most influential organizations of liberal 
feminism attacked the toy industry for its rampant stereotyping and exclu-
sions related to gender, race, and family structure. As the examples of Smith 
and Sprung attest, some of these activists went beyond protesting into the 
arena of production itself. By the end of the 1970s, the combined efforts of 
these different advocates for change had both altered what was on retailers’ 
shelves and reshaped the interpretation of toys in American culture.

But they did not accomplish this alone. In fact, no one did more to facil-
itate these efforts to transform American toys and childhood than the cor-
porate toy industry itself. In the 1960s and 1970s, that industry’s leaders were 
almost entirely white and disproportionately Jewish, as had been the case for 
decades; indeed, most of the major companies I write about in the following 
pages were founded or cofounded by Jews and, at least during this era, led by 
Jewish executives (often one of the founders), including Lionel, Ideal, Fisher-
Price, Hasbro, Mattel, Creative Playthings, Kenner, and Remco.4 In addition, 
while female executives ran three of the era’s leading toy firms—Ruth Handler 
of Mattel, Lynn Pressman of Pressman Toy Corporation, and Min Horowitz 
of Gabriel Industries—the toy business as a whole was still largely male; the 
gendered term toy man, long used by and for professionals at all levels of 
the trade, was still part of industry speak. As I show, these toymakers engaged 
their era’s social movements in diverse ways, using the tools of their trade. 
Some companies expressed their solidarity with activists’ concerns through 
the creation of new products, like a liberated fashion doll, or by incorporating 
the language of antiwar or civil rights protest into their advertising. Others 
held press conferences to share their burgeoning social consciousness and 
apologize for past practices. One company president even left the industry’s 
powerful trade association in protest of the association’s failure to adopt a 
unified stance against war toys. And in a few remarkable instances, companies 
initiated and financed partnerships with the activists themselves. Such actions 
not only transformed their critics into allies, in some cases preemptively, but 
also empowered them to become toy entrepreneurs themselves. In the pro
cess, these toymakers created a new type of dialogue with the society around 
them and a theoretical win-win situation: an opportunity for producers and 
protesters alike to each achieve a kind of victory in the toy department. Starting 
in the 1960s, new groups outside the industry sought the right and the oppor-
tunity to participate in the business of children’s toys. Through the public 
contestation and surprising collaborations that ensued, the cultural changes 
of the 1960s and 1970s took shape in the form of toys.
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Toymakers may not have understood or articulated what they were doing 
as “politics,” yet it was. By incorporating messages of peace or racial equal-
ity into their latest toys and marketing campaigns, they helped advance the 
movements’ goals of translating the sixties imagination into children’s cul-
ture.5 Of course, the opposite was also true: when toymakers ignored the calls 
to integrate the doll shelves or pushed back against demands to eliminate 
sexist stereotypes, they were using their power not merely to foreclose that 
imagination but to preserve the white supremacist, heterosexist vision of soci-
ety that had long reigned in the toy industry. When a toy salesman reacted to 
a 1964 public demonstration against war toys with the quip “I wonder what 
these dames let their boys play with? Dolls?” he was not just making a joke; he 
was showing his commitment to a traditional conception of white masculine 
identity development that the substitution of a (boy’s) toy gun with a (girl’s) 
doll threatened to disrupt.6



The politicization of play in the 1960s and 1970s rested on a series of new his-
torical developments that redefined the status of children’s toys in American 
life in the decades after World War II. By the time the first major mobiliza-
tions around toys erupted in the mid-1960s, American parents faced a funda-
mentally different and all-encompassing consumer culture of children’s toys 
from what they knew in their own youth. Starting in the 1950s and continuing 
into the next decade, large-scale structural changes radically changed how the 
industry did business. Thanks to new mass-production techniques and new 
and cheaper plastics, as well as the rise of discount stores and the more effi-
cient model of direct distribution they enabled, the toy business could offer 
a larger volume and variety of toys at historically low prices. Discount stores 
bought wholesale, cut out the traditional middleman role of the wholesaler 
(or jobber) in selecting toys, and removed the sales clerks. As prices dropped, 
these practices also reshaped the landscape of toy shopping. Toy departments 
of upscale department stores, independently owned toy shops, and variety 
retailers remained important venues for toy buying, but they also were in-
creasingly displaced by new toy discount mart chains such as Toys “R” Us, 
founded in 1957.7

