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of community s 1tself a historical fantasy. But the dreams of a world umted by telecommu.
mcatiohs seem dangerous enough to warrant closer examination. The global village, after all,
ts the fantasy of the colomizer, not the colonized.
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BLACK BARBIE AND THE DEEP
PLAY OF DIFFERENCE

Race and the real doll

; : ——
the world, but because 1t is constructed out of what is (discursively) familiar

what we already know or think we know, that we readily recognize and Emﬁszﬁ n_mnowM“
With its black, Hispanic, and Astan dolls and its Dolls of ,.&a World, Mattel attemp ) M Mﬂﬂ: "
duce a heterogeneous mﬂovm_ m effect to produce E«_E_.‘.E._n_.:.w_ u.z_wmb_:m msm.,_ Eﬂun&mw e
diversity. It does so, of course, not by replicating the 594&5.— m_m.ogﬂnnnﬂ w rea %a e bt
by mass-marketing the &mocmmd&:.. famitiar — by reproducing stereotyped forms 2
ial and ethnic difference. )

Em:mmmﬁ H,nMn:E any doll manufacturer or other inage Eww&. - advertising and mmn”_" say M
attend to cultural, racial, and phenotypical differences E_Eoﬁ... merely engaging nﬂ e wu“ﬁ1
siwoplistic big-lips/broad-hips stereotypes z..:: make so many o*. us lw%_ﬂnwms H Mww:mn hown
gnit our (pearly white) teeth? What would it take to produce a iine of do .m ould more
fully reflect the wide vanety of sizes, shapes, colours, hawrstyles, occupatiens, oiliie . o
disabilities that African Amerscans — like all people — come m? In other words: what pr

i ?

%mnwnﬂﬂnm.omn of mass-producing dolls to represent the smﬁmno.mwnn:ﬁ of ﬁwn world EM_—EM: WM
far greater than either corporation or consumer would fm willing to vﬂ. Emﬁmh_ M_s mMn.:w
toy-makers have got around this problem by Eu_a.w_m the other at once different H&u he " .
In this sense, Mattel’s play with mass-produced %m.mqgnn. _.mmwg_u_mm the pation’s uneasy M.EM
with a melting-pot pluralism that oth produces wca.aaimm difference. ,E.B_M Hma to mn<w Mcm e
professing colourblindness, the nation-state — faced with people rather ﬂww_._ P Mm.m.n - M., hever
quite known what to do with the other, how to melt down .Eomw &&o moo_..n ¢ i mﬂww ._wwﬁ
the Constitution’s “three-fifths compromuse” (3787) to Omrmc:..zw s Proposition 1 . _M ” a.
what to do with the other — the other’s history, language and literature, and especially body
- as upset the democratic applecart.”

? ,Mrn._wzmomﬂ.”a””m%,\:_m OM:‘ one of many 49501%5526 Ew_mncmnﬁm:ma. _uom.na as an HMMMM
to critical questions about inclusion, diversity, and equality, has collapsed q:ﬂommsvwm a_oun
campaign that augments but does not necessarily alter the Ewrocentric status nmo. ﬁww.. H ‘. miﬁ
ethnic” by way of dye jobs and costume changes seems to roe but a metaphor ,M o g
multiculturalism has been used as a kind of quick fix by both rfnq&.r:ﬁm:ﬁﬁ and Ia o‘nw_u
talism, Made from essentially the same mould as what Mattel considers ats signature doll —-

¢¢ Hﬂ EALISM IS PLAUSIBLE”, Cathenne Belsey wnites, “not because 1t reflects
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the traditional, blonde, blue-eyed Barbie — tawny-tinted ethmc reproductions are both sign,
5

and symptoms of an easy piuralism that simply melts down and adds on a reconstituted othe.
T -

