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the past” in the form of “ancestral prehistory” (2). Subjectivity then is not the 

individual’s private property but a collective legacy, the active residue of racial 

childhood saturating the bourgeois self. 

 

VI. Recapitulation: Machine Age Leitmotif   

 Theories of human development by definition concern change and thus of 

necessity time.  According to many strands of post-Enlightenment science temporal 

categories such as sequence, rate, and duration have hierarchizing and normative 

functions which define as pathological phenomena whose “time is out of joint.” In its 

natural development the human organism passes through stages of growth and decline 

over a timely duration and those races and individuals who fall outside of these 

temporal norms are defective. Thus, for example, Georges-Louis Lelerc’s Natural 

History explained the advent of racial difference in a long-term secular fall from an 

original type via climate-induced degeneration. Thomas Jefferson famously advanced 

as “a suspicion only” that “the blacks, whether originally a distinct race, or made 

distinct by time and circumstances, are inferior to the whites in the endowments both 

of body and mind” (emphasis added 262).119 Post-Darwinian polygenists such as 

Josiah Nott, noted author and lecturer on “niggerology,”120 claimed that separate 

races originated at different points in the evolutionary process. German zoologist 

Ernst Haeckel’s biogenetic law, the conceptual roots of which reached as far back as 

the age of the pre-Socratics, was also a theory of change, one that drew from a 

 
119 See The Life and Selected Writings of Thomas Jefferson. New York: Modern LIbrary. 1972. 
120

 See Gould’s The Mismeasure of Man. The term was also used by antebellum Irish immigrants to 

describe abolitionism. See Roediger, The Wages of Whiteness.  
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venerable “analogistic tradition” yoking the microcosmic part to the macrocosmic 

whole (Gould 13). As Gould suggests, one reason recapitulation theory became a 

leitmotif of nineteenth century thought extending far beyond the disciplinary 

boundaries of biology was its consonance with classical tradition, including ideas 

espoused by philosophers such as Anaximander, who  

envisaged an originally fluid earth.... “[H]ypothetical ancestors of man were 
supposed to be first encased in horny capsules, floating... in water; as soon as 
these ‘fish-men’... came on land, the capsule burst, and they took their human 
form.” To support this ‘phyletic’ sequence, Anaximander pointed to the early 
fluidity and transparency of the embryo, its residence in the amniotic fluid, 
and its long period of helplessness after birth (Gould 14-15). 

 
 That “mere analogy,” however, gradually took the form of “a necessary causal 

explanation” (Gould 14)  in the monist, Romanticist-influenced school of 

Naturphilosophie,121 which raised the theory of recapitulation to the level of a 

unifying logic, the holistic mechanism of “transcendental morphology” 

(Encyclopedia of the Romantic Era 2:794). The perceived parallelism between the 

change and growth of the universe in relation to its living constituents, in other words, 

shifted emphasis, impelled by the unsurpassed reputation of Aristotle, who had in De 

generatione animalium espoused an epigenetic view of development-- in which an 

organism moves from a relatively simple state into greater complexity122-- and 

 
121 For a fuller discussion of the “transcendental origins” of recapitulation theory and Naturphilosophie see 

chapter 3 of Ontogeny and Phylogeny. In “Romanticism, Race, and Recapitulation” Gabriel Finkelstein 

briefly discusses an exemplar of Romantic biology, Henrik Steffens (whose lectures were attended by a 

young Karl Marx) the author of a particularly elaborate four-fold parallelism linking “four elements 

(nitrogen, oxygen, carbon, hydrogen)... four races (Negroid, Malaysian, Mongolian, American)” 

corresponding to to four phases in the human life span, childhood, youth, adulthood and senescence, 
respectively.... “four physiological systems (cerebral, arterial, ganglial, venous); four temperaments 

(sanguine, choleric, melancholy, phlegmatic); four cardinal points (south, east, west, north)... [and] four 

continents (Africa, Asian, Europe, America)” (2101 Science Vol. 294 7 Dec 2001 www.sciencemag.org).  
122 In distinction to the preformationist view which posited that structures are already in place, in 

homuncular fashion, which then evolve. 
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classified organisms in order of their perfection. Such a hierarchy applied to the 

development of the “soul of Man,” which evolved from a plant-like condition, to that 

of an animal’s, before culminating in its rational form. Though these metaphysical 

ideas were not the scientific theory at which Haeckel would arrive-- Gould is 

emphatic on this point-- they nonetheless facilitated biogenetic law’s widespread 

acceptance. 

