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Abstract 

Positioned at the intersection of business, social, and cultural history, this thesis, “Apocalypse at 
the Doll Counter”: Barbie, Marjie, and the North American Toy Industry, 1959-67, uses a case 
study of the parallel and intersecting journeys of the American Barbie doll and Canadian Marjie 
doll to explore Canada’s cultural and economic relationship with the United States primarily in the 
late 1950s and into the 1960s. The histories of these dolls show how toys were imbued with 
nationalist and gendered sentiments and values in an era where American cultural and economic 
power penetrated Canada’s borders; Canadians responded to perceived cultural imperialism with 
a heightened sense of Canadian nationalism, reflected in wider Canada-US relations in the same 
period.  
 
The thesis further explores the rise of the Barbie doll as it became an iconic piece of plastic that 
transcended the toy world and was attached with cultural meaning. The cultural meaning and 
popular image of the Barbie doll was created by the powerful marketing of the doll by Mattel, 
especially as the company created a wide selection of accessories and companion goods to be 
purchased alongside the doll. Through Barbie, Mattel revolutionized the toy industry, much to the 
chagrin of later generations of parents. 
 
Finally, this thesis also use the Barbie/Marjie clash to provide a business history of the North 
American toy industry. Investigating how the Canadian toy industry approached economic 
competition with the American toy firms like Mattel, it looks at how the toy industry, more 
broadly, transitioned from a seasonal to a year-round industry and faced increasing competition at 
home with the development of American branch plants in Canada. Ultimately, this thesis shows 
how, despite all the efforts of the Canadian toy industry and the Canadian government, any success 
was short lived.  
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Introduction 

“Apocalypse at the Doll Counter”:  

Barbie & Marjie, and the North American Toy Industry, 1959-67 

 

In 2016, Mattel, one of the world’s largest toy manufacturers, introduced a new line of Barbie, its 

iconic, best-selling fashion doll famous for its elongated figure, exaggerated breasts, and 

glamourous style. Of course, Barbie, the American “teen-age model” and a staple of Mattel’s line-

up since its debut in 1959, has undergone thousands of iterations thanks to an ever-expanding 

collection of outfits, hairstyles, make-up choices, and fashion accessories. Hence there has been 

everything from Malibu Barbie to Malaysian Barbie, from Totally Hair Barbie to Teen Talk 

Barbie. Furthermore, Barbie finds itself not simply in a vast range of clothes but in dozens of 

different homes, including beach houses and luxury condos, and also vehicles, from convertible 

sports cars and jeeps to horse-drawn carriages. Mattel even created a ‘life size’ five-foot-high doll, 

which allowed children to swap clothes with the style icon. As Britain’s The Economist observed 

in 2002, “Of all the forces against which resistance is futile, Barbie ranks right up near the top. 

Any poor innocent who assumed that this piece of anatomically challenged plastic, devised in 

1959, had been left on the toy shelf beside other relics of the era is evidently not the parent of a 

pre-school girl. Cult-like, Barbie draws her flock with a heady mix of marketing, magic and the 

colour pink”.1 To coincide with changing cultural mores and consumer demand, Barbie has been 

joined by an increasingly diverse array of sidekicks including Ken (a boyfriend), Skipper (a little 

sister), Christie (a Black friend), Miko (an Asian friend), Teresa (a Latina friend), as well as a 

menagerie that has included a cat, a horse, a pony, a panda bear, a lion cub, a zebra, and over a 

                                                 
1 “Life in plastic,” The Economist, 19 December 2002. 
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dozen breeds of dogs. But the changes in 2016 were significant in that for the first time in fifty-

seven years the main Barbie doll itself was presented in a variety of altered body types to 

consumers (see Figure I.1). 

 

Figure I.1 “Mattel’s Barbie line in 2016,” introduced Barbie bodies in petite, tall, and curvy.  Megan 
Garber, “Barbie’s Hips Don’t Lie,” The Atlantic Monthly, 28 January 2016: 
http://www.theatlantic.com/entertainment/archive/2016/01/barbies-hips-dont-lie/432741/  
 (accessed 20 August 2016); 

In a move that sparked considerable press coverage and even a Time cover story, Mattel 

announced that henceforth the standard blonde, slim Barbie doll would be sold alongside three 

new body types: curvy, petite, and tall. Dolls would also be customizable with different face sculpts 

and feature eighteen different skin tones, twenty-two different eye colours, and twenty-four 

varieties of hair styles, including edgy looks such as a half-shaved head or electric blue hair colour. 

The re-model was prompted by slumping sales of the normally high-selling doll. Amongst industry 

watchers and cultural commentators, the possibilities of a more diverse Barbie doll was praised as 

“overdue” and as a step at “transforming cynical self-interest into cultural progress”, because as 

one child psychologist focused on dealing with body dysmorphic disorder explained, “For a little 

http://www.theatlantic.com/entertainment/archive/2016/01/barbies-hips-dont-lie/432741/
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girl, it’s important to have diversity in what they’re playing with.”2 Mattel’s move was a feat of 

marketing genius, at least in terms of producing the sort of breathless reporting that the company’s 

fashion doll has been generating for over half a century. Whether sales rebound remains to be seen.  

In terms of media frenzy, there had been similar interest in 2004 when, just days before 

Valentine’s Day, Mattel announced that Barbie had dumped Ken, her boyfriend since 1961, in 

favour of Blaine, a hunky Australian surfer dude. Speculation extended to whether Barbie would 

quickly dump Blaine to enjoy the single life and whether or not her breakup with Ken had been 

because she had discovered that her long-time beau was gay. As reporters at the normally staid 

Bloomberg News pointed out, “It wouldn't be the first time a beautiful woman has fallen for a gay 

man (witness Elizabeth Taylor's love for Montgomery Clift).”3 Indeed, in 1993, Mattel had stirred 

rumours about Ken’s sexuality by introducing Earring Magic Ken, a doll with blonde highlights 

in his brown hair, a lavender mesh shirt, an earring and a necklace with a circular charm. The latter 

was described by one cultural commentator as a “chrome cock ring”, though as a Mattel executive 

noted, “We’re not in the business of putting cock rings into the hands of little girls.”4 Quickly 

                                                 
2 Caitlyn Petreycik, “Barbie’s New Look Isn’t ‘Just Party Dresses and Glitter,” Glamour, 28 
January 2016: http://www.glamour.com/story/barbies-new-look-isnt-just-par (accessed 20 August 
2016); Megan Garber, “Barbie’s Hips Don’t Lie,” The Atlantic Monthly, 28 January 2016: 
http://www.theatlantic.com/entertainment/archive/2016/01/barbies-hips-dont-lie/432741/  
 (accessed 20 August 2016); Eliana Dockterman, “Barbie’s Got a New Body,” Time, 28 January 
2016): http://time.com/barbie-new-body-cover-story/ (accessed 20 August 2016); Rachel Abrams, 
“Barbie Adds Curvy and Tall to Body Shapes,” New York Times, 28 January 2016: 
http://www.nytimes.com/2016/01/29/business/barbie-now-in-more-shapes.html?_r=0 (accessed 
20 August 2016). 
3 “Behind the Barbie-Ken Breakup,” Bloomberg News, 17 February 2004: 
http://www.bloomberg.com/bw/stories/2004-02-16/behind-the-barbie-ken-breakup (accessed 20 
August 2016).  
4 Maggie Paley, The Book of the Penis (New York: Grove Press, 2000), 197; Dan Savage, “Ken 
Comes Out: Barbie’s Boyfriend Sports a Cock Ring,” Chicago Reader, 22 July 1993; “Has Ken 
Come Out?,” People Magazine, 11 October 1993. The doll received incredible publicity. As an 
employee of Mattel Canada told me, “There were a couple of reporters from the Toronto Star 
who dogged me for some years. Like having to explain whether Earring Magic Ken was gay.” 

http://www.glamour.com/story/barbies-new-look-isnt-just-par
http://www.theatlantic.com/entertainment/archive/2016/01/barbies-hips-dont-lie/432741/
http://time.com/barbie-new-body-cover-story/
http://www.nytimes.com/2016/01/29/business/barbie-now-in-more-shapes.html?_r=0
http://www.bloomberg.com/bw/stories/2004-02-16/behind-the-barbie-ken-breakup
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becoming Mattel’s best-selling Ken doll, thanks to purchases by gay men, the doll reflected, as 

one reporter saw it, changes in American society. The toy industry, wrote New York Times reporter 

Carol Lawson, “which has been built on a solid foundation of sexual stereotypes, is beginning to 

register the unraveling of those stereotypes in society at large.” However, Mattel soon withdrew 

the doll from toy stores due to criticism from gay rights advocates. As Dan Savage complained: 

“Suddenly, it’s hip to be queer. The little girls of our great nation wanted a hipper Ken, and Mattel 

gave them a hip Ken. A queer Ken.”5 

On the face of it, it may seem childish to obsess so much about dolls. But then of course 

Barbie has been one of the leading public faces of a global toy industry that rakes in billions of 

dollars a year in sales. In fact, Mattel’s doll fundamentally changed the toy industry, inspiring the 

whole range of teenage dolls, which have come to dominate so much of the toy marketing, 

kickstarting year-round toy marketing, and inspiring a vast array of licensed product lines, 

including lunch boxes, stickers, clothing, and candy. Moreover, Barbie has become an important 

cultural icon, studied and parodied dozens of times. For instance, The Simpsons television show 

features a teenage fashion doll called Malibu Stacey, while in 1997 Danish Eurodance group Aqua 

released an insipid pop single, “Barbie Girl”. Mattel sued the band for tarnishing the Barbie brand, 

but lost. Yet one can see why the company was so alarmed because in this song, the eponymous 

girl lives in a “Barbie World”, a hyper-sexualized and materialistic environment in which she 

spends her life being dressed and undressed by various men. Nor was Aqua the first to offer such 

criticisms of the doll and what it represented in terms of sex and materialism. Early on, Barbie’s 

                                                 
Interview with retired Mattel Canada executive on 12 August 2016, telephone. The interviewee 
was an executive with Mattel Canada between the 1980s and 1990s. The interview was 
conducted in confidentiality, and the name of the interviewee is withheld by mutual agreement. 
5 Carol Lawson, “Toys Will Be Toys: The Stereotypes Unravel,” New York Times, 11 February 
1993; Savage, “Ken Comes Out.” 
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power and growing influence had been recognized. In 1963, alarmed that a growing numbers of 

parents were declining to purchase baby dolls and other wholesome toys for their children, Russell 

Baker, a contributor to the Toronto Globe and Mail, declared that “The downfall of the toy train 

has occurred simultaneously with another apocalypse at the doll counter. There the sex kitten 

Barbie has replaced the baby doll. What upheaval says more about the age?” As Baker asked 

ominously, “What are we doing to these children?”6  

Since people took Barbie seriously enough to issue such apocalyptic warnings, it is clearly 

worth examining why a simple doll generated such intense fears about youth, culture, and 

modernity. Furthermore, it is useful to look at Barbie because the doll, or rather Mattel, the 

company behind it, revolutionized the toy industry. Given Barbie’s influence not just in the United 

States but globally, it is well worth exploring the doll’s development, its emergence, and its impact 

not just within the context of the United States, but also abroad, in this case – and given Russell 

Baker’s warning – Canada. Positioned at the intersection of business and cultural history and using 

a Canadian case study, my thesis, “Apocalypse at the Doll Counter”: Barbie, Marjie, and the 

North American Toy Industry, 1959-67, explores these themes, for what is surprising is that while 

journalists and cultural theorists have examined the Barbie phenomenon, academic historians have 

utterly ignored the doll, its history, and its importance.7 As this thesis contends, Barbie is a product 

                                                 
6 Russell Baker, “What Happened to Dreaming?,” Globe and Mail, 11 December 1963.  
7 The Barbie-related literature, has been produced mainly by feminist and cultural studies scholars, 
whose focus is generally on the present: Mary F. Rogers, Barbie Culture (London: Sage 
Publications, 1999); Jeannie Bank Thomas, Naked Barbies, Warrior Joes, and Other Forms of 
Visible Gender (Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 2003); Jeffrey Cannon, “Barbie as Feminine 
Icon: The Subversion Narrative Gets a Second Run on Film,” Conference Papers -- International 
Communication Association (2008): 1- 22; Kevin Norton, Timothy Olds, Scott Olive, and Stephen 
Dark, “Ken and Barbie at Life Size”, Sex Roles: A Journal of Research 34, no. 3-4 (1996): 287-
95; Jacqueline Urla and Alan C. Swedlund, “The Anthropometry of Barbie: Unsettling Ideals of 
the Feminine Body in Popular Culture,” in Deviant Bodies: Critical Perspectives on Difference in 
Science and Popular Culture, eds.  J. Terry and J. Urla (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 
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of American postwar cultural and economic dominance, an example of the country’s industrial 

and media power, a symbol of US corporate soft-power. ‘She’ is representative of what historian 

Richard Wagnleitner has playfully called “the Marilyn Monroe Doctrine”, an attractive exemplar 

of American mass-culture and thus a model modernity.8 

Barbie’s story is about the development of the American toy industry, which until the mid-

twentieth century, was a small facet of the US economy. Yet with the postwar economic and baby 

booms, the US toy industry took off, with toy makers harnessing mass-production as well as mass-

marketing. Here, Mattel proved to be the industry leader and their flagship toy, Barbie soon became 

an ubiquitous product on television, on toy store shelves, and in children’s bedrooms. Due to its 

success, Barbie then became a cultural touchstone for debates about gender, class, and race in the 

United States. Further, Barbie’s immediate cultural influence was such that in Canada, the doll 

sparked immense interest in the importance of toys and generated extreme anxiety about the 

dominance of yet another America cultural export, this one targeting Canadian girls and teenagers. 

After all, in Canada American cultural and economic influences are keenly and routinely felt. 

                                                 
1995), 277-313; Marlys Pearson and Paul R. Mullins, “Domesticating Barbie: An Archaeology of 
Barbie Material Culture and Domestic Ideology,” International Journal of Historical Archaeology 
3, no. 4 (1999): 225-259; Ann Ducille, “Dyes and Dolls: Multicultural Barbie and the 
Merchandising of Difference”, Difference: A Journal of Feminist Cultural Studies 6, no. 1 (Spring 
1994); Don Richard Cox, “Barbie and Her Playmates,” Journal of Popular Culture 11, no. 2 
(1977): 303-307. The only history of Barbie is: M.G. Lord, Forever Barbie: The Unauthorized 
Biography of a Real Doll (New York: Avon, 1994). But see also the article, based on a museum 
show, by toy historian Helen S. Schwartz on how Barbie fits into the postwar toy boom: “When 
Barbie Dated G.I. Joe: Analyzing the Toys of the Early Cold War Era,” Material History Review 
45 (Spring 1997): 38-50. There is also an oral history of Barbie’s cultural meaning: Yona Zeldis 
McDonagh, ed., The Barbie Chronicles: A Living Doll Turns Forty (New York: Simon and 
Schuster, 1999), and a work that looks at Barbie advertising in Life magazine: Miriam Forman-
Brunell. “Barbie in ‘Life’: The Life of Barbie,” The Journal of the History of Childhood and Youth 
vol. 2, no. 3 (Fall 2009): 303-311 
8 Reinhold Wagnleitner, Coca-Colonization and the Cold War: The Cultural Mission of the United 
States in Austria after the Second World War (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 
1994), 4. 
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Moreover, Barbie’s entry into Canada coincided with the American takeover of the Canadian toy 

industry in what seemed to be yet another example, by the mid to late-1960s, of US domination of 

Canada’s economy in the postwar period.  

Mattel’s march into the Canadian market was not sui generis. Rather, it was symptomatic 

of the company’s growth from a small southern California-based toy maker in the late 1950s, to, 

within a decade, the major toy company globally. In laying out my argument about Barbie’s 

importance as a lens for exploring American cultural and economic power, my resulting 

dissertation explores a wide variety of themes: the international and transnational influence of 

American culture; Canadian economic and cultural nationalism; the business history of a number 

of Canadian and US toy firms; youth culture in a period when young people had become a central 

factor in North American life; and the gender politics of both youth and consumerism. In 

documenting and assessing the Canadian response to cultural and economic competition from the 

United States, I argue that Canadian consumers were drawn into a struggle that had a profound 

effect on national identity formation in postwar Canada. As with any successful product, Barbie 

spawned copycats. Yet what is interesting to note is that in Canada, toy manufacturers that created 

rivals to Barbie did so not simply for reasons of competition, but also out of nationalist concerns. 

The Marjie doll, created by Earle Pullan Company of Toronto, was the main Canadian response to 

Barbie, and it was a doll that reflected a wider English-Canadian response to the American cultural 

and economic power in the 1960s.  

Looking at the Barbie doll is important because it reveals issues and struggles that went far 

beyond the world of the toy industry. Engaging a case study that focuses on teenage-style dolls in 

the toy industry, this dissertation showcases ways in which English-Canadians defined their 

relationship with the United States in the postwar era. More specifically, I assess how the reactions 
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of Canadian producers, advertisers, and consumers to the products of United States-based mass 

culture industries, in turn, helped to shape how Canadians defined their own national identity while 

wrestling with issues of modernity. By defining the Barbie doll as American and the dolls produced 

by Canadian companies as distinctly Canadian, the Canadian toy companies sought to both reveal 

and reflect the cultural and social values that differentiated the two countries and cultures from 

one another.9 In doing so, they mimicked struggles going on in other areas of Canadian cultural 

and economic life, from the effort to establish Canadian studies as a component of the curriculum 

at Canadian universities, to the struggle of a variety of Canadians industries against the creep of 

economic continentalism. 

Together, these products and their creators, in concert with consumers, were part of a 

process that contributed to the definition and creation of an imagined Canadian community that 

asserted its independence in the face of an ever-increasing presence of the United States in all 

spheres of Canadian life. As was the case with other cultural products including newspapers, 

magazines, comic books, donuts, television shows, and sweatshirts, Canadians began to engage in 

a powerful blend of cultural and consumer nationalism.10 I assert that during the postwar era, 

                                                 
9 I take the position that these industries worked to both reflect and create the existing realities in 
which the social and cultural value differences between Canada and the United States existed. 
Debates about whether products and their advertisements reinforce or establish ideologies are rich 
and ongoing among academic scholarship. As Judith Williamson theorized in 1978, these products 
and their advertisements “create structures of meaning. Advertisements must take into account not 
only the inherent qualities and attributes of the products they are trying to sell, but also the way in 
which they can make those properties mean something.” Judith Williamson, Decoding 
Advertisements: Ideology and Meaning in Advertising (London: Calder and Boyars, 1978), 11. See 
also: William M O’Barr, Culture and the Ad: Exploring Otherness in the World of Advertising 
(Boulder, CO: Westview Press, 1994).  
10 Please see: Catherine Carstairs, “Roots Nationalism: Branding English Canada Cool in the 1980s 
and 1990s,” Histoire sociale/Social History 39, no. 77 (2006): 235-255; Paula Hastings, “Branding 
Canada: Consumer Culture and the Development of Popular Nationalism in the Early Twentieth 
Century,” in Canadas of the Mind: The Making and Unmaking of Twentieth-Century Canadian 
Nationalisms, eds., Adam Chapnick and Norman Hillmer (Montréal and Kingston: McGill-
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English Canadians were (re)imagining their national identity in venues previously untouched by 

national debates including the consumer market. Many elements of English Canadian daily life 

were being re-imagined in self-conscious attempts to create a country that could compete with the 

massive influx of cultural and economic production from the United States. In turn, nationalism 

bled into concerns that the sexualized Barbie doll was set to upset gender norms by corrupting 

Canadian girls. This sort of skepticism was often expressed in nationalist terms. Many Canadians 

deemed the overt sexuality exuded by the Barbie doll ‘too American’ for Canadian girls, and the 

‘Canadianness’ of its chief Canadian competitor, the Marjie doll, was offered as an alternative. 

Yet the starting point for my study is the Barbie doll. Created by Ruth Handler, an executive 

at a small California-based regional toy company named Mattel, Barbie was modeled – some 

would say plagiarized – on Lilli, a German sex doll. Whereas baby dolls and paper dolls had 

previously dominated the American toy industry, after the Barbie doll’s introduction in 1959 

teenage fashion dolls became major sellers. But Barbie’s impact did not stop there. Using mass 

television advertising, and offering a host of must-have accessories and licensed spin-offs, Mattel 

quickly revolutionized the way that toys were created and marketed and the company grew to 

become a global powerhouse. Yet along with success came deep scrutiny of the company and its 

methods. Moreover, Barbie itself spawned large debates over a host of issues, including sex and 

                                                 
Queen’s University Press, 2007), 134-158; Andre Siegel and James Hull, “Made in Canada! The 
Canadian Manufacturers’ Association’s Promotion of Canadian-Made Goods, 1911-1921,”, 
Journal of the Canadian Historical Association 25, no. 1 (2014): 1-31; Steve Penfold, The Donut: 
A Canadian History (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2008); Ryan Edwardson, Canadian 
Content: Culture and the Quest for Nationhood (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2008); 
Valerie J. Korinek, Roughing It in the Suburbs: Reading Chatelaine in the Fifties and Sixties 
(Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2000); Paul Litt, Muses, the Masses, and the Massey 
Commission (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1992); Paul Rutherford, When Television was 
Young: Primetime Canada, 1952-1967 (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1990); Ryan 
Edwardson, “The Many Lives of Captain Canuck: Nationalism, Culture, and the Creation of a 
Canadian Comic Book Superhero,” Journal of Popular Culture 37, no. 2 (2003): 184-201. 
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sexuality, child rearing, consumerism, and feminism. What Barbie came to represent, not just in 

the United States but in Canada as well, was the larger postwar struggle over the impact of 

modernity, mass culture, and mass consumption. 

This thesis uses a case study of the parallel and intersecting journeys of Barbie and Marjie 

to explore aspects of the cultural and economic history of the United States and Canada in the late 

1950s and the 1960s. Like most cultural and economic projects, neither doll was confined merely 

within its national borders; this was especially so in the case of Barbie, an American export that 

crossed the globe. As such, the lens of the study is transnational in scope, for it looks at the way in 

which the Barbie doll transcended the Canada-US border and, in doing so, raised a whole host of 

issues in Canadian society. Yet, many – though, importantly, not all – of these same issues were 

also apparent in the United States as well. In this regard, my thesis reflects transnational historians’ 

efforts to seek out and expose “unexpected points of congruence and similarities of discourse in 

seemingly disparate sites” and to “highlight historical processes and relationships that transcend 

nation states and that connect apparently separate worlds.”11 Thus, rather than a history of either 

the American or Canadian toy industry and its impact in either country, this thesis presents this 

history as a continental one that reflects this era of United States cultural and economic power and 

of penetration into Canada. 

 

Historiographies of Consumerism, Youth Culture, and Identity in Postwar North America 

                                                 
11 Ann Laura Stoler, “Tense and Tender Ties: The Politics of Comparison in North American 
History and (Post) Colonial Studies,” Journal of American History 88 (2001): 829-65; Ann 
Curthoys and Marilyn Lake, eds., Connected Worlds: History in Transnational Perspective 
(Canberra: ANU Press, 2006), 5. For a recent and comprehensive look at the transnational turn in 
Canada, please see: Karen Dubinsky, Adele Perry, and Henry Yu, eds., Within and Without the 
Nation: Canadian History as Transnational History (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2015). 
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“Time has revealed Barbie to be far more than a doll”, wrote media analyst Jeffrey Cannon in 

2008. “She is a brand identity”.12 Surprisingly given its popularity and impact – namely the 

perceived influence of the doll’s brand identity – Barbie itself has been virtually ignored by 

historians. Certainly, cultural studies analysts have examined the doll. “Barbie”, notes Mary 

Rogers in the most sustained cultural studies analysis of Mattel’s creation, “seems forever young 

and forever popular. She is the toy world's version of Coca-Cola”.13 But toy histories are noticeably 

absent, as are scholarly histories of toys, though the lacuna is beginning to be filled. Still, while 

some incisive works on the wider significance of toys exist, most of the histories of playthings are 

descriptive in nature as they are written by and for toy collectors and enthusiasts, with little 

emphasis given to critical insights into these products’ cultural meaning nor to their wider 

historical significance.14 Given its lasting influence, Barbie is worthy of scholarly attention. In his 

                                                 
12 Cannon, “Barbie as Feminine Icon,” 5. 
13 Rogers, Barbie Culture, 88. And see: Bank Thomas, Naked Barbies, Warrior Joes. 
14 Two exception are: Phillip E. Orbanes, The Game Makers: The Story of Parker Brothers from 
Tiddley Winks to Trivial Pursuit (Cambridge, MA: Harvard Business School Publishing, 2004); 
and Maaike Lauwaert, “Playing outside the box: On LEGO toys and the changing world of 
construction play,” History and Technology 24 (2008): 221-37. For general overviews of toys and 
childhood, please see: Antonia Fraser, A History of Toys (New York: Delacourt Press, 1966); 
Lesley Gordon, Peepshow Into Paradise: A History of Children’s Toys (London: J de Graff, 1953); 
Andrew McClary, Toys With Nine Lives: A Social History of American Toys (North Haven, CT: 
Linnet Books,1997); Deborah Jaffe, The History of Toys from Spinning Tops to Robots (London: 
Sutton Press, 2006); Michele Brown, The Little History of the Teddy Bear (Gloucestershire, UK: 
Tempus Publishers, 2006). For specialized studies for toy collectors, see: Harry L. Rinker, Guide 
to Toy Collecting (New York: Harper-Collins, 2008); Gerry Souter and Janet Souter, The American 
Toy Train (Norwalk, CT: MBI, 1999); Janet Souter, Classic Toy Trains (Norwalk, CT: MBI, 
2002); Susan Bagdade and Al Bagdade, Collector’s Guide to American Toy Trains (Radnor, PA: 
Wallace-Homsetad Book Co., 1990); Elizabeth Coleman and Evelyn J. Coleman, The Collectors 
Encyclopedia of Dolls (New York: Crown Publishers, 1968);  Ruth Freeman and Larry Freeman, 
Cavalcade of Toys (New York: Century House, 1942); Gordon Gardner and Alistaire Morris, The 
Illustrated Encyclopedia of Metal Toys: An All Colour Guide to the Art of Collecting International 
Playthings (London: Salamander Books, 1984); Richard O’Brien, The Story of American Toys: 
From Puritans to the Present (New York: Cross River Press, 1990). Of special importance for this 
study are: Sybil DeWein and Joan Ashabraner, The Collectors Encyclopedia of Barbie Dolls and 
Collectibles (Paducah, KY: Collector Books, 1992). 
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popular history of the contemporary American toy industry, journalist Eric Clark dubbed Barbie 

the “plastic princess of capitalism”.15 Indeed, we can certainly view the doll both as a consumer 

product and as a gendered plaything, and this thesis views Barbie through these and other lenses. 

What this thesis does, then, is it to examine the first decade of Barbie, the doll’s development, and 

the impact it had – or was perceived to have had – on the toy industry, consumer culture, and 

children. 

 First and foremost, this dissertation connects to histories of American mass culture and 

consumerism and employs a perspective that blends a business history of Mattel with a cultural 

history of Barbie’s meaning to consumers. It uses the early history of Barbie, and its Canadian 

competitor Marjie, to comment on wider social and economic events. A social and cultural history 

of the postwar toy business, it devotes the bulk of its attention to toy production and marketing 

and situates these business developments in their wider socio-economic context. In this approach, 

my thesis follows a trend outlined in the growing number of historical studies of American mass 

culture. Consumer products had a big influence on defining much of American culture in the 

postwar era, particularly much of the Americana that was fit for export.16 Hollywood and rock ‘n’ 

roll were two such exports; so was Barbie. What studies analysing this consumer culture 

emphasize, is the extent to which corporations and private business were able to shape as well as 

export ‘the American way’.17  

                                                 
15 Eric Clark, The Real Toy Story: Inside the Ruthless Battle for America’s Youngest Consumers 
(New York: Free Press, 2007), 103. 
16 Lary May, The Big Tomorrow: Hollywood and the Politics of the American Way (Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press, 2000); Wagnleitner, Coca-Colonization. 
17 Thomas Frank, The Conquest of Cool: Business Culture, Counter Culture, and the Rise of Hip 
Consumerism (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1998); Lisa Jacobson, Raising Consumers: 
Children and the American Mass Market in the Early Twentieth Century (New York: Columbia 
University Press, 2004). 
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Noted cultural and business historian, William Leach, opens his influential monograph, 

Land of Desire: Merchants, Power, and the Rise of a New American Culture, with the claim that 

“whoever has the power to project a vision of the good life and make it prevail has the most 

decisive power of all.”18 It is with this claim that he begins to demonstrate the importance of 

American business and the corresponding growth of consumer culture between 1890 and 1930. 

His assessment is far from positive. For Leach, the dominance of American consumer culture 

reflects a shedding of ‘traditional’ American values in favour of self-driven mass consumption. 

From a less moralistic point of view, American historian Lizabeth Cohen argues in A Consumers’ 

Republic, that consumption in the postwar era transformed American national society into one in 

which culture, economics, and politics were intrinsically defined by acts of mass consumption. 

Her innovative approach posits the idea of consumption-enhanced citizenship, creating what she 

calls the citizen-consumer. Cohen states that “rather than isolated types, citizen and consumer were 

ever-shifting categories that sometimes overlapped, often were in tension, but always reflected the 

permeability of the political and economic spheres.”19 

Cohen’s work follows a developed American historiography which traces the connection 

between identity, consumption, and politics. In Ladies of Labor, Girls of Adventure, Nan Enstad 

highlights the links between consumption and politics that has often been ignored with 

historiography. She uses the example of working-class women in New York at the turn of the 

twentieth century, who were able to craft their group identity through their interactions with 

                                                 
18 William R. Leach, Land of Desire: Merchants, Power, and the Rise of a New American Culture 
(New York: Pantheon Books, 1994), xiii.  
19 Lizabeth Cohen, A Consumers’ Republic: The Politics of Mass Consumption in Postwar 
America (New York: Vintage Books, 2004), 8.  
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consumer culture.20 Historian Lawrence Glickman agrees with Enstad, tracing the linkage between 

consumption and the political realm even further back historically, noting that Americans rejected 

British goods in an act of political protest during the Boston Tea Party in an effort to assert their 

independence from colonial rule.21  

Curiously American historians of consumer culture have been slow to take on issues 

surrounding beauty,22 which have been largely understudied, especially by business historians. 

Rather than being viewed as a subject worthy of ‘serious’ and rigorous academic study, beauty 

was pushed to the margins of the historiography and dismissed as “seemingly frivolous, 

superficial.”23 And yet, historian Kathy Peiss insists that “hair dressers, fashion designers, and 

Avon ladies” are worthy of academic study.24 So too, I argue, are dolls. In the case of Barbie, both 

the doll and parent company Mattel were seen to have considerable influence on American – and 

                                                 
20 Nan Enstad, Ladies of Labor, Girls of Adventure: Working Women, Popular Culture, and Labor 
Politics at the Turn of the Twentieth Century (New York: Columbia Press, 1999).  
21 Lawrence B. Glickman, Buying Power: A History of Consumer Activism in America (Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press, 2009).  
22 I borrow from Peiss a useful definition of beauty: ‘an aesthetic category applies to art and 
objects, faces and bodies, nature and souls.” Kathy Peiss “On Beauty…and the History of 
Business,” in Beauty and Business: Commerce, Gender, and Culture in Modern America, ed. 
Philip Scranton (New York: Routledge, 2001), 8.  
23 Ibid., 7. It is worth noting that one such historian who has not proven himself to be a fan of 
beauty if William Leach. In Land of Desire he insists that “fashion and style were at the center [of 
dominating consumer culture], appropriating folk design and image, reducing customs to mere 
surface and appearance.” Leach continues his disapproval of fashion, arguing that the emergence 
of the fashion industry “was often to stir up restlessness and anxiety, especially in a society where 
class lines were blurred or denied, where men and women fought for the same status and wealth, 
and where people feared being left out of scorned because they could not keep up with others and 
could not afford the same things other people had.” William Leach, Land of Desire: Merchants, 
Power, and the Rise of a New American Culture (New York: Pantheon Books, 1993), 5, 91, 92. 
24 Peiss, “On Beauty…and the History of Business,” 7. Peiss explores this issue further in her 
social history of American beauty culture: Hope in a Jar: The Making of America’s Beauty Culture 
(New York: Metropolitan Books, 1998).  
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foreign – youth. As one contemporary critic noted in 1969: children were growing up “with Mattel-

made expectations”.25  

In terms of such expectations, as one of the few – and limited – historical analyses of Barbie 

suggests, the doll was very much an exemplar of American postwar consumer culture, which 

emphasized the importance of youth, conformity, and material comforts. Moreover, toys, Barbie 

included, were “artifacts of parents’ interests, desire, and anxieties” as it was adults who designed, 

marketed, and purchased toys and it was adults who assigned them potent political and social 

meanings.26 Children – with their potent imaginations – might transform the meaning of a toy, but 

an analysis along these lines is well outside the bounds of this study. Instead, I focus on the 

meaning that adults attached to toys, and here we see just as much imaginative thinking as children 

displayed. For instance, with the postwar rise in North America of psychology, especially child 

psychology, and the dominance of ‘experts’ there was a strong belief that toys heavily influenced 

children’s development. Such beliefs had been a constant factor related to toys and playthings for 

some time, but the postwar era, which was marked by the baby boom, saw toys become integral 

to narratives of moral panic. Thus there were fears that war toys might turn boys violent just as 

playing with dolls might make a boy ‘become’ gay. Barbie, of course, conveyed, or was seen to 

convey, certain messages about gender, race, and class. In some ways Barbie seems to be a 

Rorschach test, with consumers assigning the doll whatever meaning best suits their cause. Hence, 

Barbie has been portrayed as ““a ditzy hedonistic consumer, a hypersexualized bimbo, a 

                                                 
25 Donovan Bess, “The Menace of the Barbie Dolls,” Ramparts, 25 January 1969. 
26 Schwartz, “When Barbie Dated G.I. Joe,” 38-50. And see: Alison Pugh, Longing and Belonging: 
Parents, Children, and Consumer Culture (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2009). 
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subjugated homebody, or an utterly independent woman who demonstrates that ‘girls can do 

anything.’”27 

 Concerns about the messages being conveyed by Barbie were not confined to the United 

States. As this dissertation’s focus on Canada and the wider field analysing the transnational 

impact of American mass culture attests, the cultural meaning of consumer products crossed 

borders.28 Yet such meanings were also contingent on local conditions; in Canada Barbie seemed 

to exemplify American cultural and economic dominance, thereby provoking a nationalist 

backlash. Accordingly this project also draws on insights garnered from the many transnational 

histories that have focused on understanding how other countries have wrestled with the influence 

of America’s powerful economic and cultural exports in the post-Second World War era. There is 

an emerging body of literature which collectively explores the responses to the influx of American 

                                                 
27 Pearson and Mullins, “Domesticating Barbie,” 225. 
28 Scholarly analyses of the transnational impact of American culture tend to be divided between 
those that study US mass culture’s export and those that emphasize a more reciprocal relationship. 
For those focused on export, see: Richard Kuisel, Seducing the French: The Dilemma of 
Americanization (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1994); Uta G. Poiger, Jazz, Rock, and 
Rebels: Cold War Politics and American Culture in a Divided Germany (Berkeley: University of 
California Press, 2000); Wagnleitner, Coca-Colonization and the Cold War. Victoria De Grazia, 
Irresistible Empire: America’s Advance through Twentieth-Century Europe (Cambridge, MA: 
Harvard University Press, 2005); Rob Kroes, If You’ve Seen One, You’ve Seen the Mall: European 
and American Mass Culture (Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 1996). For studies that 
emphasize that American culture was exported but was also influenced by foreign cultures, see: 
Richard Pells, Not Like Us: How Europeans Have Loved, Hated, and Transformed American 
Culture since World War II (New York: Basic Books, 1997); Bernhard Rieger, “From People’s 
Car to New Beetle: The Transatlantic Journeys of the Volkswagen Beetle”, Journal of American 
History 97 (2010): 91-115; Kristin Hoganson, “Cosmopolitan Domesticity: Importing the 
American Dream, 1865-1920,” American Historical Review 107 (2002): 55-83; Kristin L. 
Hoganson, Consumers’ Imperium: The Global Production of American Domesticity, 1865-1920 
(Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2007) 
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culture to Europe in the period.29 In short I seek to contribute to research on the international traffic 

in national identities that is at the base of an emerging field of international cultural relations. 

Much of the literature which focuses on the postwar period centres on the influence of 

American cultural products abroad, particularly in Europe as it was rebuilding after the Second 

World War. I situate myself in this field especially because many of these historians take an 

interesting approach by considering both the American perspective (as the creator and exporter of 

the cultural products) as well as the perspective of the countries at the receiving end of the 

American cultural products. This transnational approach allows these histories to provide broader 

understandings of the ways in which consumer culture functions, and is important because it 

acknowledges that American culture was not so easily confined within national borders and 

extended to influence culture, politics, economics, and even intellectual ideas abroad. As a 

proponent of transnational approaches, Rob Kroes’ article “Empire and Cultural Imperialism: A 

View from the Receiving End,” argues that the history of the reception of American culture is as 

important as history detailing the reasons cultural vehicles were created in the first place.30 Applied 

to this dissertation, Kroes’ argument suggests that the history of the Canadian responses to the 

Barbie doll is as important as the history of the Barbie doll itself. 

The literature on American mass culture is generally united around the idea that both at 

home and abroad consumer culture was understood to signify that the United States stood for 

modernity, but that what was debatable was whether modernity “augured the dream of plenty of 

                                                 
29 For some more examples of American culture in Europe during the Cold War see: Michael 
Denning, Culture in the Age of Three Worlds (London: Verso, 2004); Naima Prevots, Dance for 
Export: Cultural Diplomacy and the Cold War (Middletown: Wesleyan University Press, 1999).  
30 Rob Kroes, “Empire and Cultural Imperialism: A View from the Receiving End” in Rethinking 
American History in a Global Age, ed. Thomas Bender (Berkeley: University of California Press, 
2002). 
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the nightmare of conformity”.31 In Canada, efforts to equate American culture with modernity 

were made frequently, and many Canadians of a more conservative bent resisted American mass 

culture accordingly and not simply for nationalist reasons.32 Canadian consumer nationalism was 

a response to these concerns over the influx of American mass culture, yet it frequently seemed to 

come from the political left, where the 1960s saw a growing distaste for the United States linked 

to so called ‘new nationalist’ efforts to construct an ‘imagined community’ of Canada as a 

‘peaceable kingdom’ (more on this below).33 Canada can very much be seen – and certainly was 

seen this way by concerned nationalists on the right and the left – as a part of what Victoria De 

Grazia has called America’s ‘Irresistible Empire’, where cultural exports served to pacify local 

opinion and spread notions of American modernity.34 

Thus a second aim of this thesis is to connect American mass culture, in this case via a 

single, influential product, the Barbie doll, to histories of consumerism and culture in Canada. 

Cultural history, and consumer history in particular, were long ignored by academic historians in 

Canada; however, the past two decades have seen an explosion of interest in these topics.35 

                                                 
31 Reinhold Wagnleitner and Elaine Tyler May, Here, There, and Everywhere: The Foreign 
Politics of American Popular Culture (Hannover, MA: University Press of New England, 2000), 
5. 
32 See: Philip Massolin, Canadian Intellectuals, the Tory Tradition and the Challenge of 
Modernity, 1939-1970 (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2001); Damien-Claude Bélanger, 
Prejudice and Pride: Canadian Intellectuals Confront the United States, 1891-1945 (Toronto: 
University of Toronto Press, 2011); L. B. Kuffert, A Great Duty: Canadian Responses to Modern 
Life and Mass Culture, 1939-1967 (Montréal and Kingston: McGill-Queen’s University Press, 
2003).  
33 Ryan Edwardson, “‘Kicking Uncle Sam out of the Peaceable Kingdom’: English-Canadian 
‘New Nationalism’ and Americanization,” Journal of Canadian Studies 37 (2002/2003): 131-50; 
Stephen Azzi, “The Nationalist Moment in Canada,” in Debating Dissent: Canada and the 1960s, 
ed. Lara A. Campbell, Dominique Clément, and Greg Kealey (Toronto: University of Toronto 
Press, 2012), 213-28. 
34 De Grazia, Irresistible Empire. 
35 On consumer history in general, see: Frank Trentmann, “Beyond Consumerism: New Historical 
Perspectives on Consumption,” Journal of Contemporary History 39, no. 3 (July 2004): 373-401. 
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Similarly, only recently have various cultural items begun to receive rigorous academic treatment. 

Thus – and taking only examples from Canada – there are now studies on such diverse consumer 

products as the donut, alcohol, the bicycle, tobacco, and food.36 Even so, Donica Belisle’s 

observation from over a decade ago still stands: there is “a vast potential for more research into 

Canadian consumption”.37 This study aims to help fill the growing literature on Canadian 

consumption, though it is not just a history of toy consumption. 

 As for the sorts of important issues that historians of Canadian consumption have 

emphasized, there has been a general emphasis on the way in which consumers use products to 

construct their own identities. For example, Joy Parr has shown that female homemakers in the 

postwar period furnished their homes with items that they believed reflected their identities.38 Such 

forms of identity construction can take on a nationalist form. As Catherine Carstairs has noted in 

her study of the Canadian clothing company Roots, “branded nationalism” in Canada has been a 

                                                 
36 Penfold, The Donut; Craig Heron, Booze: A Distilled History (Toronto: Between the Lines Press, 
2003); Michael Dawson, The Mountie: from Dime Novel to Disney (Toronto: Between the Lines 
Press, 1998); G. B. Norcliffe, The Ride to Modernity: The Bicycle in Canada, 1869-1900 (Toronto: 
University of Toronto Press, 2001); Jarrett Rudy, The Freedom to Smoke: Tobacco Consumption 
and Identity (Montréal and Kingston: McGill-Queen’s University Press, 2005); Franca Iacovetta, 
Valerie J. Korinek, and Marlene Epp, eds., Edible Histories, Cultural Politics: Towards a 
Canadian Food History (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2012); Ian Mosby, Food Will Win 
the War: The Politics, Culture and Science of Food on Canada’s Home Front (Vancouver: 
University of British Columbia Press, 2014). 
37 Donica Belisle, “Toward a Canadian Consumer History”, Labour/Le Travail 52 (Fall 2003), 
182. 
38 Joy Parr, Domestic Goods: The Material, the Moral, and the Economic in the Postwar Years 
(Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1999), 165-95. And see: Franca Iacovetta, “Recipes for 
Democracy?: Gender, Family, and Making Female Citizens in Cold War Canada,” Canadian 
Woman Studies/Les Cahiers de la femme 20, no. 2 (2000): 12-21; Magda Fahrni, “Counting the 
Costs of Living: Gender, Citizenship, and a Politics of Prices in 1940s Montreal,” Canadian 
Historical Review 83, no. 4 (2002): 483-504; Cynthia Wright, “Rewriting the Modern: Reflections 
on Race, Nation, and the Death of a Department Store,” Histoire sociale/Social History 35 (May 
2000): 153-63. 
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potent if ultimately empty type of nation-building on the part of Canadian consumers.39 Yet, 

consumer nationalism has been an important element in Canada since at least the late nineteenth 

century, when the idea of ‘Canada’ was new and still being negotiated. As Hastings notes, this 

newly defined consumer culture in Canada emphasized whiteness and an Anglo-Canadian 

sensibility, a reflection of dominant discourses in Canadian society.40 As will be shown in this 

thesis, a white, Anglo-Canadian ideal was still present in the 1960s, as exemplified by Marjie. 

What is important to stress here, though, is the way in which consumers’ identities are also shaped 

by those making and marketing the various products. Thus, Donica Belisle has observed the 

businesses and governments have “played significant roles in shaping the consumer interests of 

Canadians” and “attempted to manipulate cultural desires to sell commodities”, especially so in 

the case of tourism, as a large body of literature attests.41 However, there are some cautionary notes 

                                                 
39 Carstairs, “Roots Nationalism,” 237. 
40 Hastings, “Branding Canada,” 134-58. 
41 Belisle, “Toward a Canadian Consumer History,” 202-3. For more on Canadian consumption, 
please see: Donica Belisle, Retail Nation: Department Stores and the Making of Modern Canada 
(Vancouver: University of British Columbia Press, 2011); Douglas McCalla, Consumers in the 
Bush: Shopping in Rural Upper Canada (Montréal and Kingston: McGill-Queen’s University 
Press, 2015); Julie Guard, “A Mighty Power against the Cost of Living: Canadian Housewives 
Organize in the 1930s,” International Labour and Working-Class History 77 (Spring 2010): 27-
47; David Monod, Store Wars: Shopkeepers and the Culture of Mass Marketing, 1890-1939 
(Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1996); Daniel J. Robinson, The Measure of Democracy: 
Polling, Market Research, and Public Life, 1930-1945 (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 
1999); Russell Johnston, Selling Themselves: The Emergence of Canadian Advertising (Toronto, 
2000); Korinek, Roughing It in the Suburbs, 105-218. On tourism, please see: Tina Loo, “Making 
a Modern Wilderness: Conserving Wildlife in Twentieth-Century Canada”, Canadian Historical 
Review 82 (2001): 91-120; Karen Dubinsky, The Second Greatest Disappointment: 
Honeymooning and Tourism at Niagara Falls (Toronto: Between the Lines, 1999); Patricia Jasen, 
Wild Things: Nature, Culture, and Tourism in Ontario, 1790-1914 (Toronto: University of Toronto 
Press, 1995); Michael Dawson, Selling British Columbia: Tourism and Consumer Culture, 1890-
1970 (Vancouver: University of British Columbia Press, 2004); Jarett Rudy, The Freedom the 
Smoke: Tobacco Consumption and Identity (Montreal: McGill-Queen’s University Press, 2005); 
Chris Dummitt, “Finding a Place for Father: Selling the Barbecue in Postwar Canada,” Journal of 
the Canadian Historical Association 9, no. 1 (1998): 209-223; and Ian McKay, The Quest of the 
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here. As Parr writes, “This analysis of consumption as a dependent, manipulated, conforming and 

captive response is deeply gendered” and assumes that women are easily controlled by male 

engineers and advertising men.42 Belisle has likewise stressed the importance of giving agency to 

consumers, for the view that consumers – who are generally women – are easily manipulated and 

“trods dangerously close to anti-feminism”.43 Certainly, in this thesis I assume consumer agency; 

that being said, I also highlight how cultural commentators were worried that consumers lacked 

agency and were subject to advertisers’ whims. This notion of a lack of agency was true not just 

in regards to women, but also in terms of children, who, naturally enough, are a focus of this thesis. 

As with much cultural history, especially consumer history, historical scholarship on the 

subject of children’s toys, more broadly, is rare. Certainly, a few ground-breaking studies, largely 

focused on toys in the United States, exist. These works, especially Miriam Formanek-Brunell’s 

Made to Play House: Dolls and the Commercialization of American Girlhood, 1830-1930 (1993), 

argue both how toys were seen to have a disciplining effect on children and how toys are in fact 

texts that can be read for insights into larger narratives about society in a given period.44 Although 

many of the performative aspects of childhood, and girlhood, were firmly established by the time 

of the baby boom, the Barbie era was one that saw the toy industry transform into a multi-billion 

                                                 
Folk: Antimodernism and Cultural Selection in Twentieth-Century Nova Scotia (Montréal and 
Kingston: McGill-Queen’s University Press, 1994). 
42 Parr, Domestic Goods, 7. 
43 Belisle, “Toward a Canadian Consumer History,” 188. 
44 See Miriam Formanek-Brunell, Made to Play House: Dolls and the Commercialization of 
American Girlhood, 1830-1930 (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 1993). And see: Gary S. 
Cross, Kid’s Stuff: Toys and the Changing World of American Childhood (Cambridge, MA: 
Harvard University Press, 1999); Gary S. Cross, The Cute and the Cool: Wondrous Innocence and 
Modern American Children’s Culture (New York: Oxford University Press, 2004); and Stephen 
Kline, “Toys, Socialization and the Commodification of Play,” in Getting and Spending: European 
and American Consumer Societies in the Twentieth Century, eds., Susan Strasser, Charles 
McGovern and Matthias Judt (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1998): 342-358. 
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dollar a year industry, thanks in part to postwar consumerism and youth culture.45 Here, an 

important work in the scholarly literature is Daniel Cook’s The Commodification of Childhood. A 

historian of childhood, Cook has identified a historical process which he calls “the 

commodification of childhood” which “refers to the ways in which this phase or stage of the life 

cycle has taken on economic exchange values.”46 This line of analysis is extended by American 

historian of childhood, Steven Mintz, who writes about the “consumer child.” The “consumer 

child” Mintz argues, was instrumental in helping to legitimize the United States as a consumer-

oriented society, but he hesitates to accompany this remark with any kind of moral judgement of 

the role of children in American consumer society. In fact, Mintz sets out to challenge the nostalgic 

histories of childhood because he says, and I agree, that “there has never been a time where the 

overwhelming majority of American children were well cared for and their experiences idyllic.”47 

This is in opposition to noted historian Gary Cross, whose books on the history of American 

children and their toys are tied together with an unabashed sense of nostalgia.48 

What these studies by Cross, Mintz, Cook, and Formanek-Brunell attest to is the growing 

literature on childhood in the United States, which emphasize the cultural meaning behind leisure 

                                                 
45 On the performative nature of girlhood, see: Kristen Hatch, Shirley Temple and the Performance 
of Girlhood (New Brunswick, NJ: Rutgers University Press, 2015). 
46 Daniel Cook, The Commodification of Childhood: The Children’s Clothing Industry and the 
Rise of the Child Consumer (Durham: Duke University Press, 2004), 6.  And see: Jacobson, 
Raising Consumers. 
47 Steven Mintz, Huck’s Raft: A History of American Childhood (Cambridge, MA: Harvard 
Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, 2004), vii. And see: Juliet B. Schor, Born to Buy: The 
Commercialized Child and the New Consumer Culture (New York: Scribner’s, 2004). 
48 In his preface to Kids’ Stuff: Toys and the Changing World of American Childhood Cross claims 
that “there is little personal nostalgia in the book” because he did not as a child, or as an adult, 
collect any toys. Instead, the nostalgia that he is guilty of promoting is a longing for a more idyllic 
childhood that Gary Mintz tells us never existed. For example, he opens his monograph by 
lamenting the disappearance of favourite toys of generations past, such as “fire engines, 
Tinkertoys, or baby doll” in favour of “heroic fighters, fashion dolls, and exotic stuffed animals.” 
He also ends the book with a chapter entitled “Spinning out of Control.” Cross, Kids’ Stuff, vi, 1.  
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activities such as playing with toys or attending summer camps. These childhood activities, such 

works attest, have an important impact on children’s behavior and outlook, whether in terms of 

setting down gender roles or reinforcing racial or national identities. In short, children are what 

they play, or at least that is the fear of many parents, child psychologists, and cultural 

commentators.49 My thesis connects to this growing scholarship by exploring the cultural meaning 

attached to Barbie and other dolls, as a lens to explore the baby boom and impact of postwar youth 

culture. For many parents, cultural commentators, and child psychologists, Barbie, and the mass 

marketing behind the doll, represented a threat to American children and hence, American society, 

though such fears were not uniform. However, concerns about Barbie, and American mass culture, 

were also expressed in Canada. 

