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ABSTRACT

In this project, | analyze 289 essays submitted to the Toy and Miniature
Museum of Kansas City (TMM) as part of their 2007 “What Does it Mean to be an
American Girl?” exhibit. Inspired by-- and anchored with-- the fictional
protagonists of the wildly popular American Girls Collection, the exhibit
“celebrate[d] the spirit of girlhood in America” through its displays, living history
events, and of primary significance for this dissertation, an essay contest seeking
answers to the titular question from modern-day girls and women.

Although girls, especially those between the ages of 7 and 12, are the
target audience for American Girl dolls, stories, and merchandise, their
perspectives about the meaning and influence American Girl has in and on their
daily lives are largely absent from existing scholarly research. With some
notable exceptions (Acosta-Alzuru and Kreshel 2002; Nardone 2002; Diamond et
al 2009; and Marshall 2009), the vast majority of research on American Girl relies
on and theorizes from analyses of texts that American Girl itself produces.

By integrating and privileging the voices of American Girl's target

audience, my analysis seeks to determine if, and to what extent, their readings



and interpretations of American Girl’s stories converge with or diverge from the
conclusions about the influence of American Girl in girls’ lives drawn in prior
research. | examine girls’ responses to the question posed in the essay contest’s
title, as well as essay prompts seeking girls’ stories about the lessons they have
learned from American Girl and how they have applied those lessons in life.
Additionally, | discuss essayists’ reflections on contemporary girlhood and how
American Girl is implicated (or not) in shaping those perceptions.

This project demonstrates that American Girl stories and meanings
function as one set of tools in a cultural tool kit (Swidler 1986) that girls draw from
and use in creative, flexible ways and across a variety of situations. These uses
are either invisible to or mischaracterized by scholars due to the ambivalences
the company inspires, as well as biases we have toward what (and how) we

research.

Xi



CHAPTER 1. INTRODUCTION

“Girls have long been marginalized because of their gender and

age, making them some of the most disregarded individuals in our

culture. It is more than time to alter this belief and recognize that

girls’ culture deserves attention.” -- Sherrie Inness (1998:180)

“To the extent that a product is imbued with drama and can evoke

performance, it carries the seeds of its own promotion, and

evangelists will proselytize in its name.”

-- Nina Diamond et al (2009:132)

How does one capture the scope and impact of a pop culture
phenomenon like American Girl? One asks American Girl fans, of course!

Such an investigation may turn up answers similar to the one offered by
10-year-old Shelby, who enthusiastically opines, “I think American Girl dolls are
as spectacular as lemonade on a hot summer day!” Even though she is teased
by some of her classmates for being “too immature” because of her obsession
with American Girl dolls, seven-year-old Leslie attests, “I live and breathe
American Girl [and] | treasure all of the values of what they represent.” For nine-
year-old Gianna, “An American Girl doll is not just a doll; it’s like a pet or a person
that you love and care about.” Her American Girl doll cheers her up when she
has had a bad day, and perhaps most importantly, Gianna claims, “My American
Girl doll has shown me how to be a real American Girl!”

Shelby, Leslie, and Gianna are just three of the nearly 300 participants

who submitted essays for consideration as part of the Toy and Miniature

Museum of Kansas City’s 2007 “What Does it Mean to be an American Girl?”



exhibit.® This special exhibit featured displays of American Girl dolls,
accessories, and stories, as well as the Museum’s regular permanent collection
of artifacts, to commemorate the history of girlhood in the United States.
Historical sites and libraries in the Kansas City metropolitan area co-hosted
“living history” events inspired by and anchored with the key characters in the
American Girls Collection and Pleasant Rowland, the founder and creator of
American Girl, addressed devotees in special moderated “conversations” over
lunch and afternoon tea.

The primary purpose of the TMM’s special American Girl exhibit was to
“‘educate young women about history, by bringing it to life with stories that real
American girls are part of and to which they can relate” (TMM “Press Release”
2007, my emphasis). The TMM invited girls “from age seven through
adolescence and into womanhood, to share their perspectives on growing up as
a girl in the late 20th and early 21st centuries” by way of participation in an essay
contest (The Kansas City Star, Jan. 18, 2007). Museum staff incorporated
selected (“winning”) essays from the contest into the exhibit. Additionally,
participation in the essay contest offered entrants the opportunity to win prizes

such as a trip for two to American Girl Place in Chicago, the opportunity to have

! This study did not involve the use of human subjects; the data consists of written documents.
However, to protect the identities of the participants quoted (all are younger than 18 years of
age), | refer to them by first names only, which are pseudonyms. For additional information,
regarding the source of data and the conditions for its use, see Chapter 3. Throughout the
remainder of the dissertation, | will refer to the Toy and Miniature Museum of Kansas City as the
Museum or the TMM for brevity.



tea with an American Girl author, or the chance to meet Pleasant Rowland (TMM
“Call for Essays” 2006).

Scholars argue that American Girl merits scrutiny, not only because of the
wide market success of the company’s dolls and storybook collections, but also
because of its contributions to and influence as a site of children’s popular
culture. In 2001, American Girl titles had outsold the first four volumes of J.K.
Rowling’s Harry Potter series and were set to outpace the sales of The
Chronicles of Narnia series, which originally debuted in the 1950s (Nielsen
2002:92, n. 1). The company’s reach and significance is so large that it led
marketing professor Nina Diamond and her colleagues (2009) to observe that
American Girl has become “something of a cultural icon and [it] has earned a
position within the ranks of powerful emotional brands” (pg. 118).

American Girl is and creates culture. As my dissertation aims to illustrate,
the company and its ideologies, objects, and practices function as a culture that
girls draw upon and from, and use in creative, flexible ways across a variety of
situations. American Girl's stories and characters function as interpretive devices
that girls use in navigating the complexities of girlhood. | seek to extend the
existing scholarship on American Girl and its meanings and uses in girls’
everyday lives by integrating and privileging the voices of the very population

American Girl purports to empower, but whom scholars suggest are potentially

% Appendices A and B contain the TMM'’s Call for Essays. The front page of the Call for Essays
features a description of the exhibit, essay contest, and guidelines for essay contest participants
(Appendix A). The back page of the Call for Essays features an entry form that was to
accompany all essay submissions (Appendix B).



duped or ill-served by the company’s inaccurate, stereotypic or constraining
representations of American history, national identity, and femininity. | argue that
American Girl is but one repertoire in a cultural tool kit available to girls (Swidler
1986). However, because of the ambivalences the company inspires, how girls
draw from the stories and characters may be invisible or mischaracterized by
scholars.

For example, Nancy Duffey Story’s (2002) dissertation focuses extensively
on the rhetorical and representational strategies through which American Girl
constructs its girl readers as consumers, reinforcing girls and women’s traditional
roles in the domestic sphere, as well as their stereotypic representations as
fashion- and appearance-obsessed. Story (2002) identifies herself as a feminist,
post-structuralist, neo-Marxist researcher; as such, she admits that her
theoretical and epistemological perspectives influence and simultaneously limit
her analysis of American Girl’'s texts. At the conclusion of her analysis, Story
(2002) confesses, “| am fully aware that my reading may not be similar to the
reading of children between the ages of seven and twelve, the intended audience
of these texts” (pg. 212). Aware that “other readings are both possible and
probable,” Story (2002:212-213) issues a call to fellow researchers to pursue
alternate interpretations of the meaning and influence of American Girl from
“genuine insider sources” such as American Girl’s advisory board members,
employees, executives, and authors. She also encourages researchers to seek
children’s “readings” of American Girl texts and gather data on how girls make

meaning from and of American Girl.



My dissertation project answers Story’s call to seek readings by “insiders”
and offers a unique contribution to the extant research on American Girl precisely
because the data originates from a relatively large sample of girls who have first-
hand experience of and with American Girl texts and products in their lives, either
presently or in the past. In this project, | offer an analysis of essays written by
girls who use(d), own(ed), or have been involved with American Girl to determine
how they define what it means to be an American Girl. | discuss what lessons
girls have learned from American Girl’s stories and characters and how they
integrate those lessons into their daily lives, as well as how their engagement
with American Girl shapes their understandings and experiences of
contemporary American girlhood. Additionally, I highlight novel ways girls utilize

the company’s narratives to make sense of disruptive childhood experiences.

Privileging Girls’ Voices

My decision to privilege the voices of girls in this study reflects my ongoing
commitment to feminist standpoint theory, in particular, and feminist theories and
methodologies, generally. Standpoint theorists recognize that subjects are
located in the material world, that they are situated in a particular time and place,
and that they have a particular vantage point from which to regard phenomena,
processes, or objects under investigation (Sprague 2005). Standpoints reflect
“the combination of resources available” to particular knowers who are located
“within a specific context from which an understanding might be constructed”
(Sprague 2005:41). Standpoints reflect individuals’ practical experiences and

their relationships to systems of ruling (which are organized by social relations of



domination such gender, race, class, age, sexuality, nation, etc.), as well as their
access to distinctive bases of knowledge (Sprague 2005:41-47).

Because of their gender and age, many cultural analyses treat women and
children, respectively, as objects rather than subjects. Women and children are
generally viewed as lacking psychological complexity which, as Carolyn Kay
Steedman (2006[1986]) notes in her cultural analysis of the gendered
dimensions of English working-class life, denies them “a particular and
developing consciousness of the meanings presented by the social world” (pg.
11). Steedman recognizes, however, that childhood is an important research site
because it is “the place where a child enters a culture, and [where] a culture
comes to occupy a child” (pg. 110). As anthropologist Elizabeth Chin (2001) so
astutely observes, “[T]he lives and worlds of children have rarely been viewed as
profound enough, complex enough, or important enough to support serious
social theory or political economy” (pg. x). Chin (2001) goes on to note,
however, that recent trends in ethnography and anthropology, in particular, are
increasingly centering the lives of children and childhood. In these new
perspectives, scholars are conceptualizing children as “knowing historical
subjects” and as people who are active participants in the politics of daily life and
in social, historical and political processes (Chin 2001).

My project is situated in a context in which the “subjective” data that
feminist researchers chose to analyze-- whether the data are personal narratives,
life stories, women'’s talk, hanging out, diaries, or in the case of this study, essays

written by girls-- are often dismissed as “anecdotal, adding color or personal



interest” to their projects. Researchers with more positivistic inclinations dismiss
these subjective sources of data as “unreliable as a basis for generalization”
(Maynes et al 2008:5). As Marjorie DeVault (1999) recalls, references to
women'’s talk as “chitchat or gossip” are “classically sexist formulations” and
function to control women and limit their contributions to public discourse (pg.57).
Sociologist Julie Bettie (2003:59) encountered similar resistance from a
colleague who dismissed her research for Women Without Class as “hardly

(L1

ethnography.” She argues persuasively, however, that “hanging out,” “just
talkin or “kick[ing] it” with the girls she studied in California’s Central Valley was
‘important ethno to graph” and rendering these methods and the data invisible or
illegitimate has the effect of privileging the public spheres of life over the private
(pg. 30). Bettie justifies “bedroom culture,” and especially, girls’ talk as precisely
ethnography because it is through talk that girls enact identities, disclose
insecurities, and bond (Bettie 2003:28-29).