If these trends built a new suburban consumer landscape of shopping cen-
ters and malls, the 1950s toy industry was also now able to reach potential 
shoppers at home. While radio had been around since the 1930s, the birth of 
televised advertising took that ability to a whole new level: tv not only al-
lowed manufacturers to reach consumers in the comfort of their living rooms 
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but also provided an opportunity for them to visually demonstrate a product 
rather than just telling the family about it. By the early 1960s, when nine out 
of ten Americans had at least one tv in their home, televised marketing had 
been adopted by every major manufacturer with dreams of national sales. 
Moreover, with the advent of children’s programming hours on the networks, 
advertisers could now target children directly, bypassing the mothers who had 
historically mediated the industry’s relationship to the child consumer. This 
new age of child marketing, combined with the consolidation of an industry 
establishment made up of highly diversified national corporations hustling 
brand-name goods, helped create a more uniform consumer culture of play 
across the country.8 This uniformity would play a key role in the campaigns 
against war toys and other controversial items. For one, recognizable brands 
meant that toy reformers across the country could effectively target particular 
companies in their protests. Meanwhile, the new level of standardization in 
what children played with made it possible to imagine a transformation of 
children’s socialization on a national scale.

The child-centered culture of the postwar United States also helped under-
write the politicization of playthings. On one level, this was not entirely new 
so much as another phase in what historians have shown was a long-standing 
trend in American family life: the adoption of the normative child-rearing 
ideals of the educated white middle class. Yet it would be hard to overstate 
the extent to which the new social conditions of postwar life intensified the 
child-centeredness of American society, including the extraordinary upturn 
in the birth rate from roughly 1946 to 1964. Coming less than a decade after 
the nation had gone from the depths of the century’s worst economic slump 
into a physically and emotionally draining foreign war, the baby boom, writes 
media scholar Lynn Spigel, “created a nation of children who became a new 
symbol of hope.”9 “More than ever,” historian Howard Chudacoff explains, 
“parents put children at the center of their culture.”10 Such an approach, of 
course, was facilitated by the economic prosperity of the 1950s, which was 
more widely (if not equitably) shared than any other time in the nation’s his-
tory. If typical Americans exercised their new purchasing power with unpre
cedented spending on discretionary goods, in the context of child-centered 
family life, at least, few types of goods were understood to be more worthy 
of these dollars than toys.

That these developments supplied special fuel for the new toy-industrial com-
plex was not lost on social observers. “Child-centeredness is necessary . . . to 
our toy economy,” wrote anthropologist Jules Henry in his popular 1963 
book, Culture against Man. “Take away child-centeredness from the toy 
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business and it would be back in the nineteenth century.”11 With it, the toy 
economy swelled: between 1951 and 1961, retail toy sales in the United States 
increased by 120 percent, reaching $1.7 billion.12 But it was not merely that 
toys were something fun to buy for the kids, or even something with which to 
bribe or spoil them. It was also the case that toys moved to the center of the 
new normative ideal of intensive consumerist child-rearing at a moment when 
the expanding fields of social and developmental psychology were reshaping 
how experts and their parent readers thought about what made for a healthy 
childhood, including what kinds of toys would best support it.