As with the United States, Canadian children and childhood in Canada are both receiving 

considerable attention from historians. Thus, the past decade especially has seen a plethora of 

interest in children’s education, welfare, health, and discipline. Such literature attests that although 

                                                 
49 For example, see the following works focused purely on American children and leisure: 
Chudacoff, Children At Play; Leslie Paris, Children’s Nature: The Rise of the American Summer 
Camp (New York: New York University Press, 2010); Paul S. Fass and Mary Ann Mason, eds., 
Childhood in America (New York: New York University Press, 2000); Abigail A. Van Slyck, A 
Manufactured Wilderness: Summer Camps and the Shaping of American Youth, 1890-1960 
(Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2010); Paula S. Fass and Michael Grossberg, 
Reinventing Childhood in the Post World War II World (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania 
Press, 2011); Peter Stearns, Anxious Parents: A History of Modern Childrearing in America (New 
York: New York University Press, 2003); Karen Calvert, Children in the House: The Material 
Culture of Early Childhood (Boston: Northeastern University Press, 1994). For analyses of the 
history of childhood and children in general, see: Linda Gordon, “The Perils of Innocence, or 
What’s Wrong with Putting Children First,” Journal of the History of Childhood and Youth 1, no. 
3 (Fall 2008): 331-50; Leslie Paris, “Through the Looking Glass: Ages, Stages and Historical 
Analysis,” Journal of the History of Childhood and Youth 1, no. 1 (Winter 2002): 106-113; Mary 
Jo Maynes, “Age As A Category of Historical Analysis: History, Agency, and Narratives of 
Childhood”, Journal of the History of Childhood and Youth 1, no. 1 (Winter 2008): 114-124; 
Steven Mintz, “Why the History of Childhood Matters”, Journal of the History of Childhood and 
Youth 5, no. 1 (2012): 15-28. 
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long overlooked by historians, concerns about children and childhood have been a long-standing 

current in Canadian culture and society.50 Indeed, much of this literature emphasizes the 

importance that authority figures attached to childhood morality and to the disciplining of youth 

to ensure the production of ‘good’ adults. Thus, considerable time was devoted to the sexual 

policing of children and teens.51 However, as for histories that connect youth and toys, there are 

few academic studies that explore this topic, let alone any works that examine Canada’s toy 

                                                 
50 For a sample of different issues in the growing history of Canadian children, please see: Neil 
Sutherland, Growing Up: Childhood in English Canada from the Great War to the Age of 
Television (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1997); Mona Gleason and Tamara Myers, eds., 
The Differences Kids Make: Bringing Children and Childhood into Canadian History and 
Historiography (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, forthcoming in 2016);)Robert McIntosh, 
“Constructing the Child: New Approaches to the History of Childhood in Canada”, Acadiensis 38, 
no. 2 (Spring 1999): 126-40; Mona Gleason, “Disciplining the Student Body: Schooling and the 
Construction of Children’s Bodies, 1930 to 1960,” History of Education Quarterly 41, no. 2 
(Spring 2001): 189-215;  Brian J. Low, “‘The New Generation’: Mental Hygiene and the 
Portrayals of Children by the National Film Board of Canada, 1946-1967,” History of Education 
Quarterly 43, no. 4 (Winter 2003): 540-70; Dominique Marshall, “Reconstruction Politics, The 
Canadian Welfare State and the Formation of Children’s Rights, 1940‐1950,” in Family Matters: 
Papers in Post‐Confederation Canadian Family History, eds., Lori Chambers and Edgar‐Andre 
Montigny (Toronto: Canadian Scholars’ Press, 1998), 135‐153; John Bullen, “Hidden Workers: 
Child Labour and the Family Economy in Late Nineteenth Century Urban Ontario,” Labour/Le 
Travail 18 (1986): 163‐88; and Karen Dubinsky, “‘We Adopted a Negro’: Interracial Adoption 
and the Hybrid Baby in 1960s Canada”, in Creating Postwar Canada, 1945-75, eds., Magda Fahrni 
and Robert Rutherdale (Vancouver: University of British Columbia Press, 2008), 268-288. And 
see: Mona Gleason, Tamara Myers, Leslie Paris, and Veronica Strong-Boag, eds., Lost Kids: 
Vulnerable Children and Youth in Twentieth-Century Canada and the United States (Vancouver: 
University of British Columbia Press, 2009). On the baby boom generation in Canada, see: Doug 
Owram, Born at the Right Time: A History of the Baby Boom Generation (Toronto: University of 
Toronto Press, 1996). 
51 Christabelle Sethna, “The Cold War and the Sexual Chill: Freezing Girls Out of Sex Education,” 
Canadian Woman Studies (Winter 1997): 57-61; Franca Iacovetta, “Gossip, Contest and Power in 
the Making of Suburban Bad Girls: Toronto, 1945-60,” Canadian Historical Review 80, no. 4 
(December 1999): 585-625; Tamara Myers, “Retorts, Runaways and Riots: Patterns of Resistance 
in Canadian Refomr Schools for Girls, 1930-60,” Journal of Social History 34, no. 3 (Spring 
2001): 669-697; R. Danielle Egan and Gail L. Hawkes, “Imperiled and Perilous: Exploring the 
History of Childhood Sexuality,” Journal of Historical Sociology 21, no. 4 (December 2008): 355-
367; Mary Louise Adams, “Constructing Normal Citizens: Sex Advice for Postwar Teens,” in 
Contesting Canadian Citizenship: Historical Readings, eds., Robert Adamoski, Dorothy E. Chunn 
and Robert Menzies (Peterborough: Broadview Press, 2002), 273‐292. 
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industry from an economic standpoint. Hence, in terms of both the economic and cultural aspects 

of Canadian toys, a groundbreaking work was Braden Hutchinson’s Queen’s PhD thesis, which 

touches on both of these factors in terms of childhood in Canada.52 As for more popular studies, 

Evelyn Robson Strahlendorf, Canada’s leading toy historian and doll collector, who played an 

influential role in creating a toy exhibit at the Canadian Museum of Civilization (now the Canadian 

Museum of History), has produced popular histories of dolls in Canada.53 However, her work is 

more about cataloguing the types of dolls produced in Canada rather than analysing their cultural 

meaning. 

As with many histories that delve into the world of children, this dissertation focuses not 

on the children themselves, but how the adults surrounding them created, interacted with, and 

responded to elements of children’s consumer culture. Part of this, unfortunately, is due to the lack 

of sources that children leave behind. Another part is simply that the meaning – that of the 

Americaness or Canadianess, or sexiness – of the dolls is largely dependent upon choices and 

actions of the adults surrounding these products. Beyond connecting to the growing historical 

literature on children and the culture of youth, this thesis links to studies of childhood and 

consumerism in postwar North America. After all, thanks to the baby boom, youth occupied a 

significant position in relation to the overall postwar economy and, as a result, to the mass 

                                                 
52 Braden Hutchinson, “Objects of Affection: Producing and Consuming Toys and Childhood 
in Canada, 1840-1989.” (PhD. Dissertation, Queen’s University, 2013). See also: Gail Edwards 
and Judith Saltman, Picturing Canada: A History of Canadian Children's Illustrated Books and 
Publishing (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2010). 
53 Evelyn Robson Strahlendorf, Dolls of Canada: A Reference Guide (Toronto: University of 
Toronto Press, 1986); Evelyn Robson Strahlendorf, Charlton Price Guide to Canadian Dolls 
(Toronto: Charlton Price, 1990). 
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consumer culture.54 Following trends in the United States, mounting attention is being devoted to 

these issues by Canadian historians.55 

This thesis explores another aspect of mass consumerism, namely the wider issue of the 

rise of sex in advertising and Western, especially North American, consumer culture.56 In his 

analysis of advertising and marketing, Paul Rutherford notes that this issue became acute in the 

second half of the twentieth century when “a portion of the economy was eroticized, a portion of 

the libido was commodified.”57 Barbie was a part of this process, and was viewed as a sexual threat 

both in the United States and Canada. The doll embodied what one fashion historian has called “a 

curious mix of innocence and … primitive physical allure”.58 For Americans and Canadians 

concerned about postwar youth culture’s sexualisation of girls, this mix of innocence and primitive 

sexuality was off-putting to say the least. 

                                                 
54 Robert W. Morrow, Sesame Street and the Reform of Children’s Television (Baltimore: Johns 
Hopkins University Press, 2008); Nicholas Sammond, Babes in Tomorrowland: Walt Disney and 
the Making of the American Child, 1930-1960 (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2005); Cross, 
The Cute and the Cool; Daniel Thomas Cook, “The Disempowering Empowerment of Children’s 
Consumer ‘Choice’: Cultural Discourses of the Child Consumer in North America”, Society and 
Business Review 2, no. 1 (2007): 37-52. 
55 Katharine Rollwagen “Eaton’s Goes to School: Youth Councils and the Commodification of the 
Teenaged Consumer at Canada’s Largest Department Store, 1940-1960,” Histoire sociale/Social 
History 47 (2014): 683-703; Katherine Rollwagen, “The Market that Just Grew Up: How Eaton’s 
Fashioned the Teenaged Consumer in Mid-Twentieth Century Canada” (PhD diss., University of 
Ottawa, 2011). 
56 See: Donica Belisle, “Sexual Spectacles: Women in Canadian Department Stores Magazines 
Between 1920 and 1950,” in Writing Feminist History: Productive Pasts and New Directions, eds., 
Catherine Carstairs and Nancy Janovicek (Vancouver: University of British Columbia Press, 
2013); George Colpitts, “The Domesticated Body and the Industrialized Imitation Fur Coat in 
Canada, 1919-1939,” in Contesting Bodies and Nation in Canadian History, eds., Patrizia Gentile 
and Jane Nicholas (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2013), 134-54. 
57 Paul Rutherford, A World Made Sexy: Freud to Madonna (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 
2007), 6. 
58 Doreen Caldwell, And All Was Revealed: Ladies Underwear 1907-1980 (New York, St. 
Martin’s Press, 1981), 89. 
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A discussion of sex naturally leads to a focus on gender. As historian and theorist Victoria 

de Grazia notes in her edited collection The Sex of Things: Gender and Consumption in Historical 

Perspective, consumer products are infused with layers of meaning. While the meanings attached 

to acts of consumption are multifaceted, de Grazia’s collection specifically considers how products 

can be gendered. The gendering of consumption is a theme echoed throughout the collection, 

though especially useful here is Leora Auslander’s article “The Gendering of Consumer Practices 

in Nineteenth-Century France.” Auslander traces the process that creates the acts of gendered 

consumption whereby “all acts of consumption were also acts of production, but some kinds of 

consumption produced things defined as feminine and others produced things defined as 

masculine.”59 And yet, Auslander notes that while the consumption practices in nineteenth-century 

France were often tied to gender, there were periods where the gendered consumption was also 

tied to the nation. For example, Auslander writes that “women were to contribute to social peace 

by buying tasteful French products…The obligations of republican mothers came to include not 

only biological but also social and cultural production; women were to raise patriotic children by 

surrounding them with Frenchness.”60 

This dissertation extends these arguments to assert that the layers of gendered meaning 

imbued within consumer products can also extend layers of national meaning. If de Grazia broadly 

argues that products can have a gender, so too I argue that products can have a nationality.  More 

                                                 
59 Auslander supports her argument by tracing the ways in which the practice of gendering 
consumption evolved throughout nineteenth-century France as “the meanings of bourgeois 
consumption changed.” Leora Auslander, “The Gendering of Consumer Practices in Nineteenth-
Century France,” in The Sex of Things: Gender and Consumption in Historical Perspective, ed. 
Victoria de Grazia with Ellen Furlough (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1996), 79. For 
an excellent example of how the relationship between identity, consumption, and empire was often 
tied to gender in nineteenth century America, see also: Hoganson, Consumers’ Imperium.  
60 Auslander, “The Gendering of Consumer Practices in Nineteenth-Century France,” 93.  
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specifically, de Grazia’s ideas about the function of gender and its relationship with consumer 

culture is applicable to the dolls being studied in this dissertation because their ‘gender’ reflected 

societal beliefs about gender and sexuality that were integral to the dolls’ reception – in essence 

helping us to understand the gendered politics present through acts of consumption with regard to 

these dolls. Indeed, throughout this dissertation, a conscious effort has been made to avoid 

referring to Barbie as a gendered object, a she or a her rather than an it. Barbie, after all, is a piece 

of plastic. Even so, Barbie played a vital role in many girls’ lives in terms of informing a cultural 

construction of what it meant to be a teenage girl in postwar consumer society. A final note on this 

point: the Barbie doll, an item of material culture, is almost always referred to as “she” and “her” 

interchangeably, even when written about academically, a nomenclature that encourages viewing 

the doll through gendered lenses. In my thesis, though, I make a concerted effort to refer to Barbie 

as ‘it’ – the doll is an eleven-and-a-half-inch piece of vinyl. 

Yet Barbie was also a part of other identity constructions, namely around nationalism, 

serving, in the Canadian case, to provoke a nationalist backlash amongst Canadians. This 

dissertation argues that it is this understanding of the relationship between identity and consumer 

products that informed the nationalized response by Canadians to the Barbie doll, causing them to 

label the product as presenting Canadian children with American rather than Canadian values. 

Likewise, this understanding of national identity influenced the response by Canadian toy 

manufacturers to create products that competed with the Barbie doll and market them as displaying 

Canadian values. Both Barbie and its Canadian competitors were conceived of in nationalist terms. 

One of the necessary parameters of this project is a focus on English-Canadian identity, 

which aims to reveal themes about Canadian consciousness in the post-Second World War era. 

English-Canada is at the centre of this dissertation because the dolls under study were produced 
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explicitly for English-Canadian audiences.61 With increased attention to English-Canadian 

experiences over those of French Canada, this project follows the work of Cynthia Commachio’s 

The Dominion of Youth by using a large number of Ontario sources, partly because the province 

was “the most modern component of the modernizing nation. Because Ontario was the most urban, 

most industrialized province, and the one most influenced by American technology and 

consumerism and related trends, much of the technology and popular culture…radiated outward 

from there.”62 However, it is important to heed the advice of Cecilia Morgan, who cautions those 

who study English-Canadians to explore the complexities within this group and not to treat them 

as if they are homogenous. Instead, throughout ‘A Happy Holiday’ English Canadians and 

Transatlantic Tourism, 1870-1930, Morgan provides examples of how factors such as gender and 

economic position create vastly different experiences, even within a seemingly homogenous 

subsection of English-Canadians.63 Because French Canadian identity has such a strong and 

distinct history and is involved in a complex relationship to English Canada and its culture, French 

Canadian responses to American dolls and their Canadian-made competitors, requires its own 

                                                 
61 It is worth noting that there were no doll offerings from French-Canada to compete with the 
American Barbie doll. This is likely due to the Canadian toy industry being centred in Toronto – 
French-Canada did not have the infrastructure to offer up a doll that could be considered 
representative of French Canadian identity and its values. While the history of the toy industry in 
Canada has not yet captured the attention of scholars, there are some extensive overviews from 
collectors. For an overview of all of the dolls that have been produced in Canada, doll collector 
Evelyn Robson Strahlendorf has produced two extensive guides. Her catalogs detail each Canadian 
doll that has been produced and sheds light on each of the Canadian toy companies that produced 
them. See: Strahlendorf, The Charlton Price Guide to Canadian Dolls; Strahlendorf, Dolls of 
Canada.  
62 Cynthia Comacchio, The Dominion of Youth: Adolescence and the Making of a Modern Canada, 
1920-1950 (Waterloo: Wilfrid Laurier University Press, 2006), 14-15.  
63 Specifically, Morgan focuses on the transatlantic travel experiences of middle class, Protestant, 
English-Canadians, and ultimately finds that their experiences were far more unique than one 
might expect: Cecilia Morgan, ‘A Happy Holiday’ English Canadians and Transatlantic Tourism, 
1870-1930 (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2008).  
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study. This is especially true in the postwar period because French Canada was experiencing its 

own, separate cultural – to borrow from Jonathan Vance – ‘flowering’.64 French Canada will be 

discussed peripherally throughout the dissertation, in part because a study of English Canadian 

identity formation is not be complete without an understanding of the important, yet often tense 

and complex relationship between French and English Canadians. 

With these caveats in mind, it is important to note that several theoretical elements will 

provide the framework for this dissertation to help explain the transmission of national cultures 

through the production, marketing, and consumption of dolls. Of particular importance are theories 

of nationalism, based especially on ideas generated by Benedict Anderson and Eric Hobsbawm. 

According to Anderson, nations are made up by people who will never meet, yet still imagined 

themselves to be part of a national community. Anderson argues that these communities are 

socially constructed through an imagined bond based on a variety of important yet intangible 

commonalities, such as a common culture, history, language, and geography. The concept of the 

imagined national community is important because, as Anderson theorizes, “the members of even 

the smallest nation will never know most of their fellow-members, meet them, or even hear of 

them, yet in the minds of each lives the image of their communion.”65 For a relatively young 

country like Canada, securing the common bonds to create an imagined community involves an 

even more complex process than in the nations Anderson used to develop his theories.66  

                                                 
64 Jonathan Vance, A History of Canadian Culture (Don Mills: Oxford University Press, 2009), 
366.  
65 Benedict Anderson, Imagined Communities: Reflections on the Origin and Spread of 
Nationalism (London and New York: Verso), 6.  
66 For an example of Anderson’s own application of his theory of imagined communities, see: 
Benedict Anderson, “Staging Antimodernism in the Age of High Capitalist Nationalism,” in Lynda 
Jessup, ed., Antimodernism and the Artistic Experience: Policing the Boundaries of Modernity 
(Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2001), 97-103. 
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While this dissertation considers dolls as consumer items involved in the generation of 

Canadian identity, it situates them more broadly in the category of cultural production that 

contributes to the creation of what Eric Hobsbawn refers to as invented traditions.67 Especially 

with the explosion of consumer culture in the postwar period that came when North Americans 

enjoyed increases in disposable income, the buying and selling of goods became intrinsically 

entwined with the theories of nationalism explored by Hobsbawn and Anderson. Whether it was 

by embracing hockey as a national pastime, reading magazines like Chatelaine, enjoying Tim 

Hortons coffee or Molson Canadian beer as national drinks, or wearing the Roots brand as national 

clothing, Canadians have embraced consumer items and in the process, have created traditions that 

bring the country together.68 

 The tension created by historical impediments to the development of a national imagination 

in Canada is particularly interesting in a study in the post-Second World War era, because the 

period was marked by a series of official Canadianization efforts, culminating with Canadian 

Centennial celebrations in 1967.69 Canadian historian Steven High writes that in the 1960s, there 

was an increasing yearning among English-Canadians to distinguish themselves from both Great 

                                                 
67 Eric Hobsbawm, “Introduction: Inventing Traditions,” in The Invention of Tradition, ed. Eric 
Hobsbawm and Terence Ranger (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1983): 1-14.  
68 Carstairs, “Roots Nationalism”; Penfold, The Donut; Edwardson, Canadian Content; Korinek, 
Roughing It in the Suburbs; Litt, Muses, the Masses, and the Massey Commission; Rutherford, 
When Television was Young; Edwardson, “The Many Lives of Captain Canuck”. 
69 These Canadianization efforts in the two decades preceding the Centennial included new 
citizenship legislation in the late 1940s, the new flag controversy, and the reformation of economic 
policies under Liberal Prime Ministers Lester B. Pearson and Pierre Trudeau. Please see: C.P. 
Champion, The Strange Demise of British Canada: The Liberals and Canadian Nationalism, 
1964-68 (McGill-Queen’s University Press, 2010); Edwardson, Canadian Content; Jose E. 
Igartua, The Other Quiet Revolution: National Identities in English Canada, 1945-71 (Vancouver: 
University of British Columbia Press, 2007); Ninette Kelley and Michael J. Trebilcock, ed. The 
Making of the Mosaic: A History of Canadian Immigration Policy (Toronto: University of Toronto 
Press, 1998).  
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Britain and the United States because both countries were home to larger and far more established 

cultural centres that greatly influenced cultural life in Canada.70 This dissertation argues that this 

period of official Canadianization is important because it marked a strong desire from English-

Canadians to define the imagined Canadian community. My study will contribute to the growing 

body of literature on Canadianization during this period by looking at how the process at the state 

level was augmented through commercialized culture generally, and through consumption 

particularly. 

Yet alongside issues of culture, were questions of economics. Overall, this thesis seeks to 

expand the history of children’s toys not only within the Canadian context, but also more broadly 

to consider these toys as important economic goods. The scholarship on toys has had far fewer 

problems seeing toys as windows into broadly cultural issues, but has been slower to consider the 

intrinsic links that can be found from an analysis which considers toys as important actors on the 

economic stage. Popular culture and narratives about the Barbie doll from commercials to 

collections guides, and even mentions within postwar histories of consumption, have all shown 

just how well Mattel marketed the Barbie doll. Marketing led to economic success, propelling 

Mattel from a small regional toy firm based in Southern California, to an industry leader. And 

leading the way for Mattel was Barbie, a doll that quickly became not only a business sensation 

but a significant cultural touchstone sparking intense debates about racial, class, and gendered 

identities, and, in the Canadian case, debates about nationalism and continentalism. In terms of the 

latter factor, Mattel’s success squeezed out smaller toy manufacturers not only in the United States 

but in Canada, a part of the broader hollowing out of Canadian industry in a period of growing 

                                                 
70 Steven High, “The ‘Narcissism of Small Differences’: The Invention of Canadian English, 1951-
67,” in Creating Postwar Canada: Community, Diversity, and Dissent 1945-75, ed. Magda Fahrni 
and Robert Rutherdale (Vancouver: University of British Columbia Press, 2008), 89-110.  
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Canada-US economic – not to mention cultural – integration.71 Thus, this study touches on the 

wider Canadian-American relationship. 

 

Chapters  

Chapter One looks at the development and early history of the American toy industry and the 

subsequent establishment of the American Toy Fair, which would become – and remains today – 

the marquee event in the business of selling toys around the world. Within the history of the 

American toy history, this chapter also examines the early history of the Mattel Toy Company and 

its development and debut of the Barbie doll at the 1959 American Toy Fair, which turned out to 

be a rather lackluster debut for a toy that would come to revolutionize the industry.  

 Chapter Two explores the rise of the Barbie doll as it became an iconic piece of plastic 

that transcended the toy world and was attached with cultural meaning. The cultural meaning and 

popular image of the Barbie doll was created by the powerful marketing of the doll by Mattel, 

which is also further explored in the chapter, especially as the company created a wide selection 

of accessories and companion goods to be purchased alongside the doll. 

 Chapter Three examines the history and development of the Canadian toy industry, 

especially as it grew in the postwar period – a period with a heightened sense of Canadian 

nationalism in the face of growing American dominance. Special attention in the chapter is paid 

to the Earle Pullan Toy Company and its development of the Marjie doll as a Canadian alternative 

to the American Barbie doll, which raised issues of not only nationalism, but gender.  

                                                 
71 Steven High, Industrial Sunset: The Making of North America’s Rust Belt (Toronto: University 
of Toronto Press, 2003); Tracy Neumann, Remaking the Rust Belt: The Postindustrial 
Transformation of North America (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2016). 
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 Chapter Four analyses how the Canadian toy industry approached economic competition 

with the American toy firms like Mattel as the toy industry, more broadly, transitioned from a 

seasonal to a year-round industry and faced increasing competition at home with the development 

of American branch plants in Canada. This chapter explores how the Canadian government 

supported the efforts of the Canadian toy industry by sending representatives on toy missions to 

promote Canadian toys at international toy fairs. For example, Earle Pullan was sent on a trade 

mission to represent Canadian business interested in Britain and Germany. The chapter also 

explores how, despite all the efforts of the Canadian toy industry, the Earle Pullan Company, and 

the Canadian government, any success was short lived.  

 Finally, in an Epilogue I review the current cultural nationalist battle being waged between 

the wildly popular American Girl Dolls and the Canadian Maplelea Dolls, a battle that very much 

mirrors the clash of the 1960s between Barbie and Marjie. Like Marjie who came before in 

response to the Barbie doll, the Maplelea Girl doll is a response to the massive popularity of the 

American Girl dolls. Not surprisingly, the Maplelea Girl dolls highlight their Canadianness with 

the tagline “Canadian Dolls for Canadian Girls!” – implying yet again that dolls can be imbued 

with nationalist sentiments and values.  
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Chapter One 

The Rise of the American Toy Industry and the ‘Birth’ of Barbie 

 

Early in the spring of 1959 the Mattel toy company debuted what was to become not only one of 

the world’s most famous dolls, but one of the world’s most famous toys and, as a result, a leading 

cultural icon and beacon of social critique and debate.  But, nestled in the Mattel exhibition space 

in the large building in Manhattan which housed the famous American Toy Fair, there was not 

even a hint of the doll’s future success, for the representatives of the world-wide toy industry 

ignored Mattel’s newest offering: a blonde-haired, teenage fashion doll, one very different from 

the traditional baby dolls that previously dominated the toy industry. Indeed, the debut of the 

Barbie doll at the American Toy Fair was an utter failure. This chapter examines the early history 

of the American toy industry and traces both the curious development of Barbie and the ways in 

which it revolutionized girls’ play. In doing so, this chapter provides an analysis of not only the 

development and debut of the Barbie doll – a story that, incredibly, has received little to no 

scholarly attention, despite Barbie’s ubiquitous presence in households the world over during the 

past six decades – but also it highlights the establishment and evolution of mass marketing 

campaigns selling toys in the postwar period, a place where Barbie’s impact was keenly felt, much 

to the chagrin of aggrieved parents. Although Barbie was initially ignored by the bigwigs of the 

American toy industry, the doll very quickly came to revolutionize the industry itself, and Barbie’s 

lame debut was quickly forgotten. 

 

*** 
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Today the American Toy Fair is a multi-day sensorial extravaganza, held in Manhattan’s 

cavernous Jacob K. Javits Convention Centre on the banks of the Hudson River. Toy inventors 

and the representatives from over 1000 international toy manufacturers gather to meet salespeople, 

distributors, journalists, officials from various media conglomerates, and the occasional film or 

music star hawking toys related to the latest Hollywood offerings (such as singer Alicia Keys, who 

helped cut the ribbon to open the 2014 Fair).1 Begun on a small-scale in 1903, but launched 

officially with much pomp in 1931, the event continues to be widely covered by the mainstream 

press. For example, of the 2015 Fair, the New York Times wrote enthusiastically, if a little 

hyperbolically, that “Superheroes wage some of their deadliest fights on the big screen. But this 

year the toy aisle may be the bloodiest battlefield.”2 The Fair garners such attention because toys 

are big business – in the United States alone, toy sales in 2015 reached $19.48 billion.3 

Although the Fair itself is closed to the public, in the fall of 2015, the Toy Fair announced 

that it would be altering its approach, acknowledging the awkward tension of hosting an 

extravagant event with a rule wherein “the building filled with new toys – what some kids would 

describe as the happiest place on Earth – has a strict no-children policy. That is, anyone under the 

age of 18 is not allowed. It’s one of the strangest aspects of the four-day event”, a spokesperson 

for the trade show admitted, “some 30,000 industry professionals – often in suits, dresses, and 

                                                           
1 Although the Fair remains closed to the public, I was able to attend in 2015 due to connections 
within the toy industry. As such, I was given ‘top-secret’ access and able to see new Star Wars 
toys, nine months in advance of the film’s release. Mattel’s exhibition space, however, remained 
off-limits.  
2 Rachel Abrams and Gregory Schmidt, “Hitching a Toy to a Star: Super Hero Movies Create 
Opportunity for Toy Makers,” New York Times, 13 February 2015.  
3 Of toys sale by individual type, doll sales ranked third, at $2.59 billion, just behind infant and 
toddler Toys ($3.07 billion), and outdoor and sports toys ($3.59 billion). See Toy Industry 
Association, Annual Sales Data, available at:  
http://www.toyassociation.org/tia/industry_facts/salesdata/industryfacts/sales_data/sales_data.as
px? (Accessed 20 June 2016). 

http://www.toyassociation.org/tia/industry_facts/salesdata/industryfacts/sales_data/sales_data.aspx
http://www.toyassociation.org/tia/industry_facts/salesdata/industryfacts/sales_data/sales_data.aspx


37 
 

other business attire – stand around and chat about Barbies, Transformers, Star Wars figures and 

Lego bricks.” Instead, in 2016 the Toy Industry Association (TIA) hosted a “Play Fair” open to 

25,000 members of the public to attend a variation of the fair, at $30 per ticket. In one interview 

about the change, an industry marketer remarked that “We won’t open up Toy Fair. But as time 

has gone by, [toymakers] need engagement with their end user: the child and the family…I’ve 

broken a lot of hearts in front of the Toy Fair. I am tired of breaking hearts.”4 It took over eight 

decades for toy industry officials to recognize this seemingly obvious fact. However, back in 1931, 

in advance of that year’s Toy Fair, the first to be sponsored by the Toy Manufacturers Association 

of the USA – the precursor to TIA – the “trade only” policy was seen as beneficial for “without 

having to explain this and that to Mary and Johnnie [the toy industry] could enjoy the mechanisms 

of the very latest gadgets themselves.”5 

The toy fair represents the glitz and glamour, but also cutthroat nature, of consumer 

capitalism. A favourable response to the year’s slate of toys can mean the difference between 

success or failure for many toy companies, but especially for toy inventors, many of whom have 

put years’ worth of time, effort, and money into designing and then selling their products to toy 

companies. Yet the toy fair began (officially) under less illustrious circumstances in the midst of 

the worst years of the Great Depression. Moreover, while it is now an international event central 

to the marketing plans of the multi-billion dollar a year global toy industry – that this event, along 

with other huge cultural conventions such as BookCon and Comic-Con, is held in the United States 

is a marker of American cultural and economic dominance – it began under far more parochial 

circumstances.  

                                                           
4 John Kell, “For the first time, NYC Toy Fair will let kids in on the fun,” Fortune, 28 September 
2015.  
5 “Grownups Only at Toy Fair Opening; View Latest Devices,” Chicago Tribune, 12 May 1931.  
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The first American Toy Fair was held in 1903 to strategically support the nascent American 

toy industry by developing and hosting the yearly fair specifically for toy manufacturers, 

distributors, and buyers. Each year, American toy makers and manufacturers were assigned space 

on the show floor for the duration of the event, traditionally held in New York City and Chicago, 

as a platform to highlight their best selling products and showcase their newest toy offerings. Toy 

Manufacturers U.S.A. ultimately wanted to give toy buyers “a complete exhibition of American-

made-toys highlighting the inventive, creative, and artistic development of American 

manufacturers.”6 For these toy exhibitors, the annual toy fair was a fast-paced event with the 

pressure to pitch their products directly to toy industry buyers and importers from around the 

world, both large and small. Very quickly the American Toy Fair became one of the most important 

vehicles of consumption for the American toy industry, solidifying the place of certain large firms, 

and transforming what had been a minor industry into a significant part of the American economy 

with a large presence abroad.  

 

The Rise of the American Toy Industry 

While it may seem childish to examine the American toy industry, in fact its rise mirrors wider 

trends involving mass production and consumption not only in the United States but also globally. 

In the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, the toy industry developed from a cottage 

industry based on local consumption – with fewer than ten toy companies at the debut American 

Toy Fair in 1903 – into one of industrialized production catering to huge, global markets. By the 

interwar period, the Fair was thus representative of the shift toward the dominance of the American 

toy trade within the larger worldwide toy market – just as the United States had come to dominate 

                                                           
6 Ben Robinson, “Points and Purposes of Toy Fair Rules,” Playthings, February 1958, 183.  
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other areas of mass production. However, prior to the First World War, the German toy industry 

was the leader in world toy production with a long history of producing and exporting all kinds of 

toy products. While the United States and Japan were beginning to increase domestic toy 

production in an effort to challenge Germany – in the pre-First World War years, the three up-and-

coming industrial powers competed in a wide variety of areas, toys included – the latter was still 

the undisputed world leader in the trade and had a significant share of the American market. 

Indeed, in 1913 alone, over “one-third of all German toy exports went to the United States.”7 In 

fact, in a Chicago Tribune article from 1907, the paper declared that “No toys worth mentioning 

are manufactured in the United States, because labor costs too much. For our supply of playthings 

every Christmas we look mainly to Germany, where the peasants, content with a wage of a few 

cents a day, pursue the occupation as a sort of household industry.”8 

While little has been written about the early history of the world’s toy industries, German 

historian David Hamlin’s 2007 book Work and Play: The Production and Consumption of Toys in 

Germany, 1870-1914 provides a thorough account of the early production and consumption of 

toys, which was dominated by the European market until production shifted to the United States. 

This process began prior to the First World War, and accelerated in the midst of the conflict as 

European industry turned to war production, the continent’s economies were stretched, and its 

                                                           
7 David D. Hamlin, Work and Play: The Production and Consumption of Toys in Germany, 1870-
1914 (Ann Arbor: The University of Michigan Press, 2007), 1. See also: Bryan Ganaway, Toys, 
Consumption, and Middle-Class Childhood in Imperial Germany, 1871-1918 (Oxford: Peter Lang, 
2009).  It is interesting to note the importance of German consumer culture in this period, 
particularly in relation to Christmas and to many of the traditions associated with the holiday, gift 
giving – and toy giving – included: Karal Ann Marling, Merry Christmas! Celebrating America’s 
Greatest Holiday (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2000). 
8 “Only One Month to Christmas! Santa Claus has Novel Ideas in Toys,” Chicago Tribune, 24 
November 1907. 
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workforce was sacrificed.9 Hamlin reminds us that mass consumer culture was prevalent in 

nineteenth century German society and did not merely emerge, as many histories of consumer 

culture suggest, following the First World War. In fact, as Hamlin outlines, pre-war Germany was 

home to thriving industries, while the high quality of its mass toy production made German toys 

highly sought around the world. Focussing primarily on toy production and consumption of toys 

in Germany, Hamlin asserts that the expansion of consumption in the nineteenth century places 

toys in a unique position for historical study. As he shows, not only were toys “mirroring 

modernity”, but also they proved to be an interesting case study as the site of negotiation “between 

the imaginations of children, producers, and retailers.”10 The importance of the German toy 

industry within Germany was not absent from the nation’s discourse. Hamlin cites the Germany 

newspaper Deutsche Spielwaren-Zeitung in 1911 as reporting that: “The German toy industry has 

become an important factor in German economic life; however, its cultural significance stretches 

across the globe.”11 Importantly, at this time German culture – music and literature especially – 

was highly regarded by many Americans and the German example played an influential role in the 

development of education in the United States, particularly at the university level.12 However, 

whatever cultural significance the Germany toy industry had achieved was damaged following the 

First World War. With the collapse of German – and decline of European – cultural and economic 

                                                           
9 The historiography of toy industries is still emerging, some notable examples include: Kenneth 
D. Brown, The British Toy Business: A History since 1700 (London: Hambledon Press, 1996); 
Hamlin, Work and Play.  
10 Hamlin, Work and Play.  
11 “Zum Jahresweschesel!” Deutsche Spielwaren-Zeitung, 1 Jan. 1911, 3. cited in Hamlin, Work 
and Play, 3.  
12 Henry Geitz, Jurgen Heideking, and Jurgen Herbst, ed., German Influences on Education in the 
United States (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1995); Frank Trommler and Elliott Shore, 
eds., The German-American Encounter: Conflict and Cooperation Between Two Cultures, 1800-
2000 (Oxford: Berghan Books, 2001). 
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power, North American entrepreneurs took the opportunity to further develop the American toy 

industry. Toys therefore serve as an interesting exemplar of wider shifts in economic and cultural 

hegemony at the international level. 

The increasing shift in toy production, which accelerated along with American 

industrialization in the late nineteenth century, can be partially attributed to three major 

developments: first, the wider availability of affordable materials appropriate to children’s toys, 

such as sheet metal, rubber, composite, and clay;  second, the rise of mass consumer culture 

including the development of sophisticated retail operations including department stores and mail 

order catalogues; and third, more general societal shifts regarding the understanding of childhood.  

Regarding the first issue, in his book Kids’ Stuff: Toys and the Changing World of 

American Childhood, Gary Cross covers the development of the wider and more affordable 

availability of materials for toys, including dolls.13 What is interesting to note is that the early 

American toy industry of the Civil War era was focused largely on boys, with guns, jackknives, 

soldiers, and wind-up animals featured heavily. In turn, toy manufacturers largely neglected girls, 

with most of the dolls of the 1850s and 1860s made of paper, finely detailed and artistic, but offered 

by publishers but not toy makers. These paper dolls set the standard for the industry: the first, 

Fanny Gray, created in 1854 by a Boston-based printer, came with a book about her life and with 

a second head; the second paper doll, “The American Lady”, produced in 1857 by McLoughlin 

Brothers of Brooklyn, came with interchangeable clothing and furniture.14 Soon enough, toy 

                                                           
13 Gary Cross, Kids’ Stuff: Toys and the Changing World of American Childhood (Cambridge, 
MA: Harvard University Press, 1997), 16.  
14 See: William C. Ketchum Jr., The Collections of the Margaret Woodbury Strong Museum 
(Rochester, NY: Margaret Woodbury Strong Museum, 1982), 64-65; Inez McClintock and 
Marshall McClintock, Toys in America (Washington, DC: Public Affairs Press, 1961), 170, 217-
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manufacturers got in on the act and began to produce three-dimensional dolls, with real, albeit 

miniature clothing, kitchen wares, luggage, furniture, vehicles, and houses. Moreover, these dolls 

began to feature mechanized functions allowing them to close their eyes, walk, and even say 

‘Mama’. Mostly, the dolls were babies or young children, thus reminding American girls of their 

societal gender roles as mothers and nurturers; they were also finely dressed, thus hinting at the 

upper class associations surrounding dolls that continue to this day – Barbie, after all, lives in 

Malibu.15 While only some of these advances in toy manufacturing would be of relevance to 

Barbie, the lesson was clear: not only were consumers willing to buy dolls, but also they were 

willing to buy a whole host of accessories for their small companions; producers were only too 

happy to oblige. 

These increasingly mass produced toys soon became a central feature of the vastly 

expanding American retail industry. The transition from an American society dominated by 

production to consumption is especially important because, as historian of consumption Lawrence 

B. Glickman has argued, “Consumption has long been central to American identity, culture, 

economic development, and politics.”16 While historians of consumer culture and consumption in 

America have pointed to a variety of definitive periods in the history17, the nineteenth century is 

often noted as an important period in which the American retail industry was developing, providing 

                                                           
15 Lois Rostow Kuznets, When Toys Come Alive: Narratives of Animation, Metamorphosis, and 
Development (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1994), 16; Antonia Fraser, A History of Toys 
(London: Weidenfeld Nicholson, 1966), 160-67. 
16 Lawrence B. Glickman, “Born to Shop? Consumer History and American History,” in Consumer 
Society in American History: A Reader, ed. Lawrence B. Glickman (Ithaca: Cornell University 
Press, 1999), 1.  
17 For a brief, but comprehensive overview of some of the key periods in American consumer 
history, from European settlement, to the American Revolution, and the Progressive Era, please 
see: Lizabeth Cohen, A Consumers’ Republic: The Politics of Mass Consumption in Postwar 
America (New York: Vintage Books, 2003), 20-28.  
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the basis for American mass consumption culture later in the twentieth century.18 In her book Hope 

in a Jar, which focusses on the history of American beauty culture, historian Kathy Peiss points 

to the importance of this rise of mass consumption for women especially because, as she argues, 

by 1900 women were able to explore a “new sense of identity as consumers.”19 Though this period 

is only briefly discussed in A Consumers’ Republic, a book focussed on American consumption in 

the post-World War II period, Lizabeth Cohen refers to this earlier  era as the “first-wave consumer 

movement” because it was marked by, alongside the rise of mass consumer culture and retail,  the 

“significant shift toward recognizing the centrality of consumers to the nation’s economy and 

policy.”20 

This new conception of American consumer culture, and its connection to American 

identity, was increasingly connected to toys through the commercialization of Christmas gift-

giving. As religious and cultural historian Leigh Eric Schmidt had pointed out, “So deeply 

enmeshed are commerce and the calendar in American culture that most holidays would be 

scarcely recognizable without the trappings of the market. Christmas stands out as the grand 

“festival of consumption,” with a significant segment of American retail living or dying on profits 

                                                           
18 For more on the rise of American business and consumer culture, please see: Susan Strasser, 
Satisfaction Guaranteed: The Making of the American Mass Market (New York: Pantheon, 1989); 
Jackson Lears, Fables of Abundance: A Cultural History of Advertising in America (New York: 
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American Culture (New York: Pantheon, 1993); Daniel Horowitz, The Morality of Spending: 
Attitudes Toward Consumer Society in America, 1875-1940 (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University 
Press, 1985); Roland Marchand, Advertising the American Dream: Making Way for Modernity 
(Berkeley: University of California Press, 1985); Vicki Howard, From Main Street to Mall: The 
Rise and Fall of the American Department Store (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 
2015).  
19 Kathy Peiss, Hope in a Jar: The Making of America’s Beauty Culture (New York: Henry Holt 
and company, 1998), 50.  
20 Cohen, A Consumers’ Republic, 21.  
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connected with the Yuletide season.”21 Right from the start toy dolls especially began to feature 

prominently in this retail world – in 1874 Macy’s 14th Street Christmas Window Display was a 

“Masquerade Doll Party.”22 Moreover, and giving an indication of the potential for profits 

generated by consumer crazes surrounding mass produced toys, the introduction of the Teddy Bear 

in 1903 created a frenzy of buying by Americans eager to snatch up the cuddly creatures named 

after their rough-riding president. This craze for the Teddy Bear was the United States’ first toy 

craze, presaging the mania over the hula hoop, Beanie Babies, Cabbage Patch Dolls, and, of course, 

Barbie.23 As might be expected, there were some Americans who worried that the mass giving of 

toys was spoiling their children, an indication of the familial concerns surrounding the gewgaws 

of consumption, especially at Christmastime; as we shall see below and in later chapters, such 

concerns  did not dissipate as the twentieth century wore on.24 

In terms of the familial factor, in her important work Pricing the Priceless Child: The 

Changing Social Value of Childhood, historian Vivian Zelizer argues that the late nineteenth and 

early twentieth centuries saw important changes in the conceptions of the child, leading to an 

understanding of childhood as an important and sentimental period in a person’s life. Children 

were increasingly valued not just for their economic potential as child labourers, but, rather, 

parents and educators adjusted their focus to promoting childhood education and ‘proper’ child-

rearing. This shift in values caused parents to redefine their children’s relationship with the 

economy, particularly within the framework of an emerging consumer economy. Once they were 

                                                           
21 Leigh Eric Scmidt, Consumer Rites: The Buying and Selling of American Holidays (Princeton: 
Princeton University Press, 1995), 4.  
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no longer engaged in the economy through their labour, it was left to their wage-earning parents 

to “train children as expert consumers.”25 Manufacturers were only too pleased to capitalize on 

these changing views, and so toy production shifted from the household and small-scale craftsmen 

to industrial production, which mirrored similar shifts in the production of other goods such as 

clothing, household wares, and furniture – indeed many of the same items being created in 

miniaturized form for dolls. So although children themselves were not targeted as consumers until 

further into the twentieth century, the fact that their parents began to purchase toys for their 

children on a mass scale made room for the toy industry to become a cornerstone of modern 

consumer society.26  

Beyond the economic factors that led to changing conceptions of childhood, historians 

Miriam Formanek-Brunell and Gary Cross argue that an important additional element was the shift 

toward smaller families, which promoted “maternal intimacy”. Maternal intimacy helped to alter 

further the nature of the toy industry by leading to an increased focus on the consumption of dolls 

in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. Since children in these smaller families were 

less likely to interact with real babies in their homes, there was increasingly an interest amongst 

parents in the idea that dolls, especially baby dolls, might help to “encourage the maternal instinct 

in girls.”27 Thus, dolls were seen to play an important part in promoting maternal values in girls 

and thus train them to be future mothers. Consumption of dolls, in turn, increased both doll 

production and the importance of mass produced dolls to the toy industry.28  
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26 Ibid., 13.  
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The popularity of dolls grew on both sides of the Atlantic. Within Germany’s dominant toy 

industry at the turn of the century, dolls, which were most often made from porcelain and dressed 

in conservative yet fashionable clothing, were the industry’s best selling toy, maintaining over one 

third of the share in the industry.29 A large reason for this high market share can be attributed to 

the fact that there were far fewer acceptable play options for young girls than there were for young 

boys. The limited options were due to rigid gender norms, with boys’ toys highly plentiful and 

highly martial in nature. As for girls, Hamlin explains that “Dolls were believed to be the natural 

playthings of girls. They reflected feminine nature and educated the girl to better fulfill that nature. 

They were, in other words, highly topical because they represented in miniature the future 

experiential world of the young girl.”30 However, toy makers aimed to appeal to girls and their 

parents through mass production of dolls. Porcelain dolls, for example, were popularized because 

they allowed for a more realistic look than wood or rubber, and porcelain itself was a smoother 

material that appealed more to young girls. The gendered divide was reflected not only in these 

products but also in the toy industry as a whole. 

Female toy makers in the period, for example, preferred to design baby dolls constructed 

from softer materials. The reasoning here was that these dolls could more easily be made to look 

realistic and could then be utilized to teach young girls gendered values that stressed the 

importance of childrearing that could be learned by caring for baby dolls in a world where families 

were smaller, leaving children with fewer siblings on whom to practice their caregiving skills. 

Male toy makers, meanwhile, were far more interested in the practical mechanics of their dolls and 

so tended to design dolls that emphasised engineering and mechanics and, as noted above, often 
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featured the ability to talk or walk. The resulting dolls were more durable and less likely to break. 

However, many of these dolls were made from harsh materials such as wood, steel, or rubber – 

hardly materials appealing to girls interested in engaging in ‘maternal’ activities such as cuddling 

their ‘child’.31  

As noted above, despite Germany’s long held dominance of the world’s toy production, 

the First World War both damaged its industries and its political and economic relationships with 

countries such as the United States. With its entry into the war in 1917, the United States 

embargoed German imports, largely putting an end to the German toy industry’s presence in 

American markets. American toy manufacturers were quick to step into the breach, and were not 

shy about playing to nationalist and patriotic sympathies, both during but also after the war.32 In 

fact, the newly founded Toy Manufacturers Association announced in 1918 that it planned to 

“employ thousands of crippled soldiers in the work of making toys…The work is light and 

interesting and thousands will be needed to fill the great demand that is now being made for toys 

in this country.”33 Such patriotic appeals were clearly important, but so too was the war-induced 

lack of foreign competition. Indeed, the toy industry in America grew so quickly that by 1919 there 

were 644 toy companies in the US, which produced $150 million worth of toys each year; by 1955 

that number had grown to over 2000 toy manufacturers.34 As such, the interwar period saw a steep 

rise in new American toy companies – despite the Great Depression – with toy production really 

taking off following the end of the Second World War as industrial plants began shifting from war 
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production to production for mass consumption. Still, the interwar years are worth exploring 

because they saw the establishment of the official Toy Manufacturers Association of the USA Toy 

Fair and the emergence of a more professionalised toy industry complete with this annual trade 

show. This was, in short, the context within which Barbie made her debut. 

According to a Chicago Tribune article published just before Christmas in 1930, “the toy 

center has shifted from the back room workshops of Germany to America and has fitted itself to 

the modern tempo. Everything is on wheels or animated by cleverly constructed springs. It is the 

adult world reduced to a smaller scale.” As the newspaper’s reporter noted, production was 

confined mainly to New England and New York City – not surprisingly given these regions’ large 

manufacturing bases – and indeed, the ‘Big Apple’ had “become the toy centre of the world.”35 

Another source, written in 1931 for Playthings (a trade magazine which covered many elements 

of the American toy trade), by a representative for the US Department of Commerce, boasted that 

American toy manufacturers dominated the domestic market, noting that  nearly 95% of toys sold 

in the United States in 1929 were American-made, up from 83% in 1921.36 Given the high tariffs 

imposed by the United States at the outset of the Great Depression – tariffs that helped cripple the 

global economy – it is not surprising that American toy makers had such a significant presence in 

their home market. But the sales figure also highlighted the dominance of American toy firms on 

the simple grounds that they had ramped up production since the First World War.  Moreover, as 

the Department of Commerce was proud to highlight, overall toy sales were up and so despite the 

huge economic downturn, American parents had evidently put an emphasis “on shap[ing] their 

own needs to provide their children with the playthings which they recognize as necessary for the 
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proper development.”37 Indeed, the Depression did nothing to inhibit the emphasis placed on child 

development, even if it diminished the amount of money individual households may have had to 

spend on frivolities. Responding to such concerns and to appeal to depressed and disaffected 

parents and toy sellers, the American toy industry shifted its focus and promoted their toys as 

“becoming more and more practical and educational in character, in addition to providing an outlet 

for the play instincts in children.”38 Thus toys were presented as practical, even necessary, items 

for children. 

