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Abstract 
There is a considerable amount of academic and 
popular literature on the ways in which toys 
subliminally reinforce acceptable dominant ideological 
viewpoints or practices that, while not overtly 
stereotypical, nevertheless reinforce the dominant 
ideological notions of gender, class and race - a 
discourse to which major toy brands have responded by 
producing toys that are more “ethnically and gender 
correct”. We propose that a design fiction critique of 
class, race and gender through the overarching 
narrative of the American Dream may help facilitate 
discussion on the ways in which we construct our 
subaltern others. 
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Introduction 
The Museum of Modern Art’s recent exhibition, The 
Century of the Child, claims to highlight the 
contribution of 20th century design to the project of 
devising and creating the material means for children 
to participate in play in ways that promotes their well-
being and development.  The exhibition does a good 
job of covering the history of toy design, and does an 
interesting job of associating the zeitgeist of certain 
historical periods with dominant paradigms in the ethos 
of toy making – during the Cold War (1960’s-1990s, for 
example), it points to the growing influence of the 
politics and economics of consumerist consumption: 
“Power has been a prominent and slippery theme in 
this narrative: the power of global brands and 
companies, the power of electronic and digital media, 
and the power of children themselves. Who, over time, 
have come to wield more purchasing power and exert 
more influence on adult consumption.” 

Of the present decade, the exhibition points to the now 
emerging discourses around the effects of growing 
global diasporization and inequity, and posits that 
designer’s concerns have now turned towards more 
progressive, idealist trends, embodying the idea that 
was is needed are toys that encourage the 
“community’s collective responsibility for children, the 
movement towards an ethical, sustainable design 
culture, and the increased visibility of inclusive, 
therapeutic, and assistive design for children.”  

However, we feel that what the exhibition lacks, and 
this is a trend we feel persists throughout most popular 
toy design discourse, is a critical eye towards the actual 
narratives that really constitute the worlds (especially 
in the US, where the effects of global immigration have 

been the most visible) of subaltern children, and here 
we use Spivak’s definition of the subaltern as those 
who are socially, politically and economically outside of 
the dominating cultural discourses of power. 

Current Critiques of Gender & Race in Toys 

Most critiques of ideological discourses of US toy 
manufacture have focused on the ways in which specific 
toy brands have played roles in asserting popular 
gender and professional discourses: for example, Kevin 
Cassel critiques the role of the GI Joe Action Figure in 
asserting a hypermasculine, ‘us vs. them’ narrative, 
where “preserving the male ego posits warfare as the 
fulfillment of a desire for fusion with the military 
machine.” 

Critiques of gendered ideological narratives being 
explicitly built into children’s toys can also be found in 
toy brands thought to be more open to creative play, 
like Lego. Anita Sarkeesian traces the history of Lego to 
critique the way in which the brand evolved from a 
focus on gender neutral, family oriented open play 
environments towards more explicit closed narratives, 
and gendered play sets.  

Where Lego sets for boys started concentrating on 
either techno-industrial professions (astronauts, 
construction, explorers) or franchises (The Lord of the 
Rings, Marvel superheroes), while girls toy sets took an 
even more extreme approach: in an almost blatant 
disregard for the considerable advances made by 
women’s rights movements in gender discourse, Lego 
Friends targets girls with environments that allow them 
to build worlds around “feminine” activities: going to 
the hair salon, baking, sunbathing etc. The design of 



  

Lego also reflects the severe ideological problems that 
the new sets engender: the girls sets are all dominated 
by pinks and other pastel colors, and, most shockingly, 
the character legos, breaking from the flat, gender 
neutral traditional legos, show curves and breasts. 

Similarly, critiques have also been made of race and 
toy manufacture. In particular, critical theorists like Ann 
Ducille have taken issue with the fact that toy 
manufacturers like Barbie, apart from trying to mold 
pre-teen and teenage conceptions of the feminine body 
and what is considered beautiful, have tried to reach 
out to a larger audience through the creation of 
“ethnic” Barbies. She points out that not are the ethnic 
Barbies made of the same white plastic, just painted 
differently, from the standard Barbie, but that the real 
problem lies in the very notion that there can be an 
“authentic” African-American or Asian doll. Most 
importantly, she notes that the production of “ethnic” 
Barbies is mostly done for a white consumer market, 
making the complex issues of ethnicity and race “safe” 
for white consumers to digest: “…capitalism has 
appropriated what it sees as certain signifiers of 
blackness and made them marketable… Mattel… mass 
market[s] the discursively familiar–by reproducing 
stereotyped forms and visible signs of racial and ethnic 
difference.” 

Subaltern Children & Toy Subversion 

Most critiques of toy brands are based around gender 
and race, and are primarily critiques of toys made and 
marketed for white, middle class kids – and most 
discourses in toy manufacture center around the 
conception of the child as being malleable and thus 
susceptible to ideological conditioning. And yet, there is 

academic evidence arguing that as far as children are 
concerned, race and gender are not as important as we 
think in determining how children will cultivate skills 
and worldviews as they grow, but that socio-economic 
class is just as important. In her longitudinal study on 
African-American families over a wide range of socio-
economic backgrounds, Unequal Childhoods:Class, 
Race and Family Life, the anthropologist Annette 
Lareau argued that insofar as child development is 
concerned, class may be as, or even more, important 
as a conditioning factor than race or gender. She 
specifically points to the ways in which parents take 
different approaches to parenting, and the ways in 
which the very notion of play is constituted differently 
for working class children – children from the lower 
classes are encouraged to play on their own, and an 
emphasis on play being centered around giving and 
following orders rather than on negotiation. 