Girls’ spaces and their engagement in gendered popular culture reveal
sociologically significant contradictions and power imbalances. The types of
popular culture with which women and girls engage are inherently vulnerable to
critique, but this is not a new trend. Writing about young women’s engagement
with body projects associated with preparing for prom, Amy Best (2000)
observes, “The very practices that girls are expected to invest in and to find
pleasurable are also dismissed as trivial.” She continues, “The basic paradox

lies in the following: the project of becoming feminine is defined as frivolous, and

that which is frivolous is also feminine” (pg. 36). Although reading is generally a



respected activity and perceived as a highly esteemed way of receiving cultural
information, it is inherently vulnerable to critique when one considers who is
reading, as well as what one is reading (Griswold 2000:30). Sociologist Wendy
Griswold (2000) argues, for example, that since the 18" and 19" centuries,
moralists have objected to certain types of novels that girls read, especially those
presumed to waste girls’ time and corrupt girls’ virtue (pg. 103). The
assumptions critics hold about the content of romance novels induces women’s
guilt about reading; the genre is often dismissed as “soft-core pornography”
(Radway 1991:103-104). Adding to the price that women paid in “guilt and self-
doubt” for reading their allegedly “dirty” books was the time the activity took away
from meeting their husbands’ and children’s needs and the material costs
associated with buying the romance novels themselves (Radway 1991).
Scholars often consider proms, beauty pageants, romance novels and
other feminine spaces and activities too inconsequential to merit serious inquiry,
reflecting not only sexist assumptions about particular cultural sites, but also
classist assumptions about the type of culture worth studying (Banet-Weiser
1999). However, popular culture “exists as a space that can be simultaneously
conventional and unpredictable, liberatory and reactionary, personal yet
anonymous, and grounded in materiality while also being a realm where fantasy
is played out” (Banet-Weiser 1999:6). In the case of reading fiction, for example,
such perspectives fail to account for the functions that this activity plays in
individuals’ lives. Individuals read novels for reasons that range from “pure utility

to pure entertainment (Griswold 2000:114). Readers themselves often



conceptualize reading as a mixture of entertainment and instruction. Novels, for
example, allow individuals to learn about people with whom they are not familiar.
Habitual romance novel readers reported that they acquired knowledge about
history, far-away locations, and customs of other cultures from reading. Radway
(1991) asserts that this is a compensatory function of reading that filled women’s
“‘mental world with varied details or simulated travel” and allowed women “to
converse imaginatively with adults from a broad spectrum of social space,”
especially since their domestic responsibilities precluded them from participation
in more public realms or from traveling (pg. 113).%  For habitual romance
readers, the novels also provided women with a reprieve from the physical and
emotional labor associated with domestic responsibilities and family care.
Novels also provide a window into understanding “how people live and cope with
their problems;” some readers believe literature “is the best way of coming to
understand others” (Griswold 2000:90, 92). Furthermore, individuals who “read
for cultivation” look for assistance in improving their own lives. The women in
Radway’s (1991) study suggested that romances encourage favorable

transformations in their perceptions of themselves (pg. 101-102).

3 According to Radway (1991), the women engaged in habitual romance reading expressed their
desire for historically and geographically accurate novels and believed that novelists engaged in
extensive background research, including traveling to sites that form the backdrops of their novels
and poring over historical documents (pg. 110). Their belief that the novels were historically and
geographically accurate justified women’s material and temporal expenditures because the texts
were then perceived to “possess a certain intrinsic value” that was transferred to readers, who in
turn, shared their acquired knowledge with spouses and friends (Radway 1991:107). These
beliefs are similar to those held by parents and educators about the historical fiction novels
associated with the American Girls Collection. Parents, for example, stress the “educational
aspects of the collection, the realism of its characters, the presentation of positive role models,
and the overall wholesomeness of the concept” (Acosta-Alzuru 1999:167).



Because of its emphasis on highlighting girls’ role in history and in
celebrating girlhood, in general, American Girl-- like proms--“enables girls to
occupy a position within a public space, a significant fact when considering
women’s historical relegation to the private sphere” (Best 2000:46). Participating
in the TMM exhibit and essay contest--which sought to define what it means to
be an American Girl, as well as to highlight the essence of modern girlhood from
the perspectives of those experiencing it-- “represents a struggle to stake a claim
to one’s identity” (Best 2000:46). This is no small feat, especially in the realm of
children’s popular culture, where “[bloys define the group, its story, and its code
of values” and where “[g]irls exist only in relation to boys” (Pollitt 1995:153).

As with talk and bedroom culture, documentary sources-- such as the
essays under investigation here-- “may be drawn on to recuperate the otherwise
muted voices of women and other dominated groups, and feminist scholarship
particularly affirms the intersection of the personal and the social” (Hammersly
and Atkinson 2007:124). Documentary sources illuminate the ways in which
subject populations make meaning of, record, diagnose, and organize their social
activities (Hammersly and Atkinson 2007:121). Historian Joan Jacob Brumberg'’s
The Body Project offers an inspiring example of this stance. She acknowledges
that many people “find the literary remains of ordinary girls silly or worthless,” but
for her, girls’ diaries contained invaluable data that “provide[d] entry into the
hidden history of female adolescents’ experiences” (pg. xxvi-xxvii). For
Brumberg (1997), diaries dating as far back as the late 1890s contained girls’

first-hand accounts of their day-to-day routines including “authentic testimony to

10



what girls in the past considered noteworthy, amusing, and sad, and what they
could or would not talk about” in public (pg. xxvii). Brumberg (1997) refers to the
diaries that informed her research as “a national treasure” (pg. xxvii); they
provided her not only with textual evidence about girls’ relationships to their
changing bodies, but also with evidence of changing cultural meanings about
girls’ bodies over the past century.

In most scholars’ analyses of American Girl historical fiction novels and
other American Girl texts-- including Nardone’s (2002), as discussed above-- the
focus has been on how American Girl interpellates readers and little, if any,
attention is paid to how girls themselves select American Girl’s stories,
ideologies, and representations and appropriate them in their daily lives. | argue
that the reliance on analyses of texts produced by American Girl itself prevents
scholars seeing the complex process of meaning making in which girls are
engaged. While there have been some attempts to integrate first-person
accounts into analyses of American Girl (Acosta-Alzuru and Kreshel 2002;
Nardone 2002; Marshall 2009; and Diamond et al 2009), the focus remains on
interpellation rather than on appropriation. This trend continues to ignore what
Nardone (2002) refers to as “inaccessible undercurrents” (i.e. points of cultural
selection and resistance) that may push us to new shores, new understandings
of what American Girl means to its target audience.

Before proceeding to my discussion of how the present study is organized,
| offer a brief introduction to American Girl and its significance in girl culture, as

well its significance as a site for sociological investigation.
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What is American Girl?

Founded in 1985 by Pleasant Rowland, a former teacher and textbook
author, American Girl (formerly known as Pleasant Company) has grown from a
small mail order catalog business to a cross-market, cross-industry powerhouse.
The American Girls Collection, American Girl’s signature product line, is a doll
and storybook collection featuring “fictional heroines [who] live during important
times in America’s past, providing ‘girl-sized’ views of significant events that
helped shape our country and [they] bring history alive for millions of children”
(American Girl 2006 “Brand Overview”). Rowland developed the American Girls
Collection to rectify what she identified as a problem with toys, generally, and
girls’ popular culture, in particular. When shopping for Christmas presents for her
nieces, Rowland felt that the toys available to young girls lacked aesthetic
appeal, quality, and most importantly, intellectual substance. Rowland was
displeased that dolls like Barbie and the Cabbage Patch Kids “celebrated being a
teen queen or mommy” and did not provide girls with “uplifting” or empowering
role models and resulted in a stifling vision of “girl culture” (Talbot 2005). After
an inspiring visit to colonial Williamsburg, Rowland struck upon the idea to
“market this tangible history to children” through dolls and historical fiction novels
(Talbot 2005).

The social and political context of the 1980s virtually ensured the success
of American Girl’s stories and books. Ronald Reagan, whose presidency “both
reflected and shaped the times,” aspired to return the nation to “traditional”

values and re-center the family, religion, and morality, which social conservatives
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believed to be under attack by big government, liberalism, and feminism (Story
2002). The feminist “backlash,” especially, created an audience receptive to the
American Girl characters who simultaneously represented wholesome values,
feminine appearance, and female empowerment in a context in which there was
substantial contestation about women’s public and private roles. Additionally,
American Girl characters spoke to the New Right’s creed of individualism; with a
cheerful disposition, determination and the right values about faith, family, and
friendship, American Girl characters-- and real American girls, by extension--
could overcome any obstacle (Story 2002:106-108).

The growth of the signature American Girls Collection over the last twenty-
five years illustrates the significance and impact of Rowland’s idea. In 1986, the
American Girls Collection debuted with only three characters: Kirsten Larson,
Samantha Parkington, and Molly Mcintire. As of this writing, 17 historical
characters have appeared in The American Girls Collection, with the most recent
additions introduced together on August 8, 2011 and the next character set to
debut in fall of 2012.* To appeal to younger audiences and to capitalize on the
potential for “cradle to grave” brand loyalty, American Girl expanded their product

line in to include baby dolls such as Bitty Baby (introduced in 1995) and Bitty

* As of Spring 2012, only 12 of the 17 dolls were available for purchase. Five character dolls,
including two of the original three characters, have been retired and are no longer available from
American Girl. Samantha Parkington and Nellie O’Malley entered the American Girl archive in
2009. Kirsten Larson followed into the archive in 2010. American Girl archived Felicity Merriman
and Elizabeth Cole in 2011. As of this writing, Molly Mclntire is the only original character doll to
remain available for purchase. See Appendices A and B for a complete chronology (as of Spring
2012) of the American Girls Collection by date of introduction and by era represented,
respectively. See http://www.americangirl.com/archives/hc.php for the American Girls Collection
archive.
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Baby Twins (introduced in 2002).> Despite Rowland’s professed aversion to toys
and dolls that limited girls to traditional gender roles, the Bitty Baby lines target
girls between the ages of three and seven who are either pre-literate or too
young for the story-driven dolls of the American Girls Collection.

In 1995, American Girl introduced the Girl of Today doll line. The Girl of
Today line, which was renamed Just Like You in 2006 and then rechristened in
2010 as My American Girl, allows girls to “customize” dolls to reflect their unique
physical features. There are 40 different combinations of hair, eye, and skin
color and hair length, texture, and style for My American Girl dolls and they can
be personalized with extra accessories such as braces, eyeglasses, or earrings
and outfits the reflect their owners’ interests. Unlike earlier versions of the Girl of
Today dolls, the current line of My American Girl dolls “come to life” on the virtual
campus of Innerstar University, American Girl’s online gathering space for My
American Girl doll characters and their owners.®

In 2001, American Girl introduced the Girl of the Year doll and storybook
line. Contemporary issues such as balancing schoolwork with extracurricular
activities, grappling with bullies, dealing with the social challenges of being

homeschooled, or protecting the environment drive the plotlines of the Girl of the

° “Cradle-to-grave marketing” is, according to youth marketing guru James McNeal, one of two
sources of new customers-- the other being defection from competitors-- and it reflects “good
business logic.” McNeal argues that the “warm and fuzzy” feelings children develop toward
stores, brands or products when they are young increases the likelihood that they’ll select those
same stores, brands, and products when they reach market age (Quart 2003:51).

® See http://www.americangirl.com/corp/corporate.php?section=about&id=17 for additional
information about My American Girl dolls and the Innerstar University virtual community.
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Year storybooks. Unlike other American Girl doll lines, the Girl of the Year line is
a limited edition product. Each doll in this line is available for one year only
before she enters the Girl of the Year archive and the next character arrives.’
Initially only available through the company’s mail order catalog, American
Girl merchandise is now available for purchase through the company’s website
and at American Girl Place experiential retail stores. The company’s flagship
store, American Girl Place Chicago, opened its doors to the public in 1998. The
concept has become so popular-- as both a site to purchase American Girl
merchandise and as a destination to experience American Girl culture and
identity-- that additional brick and mortar stores are popping up across the
country. American Girl Places have opened up in upscale shopping districts in
New York City (2003), Los Angeles (2006), Boston and Minneapolis (2008),
Denver and Kansas City (2010), Washington D.C. and Seattle (2011), as well as
St. Louis (2012). Two new American Girl Places will open in Houston and Miami
between late summer and fall of 2012.2 American Girl Place Boutiques and
Bistro, smaller spin-offs of the popular American Girl Place retail outlets, opened

up in Atlanta and Dallas in 2007.