Further efforts to appeal to the toy buyers and maintain their confidence in the growing 

American toy industry despite the economic depression were made at the New York Toy Fair in 

February 1931 – the first to be sponsored by the newly formed Toy Manufacturers Association of 

the USA, which was established to promote the American toy industry. The Fifth Avenue building, 

which permanently housed many toy company displays was given a makeover of sorts, with old 

displays removed and “more striking displays” added, causing the building to be described as 

“hardly recognizable now.”39 The timing of the February Toy Fair was part of an effort to promote 

amongst the buyers a culture of “maintaining year ‘round toy departments” which consequently 

required that they place their orders earlier in the year.40  

During the Depression years of the 1930s, the toy industry maintained a steady effort to 

increase its share of the American toy market, in part through marketing efforts aimed at adults 

who, because of the severe economic pressure, were unable to spend money on luxuries. For 

example and perhaps unexpectedly, William C. Lehmen, president of the Toy Manufacturers’ 
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Association, reported in 1933 that, “The more simple games and toys, popular for years in the 

nursery, have been abandoned by the children and adopted by their parents.” As he noted, adults 

were now playing with “Jig-saw puzzles, marble games, cribbage, croquet, checkers, quoits, ping-

pong, lotto, dominoes and tiddly winks”. Clearly, these were inexpensive items that perhaps gave 

adults a sense of nostalgia comfort in a period of intense economic and social distress. Meanwhile, 

according to Lehman, children were displaying more interest in trucks “with horns that blow,” 

boats, trains, airplanes, and even an “toy electric stove in which girls can cook an entire meal.”41 

There was evidently a divide then, between adult toy consumers interest in cheap, nostalgic items 

and their children, attracted to the fruits of industrial production, albeit in toy form. 

In addition to the emergence of adult toy consumers during the Depression, and in response 

to the public’s apathy to war following the end of the First World War, the interwar period saw a 

steep decline in guns and other military-type toys, in favour of “gadgets with a whoop and a holler 

about modernism…[and] a return to the simple things of life.”42 As we shall see in later chapters, 

the focus on war toys came to reflect deep seated parental and societal concerns that toy guns, 

tanks, airplanes, and bombs conditioned children to accept the inevitability and even desirability 

of warfare. Instead of such militaristic wares, in the interwar period, American manufacturers 

sought to attract children to a combination of simple, modern offerings such as construction sets 

to build “suburban cottages and metropolitan skyscrapers for boys and quintuplet dolls for girls.43 

In fact, the American Toy Association reported that at its 1936 toy fair, only 1% of its toy were 
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related to guns or war, which perhaps gives an important if overlooked indication of interwar 

Americans’ support for peace and disarmament efforts.44 

Overall and even with the Depression, toy production slowly increased during the interwar 

years and the industry had firmly established itself in the United States, though not abroad. Thus, 

by the start of the Second World War, toys had become big business in the United States, for 

instance with Sears, Roebuck devoting considerable space in its annual Christmas “Wish Book” 

to children’s games, motorized trains, trucks, and airplanes, blocks, cowboy outfits and pistols, 

and to a baby doll that could drink from a toy bottle and wet its diaper.45 Indeed, for Christmas 

1941, taking place just weeks after the United States entered the war following the Japanese attack 

on Pearl Harbor and Adolf Hitler’s declaration of war against the US, the toy industry reported 

record sales.46 Such sales are no doubt an indication of the economic recovery from the Depression 

as well as an effort, unconscious or not, by Americans to seek solace in the Christmas holiday 

before the uncertainty of warfare shattered domestic peace. 

As for the war years, there was limited growth in American toy production and sales. A 

toy advertisement in Life in December 1942, published a year to the day that the United States 

declared war on Japan, reminded its war weary readers to “Be thankful American boys and girls 
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can still play.”47 Naturally, toy manufacturing took a back seat to the war effort, with arms 

production crippling the manufacture of a variety of playthings, especially those which required 

“heavier” types of metal.48 For the United States, as with the rest of the war’s combatants, it was 

far more important to produce real planes, tanks, guns, and trucks than their miniature counterparts. 

In advance of Christmas 1941, for instance, the US Treasury Department had placed 

advertisements admonishing parents to be a “Santa in Arms” and avoid “trinkets and baubles and 

toys”. Instead, they should purchase for their children “more significant gifts” such as a war bond.49 

Parents, however, were not deterred from lavishing their children with all sorts of toys, which took 

on a distinctly military flair thanks to the war. As the Los Angeles Times had reported in 1941, it 

was a “Grim Yuletide” and “war is here – as far as toys are concerned.”50 This trend only continued 

throughout the war, with many children themselves coming to support military virtues or at least 

to view warfare as a natural thing. One cartoon in the Saturday Evening Post, for instance, showed 

a young boy telling his father: “I forgot to tell you, Pop – I mined the bath tub?”51 What affected 

the wartime production of toys was the lack of materials and even though “some companies were 

able to replace their metal parts with wood, the majority of them were paralyzed by the materials 

ban”.52  
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However, toy makers, especially heavyweight firms such as Louis Marx, Hubley, and 

Lionel survived the war by devoting themselves primarily to war production, a move that fattened 

their coffers and let them survive into the postwar years, which became a veritable boom time for 

the toy industry. In 1939, for instance, the US Census counted 821 toy makers; in 1947, there were 

2198. Fuelled by the postwar American economic boom – including consumer spending that rose 

sixty per cent between 1945 and 1950 – capitalizing on a strong manufacturing position, and 

responding to the baby boom, toy making became a leading industry in the United States.53 As 

Playthings boasted in 1956 “The ten-year ‘baby-boom’ [has resulted] in 50 000 000 children who 

are prospects for toys as gifts.” Two years later, the trade industry magazine reported that the 

American toy industry had reached $1.25 billion in sales, a quarter of which – “a vitally important 

segment” – was made up of sales of dolls and stuffed toys.54 After having weathered the 

Depression and two world wars, the American toy industry had fully emerged as a strong sector 

of the US economy. In a 1957 paean to corporate capitalism, Robert Muessel, president of Toy 

Manufacturers of the U.S.A., spoke of the boundless opportunities ahead for toy makers “The 

future means, as always”, he noted, “expansion and growth…the age limits of people to whom we 

cater keep stretching and the days of the year when toys move into consumer hands in significant 

quantities are no longer so severely limited to the Christmas season.” Moreover, he stressed that it 

was a good time to be in the toy business because “each year the creativity of the American 

manufacturer produces an amazing variety of new toys”, and “seemingly this source of 
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inventiveness is inexhaustible”.55  Into the boom time emerged Mattel, future maker of Barbie, 

but, in 1945, just a small, family-run firm. 

 

Mattel Catches a Mouse  

Founded in 1945, incorporated in 1948, and based in Hawthorne, California, Mattel, Inc., was one 

of the American toy companies that benefitted from the postwar economic boom in the United 

States, though it was initially slow to grow within the toy industry, which was then based largely 

on the east coast. As American toy inventor Richard Keats recalls, the Mattel company was far 

from an initial success and instead has a more simple, humble beginning: “I’m sure you know the 

story: they started out in a garage next to their home and they made some very interesting, simple, 

mechanical toys.”56 Ultimately, under the guidance of the wife and husband team of Ruth and 

Elliot Handler, Mattel would grow into an industry giant. 

In its early years, Mattel focussed on making simple, wooden picture-frames. It was with 

the money gained from extra frame sales – and the leftover wood supplies – that the company 

began to branch out into toy-making, first through casual dabbling in making doll furniture.57 

Later, its focus shifted from basic doll furniture to making patented musical toys, metal and plastic 

toys, and toy guns (see Figure 1.1). Mattel’s growing commercial success was the result of the 

company having crossed over into the growing field of toy guns, which were made popular by the 

films, games, and radio and television programs based largely on themes such as ‘cowboys and 

Indians’ and the Second World War. In particular, the company was popular for its toy automatic 
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rifles and pistols, the latter of which was “authentically styled after the famous German Mauser.”58 

Very quickly Mattel had become the largest American manufacturer of toy guns and holsters and 

the occasional musical toy – hardly signs that it would go on to create what would become one of 

the most successful female dolls in history. However, by 1955, the company had achieved a much 

larger presence, signified by a massive advertising deal with another California-based corporation, 

The Walt Disney Company, which had a direct influence on the development of Barbie. This deal 

revolutionized the toy industry. 

 

 
 

Figure 1.1: “Elliot Handler and Clifford Jacobs.” Handler, President of Mattel, and Jacobs, Mattel’s 
Director of Marketing, displaying the company’s new range of rifle toys and exercise weights at the Mattel 
showroom in 1958. “Pictured During the Toy Fair,” Playthings, April 1958, 82.  
 

By many standards, a large part of Mattel’s early success was due to innovative gambles 

that challenged toy industry standards. Nowhere was this more evident than when it came to 

Mattel’s early advertising strategies. Mattel’s advertising approach took a massive risk by 

investing in television advertising directly to children, making it one of the first toy companies to 
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utilize televised adverts. In 1955, Mattel was approached by executives at the ABC television 

network with an offer to sponsor a fifteen-minute segment on the upcoming Walt Disney-produced 

Mickey Mouse Club television series. While the show was yet to debut, it was expected to draw 

large audiences of American families and young children. The offer, however, came with a tricky 

caveat: the advertising deal was not merely for one episode, but instead required Mattel to sign a 

full-year contract with Disney that would cost nearly half a million dollars. Furthermore, Mattel 

would be the first company to undertake such an advertising venture. It was a completely untested 

marketing strategy.59   

 

 
 

Figure 1.2: “Elliot Handler, Walt Disney, and Ruth Handler.” “Mattel Signs to Sponsor Part of Disney’s 
Mickey Mouse Club,” Playthings, October, 1955, 150.  
 

To put this risk into perspective, prior to 1955 Mattel’s yearly advertising budget had been 

$150,000 – already a large amount in the American toy industry in that period and a sign that the 

upstart company placed a heavy emphasis on marketing its products. In comparison, Louis Marx 
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and Company, Inc., the American toy giant of the 1950s and one of the early American companies 

to benefit from the troubles within the German toy industry, had over $50 million (amounting to 

10% of all toys sold in the US) in sales in 1955 but spent just $312 (yes, three hundred twelve 

dollars – that is not a typo) on advertising in an entire year.60 Louis Marx, the head of the 

eponymous toy company, was considered to be “America’s toy king” and “Toydom’s Ford”, 

described in a 1955 Time Magazine cover story and profile as a “roly-poly, melon-bald little man 

with berry-bright eyes and beneficent smiles of St. Nick touching down on a family rooftop.” The 

description, the article argued, was important because by spending only $312 on advertising in 

1955, the company relied on “Toycoon Marx” to be “his own walking ad agency…Marx is a real-

life Santa to more than 100,000 children. To the children of cops and waiters and chairwomen, 

boys and girls in orphanages and other institutions, he gives a million toys a year.”61 Such a story 

itself speaks to the personified nature of Marx’s promotional efforts. 

As for Mattel, its sales in 1955 were $6 million, and its entire net worth was only $500,000, 

the same cost as the Mickey Mouse Club advertising deal. Yet the company had taken significant 

chances earlier in its history by investing money in risky deals, which in fact had caused the 

original co-founder of the company, Harold Matson, to sell his share of the company after only a 

few years. Ruth Handler recounts finding Matson “hunched over his desk, his head buried in his 

arms…’ ‘I can’t take this pressure-cooker business anymore. It’s just too much for me’”.62 In 

selling his share of the company to Elliot and Ruth Handler, Matson turned over control of Mattel 
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to two of the most innovative entrepreneurs to work in the toy industry. The Mickey Mouse deal 

was a gamble – typical of the Handlers’ business style – that proved to be successful, 

revolutionized the toy industry, and helped Mattel cement its status as a successful new company 

on the America toy scene. Yet the Handlers’ risk was based on sound reasoning. After all, 

television advertising made sense in the post war era: in 1950, less than 10 per cent of Americans 

owned a television, but by 1955, the number rose to 64.5 per cent, and by 1960, a whopping 86 

per cent of American households had at least one television set.63 Moreover, Disney was a natural 

partner in this venture, as the company was profoundly popular among youth, let alone adults, and 

had been pumping out wholesome films for more than two decades.64 Its own expansion into 

television was a logical move and it found a ready partner in Mattel. 

The first commercial that Mattel ran during the first season of the Mickey Mouse Club was 

for the Burp cap-gun, which was aired during the show’s first episode on 3 October 1955.65 As 

noted, toy guns for boys were a dense and popular market in the early postwar period and the 

commercial highlighted the possibilities for play. In it, a father provides narration as the camera 

focusses on his son, Billy, playing with the gun and then pointing it at a screen showing elephants 

running. The father remarks that he had found Billy “in darkest Africa. Billy was hunting elephants 

with his trusty Mattel toy Burp gun.” The father assured the audience that the gun was “real safe” 

for boys to play with; indeed, he guaranteed that the gun “is so safe it’s got the parents’ seal of 
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approval. Only $4!”66 Mattel’s commercials aired during the weekly show and for six weeks there 

was no noticeable increase in sales. Later, a representative from Mattel’s advertising agency, 

Carson-Roberts, recounted that “We were on the air six times and nothing happened. Then the 

Mattel people came back from a long weekend and they couldn’t open the door. The place was 

filled with orders and reorders. That was when we realized the pipeline in this business is six weeks 

long.”67 One could also note that by six weeks into the season, it was mid-November, just in time 

for holiday shopping to begin. What was clear at the time, though, was that television advertising 

was a key to commercial success, and Mattel was quick to capitalize on this understanding by 

making this form of marketing a mainstay of its public relations strategy. As for the Burp gun, it, 

and various iterations – from cowboy Burp guns to the Vietnam-era ‘Guerrilla’ Burp gun – became 

a staple of Mattel’s product line (see Figure 1.3). 

 

 
 

Figure 1.3: “Ruth and Elliot Handler show off the Burp Gun.” Ruth, then vice-president, and Elliot, 
president, post with their offerings for the 1955 Toy Fair, highlighting the Burp Gun in particular. 
Playthings, April 1955, 121.  
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In a 1958 Playthings advertisement appealing to toy-buyers, Mattel wrote of its original 

advertising deal. Referring to their company as a “progressive pioneering success story” with the 

Mickey Mouse Club, company representatives stated that they accepted the deal because they 

believed “that toys could be contagious through the year. There wasn’t a ‘season.’…Children 

exposed to new ways of fun, play, and excitement want toys as much in June as they do in 

December. The occasions for parents, family, and friends toy-giving are as daily as the affection 

they share.”68 Beyond television advertising – though intimately connected to it – one of the major 

developments in the postwar toy industry was the selling of toys beyond the traditional Christmas 

buying season, and here we see an early emphasis on this shift in toy-selling that benefitted retailers 

as much as it did the toy makers (parents, perhaps, were the only losers, at least in terms of their 

pocketbooks). In this regard, Mattel emphasized that their approach to all-season marketing was 

easier on the retailers because stocking the “asked-for merchandise” year-round was more likely 

to result in a quick sale and a satisfied customer.69  

In fact, Mattel’s innovative gamble with television advertising to children was so 

successful that by 1962 that the company highlighted this marketing strategy as a major selling 

point to potential toy buyers (more colloquially known as “jobbers”) and to toy stores. In a major 

pitch targeted at toy buyers themselves, Mattel offered the assurance that the “biggest broadcast 

buy in toy history!” was designed to help retailers move Mattel merchandise nationwide, as a slate 

of commercials, costing over $5 million, was set to air on television sets across America (see 

Figure 1.4).70 Retailers, too, would therefore benefit from this publicity. For the California-based 
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company, such campaigns were necessary to break into the east coast-dominated market. Indeed, 

in 1958 Playthings was still describing Mattel as a “regional” player, even as the company broke 

ground on a new 70,000 square foot plant in Hawthorne, California. The ground breaking 

ceremony, “performed with toy shovels and to the accompaniment of bursts of machine gun fire 

from Mattel’s toy Tommy-Burp guns”, celebrated a new facility that was capable of producing 

over 50,000 toys per day.71 The success of Mattel’s 1955 advertising gambit paid off and it 

attracted attention, for not only did it become the official toy manufacturer for Walt Disney 

productions but it also won the contract to be the exclusive producer of toys for King Features’ 

Popeye. However, it was not until the 1960s that the company became an American toy industry 

giant. Even so, the possibilities of successfully advertising toys directly to children was apparent 

and doing so quickly became common practice. Indeed, within two decades, toy manufacturers 

were devising their own cartoon programs as an even more aggressive marketing technique, one 

that bypassed parents.72 As we shall see in later chapters, parents were alarmed by such advertising, 

which including advertisements for Barbie. 

 

 
 

Figure 1.4: “Mattel Advertisement - $5 Million Plus Campaign.” Playthings, October 1962, 50. 
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A Barbie is ‘Born’ 

This new marketing style also had a profound impact on Barbie. As the doll’s creator Ruth Handler 

recalled in her autobiography, the toy advertising featured during the Mickey Mouse Club had a 

galvanizing effect and she began to aggressively pitch her idea for an adult or teenage style doll to 

her husband and the other executives at Mattel. Supposedly an original idea, Handler maintained 

that the idea for this doll was drawn from observations of her daughter Barbara’s play patterns 

with her friends as a young child. Handler noticed that as her daughter and friends grew older, they 

began to lose interest in their play with baby dolls and instead preferred to play with adult-style 

paper dolls. The idea Handler had was to create adult dolls for girls. As she later told an 

interviewer, “I looked at the junk that was on the market that was the so-called quote ‘fashion 

dolls’, they all [illegible] the three-dimentionalized [sic] those into the play pattern so in the back 

of my head was this thought that ‘gee, if we could take these paper dolls and turn these into real 

dolls and we could in fact generate this play pattern, three-dimentionalize [sic] this play pattern, 

we’d have a hell of a doll concept.’”73 Handler sought to take her idea of revolutionizing girls’ 

play and weld it to Mattel’s powerful televised marketing machine, a combination, she hoped, that 

would be a commercial success. Her proposal, however, met stiff resistance. 

Despite Handler’s ideas and observations of her daughter’s play patterns, the other 

executives at Mattel, all male, balked at the idea of the doll, due in part to the legacy of the baby 

dolls’ dominance in the doll industry. The other reason the idea was rejected was far more 

pragmatic for a company still trying to make its mark on the toy industry: Handler’s dream doll 

required far too much attention to detail. She envisioned a doll with details such as painted nails, 

                                                           
73 “Transcripts of Fern Field’s interview with Ruth Handler, 1981-1982,” Ruth Handler Papers 
1931-2002, Box 32, File 13, MC 501, Schlesinger Library, Radcliffe Institute, Harvard University, 
Boston, Massachusetts.   



63 
 

curled eyelashes, full makeup including eyeliner, and multiple outfits – all of which were thought 

to be far too expensive to produce, especially in the United States, where Mattel was still 

manufacturing all of its toys. Even Handler admitted that she had no knowledge of how to 

overcome those obstacles despite having a good brain for business. The reality for Mattel was that 

they were not interested in dolls, nor did executives give much thought to moving beyond musical 

toys and toy guns. To quote Handler “We did not have the best designers, doll designers, we were 

not in the doll business.”74 

Within the postwar toy industry, the doll industry was noted for being one of the more 

fickle and unchanging subsections. The baby doll was the reigning ruler and challengers were not 

given much thought. However, as was the case within all subfields of the toy industry, challengers 

were consistently being put forward to topple sales leaders; in the doll field, this meant dethroning 

the ever popular baby doll. While none would prove to be successful until Barbie made adult dolls 

popular in 1959, there were some indications – however short and generally unremarkable – of 

what was to come.  

Each spring, Playthings published its most popular issue of the year. Like Vogue’s famous 

September issue – massive both in size and in importance in shaping the next year’s fashion trends 

– the spring issue of Playthings set the tone for the year ahead through a detailed annual round-up 

of the toy trends at the latest American Toy Fair. In the mid-1950s the spring issue contained hints 

at emerging alternatives to the baby doll. In the 1955 edition, Playthings contributor Kay Hardwick 

noted, by description though not by name, that “A ‘slim’ type [of doll] is getting a lot of calls, 
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compared with the chubby-bodied numbers.”75 Though Hardwick had included a brief mention of 

the new competitor without identifying its name or origin, her intention was to publicize her own 

prediction that these challengers to the baby doll should not be ignored. Three years later, 

Hardwick declared that her prediction had come true, not with the arrival of the Barbie doll, but 

with the debut in 1958 of the Little Miss Ginger Doll. Created by the Cosmopolitan Doll and Toy 

Company, Little Miss Ginger’s arrival on the toy market alone did not equate to a major shift in 

the market away from the various baby dolls in production. However, Ginger’s arrival was 

indicative of a new trend – one that that was more fully realized in Barbie’s debut.  

Given the advent of Barbie a year after the introduction of Little Miss Ginger, a comparison 

between the two is worthwhile. At 8 inches tall, the Ginger doll was several inches shorter than 

the eventual Barbie doll. Because of the Ginger doll’s stature, Playthings classified the doll as a 

“miniature doll” (in comparison, Barbie would later be referred to as a “teenage type” doll). Ginger 

was not as voluptuous as Barbie, nor was it obviously a teenager, though it was referred to as a 

teenager in its accompanying press release: “Physically, she is a blossoming teenager. She is 8” 

tall, weighs 8 ounces, and is justifiably proud of her measurements (4¼ - 3¼ - 4¼).”76  Like real 

women, Ginger was being judged by her weight and measurements, with the information presented 

in the same style as information pieces accompanying photographs of Playboy models. With her 

hourglass figure and light weight, she was a perfect model of femininity for little girls! Yet Ginger 

was ignored, and it took Barbie – and the Mattel marketing machine – to revolutionize girls’ play. 
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In retrospect, it seems logical that Barbie, as a teenage doll, would come to prominence in 

the late 1950s and early 1960s, an era defined by a burgeoning American youth culture.77 What is 

ironic, perhaps, is that in a period thought of as being one characterized by the growing dominance 

and spread of American popular culture – the ‘Coca-colonization’ of the world – it was a European 

doll that served as the basis for Barbie, perhaps an indication of the reciprocal nature of the global 

culture emerging at this time.78 Or perhaps it says something about the acquisitive nature of 

American business.  

While the Little Miss Ginger Doll was making its debut at the 1958 American Toy Fair, 

the Barbie doll was inching closer to creation. At Mattel, the massive and risky investment in the 

Mickey Mouse Club television advertising campaign in 1955 had very quickly paid off, boosting 

sales at the company. By the summer of 1956, Ruth and Elliot Handler took a break from the 
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company by travelling throughout Europe for six weeks with their two children, Barbara and 

Ken.79 Throughout the trip, the Handlers made an effort to shop in toy stores as they travelled. It 

was in a toy shop in Lucerne, Switzerland that Ruth Handler “found” the Lilli doll (see Figure 1.5). 

According to Ruth’s autobiography, while Elliot and Ken wandered inside the store, she and 

Barbara “lingered outside for the longest time. We were absolutely transfixed by the window 

display, which featured six 11-inch tall adult-style female dolls, all with identical faces and hair 

but each wearing a different European ski outfit.” In her account, they left the store with just one 

Lilli doll for Barbara, now a teenager, to bring home and put on display; at a toy shop in Vienna 

they purchased two more Lilli dolls.80 The purchasing of these Lilli dolls on the European vacation 

has been a major point of debate about the darker origins of the Barbie doll – was Barbie merely a 

dressed-up copy of the lesser-known European Lilli?  

In piecing together the early history of the Barbie doll in Forever Barbie, journalist M.G. 

Lord was granted access to many files from Mattel’s archives and was able to interview a number 

of important Mattel employees.81 Based on these materials, Lord declared that the Barbie doll was 

fully “knocked off from the ‘Bild Lilli’ doll, a lascivious plaything.”82 Richard Keats, then-

President of his own toy company, Buddy L. Toys, and close friend of the Handlers, notes that the 

Handlers’ European vacation coincided with the Nuremberg Toy Fair where he was exhibiting, 

and he met up with the Handlers after Ruth had purchased the Lilli doll. As Keats recalls: “She 

saw these dolls and she picked them up and said ‘I’m not interested in the sexual part of it, but this 
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would be a nice doll.’ Maybe she thought about it [making a life-like doll at Mattel] then, or maybe 

she just brought it home for her daughter. In any event, her daughter enjoyed playing with the 

dolls….And that’s how they started with it.”83 Taking this information into account, and examining 

the Lilli doll itself, it is clear that Ruth Handler was indeed influenced by this European creation. 

Yet Handler also had a flair for sales and marketing, and so while in creating Barbie she may have 

copied Lilli, she also, as we shall see, applied her own ideas in order to create the best-selling doll 

of all time. 

 
 

Figure 1.5: “Bild Lilli doll.” Though considered by some to be a sexually suggestive doll, the Bild Lilli 
doll came in a variety of outfits, including some that were more demure and simply hinted at sexuality. 
Juliette Peers, The Fashion Doll: From Bébé Jumeau to Barbie (New York: Oxford University Press, 
2004), 148. 
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The Lilli doll originated in Germany, whose toy industry, though vastly depleted by the 

end of the Second World War, continued its strong tradition of creating toys. Before Lilli became 

a doll, it had started as a cartoon figure in the German newspaper Bild Zeitung – a paper that M.G. 

Lord compared to “America’s National Enquirer.”84 German artist Reinhard Beuthien created the 

first Lilli cartoon for the newspaper, which made its debut in the 5 September 1952 edition to fill 

space in the paper.85 Given the popularity of the newspaper’s vivacious cartoon, a three-

dimensional doll companion was introduced in 1955. The cartoon and the doll were not marketed 

to children, but rather, to adults as a lighthearted sexualized and glamourous gag gift. In one 

cartoon, Lilli is depicted having a conversation with a friend and asking “How do you mean to 

marry a man with a lot of money – as soon as you marry him it will be gone!” In another cartoon, 

this time with Lilli lying down naked, her body covered by a newspaper, she explains “We had a 

fight and he took back all the presents he gave me.”86 Similarly, in one advertisement for the Lilli 

doll a sharply dressed man is shown tipping his hat, carrying flowers and a box containing the Lilli 

doll with the caption “Whoever gives with love – thinks of Lilli.”87 Because of the doll’s 

connection to the newspaper, it was always sold with a miniature copy of the Bild newspaper under 

its arm.88 Thus, Lilli was geared toward a different market than the eventual Barbie doll, and its 

sexual nature was explicit from the start.  

Undeniably, the Bild Lilli doll is remarkably similar to the first iteration of the Barbie doll 

from 1959, though there were some key differences. The Barbie doll was introduced at a height of 

                                                           
84 Lord, Forever Barbie, 8.  
85 Barbara Pickering, “Mystery of German Lilli – Finally Solved,” Doll Reader, October 1990, 
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86 Lord, Forever Barbie, 26.  
87 Ibid., 27.  
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11½ inches; Bild Lilli was similarly available in a 12-inch model, though there was also a smaller 

7½ inch version. Both dolls had faces with painted on make-up; however, Lilli had slightly harsher 

features with sharp, straight-pointed eyebrows compared to Barbie’s soft, and more naturally 

arched brows; Lilli’s lips were pursed and tight, Barbie’s were soft and relaxed; Lilli’s eyes were 

flirtatiously always glancing to the side, while the Barbie of 1959 looked straight ahead (see Figure 

1.6). The first Barbie had other unique features that were not present in later iterations: curled 

bangs, white irises, painted red nails, red lipstick, gold hoop earrings, and was sold in a striped 

black and white strapless swim suit made of jersey fabric, and came carrying white sunglasses. 

The doll was widely available with either dark brown or yellow-blonde hair (see Figure 1.7).   

 

 
 
Figure 1.6: “Busts of Bild Lilli and Barbie.” Close-ups of the faces of the Lilli doll (left) and the first Barbie 
doll (right) showcase both the similarities as well as the subtle differences. Most notably, Barbie’s soft lips 
were in stark contrast to Lilli’s pursed, sexual lips. In addition, Mattel softened Barbie’s look by adding 
more natural eyebrows and softening the dolls eye makeup and blush. Juliette Peers, The Fashion Doll: 
From Bébé Jumeau to Barbie (New York: Oxford University Press, 2004), 148 and Guardian News, 
“Barbie at 50,” Photograph: AP, http://www.guardian.co.uk/lifeandstyle/gallery/2008/dec/19/barbie-
fiftieth-birthday-pictures.  

http://www.guardian.co.uk/lifeandstyle/gallery/2008/dec/19/barbie-fiftieth-birthday-pictures
http://www.guardian.co.uk/lifeandstyle/gallery/2008/dec/19/barbie-fiftieth-birthday-pictures
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Figure 1.7: “1959 Barbie Doll.” Ruth Handler’s ‘original’ Barbie was available to consumers beginning in 
1959. The doll was originally sold with a striped black and white bathing suit; additional clothes and 
accessories were to be purchased separately. Guardian News, “Barbie at 50,” Photograph: AP, 
http://www.guardian.co.uk/lifeandstyle/gallery/2008/dec/19/barbie-fiftieth-birthday-pictures and Mattel 
Advertisement, Ruth Handler Papers 1931-2002, “Mattel Memos and Minutes, 1951-1965, 1972-74. 
Schlesinger Library, Radcliffe Institute, Harvard University, Boston, Massachusetts.   

 

There was also a difference in the craftsmanship used to create the dolls’ molds as Lilli had 

legs which were moulded straight into high heeled shoes that were an extension of its long legs, 

whereas Barbie was given shaped feet and toes that were sold with separate and attachable shoes. 

The most important difference, from a marketing point of view, was that Barbie was initially sold 

in a one-piece striped black and white swimsuit and young girls were encouraged to collect the 

hundreds of additional outfits and accessories that could be purchased separately. Of particular 

annoyance to Ruth Handler, the Bild Lilli doll only came in the outfit within which it was sold – 

nothing could be purchased separate from the doll itself, leaving one to purchase an entire new 

doll to obtain a new outfit. This accessorizing became a key feature of Barbie – and a major profit-

making technique for Mattel – and set it apart from Lilli.  

http://www.guardian.co.uk/lifeandstyle/gallery/2008/dec/19/barbie-fiftieth-birthday-pictures
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In the over fifty years since the Barbie doll first appeared on the market, Mattel and the 

Handlers have actively tried to distance themselves from the Lilli doll and its intimate connection 

to Barbie’s original development. Both groups have instead emphasized Barbie as a product of 

American ingenuity. In her co-written autobiography, Dream Doll: The Ruth Handler Story, 

published in 1995, Handler admitted that the official story has erased the Lilli doll. In the official 

accounts, the origin story merely involves an observant and savvy business-minded mother who 

saw her young daughter playing with paper dolls and sought to bring this “play pattern” to life.89 

One might overlook the Lilli doll’s role in the origin myth of Barbie as simply a minor curiosity 

except that Handler’s own defensiveness on this point makes the issue of interest. In her 

handwritten papers and notes, Handler wrote that Barbie “Revolutionized [the] industry” and was, 

more importantly, a “unique product – Did not copy.”90 Evidently, she sought to emphasize the 

originality of her creation, one that revolutionized girls’ play. What is clear is that Handler was 

heavily influenced by Lilli, having purchased far more than the three dolls claimed in her 

autobiography. In the Ruth Handler papers, located at the Radcliffe Institute at Harvard, a Germany 

customs receipt dated 27 November 1956 reveals a purchase for one “Lilli Puppe [Lilli Doll]” and 

some additional clothing presumably for the Handlers themselves. At the bottom is a handwritten 

note from the shop owner thanking the Handlers for their order and saying that they hoped “the 

dolls and dresses have found your pleasure.”91 Another receipt in the collection, dated 12 

December 1956, is for an order from Ruth Handler to ship twelve additional Lilli dolls from 

                                                           
89 Handler with Shannon, Dream Doll.  
90 Travel Agent Form – Confirmation of Travel from Dusseldorf to Frankfort for Handler Family, 
Ruth Handler Papers 1931-2002, Folder: “1956 Trip to Europe,” Schlesinger Library, Radcliffe 
Institute, Harvard University, Boston, Massachusetts.   
91 Obletter Spielwaren Receipt, Ruth Handler Papers 1931-2002, Folder: “1956 Trip to Europe,” 
Schlesinger Library, Radcliffe Institute, Harvard University, Boston, Massachusetts.   
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Switzerland to a Mattel office building in Los Angeles. The dolls cost $9.50 each.92 For good 

reason, then, the Lilli doll has always overshadowed Barbie’s creation, and even Handler’s various 

obituaries mentioned the controversy.  

Publicly, both Mattel and Handler emphasized the originality of Barbie. On Mattel’s 

current website for Barbie collectors, the company notes that:  

Ruth Handler, co-founder of Mattel toys, had watched her daughter Barbara and 
friends play with paper dolls of grown-up women, and imagining themselves in 
grown-up roles. Finally, the idea hit her – why not make a teenage doll that little 
girls could play with? She set out to investigate the possibilities. The market 
research came back – lots of three-dimensional baby and toddler dolls were 
available in the 1950s, but no older dolls were on the market. Despite initial 
skepticism from her husband and Mattel co-founder Elliot Handler, Ruth pursued 
her vision for three years, finally unveiling Barbie in 1959.93 
 

Here was a story – devoid of any mention of Lilli – of a creative and ingenious woman fighting to 

break the glass ceiling that was blocking her attempts at innovation. In her own account, Handler 

recalled in her memoir that, “The ‘Lilli’ doll was the embodiment of an idea I’d pitched to Elliot 

and our other toy designers some five years earlier. Not her face, mind you. Lilli was a character 

in a cartoon strip that had first appeared in a German newspaper called Bild and had become a 

popular figure throughout central Europe. To me, Lilli’s face was too hard-looking and 

cartoonish.”94 Indeed, a problem for Handler was simply that she considered the Lilli dolls to be 

too ‘European looking’ to appeal to the American doll market. Certainly, employees at Mattel were 

less than impressed with the doll. Jack Ryan, a senior design engineer who joined Mattel in the 

                                                           
92 Franz Carl Weber A.G., Letter to Ruth Handler, 6 December 1956, Ruth Handler Papers 1931-
2002, Folder: “1956 Trip to Europe,” Schlesinger Library, Radcliffe Institute, Harvard University, 
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93 Mattel, “The Barbie Story: How a Fashion Icon Was Born”, available at:  
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mid-1950s, described the Lilli doll as a “hooker or actress between performances.”95 Another 

Mattel employee similarly described the doll as a “German streetwalker.”96 Clearly what these 

executives wanted, was a glamorous but still wholesome American girl. 

Handler, too, saw the need to Americanize Lilli. While she did describe valuing the fact 

that the Lilli dolls had “very gorgeous long-legged adult” bodies, in one interview Handler further 

complained that the Lilli dolls were “all very European, all over done and all very unattractive to 

an American point of view. Very foreign looking…A Lili [sic] doll was too much of a caricature. 

And … it wasn’t American.” What Handler sought was “an American teenager, but I wanted a 

narrow waist, narrow ankles and boobs, and she should look good, and be American.”97 The anti-

European sentiments are consistent within many of the personal accounts, archival documents, and 

interviews where Ruth Handler describes her initial interactions with the Lilli doll while on her 

European vacation. In part, her distaste for Lilli may have been the result of her interactions with 

what she perceived to be European anti-Americanism. Later writing of her visit, Handler noted 

that while in the toy shop in Lucerne where she first encountered the Lilli doll, she approached the 

saleswoman and inquired about whether it was possible to purchase one doll and several outfits as 

the dolls were sold with one set of clothing and did not appear to have clothes sold separately; 

Handler did not want to purchase an entirely new Lilli doll in order to acquire a different outfit. 

Upon asking, Handler recalled that the saleswoman “gave me a look: Only an American would ask 

such a stupid question.” Later, in a toy shop in Vienna, there was a similar encounter. “Again”, 

                                                           
95 Quoted in Lord, Forever Barbie, 9. 
96 Quoted in Ibid., 32.  
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wrote Handler, “I got the ‘you stupid American’ look.”98 Having internalized this perceived anti-

Americanism, perhaps Handler’s effort to Americanize Barbie reflected more than mere business 

savvy, but, rather, was a response to postwar power dynamics. Barbie then, can be seen as an 

American doll for an era of American cultural and economic hegemony. Or, perhaps, the issue 

boiled down to plain old American nativism. 

The questions of whether or not Barbie was a copy of the Lilli doll or whether or not Lilli 

was simply proof to Mattel executives that adult-style dolls could exist are hard to answer. What 

is known is that while the Barbie doll, copy or not, was to become both a hegemonic powerhouse 

in the world of dolls and toys and a major source of debate surrounding female standards of beauty 

and the influence of advertising and toys on children, it was not the first doll of its kind. Instead, 

Ruth Handler’s interactions with the Lilli doll show how the Barbie doll emerged as a response to 

trends that were already popping up on the international consumer stage. 

Ultimately, Lilli’s appeal as a model for what would become Barbie extended beyond the 

idea of three-dimensional play to a more important notion of creating a doll geared toward a 

different type of girls’ play, one that reinforced different gender norms. A baby doll was an object 

of play, a toy with a performative function that trained girls to be mothers; Lilli, Barbie, and Ginger 

were different in that they served as a models of femininity, training girls, especially older ones, 

in how to dress and to act as women. Barbie and Lilli were less the object of attention – they did 

not need to be nurtured like a baby doll – than they were an exemplar of the postwar teenage girl 

and thus an aspirational model. It took a while, of course, for the revolutionary nature and appeal 

of this new type of doll to find acceptance amongst Mattel’s male executives, but by late 1956 they 

had accepted the view that a doll based upon Lilli could be a hit. Through a combination of Ruth 
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Handler’s persistence and the example of the Lilli doll, Mattel took a minor gamble and a test 

model of what would become Barbie was ordered into production.  

With the many Lilli dolls on hand at the Mattel offices in California by late 1956, the male 

executives at the company were more open to the idea of producing a similar doll with an adult-

like body, yet one that avoided the overt sexualized nature of the European doll. Senior designer 

Jack Ryan, an electrical engineer by training, was charged with the task of locating an overseas 

factory within which the doll could be produced. Ryan eventually settled on a factory in Japan 

which had the capabilities to produce a highly detailed doll at a low cost.99 While Ryan brought 

the Lilli doll with him on his factory tours, Mattel intended to implement important changes 

between the Lilli doll and the impending Mattel doll. The first alteration was to shift from hard 

plastic to vinyl, which was becoming more common in toy production in the postwar period. Vinyl 

was, according to Ruth Handler, preferable to plastic because it was ultimately “a friendlier, softer 

material.”100 Another, more surprising, difference between the Lilli doll and the Barbie doll was 

their facial features. To Ruth Handler, the Lilli doll’s face had “too much personality” and Mattel 

was worried that “a little girl might have trouble projecting her own personality on the doll.”101 

Instead, the first Barbie doll was intended to have a plain face, one with a far less glamorous look 

than Lilli (and certainly less glamorous than more recent iterations of Barbie). As Handler noted, 

“If you compare the first Barbie dolls to today’s Barbie, you’ll see the early versions were nowhere 

                                                           
99 An interesting character in the Barbie origin story, Jack Ryan was once married to Zsa Zsa 
Gabor, held over 1000 patents, and designed missiles in addition to toys. Perhaps because of his 
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see: “Jack Ryan Dies at 65; Designer of Barbie Doll,” New York Times, 21 August 1991; Myrna 
Oliver, “Jack Ryan, 65; Toy Inventor, Missile Designer,” Los Angeles Times, 19 August 1991.   
100 Handler with Shannon, Dream Doll, 7.  
101 Ibid., 8.  
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near as beautiful in comparison…The designers made the doll prettier and prettier as the years 

went by because it became clear that little girls were not intimidated by Barbie’s looks.”102 In 

construction and in design, then, Mattel produced a softer, friendlier, more natural version of Lilli. 

The Barbie doll was ordered to represent all of the American values that Ruth Handler thought 

could be identified within a doll. 

 Product development is often a complicated process, and Barbie was no different. The first 

shipment of Barbie dolls from the Japanese factory was not perfect, with two significant problems 

involving the design of Barbie’s body. First, as Jack Ryan recalled, the initial shipment of dolls 

included nipples on the breasts. Worried by this overt sign of female sexuality or of femininity, he 

used a nail file to gently file off the nipples and sent the models back to the factory.103 Interestingly, 

the Japanese manufacturer seems to have added the nipples on their own volition as the Lilli dolls 

– which served as the model for Barbie – lacked nipples.104 As if nipples were not enough, the 

second problem involved Barbie’s eyes: the dolls in this first production run, Handler remembered, 

had “Oriental eyes.” For an American toy firm trying to create an ideal American teenager, a non-

white look was a big “crisis”.105 And so, changes were ordered too, to Barbie’s face. The second 

production run proved more successful, resulting in dolls that had breasts but no nipples, and 

‘round’ eyes. With these changes made, by 1959 Mattel was ready to bring this model of an 

American teen – white, pretty, but not in a threatening way, and denuded of any overt sexuality – 

to market. 
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Barbie’s First Toy Fair 

Having sunk two full years of research and development resources into the creation of the Barbie 

doll, Mattel was set to debut its new doll to the toy world in time for the 1959 American Toy Fair. 

But how to market such a new and risky product? After all, Little Miss Ginger had debuted in 1958 

but had failed to capture much of the American toy market share away from the dominant baby 

dolls.  

From the beginning of its company’s history, Mattel had been actively engaged in attending 

and utilizing the benefits of the American Toy Fair in New York. After all, it was a good way for 

the California-based company to reach a national – which meant east coast – toy buying audience. 

For the 1959 fair – where Barbie was to make its debut – Mattel sought to increase its visibility 

and involvement with the Fair even further. Though the Fair had been downsized from a traditional 

10-day event to 6 days, Mattel still believed that the site was integral to the success of their new 

products.106 To market its new wares that year, Mattel, along with several other leading American 

toy companies, unveiled 3 large, permanent showrooms in the Fifth Avenue building where the 

Fair was held at this time.107 

 Investing in large and impressive showrooms was only part of the preparation for the 

American Toy Fair, however. Another important element was advertising their exhibitions so as 

to build excitement among the toy-buying jobbers. For this task, advertising and creating press 

releases for the January, February, and March issues of Playthings magazine was key. Because the 

annual toy fair was the pinnacle event of the toy industry jobbers, the toy fair issues of Playthings 

showcased what might be found at the Fair, while toy companies advertised their display spaces 
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and teased what products they would be showing and debuting in their exhibition space. The first 

issue of each year, published in January, was normally referred to as the “Early Bird” issue and 

pitched as the way for toy buyers to get “an early look-see” of the Fair. The February issue, again 

forecasting what was to come, was the “Advance Toy Fair Issue” which was intended to be used 

by buyers to strategize their time at the fair and “prepare their must see lists.” Finally, the largest 

and most popular of the bunch, the March issue, was known as the “Toy Fair Number: The Big 

Book of the Year.”108 The issues, advertised, somewhat ironically, within Playthings itself, 

encouraged toy buyers to “use this trio for planning ahead – buying ahead – for the year ahead.”109 

Together, the first three Playthings issues of every year acted as a detailed guide and 

advertisement, mostly for the jobbers, to the mass array of items that would be on display 

throughout the fair. 

Given the importance of the annual toy fair, it is worth examining Playthings special March 

issues. In addition to its regular feature articles and toy industry news, these editions of the journal 

alone tended to be much larger than other monthly editions. Containing several hundred pages of 

analysis about the toy fair as well as several hundred press releases and advertisements for toy 

companies and their products, the March issues were massive. In fact, in the postwar period this 

coverage was usually so extensive and detailed that each March issue tended to run to over six 

hundred pages as compared to a normal issue with only a maximum of one to two hundred pages. 

For the Playthings editorial staff, the content of each March issue was focussed around what was 

most popular in each toy category. Categories changed from year to year, but in 1959, for example, 

the toy categories were: character merchandise; dolls and accessories; space and science; crafts, 
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activity toys; backyard and beach toys; stuffed toys; bulk items; western toys; pre-school toys; 

trains; board, TV, and action games; girls’ toys; wheel goods; musical instruments and toys. 

Generally, companies tried to advertise their overall brand and their product lines as a whole rather 

than focus on specific products, though the hope was that individual toys would be covered within 

the sub-categories in Playthings. When companies did highlight new products, they would either 

place them alongside more established toys in the company or would create small paragraph-sized 

press releases for the expanded March edition’s “Toy News and New Toys” section.  

With the release of the Barbie doll, however, Mattel took a different approach. The 

company did not risk the doll’s announcement being overlooked in the “Toy News and New Toys” 

section of Playthings. Instead, Mattel’s advertising department introduced the Barbie to the toy 

industry by purchasing two full pages for a press release in Playthings. The two page spread, 

dedicated exclusively to the doll and free from any other advertisements, was entitled “Mattel 

Enters Fashion-Doll Market with 11½-Inch ‘Barbie’”.110 To entice potentially apprehensive 

jobbers, the focus of their advertising, Mattel’s spread promised to market the doll more 

aggressively than other traditional toy companies by pouring massive amounts of money into 

advertising in order to help the early promotion of the Barbie, citing specifically that a marketing 

strategy was preplanned and would be supported by a “promotional budget of more than $125,000” 

for Barbie alone – a substantial sum given that they had already set aside $1 million “earmarked 

for the 1959 national television to promote Mattel’s musical and mechanical lines.”111 The 

advertising campaign for the Barbie doll was not the only thing highlighted in the initial press 

release. Indeed, Barbie’s “Teenage Fashion Model” proportions took centre stage with Elliot 
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Handler quoted explaining that the doll represented “the only anatomically perfect doll 

manufactured today.”112 Barbie’s appeal then, was as a new toy which was well designed and 

backed by a strong marketing campaign.   

Despite this marketing, and in spite of the Handlers’ belief in her appeal, initially, Barbie 

proved to be a dud. Although there are pervasive myths about the Barbie doll becoming an iconic 

hit from the moment of its debut at the New York Toy Show in 1959, in reality Barbie did not 

make much of an impact at all. Though shorter than in previous years, the Fair was well attended 

and Mattel had launched its aggressive campaign to entice buyers to purchase their new doll. Ruth 

Handler, excited to show off her doll to prospective buyers, was on site at the Mattel exhibit. Yet 

as she later recalled, “whenever the buyers picked up and inspected the Barbie doll, that [initial] 

buzz subsided, replaced by a heavy air of disappointment.”113 It was later reported that some buyers 

were nonplussed by the new teenage doll as they felt that the original Barbie was far too pale and 

did not have lifelike eyes, which resulted in a “hardness” (despite the efforts to alter this effect 

from the Lilli doll) that would not appeal to parents or their young children.114 Meanwhile, other 

jobbers were more explicit in their criticism, saying that the doll’s dark eyes were not American-

enough – Barbie needed to be remade with blue eyes. This advice was taken, and the following 

year blue eyes were added in the third production line of the Barbie in 1960; additionally, the 

lenses of the doll’s white sunglasses were altered to reflect a blue-tone.115 

Toy inventor Richard Keats, who attended the 1959 Toy Fair as President of the Buddy L. 

Toy Company (known for pressed-steel toys), recalled that many in the toy industry were 
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unimpressed with the Barbie doll. Keats noted that with the 1959 debut, “Barbie wasn’t that 

successful. It was just looked at as a novelty. And then it was a popular novelty.”116 Asked if 

anyone within the toy industry knew how big the Barbie was soon to become, Keats remarked: 

“No. there were a lot of novelties. Each year there were new novelties that came out. Some were 

more successful than others. The biggest items were brought out by the big companies like Ideal 

toys…They used to come out and make big presentations each year.” As he observed, “Mattel was 

so small…I don’t think there was more than two or three feet of width in the showroom to show 

those dolls.”117 

Even worse than the reactions at the toy fair was that with the exception of Mattel’s own 

press release, Barbie’s debut went unnoticed in Playthings in its March or April issues. In the April 

issue, head editor Ted Erickson wrote a large column outlining his thoughts on the 1959 toy fair, 

which had been the largest one yet, featuring nearly 1,508 individual company display exhibits 

and with 13,053 registered buyers. In general, Erickson declared that the fair had been, yet again, 

a success for the industry as a whole with sales up 5 to 15 per cent. In fact, his only criticism of 

the fair was that it had only lasted 6 days instead of 10 days as in previous years. Unfortunately 

for Mattel, Erickson did not mention the doll in either the “Dolls and Accessories” category or the 

“Girls’ Toys” category. Perhaps even critically, Erickson opened the Dolls and Accessories section 

by declaring that “1958 was a baby doll year and there’s no sign that 1959 won’t continue that 

trend.” He specifically highlighted the debut of a new baby doll noting that “The 20” baby was the 

hot number; it will still be standard, but shelf space is going to have to be found for even larger 

ones, in the 30” class.” What of the teenage 11½ inch model doll? Erickson merely noted that he 
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had seen novelty numbers including “some floppy teenage dolls; a doll that screws up its face and 

cries when its stomach is pressed.”118 The Barbie doll’s debut had barely made a ripple within the 

industry.  

Apparently flopping, Barbie’s performance was so poor and unexpected that Mattel was 

immediately forced to contact their production factory in Japan and drastically reduce their 

production order of the Barbie doll by 40 per cent.119 The disappointment did not last long. The 

large investment of time and money into the Barbie doll forced Mattel to re-examine its strategies 

and try to appease the buyers by listening to their criticisms of the doll. In a 1987 interview, Ruth 

Handler noted that toy buyers highlighted several problems with the doll that Mattel immediately 

addressed with a redesign of the Barbie: the doll was too pale, had unrealistic eyes, and stood on 

a stand that was difficult for even adults to make work. By the end of 1959, Mattel ordered a new 

Barbie with several changes: from “boomerang” shaped brows to more curved brows, white irises 

to blue, red nails to ruby nails, and gold hoop earrings to pearl hooped earrings.120 Of the new eye 

colour that was thought to help “Americanize” the doll, Handler remarked simply that “Blue are 

the ideal.”121 

While the response from the jobbers might have been lacklustre, Mattel still had its strong 

connections to television advertising where it could appeal to young consumers directly. Mattel 

therefore began to bypass the jobbers by marketing not only to children, but also to small toy 

shops. In this campaign, the company highlighted the mass consumption tied in with the doll 
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because of its extensive list of affordable accessories, an issue discussed in greater detail in Chapter 

Two. Elliot Handler referred to this strategy as the “razor and the razor blade theory” – a company 

selling razor blades does not make money off the razor but off the blades, which need to be 

purchased continuously. Similarly, once young girls were convinced that they wanted the Barbie 

doll, they would not be able to get enough of the accessories.122 The variety of accessories would 

also appeal to store owners, the marketing plan argued, because the ever-changing stock would 

help bring consumers to the stores for repeated trips. To enhance the appeal, Mattel kept the price 

of the initial doll at an average of $3 and the accessories usually around $1 – both remarkable deals 

– doing so despite the uninspiring response from the toy fair delegates and the resulting lack of 

orders from big toy buyers. Ultimately, the three-pronged strategy of marketing directly to 

children, appealing directly to shop owners, and keeping the prices of the dolls and accessories 

affordable paid off.  