 Haeckel saw that the embryos of different vertebrate animals appeared alike, a 

perception that seemed all the more striking when he subsequently noted the gill-like 

features of human fetuses. This observation in turn led him to the thesis that fish were 

the evolutionary ancestors of modern human beings, an argument thereafter 

condensed into the highly portable phrase “ontogeny recapitulates phylogeny.” What 

this meant, he elaborated, was that “‘during its rapid evolution, an individual repeats 

the most important changes in form evolved by its ancestors during their long and 

slow paleontological development’” (qtd. in Gould 77). The temporal dimensions of 

this process were perplexing. How could an individual organism repeat the totality of 

its ancestors’ development over the course of gestation? Clearly if a species passes 

through all of its antecedents’ forms in order to evolve beyond them, some shift in the 

rate of development must occur; otherwise the time span of embryonic growth would 

become impossibly long. The key to Haeckel’s theory of recapitulation is its 

emphasis on the presence of adult characters in “the early stages of human ontogeny 

by a universal acceleration of developmental rates in evolving lineages” (Gould 2-3). 

Haeckel’s biogenic law stipulated “a change in the timing of developmental events” 

as its mechanism, which thrust “ancestral adult forms into the juvenile stages of 
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descendants” (emphasis in original 2). The development of later individuals in a 

lineage necessitated the appearance of heterochrony, a means by which all previous 

development of ancestors was telescoped into the growth stages of the descendant. To 

solve this problem two ideas were advanced: acceleration and “terminal addition,” the 

latter of which held that adult characteristics of yesterday become the juvenile ones of 

today. The ontogenic repetition of phyletic development must proceed at an 

accelerated rate or with some of the stages elided, and newer features were the 

“youngest” phyletically. It was in this sense that Hall, moving by yet another analogy 

from physiological to psychological development, would claim that the child-- in 

thrall to the compressed deep history of racial experience-- was “vastly more ancient 

than the man” (“Evolution in Psychology” 261).123 Even further, the child was in 

some sense itself an adult, contending with the instincts and traits of a mature 

primitive. 

 Yet recapitulation not only re-temporalizes the evolution of the species; it 

establishes a synecdochal link between ontogeny and phylogeny. In the context of 

humans, the original analogy-- the growth of the individual organism proceeds in a 

fashion similar to the development of the species-- accrues other valences beyond 

those of biological science. In the words of Conklin, “‘here was a method which 

promised to reveal more important secrets of the past than would the unearthing of all 

the buried monuments of antiquity’” (qtd. in Gould 116). Gould notes both the 

 
123 “And for older children fetishisms galore, gangs corresponding to the primitive tribes, propensity for 

hunting, killing, striking with clubs, stealing, etc. ... all show that the child is vastly more ancient than the 

man, and that adulthood is comparatively a novel structure built upon very antique foundations. The child 

is not so much the father of the man as his very venerable and, in his early stages, half-anthropoid ancestor” 

(261-262). 
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widespread presence of recapitulationist themes in literature from Blake’s First Book 

of Urizen (1794) to JG Ballard’s post-apocalyptic novel The Drowned World (1965) 

and a catalog of recapitulations of primitive social life in the behavior of children in 

AF Chamberlain’s The Child: A Study in the Evolution of Man (1900) including 

counting games, fishing with the bare hands, “name changing.... indiscriminate 

eating.... orophily or ‘the delight in being upon a mound’.... belief in the reality of 

dreams, love of adornment” and posture (118). G. Stanley Hall himself “listed nearly 

50 common [childhood] fears as phyletic vestiges” (Gould 139) including “gravity 

fears” (Hall “A Study of Fears” 154), “fear of losing orientation” (160), “fear of 

closeness” (162), “fears of wind” (171) and “celestial objects” (173), “pyrophobia” 

(179),  and many others, each accompanied by anecdotal information gathered by 

questionnaire.124  So, for example: “M., 16. Suffers intensely from the fear of being 

buried alive, and writes accounts he has collected of the horrid distortions of bodies 

later dug up that came to life” (163) while “F., 14. Has a horror of wool, and will not 

wear it in inner or outer garments” (215). Hall argues with regard to the latter, 