Lareau argues that the world that children inhabit 
informs the kinds of narratives they construct. This 
points to the fact that rather than taking a critical view 
to the kinds of narratives present in toys, we might 
instead form a better picture of how toys play a role in 
child development by studying how kids construct 
narratives around toys in their play. 

This was the approach taken by Elizabeth Chin, in a 
seminal paper written in 1999 on the relation between 
childhood conceptions of class and race in working class 
children. Chin, in her field work spending time with 
African-American children in New Haven, Connecticut, 
noted that while most lower-class kids could not afford 
the “ethnically correct” toy Barbie sets and had to make 
do with the cheaper, more ubiquitous white Barbies, 
girls would often subvert the bodies of these dolls to 
bring them closer to their own worlds. For example 



  

Chin describes how Newhallville girls would often blur 
racial distinctions by braiding the dolls hair into African-
American styles, and modify their dresses using 
anything they could scavenge or find on-hand – foil, 
beads etc. 

Furthermore, Chin also notes that this subversion of 
race was not innocent: the children were very aware of 
the kinds of problematiques posed by their dolls, that 
the dolls had not been manufactured with them in 
mind. In a conversation with two of her subjects, Chin 
records the children questioning how “they make her 
(Barbie) like a stereotype. Barbie is a stereotype. When 
you think of Barbie you don't think of fat Barbie…you 
don't think of pregnant Barbie. You never, ever…think 
of an abused Barbie.”  

In conclusion, Chin suggests that children, and 
especially subalterns, as they lie outside of the 
boundaries of dominant toy-manufacture paradigms 
that use the white, middle-class, well gendered 
consumer as their base target market, are very aware 
of the alienness of the toys that are available to them, 
and often wonder why the dolls do not represent social 
and economic worlds familiar to them. 

Most importantly however, Chin’s study raises the 
question of why there hasn’t been more work done in 
the politico-social spaces occupied by other subalterns: 
where are the narratives of the myriad immigrant and 
diasporic communities in the US? 

Real American: Toys as Critique of the 
American Dream  
As we have seen, most discourse around popular toy 
brands like Barbie and Lego is about the kinds of critical 

discourses they uncritically disseminate, rather than 
focusing on the larger background within which these 
discourses unfold. 

What is most interesting about most of these major toy 
brands is that they only tell one side of a larger, 
national narrative: the possibilities and hopes of the 
American Dream, but only as constituted by the 
middle-upper middle class. The principal core notions at 
the heart of the American Dream: equality of 
opportunity, the celebration of diversity, are only 
acknowledged through, as Ducille pointed out earlier, a 
marketable and safe consumerist ethic. Where are the 
toys for the children of lower class working families, of 
Hispanics and Asian immigrants?  

This is where we propose that design fictions can help 
bring attention to these questions. An example of a 
design fiction that we pose is that of questioning the 
notion of the American Dream, and what it really 
means to be a “real American”. What does trying to 
“make it” in the context of American society today 
mean for immigrant or racially non-white, lower class 
communities? Can we create a critique of the 
commodification and stereotyping of class and race 
discourse prevalent in toy manufacture?  

We sought to answer some of these questions through 
the creation of a fake company, Real American (Figure 
1), which would seek to “inculcate values that are truly 
American: an appreciation for diversity, for freedom, 
and equality of opportunity, and for the issues at play 
in American culture today.”  



  

 

Figure 1. The “Real American” website 

Using humor in a tongue and cheek, satirical manner, 
the company’s aims are to allow kids to subvert their 
own “white, upper-class” toys into toys that more 
resemble their own backgrounds. This is done through 
the many toy “character” and “environment” kits 
(Figure 2) that allow kids to modify their own existing 
Legos, Barbies and other toys, swapping out body parts 
and accessories for the more “politically correct” ones. 

 

Figure 2. Different swappable body parts are available 
to order for different toy brands like Lego. 

However, there is a further twist to the narratives that 
come in the packaging with the toys: most of the 
stories that are given to the kids to play around (in a 
nod to the argument that Lareau made around the 
reasons for why middle/upper class kids are given 
explicit ways to structure their worlds, so as to gain 
valuable negotiation skills within them) are narratives 
based around popular systems of signification 
associated with stereotypes: the Middle-Eastern food 
vendor, the Chinese pawn shop owner, etc. (Figure 3) 

 

Figure 3. Each set is accompanied by a stereotypical 
toy narrative revolving around profession and race. 

In this way, with the use of both elements of realism 
(you do see the Arab food vendor on the corner of the 
street everyday) and an explicit use of irony (but why 
do we construct all Arabs as food vendors then, and 
why do we use the words that we do to describe 
them?), we hope that middle/upper class kids and their 
parents will begin to question the ways in which 
conventional toy narratives are constructed. 



 

Conclusion 
By giving middle/upper class kids the agency to subvert 
their own toys and create more “real” narratives, while 
at the same time explicitly pointing to the kinds of 
narratives that float about in the real world– in 
essence, Real American wants kids to go to their 
parents asking why it is that the toy boxes that claim to 
be more “real”, give them directions they feel 
uncomfortable with, and we hope that this in turn will 
provoke both more meaningful conversations and 
reflections about the problems of race, gender, class, 
and cultural stereotyping between parents and children. 
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