" American Girl did not introduce Girl of the Year characters in 2002 or 2004. Also, books for
each of the Girl of the Year characters remain available for purchase after the respective
character dolls are archived. To view all of the characters in the Girl of the Year collection from
2001 to 2012, visit http://www.americangirl.com/archives/goty.php.

8 For additional information on American Girl Place Houston, visit

http://www.americangirl.com/corp/pr.php?y=2012&date=0215. For information on American Girl
Place Miami, visit http://www.americangirl.com/corp/pr.php?y=2012&date=0216.
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While American Girl was expanding its doll collections and building
additional brick-and-mortar stores, the company was also cross marketing its
products with other large name-branded companies. From roughly 2001 through
2007, Hallmark, the Kansas City-based card and collectibles giant, offered
American Girl-branded products through its retail outlets and website. In 2005,
American Girl collaborated with Bath & Body Works and released “Realbeauty
Inside and Out,” a personal care product line and signature fragrance,
respectively, which Ellen Brothers, president of American Girl and Executive Vice
President of Mattel, suggested demonstrated American Girl’'s commitment to
“nurturing the whole girl-- her body, her mind, and her spirit” (Mattel 2005).

Finally, within the past few years, American Girl has also begun to
capitalize on new social media technologies such as Facebook and YouTube to
bring together hundreds of thousands of American Girl devotees in a virtual
American Girl community. American Girl's Facebook page is “liked” by over
200,000 fans and the company established a YouTube channel devoted to
American Girl content, including American Girl movie trailers, videos of American
Girl authors discussing their books and characters, and even home videos
submitted by American Girl enthusiasts. °

American Girl has a glowing reputation with parents and educators alike;
American Girl is credited with “changing the ways girls conceptualize America

and themselves” (Acosta-Alzuru and Kreshel 2002:140). American Girls’ books

® For the American Girl Facebook page, visit https://www.facebook.com/#!/americangirl. For
American Girl’s YouTube channel, visit
http://www.youtube.com/user/americangirl?feature=results_main.
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buck the tendency in children’s literature to represent girls as inactive, being
reliant upon boys for help, waiting on boys to fix things, using things boys invent,
and just generally being available and expected to wait upon and serve boys
(Sadker and Sadker 1994). Parents and educators tout American Girl
characters, especially those in the signature American Girls Collection, as
wholesome role models that inspire girls to realize their own ingenuity, courage,
and integrity.

Aside from being an immensely successful commercial enterprise,
American Girl is a “cultural cynosure” and as such, it is “a site of contestation”
that acts as “both a lightning rod and a fault line for contemporary cultural
debate” (Diamond et al 2009:133). At its most basic level, American Girl is a
form of “femoribilia,” a play on the word memorabilia that speaks to the artifacts
and material culture of femininity that convey lessons about appropriate female
behavior (Peril 2002:11). The company and its products form a representational
system that tells particular (celebratory and empowering) stories about girls,
girlhood, and the nation. Like other forms of popular culture, it reflects and
expresses individuals’ (or society’s) desires, disgusts, and their politics (Williams
2006:14). For parents, American Girl is a form of “protective” culture that seeks
to shield girls from contemporary culture’s dangers (Acosta-Alzuru and Kreshel
2002). For critics, American Girl is a site that (re)produces traditional notions of
femininity and the works to reinforce race and class hierarchies through its

representational strategies (Acosta-Alzuru 1999).
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Although it does not exist in isolation from other cultural or social forces,
American Girl is a space in which girls make sense of what it means to be a
female (and a child) in American society. It is a cultural space in which they learn
how to negotiate the various relationships in which they find themselves
embedded (i.e. in families, in friendships, as students, as the creators of history,
as members of an “imagined community”). Itis a space through which girls
learn, negotiate, contest or internalize the dominant values and ideologies of
American society such as individualism, multiculturalism, and pluralistic
tolerance. American Girl is a site through which girls learn to handle their
individual problems and understand historical social issues.

American Girl is also implicated in the (re)production of social inequalities
through its narratives as well as through its production processes. Although the
American Girl stories produce and reinforce perceptions of a multicultural and
classless American history, the company simultaneously (re)produces racial and
class hierarchies and perpetuates global inequalities through its reliance on the
labor of third-world women and children to produce the dolls, clothing, and
accessories for socially privileged consumers in the United States. American Girl
is a site ripe for sociological investigation, but as the present study seeks to
demonstrate any investigation that fails to consider the perspectives of its target

audience misses key points of understanding.

Preview of Chapters

Chapter 2 provides a detailed review of extant research on American Girl;

in this chapter, | delineate the major themes and findings addressed in these
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studies on American Girl and discuss the implications for theorizing from textual
analyses at the exclusion of first-person accounts from American Girl’s target
audience. While scholars examining American Girl hail from a broad range of
disciplines, sociological analyses of this cultural phenomenon are lacking.
Additionally, the vast majority of studies rely almost exclusively on analyses of
texts that American Girl itself produces while only a small handful of researchers
incorporate the perspectives and opinions of American Girl’s target audience.

In Chapter 3, | discuss the methodological and theoretical frameworks that
inform this study. Relative to other studies on American Girl, the data for this
dissertation is exceptionally novel and offers a unique perspective for
interrogating the role and influence that American Girl has on the lives of girls
who are directly involved in America Girl culture. | detail the source and
significance of the data upon which the dissertation is framed, as well as how
grounded theory (Charmaz 2006) and personal narrative analysis (Personal
Narrative Group 1989, Riessman 1993, DeVault 1999, and Maynes, Pierce, and
Laslett 2006) influenced the coding and analytic strategies | employed. | also
argue that American Girl dolls and stories function as components of girls’
“cultural tool kits” that they draw from and use in creative ways to make sense of
the world and their place in it (Swidler 1986).

Chapters 4, 5, 6, and 7 comprise the substantive body of this project. In
Chapter 4, | examine how girls define what it means to be an American Girl.
Essayists responded to the nominal question of the TMM exhibit and essay

contest in a multitude of ways and to a variety of ends. | analyze the
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characteristics, activities, and values that girls attribute to the meaning and
experience of being an American Girl. | discuss the ways in which essays
demonstrate the prevalence and influence of American Girl’s narratives of
multiculturalism and traditional femininity in girls’ responses and what
implications may arise from this.

Chapter 5 takes up the lessons that girls learn from reading American Girl
stories and playing with American Girl dolls. Essays demonstrate that American
Girl contributes to practical skills and competencies such as improved literacy
and increased interest in history. Lessons in stewardship and character also
abound and influence girls’ activities and goals. Additionally, American Girl
characters and stories also impart relational lessons; girls draw extensively from
American Girl to navigate their relationships with family and friends. [ illustrate
the creative applications of these lessons in girls’ lives.

In Chapter 6 | explore girls’ reflections on contemporary American girlhood
and what role-- if any-- American Girl’s narratives of national identity play in
shaping those reflections. In their essays, girls drew on their knowledge of
American Girl’s characters and stories to make comparisons and contrasts
between girlhood in the past and girlhood today. Family connections figured
prominently in several of these discussions, illustrating Diamond et al’'s (2009)
observation that American Girl is implicated in the “creation of female family
history and family identity” (pg. 126). Girls also compared and contrasted

American girlhood with their perceptions of what girlhood is like outside of the
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United States. These essays, in particular, hint at the social, political and cultural
contexts of 21% century American girlhood.

The last substantive chapter, Chapter 7, provides an analysis of how girls
use American Girl stories to deal with challenges in their lives, and in particular,
how the American Girl stories and characters form a component of “imaginal
coping” when girls face serious health concerns or financial hardship (Clark
2003). In this chapter, | argue that “imaginal coping” involving the American Girl
characters and stories aligns with Swidler’s (1986) notion of “culture as a tool-kit.”
Identifying with the American Girl characters and applying lessons from their
stories in traumatic or stressful situations can be empowering for girls. This
chapter demonstrates that girls actively manipulate cultural objects like American
Girl dolls and stories to reflect the realities of their lives.

Finally, | conclude the dissertation in Chapter 8 by summarizing my
findings and discussing the contributions my study makes to the existing body of
research on American Girl. | discuss some limitations to the present study and
suggest future directions for continued research on American Girl. The company
plans to introduce of a new historical character and launch the newest American
Girl Place in fall of 2012. In light of the company’s planned expansions and
extensions, there appears to be no limit to the future research other scholars can

conduct on the company and its consumers.
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CHAPTER 2: LITERATURE REVIEW

The first scholarly research on American Girl appeared in the late 1990s,
roughly 15 years after the company’s founding. By that time, American Girl had
claimed a 40% share of the U.S. doll market and had sold nearly 48 million books
and four million dolls (Acosta-Alzuru 1999). By its 25™ anniversary in 2011,
American Girl reported sales of nearly 135 million books and 20 million dolls, to
say nothing of the company’s rapid expansion of brick-and-mortar retail outlets
and its foray into cross branding with other retailers such as Hallmark and Bath
and Body Works (American Girl 2011 “Fast Facts”). Although American Girl
continues to grow exponentially, scholarly research on American Girl remains
limited. One finds noteworthy research about American Girl in fields such as
history, children’s literature and literacy studies, English and rhetoric,
communication and mass media, and marketing, but there is a dearth of research
about American Girl originating in sociology.

Additionally, as is illustrated by the literature review that follows, the
majority of the extant research on American Girl derives from analyses of texts
that American Girl itself produces. Researchers have analyzed American Girl's
historical fiction novels, catalogs, magazines, dolls and accessories, and its
“brandscape” American Girl Place to deconstruct or otherwise interrogate the
texts for the messages and ideologies they are purported to convey to American
Girl readers and consumers. Rarely have researchers considered how the target

audience for American Girl products and stories themselves-- primarily girls
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between the ages of 7 and 12, but also to some extent younger girls and young
teens-- actually understand and employ, manipulate, or resist American Girl
narratives, ideologies, and products in their everyday lives.

Because researchers’ attention has been on analyzing American Girl-
produced texts, few studies have sought girls’ and women’s interpretations, uses,
and reflections about American Girl narratives, ideologies, or products or how
American Girl has contributed to their lived experiences as females in
contemporary American society. There are, of course, interesting and useful
exceptions to this trend (which I discuss at the conclusion of this chapter) but,
largely, the conclusions drawn from and about American Girl emerge from
researchers’ interpretations of the company’s texts, not from American Girl’s
target audience. One of the questions this raises for me, then, is whether
researchers’ readings of American Girl are the same as or different from the
readings of the target audience. If the target audience’s readings and
interpretations of what it means to be an American Girl are convergent or
divergent from the conclusions drawn by researchers investigating American Girl,
then in what ways and to what degree do they converge or diverge?

Despite their diverse disciplines and theoretical and methodological
approaches, researchers studying American Girl and its texts and products have
arrived at similar conclusions in their analyses. Scholars who have studied the
company and its texts are generally quite critical of the American Girl brand,
despite the company’s mission of providing girls with an uplifting vision of

American girlhood. Among the critiques leveled against American Girl are the

23



charges that the company: presents a romanticized and whitewashed version of
American history that is rife with historical omissions or inaccuracies; creates a
hegemonic, socially privileged and racially, ethnically and culturally homogenous
national identity; and promotes a highly stereotyped gender identity in which
consumption and gendered cultural reproduction feature prominently. This
review of extant studies on American Girl details the analyses and conclusions

related to these themes.