A large part of this was a midcentury shift in the professionals’ definition 
of childhood well-being, as older concerns about physical health in a prevac-
cine age gave way to a new postscarcity preoccupation with psychological 
health, cognitive growth, and personality formation. Historian Leila J. Rupp 
has described the situation well, writing that “the 1950s brought a new em-
phasis on the quality of child-rearing, including . . . a popularized Freudian 
notion of the crucial importance of a child’s first years, and the emergence of 
a new corps of child-rearing experts . . . who warned of the dire consequences 
of anything less than full-time attention from a mother for her children’s well-
being.”13 Whereas previously only the Freudians looked at early childhood, 
now virtually all of the human and behavioral sciences turned their attention 
to the child as a subject of study in the 1950s, especially when it promised to 
help solve thorny social problems like racial prejudice or the potential for 
homegrown fascism, as prominent intellectuals like anthropologist Margaret 
Mead and sociologist David Riesman believed it did.14 By the early 1960s, the 
so-called cognitive revolution in psychology would be underway, with sweeping 
new pronouncements on the importance of the preschool years for all future 
learning. The new psychology not only popularized developmental theory as 
never before; it also directly inspired a wave of new federally funded programs 
as diverse as Head Start (1964) and the pioneering public television show 
Sesame Street (1969).15

As for attitudes about play, the emphasis on the first few years of life only 
added to the heightened anxiety over toy selection that came with so much 
focus on the child along with the potentially confusing abundance of choices 
in the aisles.16 This focus helps explain why Dr. Benjamin Spock, the most fa-
mous child-care adviser of the period, devoted three of his magazine columns 
exclusively to toys in the period 1961–64 alone—this after not a single piece 
on toys in the previous decade and a relatively short section on the topic in 
his best-selling The Commonsense Book of Baby and Child Care (1946).17 The 
noted psychologists Ruth M. Hartley and Robert M. Goldenson likewise left 
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no question as to the high stakes of toys in their own guidebook, The Com­
plete Book of Children’s Play (1957): “When we buy toys, we are investing as 
surely as when we buy stocks, and the commodity we are investing in may be 
more important than shares in a concern.”18 Such heightened awareness about 
toys’ importance in the lives of children was not lost on the industry. Accord-
ing to a 1964 editorial in the venerable trade magazine Playthings, nothing 
was more crucial to future sales than “awareness of the tremendous increase 
in the number of college-educated mothers, young women who approach 
the task of selecting toys for their youngsters in a much more thoughtful 
and sophisticated manner than was the case with most mothers a generation 
ago. . . . Many . . . have taken wide-ranging liberal arts, child-psychology, and 
home economics courses as important parts of their curricula. . . . They’re 
more aware of the function of toys in the development of their children along 
physical, psychological, and social lines.”19 But perhaps the toymaker A. C. 
Gilbert Jr., reflecting on the same cultural trend in Playthings just a couple of 
years earlier, said it best: “Who is not toy-conscious today?”20

Such toy-consciousness would continue to fuel the industry’s remarkable 
growth, but it also would be responsible for the most embattled decade in the 
history of the trade. During the 1960s and 1970s, Americans involved in diverse 
social justice movements, from peace to Black Power to women’s liberation, 
would tap into these new discourses on toys and play as well as older ones. As 
people engaged in trying to change the world, however, it was in the spirit of 
their age to ask a very different set of questions from those of mainstream ex-
perts: What are these toys teaching the young about the world around them? 
What are toys teaching them in terms of values to live by? Some looked with 
fresh eyes at their own kids’ playthings. Some studied consumer catalogs and 
investigated the local toy aisles. Others revisited their own toy memories, 
recalling how few dolls or promotions featured anyone who looked like them; 
how it felt to be excluded from the industry’s polished image of white Amer-
ican childhood; and how much the toy landscape hadn’t changed since. The 
closer they looked, the more they felt that the only values that the toy industry 
was communicating were those of the status quo.