“doraphobia,” that the fear of fur-- and its opposite, “the love of fur” -- can be fully 

explained only by “recourse to a time when association with animals was far closer 

than now, or perhaps when our remote ancestors were hairy.” Even more importantly 

for the purpose of human enhancement toward a higher stage of perfection, “the 

 
124 Darkness, dreams, thunder, animals, eyes, teeth, fur, feathers, “special fears of persons” (216), solitude, 

death, diseases, “moral and religious fears” (228), “end of the world” (229), ghosts, a catchall category 

labelled “morbid” which covers “fear of points and edges... blood... conflict... [and] baseless fears of 

starvation” and finally “school fears” (234-235). 
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phagocytic power of eliminating baser fears” indicates both “individual strength 

and... soundness and vigor of heredity” (243-244).125 

 Criminal anthropology utilized biogenetic law in its attempt to develop a 

natural history of crime, a project focused on the atavistic behavior and stigmata of 

criminal populations which Lombroso, the discipline’s most famous practitioner, 

likened to those present in adult primitives, civilized children, and animals-- as Gould 

indicates “the three-fold parallelism of classical recapitulation theory” (123). As 

many have noted, explicating the last of these correspondences, the analogy between 

criminal and animal behavior, could lead to absurdities: Lombroso illustrated the 

tendency to form criminal gangs anecdotally with the case of “three communal 

beavers [who] killed [another beaver] for his solitude.” Nor was the notion of the 

natural criminality of children without influence, another late-Victorian 

counterweight to a long-established sentimental cult of the child. Havelock Ellis, for 

example, concurred with Lombroso’s assessment that many children exhibited “‘the 

saddest tendencies of criminal man,’” observing that “‘the child is naturally nearer to 

the animal, to the savage, to the criminal, than the adult’” (qtd. in Gould 124). Yet 

this belief-- supported not only by “race psychology” but cogent “biological studies” 

(“Some Criminal Studies of Boyhood” 78) such as those cited by Edward James 

Swift-- did not constitute a scientific affirmation of the Calvinist principle of natural 

depravity so much as it slipped seamlessly into Machine Age anxieties about 

masculinity, in particular the “neurasthenic paradox” which Gail Bederman identifies 

 
125 G. Stanley Hall, “A Study of Fears” in The American Journal of Psychology, Vol. VIII. No. 2. January 

1897. 
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as the central problematic of G. Stanley Hall’s own iteration of biogenetic law (92). 

Swift, far from demonizing criminal proclivities in the young, comes to the 

conclusion that “this period of savagery, or semi-criminality, is normal for all healthy 

boys” (85). Nor can there be any doubt that such a sanguine view of the delinquent 

youth glosses the burgeoning biopolitical regimes of an emergent juvenile criminal 

system. For example, at a hearing concerning a bill to “Establish a Laboratory for the 

Study of Criminal, Pauper and Defective Classes” Arthur MacDonald submitted as 

evidence a series of terse descriptions of those who, “incapable of reformation” and 

having failed to fully recapitulate, might be the object of such studies: 

[B]oy, 14 years of age, father dead; length of head 170 mm., width 155 mm., 
height 150 cm., sitting height 77 cm.; he had a club foot and congenital 
paralysis. His father was an alcoholic, dying at the age of 35 of pleurisy. The 
mother had good health. She was treated brutally by her husband while with 
child. Two other children, a boy of 10 and a girl of 7, showed nothing 
unusual. The boy’s paralysis did not prevent him from being active. He could 
read, but wrote with difficulty, though he had attended a number of different 
schools, private and public. He became involved in an immoral affair, which 
was his undoing before the court where he served as a witness and gave the 
details of the scandal. His imagination was perverted.  
 The child was sent to a reformatory, but without success in treating 
him. He attempted murder in the street. The defect in this boy was aggravated 
by the circumstances of his life; it was impossible to reform him (47). 

 
 

VII. From Analogy to Synecdoche 

The march of individual existence shadows forth the march of race-existence, 
being, indeed, its representative on a little scale.... A national type pursues its 
way physically and intellectually through changes and developments 
answering to those of the individual, and being represented by Infancy, 
Childhood, Youth, Manhood, Old Age, and Death respectively.... Nations 
must undergo obliteration as do the transitional forms offered by the animal 
series. There is no more an immortality for them than there is an immobility 
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for an embryo in any one of the manifold forms passed through in its progress 
of development (Draper 12).126 

 
 With Adolescence Hall’s genetic psychology provided a quasi-biological 

architecture for the youth concept, a procedure that rendered this collective subject 

the object of medical inquiry, one which scientific reformism adapted to its own 

project of social oversight. The theory of recapitulation, founded on a powerful 

analogy between the individual’s life stages and the development of its species, 

traveled further, from Haeckel to Hall, who abstracted youth and its psychological 

characteristics as the ontogenic part standing in for the phyletic whole. This master 

trope, re-linking ontogeny to phylogeny, would have a profound influence on social 

conceptions of the young even after Haeckel’s biogenetic law fell into disrepute. The 

threat and promise of the young-- the dangers they seemed both susceptible to and 

representative of, the redemptive national and racial destinies they appeared to 

portend-- were intertwined with a range of often conflicting, even incoherent, ideas 

about human difference and its role in racial progress and decline. Complicating 

matters, the youth concept as a temporal category-- obvious enough in its most literal 

dimension as a chronobiological stage-- was potentially destabilized by 

developmental anomalies including atavism, arrest, precocity, and degeneration.  