American Girl and (Mis)Representations of American History

The historical fiction novels associated with The American Girls Collection,
as well as other American Girl texts such as activity and craft guides and even
motion pictures based on American Girl historical characters, “are the way in
which millions of young readers are introduced to many aspects of the nation’s
past” (Nielsen 2002:85). For example, in the mid-1990s, more than 2,000
American elementary classrooms adopted American Girl’'s “America at School”
curriculum. The “America at School” curriculum, intended for students in the third
through fifth grades, integrated lessons in social studies, language arts, literature
and crafts with the American Girl historical characters’ school stories (Susina

1999).1° For students whose classrooms did not adopt “America at School,”

1% The stories for each character in The American Girls Collection appear across a series of six
books; the titles are virtually identical for each story, with only the characters’ names changing
across titles. For example, stories in which the readers first meet the characters and their
families are titled Meet , with the specific character’'s name filling the blank (i.e. Meet Molly,
Meet Kirsten, etc.). Christmas or holiday stories are titled ’s Surprise; spring and birthday
stories are titled Happy Birthday, I Each character’'s summer story is titled Saves
the Day and each winter story is titled Changes for . Stories centered around the
characters’ school exploits are titled Learns a Lesson; these are the stories on which the
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American Girl historical fiction novels are widely available in school and public
libraries across the country. They are also available for purchase at national
bookseller chains such as Barnes and Noble, which often host American Girl
events when the Collection debuts new characters and stories (Nardone 2002).*
The historical fiction novels, as well as the company’s advice and cratft titles, are
available for purchase in national discount stores such as Target or via
discounters’ websites. Additionally, one can purchase American Girl books from
the company’s numerous retail outlets and on the American Girl website.

One theme to emerge in analyses of American Girl texts is that of
historical (mis)representation. With the notable exception of historian Fred
Nielsen, who argues that the (mis)representations and omissions of historical
events and issues in The American Girls Collection are understandable and, to a
certain degree necessary, most scholars argue that these (mis)representations
and omissions are problematic. A number of analyses suggest that the scope of
historical (mis)representations and omissions results in the development of a
romanticized and whitewashed version of American history, as well as American-

centric or supremacist values. Critics also argue that the historical

“America at School” curriculum is based. For an excellent analysis of the formulaic structure of
the historical fiction novels, see Acosta-Alzuru (1999:19-22).

' Nardone’s research on a “Meet Kit” reading event at a Barnes and Noble location in The
Woodlands, TX, reveals that American Girl retains strict control over American Girl-related book
events. According to the Barnes and Noble employee coordinating the event, the bookstore was
required to sign an agreement indicating that they would adhere to American Girl's script and
structure for the programming. At the end of the reading event, the employee was required to
show participants the store’s American Girl book section and new titles for Kit, newly introduced
by American Girl at the time Nardone conducted her research. For a detailed description of the
“Meet Kit” Barnes and Noble event, see Nardone 2002:137-141.
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(mis)representations of race, social class, and, especially, gender in the
American Girl historical novels fundamentally affect the ways in which readers
define or understand national identity, as well as the role that women and
racial/ethnic minorities played in American history, a series of themes | address
later in this chapter.

As indicated above, historian Fred Nielsen tends to stand alone in his
defense of American Girl’s historical novels. Nielsen claims that American Girl
recognizes that “history often consists of difficult times” and, as such, attempts to
introduce readers to many of the unfortunate chapters of American history such
as slavery, economic depression, and war. Nielsen (2002:91) argues that
American Girl historical novels offer other positive features for young readers of
history including:

a sense of chronology of American history; a knowledge of some of

the people and events of that history; an awareness of historical

change, especially in social and cultural practices; the recognition

that technological change was not always for the better, [and

perhaps most importantly] that women and African Americans were

long second-class citizens.

In his analysis, Nielsen also takes to task those critics who suggest that the
company’s representations of historical events are too “saccharine” and that the
stories are too predictable, too formulaic. He reminds his audience that the
books “are not written for [an informed adult]” for it is to the informed adult that
the “American Girl books will teach no history.” Nielsen (2002) argues that is

unrealistic to expect the target audience of American Girl to ‘participate in the

historian’s craft’ (pg. 91).
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According to Nielsen (2002), American Girl can “slight the
unpleasantness” of the nation’s past atrocities (i.e. slavery, Jim Crow, the
exclusion of women from full social and political participation) because the
novels’ target audience “do[es] not need, and probably should not have, an
unexpurgated history” (pg. 90). Because of the age of the target audience,
readers are presumably (and arguably) not cognitively or developmentally mature
enough to understand the scope of these atrocities, a sentiment expressed by
Neil Postman who argued that to present the “whole of American history” was
“‘dangerous” to developing minds and contributed to what he called the
“disappearance of childhood” (Nielson 2002:90). Instead, American Girl offers
historical fiction novels that are age appropriate but, by extension, “historically
incomplete” (Nielsen 2002:91).

Nielsen (2002) writes his analysis of the American Girls’ historical novels
from the perspective of a parent, not of a history professor. He reminds his
audience that “true” history texts-- such as those written by John Hersey and
Anne Frank and “shelved in the junior section, far from American Girl”-- will be
available to his daughter when she is older and able to comprehend them (pg.
91). In the meantime, he is content for his daughter to learn about the historical
context of each American Girl character’s story through the books’ “Peek into the
Past” sections. For Nielsen (2002), the “Peek into the Past” sections provide a
“good introduction” to the historical context of each character, even though they

present only limited analysis of each represented era’s unique social problems.
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Even though Nielsen is generally lax in his critique of American Girl’s
representation of American history, he does acknowledge some of the more
problematic ways in which American Girl handles social issues. For example,
Nielsen (2002) grants that American Girl stories treat social class uncritically by
obscuring or ignoring structural explanations for social class difference in various
historical eras. Some stories, and particularly those in the Samantha series,
“‘present a clear social hierarchy” in which privileged characters ridicule or
dismiss working-class lives and experiences (Nielsen 2002:88). He also
concedes that discussions of the consequences of historical and persistent racial
inequality are generally nonexistent (Nielsen 2002). For example, while Addy
Walker’s stories celebrate her escape from slavery into freedom, American Girl
glosses over the perilousness and tenuousness of that freedom resulting from
the deep-rootedness of institutionalized racism (Nielsen 2002:89).

Before turning to other critiques of the historical (mis)representation in
American Girl texts, | conclude my summary of Nielsen’s analysis by addressing
his assessment of how the American Girl texts allegedly promote consumerism
and conspicuous consumption, a theme | discuss in the next section. Whereas
other critics have argued that American Girl functions as a ‘seamless commercial
for itself’ through its various material, symbolic, and experiential components (i.e.
the dolls, accessories, narratives, and the brandscape), Nielsen (2002) again
stands alone and suggests that “to actually read the books is to realize the
degree to which they downplay consumerism” (pp. 87,89). Nielsen (2002)

argues that a consistent theme across many of the novels is not that ‘happiness

28



is stuffed in a shopping bag,’ but that “friendship, family, and simple pleasures
are more important than things” (pg. 90). Nielsen does allow that this may be a
result of how particular characters are situated historically. According to Nielsen
(2002), “To be true to history” Addy’s and Kit’s stories “must be stories of relative
deprivation-- and they are” (pg. 90). One cannot expect a family of recently
escaped slaves or a Depression-era family experiencing the effects of mass
unemployment and downward mobility to live extravagantly.

In a playful extension of sociologist James Loewen’s critique of history
textbooks, Daniel Hade (2000) argues that American Girl’s historical fiction
novels contributes to a romantic, sentimental, and sanitized version of American
history.*? This occurs in two ways: through the historical inaccuracies contained
in the books and through whose perspectives the stories are organized and told.
Hade (2000:163) asserts that American Girl upholds a mythical image of the
United States as a place where childhood is characterized by safety and
innocence, where individuals have unfettered access to opportunities to meet
their needs, and where individual initiative-- and in particular, the initiative of a
young child-- is sufficient to overcome poverty and oppression.

Hade refutes Pleasant Rowland’s assurance that material for American

Girl historical novels is thoroughly researched and historically accurate. He

2 Loewen’s analysis of American history textbooks suggests that they ignore real historical
issues and present, instead, a “feel-good, progress-oriented version of American history” (Hade
2000:158). Hade (2000) notes, “In effect, [American history textbooks] are too busy telling
students how great the United States was and still is to give them much real history” (pg. 158).
Consequently, American students learn a sanitized version of American history that romanticizes
or renders invisible the struggles of the poor and other socially marginalized groups (Hade
2000:163).
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argues that misspelled names, inaccurate depictions of immigration routes, and
negative representations of Swedish society in Meet Kirsten, for example, work
to reinforce the notion that Sweden is “old, tired and behind the times” and that
the United States is, by comparison, a “land of progress filled with new ideas,
new vitality, and new technology” (Hade 2000:158). For Hade, these are not
simply inaccuracies of “just a few insignificant details,” but rather, examples that
reinforce myths of opportunity and mobility in the United States.

Hade (2000) also problematizes the perspective from which American Girl
narrates history. He argues, for example, that the socially elite characters in The
American Girls Collection co-opt the positions of historical witnesses; it is their
perspectives and experiences that American Girl represents in its books. This
creates the impression, according to Hade (2000) that “the few privileged girls
such as Samantha are American Girls, but the poor, such as Nellie, are not”
(2000:162)."* Consequently, contemporary American girls cannot “study,
connect with, or feel a sense of pride in past accomplishment” with working-class
characters (Hade 2000:158).

American Girl’s discussion of child labor in the Samantha books provides
examples of how the elite perspective glosses over or misrepresents such a

significant social issue. At the turn of the century, over two million children

'3 Although Nellie appeared as a character in Samantha’s stories (which debuted in 1986), the
Nellie doll and book series was not added to the American Girls Collection until 2004, several
years after Hade’s essay appeared in Voices of the Other: Children’s Literature and the
Postcolonial Context. It is evident that at the time that Hade wrote his chapter, he was not aware
of American Girl’'s intention to introduce Nellie's perspective to the Collection’s historical record.
It would be interesting to determine if criticisms such as Hade’s factored into American Girl’s
decision to integrate Nellie as an independent character/doll into the Collection.
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across the country labored in the industrial factory system and they comprised
one-quarter of the nation’s labor force. However, the conclusion of Samantha’s
birthday story asserts that virtually all American children had time to play, forcing
Hade (2000) to wryly remark, “This would have been news to the hundreds of
thousands of children, like Nellie O’'Malley, working at that time” (pg. 161).
According to Hade (2000), American Girl misrepresents the scope of child labor
laws and actually blames children themselves for the problem of child labor.
While admitting that some children did have to work and could not attend to their
education, the “Peek into the Past” section of Samantha Learns a Lesson posits
that protective legislation did attempt to curb the problem of child labor but that
child labor existed because children themselves broke the law and worked
anyway (Hade 2000:161). Hade reminds his readers, however, that in 1904 only
a small number of states had prohibitions against child labor and the federal
government would not enact national prohibitions against child labor until 1938,
long after Samantha’s and Nellie’s stories are set. Furthermore, according to
Hade (2000:161), holding children responsible for the problem of child labor
obscures the role that employers played in hiring children at a fraction of the
wages paid to able-bodied male workers, as well as the abominable conditions in
which they worked.

Taking her lead from Hade’s critique of the social privilege reflected in the
American Girls’ texts, children’s literature professor Jennifer Miskec (2009)
suggests that even when American Girl characters attempt to subvert traditional

feminine gender roles by engaging in mischief, that mischief serves to reinforce
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social hierarchies, particularly of class and race. In one instance, Samantha
drops a piece of jelly biscuit on the floor; she attempts to have some “fun” by
trying to attract as many ants as possible to the mess. However, it was Jessie,
the African American seamstress employed by Samantha’s grandmother, who
ultimately resolved the subsequent ant infestation in the sewing room.
Samantha’s “brattiness” undermines her kindness towards Nellie and her sisters
as well as her playfulness, which Miksec (2009:169) reads as mean-spiritedness.
Sherrie Inness (1998), an English professor and author of several
analyses on girls’ fiction and girls’ popular culture, argues that American Girl
historical fiction novels, through “insidious” and “omnipresent” political ideologies,
‘repeatedly suggest that American ways are best” and “build[s] up an American
identity that stresses the importance and centrality of the United States” (pp. 175-
176). She asserts that girls who read the stories and play with the dolls of the
American Girls Collection will (inevitably) carry away values associated with
American and white supremacy. Although she provides no direct textual
evidence, Innes declares that the Felicity, Kirsten, and Molly stories, in particular,
all present examples of American supremacist views. Mr. Merriman’s role as a
commissary agent for the Patriots in the book Changes for Felicity presents “a
clear assumption” that “the American cause is more just than the British” (pg.
175). She writes that Kirsten’s family immigrates to America “because her family
believed it to be superior to her home country” (Inness 1998:176). Finally,

although she offers little discussion to explicate this point, the chapter titled
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“Hooray for the U.S.A.!” in Changes for Molly serves as further proof for Inness of
the American-centric/supremacist values of the Collection.