45.905. transformng the established social order, without changing the mould
. So _.m. .3&3. m.m,.,_n:m n_o:.m do come 10 a ranbow coalition of colours, races, ethnicities, ang
EN oﬂa_rmm_ all c,* these dolls lock remarkably like the stereotypical white Barbie _Soﬂ,r.mma
Mﬂ y ﬂﬂ a dash of colour and a change of clothes. That multiple races and mEEmEmm 1ssUe
.H.nom“”._ ! _M. mwﬁmm ”._o_w__wn_u omro:E surprise ne one. From Colored Francie of the 1960s to Sou)
am of the 5, Mattel has seized ever
1 . Y opportumty to profit from shift i
culturai. and social politics. It may also be wi i S race o
- orth noting that it 1sa'{ ont
ot . \ v matters of race and
; %_M—Q MEHUE which Mattel has sought to profit by, shall we say, diversifying 1ts assets. Nor
olore ﬂ_.:nw_m the only faux pas the sales campaigns have produced )
" :Wm.. Barbie's perennial escort, has never been as popular as his precious gal pal leading
attet to speculate that 1t might be time for Barbic to i _
et a new boyfriend. A survey d
the early 1990s showed that, while little gi i ' o vamio
. girls wanted Barbie to stand by her man, they w
N ant
M._umnﬂ_.ﬁmma Mu :Bﬁ. & more contemporary look. So m 1993 Mattel introduced a hip <mnm_wa of %_a
aditiona Amz.m:‘_mnmm Ken doll. Dubbed Earring Magic Ken, this 1990s-kind-of-guy sports .
Mm:.ﬂ_ﬂm in his Jeft earlobe and a plastic version of two-toned, bleached-blonde hair Nmm.ﬁbm _Mm
is three-piece suit behind in the closet as he came out, E ;
; , Barring Magic Ke di i
s g Mag n 15 dressed in black
HH:MMMMM, n_.mwnm_ a %E._umm Mﬂﬁm» tank top, a simulated leather vest, and faux ttalian loafers
m a cord around his neck 15 a large faux-metal band, which :
to Mattel’s chagrin - quickly claimed “ " £ Ken's bitherto, sloseted momor
et gr q ¥ claimed as a “cock ning”, a sign of Ken's hitherto closeted queer
_._> fashion moo.o%oi with a practical application, cock nngs, which among gay maies scem
_”>o w<M.m symbolic meaning similar to wedding bands, are worn around the base of the pent
ccarding to one source, such a ring slipped on a faccid | o
X penss traps blood in the organ d
an erection, thus increasing sensitivity and + 5 5 o
prolonging orgasm.* In addition, cock
commonly womn dangling from a chain i Pl
s gling around the neck, as 1 the case of Earring Magc a.kc.a.
ﬁ.m:._.M”Mm m:mmnﬁw M.war ring and what some read as the doll’s other stereotypical queer accou
= ncluding the purple mesh tank top and the bl .
- . cached, boy-toy hawr — made this
_mmmw_ﬂ manifestatron of Ken very ﬁoﬁiﬁ.. particularly among gay men and Barbie consumers
5_u a keen eye for a collector’s item. Mattel cried foul. It was not amused — or so 1t said
- M. ﬂamm uﬂ._mm_. appropriations o*.. its Iatest plaything. Ken 15 as straight as ever, the compan
E.m_.“c mu_pmn: it's smcmm:ﬂﬁ.ﬂ_u:ama adults who are warped. But 1 the face of l.mmam mm_mmvwsm
virtual stampedes for “Queer Ken”, M: initi
By Q s Mattel initially seemed only moderately nritated with
1«
nm_mnnﬁ was not our 58:&9._ to do anything other than to create a toy for kids”, media-
rel mom_-_uu a_ﬁ_mnnmﬂ Donna Gibbs told a reporter for the Chicago Sun Times m August _“mmw Of
oll’s adoption by members of the gay community, Gibb id: © ;
o oll's adoption by mermbe ty, Gibbs reportedly said: “How lovely.
ght it?™* But by the time | spoke with Gibh
Ken had been “retired”, and Mattel w: i o s LarTIg Mage
\ as holding a much harder def i i
Eartng Mogit Ken e g N h etensive line. The claim that
y 15 “outrageous”, she told me. “It was purel '
part.” Though 1 didn't ask about the cock 1 ibbs’s ¢ Pt o 00 st
ng, Gibbs's own tram of thought ran m that di
at d -
“MF Mwﬂim%ﬁwﬁ”@: was part of a sertes of six Earring Magic _wwwgm dolls, all of LHM:
re desighed for children to play with, she went on i :
. < explain, Ken, like the Barbic d
m the scries, came with a lar, ' I ‘ o b
ge ring and two charms, which could b
ring. The cleim that his doll is gay, Gibb : e arom the
X s concluded, 15 just another exam *
their perceptions on somcthing wntended for oEEwm:.:m plo of fadults puctng
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It has been difficult for some queer theorsts, cultural critics, and Barbie watchers to
‘believe that po one at Mattel ever had any jdea that Earring Magic Ken might be taken for
' gay. No muitinaiional corporation: could be that mnocent across the boardroom, these scep-
' tics argue. Some have gone 50 far as to suggest that Mattel was simply trymg again to capitaiize

- on the spending power of what has been dubbed the “newest mnority”. But, as with Colored

Francie, the company rmsread the signs and was not prepared for the commotion that would
arise over the bauble some consumers identified as sexual paraphernalia.

Eor Mattel the actual point of contenilon and source of outrage may be the extent to
which the corporation found itself caught m 18 own contradiction. On the one hand, s0-
samed Barbie Millicent Roberts and her boyfriend Ken Carson (always presented as “she” and
“he” yather than it} — poth of Willow, Wisconsin, both of whom went to State College —
are marketed as if they were real people the real world. On the other hand, when their
unrealistic body types come under fire, Mattel mamtams that Barbie (notorious bosom and
ally and Ken are merely mnocent toys for tots and teens. Having long demed that there 15
any sexual subtext to thew dolls, Mattel suddenly found itself in the position of having to
assert Farnng Magic Ken's heterosexuality: the 1ing around Ken's neck might as well have
been a noose. An earTing 1s one thing, but a cock ring is another. Bestseller ot not, Earring
Magic Ken had to go.”

As for Mattel’s claims of absolute mnocence and righteous cutrage, while | am among
those mclined to be suspicious of Mattel’s motives, | also remember that this 15 the samc
corporation that came up with Colored Francie m the heyday of the black-power movement
and with a talking doli that said "Math class 15 tough”, despite decades of scathing criticism
from fermmnists. Mattel has profited from any number of blunders or accidents. The most
mmportant questions are not really about the corporation’s ntent: the road to Walj Street has
rarcly been paved with good intentions. As with Mattel's other efforts to commodify alterity,
the most Intriguing questtons are about what makes possible the mass production of differ-
ence. How docs difference look? What signifies race? What are the signs of sexual orlentation?
The nise and fall of Earring Magic Ken becomes a much more mteresting story if Mattel is
m fact mnocent — if in trymg for “hip”, the company came up with “gay”. We have, then,
another mstance of capitatism’s necessarily reductive reading of the very signs of difference
1t tnes to exploit.