 At almost 1400 pages Adolescence is a scholarly leviathan pieced together 

from decades of research. Hall grafted lengthy passages of the work of his students 

and colleagues onto the body of this text, and his sources extended from Homer and 

Democritus-- the former, according to Hall, creating in the character of Telemachus 

 
126 Draper, John William. History of the Intellectual Development of Europe (rev. ed.) Vol. I. New York: 

Harper and Brothers. 1876. 
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“perhaps the fullest portrayal of adolescence in which Greek life and Greek ideals are 

symmetrically mingled”-- to his contemporaries Zitkala-sa and Charles Chestnutt 

(Adolescence 1:521). The cumulative effect of this eclecticism disconcerted many 

readers, including Carrie R. Squire, professor of education at Montana State Normal 

College, who praised Adolescence for the “fire and poetical fervor of its language” 

(359) and the “audacity and suggestiveness” of its ideas even if the latter “are hurled 

at us with little regard to system” (349). 127 Her reading of Hall’s magnum opus is 

incisive, pointing out that his claims for a complete paradigm shift in psychology on 

the contrary owe much to Darwin and Spencer, and questioning his use of the 

questionnaire method which-- while it improves upon “introspection”-- nonetheless 

“may be easily juggled with,” leading researchers “into the wildest romances upon 

mental life and behavior” (351-352). The titular character of those wild romances, 

however, often eludes the reader’s view. Much of Adolescence surveys the pre-

adolescent stages of growth, when the panorama of recapitulation is at its most vivid. 

The protagonist of Hall’s vision of human development must confront the forces of 

his racial past, achieving full individuation (and integration) by wrestling with the 

cosmic forces of the species-collective and the complexities of industrial modernity. 

As a quest narrative this story of maturation is both epic and romantic: the hero-- 

within whom “the traces of the psychic recapitulation of the history of the race are 

most traceable and most unbroken”-- seems to symbolize all of humanity in his battle 

to tame nature and the quasi-divine forces of its laws (“Evolution and Psychology” 

 
127 “Genetic Psychology as the Basis of a New Education” in The Elementary School Teacher, Vol. 5, No. 6 

(Feb. 1905) pp. 349-359. 
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262). In addition, the protagonist of Adolescence must be masculine by virtue of the 

fact that girls’ position with regard to phylogeny and modernity is less agonistic than 

his.128 One etymological clue to this gendered identity lies with Hall’s frequent 

substitution of “adolescent” with “ephebic”-- a term whose root-form denotes a 

young Greek citizen “from eighteen to twenty... occupied chiefly with garrison duty” 

(OED). In the myth-system of Hall’s genetic psychology that young recruit 

transforms into a Sturmer und Dranger; his relationship to the world, and thus his 

higher racial destiny, is achieved only through combat with the living forces of an 

ancestral past. Hall sharply delineates this gendered contrast: drawing from an 

enduring patriarchal tradition which represents the female as bound to nature, he 

characterizes young women as largely inert; they are, to borrow from one classical 

example, lands to be husbanded, substance to be worked.129  The adolescent girl’s 

fulfillment rests not on fighting to incorporate and transcend the racial past but in 

accepting its tidal logic. “Woman’s body and soul,” he writes, “is phyletically older 

and more primitive”  than the male’s. She is “rooted in the past and the future.... far 

nearer childhood than man, and therefore in mind and body more prophetic of the 

 
128 Though of course young women were increasingly the objects of uplift and social control. The authors 

of Young Working Girls, for example, worried that industrial regimes of production were actively harming 

adolescent girls: “The enforced attention required” by factory work, “the monotonous repetition of a  few 

movements, and the repression of all youthful spirits during working hours, put a check on the deep-seated 

desire for spontaneous action which is so characteristic of, an necessary to, adolescence” (102). See also 

Nancy Lesko, “Making Adolescence at the Turn of the Century: Discourse and the Exclusion of Girls” in 

Current Issues in Comparative Education. April, 30, 2002. 
129 When Creon dismisses the effect of Antigone’s execution on her intended husband, his son, he simply 

remarks, “There are other fields for him to furrow.” Hall, on the other hand, rather more turgidly explains 

the “strange fascination for flowers” demonstrated by young women as  
 

at root because of the fact, now... lost to modern consciousness, that she feels... that flowers are 

the best expression nature affords of her adolescence, that from the efflorescence of dawning 

puberty to full maturity she is a flower in bloom, and that till the petals fall they are the external 

type of her virginity, and so they remain afterward the memento of her unfallen paradise. (2:208).  
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future as well as reminiscent of the past” (Adolescence 2:566). In spite of this 

apparent centrality to the processes of recapitulation and advance, what this janus-

faced temporality appears to mean for Hall is that 

Das Ewig-Weibliche is no iridescent fiction but a very definable reality, and 
means perennial youth. It means that woman at her best never outgrows 
adolescence as man does, but lingers in, magnifies and glorifies this 
culminating stage of life with its all-sided interests, its convertibility of 
emotions, its enthusiasm, and zest for all that is good, beautiful, true, and 
heroic. (2:624). 