Additionally, Inness (1998) argues that norms of whiteness and prosperity
are present throughout American Girl’s representations of the country’s past. In
American Girl's version of early American history, there are “a few blacks thrown
in” but “no Hispanics, Asians, or the many other groups that make up America”
(Inness 1998:176).™ Inness also asserts that, with the exceptions of Addy and
Nellie, American Girl features few poor characters. For the few characters that
are poor, poverty is generally experienced as a very short-term problem
overcome by one’s own efforts or with the assistance and generosity of someone
close to the character, as is the case, for example, in which Samantha’s aunt and
her wealthy husband adopt Nellie and her sisters.'® As a result, the structural
dimensions of class hierarchies-- as well as the intersections of race, gender,
and class-- remain uninterrupted and unquestioned.

Carolina Acosta-Alzuru (1999) has asserted that American Girl’s historical
characters and the nation “are portrayed as mirror images of each other” (pg.
191); the characters personify the United States at key historical moments in the

nation’s history. For example, Felicity’s rebellion against colonial social norms is

% Inness’ chapter appeared in Delinquents and Debutantes: Twentieth-Century American Girls’
Cultures in 1998; it is highly likely her book was in press when American Girl introduced Josefina
Montoya to the Collection in 1997.

> American Girl did not introduce Kit Kittredge, whose stories are set against the backdrop of the
Great Depression, into The American Girls Collection until 2000. Kit’'s family experiences
downward mobility when her father goes bankrupt after attempting to pay his workers their full
wages. In order to get by, the family begins to rent rooms and take in boarders, requiring Kit give
up her bedroom and move into the attic.

33



a parallel to the American colonies’ struggle for independence from England.
Samantha’s stories represent the emergent conflicts between Victorian tradition
and 20" century technological and social innovation, personified by her
grandmother’s insistence in traditional lady-like behaviors and her Aunt
Cornelia’s participation in a suffrage movement and insistence that women
should be able to earn their own money through paid employment (Acosta-Alzuru
1999:191). The characters’ personification of significant historical events and
key social transformations in American history reinforces Inness’s claim of a
norm of whiteness in the American Girls Collection because white characters
appear across the Collection’s representation of 200 years of American history,
beginning with Felicity Merriman in 1774 and ending with Julie Albright in 1974.°
In my thesis (Medina 2007), | argued that the American Girls Collection
does not allow readers to conceptualize the United States as a post-colonial
society as there are no dolls of color represented in the major historical events of
the 20™ century. In particular, there are no 20™ century characters representing
internally colonized peoples such as Native American and Latinos. As of this
writing, the American Girls Collection features only one doll of color in the 20"
Century-- Chinese-American lvy Ling-- but she is not even the main character
whose stories anchor the era highlighted by the company. Ivy is the companion

character for Julie Albright, whose stories highlight the push for expanded

'® The introduction of Rebecca Rubin into the American Girls Collection in 2009 did not
fundamentally change this. While Rebecca’s character is culturally different from other
European-American dolls in the Collection-- not only is she Jewish, but she is also the American-
born daughter of Russian immigrants -- she is still phenotypically white.
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educational rights for girls and women in the mid-1970s. American Girl situates
all of the other characters of color-- Kaya (1764), Josefina Montoya (1824),
Cécile Rey (1853), and Addy Walker (1864) -- prior to the founding of the nation
or a particular territory’s claims at statehood (as is the case with Kaya and
Josefina, respectively) or Reconstruction (as is the case with both Cécile and
Addy). American Girl’s limited representation of the perspectives and
experiences of people of color in the 20™ century contributes to what | call “static
ethnicities” (Medina 2007:10), or the perception that particular racial-ethnic
groups are incapable of “evolving” or fully participating in contemporary American

society.

American Girl and the Construction of National Identity

In her analysis of the representational strategies American Girl uses in its
catalogs and books, Acosta-Alzuru (1999) claims that the company forges a
sense of national identity through “visual and verbal languages” including photos,
font and color, and other typographical devices, and through written content. Itis
through these “visual and verbal languages” that the company “construct[s] an
American past and depict[s] an American present that convey][s] a version of
American girlhood [and] an American identity” (Acosta-Alzuru 1999:177). The
catalog cover photographs, for example, seek to build identification between girls
and the American Girl characters; models and dolls often resemble one another.
For example, the models and the dolls frequently wear the same clothing, have
the same physical features, and are engaged in the same activities. Even when

live models do not appear on the catalog covers, the American Girl dolls are
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portrayed in “realistic’ and modern situations or activities that girls might identify
with, such as trick-or-treating at Halloween or playing a musical instrument or a
sport (Acosta-Alzuru 1999).

These catalog photographs and book illustrations suggest that an
American national identity “includes a heterogeneous group [of girls], in the
sense that they represent diverse physical characteristics,” at least visually
(Acosta-Alzuru 1999:201). Additionally, American Girl forges a sense of national
identity among its consumers by claiming that diverse-looking girls and girls from
a variety of racial/ethnic and cultural backgrounds adhere to common and
timeless values. The company’s visual representations also suggest that girls’
consumption and engagement with the company’s dolls, clothing, accessories
and the like, demonstrates that American girls are economically privileged.'’ In
terms of verbal representational strategies, Acosta-Alzuru (1999) argues that the
texts give girls “a special role in history,” asserting that there is an essential and
historical basis for their identity as American girls (pg. 202). Additionally, there
can be no confusion that “the collections are not concerned with ‘German,’
‘Korean,’ or ‘Peruvian’ girls” (Acosta-Alzuru 1999:201). Through the brand name
itself, the company signals American nationality and national identity.

While Acosta-Alzuru (1999) claims that American Girl supports the notion
of a multicultural American past and present, Nancy Story (2002) arrives at a

vastly different conclusion about a racially diverse American girl identity. Story’s

17 According to Acosta-Alzuru’s analysis, catalog covers show dolls engaged in activities that
require significant capital outlays: snow skiing, playing the violin, taking ballet or horseback riding
lessons, or playing with a mini Macintosh computer (pg. 197).
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analysis of American Girl catalog covers suggests that American Girl’s attempts
at racially and culturally diverse representation may not occur to the extent the
company intends. In an analysis of 57 catalogs collected from 1994 through
2001, Story (2002) found that “the predominant racial image of American Girls is
white” (pg. 132). Story’s analysis of the catalogs reveals that girl models of color
appear on only five covers of the 57 catalogs she reviewed. Story (2002) also
notes that very few of the catalog covers she analyzed depicted cross-race play.
In other words, “White girls play with white dolls, black girls with black dolls,
hispanic girls with hispanic dolls (sic)” (Story 2002:132). American Girl is also,
according to Story, guilty of flattening understandings of racial difference and
invoking “a kind of ‘race in a bottle’ mix and match perception of ethnicity”
through representations of the characters’ perceived racial-ethnic backgrounds or
through the numerous combinations of physical features of the customizable
dolls.*® Nearly a decade before Story’s analysis, Ann DuCille (1994) offered a
similar critique of Mattel’s attempts to offer Black and other ethnically diverse
Barbie dolls. Instead of crafting an entirely new ethnically correct Barbie doll with
more realistic facial and body features, Mattel instead offered “dye-dipped
versions of archetypal white beauty,” which according to DuCille (1994), “gives

us the face of cultural diversity without the particulars of racial difference” (pp. 51-

'8 Margaret Talbot (2005) applied this argument to American Girl, also, suggesting that the
characters of color are essentially the same as the white characters in the American Girls
Collection. She writes, “All American Girl dolls are plump-cheeked and sturdy-legged... with
round eyes and small smiles that reveal precisely two teeth.” Additionally, all of the characters
share what Talbot refers to as an “essential personality” that is not overcome by the company’s
attempt at cultural distinctness.
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52). It also provided an easy (and profitable) solution to charges of Mattel's
Eurocentrism.

In their interview study, which extended Acosta-Alzuru’s (1999) initial
textual analyses of the company’s catalogs and novels, Acosta-Alzuru and
Kreshel (2002) sought to determine how girls and their mothers interpreted the
company’s construction and definition of “American girl.” The interview data
revealed that ethnicity influenced participants’ conceptualizations of what is
American, and by extension, who can claim an American girl identity. In an
identification exercise in which the researchers asked girls to identify the
ethnicities of several dolls and catalog models, the respondents “showed some
degree of confusion between ethnicity and color.” Girls described African
American models and the character Addy “in terms physical color, but not initially
as ‘American’” (Acosta-Alzuru and Kreshel 2002:151). One respondent, with
comments eerily reminiscent of responses elicited in the famous Clark doll study-
- described Addy ambiguously, at best: Addy is a slave who seems really nice,
but she is also half Black and half a good friend. Acosta-Alzuru and Kreshel
(2002) write, “Addy puzzles Joan, who seems to believe that slaves are not nice
and Blacks are not good friends” (pg. 152). The identification exercise also
revealed that girls and their mothers did not view Asian Americans or
Latinos/Hispanic Americans as “American.” For example, respondents
identified the Asian American models as “Chinese,” “Korean,” or “Vietnamese,”

reinforcing the perception of Asian American “foreignness,” an issue that also
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arises in American Girl’s representation of and girls’ perceptions of the character
Josefina Montoya (Acosta-Alzuru and Kreshel 2002:153).

Anachronistically described as a “Hispanic girl of heart and hope,”
Josefina does not seem capable of assimilation to American culture and
practices, compared to Kirsten. According to Acosta-Alzuru and Kreshel (2002),
American Girl represents Swedish immigrant Kirsten as “artfully mix[ing] her
Swedish roots with American style, rendering a visual representation of the
American melting pot,” (pg. 147). On the other hand, Josefina’s “stories, ouftfits,
and accessories [are] purely Mexican” and “never mix and blend her Mexican
heritage with American style and objects” (Acosta-Alzuru and Kreshel
2002:147)." The identification exercise revealed that the girls and their mothers
routinely described Josefina by her skin color or with the ethnic markers
“Hispanic” or “Mexican.” Additionally, even though Kirsten’s books routinely tell
of Swedish traditions such as the feast of Saint Lucia, it is Josefina’s use of
Spanish in her stories that “reinforces girls’ perceptions that Hispanics have
‘different likes and opinions’ and are not part of the American culture” (Acosta-
Alzuru and Kreshel 2002:153). Finally, an episode in Josefina Saves the Day
illustrates the deep-rootedness of cultural misunderstandings and mistrust
between Americans and (New) Mexicans. When the Montoya family does not

receive goods promised by an American trader, Josefina’s grandmother accuses

19 Josefina also “never personifies the country” as other characters do, primarily because her
stories are centered around her mother’s death, which has no national parallel. Additionally,
Josefina’s stories are set in 1824, almost a quarter of a century before New Mexico became a
part of US territory in the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo (Acosta-Alzuru 1999:193-194), and nearly
90 years before New Mexico achieved statehood.
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the American trader with using jokes, flattery, and music to trick the family into
making a bad trade. Despite the American trader making good on his offer, this
episode, “hint[s at] the intercultural conflicts awaiting New Mexico” which
included (white) Americans’ disparagement of New Mexicans and their customs,
as well as fraud and theft committed against Mexicans and New Mexicans who
did not speak English and could not protect themselves against bogus mineral
rights and land contracts. Additionally, the “Peek into the Past” section of one of
Josefina’s stories hints at the various attempts to deny New Mexico statehood on
the grounds that white Americans perceived New Mexicans to be “too foreign to
be ‘real’ Americans” (Acosta-Alzuru 1999:194-195).