To market, to market

As the queenpm of a billion-dollar mdustry, Barbie reigns supreme at the intersection of
gender and capitalism. Moreover, the tremendous boost 1 sales that accompamed Mattel's
marketng of ethmc Barbie dolls may suggest a critical link between consumerism and
multiculturalism. Though it seems clear that black consumers buy black Barbie dolls, it 1s
also clear that otbers buy them too. Doll collecting 13 big business, and Mattel’s ethnic
dolls — particularky those m its Dolls of the World serics — are designed and marketed at
least as much with adult collectors m mnd as with little girls. Donna Gibbs told me that
the natonal dolls are intended more for adults, “although appropriate for children”. She
explained that Mattel cultivates a competitive market for these “premuum value” dolls by
producing them m limited quantitics, 1ssung them strategy Ily {swo or three different nations
or cultures each vear), and retiring a given national doll after only a year or two on the
market.?

Dall catalogues, buyers’ guides, and classified ads i Barbie Bazaar suggest precisely how
prermum this value currently 1s. According to the Collector's Encyclopedia of Barbie Deils, Colored
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France 15 now ane of the most. sought-after dolls ever produced by Mattel.” It may have beey
a flop when 1t appeared . 1967, but today, mn mmt condition. Colored Francie 15 worth
between $700 and $900.'° Finding this now premium-value vintage doll — especially finding
it NRFB (never-removed-from-box) — 15 the dream of serious ¢

ollectors. “With the quality
of the ethnic dolls,” writes Westenhauser, “Mattel has created a successful market of variety

with Barbie that represents the racially diverse world in which we live.” Saying perhaps more

than she intends about difference as decoration, Westenhauser adds that “such a large variety
of Barbie dolls turns any home mnto a museum”. !

Questions about the ties between multiculturalism and
than Barbie. But mven the doll’s status as an American icon, nterrogating Barbie may facili-
tate an analysis of the commodity culture of which she 15 both part and product. What makes
such an mnterrogation difficult, however, 15 the fact that Barbie stmultanecusly performs several
disparate, often contradictory operations. On the one hand, ethmc Barbie dolls seem to colour
n the whitewashed spaces of my childhood., They give little cofoured girls toys to play with
that look like them. On the other hand, this seemuing act of racializing the dolls 13 accom-
plished by a contrapuntal action of erasure, In other words, Mattel is only able to racialize
1ts dolls by blurring the sharp edges of the very difference that the corporation produces and
profits from. It 15 able to make and market ethnicity by 1gnoring not only the body politics
of the real people its dolls are meant to Tepresent, but by 1gnoring the body politic as well
— by eliding the material conditions of the masses 1t dolls up.

Here and elsewhere m commodity culture, this concurrent racing and erasing occurs
precisely because big business both adores and abhors difference. It thrives on a heterogenerty
that 15 cheaply reducible to its lowest common denomnator — an assembly-line or off-the-
rack difference that 15 actually sameness mass-reproduced in a va
fabrics, and other mterchangeable options. For the most part, the
fond of more complex, less easily commodified distnctions — dj
production require constant retooling and fine-
the big-ticket speciality :tems — the handmade,
which are mtended not to be consumed rapidly
with deliberation by a few who pay a lot.

In today’s toy world, race and ethmicity have fallen mto the cat
to-wear difference. To be profitable, racial and cultural diversity — global heteragencity —
must be reducible to such common, reproducible denomimnstors as colour and costume. Race
and racial differences — whatever that might mean 1 the grander social order —
reducible to skin colour or, mare correctly,

capitalism are by all means larger

nety of colours, flavours,
corporate body 15 far less
fferences whose modes of
tuning. The cxceptions here, of course, are
one-of-a-kind originals and limited editions —
by hordes who pay a little but to be acquured

egory of precious ready-

st be
to the tnt of the plastic poured into each Barhie
mould. Each doll is marketed as Tepresentng something or someone mn the real world, even
as the political, socizl, and economic particulars of that world are not only erased but, in a
curious way, made the same. Black Jameacan Barbie — outfitted as a peasant or a maid
alongside white English Barbie, who 15 dressed in the fancy riding habit of a lady
On the toystore shelf or m the collector's curto cabinet, maid and arisrocrat enjoy an odd
equality (they even sell for the same price), but this seerming sameness denies the historrcal
relanon they bear to eack other as the colomzed and the colomzer.

If we could line up the ninety or so different colowrs, cultures, and other incarnations n
which Barbie corrently exists, the physical facts of her unrelenting sameness (or at least syni-
larity) would become immediately apparent. Even two dolls might do the trick: white Western
Fun Barbie and black Western Fun Barbie, for example. Except for their dye jobs, the dolls
are identicai: the same body, $1ze, shape, and spparel. Or perhaps I should say nearly identical

— stands
of leisure.
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because n some mstances — with black and Asian dolls 1 particular — colouring at
subtle changes (slanted eyes m the ‘Asian dolis, thicker iips 1n the black doils) sugges ...
ntly coded facial features. o
° Ms other mstances, when Barbie moves across cultural as opposed to racial _EmM. _MLM
i . INi
costume rather than colour that distinguishes one ethmc group or :mﬁoncm.mﬁ mswa“ﬂ“ " MCE
ented by the same basic brown body an ,
and Jamawca, for instance, are represen e
i i Mattel’s mterpretation thereof. i
dolled up m different nattve garbs, or : N prher costume
i ; dy and face can be Marme Barbie or Army
changes, this genenc black bo A f arbie or even
i i i i s true of the generic Asian do
Presidential Candidate Barbie. Much the same 1 ¢ Ao ™
i di - ties. In other words,
i ty of different dress-defined ethnici
called Kira — who reappears m a varie Y ods.
where Barbie is concerned, clothes not only make the woman, they mark the racial and/o

