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The crowds in the marketplace made me uneasy and each time a
stranger would push past me, I instinctively tried to elbow them away in
order to protect my family. The air was thick and carried an odd jumble
of scents, a mixture of perspiration, diesel fumes and dairy cows. My $2
novelty tee shirt featuring a cartoon elephant and plaid shorts clung to
me in the heat and just seemed to scream ‘dummy’ amidst the sea of
nondescript and purely mercenary shoppers. “Just keep moving
forward…” I repeated over and over in my head, always followed by the
refrain “…just get what you came here for.” As I stumbled within the crush
of humanity, the crush of middle-aged women and their tiny, fidgeting,
live wired daughters all vying for a chance to strike a bargain at one of

the market stalls, I spun around and stopped cold. My own bubble of breathable air and shrinking
little personal space were vanishing and my wife and daughter were no longer in sight. I began
pressing on to find them when I saw what it was I’d ventured this far after: A discount priced
American Girl historical doll. Holding my ground, I waited for my family to spot me. Call me Dad,
pioneer of the girl’s empowerment movement. Heaven help us.

I sold out this past weekend and disavowed all knowledge of guy code. The Madison Wisconsin
Children’s Museum hosts an American Girl benefit sale each July at the company’s Middleton,
Wisconsin facility with the proceeds going to support the  museum. Reasoning that I would get
some cheese curds and decent beer out of the trip, I hunkered down in the back seat of our station
wagon and travelled with my wife and daughter to the rolling hills of Wisconsin for the sale. The only
way I can describe is in this way: Every year on the Friday after the Thanksgiving holiday the women
in my life venture out into the darkness at 3:00 in the morning with a bunch of over-sized shopping
bags and Jason masks on. Where they go I never know. Until now. This American Girl doll sale in
the middle of a sweltering July weekend in Wisconsin is exactly like Black Friday. I happened to go
willingly into the trip with the promise of getting a really high quality burger afterwards and a night at
a hotel built after 1937. I got both, and was able to support the museum at the same time.

American Girl, if you haven’t been indoctrinated into the culture by virtue of being related to small
female children, is a direct marketer of dolls and doll accessories. It was started in 1986 with the
introduction of a line of historical dolls and accompanying books depicting the fictional lives of 9-
year old heroines across the timeline of American history. The dolls and their dopple-characters are
distinctive in that they cross ethnic lines and feature not only the stories of white children, but Native-
American and African-American girls. The company was purchased in 1998 by Mattel, and this a
telling crossroads for both companies. One of Mattel’s original developers was Ruth Handler, wife
of co-founder Elliot Handler. Mrs. Handler is more instrumental in the success of the company due to
her creation of the Barbie doll in 1959. Handler’s Barbie is a toy that very much represents the
thinking of her time. The Barbie doll is an educational toy in that it tells children they can do and see
anything that the world has to offer, but real success comes while wearing 2 inch heels, owning a 
bubble-butt and always being coiffed to the nines. American Girl more than subtly tells children that
it’s okay to just be children. Kids have buck teeth and freckles and a variety of different skin colors.
The message is that you can do things with help from your friends and family and through good old
ingenuity.

There are no such toys for little boys. We’d just bury them in the yard or set fire to the toys, anyway.
Our development as men is more assured. We are told that the mantle of leadership is ours for the
taking, as we have been for thousands of years. American Girl fits into the great movement of the
last century that has shown women the way to leadership on their own terms. While my daughter
becomes angry when I don’t play right and continue to make the dolls vomit and curse like Donald
Duck, I’m happy to watch what the product does for her. The heroines of the doll and book series’
push her to become one of millions of the best educated and best equipped generation of young
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women that the world has ever seen. So, yeah, I was happy to ride along to Middleton. Even if I
didn’t get my cheese.
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