In an interesting thesis project, Nicole LaConte (2011) argues that
American Girl contributes to the construction of a national identity by forging a
connection between American citizenship and the espousal of Christian values,
including adherence to the Protestant work ethic and industriousness, and
patriotic militancy (pg. 10). LaConte suggests that until the introduction of Kaya
into the American Girl Collection in 2002, all of the American Girl characters are
presumably Christian.?° Virtually all of the characters, with the exception of Kaya
and Rebecca, have a book in their series that revolves around Christmas,
something that Nielsen (2002) suggests is indicative of the “religious

homogeneity” found in the signature American Girls Collection (pg. 92, n. 5).

0| aConte completed her honors thesis in the spring of 2011, yet American Girl introduced
Rebecca Rubin into the American Girls Collection in 2009. | find it curious that LaConte did not
address American Girl’s attempts at representing religious pluralism through Rebecca, the
company’s first Jewish doll in the signature historical collection (and the second Jewish American
Girl following 2001 Girl of the Year Lindsey Bergman).
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Nardone (2002) also finds this problematic, even though she acknowledges that
“not all of the books deal with the religious nature of the holiday” and, instead,
focus on the holiday’s secular traditions and instill the notion upon readers that
“it's better to give than to receive” (pg. 116). Through its failure to represent
religious pluralism adequately in the United States, Nardone (2002:16) asserts
that the message for Jewish and Muslim girls living and growing up in America is
that because they are not Christian, they are not really part of the culture, an
argument that LaConte’s analysis supports.

In LaConte’s analysis, Kirsten experiences a shift in her values and
behaviors that transform her from materialistic and idealistic to industrious and
hardworking. This shift to the values and behaviors associated with the
Protestant work ethic (i.e. hard work, entrepreneurialism) signals her full
belonging in the nation. Kirsten ultimately learns to prioritize work over play and,
through the course of her stories, she is able to overcome her status as an
immigrant who is “explicitly un-American by her birth” and become an American
through particular culturally supported practices (LaConte 2011).

Religious and patriotic symbolism is also woven together in Molly’s stories,
further reinforcing the relationship between citizenship, Christianity, and
militancy. LaConte (2011) claims that throughout the Molly series “the military
and its fighting soldiers are held up in respect, elevated to near sainthood... and
the Mclintires must show the military, this quasi-religious institution, immense
respect to maintain their citizenship on this ideological level” (pg. 30). LaConte

(2011) also asserts that in the Molly stories, school and summer camp represent
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“the battleground[s] where the students begin to earn their national identity” (pg.
31-34). Molly and her classmates, for example, are encouraged to be good
students because it is a “war duty;” they participate in school service projects to
support American troops and to demonstrate their patriotism, and they sing
patriotic camp songs and pledge allegiance to Camp Gowonagin in quasi-
religious rituals.

LaConte (2011) argues that American Girl's representations of Molly’s
shift in behaviors from theatricality to patriotism reinforce the notion that girls
must subscribe to Christian and militaristic values to claim an American identity.
She asserts that American Girl conflates militaristic Christianity with American
identity and, as a result, encourages young readers to view this message as
‘normal and estimable” (LaConte 2011:35). The result is that pacifists, as well as

non-Christians, are excluded from being American girls.

American Girl and the Construction of Femininity

In their assessment of American Girl’s contributions to the construction of
femininity and gender identity, scholars typically tend to argue from one of two
positions. The first position suggests that American Girl constructs a version of
femininity that is empowering; girls are portrayed “as special, unique historical
role players who belong to a special community” in which members share
timeless values and experiences (Acosta-Alzuru and Kreshel 2002:148; Acosta-
Alzuru 1999:201-203).

Sarah Eisenstein Stumbar (1999), who was twelve when she and her

mother Zillah Eisenstein co-authored the dialogue “Girlhood Pastimes:
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‘American Girls’ and the Rest of Us,” best exemplifies this perspective. Stumbar
observed, “Wherever | turned there were boys. | was drowning in a culture
where it was all boys. Names, pictures, stories, all my earliest memories were of
boys, and | was a girl” (pg. 88). The American Girls Collection, however, gave
Stumbar and her girlfriends “their ‘own’ popular culture” because the books “put
girls in the spotlight without making them always seem boy-crazed and stupid”
(Stumbar and Eisenstein 1999:88). Stumbar recalls feeling “triumphant” upon
discovering American Girl books and her enthusiasm is suggestive of the
empowerment that occurs when members of a marginalized group see
themselves reflected back through elements of popular culture. Educational
researchers Myra and David Sadker (1994), well known for their work on
educational sexism, find that children are more likely to feel that women and
minorities made important contributions to the nation when they read about these
groups in history. Furthermore, reading about people in non-traditional gender
roles works to break down gender stereotypes (Sadker and Sadker 1994).

The second, and more prevalent, position on gender socialization and the
construction of femininity in American Girls’ texts argues vehemently that the
company does not challenge traditional stereotypes of what girls and women are
interested in or do. Instead, the company’s texts reinforce notions that girls are
(or should be) fixated on physical appearance and fashion (Inness 1998;
Nardone 2002; and Story 2002), and that they are preoccupied with consumption
(Acosta-Alzuru 1999; Susina 1999; Acosta-Alzuru and Kreshel 2002; Story 2002;

Nardone 2002; Schlosser 2006; and Marshall 2009). Researchers also argue

43



that patriarchy is an unchallenged feature of many American Girl stories and the
texts work to normalize a “good girl” identity through moralistic portrayals of the
characters’ obedience, patience, and deference (Story 2002 and Miskec 2009).
Finally, American Girl texts emphasize women’s domestic roles and duties rather
than representing or privileging public roles and duties (Story 2002; Schlosser
2006), reinforcing gendered stereotypes.

Although she recognizes that American Girl stories often depict girls “as
outspoken and intelligent as boys,” Inness (1998) argues that the stories also
place a “repeated emphasis on a conservative ideology about what it means to
be a girl or a woman” (pg. 177). For Inness (1998), this “conservative ideology”
about femininity requires adherence to normative standards of feminine beauty
such as wearing and styling long hair, demonstrating girls and women’s
preoccupation with primping and appearance (Inness 1998:177).?* While Inness
(1998) does not find cooking, playing with dolls, or buying clothing and dressing
up in it to be problematic activities in themselves, she argues that American Girl
presents them “as being the ‘natural’ province of women and girls” (pg. 178).
Across all eras depicted by the American Girls Collection, all of the characters

spend much of their time in these “traditional” pursuits.

%L Kit, introduced into the Collection in 2002, is, as of this writing, the only historical character with
short hair; she wears a blonde chin-length bobbed hairstyle. All other historical collection
characters feature hair that is at least shoulder-length or longer, which is more conducive to hair
play and styling than bobbed hair. It is notable that in late June 2012, American Girl announced
that it was introducing wigless options for dolls in the My American Girl line. American Girl
developed the wigless options specifically for girls affected by cancer, alopecia, or hair loss
caused by other medical conditions. No characters in the historical collection are hairless,
however. See http://store.americangirl.com/agshop/static/doliHospital.jsp for more information on
wigless doll options.
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Story (2002) observes that “girls in the series frequently find themselves
on stage-- both literally and figuratively-- where their conformity to gender norms
receives reinforcement and their efforts to resist them are met with disapproval’
(pg. 152). The characters receive praise, admiration, and support from the
community and from their family and friends for adhering to gendered
expectations, which include such things as learning to needlepoint and dance,
enduring transformative beauty rituals and body projects, and performing
gendered domestic duties such as helping their mothers with household chores
(Story 220:163-172). The stories portray women and girls as both covetous and
prone to consumerism. For example, Felicity daydreams about the merchandise
in her father’s story; Molly’s adoration of the Miss Victory costume inspires her to
audition for the lead role; Kirsten spies a straw hat on a visit to town and dreams
about possessing it; and Josefina trades a hand-woven blanket for a violin for her
father (Story 2002:166-172). Story (2002: 172) explains:

American Girls in the historical fiction books usually end up getting

the special objects of their desires because someone loves them

enough to make a sacrifice. The girl-consumer may selfishly desire

a dress or prized toy, but she also unselfishly gives to others and

sometimes puts the desires of another before her own. In both

scenarios, girls are preparing themselves for their future roles as

mothers and wives who put their family’s needs before their own.
Constructions of traditional gender roles do not stop with the historical fiction
novels. Story suggests that the company’s library of advice titles, craft and
activity books, and their philanthropic and outreach programs such as the fashion

shows, teas, and ice cream socials also construct a definition of girlhood that

requires conformity to normative gender ideologies.
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American Girl’'s consumerist ideologies and socialization messages are
explored further in a mixed-methods study conducted by Carole Nardone (2002).
In addition to a textual analysis of the company’s catalogs and books, Nardone
conducted participant observations at two American Girl Fashion Show
fundraising events, observed girls at play with their American Girl dolls, and
interviewed a small sample of girls and their mothers about American Girl. She
concludes that the fashion show events are “yet another opportunity where
[American Girl] works to create young consumers” (pg. 132). Attendees can
enter raffles to win displays of catalog merchandise, but Nardone (2002:131)
reports that this strategy often results in mothers, concerned about the “risk”
inherent in raffles, informing their daughters that they can order from the catalog
directly at the venue instead. The fashion show’s emphasis on consumption is
highlighted by narration which is scripted by American Girl itself (and which
Nardone suggests is taken straight from the catalogs), as well as the emcee’s
encouragement for audience members to place their orders. Nardone (2002)
argues that the fashion show events are actually less about American Girl's

philanthropic commitments and more about the company’s bottom line.?

2 According to Nardone (2002), non-profit organizations that host American Girl fashion show
fundraising events receive a return of only “five percent of the dollar amount of catalog sales
made through the show” (pg. 129, my emphasis added). Story (2002:147) reports that
organizations pay American Girl as sum of $5,000 for the rights to produce the fashion show for
which American Girl not only provides the script and operations manual, but also the clothing,
music and training video, tickets, invitations, and advertising. In addition to the percentage of
catalogue sales, the organization receives the proceeds from the event, presumably from ticket
sales, though Story does not make this entirely clear.
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Nardone (2002) argues that the fashion show events “work to create real
life experiences that help support the ideologies present in the written works” (pg.
132). The fashion show events evoke pleasures, create identification between
girls and the characters, and forges emotional links between girls and women
(particularly within family units) and to the company, thereby reinforcing
consumption.”® Nardone maintains that when American Girl characters come to
life through the fashion show models’ enactment of them on stage, the distinction
between fiction and reality is blurred. For example, Nardone’s daughter reacted
with awe, “eyes dancing with the scenes from the stage,” as “[w]hat she had
seen in 2-D format for so long in the catalogs and books was actually right on
stage in front of her” (pg. 135). In a second example of identification with
American Girl characters, girls often attend the shows wearing American Girl
clothing or with their American Girl dolls in tow (Nardone 2002:135). Addtionally,
girls’ invitation to walk the runway at the end of the fashion shows creates a third
point of identification with the historical characters (Nardone 2002:137).

Finally, the American Girl fashion shows provide mothers and daughters
an opportunity to “do something really girlie” and are often part of female family
traditions (Nardone 2002:135). Nardone (2002) argues that these events

“appeal to an audience member’s sense of altruism while also allowing them to

% For an excellent description of the pleasurable feelings that American Girl evokes through its
experiential outlets and its merchandise, see Diamond et al 2009:124-125. Notes from one of the
researcher’s visits describe American Girl merchandise as “beautiful,” “marvelous,” and “perfect.”
The colors used for clothing and accessories conveyed to the researcher “joy, beauty, spring.”
The experience of being in the store and seeing the merchandise is “overwhelming,” full of
“‘wonderment” and “amazement.”
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indulge in highly scripted acts of consumption-- a win-win proposition” (pg. 130).
Not only do girls and women connect emotionally to one another through their
membership in an American Girl community, but they come to identify with the
company through “the hyperreality of the event” which is filtered through
emotional connections and pleasurable feelings (Nardone 2002:159).