 
 As patronizing as this statement is, Hall relies heavily on the figure of the 

female adolescent in order to elaborate the primary focus of his work, the male youth. 

If “at her best” a girl remains locked outside of a condition that for men indicates full 

maturity, she also embodies a principle which not only governs her developmental 

timing-- linking her to “inferior races, like the Africans” by virtue of a relatively early 

entry into puberty (a phenomenon often “hastened by a warm climate”)-- but also 

establishes her temporal disposition (Burnham 175).  Perpetually unfinished by virtue 

of her gender, she nonetheless possesses a surplus-- not simply of emotion, an all too 

familiar trope, but of plasticity and vitality, normative characteristics of youth Hall 

culls from questionnaires and literary exempla. In Chapter Eight of Adolescence he 

cites an essay-- “The Study of Adolescence,” written by one of his Ph.D. students at 

Johns Hopkins University, William Burnham-- which incorporates literature as the 

repository of models of “adolescent activity” (177). Among the sources suggested by 

Burnham are “the poetry of the modern romantic school” including Byron, Novalis 

and Shelley; Olive Schreiner’s The Story of an African Farm; George Eliot’s The Mill 

on the Floss; and the diaries of Marie Bashkirtseff. The latter two texts are most 
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significant in the context of adolescence’s gendered logic. Hall pays particular 

attention to Bashkirtseff’s Journal of a Young Artist (1889), whose author he 

describes as “one of the best types of exaggerated adolescent confessionalists” 

(Adolescence I; 554). Though wary of adult writers whose “literary characterizations 

of adolescence are so marked by extravagance” (536) he praises the diaries as a 

“precious psychological document” detailing “the adolescent ferment in an unusually 

vigorous and gifted soul” (555). Hall’s precis of Bashkirtseff’s text focuses on the 

autobiographical subject’s heightened self-consciousness and passionate, even erratic, 

behavior, though he condenses her account so sharply she seems manic-- which is 

perfectly consonant with Hall’s assertion elsewhere that the vicissitudes of 

adolescence once “made Plato call this the age of perpetual drunkenness” (“American 

Universities and the Training of Professors” 302). The intensity of self-perception 

which grips Bashkirtseff-- her doubts, fickle moods, despair, and euphoria-- functions 

as evidence of her own “natural” immaturity as a young woman, a condition that men 

just as “naturally” leave behind when they assume the obligations of adulthood. Yet 

this nature is clearly and profoundly cultural in its implications, particularly in light of 

the fact of Bashkirtseff’s death from tuberculosis at the age of twenty-five. 

Precocious, sensitive, a talented painter, she would remain suspended in youth by her 

fatal sickness and thus come to embody for generations of readers “the Romantic 

vision of an accelerated life sealed by an early death” (Savage 12).  

 George Eliot is mentioned three times in Adolescence, once in passing as a 

figure representing “typical directions of activity” among the young (537) as when 

Hall notes she evinced “a passion for music at thirteen and became a clever pianist,” 
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while several years later “she was religious, founded societies for the poor and 

animals, and had flitting spells of misanthropy” (538).130 Yet Hall is primarily 

interested in her for the characters she created in her novels, particularly Maggie 

Tulliver:  

Of George Eliot’s types of adolescent character, this may best be seen in 

Maggie Tulliver, with her enthusiastic self-renunciation, with “her volcanic 

upheavings of imprisoned passions,” with her “wide hopeless yearning for 

that something, whatever it was, that was greatest and best on this earth.” 

 

 It is remarkable if unsurprising that Hall references The Mill on the Floss (via 

Burnham) solely to emphasize Maggie Tulliver’s extremes of feeling rather than 

George Eliot’s sophisticated deployment of Herbert Spencer’s organic analogy, a 

basic intellectual method which ultimately forms the foundation of Hall’s use of 

biogenetic law. True enough, Maggie is often the victim of her own turbulent depths, 

as in the famous scene when she cuts off her hair to spite her mother and Aunt Glegg. 