 

Conclusions 

Whether they knew it or not, the European family vacation that the Handlers embarked upon in 

1956 and Ruth’s discovery of the Lilli doll marked the beginning of a revolutionary era in toy 

production and marketing, heralding massive changes that would affect the toy industry, girls’ 

play, and mass advertising. With the American toy industry’s continued dominance in the post-

Second World War world, it is fitting, if ironic, that the doll that has come to be synonymous with 

American mass consumer culture was actually based on a European product.  

When Mattel debuted the Barbie doll at the American Toy Fair over a half century ago it 

would have been nearly impossible to predict or even imagine a world in which it would become 
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a pervasive, single-named icon and lightning rod for decades of social and cultural commentary 

and debate on all sorts of issues. The history of the Barbie doll – and indeed its context within the 

rise of the American toy industry – provides an alternative case study for the rise of American 

consumer capitalism, and cultural and economic hegemony. With the toy industry’s growth 

alongside American industrialization, what began at a small, fringe industry took advantage of 

shattered foreign competition during the First World War with European production focussing on 

war efforts. Perhaps most impressively, these massive toy industry gains continued even during 

the worst years of the Great Depression, setting up the American toy industry for increasing 

dominance in the postwar world.  

But just how Mattel – still a new company in a world of now-veteran American toy giants 

– finally sold their doll not only to a skeptical toy industry, but to an increasingly media-saturated 

American public? As Chapter Two explores, the answer involved a calculated process of applying 

innovative market research to new forms of advertising. Moreover, Barbie itself proved to be an 

innovative product in part because it spawned a host of accessories, side-kicks, licensed-products, 

and various spin-offs. Perhaps more importantly, it was the first product to market directly to a 

virtually untouched market: children themselves. In this regard television advertising proved key. 

Yet because it became such a ubiquitous product, Barbie became a focal point for debates about 

such issues as gender, race, childhood, consumer culture, and, critically important in the Canadian 

case, American cultural dominance.  
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Chapter 2 

Building a Barbie World: American Culture and the Rise of Barbie 

 

In 2002, Adrienne Fontanella, the head of Mattel’s Girl Division, commented on Barbie’s enduring 

appeal. “The brilliance of the brand”, Fontanella speculated, “is that she’s a reflection of society 

as it changes … From a fashion perspective, she’s always right there with the latest trend.”1 Indeed, 

introduced in 1959 in a swimsuit, an evocation of the California beach culture later popularized by 

Annette Funicello, Frankie Avalon, and the Beach Boys, Barbie’s wardrobe was soon full of haute 

couture. Charlotte Johnson, the doll’s early clothing designer at Mattel, “traveled regularly to the 

Paris fashion shows; such big names as Givenchy, Dior, and St. Laurent inspired many of those 

unforgettable Barbie outfits of the early years.”2 While many of those early designs seem to evoke 

the simple yet glamorous style of Jacqueline Kennedy, as the 1960s wore on and in a reflection of 

societal changes, Mattel gave Barbie a Mod look and then tie-dyed clothes and a headband 

emblazoned with a peace sign. Barbie also went from being the simple teenaged fashion doll, to a 

surgeon, an Olympic athlete, an astronaut, an air force pilot, a rapper, a dentist, a veterinarian, a 

scuba diver, and a presidential candidate (in 1992, thus pre-empting Hillary Clinton by two 

decades). Despite the range of outfits and associated careers, Barbie has been a subject of intense 

controversy, often because the doll has been viewed as a stereotyped ‘dumb blonde’, obsessed 

only with sex, clothes, and money.  

In this regard, Mattel did themselves no favours when, in July 1992, the company released 

Teen Talk Barbie. Each individual doll, which retailed at $25, spoke four of a possible 270 phrases, 

                                                           
1 Quoted in “Life in Plastic,” The Economist, 19 December 2002. 
2 Ruth Handler, Dream Doll: The Ruth Handler Story (Stamford, CT: Longmeadow Press, 1994), 
89. 
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so that it was unlikely the any two dolls would say the same things. A problem, though, was that 

many of the phrases seemed vapid or materialistic; among them were statements such as: ‘Will we 

ever have enough clothes?’, ‘I love shopping!’, and ‘Wanna have a pizza party?’. While Barbie 

had always been a fashion icon and so such phrases were not surprising, what angered many people 

was that some Teen Talk Barbies declared that ‘math class is tough’. With the comment viewed 

as a warning to girls to avoid math, and, by extension, careers involving mathematics, protests 

were launched and Mattel quickly refrained from including the phrase in later releases of the 

talking doll. “In hindsight, the phrase ‘math class is tough,’ while correct for many students both 

male and female, should not have been included,” wrote Mattel President Jill Barad in an apology. 

“We didn't fully consider the potentially negative implications of this phrase.”3 An executive of 

Mattel Canada during that period recalls fielding never-ending phone calls by the media, asking if 

“we’re more interested in fashion statements than financial statements. Then we got criticized for 

concern about girls and women not being good at math – that sort of stuff. We had to constantly 

handle the press.”4 

That a major cultural icon would mouth such a regressive statement seemed, to some, to 

underline the negative stereotypes long associated with and imparted by Barbie. In response, The 

Simpsons aired an episode in which Lisa Simpson purchased a Talking Malibu Stacy (a stand in 

for Barbie in the show’s fictional universe). Constructing a diorama of the United Nations, Lisa 

paraded the doll onto a stage: “A hush falls over the General Assembly as Stacy approaches the 

podium to deliver what will no doubt be a stirring and memorable address.” But when Lisa pulled 

the doll’s string, Stacy simply said: “I wish they taught shopping in school.” Discouraged, Lisa 

                                                           
3 “Mattel Says It Erred; Teen Talk Barbie Turns Silent on Math,” New York Times, 21 October 
1992. 
4 Confidential interview with retired Mattel Canada executive on 12 August 2016, telephone.  
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tried again: “Let's bake some cookies for the boys.” Frustrated, Lisa pleaded: “Come on, Stacy. 

I've waited my whole life to hear you speak. Don't you have anything relevant to say?”; her doll’s 

response: “Don't ask me. I'm just a girl.” With her brother agreeing with Stacy, Lisa then launched 

into a lecture:  

It's not funny, Bart. Millions of girls will grow up thinking that this is the right way to act, 
that they can never be more than vacuous ninnies whose only goal is to look pretty, land a 
rich husband, and spend all day on the phone with their equally vacuous friends talking 
about how damn terrific it is to look pretty and have a rich husband.5 
 

Angered by the doll, Lisa then spent the rest of the episode embarking on a plan to create her own 

talking toy that would promote feminist values and have “the down-to-earth good looks of Eleanor 

Roosevelt!”6 In another protest against Teen Talk Barbie, a New York City-based group of 

performance artists styling itself as the Barbie Liberation Organization purchased several hundred 

of the talking dolls and swapped their voice boxes for those in the newly released line of “Talking 

Duke” G.I. Joe dolls. The altered dolls were then returned to store shelves. As a result, Teen Talk 

Barbie yelled phrases such as ‘vengeance is mine’ and ‘Eat lead, Cobra’, while “Talking Duke” 

G.I. Joe told boys that ‘The beach is the place for summer’ and ‘Let’s plan our dream wedding!’7  

Amusing as such protests are, Barbie has had other, darker impacts. With its 

disproportionately huge bust, long legs, and slim hips, the doll has led to absurd and tragic efforts 

at imitation, such as a case where a woman underwent plastic surgery eighteen times in order to 

                                                           
5 Quoted in Matthew Henry, “‘Don’t Ask Me, I’m Just a Girl’: Feminism, Female Identity, and 
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6 Quoted in Ibid., 296. 
7 David Firestone, “While Barbie Talks Tough, G.I. Joe Goes Shopping,” New York Times, 31 
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look like Barbie.8 Others have sought to attain Barbie’s figure by starving themselves.9 To return 

to the lighter side, California psychic Barbara Bell, for the low price of $3, was willing to channel 

the spirit of Barbie to answer personal questions on behalf of those seeking advice. From her 

home/work place, filled with dozens of Barbie dolls, Bell explained to a reporter, “I appreciate and 

understand Barbie. She has been forced to be shallow all these years, but underneath she is a deep 

and profound person.”10 What these instances all underscore is Barbie’s cultural cachet. People, 

for better or for worse, care about Barbie, about what ‘she’ does, and about what the doll 

represents. As one cultural critic noted, “She is an icon – perhaps the icon – of true white 

womanhood and femininity, a symbol of the far from innocent, ideological stuff of which the 

(Miss) American Dream and other mystiques of race and gender are made.”11 This chapter 

examines how Barbie came to be such an icon and how it became possible to attach such myriad 

and often conflicting meanings to an 11-and-a-half-inch piece of plastic.  

What did Barbie signify? In her study of dolls in the United States in the early twentieth 

century, Miriam Formanek-Brunell noted that “Gilded Age dolls … reflected conspicuous 

consumption, ritual, and display [while] Progressive Era dolls encapsulated the values of 

‘scientific motherhood’ espoused by urban and middle-class professionals.”12 Similarly – and 
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though the doll would change with the times – Barbie began very much as a product of the late 

1950s and early 1960s. As two feminist scholars have noted, the doll “and her torpedo-like breasts 

emerged into popular culture as an emblem of the aspirations of prosperity, domestic containment, 

and rigid gender roles that were to characterize the burgeoning postwar consumer economy and 

its image of the American Dream.”13 Thanks to the baby boom this was also a period dominated 

by a strong, influential, and emergent youth culture, with American retailers, moviemakers, and 

recording industry executives viewing the huge thirteen- to nineteen-year-old age bracket as “the 

seven golden years” in terms of a new market for relatively affluent consumers with considerable 

disposable income. Barbie, with its teenage age character, was a part of this youth-oriented 

consumerism that infused popular culture.14 As a mass-produced toy mass-marketed primarily 

through the new medium of television, Barbie was also a product of American postwar industrial 

society – indeed, the doll exemplified the material outpourings of the mass consumption age.15 An 

important element of Barbie in this regard was that the doll itself was a consumer, and so it almost 

served as an exemplar of the materialism of postwar North America. As this chapter shows, in 

addition to its role as a ‘consumer’, the doll also came to embody a host of other identities, which 

served to demonstrate the cultural importance attached to consumer products. A small literature, 

more contemporary in nature, exists that explores Barbie’s cultural meaning, and so this chapter 

                                                           
13 Jacqueline Urla and Alan C. Swedlund, “The Anthropometry of Barbie: Unsettling Ideals of the 
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aims to provide a more historicized account centred on the 1960s, though indicating long-standing 

trends attached to the meaning of Barbie.16 

Part of the reason why Barbie became such a focal point for cultural criticism – there was 

a reason, after all, why The Simpsons screenwriters and the Barbie Liberation Organization cared 

so much what Barbie said – is because the doll became ever-present in American households. So, 

in addition to examining the cultural identities constructed around Barbie, this chapter begins by 

exploring how Mattel used this teenage fashion doll to take the toy industry by storm. Barbie was 

not the first American teenage fashion doll. In 1955, Cosmopolitan Doll & Toy Corporation 

launched ‘Little Miss Ginger’, an 8-inch vinyl fashion doll. As its creator, Kathryn ‘Kitty’ Kay 

enthused, Ginger was “the most beautiful doll in the world with the finest quality-made outfits” 

and it “radiates happiness to anyone nearby because her long-lashed eyes move invitingly, her hair 

shimmers seductively, and her long legs – encased in nylons – are a positive joy to see.”17 Barbie, 

too, had long lashes, shimmering hair, and long legs; but unlike Ginger, who was promoted through 
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print advertising, Barbie was backed by a full court marketing machine with television – the 

medium of the postwar era – at its centre. And whereas Ginger – like the Cosmopolitan Doll & 

Toy Corporation – was soon forgotten, Barbie and Mattel fundamentally changed the way that 

American toys were sold. 

 

The Barbie Revolution: Mattel’s Road to Dominance 

 In 1964, Ruth and Elliot Handler of Mattel were joint recipients of the Marketing ‘Man of the 

Year’ award presented by the Southern California chapter of the American Marketing Association. 

The award’s citation praised the wife and husband team for their influential marketing strategies, 

which were responsible for “Mattel’s rise to pre-eminence among American toy manufacturers”. 

The company, the trade group noted, had in the last three years expanded production from its small 

plant in southern California to across the United States and into Canada, with plans in the works 

for expansion overseas.18 The American Marketing Association was right to honour the Handlers, 

both because Mattel’s success was a product of their work together, and because they had so 

thoroughly changed the American toy industry. Indeed, that same year, Barbie, the reason for 

Mattel’s huge growth and a product of the Handlers’ combined acumen, was assigned a personal 

secretary, whose job it was to answer the doll’s fan mail that was flooding into Mattel’s 

headquarters. In addition, fifteen Mattel employees were hired to run the Barbie Fan Club, which 

had 8500 chapters and 500,000 members, mainly from the United States but also as from as far 

away as Afghanistan. Membership was free but for an annual fee of $1, fan club members would 

be mailed a copy of Barbie Magazine. The concept of sending covertly disguised advertising 

directly to its young consumers was dreamed up based on market research seeking to respond to 
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concern about the affordability of the Barbie doll and all of its accessories. The company, 

according to this research, needed to “develop ways to reassure children about their ability to 

obtain the many Barbie outfits.”19 Published six times a year, the magazine contained stories about 

the doll as well as glossy advertisements for new Barbie clothing, dolls, and other products, a 

marketing effort complementing Mattel’s massive television advertising campaigns that aired 

constantly alongside children’s programming. Meanwhile, in 1963 alone Mattel had sold 5 million 

Barbie, Ken, and Midge dolls, along with 25 million costumes for these figures. Commenting on 

the sheer size and influence of the Barbie phenomenon, one business reporter marveled at “the 

revolution Mattel has wrought.”20 Barbie was revolutionary, and part of the key to understanding 

why the doll has become such an influential cultural touchstone is to get a sense of how Mattel so 

thoroughly changed the toy industry. 

As noted in Chapter 1, Mattel began as a small southern California-based toy company in 

1945. Founder and president Elliot Handler and his wife Ruth had a keen sense for the power and 

importance of advertising and very soon they had settled upon using television to sell their wares. 

As one business analyst noted, the Handlers perfected the art of “saturation selling on TV” through 

their initial advertising deal with the Mickey Mouse Club. What set this strategy apart from other 

companies’ efforts was that Mattel advertised all year long, whereas other toy companies had 

previously only showcased their products in the run up to the Christmas shopping season. While 

other toy companies soon followed Mattel’s television marketing strategy, throughout the 1960s 
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the Handlers’ company consistently outspent its rivals.21 Overall, Mattel implemented large US 

advertising campaigns for all of its products, spending $3.6 million in 1961 and $4.5 million in 

1962, sums that amounted to over half of all advertising by American toy manufactures in those 

respective years.22 As for Barbie, during these same years Mattel spent an average of $1.3 million 

on advertising the doll, an effort that clearly paid off as by 1966 nine out of ten American girls 

polled recognized Barbie.23 

Advertising dollars translated into huge sales for the company. While exact sales figures 

were not released by Mattel, Business Week estimated that Mattel’s sales across all of its products 

in 1961 were around $45 million – a massive increase from the reported $5 million in sales it had 

had in 1955. Around half of Mattel’s 1961 sales were estimated to be from dolls, Barbie especially. 

Numbers in different accounts vary, but despite the lack of attention at the Toy Fair in February 

1959, by the end of that summer, after nearly five months on the market, about 350,000 Barbie 

dolls had been sold across the United States, a high figure that surprised many toy industry 

veterans. Thanks to Mattel’s advertising campaigns, the doll quickly became a success. In the run 

up to the 1961 holiday shopping season, the company produced over a million Barbie dolls for 

sale, but still, boasted Elliot Handler, “we can’t make enough of the dolls. It is the most talked 

about doll in the United States. We supply what we think is a sufficient number but it’s never 
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enough.” The result was that in terms of overall sales Mattel rose from ninth in the industry to first 

place.24 

These successes were such that in 1963 Mattel expanded operations to the east coast of the 

United States through the acquisition of a New Jersey-based firm.25 Four years later, the company 

made a push into Western Europe by purchasing a manufacturing facility in West Germany and 

through acquiring a toy manufacturer in Britain – as Chapter 4 makes clear, the company also 

expanded into Canada.26 Through these efforts, the company expanded its reach beyond California 

and transformed from a regional company into a national and then international industry titan. 

While the doll industry had always been one of the most turbulent sections within the toy industry, 

toward the end of 1963 the situation was described as being shaken “by problems of magnitude 

that make its previous vexations seem pale in comparison.” The reason for such upset was Mattel’s 

massive success, which had revealed the importance of tapping into television advertising as well 

as innovative product design; the importance of mass production had, by this point, already been 

noted. In effect, Mattel had “rocked a major portion of the doll industry much as an earthquake in 

the middle of the night would uproot a peaceful village”, and soon, smaller firms were folding, 

while other large firms were seeking to adapt Mattel’s marketing strategies.27 

If imitation is the sincerest form of flattery, then one indication of Mattel’s success is the 

extent to which its many competitors introduced their own teenage fashion dolls. A former Mattel 

Canada senior executive – who agreed to be interviewed for this thesis on the condition of 
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confidentiality – noted that Mattel was “always highly concerned about knockoffs or threats…We 

zealously defended Barbie by going after anybody.”28 The Tammy Doll, debuted by the Ideal Toy 

Company at the 1962 Toy Fair, was marketed as the “Teen-age doll you love to dress”; like Barbie, 

it came with numerous outfits allowing children to customize their plaything – and of course spend 

more money. Meanwhile, in 1964, American Character of New York launched a US-wide 

television advertising campaign to promote Tressy, a fashion doll, which, like Barbie, had both a 

large interchangeable clothing line and a line-up of friends. Tressy’s gimmick, though, was that it 

had “hair that grows”. Indeed, this was Tressy’s selling point, and American Character sold the 

doll along with various hair care accessories as well as a beauty salon.29 As is clear, these imitators 

had adopted both the Barbie marketing technique and the expansive Barbie-style product lines. 

Mattel struck back, and in advertisements it urged parents not to disappoint their children by 

purchasing non-Barbie dolls. For instance, a 1965 magazine advertisement contrasted a picture of 

a frowning, nerdy, bespectacled girl who had received an imitation doll with an image of two 

beaming, fresh-faced girls who had been given Barbie dolls. As the advertisement noted: “For 

every little girl who buys a competitive fashion doll product…Two buy Barbie products”.30 

Furthermore, the company placed tags on the wrists of its dolls as a means of connoting 

authenticity.31 “You can tell it’s Mattel…it’s swell!” the tags blared, urging consumers “Don’t 

accept imitations” (see Figure 2.1). The reason for these imitations was the Barbie doll’s huge 

success; Mattel had the advertising – and financial – muscle to support its fights against imitators. 
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As the retired senior Mattel executive who I interview explained: “We had print advertising, we 

had TV ads, we worked hard with the retailers – as hard as you can without being illegal…Barbie 

was our flagship brand…We weren’t afraid to get the lawyers out and go after people.”32 

 
 
Figure 2.1: “Don’t Accept Imitations - Arms Tags.” Mattel, Inc., “Barbie, teen-age fashion model, and Ken, Barbie’s,” 
Brian Sutton-Smith Library and Archives of Play, The Strong National Museum of Play, Rochester, New York.  

 

In press coverage, one will find continual emphasis on Mattel’s success. For instance, a 

1967 report observed that in 1959, the year of Barbie’s debut, Mattel had only $15 million in 

domestic sales; eight years later it had $123 million. However, Mattel, the report added, was simply 

one of ten industry “giants” that now “dominated” the toy industry in the United States.33 The 

following year, a report identified 1500 firms in the US toy industry, but added that in fact 100 toy 

makers controlled the industry, that this handful of companies accounted for the bulk of the 
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staggering $2.5 billion in annual sales, and that Mattel was the largest firm in terms of both sales 

and advertising.34 One result was that small US toy makers, unable to compete in advertising 

dollars, were being squeezed out of the market – a problem, as we will see in Chapter 4, that 

affected Canadian toy manufacturers as well.35 Dolls, meanwhile, were consistently the highest 

selling single category of toys and playthings sold in the United States, accounting for an average 

of fifteen percent of annual sales throughout the 1960s. Meanwhile, in terms of overall numbers, 

between 1955 and 1969, annual doll sales in the United States doubled: from $210 million to $450 

million. In terms of dolls, the market was dominated by a so-called “big four”: Mattel, Ideal, 

Topper, and Remco, all of which spent considerable money on television advertising. Mattel, 

though, led the pack: 4 in 10 dollars spent on doll advertising came from the company and 4 in 10 

dolls sold were Mattel.36 

It soon became de rigueur for coverage of the toy industry to stress the power of 

advertising, with Mattel’s success an obvious example of the possibilities – and dangers – of 

television adverts. “The public is bound to be very much aware of toys that have been backed by 

extensive television and newspaper advertising,” noted one 1963 report.37 A 1967 story on the toy 

industry in the Chicago Tribune singled out “Mattel, the Riverside, Cal. toy maker which makes 

much use of television to brainwash the small fry.” The Tribune’s consultant on family matters, 

psychologist Joan Beck, recommended that parents refuse to purchase those goods that were 

advertised on television; the response of Mattel’s head of advertising was to say “that he was glad 

Miss Beck was not his mother.” The Tribune’s own advice, meanwhile, was “to throw out the 
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television set during the last part of November and early December.”38 Similarly, in his 1969 book 

The Assault on Childhood, popular writer Ron Goulart criticized “the propaganda of the toy 

tycoons and the cereal merchants” and decried how “children’s toys are now sold and promoted 

with all the gimmicks, intensity, and often, lack of ethics once limited to used car dealers”.39 While 

toy advertising was continually derided, a 1965 toy industry-sponsored consumer survey of toy 

buying in the United States found that when respondents were asked about their perspectives on 

the prevalence of advertising, “toy advertising was considered more favorable than advertising in 

general.” “Despite the often voiced criticism to the contrary,” the survey concluded, “most toy 

buyers do not find toy advertising annoying.”40 However, in a 1963 toy survey of American 

mothers, which had 2 million respondents, Mattel may have scored the highest on familiarity, but 

as one mother from Youngstown, Ohio complained, while she liked television advertising because 

“I like to see the new toys being put out and what they can do”, she added: “I disapprove of the 

amount of advertising done. Especially around Christmas-time it’s very high pressured and this 

only seems to confuse children as to what they do want.”41 As noted in Chapter 1, the 

commercialization of Christmas had been a big concern in the postwar United States, and for 

concerned parents, child psychologists, and cultural commentators television toy advertising was 

among the leading offenders. 
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In addition to television, Mattel sought to “create a new and accelerated interest in their 

wares” through older media such as print, radio and billboard advertising.42 For instance, a 1965 

advertisement directed to toy industry insiders, saw Mattel announce “The biggest 1-2 punch in 

fashion doll history”, a twin promotional campaign as part of its overall $12 million advertising 

push that year. First, the company launched the Total Go promotion, designed to see its 800,000-

member Barbie Fan Club reach 1 million members. This campaign, focused on bringing shoppers 

into retail venues, required new members to sign up for fan club membership at retailers selling 

Barbie products. As an enticement, Mattel awarded prizes to new members, including a grand 

prize trip to either Disneyland or the New York World’s Fair. Second, the company embarked on 

a new promotional campaign that would saturate television programming. Under this plan, Barbie 

commercials would be featured heavily both on the top-rated television primetime shows on all 

major networks and during all children’s programming both daily but especially during Saturday 

morning programs.43 The Total Go campaign was a success, and by 1967 the Barbie Fan Club 

boasted 1.3 million members in the United States – amounting to ten percent of American girls – 

as well as 200,000 European members.44 

Mattel continued to innovate its approach to marketing when, in 1967, it launched the 

“Trade-in Program” for its Barbie dolls. Under the program, customers could pay $1.50, or half 

the normal price of a Barbie doll, to trade in their old Barbie dolls for a Barbie with the new “Twist 

N’ Turn Waist”. New “Twist N’ Turn” versions of Barbie sidekicks Francie, Casey, and ‘Colored’ 

Francie were similarly available for a trade. Beyond a new waist, the dolls also had a new face, 

hairdo, and swimsuit. The trade-in program aimed to bring consumers into stores, thus giving 
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retailers a chance to sell them Barbie accessories. In an advertisement directed to retailers – to get 

toy sellers involved in the campaign – Mattel offered the proud assurance that “Beginning on the 

first of May, 16,000,000 girls between the ages of 5 and 12 will see the Barbie Trade-In Program 

story on television – at least seven times each!” Plus, the company paired its television 

commercials with colour advertisements in magazines and the Sunday comics sections of 

newspapers.45 Overall, the trade-in program, as described in the Chicago Tribune, was quite 

straightforward: “The child can go to her favorite toy emporium, plunk down her tired old Barbie 

and $1.50, and go home with a new model, complete with twistable torso and ‘real’ eyelashes. No 

fuss, no bother, no emotional involvement.”46 Parents, too, were encouraged to embrace the trade-

in program as a way to “dry your little girl’s tears.”47 

Such marketing schemes were the result of Mattel’s recruitment of top marketing talent, 

especially from other large firms such as Chrysler (automobiles) and Revlon (cosmetics). This 

move was important in the mid-1960s as the company sought to expand sales into 40 countries, 

notably Canada and in Western Europe, with a central European sales office established in 

Switzerland in the effort to capture the latter market. As Elliot Handler noted in 1965, “further 

worldwide expansion dictates the need for a globally-oriented marketing structure.”48 The fast 

growing company also set aside part of its advertising budget to supporting toy sellers by 

implementing sales and merchandising clinics for retailers across the United States.49 Begun in 

1959, these advertising clinics brought retailers, in small groups, to tour the California factories 
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where Barbie’s accessories were produced, to meet individually with the manufacturers, and to 

create a new space where Mattel executives “go over the line, item by item, answers questions, 

and show the filmed commercials” of Barbie products.50 As a Mattel Canada executive from the 

1980s and 1990s recalls, the practice was continued for decades within the company: “We would 

fly retailers to California, to Arizona, Florida…and of course wine and dine them and present the 

product to them where we had them exclusively.” The reason Mattel chose to wine and dine its 

retailers throughout the year rather than only at New York Toy Fair was simple, as the executive 

recalls: “The problem with New York is that you lose them to the streets of New York at night.”51 

These advertising clinics were led by Mattel salesmen, who also worked more informally 

with retailers in their shops, who themselves were sent to what was colloquially referred to within 

the company as ‘Barbie School.’ As former Mattel salesman and forty-five-year veteran of the 

Canadian toy industry Steve Morris recalls, ‘Barbie School’ was “part of your indoctrination into 

the world of sales of Mattel.” Because salesmen were in direct contact with retailers “the more 

factual information that you could have back then helped convince the retailer to give you more 

space in their store...Your job is to convince them to have the best selection of Barbie and the 

biggest selection of Barbie in the most amount of space possible. It was their job, as the retailer, 

to get the mom to come to their store versus the other store because of selection, price.”52  

In addition to marketing and advertising, Mattel also put a major focus on research and 

development. In 1961 the company hired Jack Ryan, formerly a leading missile engineer from a 

nearby southern California defence contractor, to head of its research and development 
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department. In an interview with Time magazine Ryan gushed that the toy company, rather than 

his former employer, was “‘right out on the frontier of technology.’”53 That same year, the 

company spent $750,000 on research and development, a sum unprecedented for a toy firm; the 

expenditure was so successful that Mattel budgeted a full $1 million for 1962. Such research efforts 

were directed toward new clothing and other accessories, sidekicks for Barbie such as a boyfriend, 

Ken, and a young sister, Skipper, and new designs for the doll itself, such as the twist and turn 

waist. By 1961 the company employed a “creative staff” of eighty, including “artists, sculptors, 

game designers, experimenters, costume designers, and engineers”.54 Furthermore, at its California 

headquarters, the company created space within its research and development department to bring 

in children, give them prototype toys, and then monitor their play.55 Interestingly, upon expanding 

into Canada, Mattel set up a separate facility at its Etobicoke headquarters to monitor children’s 

play, thus indicating, perhaps, that company executives saw a difference between American and 

Canadian children.  

Beyond advertising and product development, the true revolution wrought by Barbie was 

in the number, range, and variety of accessories available for the doll, important to the company’s 

bottom line. As the former senior Mattel executive who I interviewed pointed out to me, 

“accessories were high margin items,” and therefore critical to the toy company’s success.56 “It’s 

not the doll, it’s the clothes,” as one 1961 report on the company put it.57 While the debut of the 

Barbie doll at the 1959 toy fair was a disappointment and met with an assortment of criticism, the 

doll’s clothes were noted for their superior quality to others on the market. Despite their small size, 

                                                           
53 “All’s Swell at Mattel,” Time, 26 October 1962. 
54 “It’s Not the Dolls, It’s the Clothes,” Business Week, 16 December 1961, 48-52. 
55 Goulart, The Assault on Childhood, 28. 
56 Confidential interview with retired Mattel Canada executive on 12 August 2016, telephone.  
57 “It’s Not the Dolls, It’s the Clothes,” Business Week, 16 December 1961, 48-52. 



 103 

the clothing line featured quality details that had not been seen before: real zippers that zipped; 

satin linings; and grand ball gowns, to name a few. In early focus groups for the Barbie doll, one 

12-year-old exclaimed: “Gee…those clothes! It is so thrilling to see the little zippers and those tiny 

shoes. I love the bridal gown, the veil and the little pearl crown. It’s like playing a dream, you 

know, get married and look at the church.” An 11-year-old shared a similar perspective: “She has 

tailored clothes…These are clothes you can’t usually get. I like clothes that look like real ones.” 

As the focus group study concluded, the well-made clothes were even enough to change the minds 

of mothers who had first “objected to the doll on the grounds of its being ‘too sexy’.”58 As noted 

in Chapter 1, the original, basic Barbie doll introduced in 1959 came clad in a simple bathing suit. 

It was up to consumers to outfit their doll in other outfits chosen from an increasingly vast array 

of possibilities. This tactic was one that Elliot Handler called “‘the razor and razor blade’ 

technique.” As he explained it: “‘You get hooked on one and you have to buy the other. Buy the 

doll and then you buy the clothes. I know a lot of parents hate us for this, but it’s going to be 

around a long time’”, and indeed Handler dismissed parents’ concerns, adding: “‘We feel it's up 

to the parents to handle the child.’”59  

Due to extensive market research grounded in sociology, child psychology, interviews, and 

focus groups, however, Mattel knew that children held a fair amount of purchasing power over 

their parents, even though toy purchases were likely to be supervised. In 1959, Mattel conducted 

a major market research study that emphasized the importance of advertising. The study, which 

focused in part on Barbie but also looked at toy marketing in general, concluded that “The final 
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select is the result of the interplay between child and parent; what the child wants and what the 

parent thinks is best for him. The child exerts a certain amount of pressure, the effectiveness of 

which depends on his ability to argue sensibly with an adult. The toy advertiser can help the child 

by providing him with arguments which will satisfy mother.”60 In terms of parents, it was 

important that Mattel subtly attempt “to convey to them that toys are a necessity, not a luxury” and 

remind parents, mothers in particular, of their “nostalgic attitudes about dolls, remembering their 

own girlhood and some favorite doll they loved. They tend to want to re-create this romantic 

relationship in the doll play of their children.”61 

The ultimate strategy was for the company to appeal to young girls at different ages, 

explained forty-five year veteran of the Canadian toy industry Steve Morris, who, as a Mattel 

salesman in the early 1970s, was taught by the company that:  

you tried to hook them at two with the opening price point bathing suit doll and 
all the little girl wanted to do was rip off the bathing suit and carry it around…and 
then you move into aspiration and then you move into fashion. And for every two 
dolls you sell, you should sell four dresses. Then, once they get into the second-
tier doll – the bathing suit’s just a basic doll – the next doll’s got articulation and 
it does stuff, but it doesn’t talk. But once you get her you want to get her better 
clothes; then you want to get her a camper, or you want to get her a beach 
hut…And then accessories.”62 
 

This strategy, while common in the toy industry today, went, as one 1961 business report noted, 

“against the advice of the industry old guard” in this period. However, the tactic was an innovative 

one and by the end of 1961 Mattel was shipping over 100,000 Barbie accessories a month and still 

could not keep up with demand, leaving stores with shortages and disappointing young American 

girls.63 However, production problems were smoothed out and in 1963, Mattel briefly held the 
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distinction of being the largest clothing manufacturer in the United States, albeit of clothing made 

for dolls.64 

In terms of outfits, Mattel initially offered dozens and then soon hundreds of possibilities. 

Mattel appealed to young girls to collect as many Barbie outfits as possible with the informal motto 

at the company being “the more you have, the better!”65 As examples, in 1960 Mattel introduced 

Busy Gal, an office worker; Enchanted Evening, complete with evening gown and mink stole; 

Friday Nite Date, a more low-key dress for a simple night on the town; and Tennis, Anyone, a 

white jacket and short skirt along with tennis racket.66 Three years later, styles released included 

New Fashion Queen Barbie with wigs in different colours and styles such as bubble up, page boy, 

and flip.67 In 1966, the company introduced a Color Magic Fashion Designer Set, which gave 

children clothing that they could colour themselves.68 What these myriad outfits offered consumers 

was the ability to customize the doll in a seemingly endless number of ways; what it offered Mattel 

was a way of generating continuous sales, with most outfits costing about $1, or a third the cost of 

a Barbie doll, although  some outfits, such as a wedding dress, could cost as much as $5 (see Figure 

2.2). Consumers responded well to these clothing options. Within just two years, Mattel’s 

California plant which produced the accessories (a Japanese factory produced the dolls) was unable 

to meet the consumer demand. In mid-1961 Mattel began to license the manufacture of clothing, 

as well as a growing line of accessories, to other companies – many of which Mattel later 
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purchased.69  

 

 

Figure 2.2: “Wedding Barbie.” [Uncategorized Photograph], Mattel Memos and Minutes, 1951-1965, 1972-74, Ruth 
Handler Papers 1931-2002, Schlesinger Library, Radcliffe Institute, Harvard University, Boston, Massachusetts. 
 
 
 
 

Not only did Mattel offer Barbie a myriad of outfits, but it introduced hundreds of Barbie-

sized products, from everyday consumer goods to luxury items. For instance, to hold all of their 

doll’s clothes, consumers could purchase a wardrobe, complete with miniature clothes hangers, a 

mirror, shoe rack, and hat rack.70 Children could also simulate buying more clothes with Barbie’s 

Fashion Shop, a miniature store with shop window and mannequin, display counter, dressing room, 

and a rack for Barbie fashions.71 Another popular play accessory for the Barbie dolls were the 

official play cases and trunks, made by Standard Plastic Products, a subsidiary of Mattel by 1965 
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(see Figure 2.3). These play cases were boxes with handles which opened up to reveal portable 

play houses, dressing rooms, and closets. As was the standard with all Barbie accessories, the play 

cases had plenty of tiny details. An average vinyl play house, measuring 18¾ inches by 14 inches 

by 7¼ inches, for example, might include a desk, telephone, typewriter, chairs, tables, and a sofa.72 

Rather than market play cases as interchangeable among the ever-growing line of Barbie and 

friends, they were marketed for each separate doll: Barbie, Francie, Skipper, and Scooter should 

each have their own play cases. There was even a line of play cases for Ken, the advertising for 

which hinted at its applicability for the GI Joe doll – introduced in 1964 by rival Hasbro – which 

was growing in popularity among boys in the period. For example, while all other play cases had 

the name of the specific doll in its title for marketing, one of the Ken cases in 1966 was called the 

“Combat Man’s Equipment Case,” which was styled like a camouflaged ammunition box, and 

suggested that children might want to use it for Ken or other combat soldiers.73 Then, of course, 

there was the famous Barbie Dream House, introduced in 1962. As a report on the new product 

noted, “the house is complete even to pillows, records, a mirror and picture of Barbie’s ‘boyfriend’ 

Ken.” Sold at a whopping $8 price tag, the Dream House was at that time the most expensive 

Barbie accessory.74 
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Figure 2.3: “Standard Plastic Play Cases.” An example of a typical play cases from Standard Plastic Products in 1966. 
At left, the play case above was marketed as the Francie Mod Room. On the right is the 1966 Combat Man’s 
Equipment Case – a not so subtle attempt to appeal to fans of GI-Joe. Standard Plastic Products, “Play Cases for ’66,” 
Brian Sutton-Smith Library and Archives of Play, The Strong National Museum of Play, Rochester, New York. 
 
 
 

In introducing these Barbie-sized products, Mattel was breaking considerable ground. 

Although traditional baby dolls had often come with a certain number of accessories, such as 

bottles, hair brushes, and clothing, the type, range, and number of Barbie accessories was 

unprecedented. As long-time toy industry insider and friends of the Handlers Richard Keats 

observed, such products “enhanced Barbie. I’m not saying Barbie wouldn’t have been 

tremendously successful on its own, but this suddenly opened up the world. Now, you could do 

something. It’s not just a doll – now you had a doll and you could put it to bed, you could put her 

clothes on separate clothes hangers, and then it just exploded into a whole world of Barbie.”75 

To further expand Barbie’s reach, Mattel aligned itself with companies and manufacturers 

capable of producing Barbie branded products to complement its line of Barbie dolls and 

accessories. By the summer of 1961, Mattel had arranged for over a dozen manufacturers to make 

Barbie licensed products – for real, life-sized children – which would be emblazoned with an image 
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of the doll and/or its name.76 Among these licensed products were: Barbie colouring books, 

thermoses and lunch boxes, wallets, costume trunks, and bedding. “Barbie Sings!”, announced a 

1961 advertisement for toy retailers touting that “Mattel breaks through the sound barrier with the 

smash hit record album of the year.” The album had six original songs telling the love story of 

Barbie and Ken and an accompanying “a sing-along compilation of lyrics and illustrations telling 

the story of the dolls’ romance.” The music was played by a 22-piece band, and the move itself 

was portrayed by the company as a “Radical new departure in merchandising” because the 

promotional campaign would rely on “the tremendous power of TV advertising”, which would get 

kids “swarming in to get this sensational album.”77 There were also Barbie toiletry products: 

cologne, lotion, liquid bubble bath, and a shower mitt. Unlike other Barbie products, the toiletries 

were sold exclusively through cosmetics and drug stores, thereby expanding the doll’s retail 

reach.78 Such branded toy products are ubiquitous today, but it was Barbie and Mattel that led the 

way in saturating the market with toy-related ancillary products. 

Of course Barbie was not the only character to populate her world. Slowly but surely, 

Mattel developed dozens of family members and friends for Barbie, who, in effect, became the 

ultimate accessories. Ken was the first. Named after the Handlers’ son, just as Barbie was named 

for their daughter, Ken was debuted in the summer of 1961 as a “boyfriend and companion doll 

for Barbie.” In its press release announcing the new doll, Mattel said that it represented an “answer 

to hundreds of letters of request for such a doll sent in by Barbie’s owners and friends.”79 With 
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girls clamouring for a boyfriend for Barbie, in effect, Mattel was responding to consumer demand, 

a decision that proved immensely profitable and spawned numerous other sidekicks. Like Barbie, 

the Ken doll and its various wardrobes, were promoted via a $2.5 million advertising campaign 

that, as a report in Playthings observed, included “national television exposure on a saturation 

basis,” a major investment that set Mattel’s marketing efforts apart from its competitors.80 

An inch taller than Barbie at 12½-inches, Ken sported a blonde crew cut, though the doll’s 

hair colour would later become light brown. Like the Barbie doll, the first Ken doll was sold with 

beach gear; any additional clothing and accessories would need to be purchased separately (see 

Figure 2.4). Some of the first wardrobes for Ken – reflecting the same hetero- and gender- 

normative – preppy, upper-middle class values of Barbie – included: Sleeper Set, with blue and 

white striped pajamas; Casuals, with a t-shirt and khaki pants; Campus Hero, with a male 

cheerleader’s outfit and university pennant; Dreamboat, with sports jacket, open collared shirt, and 

straw hat; Saturday Date, with a grey flannel suit; and Tuxedo. Within a few years of its debut, 

Ken was also taking part in tennis, as well as more identifiably ‘masculine’ sports such as boxing, 

football, and baseball, and also hunting. The doll also joined the army, navy, and air force, and 

became a doctor.81 Overall, Ken was given a “boy next door” look to make him less sexually 

threatening.82 In fact, Ken lacked the physical parts to make ‘him’ overtly sexual. “We did not 

have the guts to give him the male organs…or even a suggestion,” recalled Ruth Handler. “I had 

to say,” she added, “that I was ahead of my time in that respect. I did want them.… I wanted 

nothing outstanding…(laughter).” But as Handler admitted, the market was not ready for a doll 
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with male sex organs, nor was Mattel willing to push the envelope. So, Ken was introduced with 

a painted on underpants without noticeable protuberance; later dolls had the underpants removed, 

but without any parts added. Speaking of her son, Handler stated: “Ken was born in 1944 so in ’59 

Ken would have been fifteen and he resented that we brought out a doll in his name that was 

absolutely flat in the crotch…and I don’t blame him. It embarrassed him. Over the years I noticed 

that Mattel has built a little bulge there.”83 As will be discussed below, bulge or not, Ken was 

viewed in sexual terms. What is interesting to note here, though, is that Ken’s role was distinctive 

in that ‘he’ was Barbie’s accessory, a reversal of contemporaneous gender norms. 

 

                                   
 
Figure 2.4: “Barbie, teen-age fashion model, and Ken, Barbie’s Boyfriend,” Brian Sutton-Smith Library and Archives 
of Play, The Strong National Museum of Play, Rochester, New York. 
 

 

With Ken proving a sales success, Mattel quickly introduced new members to the Barbie 

family. In 1962 came Midge, billed as Barbie’s best friend. Designed to look less like a teenage 
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fashion model and more like the “little girl next door”, Midge came with a slightly larger frame 

and a freckled face, indicating, perhaps, that girls with these features were merely second-rate in 

comparison to their blonde, slim friends.84 In any event, the doll was marketed as a way to “help 

youngsters with many new play situations including shopping, skating, swimming, and dating that 

the dolls can do together”.85 Of course Barbie could do all of these activities with Ken, yet with 

Midge there were no sexual overtones implied in their relationship. Unlike Ken, Midge was the 

same height as Barbie, meaning that even with a larger frame the doll could squeeze into Barbie’s 

clothing. Mattel played up this aspect of the new doll, which was sure to appeal to parents who 

might dread being forced to shell out additional money for a whole new wardrobe, with an ad 

campaign touting that “Midge finds Barbie’s lovely clothes a perfect fit, too.”86 However, new 

clothes and accessories for Midge were also introduced. The basic Midge doll was sold, like 

Barbie, wearing a swimsuit – “a gay, two-piece jersey…[and] smart high-heeled shoes.”87 Unlike 

Barbie, Midge was immediately introduced with a variety of hair colours: “You can have Midge 

as a blonde, brunette or redhead!,” the advertising campaign exclaimed.88  

Soon enough, Barbie and Midge were joined by another girlfriend, Francie, in 1966. 

Francie was introduced as Barbie’s “MODern” cousin from England; with a mod look and thinner, 

shorter, and with a flatter chest than Barbie, the Francie doll required its own distinct wardrobe.89 

The notion of creating a new female doll that differed from Barbie in size – and thus required its 
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own accessories – had actually begun in 1964 when Mattel had debuted Skipper, which, at 9 ¼ 

inches tall, was Barbie’s little sister in more ways than one. In its advertising aimed at getting 

retailers to stock the doll, Mattel played up Skipper’s size, noting that the doll “needs her own 

personal wardrobe” and so “if you thought the introduction of Barbie caused excitement, wait till 

you experience the appeal of Skipper – she’ll win your heart and everyone’s pocketbook.”90 Aimed 

at a slightly younger demographic as a way to get younger girls hooked into the Barbie world, 

Skipper soon had its own playmates: Ricky, a boy with red-hair and freckles, and Skooter, a “perky 

little pixie”, both of which came in swimsuits, meaning that the whole Barbie clan was equipped 

to attend a beach party.91 Overtime, Mattel would introduce dozens of sidekicks, friends, and 

family members (see Figure 2.5 for some of the more popular Barbie sidekicks in the 1960s). 

 

 
 

Figure 2.5: Mattel, Inc., “Exclusive fashions by Mattel, book 4.” Brian Sutton-Smith Library and Archives of Play, 
The Strong National Museum of Play, Rochester, New York. 
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 Through its extended family and friends, its Barbie-licensed products, and a slew of outfits, 

accessories, vehicles, and dwellings Mattel achieved sales dominance of the US toy industry, 

revolutionizing the way that toys were designed and sold. Moreover, through its advertising 

campaigns, especially those that harnessed the new medium of television, the company changed 

the way that playthings were marketed. Mattel’s rivals soon followed suit, squeezing out smaller 

firms – especially in Canada, as Chapter 4 makes clear – that lacked the capital to keep up. While 

some parents complained about the saturation advertising, nevertheless – as sales figures make 

clear – millions of Barbie dolls were purchased. The doll was an embodiment of postwar consumer, 

a reaction to the materialism of an era of mass consumption and the presence of a large group of 

youths. As historian Elaine Tyler May has pointed out, many parents ultimately did not begrudge 

buying toys such as Barbie, and “it was rare to find anyone complaining about the cost of raising 

children. Children were not perceived as competing with adults for family resources, but as the 

opportunity for collective enjoyment.”92 What many parents did worry about, rather, were the sort 

of messages imparted by Barbie, and the doll’s introduction sparked a long debate – that continues 

today – about the cultural meaning and influence of this 11-and-a-half-inch piece of plastic. 

 

Clothes Make the Man Barbie: Cultural Meanings in Question 

Since the nineteenth century – and likely earlier, though a combined lack of primary sources and 

scholarly attention leaves this open to conjecture – dolls were viewed by parents as important 

commodities in the shaping of idealized femininity, whether in the form of baby dolls fit for 

‘mothering’ or adult dolls showcasing proper dress and style.93 Certainly, more recently this was 
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the case with Barbie. “These dolls become an extension of the girls”, Barbie creator Ruth Handler 

remarked in 1964. “Through the doll each child dreams of what she would like to be.” Yet Barbie 

did not just give girls license to dream. Rather, Handler also saw that the dolls had a role to play 

in shaping girls’ attitudes and actions. “Parents thank us for the educational values in the world of 

Barbie,” she revealed. “They say that they could never get their daughters well-groomed before – 

get them out of slacks or blue jeans into a dress, get them to scrub their necks and wash their hair. 

Well, that’s where Barbie comes in.”94 With fashionable clothes and make-up, Barbie projected a 

squeaky-clean, idealized image at odds with some of the youth subcultures prevalent in the 1950s 

and 1960s, including ‘greasers’ and the James Dean style rebels, without or without causes, who 

populated much of popular youth culture.95 Barbie was thus reassuring to parents and other 

authority figures. Ernest Dichter, who conducted a major “Motivational Research Study” to help 

inform Mattel’s marketing plan prior to Barbie’s release, had identified the doll’s key selling point:  

Initial objections to the Barbie doll on the part of a good many parents…are to be 
expected. Our findings, however, indicate that this objection can be overcome 
with the right approach. The task of persuading the parent will be carried to an 
important extent by the children themselves…The type of argument which can be 
used successfully to overcome parental objections are in the area of the doll’s 
function in awakening in the child a concern with proper appearance, a sense of 
styling, and helping her develop into a feminine, poised little lady. The doll should 
be promoted as a toy which helps develop desirable traits and habits in the 
children.96 
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Barbie, then, was about disciplining the actions of its consumers. 

As such comments indicate, the makers of Barbie were seeking to impart certain values 

and habits of dress and decorum with their doll. Indeed, as noted in Chapter 1, Handler sought 

very much to use Barbie to impart an American, as opposed to a European, sensibility. Yet, 

whatever Handler’s intent may have been, other people perceived the doll in different ways, and, 

in the process, they often raised critiques about the doll on grounds of gender, class, and race. 

“Barbie, like a clothing store dummy, is a sculpture meant to display garments”, wrote journalist 

M. G. Lord.97 However the doll was also an object upon which different people placed their own 

perceived notions and ideas about femininity, sexuality, consumerism, and identity. In 1979, Sibyl 

De Witt, a world-renowned Barbie collector, told a columnist for Ms. magazine, “Most people I’ve 

met think that Barbie teaches young girls to be sex objects and consumers, that they have to have 

all the new costumes and a new outfit for every occasion”. As the article went on to argue, the 

messages imparted by Barbie had had a deep impact on the worldview of a generation of females 

in North America and beyond.98 In this section, we examine the sort of messages imparted, or that 

were seen to be imparted, by Barbie. Such messages form the crux of Barbie’s cultural relevance, 

which was profound and enduring. 

Mattel executives were aware from the get-go of how controversial Barbie was going to 

be. “If children are forced into an adult world before their time,” Ruth Handler affirmed in 1964, 

“that is nothing to do with the doll”.99 Handler’s defensive comment was levelled in response to 
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considerable criticism about the sort of gendered issues raised by Barbie, and while she might have 

put the blame on parents, plenty of people sought to put the blame on Barbie for a host of 

uncomfortable sexual questions. Issues raised in relation to Barbie paralleled wider societal 

concerns about sexualized young women. “Little girls today are not little girls at all,” wrote the 

author of one 1963 magazine article, “but full-fledged females, with no time for anything in this 

life not oriented toward sex.” Push-up bras, lipstick, and sexualized music were all signs of this 

trend, but so too was a “spurning” of “the traditional pudgy infant dolls for the very popular new 

doll which boasts a ripe bosom, long, shapely legs and, of course – for this is the core of the doll’s 

symbolic value – her own boyfriend doll.”100 Barbie, and Ken, were both problems, then. As a 

similar piece from the following year added, “Teen-focused play fantasies are rearranging the souls 

of girls between the ages of 6 and 15. Barbie threatens to make a generation of vipers that will 

cause men to plead for the return of momism”.101 Such commentaries were revealing of concerns 

that the perceived overt sexuality of Barbie, who was, after all, supposed to be a teenager, was 

corrupting America’s impressionable girls and transforming them from demure young ladies into 

voracious sexual predators whose appetites were bound to threaten innocent young men 

(apparently the authors of these articles had never encountered horny teenage boys). 