In interviews with a sample of pre-service elementary education majors,
English professor Elizabeth Marshall (2009) concludes that American Girl’s
“‘lessons of love and tolerance were overshadowed by pedagogies of
consumption” (pg. 100). Marshall (2009) recounts that when asked to discuss
what appealed to them about American Girl, the women in her study discussed
“the ‘cool’ things that came with each doll” (pg. 100). The dolls’ accoutrements,
according to Marshall (2009:101), fundamentally affected the ways in which the
young women remember playing with their American Girl dolls. They acted out
the stories, dressed the dolls and played with their hair; Jan Susina (1999)
argued a similar point about American Girl play nearly a decade earlier.?*

Marshall’s (2009) interviews also pointed to the enactment of a
‘romanticized, intergenerational sisterhood” over the company’s stories and

products (pg. 99). Family relationships formed an important context for the

 Like others, Susina (1999) argues that American Girl’s books function as extensions of the
company’s catalogs. He goes on to observe, “While the books help promote the American Girls
Collection as quality children’s entertainment to adults, the fixed narratives associated with the
dolls may actually limit the amount of imaginative play by girls” (Susina 1999:134). A similar
observation emerged in Diane Carver Sekeres’s analysis of branded fiction and the
commodification of children’s literature. Sekeres (2009) posits that the “ideas of what a young girl
should strive for are so clearly expressed in [American Girl’s] product lines” it could have a
constraining effect on girls’ play (pg. 408).
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consumption of American Girl products and for creating an American Girl identity
for some respondents. A number of young women recollected receiving dolls
from their mothers and grandmothers and bonding with them as they read the
books together, played together, or learned more about their family’s
backgrounds through conversations about the characters (Marshall 2009:99).

Ethnographic research conducted by marketing professor Nina Diamond
and her colleagues (2009) offers similar findings about American Girl’'s role in
fostering consumption through domestic reproduction and the creation of family
memories at American Girl Place. In the American Girl Place Cafés, for
example, conversation cards provides girls with “a template for getting to know
their mothers and grandmothers as fellow girls whose experiences both define
and transcend the specifics of their time” (Diamond et al 2009:125-126). As a
brandscape, American Girl Place “both facilitates and participates in the creation
of female family history and family identity. The brand experience becomes,
literally, of family value” (Diamond et al 20009:126). Girls, their mothers, and
other female family members bond to the brand through its association with
family and the creation of family memories at American Girl Place (Diamond et al
2009).

Finally, Jennifer Miskec (2009) argues that the formulaic approach taken
in the American Girl books presents conflicting messages of girl empowerment
and Story’s analysis (2009) argues that American books reinscribe binary
constructions of gender in which males, and by extension male privilege, remains

“‘unchecked.” Miskec argues that American Girl books are “contradictory, with
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authors attributing seemingly positive qualities to the young female character
when the whole point of the book is to show that these qualities need to be
corrected” (Miskec 2009:159). In her brief analyses of stories from the Felicity,
Addy, and Molly series, Miskec (2009) suggests that American Girl offers its
readers “normalizing lessons about what it means to be a ‘good girl” (pg. 158).
Appropriate femininity requires adherence to adult-defined behaviors which are
widely supported by family and society and which, according to Miskec, require
girls’ obedience and restraint. This creates a situation in which the messages
girls receive in mass media about what constitutes an appropriate femininity
(dependence, passivity, and nurturing) are inherently at odds with the
characteristics of an ideal American (independence, assertive, and competitive)
(Douglas 1995).

Despite his generally dismissive perspective on American Girl’s historical
representations, Nielsen (2002) argues that American Girl’s lofty goals of
bringing history alive for girls while simultaneously promoting independent,
intelligent female role models is “an invitation to anachronism.” “However
attractive, even valuable such a vision might be for modern girls,” Nielsen writes
(2002), “it hardly describes the historical reality for most American females,
whose lives were more circumscribed than the books allow” (pg. 87). In other
words, the representations of girls’ empowerment, independence, and ability to
challenge traditional gender role expectations in American Girl stories are

overstated.
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Schlosser (2006) argues that that gender expectations represented in the
American Girls historical fiction novels are problematic because they remain
static over the entire span of American history the Collection represents.
Schlosser (2006) writes, “In order to navigate successfully their respective
historical moments, each of the American Girl characters would have had to
learn the behavior acceptable to women of their time.” Furthermore, there is little
indication that gender expectations are much different for girls today than in the
past, requiring girls to adhere to traditional behaviors. Schlosser (2006) claims:

Like Samantha, the reader should wait to be spoken to even when

the message is important; like Kirsten, work hard at home and help

your mother even it if means forgoing an education; like Addy and

Kit, no matter how poor you are, help someone else if you need

help too. The message becomes that girls today should continue

what the website calls these ‘timeless traditions of growing up a girl

in America.”

At the conclusion of each character’s series, the girls conform to a societally
sanctioned form of femininity that is “often disempowering” (Schlosser 2006).
Story (2002), for example, finds “there is little evidence in the series that women
guestioned their domestic and submissive roles” (pg. 151). She highlights the
notable exceptions of Samantha’s aunt who publically supports women’s suffrage
and Josefina’s aunt who begins a family business, but Story (2002) concludes
that even if girl characters themselves question or challenge their domestic roles,
their stories resolve with their return to non-threatening positions in their families
and in their communities.

As indicated at the outset of this chapter, the vast majority of studies about

American Girl and its influence and meaning in girls’ lives theorize from
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conclusions based on analyses of texts produced by American Girl itself. The
voices of American Girl consumers are largely absent from these studies, which
are certainly rich and informative, but flawed in one significant way. The way the
researchers cited above approach American Girl and its influence on girls is
totalizing and universalizing; it fails to account for the fact that some girls will not
receive or accept American Girl's messages or that those who do may apply
them to their lives in ways not anticipated by the company. There appears to be
a presumption that exposure to American Girl's stories and products is the only
variable shaping girls’ beliefs, values, and behaviors. These analyses do not
account for the influence of local cultures or other social influences and take girls
(and American Girl) out of their everyday contexts. In other words, these
analyses do not account for the influence of other discourses and contexts
through which girls learn about what it means to be an American, a girl, and an
American girl.

We cannot presume that American Girl is the only form of culture that girls
are consuming and we cannot presume that American Girl alone causes or
creates particular tendencies in girls. Other institutions such as family, school,
media, and religion may work in concert with or compete against the ideologies,
representations, and messages American Girl conveys to its target audience
about what it means to be an American Girl and what should constitute an
American girlhood. Failing to account for how and when girls draw from the
stories, messages, and representations that American Girl conveys takes away

from them their status as active, knowing subjects. As | seek to demonstrate in
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the substantive chapters that follow, while girls do integrate the company’s
narratives and representations in their understandings of what it means to be an
American Girl, they also engage with American Girl in creative and flexible ways.
The company alone does not inform their definitions of what it means to be an

American Girl.
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CHAPTER 3. METHODOLOGICAL AND THEORETICAL FRAMEWORKS

“A realistic culture theory should lead us to expect not passive

‘cultural dopes,’ but rather, the active, sometimes skilled users of

culture whom we actually observe.” -- Ann Swidler (1986:275)

“To the sociologically oriented investigator, studying narratives is

additionally useful for what they reveal about social life-- culture

‘speaks itself’ through an individual’s story.”

-- Catherine K. Riesmann (1993:5)

As discussed in the previous chapter, the existing scholarly research on
American Girl has sought to demonstrate-- primarily through textual analyses of
the company’s catalogs, novels, dolls and accessories, and retail outlets-- the
various ways in which the company represents history, gender, and nation.
Rarely are the perspectives, reflections, and interpretations of American Girl by
its target audience sought or included in this research. Without incorporating
perspectives from American Girl’s target audience itself in these analyses, it is
difficult to ascertain what alternate readings or novel understandings of the
company’s texts are possible and it violates a fundamental understanding in the

sociology of culture that a single symbol or cultural object can represent and

reinforce multiple, differing values (Wuthnow 1987:135).

Data and Sample

For the purpose of this study, the most important facet of the TMM'’s “What
Does it Mean to be an American Girl?” exhibit is the essay contest and the
submissions it elicited from girls (and women) in the Kansas City metropolitan

area. The essay contest facilitated the TMM’s commitment to highlight “the
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words and experiences of today’s girls” and asked entrants to focus their
submissions on one of the following questions (TMM “Call for Essays” 2006):

e What does it mean to me to be an American Girl?

¢ What lessons have | learned from my American Girl® doll or
from reading American Girl® novels? How have | used
these lessons in my life?

e How have | been inspired by an American Girl® doll or
story?®

A small print feature about the essay contest in The Kansas City Star (Jan. 18,
2007) gave additional guidance, encouraging potential entrants to “tell others
about the challenges they’ve overcome, successes they’ve experienced, and
their hopes and dreams for the future.”?®

Individuals who submitted essays competed for several prizes: a trip for
two to American Girl Place Chicago (including airfare, hotel accommodations,
lunch and $120 spending money); tea with an American Girl author; or the
opportunity to meet American Girl founder Pleasant Rowland. Entrants also
competed to have their essays displayed as part of the exhibit. Evaluative

criteria for the essays included “honest expression, creativity, originality, and

adherence to the topic.”>’ Museum staff sorted and categorized entries by age

% That the registered trademark symbol appears after “American Girl” in the second and third
guestions is no small detail: American Girl retains exclusive rights to all aspects of its products.
American Girl's characters provided the framework around which the TMM’s special exhibit was
constructed. See Chapter 1 for additional information.

% See Appendix C for a reproduction of the TMM’s Call for Essays and contest entry form which
contains a list of submission guidelines, as well as evaluation criteria for the contest.

o Although | am interested in finding out more about the evaluation process, it is not of significant
relevance to the current study.
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group; they evaluated submissions within (rather than across) age groups so that
essays written by seven-year-olds, for example, were not judged against those
written by 12-year-olds (TMM “Call for Essays” 2006). Figure 1, below, lists the
age categories, number of submissions per age category, and percentage of the

total submissions each age category comprises.

Figure 1: Essay Submissions by Age Group and as Percentage of Total Submissions

Entrant Age Category | Number of Submissions Per?rez)nl}ﬁg(eadozc;l'ﬁtei:rigtbtrggﬁi)ons
7- year old % 28 9.7%
8-year old 65 22.5%
9-year old 69 23.9%
10-year old 40 13.8%
11-year old 41 14.2%
12-year old 10 3.5%
13-year old 5 1.7%
14+-year old # 31 10.7%
TOTAL 289 100%

%8 The TMM received one submission by a six-year old, which | have added into the count for the
seven-year olds as that is the minimum age requirement listed in the TMM Call for Essays.

* The 14+ year old category includes essays from entrants who range in age from 14 to 65.
Within this category, just over half of the essayists-- 16 total-- were between the ages of 14 and
18. Entrants over the age of 18 submitted the remaining 15 essays in this category, or 5.1% of
the total of all essays.
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The TMM received 153 essays from respondents in Missouri and 125
essays from respondents in Kansas. A majority of essay contest entrants (252 or
87%) resided in the Kansas City metropolitan statistical area (KC MSA). Of the
289 total submissions, 26 entrants resided in Missouri and Kansas counties not
considered part of the KC MSA and an additional 11 entrants resided outside of
Kansas and Missouri. They answered the Call for Essays from lowa, Maryland,
Nebraska, New York, Ohio, and Wisconsin. Appendix E provides a breakdown
of the number of essays received from cities across the KC MSA and the outlying
areas discussed above.