That kind of storm and stress, however, comes under increasing control as she grows 

older, and if, as a young woman, she longs to reciprocate Stephen Guest’s romantic 

demands, she denies both him and herself in the service of a moral code that no other 

character in the novel except perhaps Philip Wakem is capable of fully appreciating. 

Yet even if we accept Hall’s caricature of Maggie as a girl simply at the mercy of 

over-sized emotions-- a psyche defined by its broad, hyperbolic gestures-- there is no 

doubt that Hall and Eliot occupied contiguous intellectual terrain. In chapter one of 

 
130 Just as Maggie Tulliver seems to have epitomized adolescent enthusiasm for a number of contemporary 

psychologists the topic of adolescence itself inspired a distinctive poetics of psychology. In “Mental 
Growth and Decay,” Edmund Sanford echoes not only Hall’s wide-ranging generalizations but his 

anaphorisitc cadences with the repetition of the phrase “It is a time...”: “It is a time in which George Eliot 

describes Maggie Tulliver as feeling a ‘wide hopeless yearning for that something, whatever it was that was 

greatest and best on earth,’ and of which Longfellow sings, ‘A boy’s will is the wind’s will, and the 

thoughts of youth are long, long thoughts’” (442). 
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the same book of the novel, The Valley of Humiliation, Eliot moves from an 

invocation of medieval romance to a proto-ethnographic posture which depends in 

great measure not only on the scientific convention of empirical observation but the 

conceit of Spencerian synthesis. From a highly contrastive rendering of the “remnants 

of commonplace houses” and ruined castles lining the Rhone which summon “a time 

of adventure and fierce struggle,” Eliot modulates into a discussion of the nature of 

history and the significance of the quotidian (271). While the flooded villages 

represent “a gross sum of obscure vitality, that will be swept into the same oblivion 

with the generations of ants and beavers,” their English counterpart, the provincial 

town of St. Ogg’s, nonetheless merits scrutiny. Its inhabitants may be “moved by 

none of those wild, uncontrollable passions” (272) that motivate crime or legend, but 

they are all the same a key to the “historical advance of mankind” (273). “For does 

not science tell us,” the narrator asks, “that its highest striving is after the 

ascertainment of a unity which shall bind the smallest things with the greatest?”  

 Seeking to consolidate the position of genetic psychology, G. Stanley Hall 

suggested yet another analogy, linking the discipline he had helped to establish with 

the science of paleontology. If the presence of fossilized shells in the Alps had once 

been explained by proposing that they “were dropped there by Crusaders,” an account 

modern paleontological practice had long since superseded, then the question of the 

“morbid fears of children,” he continued, returning to a favorite example, cannot be 

understood simply by virtue of “early frights” or “infant experience” but by the racial 

psychology of “paleo-atavistic influences” (“A Glance at the Phyletic Background of 

Genetic Psychology” 151). Time, Hall reckoned, though equally “indefinable and... 
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primordial as its counterpart, space” was the key to ontogenic development (149): not 

merely in terms of the years required to mature from childhood to adolescence, 

adulthood and senescence, but as the deep time of “the phyletic experience of the soul 

which acquired through innumerable generations all that is innate in the individual” 

(150). A “horological” perspective on the sequence and duration of development, 

Hall thought, was even more productive than other theoretical methods, including 

taxonomy and deduction from categories (Adolescence 2:511).  

 The theory of recapitulation, as the cornerstone of Hall’s conception of 

psychology, privileged the ancestral echoes punctuating contemporary experience, 

particularly in education. The social life of students evinced “barbaric survivals” 

including “fagging,”131 (“Student Customs” 95) verbigeration, and “cork minstrelsy” 

(Adolescence 1:317). Alternately, Hall described the formation of the ideal 

curriculum as “a sort of viaticum of the upward pilgrimage of the soul, thridding the 

maze of knowledges and skills, shortening and epitomizing the progress of human 

development, as ontogeny epitomizes phylogeny, and giving a stable basis to all 

human institutions” (“American Universities and the Training of Teachers” 149). The 

ephebic stage of human growth, like childhood, was animated by the lingering forces 

of a long ancestral memory, though this “racial swing point, a time when an 

evolutionary leap forward was accomplished or missed,” demanded the final 

reconciliation of those atavistic powers of the past with the social demands of the 

present (Lesko “Time Matters in Adolescence” 40-41). It was a period of ferment and 