uitural difference. )
[ Such difference 1s marked as well by the miniature cultural history HMn_H Hmnw.cmmmm_mummww
1 n Bar
dolk i 1’5 international collection. The back of Jamaca !
that accompany each dolk in Matte . Jumwcan Barbie's
2 the land of Jamaica, a tropical paradise
box. tells us: “How-you-au (Hello) from 1 aradise known o 13
frui ing beaches, and reggae beat!” In an odd g
exotic fruit, sugar cane, breathtaking A idening o canee
in that “most jamaicans have ancestors .
and effect, the box goes on to explain . s o e o
j English, we speak patois, a kind of *Jam s
even though our official language 15 English, 1 : et A
i i 13 le, when P'm filled with boonooneonoos,

ith English and African words.'® For example, ‘ . !

MWE Q.Mnr happiness!” So written, Jamaica becomes an exotic tropical isle where happy, dark:
i i ¢ : Ily speak English.

kinned, English-speaking peasants don’t rea
) ?mmmﬁma as if out oMm the mouths of native informants, the cultural mmﬁﬁo:w on the %MMM
help to sell the impression that what we see 1sn’t all we get with these Mocsm._u.._. M cMMsM g

{ authority to the object,
parratien lends a stamp of approval and a voice of a o .
ﬂ“.mﬂﬂn consumer-has purchased not only a toy or a collector’s item to n__”m»ﬁ _us.ﬂ_,wnwnmmm .“ro
f i i heerful greet-
i tic, forexgn other. The mvariably ¢
another culture, mside knowledge of an exotic, . ; e
ffirm that all’s well with the smali werld.
mgs and the warm, chatty tone a ot ot 5o ot of e
ibute to the museum of culture effect, .
strategy, these captions contri AN
C i ly enhance the. extent to whicl

mation, such reductive ethnographies only ot ‘ :
E:En&nﬁ.w_ dolls make race and cthricity collectors’ items, contributmg more.to the stoc

exchange than to cultural exchange.

Shani and the politics of plastic

iti K
Not entirely munune to criticism of its identity politics, Zmﬁn_. sought advice mwoﬂwvhmm“
parents and specialists in early childhood development 1n the making aid ﬂﬂzswmmwmmoémm o

ie dolls — i line. Chief among the expert wi
assortment of black Barbie dolls — the Shani ) inesses was the
ho co-authored with her husband Der P

limical psychologst Darlene Powell Hopson, wi b :
M“ﬂwﬂvow Hmn_muwh and child development, Differeni and Wonderful: Raising Black Children in a
Race-Conscious Soctety (1990).

cael ) ,
Hn 1990 Darlene Hopson was asked to consult with Mattel's product manager Deborah

Mitchell and designer Kitty Black Perkins — both aw.mnm: Americans — in the nmﬁw_u_ovMﬁMEmM”
a new line of “realistically scutpted” black fashion dolls. Hopson agreed, and al o*.cw M.m.m
later Shani and her friends Asha and Nichelle became the newest members of Barbi
nﬁﬂocwmm.w.

According to the doll’s package:
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Sham means marvelous n the Swahili language . . . and marvelous she is! With her
friends Asha and Nichelle, Shani brings to life the special style and beauty of the African
American woman, Each one 15 beautiful in her own way, with her own lively skin shade
and umique facial features. Each has a different hair color and texture, perfect for
braiding, twisting and creating fabulous hair stytes! Thewr clothes, too, reflect the vivid
colors and ethmc accents that showcase their exotic fooks and fashion Hair!™*

These words attempt to convey a message of black pride |. . .] but that message 15 clearly
tied to bountiful bair, lavish and exotic clothes, and other external signs of beauty, wealth,
and success.

Mattel gave Shanl a coming-out party at the International Toy Fair n February 1991,
Also making their debuts were Shani's friends Asha and Nichelle, notable for the different
hues 1n which their black plastic skin comes — an innovation due in part to Darlenc Hopson.
Shami, the signature doll of the line, 15 what some would call brown-skinhed; Asha 15 honey-
coloured; and Nichelle is deep roahogany. Thewr male friend Jamal, added in 1992, completes
the collectron,

The threc-to-one ratio of the Shani quartet — three: black females to one black rmale —
may be the most realistic thing about these dolls, In the eyes of Mattel, however, Sham and
her friends are the most authentic black dolis yet produced in the manstream toy market.
Bilied as “Tomorrew’s African American woman”, Shani has broader hips, fuller lips, and a
broader nose, according to Deborah Mitchell, Kitty Black Perkins, who has dressed black
Barbies since ther birth mn 1980, adds that the Sham deolls are also distinguished by thewr
untque, culturally specific ctothes i “spice tones, |and] ethnic fabrics”, rather than “fantasy
colors like pink or lavender™® — evidently the colours of the faint of skin,

The notion that fuller lips, broader noses, wider hips, and higher derrieres make the Sham
dolls more realistically African American agam raises many difficult questions about differ-
ence, authenticity, and the problematic categories of the real and the symbolic, the typical
and the stereotypical. Agam we have to ask what authentic blackness looks like. Even if we
knew, how could this ethnic or racial authenticity ever be achieved in 2 doll? Also, where
capital is concerned, the profit motive must afways intersect with all ather meentrves.

The Shant doll is an apt illustration of this pomnt. On the one hand, Mattel was concerned
enough about producmg a more “ethmcally correct” black doil to seck the advice ‘of black
lmage specialists n the development and marketing of the Shani line. On the other hand, the
company was not willing to follow the advice of such experts where dong so would entail
a retooling that would cost the corporation more than the price of additional dyes and fabrics.