In May 2009, | submitted a request to the TMM to access the submissions
for the American Girl exhibit essay contest. After paying a fee of $65 to cover the
cost of photocopying and postage, and after signing a release detailing the terms
of use of the essays for this research, the TMM accepted my request and |
received photocopies of all essay submissions shortly thereafter.*® Photocopies
of the essays arrived bundled in categories according to age group with one
exception. The “Winners” bundle contained 26 essays written by participants
ranging in age from eight years old to late adulthood. | transcribed each of the

photocopied essays-- including typewritten submissions-- into individual Word

% See Appendix D; the Request for Access to Collections details the terms of use. The terms are
innocuous and did not hinder or affect the analysis in any significant or noticeable way.
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documents. | imported each document into age-bounded document files in a
qualitative data analysis program called MAXQDAplus 10.3*

During the transcription phase, | did not correct essayists’ misspellings or
other grammatical or mechanical errors in order to maintain the integrity of their
original submissions. However, in an effort to enhance the narrative flow in my
analyses, | did “clean up” any significant errors in spelling or grammar in material
that appears in the substantive chapters. During the transcription phase, | noted
any additional information from essays that captured essayists’ idiosyncrasies,
personalities, or, perhaps, values. For example, 10-year-old Zoe, whose essay |
discuss in Chapter 5, submitted a typewritten essay decorated by an American
Girl banner and other images copied from the company’s website. Seven-year-
old Katrina drew a picture of a ponytailed girl jumping rope at the end of her
essay summarizing that American Girls “all like to have fun.” Only two essays
contained photographs of entrants: eight-year-old Eliza (whose essay | also
address in Chapter 5) appears in a photo inserted at the conclusion of her essay
holding a Just Like You doll that she named “Amber” and eight-year-old
Amanda’s handwritten essay includes what appears to be a school yearbook

photo.

%! The software used in this project is a student version of MAXQDApIus10. It differs from the full
regular version of the software in that the single-user student license is only good for one year,
can only be installed on one computer, and cannot be upgraded. In order to purchase the
student license to use MAXQDAplus 10, | had to verify my enroliment as a student and provide
photo identification.
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Before | move on to discuss the methodological approaches to coding and
analysis employed in this study, | wish to address some important considerations
about the sample from which the data is drawn. As with prior studies that
incorporated qualitative data obtained through interviews and observations of
girls’ engagement with American Girl (i.e. Acosta-Alzuru and Kreshel 2002;
Nardone 2002; Diamond et al 2009; and Marshall 2009), | believe that entrants in
the TMM essay contest may comprise a relatively homogeneous and socially
privileged sample. The TMM collected only basic information from participants’
entry forms (i.e. name, age, address, parental consent for entrants under the age
of 18). Aside from age, the TMM did not collect any additional demographic
information about the entrants.

As the table in Appendix F demonstrates, racial data for the 15 counties
comprising the Kansas City Metropolitan Statistical Area (KC MSA) suggests that
the area is predominantly white (80.8%), with the next largest racial group
comprised of Black persons (12.8%). Latinos are the third largest racial group in
the KC MSA at 5.2%, with Asian persons comprising just 1.6% of the population.
With the exception of the counties of Leavenworth and Wyandotte in Kansas,
and Jackson County in Missouri, whites comprise over 90% of the population in
each of the remaining 12 counties. In Jackson County, Missouri, white persons
comprise 70.1% of the population and they comprise 84.2% and 58.2% of the
populations of Leavenworth and Wyandotte counties in Kansas, respectively,

indicating that these counties are more racially heterogeneous.
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| speculate that the vast majority of participants who participated in the
essay contest have a certain amount of race and class privilege that make the
“tools” and lessons from the American Girl stories both accessible and feasible to
them in their daily lives. This may be particularly true of the families that halil
from Johnson County, Kansas. Essay submissions from Johnson County
accounted for 81% of the essays received from Kansas (and almost 35% of all
total submissions), whereas the nine submissions from Wyandotte County
accounted for less than 7% of Kansas entries (and only 3% of total submissions).

The racial and economic distinctions between these two counties, in
particular, are significant. Johnson County has the distinction of being among
the state’s wealthiest counties and boasts a median family income of $72,987.%
As a whole, Johnson County is relatively racially homogenous with 91.1% of the
population comprised of white persons and very small percentages of Black,
Asian and Hispanic/Latino persons (2.6%, 2.8%, and 4.0%, respectively).
Wyandotte County, on the other hand, is much more racially diverse, with 58.2%
of white persons, 28.3% of black persons, 1.6% of Asian persons and 16% of
Hispanics/Latinos comprising the population. It is also comparatively less
affluent than Johnson County. The median family income of Wyandotte County

is $40,333, or 55% of the median Johnson County family income.

%2 See http://www.kansasinc.org/pubs/VD/VD0809.pdf for additional information on Kansas
counties’ economic vitality and distress measures. A higher ranking indicates greater vitality on
measures of wealth, growth, and dependent population data; lower rankings indicate greater
distress on those measures. In 2008, out of 105 counties in the state of Kansas, Johnson (#1)
and Miami (#5) counties were in the first quintile of Vitality and Distress Rankings for the state.
Franklin (#25) and Linn (#42) counties appeared in the second quintile. Wyandotte County (#88)
appeared in fifth quintile.
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It is possible that the class position of many Johnson County families
“affords them the necessary purchasing power for acquiring the AG dolls and
products in the first place,” as Acosta-Alzuru and Kreshel (2002:156) note of their
own interview participants. Essayists from Johnson County-- or other
predominantly white and relatively affluent counties in the Kansas City
metropolitan area-- may not necessarily feel as if it is inappropriate or impossible
to believe, internalize, or act upon American Girl's messages of empowerment,
individuality, achievement, and assertiveness. As Swidler (1986) suggests, they
may “come to value ends for which their cultural equipment is well suited” (pg.
277) because they have the racial and class privilege for which these values and
their attendant strategies of action make sense.

Again, this is speculation and, in all fairness, if one were to compile
demographic profiles for the various cities within each of these counties, one
would find substantial variations indicating that the relationship between race,
class, and rates of participation in the TMM’s essay contest are tenuous, at best.
Race and class are generally “unmarked” (or unremarked upon) by girls in their
essays. In general, unless “difference” was pertinent to how a girl framed her
engagement with American Girl (i.e. status as a transnational adoptee, being
culturally or racially different from one’s peers, having a disease or disability,
experiencing financial hardship, etc.), what one is or how one is located (i.e.

racially, ethnically, or socioeconomically) was absent from her discussion.
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Methodological Approach to Coding

The decision to use qualitative data analysis software in the analysis stage
of this project was to manage, virtually effortlessly, not only the essays but also
the sheer volume of codes | expected the essays to produce.®* The
MAXQDAPplus 10 software, in particular, is user-friendly and lends itself to various
methods of inductive qualitative analysis such as grounded theory, as well as
mixed methods analysis (Verbi Software 2012). Informed by analytic methods
associated with grounded theory (Charmaz 2006), | used a two-pronged coding
strategy that the software design supported. MAXQDAplus 10 allows for
hierarchical code systems and multiple or overlapping coding (Verbi Software
2012) amenable to the various phases of initial, focused, and axial coding
(Charmaz 2006).

In the “initial” or “open” coding stage, | applied a line-by-line coding
strategy to arrive at my first-level or main coding categories. Line-by-line coding
allows one “to remain open to the data and to see nuances in it” (Charmaz
2006:50). Furthermore, line-by-line coding allows one to “identify implicit
concerns and explicit statements” and to “break data up into their component
parts or properties” (Charmaz 2006:50). Additionally, line-by-line coding
revealed that even the relatively more succinct and brief statements in the

essays addressed as many concerns as those in wordier submissions.

% Initial, focused, and axial coding, combined, produced 1,037 codes and 3,952 segments of
coded text. With MAXQDA, generating new codes and applying them to segments of text across
289 essays was as simple as clicking a mouse and moving a cursor. Using this technology
significantly reduced the time and labor associated with more manual methods of coding, leaving
the “humanist” feel of inductive, interpretive research very much intact.
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The “implicit concerns and explicit statements” | initially sought to identify
in the initial stage of coding centered on the questions asked by TMM staff in the
Call for Essays. For example, coding categories that emerged from the question
“‘What does it mean to me to be an American Girl?” included: An American Girl
is...; Being an American Girl is...; and To be an American Girl means to me...
Each of these coding categories answers the question in distinct ways. To
illustrate, segments of code that begin with the phrase “An American Girl is...”
tended to precede adjectives describing the characteristics that entrants believed
American Girls possessed, exhibited, or espoused. | applied the code “Being an
American Girl is...” to descriptions of the level of effort required to enact or
feelings toward possessing the label American Girl. “To be an American Girl
means to me” applied to segments of text explaining behaviors associated with
this identity; in essays these typically appeared as “to be”- or “to do’-type
statements. The “discovery” of multiple themes within the primary or initial
coding categories assisted with the second stage of coding in which | applied
“focused” and “applied” coding strategies (Charmaz 2006:51).

“Focused coding,” according to Charmaz (2006), “requires decisions about
which initial codes make the most analytic sense to categorize your data
incisively and completely” (pg. 58). The focused coding stage allowed me to
streamline initial codes into more concrete conceptual categories while
simultaneously developing axial codes. Axial coding, then, “specifies] the
dimensions of a larger category” and links (and relates) categories with

subcategories (Charmaz 2006:61). Focused and axial coding allows the
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researcher to synthesize larger segments of data than in the initial coding stage;
it is in these stages that codes move from being merely descriptive to conceptual
and “the analytic powers of [one’s] emerging ideas” are extended (Charmaz
2006:57-5; 63). For example, | applied the initial coding category of “To be an
American Girl means to me” to a segment of text in which “to be you, to be
hopeful, truthful, to have courage, and to help others” are several of the many “to
be’- or “to do’- statements that emerge to form axial codes. **

Entrants addressed several topics not explicitly requested in the Call for
Essays (see above). Many entrants discussed issues that | believed indicated
important contemporary contexts affecting their lives and, as a result, their
participation in the TMM essay contest, and which shaped the content of their
essays in various ways. Among these issues were the impact of 9/11 and
American military involvement in Iraq and Afghanistan, the effects of recent
economic downturns (experienced both personally and indirectly), media
pressures and the prevalence of bullying. Comparisons of girlhood in the past, at
least in terms of how girls and women perceived it to be, with how girls
experience it today emerged as another significant theme in the process of
coding. Many essayists indicated their career aspirations and future goals.
Additionally, essayists compared “American” girls’ lives with the lives of girls in

other countries. Finally, markers of difference or diversity emerged as a

% | have formatted all quoted material from the TMM essays in italic font as way of distinguishing
it from my analyses, interpretations, and explanations. | adhere to this convention in the
substantive chapters that follow. | have also applied this formatting to all quotes that appear at
the beginning of the various chapters of this dissertation for stylistic purposes.
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significant coding category primarily because essayists deployed them in what
appear to be deliberately self-conscious ways. In this study, these markers of
difference or diversity included explicit references to girls’ racial/ethnic or cultural
backgrounds, dis/ability status, non-standard family forms (i.e. adoption,
multigenerational households, blended families), or other specific characteristics
that indicated the entrants were “marked” in some fashion.**

Methods and considerations employed in grounded theory influenced my
approach to data coding; this has facilitated an inductive interpretive analysis of
the data produced by the TMM essay contest. Grounded theory influences this
study in one other way: it supports the use of “texts as objects of analytic
scrutiny themselves” (Charmaz 2006:39). For Charmaz (2006), an “extant text”
is one in which “the researcher had no hand in shaping,” as compared to an
“elicited text” which “involve research participants in producing written data in
response to a researcher’s request” (pg. 35). | did not solicit from writers the
essays that comprise my data set; the TMM solicited and managed the essay
contest in its entirety. To this end, the essays are “extant texts” that | treat “as

data to address [