Just how it was that Barbie, a simple 11 ½ inch piece of vinyl, was creating fears about 

sexualized young women and girls was clear from a quick glance at the doll and its rather 

prominent anatomy. As Ruth Handler recalled, at the time of Barbie’s debut Mattel executives and 

industry watchers had warned that “The American public will not accept breasts. That is, mothers 

will be horrified so that they will be horrified terribly…you can’t do that…you can’t create a sexual 
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looking doll and she’s much too curvaceous…parents won’t accept that.”102 Certainly, many 

people were indeed horrified. In an anthology on the impact of Barbie, one woman recalled that 

when she was a child she overheard her mother saying, “‘I couldn’t buy that Barbie doll for my 

three years old,’ I heard Mom tell Grandma on the phone, ‘why, that girl has a…a…a…full 

bust!’”103 Yet if mothers were alarmed, girls themselves were curious if not envious. As another 

woman reflected of her youth, “we weren’t interested in any other part of the anatomy but Barbie’s 

breasts. They were perfect. None of us had ever seen perfect breasts.”104 On breasts, added another 

contributor to the collection, “Wow. I could hardly wait to have a pair of my own”.105 Comments 

like these ones indicate a generational gap between the baby boomers and their parents, a 

reflection, perhaps, of changing mores about femininity and sexuality. 

Barbie’s anatomy has also been blamed for its influence on the way that its young fans 

have viewed their own bodies. Barbie’s real life measurements have been estimated as 40-18-32, 

meaning that if ‘she’ were a real life flesh and blood person, Barbie would lack sufficient “body 

fat to menstruate regularly”.106 Other researchers have concluded that the chances of a real life 

Barbie turning up in the population were less than one in 100,000, meaning, statistically, that some 

Barbie-shaped women must exist.107 However, other females have sought to achieve Barbie’s 

figure through anorexia, bulimia, extreme exercise, and other body dysmorphia disorders. The 
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lasting psychological impact of the Barbie ideal has been a source of extreme criticism of the doll. 

“Her posture,” wrote third-wave feminist author Naomi Wolf, “showed us that being sexual meant 

being immobile. It meant: walk on your toes, bust out, limbs rigid.”108 Wolf, famous for her 

criticisms of the unrealistic images of beauty to which women are expected to adhere, has pointed 

the finger at Barbie, as have other critics. Yet not all women have ascribed to this negative view. 

Barbie ‘biographer’ M. G. Lord has written: “When Wolf said ‘the official breast’ was ‘Barbie’s 

breast,’ I muttered aloud, ‘Speak for yourself, lady.’ Not all women respond in a crazed, 

competitive, Pavlovian fashion to pictures of models or the body of a doll.”109 Enough of them do, 

though, that, as the opening paragraph of this thesis noted, in 2016 Mattel, for the first time, began 

to offer the basic Barbie doll in a wide range of body types.  

Beyond the disciplining nature of Barbie’s body, there were other reasons to worry about 

Barbie’s influence, and one of them was a more overt sexiness surrounding the doll. After the 

introduction of the Nighty-Negligee outfit in late 1959, one mother wrote into Mattel to complain: 

“I object to that sexy costume. I wouldn’t walk around the house like that”.110 Facing such criticism 

– over the years a number of Barbie outfits would be similarly criticized – Mattel later added a 

pink dog to the outfit, thereby implying that it was the pooch who Barbie cuddled at night, and not 

Ken.111 Clarifying this snuggly situation was important because although their relationship would 

later be portrayed by Mattel as a platonic one (before reverting back toward a more romantic 

entanglement), upon its debut in 1961 Ken was touted as “a handsome steady for your Barbie doll” 
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and it would clearly be unsightly for the two dolls to be canoodling.112 Slipping Barbie into lingerie 

was clearly too threatening to morality. “Barbie is not a kid to be mothered,” the author of a 1964 

critique observed. “Chic, sophisticated and sexy, she runs off at night to places that Raggedy Ann 

never dreamed of, and God only knows what goes on when she’s out on a date with Ken”113 In 

discussing her mother’s attitude toward the doll, one woman recalled: “I feel she had an innate 

sense of Barbie as being somehow illicit, an object that should be kept out of our home if at all 

possible” and so instead of Barbie, as a gift she received Skipper “a less-threatening, presexual 

version of Barbie”.114  

In terms of sexuality, Barbie has been called “an object of the male gaze”, that is, a product 

of heterosexual male, not female, sexual desire.115 Certainly, there is evidence of these sorts of 

understandings. As one male interviewee told sociologist Mary Rogers: “Perfect hair. Shapely 

legs. Faultless breasts. An hourglass torso. For many years this was how I perceived what an ideal 

woman was supposed to look like. This spurious notion was implanted in my head – at an early 

age – when I got my first glimpse of a fully unclothed Barbie doll”.116 In this conception of the 

dolls, Barbie serves to reinforce both a certain ideal of feminine beauty as well as a view that 

women are merely sex objects. This has been one of the most pervasive views of Barbie. In the 

judgment of Peter Galassi, curator of a 1991 Museum of Modern Art exhibit Pleasure and Terrors 
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of Domestic Comfort, “Barbie isn’t just a doll. She suggests a type of behavior – something a lot 

of artists, especially women, have wanted to question”.117  

However, not all progressive activists have held such a negative view of what the doll 

represented in terms of gender and sexual stereotypes and disciplining. As two feminists wrote in 

2000: “Our Barbies had jobs and sex lives and friends. We weren’t staring at their plastic figures 

and Dynel tresses hoping to someday attain their pneumatic measurements.”118 In their view, 

Barbie was an empowering object in that the doll was not a baby needing nurturing nor was it 

confined to the kitchen as a housewife – unless of course one wanted to outfit the doll in an apron 

and curlers. Barbie was, then, a breath of fresh air, for the doll differed greatly from the vast 

majority of playthings sold during the postwar years, which in the view of toy historian Helen 

Schwartz, 

let girls perform, in miniature, the full range of ‘appropriate’ female behavior”, including 
Kenner’s ‘Easy-Bake’ oven complete with Betty Crocker baking mixes – a copycat version 
was the ‘Suzy Homemaker’ oven by Deluxe Topper – Milton Bradley’s Acme Checkout 
Game, which allowed children to fill their toy shopping cart with (empty) replicas of 
Campbell’s soup cans, Kellogg’s Corn Flakes boxes, and S.O.S. scouring pads; a variety 
of toy pots, pans, and vacuums; and, of course, the ubiquitous baby doll.119 
 

Depending on the outfit and accessories, Barbie could ascribe to this domestic ideal. Yet, the doll 

could also be – as the catalogue image above shows – a Commuter or Busy Gal heading off to 

work in an office (though admittedly probably not as the ‘boss’), a university student, and a lady 

of leisure dressed for Evening Splendor (see Figure 2.6). Moreover, thanks to Ken, ‘her’ accessory, 

Barbie could be a ‘woman’ with ‘her’ own sexual agency. As a 1971 magazine profile would 
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stress, with Barbie Handler “had her finger on the throbbing pulse of fifties America” and she 

“revealed a social instinct as brilliant as Hugh Hefner’s” albeit from a female perspective.120  

All of these possibilities suggested to young consumers that there were options beyond the 

perceived drudgery of domestic life, what Betty Friedan would famously call ‘the problem that 

has no name’ in her 1963 book The Feminine Mystique, published during the height of the Barbie 

craze. Even the Barbie-Q outfit (see Figure 2.7) was progressive in that barbequing had become 

an exclusively male domain and yet there was Barbie out in the backyard over an open flame.121 

Moreover, a 1964 board game called “Barbie: Keys to Fame Game” allowed participants to “win 

an imaginary career as a movie star, a ballerina, a stewardess, a fashion designer, a nurse, a mother, 

a teacher, or even an astronaut!”, the latter a particularly notable profession for a woman at the 

time – the first female astronaut would not leave Earth’s orbit until 1983.122 However, some saw 

Barbie’s occupational options as distinctly limited by the privileged background ascribed to the 

doll. “Should she want to go to college,” one reporter wrote, “she can buy a ‘campus,’ which 

consists of a dormitory room, soda shop (with phone booth), football stadium and drive-in movie. 

Should she flunk out, which seems likely, she has her own fashion shop with modeling stage, 

display corner and model’s dressing room.”123 Cultural studies analyst Mary Rogers would later 

note that “Whatever else she is, Barbie is a best-years doll. She epitomizes the freedom and fun a 

single woman can have if she has plenty of spunk and money.”124 The class overtones in such 
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conceptions were clear, and indeed much of Barbie was distinctly upper-class, a reflection of Ruth 

Handler and her privileged position as the wife of a California millionaire and a corporate 

executive in her own right. 

 
 

Figure 2.6: “Assorted Barbie Outfits.” Mattel’s outfits for and advertising of the Barbie doll also enabled Barbie to 
move outside the home as the commuting working woman, or “Busy Gal” Barbie, alongside dressing her for “Evening 
Splendor.” Mattel, Inc., Mattel Memos and Minutes, 1951-1965, 1972-74, Ruth Handler Papers 1931-2002, 
Schlesinger Library, Radcliffe Institute, Harvard University, Boston, Massachusetts. 
 
 

 
 
Figure 2.7: “Assorted Barbie Outfits – Part 2.” Tension between gender conflicts in the marketing of the Barbie. Mattel 
had a plethora of images sexualizing Barbie, a teenager with large breasts, depicted in sexy lingerie, or as the demure 
housewife, as ready to attend a cocktail party as to prepare food for the family. Mattel, Inc., Mattel Memos and 
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Minutes, 1951-1965, 1972-74, Ruth Handler Papers 1931-2002, Schlesinger Library, Radcliffe Institute, Harvard 
University, Boston, Massachusetts. 
 
 

With regards to domesticity, Ruth Handler herself had little desire to stay confined in the 

home, admitting to feeling “a little lost in the home…If I had to stay home I would be the most 

dreadful, mixed-up, unhappy woman in the world.”125 Handler was privileged enough to be able 

to afford wait staff, something obviously not attainable for many Americans who would go on to 

purchase Barbie. As for the wildly successful doll, although she was its creator, and thus largely 

responsible for Mattel’s stunning success, a profile of Ruth and Elliot played up her husband’s role 

in the business, assuring readers that while he was the “artistic one” and she was the one who 

handled “business details – down to the final decisions”, in fact for each decision that Ruth was 

expected to make, she first checked with her husband, “who quietly is ‘the boss.’”126 Here, then 

was another layer to the gender norms surrounding Barbie’s creator, for even Ruth Handler, savvy 

businessperson and entrepreneur, could not escape the gender expectations and social mores of her 

era. In this regard a 1967 advertisement in which Mattel touted its creative products is telling. 

Announcing a new baby doll and toy rifle that would be shown at the American Toy Fair, the 

advertisement focused solely on Elliot Handler as the creator of these new items and “Oh yes. And 

a doll named Barbie” and it urged toy buyers to let Elliot know how much they liked his products, 

for “Like any father, he’s proud of his kids.”127 Absent, though, was any mention of the toys’ 

‘mother’, Ruth. Yet perhaps that was the way Ruth wanted it. “They were a very interesting 

couple”, stated a family friend. “Elliot was a very, very bright, very capable, mister inside. He was 

an engineer and a manufacturer. Ruth was the executive. So that’s a reversal of roles but she was 
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the driver of the company. But she deferred to him…She went with whatever he said. But she was 

a very tough lady on wheels.”128 

 What is evident from the above discussion is that in terms of femininity, sexuality, and 

gender roles, many meanings were attached to Barbie. What is clear too, though, is that Ruth 

Handler had specific values that she herself wanted to impart with her creation. As she once 

explained, “We always felt the need for a doll that looks like the modern teen-ager – one without 

the baby face and the distorted legs and arms … Little girls dream of being curvaceous, dreamy, 

exciting. They want – some day – to have gorgeous clothes, be chic and look like movie stars.”129 

For Handler, then, Barbie was meant to transform girls into luxury-loving, stylish consumers. This 

aspect of the Barbie ethos was another point of controversy. 

Consumerism and domesticity held a central place in children’s playthings during the 

postwar era. “The sudden proliferation of toys in American homes symbolized the success of the 

consumer society,” wrote toy historian Helen S. Schwartz, “but even more importantly, the toys 

themselves taught children that consumption was good, necessary, and fun.”130 Press coverage 

from the time is replete with references to the consumer frenzy around Barbie as well as to the 

gendered nature of domestic life. In 1963, Life calculated that the sum total of all Barbie clothing 

available was $136, adding that the doll was “the despair of nine million fathers who now find that 

Barbie has to be clothed just like wives and daughters”.131 “The cost of outfitting Barbie and her 

friends” a Saturday Evening Post story from the following year added, “has become a major item 

in the budget of American families, and there is no reckoning how many real full-sized daddies 
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work overtime to buy Barbie a senior-prom dress”.132 What such press coverage emphasized, 

beyond the frenzy for Barbie, was that daughters, like their mothers, were reliant upon the male 

breadwinner. While this attitude was being projected onto the doll, such a view of domestic life 

seemed, to some, to be reinforced by Barbie itself. As one critic adduced, “after living in the world 

of Barbie for a protracted period, being exposed to its paraphernalia and philosophy, your little girl 

can’t help being pushed toward the tidy conformity Barbie represents”.133 

 Barbie also represented the unbridled consumerism of the postwar era in other ways. 

Primarily, the doll seemed to be conditioning girls to believe that shopping, particularly for luxury 

goods, was, or should be, a major facet of a woman’s life. The hundreds of outfits, the dream 

house, the cars, and boats all seemed to connote the importance of accumulating material wealth. 

There was also a certain emptiness in Barbie’s world. A 1964 board game titled “Barbie: Queen 

of Prom” let participants experience their doll’s life, which consisted of “shopping sprees, school 

clubs, and parties”, hardly a rich cultural offering.134 “Anyone looking for deeper values in the 

world of Barbie is looking in the wrong place,” a magazine writer affirmed in 1964. “With its 

emphasis on possessions and its worship of appearances, it is modern America in miniature – a 

tiny parody of our pursuit of the beautiful, the material and the trivial.”135 “When older people 

deplore the fact that toys are no longer passed from one generation to the next, this is an indictment 

of society”, wrote one toy maker in 1967. “Nothing is cherished today. The toy industry itself 

merely reflects the fluidity and rapid acceleration of life in the America of the 1960s. You want to 

                                                           
132 Zinsser, “Barbie Is a Million-Dollar Doll.” 
133 Goulart, The Assault on Childhood, 29. 
134 Mattel, Inc., “Mattel Toys for Fall ‘64 Catalog,” Brian Sutton-Smith Library and Archives of 
Play, The Strong National Museum of Play, Rochester, New York. 
135 Zinsser, “Barbie Is a Million-Dollar Doll.” 



 127 

change the toy industry? Then go change the world.”136 Another commentator, writing in the 

radical journal Ramparts, also saw Barbie as an exponent of modern America. Mattel, wrote 

Donovan Bess, “wants little girls to realize the American feminine ideal (growing up to be a big-

spending, busy, powerful, frigid woman) without the Barbie training, many girls would be 

influenced by passive European notions about femininity”.137 Here, we have an indictment of what 

seemed to be the way in which American femininity was caught up with materialism and mass 

consumption, and Barbie appeared as the exemplar of this situation. 

 Barbie was certainly a forceful proponent of American consumerism and femininity. For 

this reason, the doll has often been linked to G. I. Joe, introduced by Mattel rival Hasbro in 1964. 

Like Barbie and Ken, Joe stood a foot tall and had a variety of uniforms, accessories (admittedly 

with more ammo than Barbie was packing), as well as vehicles, playsets, sidekicks – Negro Joe 

and a nurse – and, increasingly, a wide range of licensed products. In coverage of Joe, the parallel 

with Barbie was commonly made, and indeed the popularity of Mattel’s fashion doll was cited as 

the guiding light for Joe’s creation, which had sparked its own “revolution” in that boys were now 

playing with dolls, although toymakers “are careful to label them as ‘action figures’”. And just as 

Barbie generated concerns about female sexuality, Joe, as a doll, had “alarmed mothers as 

indicative of latent homosexuality” amongst American boys.138 In yet another parallel, while G. I. 

Joe was marketed as the ‘real American hero’, from the start Ruth Handler wanted Barbie to reflect 

an inherent sense of “Americanness.” “I wanted an American teenager, but I wanted a narrow 
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waist, narrow ankles and boobs, and she should look good, and be American.”139 From the 

perspective of its creator the Barbie doll was a conscious construction of American values and not 

simply a product that was made by an American company. 

“She is everything that America’s little girls want to be when they cross over into 

Teenland”, wrote one journalist in 1964.140 However, as some critics added, the upper middle class 

ethos infusing Barbie’s consumer side – university, polo, tennis, yachting, black-tie dinners – was 

utterly foreign to many of the doll’s consumers and would remain so. “While dolls are as old as 

time,” Barbie critic Ron Goulart pointed out in 1969, “Mattel is one of the pioneers in creating a 

doll that actually lives better than a good 30 percent of the real children in the country”.141 Among 

that minority were Black Americans, who faced considerable poverty and racism that prevented 

them from living the sort of lifestyle encapsulated by Barbie. Mattel’s doll emerged during an 

important point in modern American race relations, when the civil rights movement and action by 

American courts – and, belatedly, the executive branch of the federal government – were achieving 

some advances for Blacks in the United States. Black advocacy was having an impact on the toy 

industry. “Integration problems have served to underscore the fact that Negroes represent a market 

which retailers in all lines must henceforth pay more attention to”, noted a 1963 report in 

Playthings. The toy industry magazine offered its readers the assurance that “Negro loyalty is 

reputedly fierce”, and urged them to seek out this new market.142 
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However, Mattel initially ignored Black consumers. Barbie was introduced in 1959, but it 

was not until 1967 that the first non-white doll in the Barbie line was introduced. Here, one can 

see evidence of the dominant American view that ‘white’ was ‘normal’, an understanding imparted 

through consumer products, media discourses, and public policy.143 Yet by the late 1960s, this 

normative view was subject to increasing challenge, and Mattel responded by altering its product 

line, albeit problematically. ‘Colored Francie’ was introduced as Barbie’s first black friend, and 

was fully interchangeable in terms of the existing line of clothing and accessories. Hence, the doll 

– despite its ‘skin’ colour – could live the same type of lifestyle as Barbie. However, the company 

used the same moulds as the white Francie dolls and other than the colour of the vinyl, it lacked 

any kind of different features, such as kinky hair. So, as one cultural critic put it harshly yet 

perceptively, the doll was simply “Blackface Barbie”.144 In response to this criticism, the doll was 

replaced the following year by Christie. To create the doll, Mattel used a distinct mold for the head, 

which gave Christie a slightly wider nose than Barbie. The doll also had darker skin than Colored 

Francie as well as a full bob with the slightest hint of an afro. As one of the first talking dolls 

(introduced alongside others in 1968), Christie’s production ran until 2005, though the doll was 

reintroduced as Barbie’s friend in 2015. Like Colored Francie, the doll was interchangeable with 

Barbie and so could instead wear Barbie’s clothes. The same year – 1968 –  a black friend for Ken 

called Brad was introduced, however sales were so poor that production on the doll was 

discontinued before the end of the year, an indication, perhaps that a Black male, even in doll form, 
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was far too threatening for white consumers.145 Clearly, it seems that Black dolls have fit 

uncomfortably in Mattel’s product line, on toy store shelves, and in the bedrooms of American 

youth. 

Subsequently over the years Mattel has added other black dolls to its Barbie line of friends, 

though most were unpopular with consumers and did not have long production runs. These 

included: Belinda (1988); Stacie (1989); Dee Dee (1986-1987); and Devon (1989). However, 1991 

was a banner year, which saw the introduction of wider line of Black friends centred around Shani 

(Swahili for ‘marvelous’), who had its own sidekicks – in various shades of brown – Asha, 

Nichelle, and Janet, as well as a boyfriend Jamal. However, these dolls were phased out by 1994.146 

 

Conclusions 

As Ruth Handler gushed in a 1962 interview, Barbie was “the greatest phenomenon that ever hit 

the toy business.”147 She was right, of course, for through Barbie Mattel revolutionized the toy 

business, while the doll itself became a cultural touchstone in a way that was unprecedented for a 

toy (though the Teddy Bear, created by Ideal Toy Company and named for US President Theodore 

Roosevelt in 1903 has a longer pedigree). Thus, the first conclusion to be drawn from this chapter 

is that Barbie revolutionized the toy industry – melding advertising with marketing gimmicks. The 

whole range of products, from different clothes and accessories for Barbie itself, to a full range of 

friends – all of which had their own fashion accessories – vehicles, and homes, to the plethora of 

Barbie-branded products.  
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The second conclusion is that because the doll became ubiquitous on television, in play 

rooms, on store shelves, and under Christmas trees, it became a cultural touchstone. Yet what did 

Barbie mean? There is no clear answer, for deciding just what Barbie signified came down to the 

individual. Unlike baby dolls, Barbie imparted a certain freedom – after all, the doll, judging by 

its extensive wardrobe, had a wide range of careers – and was in a sense empowering for girls and 

women. Yet, the doll also touted a highly materialistic worldview. As to the sexual side of Barbie, 

one might see the doll as a sex object, an embodiment of the sexualization of girls and women in 

society. Or one might view the doll as a sign of women’s growing liberation, with the doll, like 

growing numbers of females, wearing whatever she pleased, even if it showed a little skin – or, 

rather, vinyl. The attention given to Barbie’s sexuality, or at least to the way in which adults 

imbued her with sexuality and subsequently worried about her impact on children. The hyper-

sexualization of Barbie occurred in other ways, too, often through the power of comparison. For 

instance, in 1966 the Globe and Mail carried a New York Times report on “The newest thing for 

the American man”, which was “the life-size party doll”. As the report noted, the sexy blow up 

doll “is, in the words of a magazine ad, ‘the adult’s answer to the Barbie doll.’”148 Similarly, in 

1967 the Globe and Mail described movie star Jane Fonda as “a ravishing creature – the perpetual 

teen-ager and Barbie doll.”149 Barbie had then, become a sex object, though clearly it was adults 

who were making this connection between the teenage doll and sexual desire. 

These two factors – Barbie as emblematic of mass consumption and Barbie as symptomatic 

of a sexualizing society – were of significance to Canadians because Mattel and Barbie were not 

confined to the United States. In Canada, the postwar period witnessed similar, yet distinct, cultural 
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developments. Turning to Chapter 3, we explore Barbie’s impact in Canada. As with the United 

States, the doll was emblematic of changes to childhood and fears about modernity and the impact 

of mass consumption and mass culture. Yet because Barbie was American, the doll also 

represented, in its Canadian context – but true, perhaps in other national contexts – a fear of 

American cultural encroachment. For Canadian nationalists, American culture has long been 

viewed as a threat. Mass culture, noted Frank Underhill, is “a dynamic form of American 

diplomacy”.150 Such long-standing fears were compounded in the postwar years by the lure of 

American media. Similarly, Harold Innis called for “taking persistent action at strategic points 

against American imperialism in all is attractive guises”.151 Among such attractive products that 

seemed to threaten the Canadian way of life were films, comic books, magazines, and television 

shows. In 1956, for instance, historian Arthur Lower singled out television, specifically American 

television programs, and he warned that: “television would repeat the story of the movie, but on a 

far more intimate scale, for it is carrying ideas, from pie-throwing upward, into every hearth and 

home.”152 The denigration of low-brow culture and American culture had its roots in a conservative 

Canadian fear of the modernity represented by the United States. But as we shall see in the case of 

Barbie, Canadian nationalist concerns extended across the political spectrum, and thus examining 

the postwar Canadian toy industry serves as a means of exploring both right-wing and left-wing 

reactions to the United States in Canada. 
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Chapter 3 

Creating ‘Pieces of Canadian Plastic’: Marjie and Canadian Cultural Nationalism 

 

While she focused on many targets in her 1999 book No Logo, Canadian anti-globalization activist 

Naomi Klein reserved considerable opprobrium for Barbie. Noting that the doll’s parent company 

Mattel had recently sued Danish pop band Aqua over the song ‘Barbie Girl’ – Mattel eventually 

lost the suit – Klein denounced this corporate bullying, presented by the company as an effort to 

protect the integrity of the Barbie brand, by asking: “Who if not Barbie is as much cultural symbol 

as product? Barbie, after all, is the archetypal space invader, a cultural imperialist in pink. She is 

the one who paints entire towns fuchsia to celebrate ‘Barbie Month.’ She is the Zen mistress who 

for the past four decades has insisted on being everything to young girls – doctor, bimbo, teenager, 

career girl, Unicef ambassador.” Indeed, on the pernicious nature of Barbie, Klein, recalling her 

own childhood, wrote: “I wasn’t allowed to have a Barbie (‘a racket’, my parents ruled, ‘first it’s 

a doll, then a camper van, then the whole mansion’) but I had Barbie in my brain.”1 Such 

characterizations of Barbie – both the doll’s appeal to girls and the domineering nature of the brand 

and its associations with American cultural imperialism – have a long pedigree among Canadians. 

When the doll made its debut in 1959 some Canadian consumers balked at Barbie’s overt sexuality 

as well as its non-Canadian nature. The “sex kitten Barbie” was deemed by writers in the Toronto 

Globe and Mail as simply “too American” to be appropriate for young Canadian girls.2 

Given these apparent fears, the Earle Pullan Company, a small Canadian toy manufacturer, 

leapt at the opportunity to present an alternative to Barbie, the demure Marjie. “Shapely but not 
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sexy,” as her press release insisted, Marjie was marketed as a “piece of Canadian plastic” with 

distinctly Canadian qualities.3 Sitting on the edge of the American empire, Canadian fears of 

Americanization made this doll a soldier on a new cultural and economic battlefield, for the 1960s 

saw burgeoning nationalism in English Canada framed largely against the United States. As was 

the case with other cultural products including newspapers and magazines, donuts and sweatshirts, 

university curriculum and even the English language itself, Canadians began to engage in a 

powerful blend of cultural and consumer nationalism all in effort to exclude what was ‘American’ 

and thereby to define what was ‘Canadian’.4 In this way, Canadian nationalists sought to build an 

“imagined community”, a process inherent in all nation-building attempts and one that involves 

defining who belongs and who does not.5 Doing so was difficult, though, because of various 

competing forces in Canada, whether French and English divisions, regional strains, the lingering 

impact of British imperialism, mounting American dominance, or the legacy of waves of 

immigration. As Maclean’s noted in 1965, “The searcher after the palpable facts about Canada 

may stumble on the elusive phenomenon called the Canadian identity. Canadians are much 

concerned about it and ask if it exists.”6Alongside the increasing anxiety to define the national 
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consciousness was yet another shift that was influencing the national psyche: the rise of the mass 

consumer. 

Earle Pullan’s Marjie doll became an agent of Canadian national essence and projections 

of ‘Canadianness.’ It also became a foot soldier in the battle for consumer dollars, for the Canadian 

toy industry experienced a huge boom in the postwar years even as it faced growing and ultimately 

fatal competition from the United States. In many ways, the Earle Pullan Toy Company sought to 

use the toy as a form of cultural and economic national ‘gatekeeping’ against the American 

intruder.  Just as Canadians sought to preserve and define notions of ‘Canadianess’ and “Anglo-

Canadian middle-class ideals” in relation to the influx of postwar immigration, so too did they try, 

largely unsuccessfully, to beat back notions of modernity tied to mass consumption and mass 

culture, all of which were seen as too American.7 Canadian resistance to American mass culture 

in the guise of modernity was not a postwar phenomenon. Rather, it had long roots within 

especially conservative thought in Canada, a point stressed in works by Damien-Claude Bélanger, 

Len Kuffert, and Philip Massolin.8 As these scholars stress, for many Canadians, nationalism was 

synonymous with anti-modernism and anti-Americanism, views that found favour on the right of 

the political spectrum. Yet by the 1960s, a shift was taking place, in that anti-American Canadian 

nationalism was becoming prominent, too, on the political left. Although this ‘New Nationalism’ 

embraced certain elements of modernity, it also rejected elements of mass consumption and mass 
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culture as too capitalistic and, thereby, too American.9 However, this New Nationalism found 

expression in a range of efforts to promote Canadian culture, and even mass culture, as distinctive 

from that of American (but also British) culture, a movement that gained considerable momentum 

by the late 1960s and early 1970s. Marjie, then, can be seen as an early effort in this campaign. 

In its gatekeeping venture against American influences Earle Pullan was allied with 

Canadian Playthings Manufacturers Incorporated. Canadian Playthings was a trade organization 

dedicated to promoting the toy industry in Canada. While its membership largely consisted of toy 

manufacturers from across the country, it worked for the interests of both manufacturers and 

corporate buyers; and, in the interests of good public relations, to the promotion of the value of 

“Made-in-Canada” toys and playthings.10 Of course, the rise of mass consumer culture saw the 

rise of more targeted marketing and advertising. In particular, as Michael Dawson has shown in 

his work on tourism, Canadians in the postwar period were inundated with travel advertisements 

in their newspapers and magazines which tended to highlight the joy and spectacle of travel within 

the country: see the country and experience ‘Canada’, see the country and experience being 

‘Canadian.’11 The heightened sense of this national preoccupation with questions about national 

identity also saw an emphasis in advertising which targeted the Canadian qualities of products and 

eventually led to strong “Buy Canadian” advertising campaigns. As Paul Rutherford has noted, in 

the 1970s, Canadian firms such as Molson, Red Rose Tea, and the Bank of Nova Scotia used 
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Canadian patriotism as part of their advertising appeals.12 An example of such advertising is a 

promotion launched by Dominion Foundries and Steel Limited, based in Hamilton, Ontario, which 

cautioned consumers to “Ask before you buy...is it made in Canada?”13 And just as patriotism 

could be used to sell Canadian-made steel products, so too could it be used to hawk toys. “Dear 

Santa,” began a four-page Canadian Playthings advertising insert for newspaper and magazines in 

1957, “Make This a Canadian Christmas.”14 Appealing not just to the rotund, crimson elf but to 

Canadian parents, became a major goal of Canadian Playthings, part of a wider effort by Canadian 

cultural producers to play to nationalist sentiments. 

Marjie was one of many weapons in Canadians’ cultural and economic cold war with the 

United States. On toys in general, Braden Hutchinson notes that they “were used as a ‘way in’ to 

mobilize Canadians in support of numerous political causes by linking them directly to their child’s 

well-being and their everyday acts as consumers.”15 While Chapter 4 focuses on the economic 

aspects of this confrontation with American power, this chapter looks at questions surrounding 

cultural nationalism and Marjie’s relation to wider efforts to define a new Canada in a period of 

American cultural penetration and when, thanks to the rise of a youth generation – the baby 

boomers – debates surrounding mass consumption and mass culture took on a new urgency. Yet 

as a cultural product, Marjie also raised questions about gender politics in Canada, for it was a 

teenage doll marketed at girls and, with its nationalist emphasis, sought to shape the way in which 
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girls – Canadian girls in particular – were expected to act. Finally, Marjie is another exemplar of 

the cultural politics surrounding toys. The same period in which Marjie emerged saw a growing 

movement in Canada, largely amongst mothers, to either ban war toys or to at least not purchase 

toy guns, soldiers, tank, and airplanes.16 Anxieties over war toys and, as we shall see, over Barbie, 

were indicative of the growing postwar obsession with psychology, in this case child psychology, 

and, with it, the attention to children’s development that so heavily characterized the baby-boom 

era. A central element in child psychology, which blended social and behavioural psychology, was 

the notion that parents could, and indeed should, shape their children’s behavioural patterns.17 Just 

as war toys might affect a child’s development by making them more prone to violent behaviour 

– and, in a wider sense, more prone to support warfare – so too could American products influence 

the thoughts and actions of Canada’s youngest consumers, or, at least, that was the fear shared by 

many adult Canadians. Canadian children, though, were content to play with Barbie. 

 

Cultural Continentalism in the Postwar Era  

The Marjie doll must be seen against the contemporaneous context of English Canadian 

nationalism and with it, the feelings of anti-Americanism or, perhaps rather, un-Americanism that 

were so prevalent in Canada during this period. The postwar years in North America saw economic 
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continentalism: that is, the intertwining of the Canadian and American economies thanks to the 

recovery and expansion of Canadian manufacturing during the Second World War and the huge 

growth of primary resource industries which helped to fuel the US economy. Moreover, and 

related, the era saw cultural continentalism, as American media cemented their dominance in the 

Canadian market, especially among the growing population of youth. The result by the late 1950 

was a revival of longstanding Canadian fears about getting too close to the United States. 

“The great national challenge” for Canada, historian Norman Hillmer has argued, “pits a 

clumsy groping for identity and independence against an intense integration with a great 

neighbour’s culture, military and commerce.”18 Certainly, the 1960s in Canada saw plenty of 

groping, much of it having to do with a perceived threat to Canadian independence from the United 

States. At the outset of the decade, in a cover story on the United States in the Canadian 

newsmagazine Maclean’s, Canadian novelist Hugh MacLennan had warned of:  

The Americanization of Canada – by which I mean the swamping of our national 
purpose by that of the United States and of our habit by a state of mind totally 
American – has been such a subconscious profess on our part…[Canada was] a 
colony of a sort unknown to the history of Europe or Asia. No military might 
breathes on us from south of the border. None would, for the Americans are not 
that kind of people.19 
 

Rather, what was “happening to Canada is merely this: she is becoming, at least on the popular 

level, a mental and spiritual colony of the United States; a conditioned-reflex colony of that cluster 

of ideas, values, habits and thought-patterns called by Mr. Harry Luce ‘The American Way of 
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Life.’” In MacLennan’s view, Canadians were anti-American, not in the sense of being hostile to 

Americans or to the United States itself but, rather, hostile to US mass culture: “anti-Americanism 

today is simply anti-hucksterism”, and there was a need for Canadian voices to rise “against the 

huge brass band of American salesmanship that we import duty-free into the country.”20 The 

following year, W.H. Baxter, publisher of the Canadian Commentator wrote, “It would be wrong 

to conclude that we are anti-American but more accurate to say pro-Canadian. The U.S. must 

realize that we are equal partners (and not a vast dumping ground for overruns, overflows and over 

produced goods), but a much needed partner in the United States defence.”21 As these comments 

attest, the 1960s in Canada saw a period of preoccupation with the United States, a reaction, in 

effect, to the cozy postwar relationship between the two countries, partly in terms of both military 

and economic relations, but also in regards to cultural matters. At the end of the decade, Carleton 

University history professor H. Blair Neatby summed up the 1960s in Canada as a “decade of 

obsession with the American menace.”22 
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 English Canadian nationalism was prevalent across the political spectrum. Hence in federal 

elections in 1957 and 1958, Canadians elected a Progressive Conservative government under 

Prime Minister John Diefenbaker, a fiery prairie populist who saw a great future ahead for Canada 

if only it could shake its close attachment to the United States. As one contemporary account had 

it, to pin Diefenbaker’s election wins on anti-Americanism was “an oversimplification”. Instead, 

his victories “represented a reaction to the fear of domination by U.S.” for “by the time the 

overlong Liberal regime ended many Canadians felt that colonialism within the Commonwealth 

had merely been exchanged for ‘the new colonialism’ – financial and economic domination of 

Canada by the United States.”23 Indeed, the demise of Diefenbaker’s conservative government in 

1963, and its replacement by the Liberal government of Lester Pearson – a seeming return to the 

very continentalist policies that Diefenbaker had been elected to do away with – led philosopher 

George Grant to famously lament in 1965 the death of the Canadian nation. Grant’s lament was 

for a conservative, traditional, British-inspired and un-American type of Canada. And yet at just 

that same moment, a so-called ‘New Nationalism’ was arising, one that saw or idealized a different 

sort of Canada that was also under threat by the Americans. Informed by the ideas of political 

economy and the ideals of the New Left, the New Nationalists viewed Canada as a cultural, 

economic, and military satellite or colony of the United States. As Abraham Rotstein, one of the 

foremost New Nationalists lamented in 1967: “We stand in this country in paralyzed and passive 
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fascination with America – its marvels, its obsessions and its tragedies. But we have neither the 

moral resources to deeply appreciate the great achievements of America nor the natural backbone 

to protest the crisis she is inflicting on the world in the name of her messianic vision of a global 

utopia.”24 As is clear from this quotation, New Nationalist views were infused by a reaction not 

simply to American power and ideology but to the demonstration of that power and that ideology 

in Vietnam, as well as the morally bankrupt nature of the American system in a period in which 

cities across the United States were ravaged by racial strife. 

 In the 1960s, Canadians criticizing the United States from the left frequently invoked 

notions of sharp differences between the two countries. In the resulting process, new nationalists 

portrayed Canada as a “Peaceable Kingdom” in contradistinction to the American ‘other’, a 

country that was engaged in a war in Southeast Asia and where racism was endemic.25 Of course 

this notion ignored Canada’s own overseas military involvement – including a so-called ‘Quiet 

Complicity’ with the American war effort in Vietnam – as well as discrimination faced by Black 

Canadians, not to mention Indigenous peoples and other racialized groups in Canada.26 Still, the 
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framing of Canada against an American ‘other’ was important to the new nationalists, just as it has 

been important to other groups throughout Canadian history.27 The intensity of the new 

nationalists’ feelings on this point is perhaps best reflected by the views of novelist Farley Mowat, 

who, in The New Romans: Candid Canadian Opinions of the U.S., a 1968 collection of short 

essays, poems, and articles on the United States, affirmed that “there can be no other real choice 

open to a Canadian except to resist the Yanks and all their works so that we, as a people and a 

nation, may escape being ingested into the Eagle’s gut, never to emerge again except – maybe – 

as a patch of excrement upon the pages of world history.”28 

As the 1960s wore on, the search for and protection of English Canadian nationalism 

advanced, with much of nationalists’ efforts focused on cultural issues, though often these matters 

were linked to economic considerations as well. Culture had long been a source of concern for 

Canadian nationalists, with both the 1920s and 1950s seeing particular attention devoted in Canada 

to the influx of American magazines and its effect not only on the Canadian magazine industry, 

                                                      
War (Toronto: Between the Lines, 1986). And on Canada’s relations with the ‘Third World’ in 
general, see: Karen Dubinsky, Sean Mills, and Scott Rutherford, eds., Canada and the Third 
World: Overlapping Histories (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2016). On racism against 
Black Canadians, please see, for instance: Constance Backhouse, Colour-Coded: A Legal History 
of Racism in Canada, 1900-1950 (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1998); and Barrington 
Walker, Race on Trial: Black Defendants in Ontario’s Criminal Courts, 1858-1958 (Toronto: 
University of Toronto Press, 2010); James Walker, “Race”, Rights and the Law in the Supreme 
Court of Canada (Waterloo, ON: Wilfrid Laurier University Press, 1997); Joseph Mensah, Black 
Canadians: History, Experience, Social Conditions, Second Edition (Halifax: Fernwood 
Publishing, 2010); Dorothy Williams, The Road to Now: A History of Blacks in Canada (Montréal: 
Véhicule Press, 1997); Sarah-Jane Mathieu, North of the Color Line: Migration and Black 
Resistance in Canada, 1870-1955 (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2010). 
27 On older efforts involving the ‘othering’ of the United States by Canadians, please see: Carl 
Berger, “The Loyalist Tradition,” in The Sense of Power: Studies In the Ideas of Canadian 
Imperialism, 1867-1914 (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1970); Jane Errington, The Lion, 
the Eagle, and Upper Canada: A Developing Colonial Ideology 2nd Edition (Montréal and 
Kingston: McGill-Queen’s University Press, 2012); and Bélanger, Prejudice and Pride. 
28 Farley Mowat, “Letter To My Son,” in The New Romans: Candid Canadian Opinions of the 
U.S., ed., Al Purdy (Edmonton: Hurtig Press, 1968), 1. 



 144 

but also on Canadian minds.29 Such was the conclusion of the Royal Commission on Publications, 

the so-called ‘O’Leary Commission’, which issued a report in 1961 decrying the American threat 

to the Canadian publishing industry.30 Other aspects of Canadian culture, particularly the fine and 

performing arts, scholarship, and broadcasting, had been the subject of another royal commission 

– the ‘Massey Commission’ – a decade earlier. The resulting 1951 report of the Royal Commission 

on National Development in the Arts, Letters and Sciences gave voice to the concern over the 

eclipse of Canadian culture in an era in which American mass culture was ever-expanding thanks 

to radio, film, and television. The commission report put the problem before Canadians succinctly: 

“Hollywood refashions us in its own image”.31 The Massey Commission’s emphasis was on 

highbrow pursuits, with a recommended prescription of investment in theatre, ballet, universities, 

and public broadcasting, as well as the establishment of a National Library and a government-

funded council for the arts; the federal government took the latter two recommendations seriously. 

However, fundamentally, as Ryan Edwardson has noted, Massey “articulated a grand cultural 

blueprint which largely ostracized the very audience it sought to guide into cultural nationhood”, 

namely the mass of Canadian cultural consumers.32 
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 The protection and definition of Canadian culture during the postwar era was not simply a 

government-sponsored effort; indeed, far from it. In an effort to standardize the spellings and 

record the distinctive words that would form ‘Canadian English’, Canadian academics and 

educators developed their own dictionaries, though this process also had to do with drawing 

differences with the British.33 Similarly, Edmonton-based publisher Mel Hurtig commissioned a 

Canadian Encyclopedia and Canadian publishers as a whole sought to promote Canadian writers 

of both fiction and non-fiction. Thus the publishing house McClelland and Stewart began more 

vigorously to promote Canadian authors, while 1967 saw the founding of House of Anansi Press 

as a distinctly Canadian publisher bent on finding young talent in literary fiction, poetry, and non-

fiction.34 Collectively, these were efforts to promote a distinct Canadian culture and were not anti-

American in themselves. However, particularly as the 1960s wore on, signs of Canadian cultural 

nationalism framed in contradistinction to the United States became apparent.  

The period saw the publication of several Canadian comic book series that were 

consciously geared toward imparting to their readers distinctive Canadian as opposed to American 

values. As with the clash between Marjie and Barbie, the showdown between Captain Canuck and 

Captain America exemplified an effort by Canadian cultural producers to impart Canadian values 

and influence the development of a Canadian consciousness.35 Relatedly, Canadian musicians 
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crafted songs exulting in Canada and in Canadian differences from Americans. Perhaps the most 

famous articulation of this ‘Canadian sound’ was the Guess Who, who, in their 1970 hit “American 

Woman”, told their eponymous target: “I don't need your war machines / I don’t need your ghetto 

scenes”. An irony, of course, is that many Canadian nationalist musicians only achieved fame and 

fortune by signing with American record labels and by performing in the United States; as we shall 

see in Chapter 4, Canadian toy manufacturers desperately sought out foreign markets.36 By the 

1970s, the Canadian Broadcasting Corporation (CBC) had developed a Canadian version of 

Sesame Street, again in an attempt to impart Canadian, in opposition to American, values.37 

A similar example of cultural nationalism broadcast onto television sets across the country 

was CBC’s series Radisson. Though it only ran for two seasons, from 1957 to 1958 – just prior to 

Marjie’s release – the series was an attempt to create a Canadian variation of Walt Disney’s popular 

Davy Crockett series. Airing primetime in Canada on Saturday nights, the series was CBC’s “first 

extended experience with filmed drama.”38 A historical drama based on the life of seventeenth 

century French explorer, Pierre Radisson, the series was unique in that it was available in both 

French and English using translated scripts but maintaining the same cast for each iteration.  As 

media historian Paul Rutherford notes, CBC was explicit about the fact “that the purpose of the 

show was to produce a true Canadian hero. ‘Radisson’ would prove once and for all that we didn’t 

have to import heroes. It would demonstrate that Canadian history wasn’t dull, and it would 
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promote pride in the country.”39 However, the show did not achieve CBC’s goals. While the show 

was initially popular, partly drawing interest from Canadians interested in seeing the Canadian 

answer to Crockett, the similarities were seen as too close. One Ottawa Citizen article declared 

that the title song to the show “so closely resembled Davy Crockett that it was a little 

sickening…Some find the whole thing just a bit nauseating in its shameless imitation of the 

American show and song.”40 Ultimately, the show failed as a televised projection of cultural 

nationalism as Canadians instead chose Davy Crockett and his coonskin cap. Just as Radisson 

mimicked Crockett, so too did Marjie mimic Barbie.  

As will be shown below, Marjie was similarly intended to be a Canadian doll meant to 

appeal to the emerging growth of Canadian values and sensibilities. The reason for Marjie’s 

development, then – or part of the reason given the profit motive of the doll’s manufacturer – was 

that in Canada, Barbie was given meaning as an American toy and threat. Furthermore, at the same 

time, the teenage fashion doll became embroiled in postwar debates about mass culture and 

consumption, child rearing and psychology, and gender roles, issues that will now be addressed. 

What again is worth emphasizing here, though, is that by the 1960s, there was a growing rejection 

of or at least heavy skepticism toward cultural continentalism and an almost palpable sense in 

Canada that “the issue of an independent and creative cultural life in this country may be the 

ultimate determinant of our prospect of survival.”41 
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Not Just Child’s Play: Youth, Toys, and Mass Culture in Postwar Canada 

Dolls had been produced in the land that would be known as Canada for centuries by indigenous 

peoples. These dolls tended to be made of found natural materials such as wood, leather, bone, 

quilting fabrics, fur, and cornhusks.42 However, Canada’s formal toy industry was established 

around the turn of the twentieth century in 1911, but it remained extremely small, with Canadian 

toy firms selling just a few thousand dollars’ worth of products annually. The first company of 

note was the Dominion Toy Manufacturing Company, which began in Toronto and later won a 

contract to produce Eaton’s Beauty Dolls.43 These dolls were produced for and sold by the popular 

Canadian department store from the beginning of the twentieth century and were “the most popular 

and often the most advertised doll of the Eaton’s line-up of Christmas dolls.”44 Expensive for the 

period – sold at $1 for the smallest Beauty Doll – these dolls were taken off the market by Eaton’s 

in 1916 but were re-introduced in 1924 and sold for $1.50. While the Eaton’s catalog advertised 

goods from around the world, the company was keen to promote its products of Canadian origin 

by including a maple leaf next to “pictures of dolls made in Canada to encourage parents to buy 

Canadian.”45 

In most ways, however, industrialized toy production for sale in Canada mirrored the 

development of the American industry, albeit occurring several decades later. It was not until after 

the Second World War that Canada’s toy industry began to flourish. The reason for this postwar 

boom in Canadian toy production – as in the United States – was the baby boom. Six million 
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Canadians were born between 1945 and 1961, leading to an intense focus on children, childhood, 

and children’s development. Of concern, too, was children’s consumption, toys included. A 

postwar obsession with children manifested itself in a mania for toys. As Braden Hutchinson has 

pointed out “Toys became the principle [sic] way for bringing children directly into pressing adult 

concerns over the realities of postwar life in Canada. They established concerns about the presence, 

past and future as conflicts about the nature of childhood.”46 Parents and a growing army of child 

psychologists assigned deep meaning to toys, part of the postwar focus on children, itself the result 

of the growth of the toy industry, and the emergence of a large, youthful population in North 

America. In his history of Canada’s baby boomers, Doug Owram noted that these youths were 

“more at the centre of the family universe than had been the case for any previous generation”.47 

Similarly, Paul Rutherford has argued that baby boomers defined the era as did notions of “mass 

affluence”, with the spread of “money, security, leisure, and freedom sufficient to enjoy North 

American abundance”.48 Toys were one luxury that soon became a necessity for young families.  

A booming population meant booming toy sales, leading a reporter to stress that “young Canada 

knows what it wants. It’s a wise and successful adult who can pick the trends.”49 

In the postwar years, toys took on a new importance. As Dr. Benjamin Spock – the most 

famous guru of parental advice in this era – pointed out in his parenting bible The Common Sense 

Book of Baby and Child Care, “When children show a universal craving for something, whether 

the comics or candy or jazz, we’ve got to assume it has a positive, constructive value for them.”50 
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In addition to child experts, the toy industry seized on notions of their products’ importance. For 

instance, a 1953 advertisement by Kiddicraft Toys in Maclean’s asked readers “How are you 

tackling the serious business of play? For it is a serious business – nothing could be more mistaken 

than the notion that there is anything trivial in a child’s preoccupation with its toys.”51 “[P]lay”, 

wrote a contributor to Chatelaine, Canada’s leading women’s magazine, “is child’s work”.52 And 

as the Globe and Mail’s women’s advice columnist observed, “Children use toys all year round 

for growing and learning … They need toys to broaden their experience and awaken new interests.” 

In this regard, she stressed that “No matter how delightful it may be, the elaborate doll or musical 

teddy bear would be an extravagance if it means Susie must do without the hollow blocks or 

tricycle she could use later in the year.”53 

If play was important, then so too was ensuring that children played well, namely in ways 

that promoted their physical, mental, and moral health. “So when you go to buy a toy for junior”, 

noted the editors of the Saskatoon Star-Phoenix, “please realize it’s no laughing matter.”54 The 

reason why the paper urged such a serious outlook toward toy-buying was that the postwar years 

(and our own era) came to be marked by a fear that children were “morally fragile…always on the 

verge of yielding to temptation”.55 Parents therefore had to be on guard in order to protect their 

offspring from dangerous ideas or corrupting influences, which added to the myriad things for 

which parents were now responsible. The result, Spock himself would note a few years later, was 

                                                      
51 “Advertisement for Kiddicraft Toys,” Maclean’s Magazine, 1 September 1953. 
52 Evelyn Craw Matthews, “A Place to Play,” Chatelaine, May 1946, 25. 
53 Jocelyn Raymond, “Children Prefer Toys Which Allow Them to Play,” Globe and Mail, 12 
December 1963; Jocelyn Raymond, “Buying Impulses Need Curbing,” Globe and Mail, 10 
December 1959. 
54 “Making and Buying Toys Becomes Serious Art,” Saskatoon Star-Phoenix, 1 September 1959. 
55 Neil Sutherland, Children in English-Canadian Society: Framing the Twentieth-Century 
Consciousness (University of Toronto Press: Toronto, 1976), 20. 