For example, Darlene Hopson argued not Just for gradations in skin tones m the Sham
dolls but also for variations in body type and har styles. But, while Mattel acknowledged
both the legitimacy and the ubiquity of such arguments, the ever-present profit incentive mili-
tated aganst breaking the mould, even for the sake of the illusion of realism. “To be truly
realistic, one [Sham dell] should have shorter hair”, Deborah Mitchell has admitted, “But little
girls of all races love har play. We added more texture. But we can't change the fact that
long, combable hair 15 still a key seller.”

In fact, there have been a number of times when Matte] has changed the length and style
of its dolls’ hair. Christie, the black doll that replaced Colored Francie in 1968, had a short
Afro, which was more n keeping with what was perhaps the signature black hawstyle of the
sixties. Other shorter styles have appeared as the fashions of the moment dictated. In the
carly sixties, Barbie sported a bubble cut like Jacqueline Kennedy's, ¢ Today, though, Mattel
seems less willing to crop Barbie's hair in accord with fashion, Donna Gibbs told me that the
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long harr of Mattel’s dolls is the result of research mto ﬂ_ﬁﬁ. _u.m.nnmﬂnm. sOo.E_u_M_m_u owm”‘.”am_ﬂw_.%
styling hair 35 basic to the play patterns of girls of ,n& ethnicities,” she said. o ! ep -
ucts are test-marketed frst with both children and adults, and the designs are based on suc
17 .
wmwmﬂmw play 15 no doubt a favorite pastme with little m:._”f But Mattel, | So_%n_nwwww
doesn’t sunply Tespond to the desire among girls for n_.o:m with long hair Sanonwﬁ?. el n_w
to produce those desires, Most Barbie dolls come s&& a m_am comb or brush, and ads gmmnm_ rh
show girls brushing, combing, and braiding their dolls” long hair. in recent <mm=..mﬁ mr e
taken its mvitation to haw play to new extremes with 1its mass Ed.m_ﬁnn_os Q oﬂm_. M sm
Barbiz, Hollywood Hair Barbie, and Cut and Style Barbie - dolls s&omm W.w%::mm - Mumr awr
lets down n seemingly endless locks: {Cut and mnﬁm. Barbie comes sanm ::onnﬂ_w B mﬂm
edge” scissors and an. extra wad of attachable bhawr. Hair refill packs are sol wmuwﬁ,w M: <.Wu_ o
what does the transference of lowing fairy-prncess harr o_ﬂ ﬁo_». Ewn\_ﬁ dolls mean. for the bla
i whom these dolls are supposed to mspire self-esteem? . . .
o?J-HM:WHEDnmmm of my own B.nE<Ww research — poking around in the aﬁﬁ.m_m_mw of A._Mmm
R Us — 1 encountered a black teenage girl in search of the latest black H.wmiu_n. .Usﬁ:m e
mpromptu mterview that ensued, my subject confessed to me 1 ms_.ﬁ.ur_n amnw.__aﬁsnr EQMM
Barbie murders and mutilations she had committed over the ﬁp.u.m.s It’s the hair”, m: nn_m
emphatically several times. “The hair, that harr; | want it. | want it! .IQ) words nMﬁm?ﬁ ”HH
own torturous childhood struggles with the straighteming combs, M:wrcm 1wons, an nﬂ mEv..ﬁ
relaxers that biweekly transformed my woolly “just Eﬂmr a Muoaww kinks into what the white
i elled at as my “Cleopatra |straight] hair .
e mwwwcwww“w—ﬂwhmﬁ.ﬁmﬁ s.oha: m:a_up:.ﬁm a mmam African American men have m_n.M_L_MH g”ﬂ
about dealing with ther har or with the hair of daughters o.w mﬂmg._.w or mothers. In "Li M eﬁm !
Daughters”, the black essayist Gerald Early recounts the difficulties that “mmomm évm EM £,
the elder of his two daughters, decided that she wanted hair that would “blow .mﬁ«.@ &.
while at the same time neither she nor her mother wanted her ﬂw have her hawr m.mnm_m tene n_
“[ do not think Linnet wanted to c¢hange her har to be _umm_.&wi.. _.mﬁi writes; “she iwﬁ.mvr
to be like everyone else. But perhaps this 15 simply wishful H_.E.;cnm :m_.w o....:_u__mﬁﬂ.m wi
words, because Linnet must have felt her difference s bemg a kind of ugliness”. o
Indeed, “coloured hait”, like dark skin, has been both culturally ws..u commercially
constructed as ugly, nappy, wild, and woolly, in constant need of taming, QO_mEmMmem:”N,Mw
ping, and o:_n?mﬁum..s In the face of such historically nrm.:.mmua construcfions, 1t 15 Hn_ o
black children not to read theiwr hawr as different and that difference as :m.J: Stories and pu ”. ﬂwan
abound of little black girls putting towels on thew heads and pretending that _.prn_ towe m_u o
long bair that can blow 1n the wind or be tossed over n.wm shoulder. But mBEMM E_uﬂomb, M .Mmb
or antipathy towards the hair on our heads 15 hardly limited 1o the young. A _M _.M_mx
Arpericans spend millions each year-on a variety of _E‘wm_:nnm that promise to straig| om._ _._ .
or otherwise make more manageable kinky black hair. ™ And who can forget ﬁrw.vﬁn u wmmuM
— made hilarious by Spike Lee and Uosum_mémmabmﬂos m Malcoim X — m which his irien
oung Malcolm Little his first conk? ] .
mwoﬁ.mmm“w NM.“W Mﬁm Mﬁc::“. it may be that part of mwmamm.msm black mmﬂEmﬂ‘m. wa..ﬂ.mnﬂos SM
iittle black girls — as for all children and perhaps even for mas_n.m — 15 the dolls _uwﬁ_?_uﬂ_ﬂm”wn
moom looks, the crowmng touch of glory of which 15 long, straight hair, combable locks ;
cascade down the dolls” backs. Even though 1t 1s not as easy to noE.U as zmﬁm._ mamtains, rnz.
black girls the simulated haw on the heads of Shani and black Barbic may suggest ﬂono t aH”
simple hair play; it may represent a fanciful alternative to what society presents as their o
less attractive, short, kinky, hurts-to-comb hair,
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As difficuit as this prospect is to consider, its ancillar

