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Watch Out Barbie, Here Come the Groovy Girls

Barbie has been the desire of young girls ever since she was born in 1959.  For almost 50 years there have been few toys that have rivaled her popularity. However every once in a while one will hit the market that has the possibility of becoming just as popular, and my hopes are pinned on the latest runner up, the Groovy Girls, a line of dolls put out by the Manhattan Toy Company. The Manhattan Toy Company was founded in 1979 by Francis Goldwyn, grandson of Samuel Goldwyn of motion picture fame. The company website states that “[they] design toys that inspire creative play, inviting children of all ages to explore both the world around them and the unlimited potential of their own imaginations” (http://www.manhattantoy.com/mt.htm). The Groovy Girls line adheres to this standard and encourages acceptance and diversity though availability in a variety of ethnicities and styles and, unlike Barbie, the Girls do it in a manner which does not promote unhealthy gender stereotypes.

Barbie has long been the centre of debates suggesting that she perpetuates negative gender roles and poor body images for women. As the Economist (2002) reports, “Barbie has joined the gallery of rogues--alongside supermodels, women's magazines and the advertising industry--held responsible for teenagers' weight anxiety, and women's body complexes”. Dr. Seuss, in referring to Nazi propaganda, once explained that the most dangerous Germans that Americans should fear “were those who had been children when the Nazi party rose to power because “[t]hey were brought up on straight propaganda, products of the worst educational crime in the entire history of the world.” (Jenkins, p. 260). Although Dr. Seuss’ concerns were focused on fascism and political propaganda, the effects of propaganda are the same even today when we look at the body images that are represented in the media, and in the case of Barbie, in toys. What many of us fear is that our children, especially girls, will adopt unhealthy self images as a result of being presented with ideals in the media that are impossible to attain.  Thus it is not at all unreasonable to be concerned when your three year old daughter wants to play with Barbie.  That is a very early age to be presenting her with body images that are simply unattainable, clothing that is provocative, and objectified, subservient gender roles that are reminiscent of the 1950s.  

For this reason the Groovy Girls are a healthy and fun alternative to Barbie. They are a soft toy and stand approximately 33 cm tall.  They are bendable; they come in a variety of colours and hair styles, and they lack cleavage and ultra-thin bodies.  Groovy Girls are white, dark, Asian, even Canadian (Groovy Girl-Victoria is Canadian and even has a little maple leaf tattoo to prove it!). As their website indicates, the Groovy Girls “celebrate individuality” but they do so in a refreshing manner, without stereotyping or ‘othering’ different ethnicities, a point which will be elaborated on later in a discussion of the knock-offs that are available. 

Like Barbie, they come with a wide selection of accessories, including a variety of outfits, cars, chairs, and beds to name a few. Yet even these differ from Barbie in a few important areas. For example, the Girls are clothed in ‘groovy’ styles, however they are completely clothed, and do not bare their midriffs or cleavage. That is not to say that they are dressed in prim and proper uniforms. Rather, their wardrobes are unique and offer young girls an opportunity to discover their own personal style, be it jean mini-skirts with union jack tanks completed big black boots and funky leggings (Groovy Girls – Verity), or a groovy karate outfit.  Groovy Girls offer diversity and fun without focusing on tight fitting clothes and sex appeal or stereotypes. Groovy Girls even have their own ‘Groovin’ Scooter’.  

The only negative attribute I could find was that all of the Girls are wearing dresses or skirts. Pants are available but they are accessories that you can buy for the Girls. In this way the Girls do somewhat perpetuate traditional gender roles for girls. Some may also argue that the Girls perpetuate consumerism as well since there is a host of accessories that go along with them, from clothing to pets to comfy chairs. However their pros outweigh their cons, especially when compared to examples like Barbie. In such a competitive marketplace it is surprising that they have little competition. To be sure, there definitely are others that are trying to cash in on the Girls’ success, however they pale in comparison. 

I found a couple such copies in my search for a Groovy Girl for this review.  It turns out that the Girls are only available at select children’s stores and are not available at mass retailers like Wal-Mart or London Drugs. Wal-Mart carries a line called Ragg Chicks.  Although I would not categorize Wal-Mart as a bastion of feminist ideals, it frightens me to think that we really have not come such a long way (baby) if mass retailers such as this American giant deem it appropriate to carry a child’s toy that is packed with so much derogatory meaning. Putting the offensive name aside, my disgust grew as I noticed that all the dolls were clothed in midriff baring tops. The final straw though, was their attempt at ‘multi-culturalism’. They have white ‘chicks’ with blond hair and blue eyes, others with brown hair and green eyes, and finally dark ‘chicks’ with black hair and purple eyes. Adding insult to injury the dark ‘chick’ was also the only dressed completely in an animal print outfit, thus truly exoticizing the ‘chick’-of-colour.  Therefore, even though the Groovy Girls don’t come wearing pants I feel that this is a minor misdemeanour compared to the dolls of a similar nature available. 

Within the context of such concepts as post-modernity, youth crisis, and broken homes (Davis, 1999), the Groovy Girls are a much more refreshing alternative to the “traditional” alternatives available. They do not perpetuate the myth of childhood as innocence, yet neither do they encourage children to speed up their growing process. They are a doll that encourages children to use their imagination and does not promote unhealthy body images. I can only hope that when I have grandchildren the Groovy Girls are on their wish lists rather than Barbie.
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