 151 

that “One of the reasons why being a parent has been so hard in twentieth-century America is that 

so much psychological data has been accumulated by professional people. It has intimidated many 

experts.”56 Indeed, parents themselves were expected to be experts. “A conscientious parent”, one 

commentator observed in 1951, “intent upon the task of raising children, must be moralist, 

psychologist, educator, philosopher, theologian, physician, nurse, and dietician in addition to being 

a father and mother.”57 As for the impact of culture on children, social scientists and child 

psychologists continue to hold the view that there are correlations between playthings and various 

complex social and psychological issues – witness efforts by pro-gun advocates in the United 

States to pin the blame for mass shootings not on the prevalence of weaponry but on the violence 

portrayed, variously, in video games, film, television, and rap music.58 Still, in the postwar years 

there were voices of dissent, with some commentators urging parents not to be frightened into 

coddling or obsessing over their children.59 As for toys, in 1965 H. J. Adelman, the vice president 

of Canadian Playthings, fired back at what he saw as overly-concerned parents. “What is wrong 

with toys for children”, Adelman argued, “is that adults don’t buy with a child’s interest in mind, 

but with their own (as the story says) jaded tastes.” In his view, and presumably that of Canadian 

toymakers, “Children want miniatures of what their parents see and use, hence furniture, 

wardrobes, prams, ride ‘em trucks, war toys, etc.”60 
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In postwar Canada, toys were also emblematic of debates over the impact of mass 

consumption, mass culture, and modernity, with many Canadians fearful of these trends, in part 

because of the American influence lingering behind such developments, but also because of a 

sense that these ‘lowbrow’ influences were at best, crass, at worst, a potentially mortal danger.61 

Take, for example, comic books, the advent of which seemed, to many detractors, to herald an 

“age of illiteracy” amongst North American youth.62 Paralleling developments in the United 

States, in 1949, E. Davie Fulton, an up-and-coming Progressive Conservative MP from British 

Columbia – the future justice minister under Prime Minister John Diefenbaker – got Parliament to 

pass a private member’s bill banning crime comics from Canada, a law that is still in effect. Fulton 

was not alone in possessing a dim view of comics over their feared influence on Canada’s youth. 

In 1948, Prime Minister William Lyon Mackenzie King had professed his opposition to the 

publishing of “comics which are calculated to incline the minds of children in the way of murder 

and immoral acts, etc.”63 This fear of comic books was linked to parental and societal worries over 

juvenile delinquency and youth culture, which were common in the immediate postwar years; 

Bryan Palmer has used the term ‘Riotous Victorianism’ to describe the Canadian version of 
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juvenile delinquency.64 What such concerns underlined was the perceived power of consumer 

goods to shape young minds and thus the sense of anxiety surrounding children’s development 

and the dangers children allegedly faced from immoral products. 

War toys were also subject to these concerns over moral and immoral consumer products 

aimed at children. As part of a wider disarmament movement aimed mainly but not exclusively at 

nuclear weapons, the Canadian wing of the Women’s International League for Peace and Freedom 

(WILPF) published a pamphlet in 1948 (reissued in 1952) titled An Appeal to All Parents: Too 

Many Backyards Are Turned into Battlegrounds – We Urge You to Disarm Your Children. In it, 

this women’s organization – which had been concerned about war toys’ impact on children since 

the interwar period – warned that toy guns and other militaristic products for children “arouse the 

desire to kill. They breed ideas of enmity and unfriendliness.” Urging a boycott of such goods and 

the stores that sold them, WILPF hoped that parents would purchase types of toys that would 

“develop habits of give and take, co-operation and goodwill”, all in an effort to “prepare the 

innocent minds of your children for a peaceful tomorrow by ending games based upon the horrors 

of war.”65 Protecting innocent minds was a key concern of many parents, and WILPF was not 

alone among Canadians in stressing the danger of war toys. In 1957 the National Council of 

Women called on Prime Minister Louis St. Laurent to ban this category of children’s playthings, 

especially toy guns, as they were “dangerous weapons” and served “no useful purpose 
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whatsoever.”66 War toys were “symbols of hell,” wrote one religious commentator, because they 

were designed to ingrain “in children the fantasy-glory of war.”67 

Perhaps chief among the many Canadian proponents of boycotting war toys was the Voice 

of Women (VOW), Canada’s foremost women’s disarmament group, which had formed in 1960. 

The group had fought an ultimately losing campaign against the Canadian adoption of nuclear 

weapons – Prime Minister Lester Pearson concluded a nuclear agreement with the United States 

in 1963 – before turning to various other campaigns, including support for a nuclear weapons test 

ban and opposition to American involvement in Vietnam.68 As part of this new emphasis, in the 

lead-up to Christmas in 1964, the VOW launched a war toy boycott campaign in which it urged 

women both to avoid buying such toys and to tear out catalogue pages featuring war toys and send 

the offending pages back to retailers. Grounding this campaign and others in the findings of 

children’s psychology, the VOW reminded parents that “toys are the tools with which children 

learn to behave as adults.”69As part of its campaign, VOW singled out G.I. Joe (introduced in 

1964) for considerable opprobrium. Marjorie Lawrence, the author of a VOW critique of Joe, noted 

that the toy soldier was akin to Barbie, for while the voluptuous fashion doll very much embodied 
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notions of consumption and domesticity the soldier doll embodied militarism and a sense that war 

was honourable. And the danger, then, was that “When the arms race and the toy race become 

synonymous, what does that mean for countries that protest to the world that they stand for peace?” 

As Lawrence wondered, “Are we paying lip service to one principle, while we carefully and 

psychologically prepare our children for the inevitability and acceptability of nuclear war?”70 Such 

appeals had an emotional as well as rational pull, which underlined the fundamental importance 

that toys were seen to play in children’s development. 

Meanwhile, media reports on the efficacy of these anti-war toy efforts varied. In 1961, the 

Toronto Star reported that “Baby Dollykins and Rootie Kazootie have routed the little tin soldiers 

and the men in the flying saucers.”71 Yet, war toys sales continued abreast for not everyone was 

swayed by such arguments. “Adverse criticism by many parents about the sale of toys such as 

tanks, machine guns and commando outfits is having little effect on sales”, reported the Globe and 

Mail in 1965, for “GI Joe dolls are as popular with young boys as Barbie dolls are with girls.”72 

Moreover, not all experts were concerned by war toys’ impact. A report in the Saskatoon Star-

Phoenix, for instance, reported the advice of an American psychologist whose research concluded 

that there was nothing wrong with war toys. So, as the paper advised, “Junior is angling for a toy 

flame-thrower for Christmas, let him have it.”73 And one toy company executive in Toronto told a 

reporter for the Toronto Star that embargoing war toys would lead to a “race of namby-pambys.” 
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As he advised parents: “give your boy a machine gun for Christmas [so] he won’t turn into a 

homosexual.”74 

While this view is clearly outrageous and offensive, it again reflects the sense that toys 

played an important role in children’s lives. It also highlighted the gendered nature of toys. “Our 

society”, noted a women’s advice columnist writing in the Globe and Mail, “dictates rather firmly 

which interests are suitable for boys and which for girls. Boys are expected to like trucks and guns, 

things scientific and matters mechanical, while dolls and domesticity are left to their sisters.”75 In 

commenting on a United Nations International Children’s Fund-sponsored exhibition in Toronto 

of toys from around the world one reporter observed that, “From Hong Kong to Helsinki, little 

boys seem to like action playthings, toys that whirl, fly or roll on wheels. Little girls are almost 

uniformly devoted to miniature villages and the dolls who live in them.”76 War toys were of course 

marketed toward boys and campaigns against militarized playthings were therefore focused mainly 

on affecting the outlook of Canada’s male populace. As we shall see below, concerns about Barbie 

were reflective of anxieties over Canada’s girls and the state of Canadian womanhood. Within the 

Cold War era, such concerns were also a reflection of the fears surrounding the superpower 

struggle’s impact on family life, a potent symbol of stability and Western ideology seemingly 

threatened by both communism and the Soviet Union.77 In any event, the connection between war 
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toys and dolls as items of despair was frequently made. “Like war toys”, one reporter wrote in 

1964, “model dolls are a cause of parental concern, particularly as the field grows: Barbie has Ken 

and Midge…and Barbie’s new kid sister, Skipper.”78 

Still, beyond comics and toy guns – not to mention the amorphousness of Rock n’ Roll and 

the more concrete symbolism of Elvis Presley’s hips – if there was a chief menace in this era then 

certainly it was television. Hence in 1949, Maclean’s Pierre Berton warned about the societal and 

cultural dangers of what he called “the One-Eyed Monster” (not that one-eyed monster!): 

television.79 And he was not alone in warning about how television was affecting its viewers’ 

lives.80 Unsurprisingly, then, a significant concern in this era (paralleling current anxieties over 

mobile phones, computers, and the Internet) was how television would impact its youngest 

viewers. Here, a chief issue – and one with relevance to the Barbie phenomenon – was the 

perceived influence of television advertising on children. While parents were concerned with 

children’s programming in general, our specific concern here is with how parental worries 

extended to the huge advertising campaigns mounted by toy makers, aimed squarely at children, 

and beamed into households via the new medium of television. Unlike famed media theorist 

Marshall McLuhan, Canadian parents became increasingly concerned with this medium’s 

message. 

In 1958, an article in Canadian Business, published by the Canadian Chamber of 

Commerce, boasted that, “To Canadian consumers in nearly three million homes, TV selling 
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pushes goods worth hundreds of millions of dollars a year. It is a selling mainspring of our 

economy.”81 This comment underscores the observation made by Canadian media historian Paul 

Rutherford who, in his analysis of Canadian television in the postwar decades, emphasized that “If 

Culture had faltered on television by the early 1960s, Commerce had thrived.”82A chief target of 

these commercial efforts were the baby boomers and their ever-doting parents. Hence, Doug 

Owram has written about the way in which television led to the spread of consumer fads such as 

the Davy Crockett hat, the Hula Hoop, and Barbie (though as this dissertation and the doll’s 

longevity both make clear, Barbie was more than a fad). As Owram has observed, “A good part of 

the appeal of Barbie and of the Davy Crockett hat was the sense of common participation in a peer-

sanctioned act of consumption” with television ensuring “that toy fads would be national, or 

international, rather than local.” Thus, he adds, “Television continued a process of homogenization 

that had begun with mail-order catalogues, modern advertising, and the rise of radio.”83 What such 

insights show, is the impact of mass media, television especially, for ‘the boob tube’ brought 

advertisements, product placements, and even programs about or featuring toys themselves to a 

new mass audience, which, in terms of toys, consisted of the young and impressionable. 

One area where this mix of children’s advertising, consumerism, and societal outrage 

occurred was surrounding Christmas shopping. As was pointed out in Chapter 1, the Christmas 

holiday as it emerged in the Victorian era was linked closely with consumerism, but the postwar 

era saw considerable discontent around the idea that the holiday was far too commercial. For 

instance, one writer complained in 1966 that the hoopla of television advertising meant that it was 
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necessary to speak of “Christmas a la Disney.”84 In a similar vein, one writer of a letter to the 

editor of the Toronto Star decried the manner in which the religious spirit of Christmas had been 

taken over by the “Yuletide hucksters” who were orchestrating a “cash register polka” through 

advertising.85“It is a moot question whether toy manufacturers create overwhelming Christmas 

demand, or merely exploit it” wrote a Globe and Mail columnist. Advertising was a driving force 

“designed to go over the heads of parents” who were often left “with the baffled feeling of having 

been cheated and of having cheated their children.”86 Such criticisms had a point: “Generally, 

through a child’s eyes”, boasted a 1954 Eaton’s advertisement, “Christmas means T-O-Y-S!”87 On 

this theme, and getting to the heart of the problem with commercialization, in offering post-holiday 

advice to parents, women’s advice columnist Jocelyn Raymond called for rationing “the avalanche 

of gifts from fond relatives and friends” so as not to spoil children and to remind them of the real 

reason why Christmas was important.88 Television, then, was seen as having an immense impact 

on children to the point of shaping them into demanding little consumers. The run-up to Christmas 

1964 shopping season saw reports that guns and teen-age dolls (and Barbie was a popular example) 

were the most requested gifts for the simple reason that, “Well-equipped with knowledge of the 

new toys gathered from watching television commercials,” children were “asking downtown 

Santas for specific items, and quoting the brand names.”89  

                                                      
84 Joanne Strong, “Christmas Magic a la Disney,” Globe and Mail, 10 December 1966. See also: 
Stephen Nissenbaum, The Battle for Christmas: A Social and Cultural History of Our Most 
Cherished Holiday (New York: Vintage Books, 1997).  
85 “Hypnotized by the Cash Register Polka,” Toronto Star, 22 December 1960. 
86 Sheila H. Kieran, “The New Toys: realistic, baffling,” Globe and Mail, 3 December 1964. 
87 “Child’s world at Christmas is Made of ‘Like Real’ Toys,” Ottawa Citizen, 30 November 1954. 
Conservatives take note: the ‘War on Christmas’ evidently dates back to 1954 and children and 
businesspeople are apparently to blame for it! 
88 Jocelyn Raymond, “Ration Toys for Playtime Hours,” Globe and Mail, 2 January 1960. 
89 “Guns, Teen-age Dolls Most Requested Gifts,” Globe and Mail, 18 December 1964. 



 160 

As one might expect, there was a backlash against all of this advertising. A 1960 study by 

an American advertising agency revealed mass public resentment “aimed at one specific type of 

toy – the heavily advertised television toy”, though such resentment was often due to 

misrepresentations of what specific toys could do rather than anger toward advertising in and of 

itself.90 It was also reported that “toy store operators don’t like the way toy manufacturers hawk 

their products on TV” because the cost of advertisements raised the price of toys and cut into retail 

profits. In addition, toy retailers faced the brunt of parents’ criticism over “the sneaky way toy 

makers appeal to youngsters when the grownups’ back are turned” even though it was the 

manufacturers who were responsible for “brain-washing” youngsters.91 In terms of a backlash, 

concerned parents did more than argue with shop owners or write letters to the editor. In a report 

to the Catholic Women’s League of Toronto, consumer advocate Mrs. Daniel McCarthy advised 

mothers to make “your children understand what’s going on when the commercials invade your 

home…Also tell your children that the person selling the product is paid to do so…Children don’t 

understand, for instance that Captain Kangaroo is paid to talk about whatever it is he sells on the 

air. Make them understand it’s a matter of business, not a personal conviction.” The problem itself, 

though, was television, which children watched on average three hours a day.92 Moreover, 

consumer advocates, in this case, the Consumer Association of Canada (CAC) and its affiliate 

body, the Canadian Toy Testing Council, issued a joint statement expressing their concern about 

“over-powering TV advertisements.”93 Indeed, the CAC called for government regulation of 

advertising directed at children, an effort that the federal government ignored. However, there was 
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a success scored in 1976, when the Canadian Broadcasting Corporation banned all television 

commercials featuring cartoon characters.94 

If, in these debates over television commercials, we can see an emphasis on postwar 

anxieties connected to the mass consumption inherent in the growing prevalence of mass-

marketed, mass-produced toys as a staple of childhood, we can also trace concern with the 

influence of American television. After all, television programming was an “American 

juggernaut.”95 Here again, children were seen as a special concern, with their young minds viewed 

as being especially susceptible to American culture. Hence, in a 1965 look at television’s impact 

on Canadian children, notably in relation to marketing and advertising, journalist Barbara Frum 

warned: “For Canadian children there is an added subliminal message. Almost all the ads aimed 

at children are made in the United States to sell products also made in the United States. These 

commercials together with the dozens of U.S. shows scheduled on Canadian TV are subtle 

propaganda for the U.S. way of life.”96 It was this concern that differentiated many Canadians’ 

criticisms of television and television advertising from the similar critiques that emanated from 

south of the border, and that were covered in Chapter 2. And as for Barbie, the doll was seen to be 

complicit in this commercialized American campaign. Thus, in a story on the Barbie phenomenon, 

Globe and Mail reporter Leslie Millin decried how “From the impregnable fortress of the 

television tube, the toy manufacturer pours out his advertising upon the parent’s head.”97 
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Dolls and the Barbie Plague 

“Between the time I outgrew my last baby doll and today’s Barbie craze”, wrote Eileen Morris in 

a 1965 Maclean’s article, “Santa revolutionized little-girlhood. The most popular dolls – toy dolls, 

I mean – aren’t babies anymore. They’re swinging teenagers, and a lot of them are named Barbie. 

They wear nylons and brassieres and mink stoles. For their hair, they need curlers, driers, wig 

packs and hair-coloring kits.” As Morris observed, these glamorous accessories raised fears among 

concerned parents, educators, child psychologists, and cultural commentators that teenage dolls, 

along with toy guns, were set to generate “psychic kinks for our children.” Indeed, she quoted 

psychologist Dee Appley of York University, who suggested that before purchasing a toy, parents 

should ask: “What does it tell the child about the world? What does it tell him about himself?” Yet 

as Morris noted, “people who deplore the Barbie doll as a sick fad aren’t looking at the way the 

world is today.” In this regard, she quoted Mrs. I. Hoff, president of the Nursery Education 

Association of Ontario, who pointed out that “Barbie reflects the reality of family life today. 

Mummy isn’t maternal anymore, she doesn’t cuddle and feed her babies over a number of years. 

She’s busy – a good person, but on a different level. The little girl can no longer absorb the mother 

image. But she does see and admire teenagers, so she longs for a teen-type doll.”98 Hoff may have 

been overstating her case, presumably mothers in Canada were still nurturing their children in the 

1960s. Yet her wider point was an incisive one: women’s roles in society were changing, and dolls 

were reflecting that fact. 

 As we have seen in Chapter 2, Barbie and the rise of the teenage fashion doll raised 

profound questions about the nature of girlhood and had an important impact – or were seen to 

have such an impact – on the ways in which women and girls perceived themselves and their role 
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in society. In this sense, then, the Canada-US border was no barrier to the ideas imparted by Barbie 

and its ilk. In Canada in the mid-1950s, as in the United States, baby dolls remained enduringly 

popular, as the top selling type of doll and the second highest selling type of toy.99And no wonder: 

baby dolls imparted a wholesome, nurturing spirit, a maternal outlook that limited women’s roles 

to the family home, but one that reflected societal attitudes. “There’s a part of motherhood that is 

just playing with dolls all over again”, wrote women’s advice columnist Joanne Strong in May 

1958.100 Yet the Barbie doll’s debut just several months later, changed, or at least challenged, 

views of what a doll meant. Indeed, changes were already apparent in the run-up to the 1958 

holiday season. In a report on popular toys, the Globe and Mail reported that “The golden-haired 

beauties of yesteryear are taking a back seat to their more sophisticated sisters who come clad in 

‘mink’ jackets, high-heeled shoes, nail polish and jewelry.”101 

 Just a few months after Barbie’s release, a child psychologist writing in the Globe and Mail 

advised parents to give their children a homemade doll made with pipe cleaners, clothes pins, or a 

“nylon stocking, stuffed with other stockings, tied together to simulate the shape of a doll.” Parents 

should also make doll houses, clothes, furniture together with their children. In addition to 

promoting family time, she contended that rejecting the commercialism of the toy industry was 

practical not simply in financial terms but because “many homemade dolls’ accessories are 

stronger and easier to manipulate than their manufactured counterparts. Some, of course, are not 

as sturdy and not as realistic, but they can still be useful and appealing.”102 In retrospect, this view 
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certainly seems quaint. After all, how could a stuffed piece of stockings compare to the colour, 

glitz, and glamour of Barbie? 

From traditionally-minded women’s advice columnists came a slew of critical comments 

about Barbie. For instance, in 1961, Joanne Strong – whose approving views of the baby doll are 

cited above – informed her readers that her daughter wanted a Barbie. As she then explained, “A 

Barbie doll is a teen-age model doll only interesting if completely outfitted with pumps, lingerie, 

and every modern accessory of fashion. There is also a Ken doll, I was informed. He is Barbie’s 

teen-age boyfriend and his wardrobe is out of this world.” Noting that she herself used to play with 

paper dolls, Strong expressed a fear that “an unbridgeable chasm yawns between me and my 

daughter”.103 “The girls don’t play with their Barbie dolls”, Strong complained two years later. 

“They plot future purchases of wardrobe with the aid of handy enclosed catalogue.”104 Other critics 

stressed the lack of skills and value imparted by Barbie. “As adults we may be fascinated by 

today’s dolls with their extensive wardrobes,” wrote Jocelyn Raymond, “but let’s remember that 

a child’s doll should be for play not prestige. With dolls, young children – both boys and girls – 

can act out the world around them, but it seems a pity to push young children into a world of false 

sophistication.” After all, “merely gathering an assortment of garments and accessories is, for the 

young child, a passive and unsatisfying form of play”, and, as we have seen, child experts in the 

postwar years had stressed the importance role that toys played in children’s development.105 

Similar notions about commercialism and childhood development were voiced by Betty 

Campbell, another concerned mother. “I’m thinking”, she wrote, “about these minute ladies in 
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miniature stretch pants and mohair sweaters, who from the age of three and four spend countless 

hours fitting foundation garments on Barbie, or Debbie, or Judy dolls, so that they may the more 

sveltely fit into the seductive dresses which they’ll wear on dates with Ken, or Bob or Peter.” For 

Campbell, the impact on her daughter of both the sexualized and commercialized nature of the 

teenage fashion doll was a source of worry. As she put it, “It seems very likely that this subtle, 

glamorous and expensive conditioning is going to affect seriously the tastes, values and 

inclinations of impressionable teens and sub-teens”. In terms of values, she complained that few 

children seemed “disposed to spend their time making model African huts out of plasticine” – 

training, perhaps, for overseas volunteering – but, rather, were now obsessing over “the gay, fun-

filled life of today’s doll” which prepared girls “to visit the ski-slope, and the ski-lodge, the malt 

shop, and the most sophisticated dine-and-dance spot.”106 And although the organization generally 

concerned itself with war toys, speaking for the Voice of Women, Meg Sears, its national vice-

president, declared: “Barbie is another dead-end toy. All the child can do is keep changing the 

clothes instead of cuddling it, taking it into the bathtub and treating it like a baby”, a clear lament 

for the shift away from the nurturing aspect of the traditional baby doll. “And as for the boyfriend 

Ken,”, added Sears, “there’s something unpleasant about the idea. We’re not objecting to boy dolls 

as long as they are real boy dolls”, though she left the definition of a real boy doll unstated.107 

Many criticisms about Barbie invoked not just concern over crass consumption but fears 

surrounding sex, and laments about lost youth and innocence – all of which stemmed from the 

view that toys and playthings had a profound impact on children. So, writing in the Globe and 

Mail in 1963, American cultural commentator Russell Baker complained that “the sex kitten 
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Barbie has replaced the baby doll. What upheaval says more about the age?” Baby dolls were 

appealing, he thought, what they “offered little girls was sound preparation for the realities of life 

beyond the Barbie stage. Barbie is another dish. For complete happiness, she requires a $250 

wardrobe and an adolescent steady … The ugly implications of Barbie are clear enough”.108 In a 

letter to the editor agreeing with Baker, Constance Strickland of Toronto announced her own 

disproval of “the demise of the wholesome baby dolls for the upsurge in popularity of the sex 

kitten Barbie.” “What happened”, Strickland asked, “to the days when a child could amuse himself 

for hours with the homely accoutrements of everyday life?” And she ended her lament with an 

appeal to “put out of existence those things which teach our children only to grow up too fast, too 

soon.”109 And although both Ken and Barbie lacked genitalia, their status as boyfriend and 

girlfriend was enough so that at a Consumers Association of Canada panel discussion in 1965, 

mothers present condemned both them and their relationship.110 Like Romeo and Juliet, Ken and 

Barbie were teenagers in love against the world. 

Furthermore, by the 1970s, with the growth of the women’s liberation movement since the 

late 1960s, Barbie and its ilk became an important target. “Liberated mothers, it seems, want their 

daughters – and sons – to be liberated even before they learn to read”, wrote one newspaper 

reporter in 1971. That year, representatives from the women’s movement, including the National 

Organization of Women, requested a meeting with toy manufacturers to ask that war toys that 

depicted violence against women and all fashion and homemaking toys be taken off the market. 

They wanted these undesirable toys replaced with educational playthings designed, marketed, and 
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sold without regard for gender. “Toys imply roles”, they noted, “Why should children have to 

make decisions about roles at such a young age?” And a special consideration in this regard was 

avoiding toys that sidelined females into the domestic sphere. “Girls should not be led to think that 

a female toy that represents housekeeping is everything.” Moreover, the women’s liberation 

activists recommended replacing Barbie with dolls that could appeal to both females and males, 

though they admitted that their promotion of doll play for boys would unsettle traditional gender 

binaries likely raise concerning about homosexuality. As one activist noted, her boys’ grandparents 

had asked: “Don’t you think dolls will make them sissies?”111 

Of course, not everyone was worried about Barbie. One Globe and Mail report on the 

phenomenon surrounding the fashion doll quoted psychologist Dr. John Rich: “‘Isn’t it interesting 

that, although we encourage young girls to act as mothers (with traditional baby dolls), we are 

alarmed at dolls which stress clothes-consciousness and sexiness – both necessary preparations for 

marriage and motherhood.’” Furthermore, Dr. Paul Steinhauer, a Toronto psychiatrist, pointed out 

that “‘in a society that encourages training bras and nylons at an increasingly younger age, all this 

fuss about so-called stimulation by this type of doll is really a tempest in a teapot.’”112 Indeed, in 

1963 the Globe and Mail predicted that “Toy sales may hit a record this Christmas”, driven in part 

by Barbie, the most popular plaything for girls and the top seller overall in Toronto, Winnipeg, 

and Edmonton. “The dominance of the Barbie doll”, the paper reported, “is attributed partly to 

heavy advertising and partly to controversy about the doll in the press.”113 Whatever the reason for 

its success, and all concerns aside, in 1966, commenting on criticism about Barbie, Mattel 
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Canada’s director of marketing, John Carson, reminded readers that Barbie was the most popular 

doll in Canada.114 As in the United States, criticisms of Barbie did not dissuade a significant 

numbers of Canadian consumers from purchasing the doll, a continual spurt of sales that helped 

dolls collectively maintain their leading share of the toy market.115 

The cultural capital carried by toys in the postwar period was not lost on Canadian 

nationalists and it was not lost on them that Barbie was an imported product. An article in the 

French language version of Maclean’s noted that girls could adopt “the girlfriend of G.I. Joe”, a 

fashion doll named Barbie who preached the “comfort of the American Way of life.”116 In a feature 

story on dolls, Joanne Strong wrote that the technology of these playthings “embraces the whole 

history of man. It probably began when some child in a dim cave picked up a discarded bone and 

crooned a wordless lullaby. It has culminated in the lifelike vinyl doll – washable, feedable, 

freezable and heatable, with shampooable hair, all for as little as $1.98.” In short, modern dolls 

were a product of the age of mass-production and mass-consumption, the well-spring of which 

was Canada’s southern neighbour. “The centre of the world doll industry is now unquestionably 

the United States”, Strong wrote. “Its vinyl plastic progeny are flooding the mass markets of the 

world.”117 Later in the decade, looking back on the baby boomers and the youth culture of the 

1960s, one Canadian commentator cited the popularity of Barbie alongside various film stars, 

musicians, television programs, and authors all of which was evidence that “Young Canadians 

prefer U.S. media.” However, he added that “There is nothing new about this observation: it has 
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always been so.”118 Yet however true this observation about American culture’s timeless appeal 

may have been, within the context of the growing nationalism in 1960s Canada, American cultural 

dominance was perceived to be overwhelming and unprecedented. As noted in Chapters 1 and 2, 

from the perspective of its creator the Barbie doll was a conscious construction of American values 

and not simply a product that was made by an American company. Thus it was only natural that 

Canadians – ever conscious of American encroachment, but especially so in the 1960s – saw in 

Barbie another example of US cultural overreach, and responded in kind. 

Given such concerns, it is not surprising that there was a move late 1950s and early in the 

1960s to create Canadian dolls. “We have had Davy Crockett hats, could we not have Canadian 

historical or character dolls?” asked one concerned mother, who was concerned too, by the “Barby 

[sic] doll”.119 Indeed, in 1962 a company called Office Overload, motivated by “U.S. flavored 

westerns on television and the knowledge that Canada’s centenary is around the next corner”, 

commissioned the creation of twenty-one historical dolls depicting prominent figures in Canadian 

history, including Laura Secord, Pauline Johnson, Sir Wilfrid Laurier, and Louis Riel, as well as 

generic dolls representing, variously, a voyageur, and a lumberjack. The doll collection then toured 

the country and, as one of the organizers remarked, “they were made to help children, as well as 

adults, to realize that Canada has as colorful a past as the United States despite the fact that the 

latter is what one hears about most”.120 While these dolls were educational and were not meant to 

compete with Barbie and other American media as consumer goods, there was Marjie, a teenage 
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doll very much created with the aim of directly competing with Barbie for the hearts, minds, and 

dollars of Canadians. 

 

Earle and Marjie 

As noted above, many Canadians deemed the overt sexuality exuded by the Barbie doll as a threat, 

one that was conceived in some ways as being ‘too American’ for Canadian girls. 

Enter Marjie.  

The “Canadianness” of the Marjie doll was offered as an alternative to Barbie. The focus 

on a doll’s national essence – particularly in relation to its sexuality and physical appearance – 

may appear surprising at first glance, but is in fact not out of keeping with the realities of the toys’ 

creation and distribution and to the types of cultural meaning attached to toys by parents, toy 

makers, and commentators. 

Like other Canadian toy companies, the Earle Pullan Toy Company hoped to capitalize on 

the postwar economic boom when it set up shop in Toronto’s growing industrial landscape in 1945. 

Though Earle Pullan never attended university, he had a keen interest in business.121 He briefly 

considered a career in journalism and even published a book in 1941 entitled A Young Man Views 

the War, although a brief review of the short book in the University of Toronto Quarterly remarked 

that while Pullan’s views were “sensible enough and they are trenchantly stated. They are certainly 

not particularly original…This reviewer cannot see why a young man – provided the phrase does 

not connote mere immaturity – should view the war any differently from a middle-aged or elderly 

man, and indeed Mr. Pullan’s remarks tend to prove that young men of maturity do not.”122 With 
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 171 

his brief foray into writing over, Pullan decided that he had the potential to make more money in 

business than in journalism. As such, Earle Pullan went into business with his father, setting up a 

small business specializing in children’s games, recalled by his daughter as items “like checker 

boards and that sort of thing. Simple, relatively cheap games.”123 

When Pullan’s father grew disinterested in the business, Earle Pullan set up shop in an old 

brick building in the centre of Toronto’s booming financial district, just minutes from the famous 

Royal York Hotel. Here, the company began by producing stuffed, plush animals and children’s 

games but quickly purchased gas fired moulds which enabled it to change course to produce 

composite dolls, which were gaining popularity in the period.124 In its 1949 doll catalogue, the 

company noted that its innovations with composite dolls were such that their new rubber enabled 

them to create “dolls that really feel like human skin.”125 By 1947 the first Pullan Company dolls 

were available to young Canadian consumers (and their parents) on the shelves of toy and 

department stores across the country. Though production remained in the company’s factories in 

Toronto, sales were so successful that an office was opened in Montreal to help handle sales and 

distribution.126 
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Figure 3.1: “Earle Pullan Company Limited.” The Pullan Company Logo, as displayed in their 1949 toy 
catalogue for retailers. Evelyn Robson Strahlendorf Collection, Clarington Museums and Archive, 
Clarington, Ontario.   

 
 

The Pullan Company’s first doll lines emphasized the traditional baby dolls that saturated 

the markets. However the Earle Pullan Toy Company was known for its innovative twists to the 

traditional dolls being produced by rival toy companies, which helped to set it apart from the 

competition.127 For example, one of the company’s first dolls, the “Birth Certificate Doll” was 

produced in 1947 and provided a unique accessory to be purchased alongside their dolls – an added 

touch usually associated with the Cabbage Patch dolls of the 1980s, rather than with a small 

Canadian toy company more than thirty years earlier.128 The toy company also attempted to appeal 

to young boys when it came out with a doll for boys called Bobby, named after Pullan’s son.129 It 

also attracted attention by adding rooted saran wigs to many of its dolls – an attractive feature for 

children as these wigs allowed for the hair to be washed, brushed, and styled. This plastic hair was 

actually “rooted” to the scalp of the doll so that it could be pulled and combed without coming 

out.130 
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The company also became known for its attention to detail, particularly in its doll clothing. 

The company’s chief clothing designer, as recalled by Earle Pullan’s daughter, Wendy, was a 

Dutch woman, Willie (whose last name Wendy was unable to recall), who “brought European 

traditions with her.”131 The quality of Earle Pullan’s doll clothing was also highlighted in its 1949 

advertising campaign, where the company was proud to point out that Pullan dolls were 

accompanied by “extremely beautiful clothes. Our new dress designer has created the most 

gorgeous dresses ever shown on any dolls.”132 The quality of its clothing extended to a variety of 

trends and dolls as it further noted that “sometimes the style of doll requires a frilly dress, other 

times a well-cut, tailored one, but regardless of what is needed, it is made as it should be made and 

attired only on Pullan dolls. Yes, Pullan Dolls have ‘it’ yet they cost no more and in many cases 

less than ordinary dolls.”133 

Years later, Wendy Pullan, then 15, asked to work with Willie for the summer designing 

doll dresses. According to Wendy, she  

came up with some things that I suppose would be considered very tasteful. 
Basically, as a 15-year-old I was copying the nice, fashionable clothing that I was 
wearing…making that sort of thing a possibility for doll dresses. But Willie 
wouldn’t have any of it. Willie said children don’t like tasteful things. And Willie 
was always much more interested in the sorts of things that attract a child, so lace, 
ribbon, sequins – all of that rubbish you put on the dress – and apparently that was 
what sold. So I didn’t have a very long career as a doll dress designer. And I mean, 
working in a factory in downtown Toronto in the middle of summer was actually 
not very pleasant. I think I quit after about two weeks. 134 

 

                                                      
131 Interview with Wendy Pullan on 27 April 2015, Skype. Unfortunately, Wendy Pullan was 
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133 Ibid.  
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 174 

In addition to their innovative additions to their baby dolls, the company also experimented with 

different combinations of materials. These innovations were generally created through variations 

of vinyl, hard and soft plastic, and rubber, mixing the materials to create unique dolls to the 

company.135 This attracted the attention of the Walt Disney Company in 1953 when it licensed the 

Earle Pullan Toy Company to produce and distribute products for its famous products, such as 

Mickey and Minnie Mouse, with plush bodies and vinyl heads.136 

The company’s doll production took on nationalistic tones in the decade before Marjie was 

produced. The company issued a doll in 1953 to commemorate the coronation of Queen Elizabeth 

II in 1953, although it was not the only toy company to issue such a doll. Later, in 1956, the Pullan 

Company introduced the Trans-Canada doll to commemorate the construction of the Trans-Canada 

Highway that would now link the country, similar to the railway which had linked the new country 

following Confederation.137 The Trans-Canada doll was sold alongside a carrying case that was 

decorated with the names of Canadian cities joined by the highway. Continuing this trend towards 

nationalist dolls, late in the summer of 1963, the Earle Pullan Toy Company leapt at the 

opportunity to present an alternative to Barbie, which was quickly becoming the favourite amongst 

consumers in an emerging trend towards dolls with adult-like bodies. Marjie, as their new, more 

demure doll was called, was created to be the Canadian alternative to the American Barbie doll 

(see Figure 3.2). 

The Earle Pullan Toy Company used the Marjie doll as a form of cultural ‘gatekeeping’ to 

save Canadian children from the perceived negative American influence that came along with 

purchasing the Barbie doll. The idea that national values were being reproduced through Marjie is 
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important for as noted in Chapter 1, Ruth Handler was adamant that she was partially motivated 

to create the Barbie doll as a reflection of American values. The emergence of a Canadian-made 

competitor for the Barbie doll, which stressed its national origins is telling, given the importance 

placed upon citizenship and nation-building in the period. As historian Cynthia Comacchio notes 

in her book on youth in Canada, “it was increasingly understood that modern citizens had to be 

trained to that end from infancy...They were developing citizens in a developing nation, beings 

intent on self-formation and precious maturity in a Canada pursuing much the same goals.”138 

 

                                         
 

Figure 3.2: “Photographs of Earle Pullan and Marjie.” [Uncategorized photographs] Evelyn Robson 
Strahlendorf Collection, Clarington Museums and Archive, Clarington, Ontario. 

 

A collaborative project, the idea for the Marjie doll was dreamed up between Earle Pullan, 

his designers (including Willie), and his head of sales, Desmond Kane. Right from its inception, 

the goal was to compete with the Barbie doll by producing a competitor that, according to Pullan’s 

                                                      
138 Cynthia Comacchio, The Dominion of Youth: Adolescence and the Making of Modern Canada, 
1929-1950 (Waterloo: Wilfred Laurier University Press, 2006, 214. 
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daughter, “looked more wholesome than Barbie. Particularly at this point there was a lot of 

discussion about Barbie looking too sexy and not like a teenager…‘Should little girls be emulating 

Barbie? Is that what they should want to look like?’” Early in the doll’s development, Earle Pullan 

contemplated naming the doll after Wendy, a move similar to how Handlers found a name for 

Barbie. Instead, Marjie – short for Marjorie – was ultimately selected because, as Wendy Pullan 

remembers, “it was a matter of just coming up with a nice, wholesome name and attractive…I 

think Marjie was sort of a good name: easy to say, probably for the foreign sales people as well, 

people who didn’t have English as a first language would be able to say it.”139 In a recent interview 

Wendy recalled many discussions between her father and those involved in his company about 

what to call their new doll: “I can remember discussions about Marjie and being asked do I like 

the name Marjie.”140 

In addition, Wendy Pullan recalled that it was a common term of endearment in the period 

to shorten children’s names and putting a ‘y’ or ‘ie’ sound on the end: “John becomes Johnny, 

from Marjorie to Marjie. I don’t think it would’ve sounded unusual.” In fact, it was the way the 

Handlers’ daughter’s name Barbara became Barbie for their doll. Not only was Marjie a 

wholesome sounding name that set the stage for the wholesome Canadian values the company 

sought to project through its doll, but it also had the benefit of “something that sounds like Barbie 

but can easily be distinguished.”141 

Rather than market the Marjie doll as a companion to the Barbie doll – a Canadian little 

sister or cousin – the Pullan company promoted its doll as the Canadian alternative to the American 

product. Emphasizing the nationalities of the products, the toy company highlighted Marjie’s 
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Canadian origins in its original press release and later advertisements. In the press release, Marjie 

was positioned as the anti-Barbie and Marjie’s Canadian nationality was also highlighted as she 

was described as “a shapely but not curvaceous piece of Canadian plastic…challenging the sex 

appeal of a pair of voluptuous U.S. beauties named Barbie and Tammy.”142 The Pullan Company 

also noted that it had the doll reviewed by an array of psychologists, department store buyers, 

designers, and sculptors before introducing it to the Canadian toy market. In addition, 

advertisements for the Marjie doll always stressed its Canadian origins. Seeking to appeal to 

nationalist sentiment across the country as Canada’s Centennial celebrations approached, an 

advertisement referred to the Marjie doll as the “Famous Canadian-Made Fashion Doll” (see 

Figure 3.3).143 In many ways, the Earle Pullan Toy Company sought to use the toy to combat the 

American intruder. 

 

  
 
Figure 3.3: “Marjie Advertisement.” An example of an advertisement for the Marjie doll, as it appeared in 
the Toronto Daily Star. Note the inclusion of the phrase “The Famous Canadian-Made Fashion Doll.” 
Toronto Daily Star, Oct. 21, 1965, 9. 

                                                      
142 “Wholesome Look for New Doll,” Globe and Mail, 31 August 1963, 14. 
143 For some examples of Marjie doll advertisements which emphasized its Canadianness please 
see: “Advertisement,” Toronto Star, 3 December 1964, and “Advertisement,” Toronto Star, 21 
October 1965.  
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Continuing with the nationalist sentiments that drove the emergence of the Marjie doll, 

Earle Pullan ran advertisements for their doll which stressed Marjie’s Canadian origins. Referring 

to Marjie as “Canadian Made” and as the “Famous Canadian-Made Fashion Doll,” the company 

ensured that Marjie was consistently linked to Canada, and by extension to Canadian values for 

child’s play.144 Despite emerging trends in the toy industry of this period to use factories in Asia 

for doll production – as was the case with the Japanese-made Barbie – Earle Pullan made the 

decision to manufacture all elements of his products at his factories in Toronto. “It was actually a 

pretty interesting place because all of the manufacturing was done there”, his daughter explained. 

“It’s completely different than it would be today…The doll dresses were designed and sewn. ”145 

Not only were all the doll clothes hand sewn by “rows of people on sewing machines,” but the 

factory also poured its own liquid vinyl to create the bodies of the dolls. The company also jumped 

on the trend to add rooted hair to its dolls and even had machines to help the process of sewing 

doll hair onto tiny doll heads. Wendy Pullan notes that business grew rapidly enough that “At a 

certain point one factory was sold and another, larger one bought.”146 

Despite the Earle Pullan company’s steady success in Canada, as noted in Chapters One 

and Two, competition from large American toy companies such as Mattel, and their ever-

increasing advertising campaigns was fierce, especially in the North American market. In order 

for the Pullan Company to extoll the quality of its dolls, and advertise their Canadian origins, it 

was essential the company follow suit and maintain a robust advertising program. Even as a child, 

Wendy Pullan recalls her father discussing how to find money to support the increasingly “potent” 
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culture of advertising children’s toys: “Manufacturers were understanding that it was a matter of 

keeping up with the Americans.”147 With the success of Mattel’s successful television campaigns 

for the Barbie doll looming in their heads, executives at Earle Pullan debated “about whether it 

was worth having a television advert made because it was very expensive.”148 

To both save costs and continue with the tradition of involving the family, Wendy and her 

younger sister, Diane, were also photographed playing with the dolls – Marjie and others alike – 

in the company’s catalogues (see Figure 3.4). Moreover, Wendy and Ann, the daughter of the 

company’s director of sales, Desmond Kane, were often dressed as life-size Marjie dolls for 

promotional campaigns that included live performances (see Figure 3.5).149 According to Wendy 

Pullan, “Des and my father just decided that if would be great if we could go to large stores at 

Christmas and help sell these dolls. And so someone came up with the idea that we should actually 

dress like the dolls.” The two daughters were dressed as real life Marjies and sent to interact with 

parents and children as Canadian department stores where the dolls were sold, particularly to drum 

up interest in sales during the month or two lead-up to the Christmas season. In order to have 

Wendy and Ann dressed as closely to Marjie as possible, the company’s factory lent a hand. Wendy 

Pullan recalled that: 

the dolls came in an outfit of shorts and a floral cotton top. So we were given – 
they made us – shorts and floral cotton tops the same as the doll…There was a 
huge operation there because they made all of the doll dresses in the factory…So 
they were able to make this clothing for us and off we went – well, wherever it 
was sold…In those days the two main department stores were Eaton’s and 
Simpsons…but every Saturday we’d go off to some shopping centre, or to 
downtown and we worked in the shop all day Saturday. It was quite a hard job 
actually, for little girls. And it was kind of fun; we talked to children and we sold 
lots of dolls. It was a sales gimmick.150 
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The approach succeeded in presenting Marjie as the Canadian representation of an average, and 

perhaps most importantly – wholesome – young girl, in contrast to Barbie, whose default outfit 

was a swimsuit. So much was this a concern that some Pullan catalogues specifically referred to 

Marjie as “Pullan’s Famous Young Lady.”151 In a catalogue for wholesalers of the doll, Marjie 

was pitched to retailers as “A perfect 12” reproduction of the modern teenager. Full jointed, nicely 

proportioned.”152 

             

Figure 3.4: “Pullan Catalogue for 1963.” The cover of the 1963 Pullan catalogue featured Earle Pullan’s 
daughters (Diane on the left, Wendy on the right). Note that Marjie is shown on the television screen, 
showcasing the company’s television campaign for the doll. [Uncategorized photographs] Evelyn Robson 
Strahlendorf Collection, Clarington Museums and Archive, Clarington, Ontario. 
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Figure 3.5: “Wendy Pullan and Ann Kane Sargeant as Life-Size Marjie Dolls.” Wendy and Ann were 
dressed as life-size Marjie dolls for in-store promotions and displays of the dolls. Note the Marjie dolls 
hanging from the ceiling, and the fact that the sashes on Wendy and Ann highlighted the fact that Marjie 
was advertised on television. Photograph from personal collection of Ann Kane Sargeant, used with her 
permission. 
 

In addition to their advertisements, the Earle Pullan Company was so dedicated to the 

promotion of wholesome Canadian values through Marjie that they made the promotion of the doll 

a family affair. Because Earle Pullan’s eldest daughter, Wendy, was the age the company was 

targeting with the Marjie doll, the company had her play with the doll prototypes before they were 

produced for the mass market.153 By the time Marjie was officially introduced, however, Wendy 

was less interested in dolls, “but I did have a Marjie doll. Growing up with a father who made toys 

meant that every birthday and so on I’d get some wonderful doll or soft toy and that was lovely. 

So I always had the latest dolls.”154 She also recalls that, “Whenever I went to a birthday party, I 
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was very popular to be invited … because I would bring a doll or a stuffed toy or something nice 

from the factory.”155 

While the records pertaining to the Marjie commercials have been lost – and indeed the 

commercials themselves have proven impossible to locate – advertising for Marjie referred 

explicitly to the television advertising campaigns. While Marjie was referred to as the “Famous 

Canadian Fashion Doll” in 1963, by 1964, Pullan advertisements referred to the doll as the 

“Famous MARJIE T.V. Doll” and “Pullan’s Famous Young Lady.”156 Catalogues from 1963 

assured retailers that Marjie was “Televised coast-to-coast in Canada” and that its campaign was 

the largest “for one type of doll ever featured in Canada.”157 Retailers were even encouraged to – 

free of charge – rent copies of the television commercials that were being aired.158 While archival 

documents for the Marjie commercials have not been found, a similar Canadian toy company 

Regal Toys, had its own alternative to the Barbie doll in 1965 for which it aired television 

commercials. The doll, called Tressy, was advertised on television in the lead-up to Christmas, 

beginning in September. From September until Christmas Regal promised to air approximately 

888 “TV spots” to “sing and show the praises…with all the exciting features for 1965 and Tressy 

with her high fashion clothes.” Regal specifically highlighted the cities where its commercials 

would air: Toronto, Hamilton, Winnipeg, Edmonton, Calgary, Vancouver, London, and Halifax 

                                                      
155 Ibid.  
156 Earle Pullan Toy Company, “Pullan Toy Catalogue for 1964,” Evelyn Robson Strahlendorf 
Collection, Clarington Museums and Archive, Clarington, Ontario.   
157 Earle Pullan Toy Company, “Pullan Toy Catalogue for 1963,” Evelyn Robson Strahlendorf 
Collection, Clarington Museums and Archive, Clarington, Ontario.   
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would air English commercials, while Montreal, Quebec, and Ottawa would enjoy commercials in 

both French and English.159  

Marjie was not the sole Canadian plaything to do combat with Barbie. As the Globe and 

Mail reported in the run-up to the holiday shopping season in 1963, “The Christmas shopping 

season will be a battle of the dolls. Barbie, a curvaceous lass made by Mattel Inc. of California, is 

raising eyebrows of some parents because of her voluptuous lines. Reliable Toys has brought out 

a so-called wholesome doll – Tammy.”160 However, Marjie was important in that it was explicitly 

designed to be distinctly Canadian as opposed to Tammy. Reliable, Canada’s largest toy company, 

was producing Tammy under license from the doll’s American designer, Ideal Toy Company, and 

Ideal had aimed to compete with Mattel by creating a doll very similar to Barbie. So, in its press 

release announcing Marjie’s launch, the Pullan company had criticized Tammy for being like 

Barbie: both too sexy and American. In Pullan’s view, Marjie was the true Canadian gladiator in 

the clash of the dolls. 

 And Marjie certainly received good press on this score. Coverage in the Globe and Mail, 

for instance, was laudatory toward Marjie and critical of Barbie. The Globe and Mail wrote that: 

“Canadian parents when they catch the eyes of Barbie and Tammy take a double look at the dolls’ 

vital statistics, designed to show off wardrobes which include nightgowns, low-cut evening gowns 

and high heels.” By contrast, Marjie was praised for having clothing that was “wholesome, yet 

esthetic and eye-catching.” Furthermore, the Globe criticized Barbie for being unlike any “other 

doll in the history of playthings. Inexpensive to start with, Barbie costs about $3, but she can run-
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up a stiff bill in clothing and accessories.” By contrast, the article immediately praised 

“Wholesome Marjie” for having “run the severe criticism of psychologists, buyers, designers, and 

a sculptor before she was introduced to the market.” And more damningly, Barbie was attacked 

for being “at the centre of controversy and has been held up as a symbol of the sex-prone 

advertising age by psychologists, teachers, and parents.”161 Such concerns, as highlighted above 

in this chapter, were prevalent throughout the postwar era, and so these teenage fashion dolls 

seemed to be yet another threat to the young and impressionable baby boomers. 

Mindful of such concerns, in its announcement of Marjie’s launch in a press release, the 

Earle Pullan Company highlighted its doll’s differences from the overly and even threateningly 

attractive Barbie. “An adorable 12-inch teenage type doll,” the press release announced, “Marjie 

is not voluptuous, she is cute. Her body is shapely but not sexy.”162 Looking like a cross between 

the traditional baby doll and the teenage Barbie with an adult figure, Marjie, also known as ‘Miss 

Marjie,’ was slightly taller than Barbie (at 12 inches, a half inch taller), and similarly made of 

plastic and vinyl with jointed hips, neck, and shoulders, and neck. Marjie’s wholesome and more 

natural dirty-blonde waves fell onto her moulded plastic face. The doll’s hair was naturally styled 

in a way that was modern yet neither glamorous nor sexy. In an effort to reduce any comparisons 

to the seductive poses of the Barbie doll, Marjie’s face was notably different than the American 

doll, having demure eyes, free from strong makeup that avoided the gaze of the consumer; it was 

finished with a closed mouth that was shaped into an unthreatening smile. More importantly, being 

produced in Canada made Marjie a piece of Canadian plastic, as opposed to Barbie, who the Globe 

and Mail was quick to point out was owned by a company in California and “made in Japan.”163 
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Perhaps most importantly, Marjie’s teenage body was flat-chested and was free from any 

of the curves that some felt made the American Barbie such a threat to Canadian values and 

children. A recurring criticism of the Barbie doll – both today’s iterations and the debut model in 

1959 – has been of the doll’s curvaceous body, an issue noted in Chapter 2. To both critics and 

casual observers, the buxom blonde hardly seemed to be a realistic representation of a teenage 

girl’s body. Moreover, other critics saw Barbie’s breasts as being looming signifiers of female 

sexuality and therefore a twin threat to girls’ morality. Because of this varied criticism, and because 

of Barbie’s meteoric rise to fame, many toy companies released their own variations of the teenage 

doll. Baby dolls were still produced, but the battle was for the consumer of the teenage doll. As 

Wendy Pullan remembers: “Marjie was supposed to look more like a teenage girl. The way that 

doll was designed was that her proportions were made to look more realistic…That was the main 

idea behind [Marjie].”164 Overall, Marjie was designed to resemble the Barbie doll closely enough 

to appeal to the young consumers that were charmed by her opposition to the baby doll, however 

Marjie was tweaked just enough to be promoted as a cultural expression of the wholesome 

Canadian values that were ignored by the presence of the Barbie doll in Canada. 