 
131

 As practiced in English public schools, when junior students act as the servants of upperclassmen, with 

a bit of hazing and corporal punishment thrown in. 
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derangement, haunted by “vague and undefined longing, reveries, new sensations, 

impulses, emotions, tastes, and instincts” (Hall “American Universities” 301). In his 

desire to fully establish the specificity of adolescence even as he generalized from the 

fragmentary evidence of questionnaires, Hall often employed such catalogs, seeking 

to communicate the variability and boundlessness of adolescent experience to his 

readers with a plurality of symptoms and conditions.132 To the adolescent, “all seems 

solvent, plastic, vulnerable as never before to every suggestion or infection of good or 

evil.... The youth,” Hall expostulated, “would do, be, feel, all things by turns, but 

often nothing long.” Such rhetorical breathlessness is mimetic; it is meant to 

approximate the tempest of an abstracted,  physiologically determined youth impelled 

along a particular though un-foreclosed trajectory. The desire, confusion, and 

restlessness referred to resonate against the themes of the Sturm und Drang itself, a 

movement which bridged European Enlightenment (Hall called youth “the age of 

aufklarung”)133 and German Romanticism. In the face of social and familial friction 

the young male protagonist-- beset by unconscious forces, fascinated by nature and 

the primitive-- “search[es] for self-realization” (Hill 21).134
 

 According to Grinder’s reading, Adolescence may be reduced to a set of five 

principles. The first of these proposed that the process of recapitulation terminates at 

 
132 In the process, Lesko observes, “adolescents were massified and then the massed populational 

characteristics were applied as naturally occurring characteristics” (“Making Adolescence at the Turn of the 

Century” 183) 
133 “Student Customs” p. 101 
134 Karier also refers, rather deprecatingly, to Hall’s Romantic affinities: “Hall’s idealism... carried the 

romantic faith of Fichte, the voluntarism of Schopenhaur, and the nihilism of Nietzsche, all steadied and 
anchored in a set of primitivistic beliefs based on the German concept of Volk” (152). Yet this loose 

assessment is hardly controversial in comparison with his claim that “Hall, with almost uncanny prophetic 

vision, blueprinted National Socialism at least a decade before it was realized in Germany” (156), a 

travesty of Hall’s views given that he criticized both anti-semitism and “German militarism” (Hall, 

“Psychological Notes on the War” qtd. in Ross 419). 
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the end of adolescence, thus marking this phase as the last chance for evolutionary 

advance. “While adolescence is the great revealer of the past of the race,” Hall wrote, 

“it, and not maturity... is the only point of departure for the superanthropoid that man 

is to become” (Adolescence 2:94). The status of adolescence as a crucial turning point 

in the advancement of the species stems in part from its susceptibility to 

environmental influences, which stamp the individual in Lamarckian fashion with 

“‘acquired characters transmissible by heredity’” (Hall qtd. in Grinder 359). That 

impressionability, the adolescent phase as “‘the bud of promise for the race,’” is the 

key to transcending present limits in order to advance. To maximize this potential, the 

natural progress of human development must be cultivated, and each stage along the 

way fully realized. “‘Should environmental pressures suppress a given stage,’” Hall 

warned, “‘the course of development might become arrested or retarded.’” The logic 

governing this unimpeded growth is, in Hall’s own words, based upon “‘Aristotelian 

catharsis’”: the adolescent must be indulged in minor vices such as selfishness in 

order that these negative traits are exhausted at the advent of adulthood. Literary 

education may itself be part of this cathartic experience: “‘stories like those of 

Captain Kidd, Jack Sheppard, Dick Turpin, and other gory tales’”-- the very blood 

and thunder dime novels Anthony Comstock had prophesied thirty years before 

would corrupt the young beyond redemption-- ultimately function to “‘arouse betimes 

the higher faculties which develop later.’” In addition, Grinder notes, Hall 

emphasized the importance of physical over cognitive growth, effectively equating 

the maturation of the adolescent’s body with its racial advancement. Finally, Hall 

viewed ontogenic development up to the adult stage as a series of periodic 
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alternations between recapitulation and nascency-- a process he imagined as the 

rhythmic counterpoint between plateau and incline, respectively-- which could be 

used to establish developmental norms. The moment of recapitulation was relatively 

quiet: the “adolescent persisted as if on a growth plateau while passing through one of 

its ancestral forms” in distinction to the accelerated character of the nascent period of 

transition between stages. An illustration of developmental plateaux can be found in 

the comparatively (physiologically and psychologically) stable years of 8 to 12, just 

before the onset of puberty, a phase which “suggests... some long stationary period 

during which life had been pretty unfolded and could be led indefinitely... in some not 

too cold Lemuria, New Atlantis, Eden, or other possible cunabulum gentium” 

(Adolescence 1:44-45). That arrest, Hall speculated, might even indicate the relic of 

an “age of senescence in some post-simian stage of ancestry.”  At this juncture the 

child evinces characteristics “phyletically vastly older than all the neo-atavistic traits 

of body and soul” which will arise in the later stages of adolescence (1:x). 