Three goals drive this book. One is to expand our understanding of 1960s and 
1970s progressive and radical politics by returning the reform of children’s 
media culture, seen here as a contested process involving a wide range of so-
cial, political, cultural, and industry actors, to a more prominent place in 
the narrative.21 I see toys as central to a new politicized parenting discourse 
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of “progressive parenting,” an ideology first developed by psychologically 
oriented activist parents and left-leaning child experts in the 1930s and 1940s 
that combined the teachings of Sigmund Freud and progressive education 
with the social justice politics of the Popular Front.22 Largely relegated to 
families on the left during the heyday of Popular Front culture, progressive 
parenting reemerged in the 1960s and 1970s with a new emphasis on bringing 
the commercialized world of children’s popular culture in line with left-liberal 
values. These projects took a variety of forms, from the advent of watchdog 
groups such as the Council on Interracial Books for Children and Feminists 
on Children’s Media to the development of innovative multimedia products 
like the award-winning 1972 record album Free to Be . . . You and Me, which 
was financed by the Ms. Foundation for Women. Together, they revised the 
fields of children’s material and visual culture to be more racially and ethni-
cally diverse; less bounded by conventional gender, sex, and family stereo
types; and consciously committed to fostering understanding and empathy 
around issues of identity, equality, and justice.23 As I show, the efforts across 
different activist communities to transform the world of toys, starting in the 
early 1960s and reaching its height a decade later, would be a key aspect of this 
child-centered cultural movement and, arguably, one of the chief factors in 
propelling the new politics of parenting into the liberal mainstream.

A second goal of the book is to place business and the culture industry at 
the center of our understanding of the era’s familiar cultural upheaval and 
spirit of dissent.24 Consumer pressure, public protest, and critical shifts in 
American attitudes about war, race, and gender during the 1960s and 1970s 
provoked major changes in the toy industry’s relationship to the world out-
side its institutional walls. One of them was that toymakers were forced to 
publicly reckon with, perhaps for the first time, their status as entrepreneurs 
of ideology—as producers of values and not just products. But perhaps the 
most surprising new development was that the proponents of a more socially 
conscious toy trade came not only from the ranks of political groups and 
child advocates but also from within the industry. Manufacturers, advertisers, 
and industry boosters alike consciously blurred the line between organizing 
markets and fostering movements. In doing so, they became the willing ac-
complices to their critics.

Finally, this book makes the claim that toys produced for children not only 
illustrate cultural change but also help shape it. Accordingly, I treat cultural 
objects that are often relegated to collectors’ guides as historical subjects in 
their own right. A doll named Barbie has a role in this story, but it is a minor 
one compared to dolls with less familiar names such as Baby Nancy and Derry 
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Daring. For decades now, historians of consumer culture have drawn on the 
work of symbolic anthropologists to study the histories of a variety of cultural 
things, including toys and other childhood objects, and the different ways 
people have used them to construct identities and social relations.25 Taking 
as a guiding premise Mary Douglas and Baron Isherwood’s definition of con-
sumption as “the very arena in which culture is fought over and licked into 
shape,” this book aims to underscore the importance of both the fights over 
meanings and the objects of struggle themselves—the actual shapes into 
which culture is licked.26 By analyzing the material culture of toy design 
alongside other artifacts of promotion and merchandising such as toy pack-
ages, I show how the various debates, exchanges, and interactions between 
pressure groups, manufacturers, marketers, and experts in the 1960s and 1970s 
remade the forms as well as the meanings of American children’s culture.



“In the postwar years—the nearly two decades between the end of World War 
II and the assassination of John F. Kennedy—a cluster of powerful conserva-
tive norms set the parameters of American culture,” writes historian Andrew 
Hartman.27 Those norms, which together make up what Hartman has called 
“normative America,” encompassed some of the most enduring ideologies 
of patriarchy, white supremacy, and heteronormativity: everything from the 
belief that women should be married and out of the workforce, to a patriotic 
faith in American exceptionalism, to an idealized projection of the national 
character that left out its singular racial and ethnic diversity.28 With Barbie 
dolls and Burp Guns at the top of its best-seller list on the eve of the sixties, 
the American mass-market toy industry was essentially in the business of 
reproducing it all, in miniature. Could the world of toys be not just remade 
but repurposed for the goals of the 1960s and 1970s left, such as countering 
pro-military values, dismantling anti-Black racism, promoting a more egali-
tarian, unisex vision of human potential? At different times and in different 
ways, activists from across the era’s radical cultural and political mobilizations 
said yes and set to work to transform the business of toys. To their surprise, 
the toy industry joined them.
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