While Barbie was sold “dressed for swim and fun” in a striped black and white swim suit 

which was a red flag for concerned parents– with other glamorous clothing and accessories to be 

bought separately – Marjie was sold with a simple and modest set of t-shirt and shorts.165 As Earle 

Pullan remarked: “We feel that youngsters playing with Marjie will be stimulated in a meaningful, 

realistic manner and in healthy situations such as a gang of youngsters going to the beach or on a 

picnic. This is why her wardrobe is designed with authentic clothes for tennis, walking in the rain, 
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skiing and such formal wear as visiting on Sunday, attending church or keeping a prom date” (see 

Figure 3.6).166 

 

 

Figure 3.6: “Assorted Marjie Outfits.” A selection from one of the 1963 Pullan catalogues highlighting 
Marjie being advertised on television, alongside Co-Ed Sweetheart; Let’s Go Sailing; Winter Skater, and 
Cheer Leader Marjie. Earle Pullan Toy Company, “Pullan Toy Catalogue for 1963,” Evelyn Robson 
Strahlendorf Collection, Clarington Museums and Archive, Clarington, Ontario.   

 

Of course, the Marjie doll, like Barbie, was distinctly white, and hardly reflective of 

minority groups within Canada, such as indigenous peoples, the country’s small black population, 

or other racial and ethnic communities. The doll’s name also signified Marjie as being from a 

British background and thus excluded white Canadians of Eastern European and South European 

origin. Marjie’s whiteness was similarly incongruous in Earle Pullan’s manufacturing process. 

Wendy Pullan remembers that her father hired mainly Italian and Portuguese immigrants at his 

Toronto manufacturing plant. “So all these people were making these white dolls with curly blonde 

hair and so on,” she noted. “Who knows what they must have thought of it all … And actually 

when I think about it all of the people working there were from different places. Willie, the 

designer, was Dutch; Des Kane was Irish. I remember the janitor and sort of general custodian of 
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the factory was German.”167 Thus, even though Marjie was reflective of a white, British Canada, 

the doll was the product of multi-cultural labour that reflected the vast shifts taking place in terms 

of the makeup of the Canadian populace. 

Interestingly, in 1964 Earle Pullan introduced Marlane, devised and marketed as “Marjie’s 

adorable European cousin.”168 Marlane’s base model came dressed in a bright red shift dress. 

Though Marlane was produced using the same mould as Marjie (so the two dolls’ clothing and 

accessories were interchangeable) her hair was noticeably distinguished from Marjie as Marlane 

had straight, black hair; she was “a more sophisticated version.”169 This more sophisticated 

offering was, in part, an attempt to yet again compete with more American dolls. As Wendy Pullan 

explains:  

I suppose the idea was that if the Americans were doing the kind of, well, very 
American-looking dolls, it was to come up with something different that might 
appeal [to non-Americans]…Marlane would have been developed more with the 
idea of competing with the Americans, than making something appealing to the 
Europeans…What I really do remember is that the overriding feature of [Earle 
Pullan’s] business in Canada was always trying to keep up with the Americans.170 
 
 

While Marjie and Marlane came from the same moulds, Marlane was nevertheless 

marketed with her own set of sixteen outfits depicting the national dress of various European 

countries and regions: Dutch Maid; Irish Colleen; Fraulein; French Milk Maid; English Tailored 

Miss; Belgium Beauty; Polish Dancer; Mademoiselle; Spanish Dancer; Norwegian Miss; Tyrolean 

Gal; Scotch Lassie; Swiss Archer; Bohemian; Highland Duffer; and Roman Signorina.171 These 
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additional outfits – all from western European countries whose immigrants now made up the 

“multicultural mosaic” of postwar Canada, and particularly Toronto – were likely an attempt to 

appeal to these immigrant populations in the core of Toronto where many department stores sold 

Pullan dolls. They were also helpful in the Pullan Company’s efforts to sell its dolls overseas, a 

campaign covered in the next chapter. In all, Marjie and Marlane represented challenges to the 

growing dominance of Barbie. But as should be clear from the present day toy market, this 

challenge failed and Barbie and with it, the American toy industry, won a dominant position in 

Canada. 

 

Conclusions 

“The searcher after the palpable facts about Canada”, Maclean’s editors wrote in 1965:  

may stumble on the elusive phenomenon called Canadian identity. Canadians are 
much concerned about it and ask if it exists. Canada is readily identifiable now, 
MACLEAN’S believes. Canadians have their own characteristics, aspirations, 
prejudices and criteria. Our Canadian identity is not to be found in tons of 
newsprint, wheat and copper, not in red-coated Mounties or Nanooks of the North. 
Material goods are the flesh and blood of a nation but they don’t express its 
character.172 
 

Yet Marjie marked an effort to set out a Canadian identity in a plastic and fabric form. What makes 

Marjie’s mere existence fascinating is that the doll’s Canadian origins were emphasized in the 

press releases and many later advertisements. That a children’s toy was ‘nationalized’ in this 

manner makes the Canadian reception of the Barbie doll a significant historical topic, for it reveals 

how, under the right historical circumstances, dolls were elevated to be more than simple 

playthings and were infused with cultural meaning. In this era, even toys were given the power to 

reflect the Canadian fight for cultural sovereignty that defined postwar cultural relations between 

                                                      
172 “Why we’re looking forward to our next 60 years,” Maclean’s, 16 October 1965. 
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the United States and Canada. As historian Bruce Muirhead has proclaimed, the 1960s were “the 

time for Canadian nationalism and also to subscribe to the opposite of that coin, anti-

Americanism.”173 

Canadians, it would seem from Marjie’s creation, were struggling to negotiate their 

national identity, and with a neighbour so culturally powerful, the pressure to define what it meant 

to be Canadian was felt by even small toy manufacturers from Toronto. Marjie’s mere existence 

proved to be a product of a unique brand of cultural nationalism which was based around consumer 

items that developed in the postwar period as Canada was struggling to find itself as a country in 

the shadow of the United States, its culturally seductive and powerful neighbour to the south. The 

problem, of course, was that American culture – like Barbie itself – was so powerful and enticing. 

“The influence of U.S. media on Canadian youth is enormous and incalculable,” journalist Jon 

Ruddy wrote in 1969. “Broken down – an American International Horror film, a Cat Mother and 

the All-Night Newsboys record, an edition of Laugh-In, a Time essay – what your young Canadian 

sees, hears, reads is mostly foreign”, he warned, with television in Canada “the most potent 

purveyor of American conventional wisdom.”174 These were important considerations given the 

perceived notion that what children consumed in the form of advertising, films, television, and 

playthings, had an important impact upon their development. The fear, reflected in Ruddy’s title, 

was “How to Become American Without Really Trying”. 

As Chapter 4 will show, without the capital to compete, by the mid to late 1960s the 

Canadian toy landscape was dramatically depleted. Marjie’s Earle Pullan Toy Company, for 

example, filed for bankruptcy in 1967, and ironically parts of the company were subsequently 

                                                      
173 Bruce Muirhead, Dancing Around the Elephant: Creating a Prosperous Canada in an Era of 
American Dominance, 1957-1973 (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2007), 5.  
174 Jon Ruddy, “How to Become American Without Really Trying”, Maclean’s, November 1969. 
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bought by Mattel. Nineteen-Sixty-Seven – the year celebrated as Canada’s 100th birthday – may 

have been a year marked by renewed nationalist sentiment across the country, but it was also the 

year that the plastic doll who had the nerve to challenge Barbie disappeared from shelves. Despite 

the fact that in the end Marjie was no match for Barbie, the doll stands as a cultural artifact of 

Canadian cultural resistance to the hegemony of American mass culture. The positioning of Marjie 

as a plastic-made agent of Canadian values and identity in competition with the American Barbie 

doll ultimately reflects broadly on fundamental issues relating to the cultural and economic 

relationship between Canada and the United States in the postwar period. With the America’s 

emergence as a global cultural and economic hegemon, Canadians were subject to unique pressure 

from their closest neighbours. It matters little whether or not Barbie was an intentional attack on 

Canadian sovereignty; the perceived threat was sufficient enough that even competing pieces of 

plastic could be viewed as vehicles in the fight for Canadian cultural and economic independence 

from the United States.  
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Chapter 4 

The Rise and Fall of the Canadian Toy Industry 

 

In 2002 the Canadian Museum of Civilization opened an exhibit called “Timeless Treasures: The 

Story of Dolls in Canada.” Canadian doll collector and guest curator of the exhibit, Evelyn 

Strahlendorf addressed a crowd at its opening.1 As she explained, the display was meant “to show 

a broad spectrum of dolls made or used in Canada”, as well as “a history of dolls and how they 

have evolved over a thousand years. One of the interesting things it shows”, she continued, “is that 

there have been dolls in all time periods and all regions of Canada, they are therefore more 

Canadian than even the beaver and the maple leaf.”2 While toys themselves may have had a long 

history in terms of their use by people living in what is now Canada, the manufacturing of Canadian 

toys as a major industry has a far more recent history. Although mass-produced and mass-marketed 

playthings – from board games to Barbie dolls – are now ubiquitous in Canadian homes, and 

Canada’s toy industry does over $1.5 billion in annual sales, it has only been since the Second 

World War that toy making in this country became big business. In this chapter, I analyze the 

economic side of the postwar Canadian toy business – Chapter 3 dealt with cultural and perceived 

social impacts – and explore the growth of this industry and the damage it faced as a result of the 

incursion of American toy firms, especially Mattel. 

By 1960, toys, rather than only seen as gifts at yuletide, were now marketed and sold 

throughout the year. Although the holiday season remained the major period in which toys were 

sold, this new emphasis on giving playthings year round – a sign of postwar abundance linked to 

                                                           
1 The museum’s name changed to the Canadian Museum of History late in 2013.  
2 “Strahendorf Address, 2002”, Evelyn Robson Strahlendorf Collection, Clarington Museums and 
Archive, Clarington, Ontario. 
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the emergence of the baby boomer market – meant “big business” for manufacturers and retailers.3 

As noted in Chapter 1, the North American toy industry was still relatively new in the mid-

twentieth century, having only become established following the decline of the previously 

dominant German toy industry at the end of the First World War.4 The American toy industry took 

off after that conflict, but it was not until the Second World War that Canada’s own toy industry 

grew significantly. Its first two decades were impressive. Between 1941 and 1962 the Canadian 

toy industry grew tenfold. Moreover, whereas in 1941 it had employed just 500 workers, in 1962 

Canadian toy manufacturers employed 10,000 people, from factory labourers, to marketing 

executives, to engineers doing research and development. Furthermore, during this period, other 

than a brief period in the mid-1950s, domestic toy makers controlled an average of 75 percent of 

the Canadian toy market.5  

Even so, despite the booming North American market in the postwar period, Canadian toy 

manufacturers faced unique challenges to maintain or even expand their market share in the 

shadow of larger US toy firms, which proved especially adept at marketing their wares not only in 

print but especially on television. In order to compete with such American toy giants such as 

Mattel, the Canadian toy industry relied heavily on two venues to sell their products: toy fairs and 

trade shows. To promote these opportunities, the industry, in tandem with Canada’s federal 

government, sought not only to maintain a hold on its domestic market, but also to sell Canadian 

toy products in foreign markets. As the Canadian government’s involvement in these efforts 

                                                           
3 Oli Daum, “Toy Industry Now Big Business,” Winnipeg Free Press, 21 March 1960. 
4 On Germany’s role as a toy industry leader prior to the First World War, see David D. Hamlin, 
Work and Play: The Production and Consumption of Toys in Germany, 1870-1914 (Ann Arbor: 
University of Michigan Press, 2007).   
5 Norman B. Wright, “Keener Competition May Force Mergers in Toy Industry,” Globe and Mail, 
5 February 1962.   
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indicates, toys provided significant economic capital in a period when the country was fighting to 

maintain its economic autonomy from the United States. Moreover, this economic impact had an 

important cultural component, for toys were chosen to be cultural representations of Canada’s 

trade interests in a period in which Canadians were struggling to establish their own identity.  

As this chapter shows, it proved difficult for Canadians to strike an independent stance in 

cultural but especially in economic terms. In effect, then, this chapter looks ultimately at the 

Americanization of the Canadian toy industry. Canada’s toy industry may have experienced huge, 

rapid growth in the postwar years, but that success was fleeting. Reflective of larger economic 

trends in the period, the industry in Canada transitioned from toys being made and sold in Canada 

by a large variety of companies, to the dominance of a few massive toymakers, including American 

toy firms who opened up Canadian branches. Mattel was one of those US companies to open a 

Canadian subsidiary, doing so in Etobicoke in 1963; Mattel Canada is currently located in 

Mississauga. Its presence in Canada was typical of the expansion of large US toy firms north of 

the forty-ninth parallel. Such firms, but especially Mattel, were able to dominate the industry 

through both advertising and economies of scale. 

As a leading child historian, Gary Cross, has noted with reference to the United States in 

this same period, “upstart novelty toy companies prevailed over the old family companies with the 

skillful manipulation of novelty, TV advertising and financial power” and the result was the 

destruction of authentic children’s play.6 In the Canadian case,  the dominant firms were American, 

and their growth was fuelled not simply by innovative products, of which Barbie – with its 

accessories, friends, and large product line – was demonstrative, but by advertising, which 

                                                           
6 Gary S. Cross, Kid’s Stuff: Toys and the Changing World of American Childhood (Cambridge, 
MA: Harvard University Press, 1999), 196. And see: Howard Chudacoff, Children at Play: An 
American History (New York: New York University Press, 2007), 154-213. 
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promoted specific products to a mass audience. What this chapter explores is the economic side of 

toy consumerism in Canada, especially as represented by Barbie. Economic issues have largely 

been neglected in previous analyzes of Canada’s toy industry where, instead, the focus has been 

on admittedly important cultural and social questions (dealt with, in this thesis, in Chapter 3).7 In 

terms of issues raised in Chapters 1 and 2 with regard to Mattel’s Barbie-fuelled growth in the 

United States, this chapter also highlights the California-based company’s foreign success. In 

analysing the economic aspects of the postwar Canadian toy industry, especially in the early Barbie 

era of the 1960s, this chapter deals with three issues. 

First, this chapter explores the growth of the Canadian toy industry in the boom years of 

the 1950s and 1960s. In this connection, this chapter also looks at the Canadian Toy Fair, an annual 

trade show, which was coordinated by Canadian Playthings Manufacturers, later known as the 

Canadian Toy Association, a trade group representing Canada’s toy makers. The Canadian Toy 

Fair and the activities of Canadian Playthings serve as lenses through which to examine the 

Canadian toy industry’s heyday, which occurred thanks to postwar prosperity and the emergence 

of a huge generation of young consumers. Yet while Canadian toy manufacturers had high hopes 

for their industry, the boom times were, in a sense, fleeting. Ultimately, Canada’s toy industry 

became another victim of continentalization and the dominance of its American competitors.8 

Canada’s toy industry, though successful, was a target of foreign takeovers, mainly by US firms, 

which sought to circumvent Canadian import tariffs by purchasing their Canadian competitors, 

                                                           
7 Braden Hutchinson, “Objects of Affection: Producing and Consuming Toys and Childhood in 
Canada, 1840-1989” (PhD Dissertation, Queen’s University, 2013).  
8 For more, please see: Steven High, Industrial Sunset: The Making of North America’s Rust Belt, 
1969-1984 (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2003), and Steven High, “‘I’ll Wrap the F*#@ 
Canadian Flag Around Me’: A National Response to Plant Shutdowns, 1969-1984,” Journal of the 
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thereby setting up shop directly in Canada. Alternately, American toy companies licensed the 

manufacture of their products to Canadian firms, meaning that American, not Canadian, products 

were being sold to Canada’s youth by Canadian toy companies. As for foreign ownership, it 

became a major issue in Canada as the 1960s wore on and as this perceived problem affected 

numerous industries, toys included.9 An examination of the toy industry therefore serves to 

highlight the wider hollowing out of Canadian manufacturing and thereby touches on the wider 

Canada-US economic relationship.10  

Second, this chapter examines various government initiatives to support Canada’s toy 

makers. Of particular interest here are several government sponsored international trade missions, 

during which Canada’s Department of Trade and Commerce sent Canadian toy manufacturers, 

including the Earle Pullan Company, maker of Marjie, abroad. These missions, which took place 

throughout the 1960s, aimed to capture foreign markets. Implicit in the motivation for these trade 

missions was an understanding by government officials that toys were big business and that the 

toy industry was worthy of Ottawa’s support. In an era marked by growing global economic 

competition – by the 1960s Japan and western Europe had recovered fully from the ravages of the 

Second World War – the Canadian state saw toy sales as one of many areas where Canada could 

expand its exports. Doing so was important in Canada’s case, because in addition to increasing 

foreign competition the 1960s also saw a steady continuation of the weakening of Canadian 

economic ties with Britain and with the Commonwealth and the concomitant increase in Canada-

                                                           
9 Kari Levitt’s work is perhaps the most famous of a slew of Canadian books highlighting and 
warning about the issue of foreign – but mainly, American, ownership: Kari Levitt, Silent 
Surrender: The Multinational Corporation in Canada (Toronto: Macmillan, 1970). And see: A. 
E. Safarian, Foreign Ownership of Canadian Industry (Toronto: McGraw-Hill, 1966); Malcolm 
Levin and Christie Sylvester, Foreign Ownership (Don Mills: Paper Jacks, 1972). 
10 High, Industrial Sunset; Tracy Neumann, Remaking the Rust Belt: The Postindustrial 
Transformation of North America (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2016). 
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US economic integration, a longtime concern for many Canadians worried about domination from 

the United States. Thus, the toy missions were reflective of Canadian efforts to expand their trade 

horizons beyond the United States and so were a sign of the serious nature of the toy business. 

A third aim of this chapter is to analyze wider themes stemming from the connection 

between economics and culture (the latter explored exclusively in Chapter 3). The clash between 

Marjie and Barbie occurred at a point of shifting trade and cultural patterns. Although occurring 

over the long-term, such shifts had been accelerated by the Second World War, which resulted in 

increased American hegemony and blunted British power. Thus as part of the ‘End of Empire’ in 

Canada in its economic, political, and military forms, the two decades after 1945 saw ‘the Other 

Quiet Revolution’, a change in English Canadian cultural tastes, the culmination of which, on an 

emotional level, was the adoption of a new flag in 1965.11 The mid-to-late 1960s may have seen a 

brief blip in favour of British culture in Canada, thanks, in part, to the Beatles and the swinging 

style of Carnaby Street, but the long-term trend was toward a more Americanized culture in 

Canada. Of course, as Chapter 3 showed, many English-Canadians rejected or at least resisted this 

development, with many turning to a form of nationalism that was neither British nor American. 

Marjie was a part of this nationalist trend, and the doll’s embrace by Canadian trade officials is a 

telling indication of the extent to which elements of the Canadian state saw toys as being important 

signifiers of a distinct Canadian culture – as well as good business. 

                                                           
11 See: Phillip Buckner, Canada and the End of Empire (Vancouver: University of British 
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Promoting a Booming Industry: Canadian Playthings Manufacturers and the Canadian Toy 

Fair 

Commenting on the growth of Canada’s toy industry since the Second World War, in 1960 one 

Canadian toy manufacturer reflected: “When I was a kid I used to get a shoe box with a string tied 

to it and that was my toy. Now kids get toys worth $50.”12 Indeed, the postwar years saw 

tremendous growth in the variety, type, and cost of North American toys and turned what was a 

fledgling industry on both sides of the Canada-US border into a booming one. Yet like all 

economic booms, it was one that could not last forever. 

“The manufacturers of toys and playthings in Canada did not gain recognition as an 

Industry until after World War II”, noted a Canadian toy industry-sponsored history of Canada’s 

toy business. It was not until the 1940s that toy sales first reached $1-million annually.13 During 

the Second World War, wartime demands had limited the materials available for toy production, 

while Canada’s federal government had, in fact, controlled overall industrial production itself, 

limiting the manufacture of non-essential items. The war had also succeeded in limiting imports 

of toys, the result of a mix of government controls and a lack of exports by other countries, notably 

Britain, the United States, and Germany, which had turned to producing wartime materials. In the 

end, and despite the lack of available materials and government controls, the lack of foreign 

imports had sparked the growth of industrialized domestic toy production in Canada. As a sign of 

its emergence, the Canadian toy industry held the first Canadian Toy Fair in 1940, because  when 

the Canadian Toy Manufacturers Association first began it surveyed its members on their needs 

                                                           
12 “Annual Toy Output Exceeds $110,000,000,” Globe and Mail, 8 March 1960. 
13 Brief from the Canadian Playthings Manufacturing Inc. to the Canadian Tariffs and Trade 
Committee, 22 April 1964, RG 19, vol. 5043, file 130-134, Library and Archives Canada. 
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from the CTMA and, as toy industry veteran Steve Morris recalls: “they wanted to have a toy 

fair.”14 

Quickly, the fair became an annual event attended by the majority of Canadian toy 

manufacturers. Held in March in its early years, the fair became a counterpoint to the American 

Toy Fair in New York City, which was held in February, as described in Chapters 1 and 2. Initially, 

the Canadian fair was geared primarily toward domestic toy buyers; by the mid-1950s, increasing 

numbers of foreign toy purchasers were also in attendance. As with all toy fairs, the Canadian Toy 

Fair featured the whole range of children’s playthings, from trains and trucks, to pop-guns and 

rocking horses, and, of course, dolls, the main toy marketed toward girls. What was different about 

the Canadian Toy Fair, however, was that its ultimate aim was to promote Canadian toy 

manufacturers to buyers on both the domestic and international stage.15  

Like the American Toy Fair, the Canadian fair was organized by an umbrella organization 

representing toy makers, importers, and distributors: Canadian Playthings Manufacturers 

Incorporated, also known as the Canadian Toy Manufacturers Association, which became the 

Canadian Toy Association in 1967. Founded in 1932, Canadian Playthings was dedicated to 

promoting the toy industry in Canada. While its membership largely consisted of toy 

manufacturers from across the country, it was created to work for the interests of both 

manufacturers and corporate buyers. One former member recalls that “Even though we were hard-

fighting competitors, we were friends and colleagues and got together to do what we thought was 

best for the Canadian toy industry…It was constructive. It was a good organization. We did our 

                                                           
14 Interview with Steve Morris on 28 June 2016, Burlington, Ontario.  
15 Brief from the Canadian Playthings Manufacturing Inc. to the Canadian Tariffs and Trade 
Committee, 22 April 1964 and Appendix II, Toy and Game Industry of Canada – Industry 
Statistics, 22 April 1964, RG 19, vol. 5043, file 130-134, Library and Archives Canada. 
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best to evolve with the times.”16 Furthermore, it promoted the value of “Made-in-Canada” toys 

and playthings.17 Such appeals to national sentiment and emotion have a long pedigree in Canada 

but the fact that they were made with regard to toys is worth emphasizing as it shows the 

importance attached to the toy industry and to toys themselves.18 In any event, it took eight years 

from its founding for Canadians Playthings to muster the organizational and financial wherewithal 

to hold a national toy fair, and the impetus was the war. “The fair originated in 1940 when imports 

of toys dried up, giving new scope to Canadian manufacturers”, A.C. Palmer, president of 

Canadian Playthings Manufacturers, recalled in a 1958 interview.19 As for Canadian Playthings, it 

became an important lobby group, through which toy companies were able to join forces to petition 

their government on behalf of the industry as a whole. Moreover, the organization conducted 

market research to encourage growth within the domestic toy industries. And, of course, it 

organized the toy fair, which grew into a larger and larger event as toy sales took off during the 

baby boom years. Indeed, postwar consumer-led growth was such that Canadian Playthings soon 

came to represent the makers not just of toys but also, games, sporting equipment, and even 

Christmas decorations. 

Looking back on the industry’s nascent growth during and immediately after the war, J.C. 

Schaffter, Canadian Playthings’s president in 1960, explained that, “with the materials that were 

                                                           
16 Confidential interview with retired Mattel Canada executive on 12 August 2016, telephone.  
17 24th Annual Canadian Toy Fair Directory, 1964, RG 20, vol. 1336, file T-8-689, Library and 
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18 See: Paula Hastings, “Branding Canada: Consumer Culture and the Development of Popular 
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of Twentieth-Century Canadian Nationalisms, eds., Adam Chapnick and Norman Hillmer 
(Montréal and Kingston: McGill-Queen’s University Press, 2007), 134-158; Andre Siegel and 
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19 Norma Meyer, “Ant Farm, Dolls Seen at Toy Fair,” Globe and Mail, 6 March 1958. 
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available we started adding new lines to our merchandise and when materials once again were 

plentiful at the war’s end the Canadian toy industry really came into its own.” Schaffer credited 

the subsequent postwar growth to: the country’s increased population following the impact of the 

baby boom; more discretionary dollars on the part of consumers thanks to the postwar economic 

expansion; parents’ realization of the importance of toys, a point emphasized by the growing legion 

of child psychologists; and the mounting prevalence of more sales outlets and year round sales.20 

More than fifty years later, there is little to quibble about with Schaffer’s analysis. What is most 

significant is the sheer size of the growth experienced by Canada’s toy industry by the early 1960s, 

a development important in that by the end of that decade – with high sales earlier on masking 

little to no profits as profit margins were very small thanks to high engineering and production 

costs limitations both connected to the need to constantly innovate new products – most Canadian 

toy makers were struggling, out of business, or had been snatched up by their American 

competitors, Mattel most notably. 

At the outset of the Second World War, there had been a paltry 20 toy companies in 

Canada, employing just 500 people in total. This situation reflected the impact of the Great 

Depression, for the lack of purchasing power on the part of many consumers – indeed, given high 

unemployment there were simply far fewer consumers – meant that there was little demand for 

toys. Moreover, during the Depression, Canada’s birthrate declined, meaning that there were far 

fewer consumers of non-essential goods such as toys.21 Finally, with the lack of an industrial base 

for toy manufacturing, most manufactured toys sold in Canada – and the overall numbers were 

small, thanks to the economic realities of the 1930s – were imported from the United States and 
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Europe. Yet because of high Canadian tariffs, many toys were produced in Canada by foreign 

firms. For instance, in 1935, Reliable Toy Company, a small firm which would become the leading 

Canadian manufacturer in the postwar years, announced the debut in “dolldom” of what it referred 

to as “the most powerful and extensive publicity campaign ever placed behind a Canada-made 

doll.” In fact, though, the company was merely producing a Shirley Temple doll, based on the 

popular American child star, and was doing so thanks to a licensing deal with the doll’s American 

manufacturer. As Reliable boasted: “Shirley comes in four different sizes, in different costumes – 

and at identically the same prices as prevail in United States.”22 No doubt Canadian children 

appreciated receiving the popular doll, but the circumstances of its manufacture reflected Canada’s 

“branch plant” economy, where Canadian manufacturing was heavily influenced by American 

firms, through either outright foreign ownership or licensing deals. While these circumstances 

resulted both in employment in Canada and access to American consumer goods, the issue of 

foreign ownership, and the cultural and economic penetration that it represented, would arise as a 

potent issue in Canada beginning in the mid-1950s, when Canadians began to decry the fact that 

decisions in entire sectors of their economy – on plant expansion, product development, and 

research and development – were not made in Canada.23 

Although foreign ownership of the Canadian toy industry would become a significant issue 

for the country’s toy manufacturers gradually beginning in the early 1960s, it must barely have 

factored into Canadian thinking in the early postwar era as toy making was done mainly by 

Canadian companies, which were based primarily in Toronto and Montreal. Having emerged 
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during and immediately after the war, Canada’s toy makers were protected by high import tariffs, 

which allowed them to establish themselves, as did a lack of competition from war-ravaged 

Europe. Hence, in the 1950s there was considerable opposition by Canadian toy industry to the 

federal government’s imposition of lower import tariffs on manufactured goods. In 1954, these 

lower tariffs led to a spike in imports from Japan, Germany, and the United States, with half of the 

$50-million spent by Canadians on toys that year going to foreign firms.24 Yet foreign toys were 

still subject to a 30 percent import duty and a 10 percent wholesale tax, which gave considerable 

protection to Canadian firms even as foreign competition rose thanks to the recovery of war-

damaged overseas manufacturing.25 By 1959 fully 75 percent of toys sold in Canada were 

produced domestically rather than imported, a figure that remained constant throughout the 

1960s.26 

By the late 1950s, the Canadian Toy Fair, held in Montreal, had become the major event 

for the booming toy industry, with considerable press coverage given to the many products 

showcased by Canadians toy makers as well as by associated firms. For example, the 1962 

Canadian Toy Fair featured a whole range of vendors: the Canada Crayon Company, Bentley 

Sporting Goods (primarily a leather goods company), Copp Clark Publishing (textbook 

publishers), Noma Lites (manufacturers of Christmas decorations), and A.G. Spalding and 

Brothers (which continues to manufacture sporting goods). As for toys, Canadian heavyweights 

Dee and Cee Toy Company, Reliable Toy Company (Figure 4.1), Regal Toy Limited, and the 

Earle Pullan Company were present. There were also the Canadians subsidiaries of huge American 
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toy firms such as Louis Marx & Company (then one of the largest US toy companies) and Parker 

Brothers.27 It was only Canadian companies, or Canadian-based subsidiaries, that were invited to 

the annual get together, with no foreign exhibitors invited to display their year’s wares. Canadian 

Playthings, its president told delegates to the 1964 fair, was dedicated to “the promotion of the 

value and importance of ‘Made-in-Canada’ toys and playthings. Over one hundred and thirty firms 

across Canada join in these aims.”28 As was the case with the American Toy Fair members of the 

public were not permitted entry. Rather, the event was geared to bring Canadian toy makers into 

contact with toy buyers and the focus was very much on business. “Our fair”, stated J.C. Schaffter, 

president of Canadian Playthings Manufacturers in 1960, “has a reputation among buyers as being 

a business show. People come here prepared to sit down and talk business and place orders. 

Partying is cut to a minimum.”29 The Canadian Toy Fair was to be a place where buyers would 

show up, according to Steve Morris, a veteran of the Canadian toy industry for nearly half a century 

who later worked for Mattel Canada, and ask each other “What’s the hot toy? And we’d do that. 

Fifty years later we’re still doing that.”30 
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Figure 4.1: “Reliable Booth at the 1988 Toy Fair in Montreal.” Evelyn Robson Strahlendorf Collection, 
Clarington Museums and Archive, Clarington, Ontario.   
 
 

Although focused on business, the organizers of the Canadian Toy Fair were also cognizant 

of the public relations aspect of their get together. Thus, one interesting marketing technique used 

to raise interest was an annual Miss Canadian Playthings Manufacturers Inc. contest. The winner 

of the beauty contest, chosen among applicants from across Canada, won a trip to the fair in 

Montréal as well as a $500 Canada Savings Bond.31 Furthermore, Canadian Playthings made sure 

to invite the press into the Toy Fair. The results were glowingly positive pieces emphasizing a 

sense of childlike wonder at the vast array of playthings on offer. Attending the event several years 

in a row, for instance, Van Roberts, a Globe and Mail business reporter, described it as “a child’s 

idea of Paradise.” “This Toy Fair is really quite a thing” he added. In his coverage, Roberts, like 

other reporters, highlighted various new toys on display as well as the general sense of excitement 

that surrounding such a booming industry. “Not only do Canadian parents buy more toys for their 
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children than any other people in the world,” he reported in 1960, “but the range offered this year 

is little short of fabulous!”32 

As in the United States, the postwar years saw exponential growth in Canada’s toy industry 

tied directly to the emergence of a large youth generation. Commenting in 1958 on more than a 

decade of steady growth, A.C. Palmer, president of Canadian Playthings Manufacturers, observed 

that he and other toy makers were fortunate that “nearly one-third of Canada’s population consists 

of children under 15 years of age” and that, in addition, “per capita, Canadians are the largest 

purchasers of toys in the world.”33 Canadians’ generosity toward their children was, in essence, a 

sign of postwar prosperity. One knock-on effect of this Canadian enthusiasm for toys was that toy 

departments were kept open year round at Canada’s department stores, with these retailers seeking 

the promise of higher sales beyond the traditional focus on Christmas.34 For example, Eaton’s – a 

Canadian retail giant throughout the twentieth century – devoted the entire fifth floor of its massive 

Toronto department store on College Street entirely to toys throughout the 1960s and 1970s. While 

the toy department was still most popular at Christmastime – it was especially notable for parents, 

who took their children to visit the grand displays and watch a toy train zooming around the floor 

– the department maintained stock year-round and employed its own employees specializing in 

marketing and selling toys and playthings.35  
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Meanwhile, Christmas itself became a season of frenzied toy buying, as press coverage 

attests. “Santa’s Toy Shop Loads Up for Busier 62’ Delivery”, reported the Financial Post in 1962. 

“Ringing Registers Will be Biggest Noise in Toyland”, the same newspaper reported four year 

later.36 “Christmas begins in the heat of August,” wrote a reporter for the Globe and Mail in a story 

on toy makers’ late summer efforts to prepare for the holiday shopping season. As the report noted, 

toy companies ran at a loss in the first half of the year, a shortfall made up for with Christmas 

sales. Commenting on shoppers’ holiday frenzy, one toy industry official remarked: “The 

Christmas spirit really gets into them and money becomes no object.”37 

News coverage of Canada’s growing toy industry certainly emphasized the themes of mass 

consumer spending. “This year”, the Globe and Mail reported in the run-up to the Christmas 

shopping season in 1959, “Canadian children will be drawing beads with more rifles, pulling more 

department-store Colts from holsters and caring for more lifelike dolls than ever before. The 

country’s toy manufacturing business is booming” with $60-million in expected toy sales.38 Two 

years later, sales totals had almost doubled, with Canadian playthings manufacturers bringing in 

$115-million, a figure that even drew the attention of representatives of the American toy 

industry.39 And sales only continued to climb, as did the number and variety of playthings. “The 

                                                           
Fashioned the Teenaged Consumer in Mid-Twentieth Century Canada” (PhD diss., University of 
Ottawa, 2011). 
36 “Santa’s Toy Shop Loads Up for Busier 62’ Delivery,” Financial Post, 3 March 1962; “Ringing 
Registers Will be Biggest Noise in Toyland,” Financial Post, 19 November 1966. And see: 
Andrew Webster, “Outlook for Christmas: Bigger, Better Boom,” Globe and Mail, 20 November 
1964. 
37 David Gorrell, “Christmas begins in the heat of August,” Globe and Mail, 16 August 1966. 
38 Van Roberts, “Made in Canada: mark of good toys,” Globe and Mail, 21 November 1959. And 
see a similar report from the following year: “It’s A Plush Season for Tots and Toy 
Manufacturers,” Globe and Mail, 19 November 1960. 
39 “Toys Now $115,000,000 Business,” Globe and Mail, 28 February 1961; “President of Canadian 
Toymakers Association Predicts Sales Gains,” Playthings, April 1961, 298. 



 207 

kids have never had it so good”, the Globe and Mail opined in the lead-up to Christmas 1967. 

“Previewed yesterday by the Canadian Toy Manufacturers’ Association, the glittering toys are 

enough to delight the heart of the most precious child.”40 That year, Canada’s toy industry did 

$180-million in sales, a number topped in 1968, when sales hit $210-million. “This is the biggest 

toy year ever”, beamed toymaker Samuel Ganz, president of the Canadian Toy Manufacturers 

Association, in 1968. Canadian toymakers were working “around-the-clock filling record sales 

orders”.41 

From such glowing accounts – and rosy sales figures – one might assume that all was well 

in the Canadian playthings industry. But by 1968, Earle Pullan Company was out of business, as 

were dozens of other established toy firms in Canada. Although other Canadian firms such as 

Reliable were still running, many of them were increasingly producing American toys under 

license from US toy companies. The main reason for this turn of events – covered in more detail 

below – was American entry into the Canadian market. But two other factors were also apparent. 

First, a problem in Canada, noted even in the American toy industry publication Playthings, was 

the prevalence for Canadian retailers to drive down prices. Doing so made sense from retailers’ 

perspectives: the retail toy market was hypercompetitive, especially with stores stocking the same 

mass-produced, mass-marketed items; therefore, price became the primary selling point.42 As 

Canadian toy executive, Steve Morris explained, these “price wars” were particularly “significant 

in the month of November because price brings the consumer in” as they do their shopping for the 
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holiday season.43 But lowering prices was damaging to Canadian toy manufacturers, whose profit 

margins were trimmed as they in turn were forced to lower their prices as well lest retailers refuse 

to stock their products.44 A second reason for the downfall of Canada’s toy industry was trade. In 

1963 Canadian toy makers had sold $120-million worth of toys but had recorded just $1-million 

in exports. One industry analyst lamented that few Canadian companies had any interest in 

exporting their products and were content to focus on Canada, where there were plenty of children. 

He added, though, that, undoubtedly, the baby boom would end, a development that would increase 

financial pressure on companies and lead Canadian playthings makers to begin merging together 

to compensate. The result was that companies that refused to merge faced increasingly stiff 

competition from a small number of large firms. The result was that it was likely that small toy 

manufacturers would disappear. After all, small companies lacked the manufacturing, advertising, 

and research and development that were increasingly necessary to success in the modern, mass-

produced, mass-marketed toy industry.45 Certainly, as we shall see below, the experience of 

Canadian toy firms bears out this dire analysis. 

 

Searching for New Markets: Tales of Toys and Trade 

The development of the Canadian toy industry, and the subsequent clash between Barbie and 

Marjie came at an important time in Canada’s economic history. The Second World War had seen 

the decisive shift in Canadian trade and investment from Britain to the United States.46 From then 
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on, Canada’s economy was a North American one, though many Canadians lamented this fact and 

various postwar governments would seek to reverse course. In any event, this development, and 

Canada’s postwar economy more generally, were subjects that the Canadian federal government 

saw fit to study, and so in 1955 it set up the Royal Commission on Canada’s Economic Prospects, 

popularly called the ‘Gordon Commission’ after its chair, Walter Gordon. Two years later, having 

heard from over 300 various Canadian economic interest groups and economists, the commission 

presented its final report. In it, the commissioners stressed that Canada’s economic relationship 

with the United States, while resulting in considerable prosperity, also meant Canadian reliance 

on the US for capital investment and as an export market. It went on to highlight the prevalence of 

American ownership of Canadian industry. “Canada and the United States live in a kind of 

symbiosis”, the report noted, “two organisms separate and distinct, each with its own ends and 

laws, but highly interdependent, indissolubly sharing the same continental environment and, in 

spite of a great disproportion in wealth and economic power, each necessary to the other.”47 For 

some Canadians, though, talk of interdependence and symbiosis was really a cover for American 

dominance. 

Hence in 1957, the same year as the Gordon Commission released its final report, 

Canadians elected a Progressive Conservative government, which under its leader, John 

Diefenbaker, promised to reverse two decades of economic policies put in place by his Liberal 

predecessors, who had deepened ties with the US economy. In a series of “perfervid and almost 

evangelical speeches” Diefenbaker offered Canadian voters a vision of a strong, prosperous, and 

independent country set to fulfill its potential, while also warning that under Liberal governance 
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Canada risked becoming “a virtual forty-ninth economic state in the American union.”48 As prime 

minister, Diefenbaker spoke about the “inherent dangers” stemming from the fact that Canada’s 

“trading world has become increasingly confined to the United States”. His government sought, 

as one business magazine noted in 1961, to “steer Canadian economic policy on a track that 

Canadians have never actually entered upon in the postwar period – economic nationalism.”49 

Despite such sentiments as well as some initial forays into nationalist economic policies, 

ultimately, Diefenbaker’s Conservative government failed in stemming the alignment of Canadian 

trade patterns along a North-South axis. Even so, these Tory efforts are important because they 

occurred at the same period as the Canadian toy industry was seeking government protection and 

support. 

Toys, Marjie among them, became embroiled in wider trends involving Canadian trade 

patterns. In the early postwar decades, Canada supported the nominal relaxing of trade restrictions 

on a variety of primary resources and manufactured items through the international trade 

framework of the General Agreement on Trade and Tariffs (GATT). Part of the Bretton Woods 

economic system set up primarily by the United States, the GATT, along with the International 

Monetary Fund and the Bank for Reconstruction and Development, was meant to promote a stable 

financial system, the reconstruction of Europe and Asia’s war-ravaged economies, the growth of 

post-colonial economies, and the expansion of international trade. These measures were meant to 

avoid a return to the Great Depression; they also helped to prop up Western, especially North 
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American economic power. Under GATT, Canada and other signatories worked to slowly reduce 

trade tariffs, but the efforts stopped well-short of free trade. Rather, most countries kept in place 

tariffs designed to protect certain industries or economic sectors, with GATT negotiations aimed 

not at eliminating these trade barriers, but in seeking to keep them at low levels so as to avoid trade 

wars. In any event, the impetus was put on Canadian companies to export their goods and resources 

– Canada itself was too small a market for firms to expand significantly. “Time to translate export 

opportunities into action”, the Canadian Chamber of Commerce declared in 1961, while the need 

for foreign trade was the conclusion reached in a joint 1960 report by the Montreal Board of Trade 

and the Canadian Exporters’ Association.50 

During this period, Canada, its economic and industrial sectors physically undamaged – 

and indeed enriched – by the Second World War, expanded its trade horizons. However, Canada’s 

trading efforts remained largely focused on the United States and Britain. In 1961, for instance, 

the American market accounted for 60 percent of Canadian exports; the British market, in second 

place, accounted for 17 percent.51 Moreover, while Canada, under both Liberal and Progressive 

Conservative administrations, supported nominal free trade, they also backed tariffs to protect key 

industries, especially in manufacturing. A major development in this era was the conclusion of the 

1965 Auto Pact between Canada and the United States, which created sectorial free trade in 

automotive parts and, arguably, benefitted Canadian industry over American manufacturers.52 
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Tariffs – or the lack of tariffs – were clearly an important trade mechanism. For example, in 1961, 

even with tariffs set between 20 to 30 percent on American goods coming into Canada, US toy 

imports represented 10 percent of the Canadian toy market, a figure that was slowly but steadily 

increasing each year.53 However, that same year, Canadians Playthings was able to successfully 

lobby the Canadian government to keep these tariffs in place and to impose country-of-origin 

legislation so that toys had to display where they were made. These efforts aimed to encourage 

Canadians to purchase Canadian-made goods. As Canadian Playthings President Elliot Thomas 

quipped in 1962: “It has even come down to a point where if you pick up a checker in a department 

store, you can see the country of origin stamped on each individual one.”54  

Canadian Playthings’ emphasis on ‘Buy Canadian’ echoed a similar initiative by 

Diefenbaker’s government. Although the federal government’s campaign was not limited to the 

toy industry, Minister of Trade and Commerce George Hees noted that it was in fact part of a 

larger government push to showcase to “the foreign buyer…the wide variety and high quality of 

goods to be obtained in Canada”, toys, as a booming industry, factored heavily into government 

planning.55 However, the Diefenbaker government was intent not just on using this slogan to 

appeal to nationalist sentiments among domestic consumers but on making “Buy Canadian” a 

slogan that foreign consumers would accept. In 1961, Hees explained to the Canadian 

Manufacturers Association that: “In today’s trading world, Canadian businessmen must be 
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prepared to compete anywhere, and compete successfully, if we are to maintain our standard of 

living and the free enterprise system.” Beyond this emphasis on the need for trade, he also 

emphasized the need to focus on the Canadian branding of export goods and here he singled out 

toys along with aircraft, canned goods, and electrical appliances. “Buy Canadian is for the 

consumer”, he told his audience. “Sell Canadian is for the manufacturer” and so industry officials 

had to be conscious of actively promoting their goods as being Made in Canada.56 

Canadian Playthings responded positively to the need for Made in Canada labelling. Its 

members, including the Earle Pullan Company, embraced the buy and sell Canadian mantra, 

slapping “Made in Canada” stickers on product boxes and ensuring that “Made in Canada” was 

stamped onto the products themselves.57 Canadian Playthings even furthered the concept by 

emphasizing the safety of toys produced in Canada, noting that its toys had been approved by the 

independent Canadian Toy Testing Council, a consumers’ rights body affiliated with the Canadian 

Association of Consumers, prior to release. The goal was to promote the “Buy Canadian” 

campaign by helping to equate “Canada-made” with products that were “safe for use by children, 

durable, versatile.”58 In 1958, Association President A. C. Palmer told The Globe and Mail that 

members of Canadian Playthings were so confident in its products that the organization voluntarily 

provided toys to Toy Testing Council.59 What this emphasis on the Canadian toy industry’s 
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commitment to quality control indicates is an implicit view that foreign toys, having not gone 

through such testing, could be unsafe or otherwise unfit for Canadian children. The emphasis on 

Canadian origins was not unique to the toy industry but was part of a larger effort by Canadian 

producers and manufacturers who sought to use national appeals and quality control as means to 

promote the purchase of Canadian made goods: “what applies to playthings purchase[d] for 

children”, noted a government report, “applies equally to other products.”60 This new form of 

economic nationalism sought to invoke, for consumers, a sense that that ‘Canada-made’ was 

equated with quality and “Buy Canadian” was equated with good citizenship. The strategy for the 

Canadian toy industry was to compete with American toy products, which were portrayed as being 

cheap, made of plastic (as opposed to more durable and natural materials), and manufactured 

abroad. A problem with the campaign, however, was that it did not seem to appeal to the nationalist 

sentiments of Canadian consumers as the toy industry had hoped. Reflecting on the ‘Canada-

Made’ and ‘Made-in-Canada’ campaign, Steve Morris emphatically noted that simply adding a 

‘red maple leaf’ to packaging “certainly in toys meant nothing.” Morris explained that “To the 

consumer, certainly to the American consumer, ‘yea, it’s OK,’ but certainly not as impactful as 

we, as Canadians, would like it to be…Americans seem to like ‘Made-in-America’ more than 

Canadians like ‘Made-in-Canada.”61 

Another caveat was that Canadian products were unlikely to be able to be sold at the same 

price points as their American competition because of the smaller Canadian market and resulting 
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economy of scale, hence the importance of tariffs.62 The tariff issue emerged as an important one 

in 1964, with the newly elected Liberal government of Lester Pearson considering whether and to 

what extent Canada should relax a range of tariffs on manufactured goods as part of high-level 

GATT negotiations. As part of this process, the government solicited input from various industry 

groups. In its submission, Canadian Playthings petitioned the government to continue tariffs and 

further protect the toy industry. The toy industry’s brief noted that the Canadian toy business had 

grown 4500 percent in the past twenty-five years and “whereas most toys used to be imported, 

now 75 percent of those sold in Canada are made here”, the result of Canadian tariff policy. 

Moreover, the tariffs had led to the recent establishment in Canada of the subsidiaries of American 

toy firms, a welcome development that boosted employment in the toy industry. As a result of 

what it saw as these positive developments in its industry Canadian Playthings was firmly in favour 

of retaining existing tariffs on imported toys, which ranged from 20 percent to 30 percent 

depending on the product. As their report contended, the main threat was from the United States, 

which had far more well-established toy manufacturers who had a competitive advantage with 

larger, more sophisticated advertising campaigns and economy of scale. Indeed, had tariffs not 

been in place, “Canadian firms would have faced almost impossible competition in their efforts to 

establish profitable operations”. Toys were a unique commodity: “Every country in the world, 

including all the major toy producing countries, imports a substantial quantity of toys and 

playthings. These imports fill the consumer demand for something different. The price, even when 

inflated by high duty rates, does not impede this trade. The domestic toy industry can do nothing 

to stop this – even Germany, historically the home of the toy makers, imports some 20% of the 
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toys sold in that country.” Beyond retaining the Canadian tariff, Canadian Playthings urged the 

federal government to do two things: to seek reductions in British, US, and Western European 

tariffs on toys and to actively continue assisting the Canadian toy industry in exporting their wares. 

“The Canadian toy industry,” they noted, “for the first time, finds itself in a position to export”.63 

Exporting Canadian toys proved to be a major focus of both government and industry 

efforts throughout the 1960s. Given the toy industry’s domestic growth in the postwar years, it is 

not surprising that there was a push to bring Canadian playthings to foreign markets. Indeed, such 

trade efforts were successful as is shown below in Table 1.  