 Yet the apparent order of development was shot through with chaos. The body 

develops according to “unequal ratios”: proportionally the head grows less than the 

arms, for instance, though even this staggered growth has its rhythm according to 

slower and faster increments (Grinder 362). “Maximal size” may occur at different 

points within or between individuals, an indication that different body parts are older 

or younger phyletically. By analogy the mind was equally variegated, the product of 

ancestral experience and “itself a miniature historical realm” its strata accumulating 

palimpsestically with “the changing epochs of development” (The Psychologist as 

Prophet 374). These uneven developmental temporalities might be recuperated under 
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the rubric of “periodicity,” (Adolescence 2:639) according to Hall “perhaps the 

deepest law of the cosmos,” a concept he presumes his readers will understand 

extends beyond menses, comprehending, in the words of one of its proponents, 

“everything in nature” (Browne 537).135 In chapter ten of First Principles, “The 

Rhythm of Motion,”136 Spencer had elaborated a theory of periodicity which extended 

from atoms to entire societies, while Madame Blavatsky revealed to her devotees that 

the second tenet of the “Secret Doctrine is the absolute universality of that law of 

periodicity, of flux and reflux, ebb and flow, which physical science has observed and 

recorded in all departments of nature” (17).137 Hall’s usage of periodicity gestures at 

such extravagant postulations, though more often he invokes the term within fairly 

concrete situations, as when he observes “a periodicity of activity in young men that 

suggests a monthly and sometimes a seasonal rhythm”-- a temporalization of youthful 

mobility which other authors such as Kline would link to the migratory patterns of 

animals, nomads and tramps (Adolescence 2:76).138 This tendency illustrates “an 

atavistic trace of savage life... controlled by moon and tides and warm and cold 

seasons,” in which the adolescent’s racial forebears developed material and symbolic 

practices tailored to the cycle of environmental conditions, survival strategies found 

residually in youthful “spells of overactivity, alternating with those of sluggishness 

 
135 J.H. Balfour Browne, The Medical Jurisprudence of Insanity (2nd ed.) San Francisco: Sumner Whitney 

and Co. 1880 
136 Herbert Spencer, First Principles (4th ed.) New York: JA Hill and Co. 1904 
137 HP Blavatsky, The Secret Doctrine: The Synthesis of Science, Religion, and Philosophy Vol. I (2nd ed.) 
London: The Theosophical Publishing Co. 1888. Or consider Presley’s thoughts looking out across the 

farmlands of the San Joaquin Valley: “the vast rhythm of the seasons, measured, alternative, the sun and 

the stars keeping time as the eternal symphony of reproduction swung in its tremendous cadences like the 

colossal pendulum of an almighty machine” (The Octopus 446). 
138 For a fuller discussion on this point see the previous chapter. 
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and inertness” that function as “neural echoes of ancient hunts and feasts, fasts and 

famines, migration and stagnation.”  

 However pervasive universal rhythms-- natural or otherwise-- might be, the 

risks of recapitulatory failure were abundant. In later stages of adolescence social 

influences could “cause arrest and prevent maturity” increasing the chances of 

“reversion,” Hall’s term for atavistic degeneration (Adolescence 1:47). “The young 

pubescent,” Hall cautioned, enters the final phase of growth “relatively limp and 

inept,” weakened by the intensity of his transfiguration “‘like an insect that has just 

accomplished its last molt,’” and requiring “‘protection, physical care, moral and 

intellectual guidance’” (qtd. in Grinder 362).  Modulating from this hemimetabolic 

metaphor, Hall conjures a dramaturgical space in the manner of Defoe or Shakespeare 

which may be read simultaneously as the primal scene of evolution and a familiar 

narrative pivot (peripeteia): “‘this last great wave of growth throws the child up onto 

the shores of manhood or womanhood relatively helpless as from a second birth.’”139  

 

VIII. The Archaeologists of the Future 

 G. Stanley Hall’s Recreations of a Psychologist, a collection of “vacation 

skits” published in 1920, includes a novella titled “The Fall of Atlantis” which opens 

with the familiar conceit of a discovered document (v). The narrator, a “writer of 

social and political romances” arbitrating a labor dispute (the nation is currently 

racked with 300 strikes) turns, frustrated, to the distraction of Plato’s Republic (3). 

 
139 From Robinson Crusoe, a novel Rousseau proposed as the text inaugurating “the age of intelligence” 

(Rousseau 94) for Emile: “I held my hold till the wave abated and then fetched another run, which brought 

me so near the shore, that...the next run I took I got to the mainland, where to my great comfort I clambered 

up the cliffs of the shore” (Defoe 58). 