If Colored France fi ¥ mmplications a
s e mn_n failed m 1967 partly because of her “Caucasian § w.m nﬁw: Tore
4 » 15 Shani such a success n the 19905 because ian features” and b

lar i} i i

i MM, Mmﬂ .n_.,.amm nE._._\..oa_na. straight-hatred dolls a sign that
. it mu:mh white terms? Have blacks, too, bought th

m Barbie's svelte figure and flowing locks? ' g )

It would be difficult to
answer these
reductive value questions, | suppose, without i :
s against: the LMM%MHME”%WAM” the politics of black _»ww that _Ao_uwwwd_ﬂwaw z_“m s of
N m that “hair styles whi B N CEr hag w
Afro or Dreadlock: vles which avoid artifice and look arned
-, s, are the more authenticall ook “natural’, suck: a
right-on’” % Sy : ntically black hair-styles and th : 5 the
bady type as fﬂnam“ to say Emﬁwwﬂ_w_a.m svelte figure — like her lon thzwuwm ideologically
to have captured r,._ 95::8 ?Mmﬂm_ nﬁ:ﬁm to have done the :EUSaEM even mmoﬁ.ﬂﬁa Shani’s
h ew doll the “unique faci » : s they prof;
of the African A “unique facial features” and the “speci s
merican people”. This claim seems to be based on MQ_MMMnM_M e, a0 beauty
anges m the doll

that ap arently are mea; to sign; Shani lack difference. ) ief amo) these @S —
P nt IE h s blaci ffe: h 0,
¥ ooy g n_ﬂwﬂm 5

especially m Sout Tram Shan a scantily clad hiphop edi O ¢ € serles released in -
p ¥ T 1y _,< ﬁ_.ﬂ P tion of the series rel d 993

15 S.mmhnh“wu of broader hips and elevated buttock
s illusion 1s achieved b .
i Y a technological sleight of
company far less th: s P
Ny fa e t MM mm_z EM talk about Shani's broader hips and ?.M.:rmu. M_maMM vl e
3 not targer or broad M_uo espersens say, Sham — who has to be able to we _.nméo:.E. o
o the ameemmionon M» Mnﬂow.m Emﬁ E_vm and behind than other Barbie dolls wH.: mu ..Nnm i
queline lrla and Alan Swed e the o
pometry (body measurements) of Barbie, Shani's ﬁﬂ”ﬂmﬁba”nﬁwo e e the m:ﬁ:nom
Wl

smaller 1n both er hips are if i
bigher buttoe n:.oﬁ.n*.mwmuna and breadth than those of other mv _w.u.m oy e @ fraction
s 15 achieved by a change in the angle of the doll’ %_.nhnmno:m. The effect of
s back.

On cioser exam;
mation, one finds that not
m_mo_ n.%uﬁ . and backward, When laid face aoéﬂaiﬁ
oul Train Shani nise sli -
ghtly upward. This barel
enhances the impression of protruding buttocks M:Mo

defined as an excessive accumuiation of fat on the buttocks The same tech ue was
f:
o] | byl nique used

tive.} Shani's buttock Eraphy m an attempt to make subj
s subject
of plastic fat and s somb M< appear to protrude, but actually the doll _.a_m sw fook more prim-
iich fashion dolls sod b imensionally larger or broader than all the other ﬁ_oﬂmzo_. deposits
v Mattel, One might say that reports of Shani’ Mmﬁ?ubﬁ.?t&?
5 bult enhancement

have been greatl
¥ exa t op
the same. ggerated. Her signifying black difference is really Just more (or K £
T less) of

Jatrng,

ﬂ._-
of those same features? Is the _U_MM@
-

black 15 most beautifu! when readaly]
(<

dorunant ideals of beauty mscyipe, 4

1s Shani's back arched, but her legs a

her Barbie Dolls tie flat, but the _m 5 _.M.
ticeable backward thrust of the le mm.m_o
technical term for which 1s :ﬁmmnowﬁﬁ%

There 15 a far more 1m 0 a w {hi 4%
h 2 portant pont to be m; de, however. Il s1on or not, Shani s buttocks
3 L

can pass for umgquely bl i

o pass K mﬂmzmmﬁ %EEHW o:?..% We accept the stereotypical notien of what bl
oty nonma..:oﬂ ° EMM. literary scholars, and caltural theorists ha I! o ok ook
ed rather than biol et o
o g e cons ogicaily determmed. Yet }

. ¢ commonten o o biol . Tet, however coded, not

discussions about th . 1ological; the phenotypical, a ol n
penons abo :oén Muwnwuw? nﬂ.ﬁ%mm body, not to mennhon wa Sn,,wmzﬂaﬁn._n_nﬁ:ﬂﬁ_om_n& "
uch scholars attem e
e mater hor ! pt to mtellectuali : .
non-white”, and “black” is still related to skin OEHM. ::mﬁm_.s:mm“ o
s 1 texture

ady type, an er outwar mummﬁmﬂum o) (5] eutra, TIk s1gne
body t d oth tward : f difference. A less neutral ter for such 1811 _mm-m
15, of course, stereo ypes. In _u_w.fﬂm the Mmso of &Hm,mm ence with its ethme doll M €] T
f t t 0118, attel eithe

defies or deplo
¥s these stereotypes, d i
be easy cnough t Ypes, depending on cost and co W
O sIm! nhvenence. i
g Ulate {as m Kenyan Barbie's astro-turf Afro), but E.mwnw o might
, — it we buy what

generally
P
, facial features,
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— anything other than long straight barr could cost the
Mechamcal mampulation of Shani's plastic body, on.
= service of capital. A trompe-
hite archetype mto the black

attel says about 1ts market research
Eﬁ§<.mo§a of jts young consumers.
"2 other hand, represents a facile deployment of stereotype 1 th
il dermere and a dye job transtorm the already stereotypical W]
wreotype — nto what one might call the Hottentot Venus of toyland.

Indeed, m identifying butiocks as the signifier of black femate difference. Mattel may
pwittmgly be taking us back to the eugenics and scientific racism of earlier centuries. One
{ the most notorious manifestations of this racism was the use and abuse of so-called Hottentot
women such as Sarah Bartmann, whoro science and medicine identified as the essence of black
Presented to European audiences as the “Hotientot Venus”, Saartjie or Sarah
frican woman whose large buttocks {comamon among the people of
alled Hottentots or Bushmen) made her an object
of sexual curiosity for white Westarners travelling Africa. According to Sander Gilman,
¢ Victorans the protruding buttocks of these African women ponted to “the other, hidden
 sexual signs, both physical and temnperamental, of the black female”. “Female sexuality s linked
" to the image of the buttocks,” Gilman writes, “nd the quintessential buttocks are those of

" the Hottentot”.”

emale sexuality.
arimann was a young A
suthern Africa whom Dutch explorers ¢

Transformed. from ndividual to 1con, Bartmann was taken from Cape Town n the early
audiences mn Pans and London between 1810 and

18005 and widely exhibited before paymn;
per death in 1815 at age 25. According to some accounts, she was made 1o appear on siage
m a manner that confirmed her as the primitive beast she and her people were believed to
be. Bartrann’s body, which had been such a curiosity during her tife, was dissected after her
death, her gemtals removed, preserved under a bell jar, and placed on dispiay at the Musee
ge I'Homme n Paris,* But as Anne Fausto-Sterling has argued so persuasively, even atternphing
to tell the known details of the expleitation of this woman, whose given African name 1s not
known, only extends her victimization in the service of intellectual inquiry. The case of Sarah
Rartmann, Fausto-Sterling points out, can tell us nothing about the woman herself; it can only
give us msight mto the minds and methodologles of the soientists who made her thesr mc.Ennn.um
Given this history, 1t 18 1ronic that Shani's would-be protruding buttocks (even as a false
bottom) should be identified as the site and signifier of black fernale alterrty — of “butt also”
difference, if 1 may be pardoned the pun. Georges Cuvier, one of several nineteenth-century
screntists to dissect and to write about Bartmann, mamtaned that the black female “looks
different”; her physiognomy, her skin colour, and her penitalia mark her as “inherently
different” 28 Long snce recognized as morbidly racist, the language of Cuver's “diagnosis”
nevertheless resembles the terms m which racial difference 15 still written today. The prob-
lems that underpin Mattel's deep play with Shani’s buttocks, then, are the very problems that

reside within the grammar of difference 1n contemporary critical and cultural theory.

From bell jar to bell curve

With Sham and its other black Barbie dolls, Mattel bas made blackness stmultaneously visible
invisible, at once different and the same. What Mattel has done with Barbie 13 not at all
facts and fictions of difference over the course of several
1 studying Barbie 15 much more than just fun
ethmic altenty, Mattel may well have given us
the degree to which difference 1¢-an wnpossible
[ low culture but also beyond the reach

and
unlike what society has done with the
centuries. 1o theoretical terms, what's at stake
and games. In. fact, m its play with racial and
a prism through which to sce 1n Living colour
space — antimatter Jocated not only beyond the grasp ©

of high theory.
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ust af i i i
o Q;u_oE‘ Mammq_””m ”.m%ﬁ ubiquitously white, blonde, and blue-cved over a rambow coaliti
optical illusions, hkuman social relat i .
of coloured : . ons remain n hicrarchical bonda,
the ot ?ﬁ M m%.oBH:E; to the different. Difference 15 always relational and d‘m_sm.mwmmmsﬂ;wo
are nat Just & MRE_ we are always different from. All theories of difference — from Sa soure
e Mm:oum wsa mc:o.wz: ~ are bound by this problematic of relativity. Morc M_.Mmm:.mw
e _3.“» all o of human diversity necessarily constitute difference as oppositional m.:_ A
the pr nonnnb_:mnnn:ﬂs.omﬁcﬁ racism that placed Sarah Bartmann's gemtals _”:._QQ a c H_H..o:_
o th &ﬁmw“ﬁow&é IQ-based social Darwitusm that places blacks at the bottom o*.a hummn
m_.._.:omos o _MM Mm.mw_”,vwﬁ ﬁﬂmmn_nmm _ﬂ_u agamnst a (superior) centre. This 15 the rony of &Mncwu
¢ things fall apart, but the centre hold holds
ucto art, olds remarkably firm.
M y because the very act of theorizing difference affirms that the ; 1 s
ard, or — as i the case of Barbie — a mould et @ cemire, & s
Yet, howe .
dlosees hﬂm owever deep 1ts fissures, deconstruction — rather than destruction — may b
st we M.mmu nﬂam to a solution to the problem for which Barbie 1s but one :me B o_uﬂ.:a
if not race), 13 ndestructible. Not A : e
e e ; - Not even Anua Quindlen’s silver-lame stak
e dol uﬁw_mmamﬂ_n heart Sow_m_ rid us of this bmmovable object, which 15 destned Mo_n”_ﬂ,_ﬂh.m:
Shon ngmgcmw_:wnﬂusm critics. a.ﬂ.:w » literally true, since Barbie dolls are not biode _,:M_a
ole. Remem ng the revenge the faithful teok on Nietzsche — “ ‘Nietzsche 15 dead,’ e
o L see my obituary i Barbie Bazaar: *‘duCille 15 dead,’ signed Barbie”.) m. M _.ma_._na
¢ ¢ , .} But if,
N Mﬂﬂwwsﬂw MHEA:_% to dissect, deconstructing Barbic may be our only _,nﬂ.mmm“
ctrable plastic jaws, just as deconstructin,
race
on:.._xﬂmf out of the deep or muddy waters of difference s e gender may be the
e particulars of black Barbie iliu i .
! strate the difficult:
e _ : es and dangers of treatin
wm. &mnwnsnmwms_omh w.M biological m.cm.d:mﬁm that can be fixed in plastic wma Em%.ao?d%:“ﬂm w:n_
oy erence i nb eed an 1mpossible space — a kind of black hole, if you will — it 15 N_:E.D. 25
E 0 matter tremendously, especiaily for those whose bodies b isi e
25 .wwa carry 1ts material consequences. e s viible mark
¢ answH i
gonder o SMM_ MMM_M. to ﬂ”__._m problematic of difference cannot be, as some have argued, that
r or that race 15 an empty category. $ :
o e I : gory. Such arguments throw the b ¥
it the w“.ﬁ“ n__ummmw:o MMMEM. Wzn. as w_mwn_h Barbie and Sham also demonstrate, the _uonm_ﬁw.. me
of. It we pull the plug on gender, if :
e i H ; gender, ii we dram race
e MM#ME:»;_MMWSHT the .H:Rod& facts and fictions of the body — with the &MMMH H..”q._nmz:_“_m.
s of different bodies. It 1s easy enough i e s
ine butts of . v ugh to theonize difference 1n the abstr t
he nou._ﬁ“ MM mo:m._.n_mmnoamm or ancther. Bat 1 the face of real bodies, ease mzmnﬂn_n. o
e wnmuaﬂw %._ o ?.;. Em question. disquietingly personal terms: from the :Sq mM_uu mu.am
o the acaden Nﬂ MN.M MEDQNW the racist .mn.nonm mseribed in Shani's false bottom :W,M_B o
e » but shopping for jeans in Filene’s Basement, how am | to escape th ﬂoé
y own steatopygic hips? Do the facts of my own body lea e pot o
my M“D petard, perhaps, but on my own haunches¢ Y ieave me howsted et on
¢ need to the
difere ™ m:nM EMMZQ race and gender not as meamngless but as meaningful - as sites of
roganon .m s constructed meanings that are m need of constant decoding and int ;
roganor .Em '@ ysis may not finally free us of the ubiquitous body-biology Ezm or rel o
quagnure of racism and sexism but 1t may be at once the most and the Hnwmo
east we

DD:QOOHQO—P—EQND Ce Irom O mass pro & JAgE:
I'¢nce Iro e moulds 1011 d the casts of dominant
n 2 th i duct T L

Yet, if th
o vi_&s w»w_u_waonmmm of ammommﬁdnao: also constructs, tearing Barbic down rups the risk
of b _»mzm E_m up — of reifying difference m much the same way that commodit it
. cr it i ' e
an representmg a critical kiss of death, readings that treat Barbie anM_EﬂH
rea
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threat to womnankind — 2 harbinger of eating and shopping disorders — actually breathe life
into the doll's plastic form. This 15 not to say that Barbie can simply be reduced to a piece
of plastic. It 15 to say that hazard lies less m buymng Barbie than n buying mto Barbie, mter-
nalizing the larger mythologies of gender and race that make possible poth the “like me” of
Barbie and its critique. So, if this 15 a cautionary tate, the final watchword for consumers and
critics alike must be not only caveat empior but also caveat fector: let the buyer and the readey

beware.
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12 Aftcr many calls to the lamaican embassy in Washington and to various cultural organizations In [AMaica,
I have concluded that |arnaican Barbic’s costume — a Hoor-length granny dress with apron and headrag
_ bears some resemblance to what 1s considersd the island’s traditional follc costume. But it was also
made clear to me that thesc costumes have more to do with tourism than witl 1ocal traditions. According
to Gibbs at Mattel, decisions about costuming are made by the design and marketing teams 1 consul-
tation with other semior staffers. The atternpt, Gibbs informed me, “s to determme and roughly
approxunate” the national costume of each country in the collection {conversaion, 2 Scpt. 1994). 1
still wonder, though, about the politics of thesc design decisions: why the doll ropresenung Jamaca
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black actress (Nichelle Nichols) who played Licutenant Ubura on the original Star Trek TV series
(1966-9Y,

j5 Quoted in Lisa Jones, “p Dell Is Born”, Fillage Voice, 26 Mar. 1991. 36.
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