 
Table 4.1: Comparison of Canadian Toy and Game Exports, 1959 and 1963, in thousands 
of dollars  

 
Source: Brief from the Canadian Playthings Manufacturing Inc. to the Canadian Tariffs and Trade 
Committee, 22 April 1964, Appendix II, Toy and Game Industry of Canada – Industry Statistics, 22 April 
1964, RG 19, vol. 5043, file 130-134, Library and Archives Canada. 
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Canadian Playthings’ request for assistance from the Department of Trade and Commerce 

made sense given the department’s mandate to promote Canadian-made goods abroad. With global 

power continuing to shift in the postwar period, and as the US was firmly establishing itself as a 

world leader politically, economically, and culturally, the economic success of Canada both at 

home and abroad was of great concern to the Department of Trade and Commerce. Certainly, 

Canadian government officials in the 1960s were cognizant of Canadian reliance on the US market, 

and so the Department of Trade and Commerce focused on developing the global marketplace by 

actively engaging in and sponsoring trade missions and trade shows abroad. As part of its various 

export-promotion activities, during 1962 alone it sent over 175 businesspeople on tours throughout 

six continents to promote Canadian products.64 Championing toys thus fit well within this overall 

government framework of promoting Canadian goods on the world market. While Canadian toy 

manufacturers and the government sought to protect the Canadian toy market through tariffs, they 

also aimed to break Canadian toys into foreign markets through both Canadian trade missions 

targeted at specific countries and Canadian participation in foreign toy fairs. Another impetus to 

seek out markets beyond North America was that the US had tariffs on toys and playthings at rates 

that were generally higher than in Canada – dolls, specifically, carried a 36 percent duty in 1963 

making it nearly impossible for the much smaller Canadian toy firms to compete in the United 

States market, especially against American toy giants such as Mattel.65 
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Although the Department of Trade and Commerce was to launch several efforts on its 

behalf, Canadian Playthings sought to develop an independent presence in other countries, with a 

specific focus on expanding Canadian toy companies’ presence in Western Europe. In particular, 

Canadian Playthings was predominately interested in markets in United Kingdom and West 

Germany, two of the largest European countries and, in the case of Germany, a traditional toy-

obsessed market. They were also both targets of wider Canadian trade expansion efforts in the 

1960s, thus showcasing how toy promotion fit into overall governmental policy.66 There was some 

anecdotal evidence years earlier that their efforts met with success: in 1956 it was reported that 

Reliable Toy Company was described as “an enterprise of world-wide reputation and 

ramifications, serving the remotest corners of the earth. (It even penetrates the Iron Curtain. A 

newspaper picture taken in Moscow showed a child carrying a “Reliable” doll.)”67  

To assist the Canadian companies attending trade fairs abroad, federal government Trade 

Commissioners were required to help “supervise trade exhibits…[and] make arrangements for and 

travel with Canadian trade missions visiting overseas markets”, by smoothing access to foreign 

buyers.68 The Department of Trade and Commerce even conducted market research on behalf of 

Canadian Playthings. The results of the survey, conducted in 1962, were not positive. Canadian 

Trade Commissioners in western Europe found little enthusiasm for Canadian toys. As the research 
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report concluded, “there appear to be prospects in Britain only. None of the European posts 

considers that a trade mission would be useful but a few have suggested trade fairs in which 

participation would have a marginal value.”69 In more specific terms, trade officials noted that 

exporting to West Germany would be difficult because of that country’s “well-known position as 

a producer and exporter of high quality toys”, meaning that German firms dominated their own 

market.70 As for France, it was judged that the French were interested only in “typically Canadian 

toys (such as Eskimo dolls).”71 European markets, at least in one case it would seem, were asking 

for an entirely different kind of Canadianness than the one that industrial toy makers and 

government officials had been trying to cultivate. Rather than Marjie and other plastic and vinyl 

Canadian toys, it seems that what proved attractive was indigenous heritage, something which 

Canadian government authorities would soon promote – problematically – as a ‘Canadian’ cultural 

export.72 To return to toys, trade officials saw Britain as the only likely export market. Although 

Canadian playthings, dolls especially (dolls imported to Britain were subjected to their own tariff) 

faced high tariffs, they could appeal to British consumers on linguistic and cultural grounds.73 
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 Even before the Department of Trade and Commerce’s 1962 study, Canadians had already 

identified the British toy market as a likely destination for Canadian playthings. “Toy 

manufacturers are finding a ready market in the United Kingdom,” wrote the Globe and Mail’s 

George Bain in 1960, with the likelihood of further sales to come.74 “In a highly competitive 

market, Canadians this year have been selling thousands of dollars worth of dolls, toys, house 

slippers, household utensils, small boats and dresses,” wrote another reporter that same year.  

“Britain is going through a social and economic revolution from which Canadian manufacturers 

cannot fail to benefit.”75 Even George Drew, Canada’s high commissioner in London, saw the 

importance of toys as one of a number of Canadian items that Britons were snatching up. Canadian 

exporters in the United Kingdom, he boasted, were “selling lines that Canada never before has 

marketed in Britain; such things as plastic power boats, high speed drills and other dental 

equipment, such textiles as the new drip-dry clothes, toys, children’s outdoor and sports wear, 

men’s slippers and even women’s dresses.”76 Indeed, in December 1961, in the midst of the 

Christmas buying season, the Canadian High Commissioner’s residence, located in Grosvenor 

Square in central London, hosted a large display of Canadian toys put on by toy manufacturers. 

Yet as toy industry officials recognized, Canadian toys in Britain were triple the price they were 

in Canada thanks to taxes and tariffs and wholesaler mark-ups, costs that made sales virtually 

prohibitive.77 
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Despite the costs of selling to Britain, the apparent enthusiasm there for Canadian toys, 

combined with the advice offered in the Department of Trade and Commerce’s 1962 market 

research report that the Canadian toy industry focus on Britain, led Canadian Playthings to send 

six prominent Canadian toy manufacturers, including Earle Pullan, on a nine-day trade mission in 

November 1962. Serving as both cultural and economic ambassadors, the representatives of 

Canadian Playthings set out to promote their industry in Britain as well as in West Germany.78 

Canadian government officials welcomed the move. Trade and Commerce Minister George Hees 

announced the missions and praised the toy industry as “one of Canada’s most rapidly-growing 

secondary industries”, with Canadian production growing twenty-five times its pre-Second World 

War volume.79 That a senior government official took note of the possibility of increased exports 

to Britain – even in the field of toys – is not a surprise given British efforts in the early 1960s to 

join the European Economic Community and the efforts by Diefenbaker’s government to ensure 

the continuation of Anglo-Canadian trade.80 
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Figure 4.2: “Canadian Playthings at the Airport.” Members of the Canadian Playthings Manufacturers 
Inc. shown with a flight attendant as they prepare to board their flight from Toronto to the United 
Kingdom. Earle Pullan is shown third from the right. Source: “Toy Manufacturers Embark on Trade 
Mission,” Globe and Mail, 19 November, 1962.  
 

The mission itself was mildly successful. One unforeseen issue was that the majority of 

British retailers – several year-round toy shops in Glasgow were the exceptions – only carried toys 

as seasonal products, with these purchases taking place in the spring. As a result, the Canadian 

Playthings-sponsored manufacturers found few immediate buyers that November. However, their 

products were snatched up by British toy buyers the following spring, with British retailers 

evidently impressed by the manufacturers’ sales pitches. With the mission a success, Canadian 

Playthings sent another group of Canadian manufacturers to attend British toy fairs in 1963, with 

an additional two days added to the itinerary so that more time could be spent visiting toy shops 

in Glasgow, where there had been intense interest in Canadian toys.81 However, reports on the 

mission in press were critical, not necessarily of Canadian Playthings and the trade junket itself, 

                                                           
81 Memorandum “Canadian Playthings Manufacturers Incorporated – Possible Outgoing Toy 
Industry Mission and Participation in Trade Fairs,” 9 July 1963, RG 20, vol. 1336, file T-8-689, 
Library and Archives Canada. 



 223 

but that no efforts had been made to sell toys to Europeans until then. “We should have started 

sooner”, one industry watcher lamented, as trade patterns were already hardening. As the report 

indicated, Canada and the US collectively provided just 5 percent of British imports of toys and 

an “insignificant” percentage of West German imports. Among the top selling Canadian products, 

meanwhile, was the Reliable Toy Company’s toy Mountie, which played “O Canada”, a sign that 

verifiably ‘Canadian’ products could attract foreign buyers.82 

Despite such criticisms, the trade missions to Britain in 1962 and 1963 were successful 

enough that in February 1964 a trade fair solely for Canadian toys was held in London as a joint 

effort between Canadian Playthings and the Department of Trade and Commerce, a move that was 

Canadian toy makers’ “most ambitious export venture to date”. The four-day event in London 

featured twenty-two Canadian exhibitors displaying a representative range of Canadian products 

including “plush stuffed animals, plastic and wooden toys, inflatable toys and swimming polls, 

novelties and a wide variety of games including the always popular Canadian hockey game.” The 

fair hosted over 2500 foreign toy buyers not only from the United Kingdom, but also Sweden, 

France, West Germany, Israel, South Africa, and even Australia. It resulted in immediate sales 

upwards of a quarter million dollars, a significant increase over past sales figures.83 Upon their 

return to Canada, Canadian Playthings reported to the Department of Trade and Commerce that 

“The findings were most optimistic”, that future export sales were likely, and that the industry was 

looking to further promote Canadian toys in Europe.84 Commenting on the event, Canadian doll 
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collector and toy researcher Evelyn Robson Strahlendorf wrote that the trade mission “proved to 

be very successful…because sales of Canadian toys in Europe increased” following the efforts of 

the Canadian toy manufacturers.85 “The first Canadian Toy Fair ever held in England, was such an 

unqualified success”, a Department of Trade and Commerce analysis put it, “that participating 

firms are already calling for a repeat performance in 1965.”86 

As for the items on sale, Marjie figured prominently. Indeed, following these initial trade 

missions to toy fairs in Britain, the Marjie doll was sold at Harrods, London’s premier high-end 

department store. Marketed to upscale consumers as an imported luxury product – and it was an 

expensive one given British import tariffs – Marjie was displayed under a large banner reading: 

“Canada’s favourite doll.”87 From this marketing pitch, it is clear that Marjie’s Canadian roots 

were viewed as a major selling point. It would appear, then, at least from this advertising method, 

that Canada was not the only market to display an interest in alternatives to the American Barbie 

doll. Indeed, much like Canada, the 1960s saw strong consumer nationalism in Britain – a country 

where this phenomenon was common and historically focused against Europeans – defined mainly 

against the United States.88 Moreover, Canada, of course, was a former colony of Britain and there 

were still lingering imperial ties. Canadian goods, even a simple doll, were therefore markers of 

the common cultural linkages nurtured by continuing reciprocal immigration between the former 
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metropole and settler colony.89 Just as Canada had once shipped timber and fish to Britain, now it 

sent finished manufactured goods and consumer products, Marjie included. 

In addition to selling to Western Europeans via toy trade missions, the Department of Trade 

and Commerce also worked to promote Canadian-made toys and playthings through other means. 

One was by sponsoring what the Department loosely called ‘Buying Missions,’ especially from 

the United States, which were meant to “complement” standard trade missions.90 With these 

buying missions, the Department brought foreign trade commissioners and foreign buyers into 

Canada to tour factories and view displays of Canadian-made goods. For instance, in 1962, the 

Department of Trade and Commerce sponsored two buying missions: the first, to Toronto, in May, 

for 120 American retail buyers; the second, to Montreal, in June, for 150 department store buyers 

from New York, Philadelphia, and Chicago.91 Toys were prominently displayed items at these 

buying missions and as George Hees noted, he had high hopes for exporting toys and other goods 

to the US “as it is the largest market in the world, and adjacent to Canada.” Hees added, US 

department stores had a purchasing power of $18 billion, or half of Canada’s Gross National 

Product.92 At another buying mission the previous year, Hees made a big show of promoting toys 

when he “wheeled around on a plastic toy tractor and did a couple of stunts on a children’s climbing 
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frame” before telling reporters: “If this doesn’t show how strong Canadian toys are, I don’t know 

what will.”93 

Canadian trade ambassadors also promoted Canadian toys at the Toronto-based Canadian 

International Trade Fair, which had been established in 1948 to assist Canadian manufacturers in 

finding new markets abroad, with foreign but also domestic buyers invited to attend. The Canadian 

International Trade Fair maintained a full-time staff at Exhibition Park in Toronto in addition to 

its strong partnership with the Canadian government’s Trade Commissioner Service. Toy 

manufacturers were given the opportunity to create exhibits within which they debuted new toys 

and directly pitched their products to industry buyers from the United States and Europe. The event 

was traditionally held in the early spring so as to enable buyers to complete their orders in time for 

the busy Christmas season upon which the industry depended.94  

But whereas it sought to support the Canadian toy industry through these avenues, the 

Department of Trade and Commerce had no plans to participate in any US toy trade shows directly 

in the United States, including the American Toy Fair in New York City, a decision that reflected 

a judgment that high tariffs were but one of many barriers to Canadian entry into the US market.95 

On this key issue of tariffs, the Canadian government won some small reductions in Kennedy 

Round negotiations at the GATT. But proving unwilling to budge on its own tariffs protecting 

Canada’s toy industry, all Canadian trade officials could do was urge other countries to lower their 

tariffs. Here, the main target was the United States. “Regrettably,” Liberal Trade Minister Mitchell 

Sharp lamented to an American audience, “Canada’s access to American markets for such 
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[manufactured] goods has been limited by a number of relatively high tariffs.” In the interests of 

“sound and lasting co-operation between our two countries” he blandished Americans to help 

“ensure Canada the economic means to maintain her separate political identity.”96 

The inability to break into the American market – or European markets for that matter – 

proved troublesome for the Canadian toy industry. For while Canada’s toy markets continued to 

post record sales throughout the 1960s, profits were slim to nil due to fierce retailer competition, 

which drove down prices and, thus, reduced profit margins. “Our expansion can’t continue in 

Canada at the present rate”, complained Walter Griffin, president of Canadian Playthings in 1966. 

“We now produce 70 per cent of the toys sold in Canada, and dislodging that last 30 per cent will 

be difficult”, hence the need to export.97 Although exports to the US remained low throughout the 

1960s, hope of expansion into the United States market, which was 17 times bigger than the 

Canadian market, did not die. In 1968, Sam Ganz, president of the Canadian Toy Manufacturers 

Association, affirmed: “We are going to try very hard to get into this market. It just means more 

aggressiveness on our part.”98  

As for domestic sales, Canadian manufacturers found it increasingly difficult to compete 

with American toy makers. Such difficulties, as is highlighted in the following section, were 

compounded by American toy manufacturers’ ability to saturate the market in terms of advertising 

and marketing.99 Despite the combined efforts of Canadian toy manufacturers and the Canadian 
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government, the popularity of US toys over Canadian ones indicates that nationalists were facing 

an uphill fight. Government officials, for their part, were aware of the indifference of the average 

Canadian to nationalist products and buying campaigns across the country. As early as 1961, in a 

speech to the Canadian Club in Toronto, George Hees admitted that it had “become very 

clear…[that] there is no sentiment in the buying habits of the average Canadian…The buying 

public demonstrates every day that they will buy the best quality at the same price, or equal quality 

at the lowest price, no matter where the goods are produced.”100 Yet for Canadian toy makers the 

major problem was not necessarily that American exports were entering into Canada but that their 

American competitors were in fact circumventing the tariff wall and coming to dominate the 

Canadian toy market by setting up subsidiaries or licensing out their products to select Canadian 

firms. 

 

Americanization and the Death of Canadian Toy Making 

In 1960 L.B. Samuels, the vice-president of Reliable Toys, the largest toy manufacturer in Canada, 

boasted that “domestic manufacturers have little to fear from foreign competition.”101 In his 

analysis, Samuels was correct, for throughout the decade imports of foreign toys – with the US 

leading the way – averaged between 20 to 25 percent of the Canadian market, and Canada’s toy 

makers continued to post record sales year after year. Yet while Canadian toy sales may have been 

up year over year, the problem was that purchases of Canadian playthings were steadily declining. 

Not that toys made by Canadian workers were not being sold; they were. Rather, what was taking 
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place was the incursion of American toy manufacturers into Canada through the expansion of 

subsidiaries and branch-plants, a move that was edging out Canadian manufacturing firms. For 

American toy companies it was economically beneficial to establish toy production and 

manufacturing plants in Canada for many reasons. According to Steve Morris, acquisitions were 

“a common practice to eliminate smaller competitions” to such an extent that many toy companies 

had “grown through acquisitions, not through development. The more powerful you are, the more 

strength you might have.”102 The primary reason, however, was that take-over of Canadian 

manufacturing allowed American firms to provide toys for the Canadian market while avoiding 

import penalties and tariffs. This practice had long roots in Canada, going back to the imposition 

of a high tariff wall under Prime Minister John A. Macdonald’s National Policy, and leading to 

the establishment in Canada of hundreds of American branch plants and subsidiaries.103 

Compounding this economic situation was that there was little impetus for postwar (or even pre-

war) Canadian governments to block the entry of American cultural products. So as one cultural 

historian put it, in the mid- to late 1960s “Canada continued to be an overrun market, a dumping 

ground for foreign goods, thanks in large part to domestic distributors more interested in imports 

than indigenous offerings”. And what was true of automobiles, microwaves, music, books, and 

television programming was also true of toys.104 Thus, the boom time of Canadian postwar toy 

production also dovetailed with the entry and growing dominance of American toy companies, 

and leading the way was Mattel with its Barbie doll. 
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 Barbie took Canada by storm. In 1959, the year Barbie was created, one Canadian business 

reporter wrote that “Experts say Canadian-made toys are tops in some fields, especially that of 

dolls. These are well-made, usually of vinyl plastic, unbreakable, lifelike and charming.”105 Yet 

however much Canadian-made dolls may have been “tops”, as we saw in Chapter 3, Canadian 

consumers were soon clamouring for Barbie. The response of Canadian toy makers was to mimic 

the teenage fashion doll. As Earle Pullan’s daughter recalled, “the nature of my father’s industry 

was that they had to keep up with the Americans”, adding, “I think there was some discussion 

about European toys and American toys, and certainly the feeling that European toys were rather 

nicer, more sophisticated, and probably better made, but the direction everything was moving in 

was toward American toys, and kind of nice didn’t matter. The Americans were taking over all of 

the markets.”106 

 One sign of American dominance in the toy industry was attendance at toy fairs, with the 

American Toy Fair in New York City seen as the ultimate venue to debut the hottest toys for 

companies not just in the United States but frequently from around the world. As Canadian toy 

industry veteran, Steve Morris, explained:  

They would show some of them, but they wouldn’t show the big TV doll – you’d 
have to wait three more weeks. They [the toy companies] never unveiled in 
Toronto the new, hot toy for Christmas – they kept it to New York…You would 
never see those toys in Toronto. You would have to go to New York Toy Fair to 
see it. Remember, you had to go because you didn’t read about it until weeks and 
weeks later…Today we’re so global it’s unbelievable. And like everything else, 
with social media, there’s no secrets. Before...launching a new toy was magical 
because the Americans held it off until New York.107  
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The American Toy Fair had become an exclusive club for the best of the best in the toy industry, 

though the Canadian Toy Fair did offer up an alterative for a short period of time in the late 1950s 

and early 1960s. According to another industry veteran of the Canadian toy industry, the Canadian 

fair “had its heyday in Montreal. And of course most of the [Canadian] retailers were from 

somewhere else other than Montreal. Being able to go to Montreal – what a great city! It was a 

very big deal in that era.”108 Similarly, toy industry veteran, Steve Morris, hypothesized three 

reasons for the decline of the Canadian Toy Fair, the first two related to the move from Montreal 

to Toronto in the early 1990s. In Toronto, he explained, “It was at the convention centre and it was 

a good event but it eventually did decline because of doubling up with going to New York. And 

the competition from New York Toy Fair.”109 The cost and time that went into exhibiting was 

significant because it required companies hire all kinds of people to set up their exhibits: 

“Exhibiting is really, really expensive. You’ve got to have carpenters, designers, people figuring 

out all the layouts. Shipping the product, getting the product properly displayed – very big 

production.” Second, the move to Toronto, where most of the Canadian toy industry was already 

based, erased any ability of the Canadians to match what Steve Morris calls “the glamour and the 

glitz of the industry” at the New York Fair.110 As a former Mattel Canada executive remarked: “It 

never had the excitement in Toronto that it did in Montreal because the buyers lived in Toronto 

and they had to go home [each day of the fair].”111 Finally, the toy industry veteran’s “more 

probable” explanation for the decline of the Canadian Fair was the integration of Canadian 

subsidiaries into their American parent companies. The result was that US-based corporate 
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officials, focused on the draw of the Toy Fair in New York,  asked themselves: “‘why are we doing 

this thing? Why are we setting out the big booths and spending all of this money on the Canadian 

Toy Fair but decisions are not being made until customers went to New York and saw the New 

York Toy Fair?’” So, participation in the Canadian fair was eliminated or avoided. Even for larger 

toy companies, like Mattel, it was far cheaper for the company to have its Canadian counterparts 

“just fly to New York, which is a short distance, and stay in a hotel for a week and be able to use 

all the facilities and production that the US company had done. And New York Toy Fairs in those 

days were spectacular!”112 

Barbie’s impact on Canada’s toy industry was clear to industry watchers. For example, in 

1961 the Ottawa-based Canadian Toy Testing Council noticed that for Canadian toys the biggest 

changes were in dolls, with an emphasis on clothing and accessories, some of it scandalous, and 

all of it adding up to expenses for parents.113 Barbie’s success in Canada mirrored its success in 

the United States in other ways. For instance, alongside Barbie Mattel sold the doll’s family and 

friends, their accessories, and a slew of Barbie-branded merchandise, all of it unmatched by their 

Canadian competitors. Certainly, Canadian retail advertisements focused solely on Barbie 

products, rather than those of Canadian manufacturers. For instance, in 1962 the department store 

Simpson’s advertised a Barbie doll bedspread in rose or blue.114 The next year, Eaton’s informed 

potential buyers: “All we need say about this is that any little girl with a ‘Barbie Doll’ and a 

birthday coming up will love you madly for one of the new ‘Barbie’ Lunch Kits.”115 Eaton’s also 

launched a promotion that touted: “One of the most popular dolls of all time is the slim, elegant 
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model known as Barbie…the doll that has her own fan club (with a membership of 600,000!), her 

own magazine, her own world of fashion, furniture and even architecture. And now Eaton’s 

introduces one of the most exciting Barbie products of all … the Barbie Hair Salon.”116 What is 

worth noting here is that these advertisements were put out and paid for by Canadian retailers 

themselves, and in them, there was no marketing of Canadian toys or Canadian toy-related 

accessories. From the retailers’ perspective, of course, it made sense to advertise Barbie products 

as these were presumably hot sellers; but from a nationalist perspective, this was damaging to 

Canadian toy makers. 

Canadian media coverage also focused intently on Barbie and not on Marjie and other 

competing teenage fashion dolls. A 1967 Globe and Mail report on hot toys for the upcoming 

holiday shopping season focused overwhelmingly on Barbie, the dolls’ new “twist-and-turn 

waist”, and its eleven companions and friends, including, of course, Ken. “Barbie’s wardrobe is 

stupendous and she has a full range of makeup and wigs”, the report continued. “The family can 

visit Barbie’s apartment which can be furnished with everything from a tiny cup and saucer to a 

well-equipped dressing table.”117 Reporter Leslie Millin dubbed Barbie “the dowager queen of an 

amazingly successful range of dolls” and the owner of a vast range of clothes, including “an 

unbelievable line of underwear including what used to be known laughingly as intimate garments.” 

The doll, Millin quipped, was “sophisticated as only a doll with a brassiere can be”.118 After 

attending the 28th annual Canadian Toy Fair  in 1968 and previewing the new slate of toys, another 

reporter asked: “Who would have thought that Barbie dolls could be packaged in so many different 
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ways.”119 In a report about the madness of the holiday shopping that  year, Leslie Millin contended 

that “Wardrobes for dress-up dolls have increased to the point of bewilderment and, for a date with 

Ken, Barbie is now provided a manicure set, $2.98, and make-up kit, $1.49.”120 Such coverage in 

the popular Canadian press left little room for competing products, including those produced by 

Canadian companies.  

Compounding this situation was American toy companies’ own advertising advantage. In 

a tongue in cheek analysis of Barbie, Millin wrote that “once the parent has bought the toy, he 

need do no more. Barbie’s accessories offer wide entertainment without much need for 

imagination, and if any instruction is required, the child can pick it up from television commercials 

without any need for parental intervention.”121 In its battle for Canadian market share, Mattel used 

the same television advertising tactics that had proved so effective in the United States. In 1964, 

for instance, toy firms in Canada spent $4-million on television advertising “aimed at moppets 

from coast to coast”.122 Mattel spent over half of this money, which included $500,000 alone to 

promote Barbie. As a report noted, the biggest Canadian firm, Reliable Toy Company, with 

operations in Toronto, Montreal, and Vancouver, was spending just $50,000 to market its Tammy 

fashion doll, which was aimed “straight at Mattel’s Barbie and her extensive line of clothes and 

accessories.”123 Earle Pullan was spending an even smaller amount to hawk Marjie.124 What is 

worth noting, too, is that although Reliable marketed Tammy as “Canada’s leading Teenage Miss”, 
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the doll was in fact the result of a licensing deal with New York-based Ideal toys, which had 

created and owned Tammy.125 Thus, Reliable’s Tammy was not in fact a ‘Canadian’ doll. 

In any event, what is clear, is that Canadian firms could not compete against their larger 

American competitors, Mattel especially. “It is an unfortunate fact in Canada”, noted Canadian 

toy historian Evelyn Strahlendorf,  

that if large foreign companies move into an industry there is little that Canadians 
can do to resist. The Canadian population is not large enough to support a powerful 
industry in the toy-making field. When foreign companies have enough resources 
to mount extensive advertising campaigns, they create demand for their products 
and flood the Canadian market.126 

 
As Strahlendorf observed, Marjie had suffered this fate, for “although it was a well made and 

imaginative product, it could not support an advertising budget large enough to compete with the 

extensive and persuasive advertising campaign surrounding the American Barbie doll. Every little 

Canadian girl was convinced that she had to have a Barbie doll.”127 

 The problems facing Canadian toy firms were shared by smaller American manufacturers 

that likewise lacked the advertising dollars necessary to compete against the growing toy 

conglomerates like Mattel. In a 1963 story in the American trade publication Playthings, the 

unnamed owner of a small US toy manufacturer decried how a “Darwinian process of survival of 

the fittest is weeding out the marginal manufacturer” in favour of large companies. As he asked, 

“why must TV be considered the only effective medium for generating volume sales?” But he also 

lamented that small firms were caught in a Catch-22-like situation: without television advertising 

their products were being overlooked, and yet there was no guarantee that large outlays on 
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television advertising would in fact lead to big sales. “There have been many failures, and for the 

small manufacturer [an extensive advertising campaign] is not a calculated risk but rather an 

outright gamble” and while a large firm with capital to spare might be able to take such a gamble, 

doing so was often not possible nor prudent for a small toy maker.128 There was a sense, at least 

among some in the Canadian toy industry, that smaller toy companies were more likely to succeed 

in Canada than in the United States because, according to a former Mattel Canada executive,  

“buyers were fair minded in terms of giving small guys a chance. Lots of small guys thrived in 

Canada through relationships – it wasn’t just about the almighty dollar…There was a loyalty in 

Canada because there was a great continuity of buyers and sellers than there was in the United 

States.”129 The industry veteran remembers many examples of Canadian buyers telling him “‘hey, 

we’re not going to give all our money to you guys. Joe Smith here, I’ve been dealing with him for 

twenty years, he’s been a good supplier, he’s going to get some of my dollars. I want him to be 

alive’…It was a small town and it was personal. Canada is a small town.”130 But having positive 

relationships, even in a ‘small town’ industry, could only go so far to support small manufactures, 

especially when competing with massive, sophisticated advertising campaigns. Big US toy 

companies had smaller firms in a bind, and while Canadian manufacturers should have benefitted 

from the protection afforded by import tariffs, American firms got around this barrier by setting 

up shop in Canada. 

Commenting on the booming Canadian toy sales in 1964, William Griffith, Secretary-

Treasurer of Canadian Playthings Manufacturers, noted that exponential increases were largely the 
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result of  “licensing deals with U.S. factories to produce new items in Canada.”131 One way for US 

companies to get around the Canadian tariff wall was to allow Canadian firms to produce and sell 

their products domestically. In 1960, for instance, construction began on a 150,000 square-foot 

plant on a 24-acre site in Scarborough, Ontario for Canadian manufacturer Collett-Sproule Boxes, 

Limited. The added production capacity was aimed at being able to accommodate increased 

production of Famous Parker Games – more commonly known as Parker Brothers – makers of 

popular, addictive, and sometimes divisive (at least in my family) board games such as Monopoly, 

Sorry!, Clue, Risk, and the Ouija board.132 In 1967, Lines Brothers, a Toronto firm, began 

manufacturing Playskool toys at a new 100,000 square-foot facility in Waterloo, Ontario.133 That 

same year, Reliable Toys, Canada’s biggest toy maker, began producing the Brooklyn, New York-

based Uneeda Doll Company’s Pee Wee dolls. With twelve different dolls with interchangeable 

clothes, the 4-inch tall, cherubic Pee Wee borrowed heavily from the Barbie model of focusing on 

interchangeable accessories. Moreover, Reliable launched a large-scale television advertising 

campaign coinciding with the launch of the product line in Canada.134 Yet Reliable was already 

under license to produce New York-based Ideal toys’ Tammy dolls, a fashion doll and Barbie 

imitator.  

However, other US companies set up shop directly. In the early 1960s, Mattel had selected 

Dee and Cee, a major Canadian toy company that began in 1932, to be the Canadian distributor 

for its new Chatty Cathy doll. Under license with Mattel, Dee and Cee debuted Chatty Cathy at 
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the Canadian Toy show in Montreal in 1961 and the joint venture in the Canadian market was so 

successful that Mattel purchased Dee and Cee. Mattel then shut down the now former Canadian 

company’s production facility, opting to build a new $1 million plant in Etobicoke.135 In addition 

to manufacturing facilities, the new plant included test labs where children were given prototype 

toys and monitored as they played with them, all in an effort to determine which toys were popular 

and should be sold. 136 As part of its expansion into Canada, Mattel also held dinners with retailers 

in Canada to promote their products, common practice, perhaps, but notable both that these 

meetings were publicized in Playthings and that they were headed by Mattel’s top US-based 

marketing executives.137 The Canadian market clearly mattered. 

As for the expansion into Canada of other American firms, in 1966, Multiple Toymakers 

of New York established a Canadian subsidiary to make and market its goods in Canada and 

appointed Moe Smith, former president of Canadian Playthings Manufacturers to head the new 

firm.138 At the time, Multiple was a manufacturer primarily of race cars, toy military soldiers and 

vehicles, and tie-in products for James Bond, including toy guns and spy gadgets. In another 

example, 1964 saw the opening of a Canadian branch plant of A.C. Gilbert, of New Haven, 

Connecticut in Burlington, Ontario. As the subsidiary’s president, John Downey, boasted, the plant 

would boost manufacturing in Canada and would mean that “for the first time, all models of the 

Erector sets, Auto-Rama Race  Games and accessories, chemistry sets, microscopes, trains and 

spare parts will be available to Canadians without import penalties.”139 While the promise of 
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cheaper chemistry sets and racing cars might have made some Canadians think ‘Gee Whiz!’, the 

reality, as with American branch plants in Canada in general, was that corporate profits went back 

to the US-based head office. The trade off, beyond lower prices for American goods, was 

employment in manufacturing in Canada. The tensions between these factors had long been a point 

of contention in Canada, but by the 1960s, the issue of American dominance of the Canadian 

economy via subsidiaries was reaching a fever pitch. In the case of playthings – as with other 

cultural imports such as music, television programs, or comic books – the issue also involved the 

import of American material. Whereas the production of lug nuts or auto mufflers at an American 

subsidiary in Canada involved economic issues alone, the production of toys also added a cultural 

factor into the mix.  

There were defenders of the growing American presence in the Canadian toy market. In 

1967 Dennis Tiberlis, president of the Canadian Toymakers’ Association, predicted boom times 

ahead, thanks to record sales of $180-million that year. As for the presence in Canada of twenty 

US toy firms, it was bound to bring “benefits to the Canadian toy-buying public” because these 

subsidiaries of US companies “are self-sustaining units, with their own tools and know-how” and 

they were ushering in an era of innovation.140 Yet that same year, Earle Pullan Company went out 

of business, as did half a dozen other Canadian toy companies, all of which simply could not 

compete with American advertising dollars and streamlined mass production. Reliable Toys, the 

country’s largest toy manufacturer, held on until 1983, before folding.  

Beyond driving their Canadian competitors out of business, American companies also 

represented a threat to Canadian workers. For instance, in 1968, a seven-month long strike by the 

70 members of the International Union of Doll, Toys, Playthings, Novelties and Allied Products 
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local at the Fisher-Price Toys Canada plant in Orangeville, Ontario led the New York-based parent 

company to shutter the facility.141 The subsidiary effect created other complications. At the 1967 

Nuremberg Toy Fair, for example, eight Canadian firms participated at what was Germany’s 

largest toy fair, one that saw buyers come from across Europe, Asia, and Africa. But as a report by 

Canadian trade officials made clear: “Of those that did attend, the quality and efficacy of their 

participation varied widely.” Aurora Plastics of Canada, the local subsidiary of an American firm, 

was praised for its professionalism in the official report. However, much of the business accruing 

to the Canadian branch plant came through the American stand for the company. Even more 

troubling, Playcraft Toys “would have been better left at home” as their wares on display consisted 

of American-made Remco toys, sold out of Remco boxes, and were available more cheaply from 

Remco proper in the United States.142 

While generations of Canadians had supported foreign – usually American – ownership of 

Canadian companies and the rise of US subsidiaries in Canada as means both to increase Canadian 

employment and gain access to cheap US consumer goods, the problems associated with these 

developments – a lack of Canadian ownership in and control over Canada’s economy, difficulties 

faced by Canadian firms in trying to compete with US-backed subsidiaries – were becoming 

glaringly obvious by the 1950s. Thus there was a growing pushback against American ownership, 

beginning largely with the Royal Commission on Canada’s Economic Prospects in 1957. The chair 

of that commission, Walter Gordon, became finance minister in Lester Pearson’s 1963 Liberal 

government. In his first budget, Gordon introduced a hefty tax on foreign ownership, an effort both 
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to encourage Canadian ownership and to ensure that foreign companies with a stake in Canada’s 

economy were paying their fair share (a common complaint about foreign ownership was that 

subsidiaries’ profits went back to the head office rather than into the local economy). Gordon’s 

measure was withdrawn under pressure from the US government and protests by Canadian 

business interests.143 Even so, this foray into economic nationalism sparked a movement that took 

off in the later 1960s and into the 1970s, all in an effort to reverse Canada’s “position of economic, 

political and cultural dependence on the United States”.144 As Maclean’s asked in July 1966: 

“Americans own a lot of things that make this country rich. Does this mean colonial status for 

Canadians?”.145 For many Canadians, the answer was ‘yes’. And so along with the cultural 

nationalism discussed in Chapter 3, came a strong economic nationalism, culminating in Prime 

Minister Pierre Trudeau’s introduction of the Foreign Investment Review Act of 1973.146  

Such measures came too late to save Earle Pullan and other Canadian toy makers. By 1979 

domestic toy sales reached $532-million annually, but by then, the Canadian markets was 

dominated by American toy companies, Etobicoke-based Mattel of Canada the leader among 

them.147 And Barbie was the industry leader. “The world’s top doll, and by far Canada’s biggest 

selling toy,” a 1975 Globe and Mail story noted, “Barbie, has acquired an elaborate yacht.” As the 

reporter went on to note, although there continued to be critics of “Barbie-dollatry”, who decried 
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the materialism of the doll’s ethos, Mattel had obviously decided to move ahead and was 

introducing “a townhouse, 10-speeder, swimming pool, ski run, country camper, beach bus, jet, 

country place and, of course, scads and scads of high-style clothes and hair-dos.”148 

 

Conclusions 

Ultimately, the Americans won. Any success Canadian toy companies found following their initial 

trade missions outside of Canada was short lived. Despite the backing of the Canadian government 

through the Department of Trade and Commerce, Mattel’s advertising powerhouse eclipsed the 

appeal of the Canadianness of its competitors. Without the capital to compete, the Canadian toy 

landscape was dramatically depleted. Such major Canadian companies founded during the Second 

World War as, Dee and Cee Toys and Ganz Brothers, were purchased by Mattel and Regal Toys, 

respectively, within a decade of their first negotiated contract. Those that found no buyer, like 

Earle Pullan Co. Ltd., Allied Toy and Enterprises Ltd., and Star Doll Co., went bankrupt. Toys and 

Playthings complained in 1968 that the rising cost of raw materials and labour were leaving toy 

makers facing a “cost-squeeze” which would require them to either raise the prices of their goods, 

or find some way to cut costs.149 But the main culprit was the cost of television advertising and the 

impact it had on promoting the toys of those companies that could afford it. “The little toymaker 

has become a billion dollar business,” observed a reporter in 1968, “and each one of its advertising 

dollars is aimed at children. So brace yourself, parents.”150 Americans were certainly aware that 

Canadians faced the full brunt of American advertising. In 1960 the New York Times’s Canadian 
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correspondent, Raymond Daniell, observed that in Canada, “United States influence is 

overwhelming in daily life. Television and radio programs originating in the United States and 

motion pictures from Hollywood are a regular part of the daily fare in entertainment. Magazines 

and comic books flow across the border in a steady stream.”151 

As we saw in Chapter 3, there was considerable concern with television advertising from 

a cultural and societal standpoint. Here, we can see an emphasis on Canadian anxieties connected 

to the mass consumption inherent in the growing prevalence of mass-marketed, mass-produced 

toys as a staple of childhood. Such concerns were voiced in a Globe and Mail editorial in 1964, 

“With a lot of Christmas spending money about this year, the scramble for it has not always been 

dignified,” the paper complained, adding that “children are easily swept along by the urgent tone 

of the commentator into accepting a crude, fragile and rather dull toy as a glittering key to high 

adventure.” Mattel was a world leader in such advertising and the company was therefore an 

exemplar of the “commercial excesses” that marked the postwar era.152 

The Canadian toy manufacturers’ fate coincided with the wider hollowing out of Canadian 

manufacturing and the phenomenon of plant closures and de-industrialization of other industries 

in Canada that accelerated in the 1970s.153 Ironically, while the Calgary Herald could note in 1987 

that G.I. Joe and Barbie remained “Masters of the Universe,” frequently these American toys 

themselves were no longer being made in the United States, with production shipped off-shore to 

Japan, Taiwan, and then China.154 In later decades, employees of American subsidiaries operating 
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in Canada expressed frustration with the lack of understanding of the differences of the Canadian 

market. “You had to defend your turf,” noted a former Mattel Canada executive. “Americans, 

being as parochial as they are, sometimes didn’t have that international outlook.” There were times 

that his American colleagues “took it for granted that Canada was part of the United States because 

[of the] physical proximity; they forgot about bilingualism. But in many ways we’re different; in 

many ways we’re the same.” After one heated phone meeting with some Mattel colleagues in 

California, the Mattel Canada executive addressed this attitude, saying: “you walk down the hall 

and talk to him. Get him an atlas or something!”155   

The Canadian toy makers’ fate was shared by other cultural producers. As Ryan Edwardson 

has noted in his history of postwar Canadian cultural nationalism, successive Canadian 

governments failed to beat back American cultural intrusion. Looking at magazines, for instance, 

he concluded: “the Canadian government did its best to avoid upsetting the Americans, and another 

media monopoly was allowed to continue unabated. Time and Reader’s Digest joined Hollywood 

in sitting comfortably beyond nationalist reproach.”156 

The Canadian toy industry, in essence, had not only been Americanized, but North 

Americanized. As one Mattel Canada executive admitted: “You hate to say it but sometimes we 

became the branch-plant economy. We were duplicating things.”157 The North Americanization of 

the Canadian toy industry was also recalled by Earle Pullan’s daughter, Wendy:  

There was a lot of discussion about what the American companies were doing and 
what kind of competition there was. There was Mattel. A company called Dee & 
Cee…there were a few of them. They were big and they had lots of money and, 
of course, a huge population. They sort of dwarfed the Canadians.158 
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Wendy Pullan’s recollection is mirrored by Steve Morris, who explains that the history of the 

Canadian toy industry can be best remembered as “The domination of the big vendors, and of the 

big retailers, [who] have made it so hard for the little guy to come alone.” On the ultimate failure 

of the Earle Pullan Toy Company – and Marjie in particular – Morris surmises that while Pullan 

“had a great toy [he likely] couldn’t get anybody’s ear. The retailer wouldn’t answer the 

phone…The Pullan Company may have had the Canadianized version [of the Barbie doll], but 

didn’t even get to first base…And over the years there’s unfortunately, probably been hundreds of 

great ideas that just died a quick death.”159  
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Epilogue 

American Girl & Maplelea: Barbie v. Marjie Round Two 

 
In its over six decades in production, Barbie has weathered fierce and continual competition from 

everything from Cabbage Patch dolls and pet rocks to video games and Teenage Mutant Ninja 

Turtles. In addition to this onslaught of competition in toydom, the doll has also faced a slew of 

criticism on cultural grounds. In 2002, a journalist from the Economist dubbed Mattel, Barbie’s 

parent company, a “Toy Monster,” for dominating the industry, squeezing out or buying up its 

competition, employing cheap, sweatshop labour, and shaping the minds of young people the 

world over with unsavoury messages about the positive side of consumerism, materialism, and 

greed not to mention unrealistic and even harmful ideas about beauty and the body.1 Such criticism 

is a reflection of Mattel’s influence as a leading toy manufacturer: its success has, in part, made it 

a lightning rod for criticism. And it was Barbie, introduced in 1959, that propelled the company 

from being a small California-based toy maker to a world leader in the production and marketing 

of playthings. By 2002, The Economist reported that since its debut over 1 billion Barbie dolls had 

been sold and that the average American girl owned eleven of the dolls, while her Western 

European counterpart owned an average of six. The Barbie brand itself was at that point valued at 

over $2-billion, making it the most valuable toy brand in the world.2 In recent years, though, Barbie 

has seen increasing competition from within Mattel itself, with American Girl – acquired in 1998 

– becoming the company’s leading doll, one that promotes different cultural messages to the 

decades old teenage fashion doll.  
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Started by former schoolteacher Pleasant Rowland in 1985, American Girl dolls were 

designed to be the antithesis of Barbie; and since its debut the brand over 25 million dolls and 147 

million books.3 Designed to resemble 8- to 10-year-old girls of various ethnicities from nine 

different historical periods, American Girl dolls aimed to introduce girls to United States history 

and even to complicated historical and societal issues. These lessons were built into the historical 

background of the dolls, each of which represented a fictional historical ‘character’ who came 

complete with an accompanying series of six books that placed the doll in its particular time period 

in American history and that told each girl’s intricate and unique backstory. In the books, stories 

and illustrations portray each girl in clothes, accessories, and settings meant to evoke the period 

and that, of course, were available for purchase. While the books were a marketing gimmick, they 

did encourage reading and did touch upon topics like slavery, immigration, and the strains of the 

Great Depression. The diverse range of ethnicities and the aspect of historical storytelling were 

just two of the ways in which Rowland sought to set her creation apart from Mattel’s fashion doll. 

“We’re in the little girl business, not the doll business,” one company official stated in 1993: “We 

want to have a positive impact on lives.”4 Given this positive messaging, one reporter noted that 

“many parents … are delighted to find dolls with fewer endowments than Barbie and more pizzazz 

than a Cabbage Patch.”5 However, American Girl dolls have never been inexpensive, indeed quite 

the opposite: the average American Girl doll outfit costs over ten times the price of a Barbie outfit, 

just as an American Girl doll sells for four times the price of a single Barbie. Hence one critic of 
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American Girl dolls has noted that, “Although these toys carry a more socially acceptable 

education message than Barbie, they are also products that are sold with a calculating eye on the 

upper-middle-class pocketbook. They are far beyond the wallets of many parents.”6 The dolls’ 

maker, Pleasant Company, did not try to obscure the higher cost. The reason American Girls are 

so expensive, explained public affairs manager Julia Prohaska, is because their educational 

message gave them “‘lasting value’.”7 The contrast with Barbie was stark and the American Girl 

line became a runaway success. 

While the price point of the American Girl dolls was always high, Mattel’s purchase of the 

Pleasant Company in 1998 began a marked shift in the focus of the doll line. While American Girl 

continues to produce historical dolls, this line was downgraded in importance and under Mattel 

ownership a new line of American Girl dolls was introduced (Figure 5.1). These ‘Truly Me’ dolls 

allow girls to design their inanimate twins with an almost limitless number of skin tones, hair 

styles, and facial traits. Furthermore, the dolls can be outfitted from a seemingly endless variety of 

clothes and accessories and they can also be taken to authorized American Girl stores for spa 

treatments or doctor’s appointments. Moreover, thanks to real-life sized clothing, parents can outfit 

their daughters in the same clothing as their dolls. In this frenzy of clothing and accessories, what 

is missing from the Truly Me dolls are the historical background and educational messaging that 

had defined the American Girl doll line at its inception. “With a greater focus on appearance, 

increasingly mild character development, and innocuous political topics,” one writer lamented, “a 
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former character-building toy has become more like a stylish accessory.”8 Mattel’s purchase of the 

Pleasant Company has led to the ‘Barbie-fication’ of the American Girl dolls, which now 

emphasize the same materialistic values as the more than half century old teenage fashion doll – 

and at a higher price point to boot! 

 
 
Figure 5.1: American Girl, “Wellie Wishers, American Girl Dolls,” 
https://www.americangirl.com/shop/welliewishers-from-american-girl [Accessed 30 November 2016]. 
 

Beyond consumerism, as the name suggests American Girl Dolls are very much tied to 

nationalism. While the Truly Me dolls allow personalization – meaning that a girl can make the 

doll her own, giving it a nationality or not – the historical dolls celebrate United States history and 

American culture. So as with the clash between Barbie and Marjie, there has been a Canadian 

response to American Girl. 

 

Competing with America(n Girl) and Selling Maple(lea) 

                                                 
8 Amy Schiller, “American Girls Aren’t Radical Anymore,” The Atlantic Monthly, 23 April 2013. 
http://www.theatlantic.com/sexes/archive/2013/04/american-girls-arent-radical-anymore/275199/ 
[accessed 10 October 2016]. 

https://www.americangirl.com/shop/welliewishers-from-american-girl
http://www.theatlantic.com/sexes/archive/2013/04/american-girls-arent-radical-anymore/275199/


250 
 

In 2003 Avonlea Traditions, a small Newmarket, Ontario-based toy firm, launched the 

Maplelea dolls. The company, which was started in 1989, specialized in – as any consumer of 

Canadian culture might predict – Anne of Green Gables dolls. Based on the character made famous 

by L.M. Montgomery and set in Prince Edward Island, these dolls were marketed by the company 

as being something verifiably Canadian. In a 2015 interview, Avonlea Traditions CEO and owner 

Kathryn Morton attributed the success of the Anne of Green Gables dolls to the fact that 

“Canadians bought it [and thought] ‘Wow! At last we have something that’s our own. That’s our 

cultural icon!’”9 If, as Morton predicted, “Canadians really were interested in something of our 

own,” it made sense to expand the company’s contributions to the Canadian cultural landscape. 

And that’s exactly what Avonlea Traditions did with its Maplelea dolls. 

Despite Anne of Green Gables’ mass appeal in Canada for over a century, Morton thought 

“there’s more than just turn of the century Prince Edward Island [to Canadian culture] – there’s 

the whole rest of the country. How would it work if we had dolls that reflected Canadian culture 

and it was a cross Canada representation of our culture?” Morton attributes her unusual 

combination of qualifications– a degree in social work and an MBA – as enabling her to create a 

new line of contemporary dolls. According to Morton, the degree in social work allowed her to 

understand “the social issues and culture,” of Canada, while the MBA “helps monetize it and make 

a career out of it.”10 Unlike the original lines of American Girl dolls, which were based on 

historical contexts, the Maplelea dolls are contemporary: “I want to tell Canada’s story. I want to 

be Canadian and tell stories,” noted Morton.11 Mirroring the rhetoric used by Earle Pullan to sell 

the Marjie doll to Canadians decades earlier, Morton also wanted the dolls to be “very wholesome. 
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They don’t act like teenagers. They’re meant to be an accurate reflection of a 10-year-old girl. 

They ride ponies, they play soccer and they go to school.”12 

The challenge for the company was massive. They had to create a line of 18-inch dolls that 

reflected contemporary Canada, spanning the vast population, country, cultures, and histories – 

and they could only afford one doll mould to produce four different dolls. Similar to the process 

undertaken by Earle Pullan before creating the Marjie doll, Morton consulted with a variety of 

interest groups such as “girls, parents, community groups, librarians, and speciality toy stores.”13 

What Morton decided upon, was to present the dolls geographically: “One from the mountains, 

one from the prairies, one from a coastal city, and one from a big city. And that was about as 

geographically diverse as we could get with only four dolls.”14  Representing an array of ethnicities 

and cultures was particularly challenging, though Morton argues that while “Canada’s a very 

diverse country…sometimes people assume that it’s more diverse than it actually is. And at the 

time [of creating the Maplelea line] 13% of Canada’s population was a visible minority. So you’ve 

got four dolls – how many of those dolls do you make a visible minority?” In the end, the company 

produced three Caucasian dolls: a brunette, a blonde, a redhead, and settled on the remaining doll 

being “ethnically ambiguous” with “dark skin”, but without other defining features so that it could 

appeal to many consumers from different ethnic backgrounds. “She could be a lot of things,” 

Morton admitted, “she could be Native; she could be Muslim; she could be south-Asian; she could 

be of mixed heritage.”  

                                                 
12 Sarah Rogers, “Saila Qilavvaq dolls make their entrance,” Nunatsiaq Online, 17 October 2011. 
http://www.nunatsiaqonline.ca/stories/article/65674saila_qilavvaq_dolls_make_their_entrance [Accessed 
20 November 2016]. 
13 Marche, “Hello, Dollies.” 
14 Interview with Kathryn Morton on 23 March 2015 in Newmarket, Ontario. 

http://www.nunatsiaqonline.ca/stories/article/65674saila_qilavvaq_dolls_make_their_entrance


252 
 

Alexi, as the ambiguous doll was called, was from Toronto, Ontario, Canada’s most diverse 

city and so a natural doll to represent the city’s – and country’s – multi-cultural ideal. Joining 

Alexei were: Taryn (brunette, brown-eyed from Banff, Alberta); Brianne (blonde, blue-eyed from 

Sandy Lake, Manitoba); and Jenna (redhead, green-eyed from Lunenburg, Nova Scotia). After a 

few years, the company sought to add a new doll to its collection and in doing so, it polled its fans 

through its catalogs and social media. Morton recalls that she received “this huge pile of letters. 

Letters from kids, from university professors, from educators, from parents, from community 

members [and] two main themes emerged: one was that ‘we want a doll from French-speaking 

Canada’…and the other thing was ‘we want a doll from up north.’” New moulds were ordered for 

new dolls and Léonie from Quebec City, Quebec, and Saila from Iqaluit, Nunavut were added to 

the Maplelea Girls. As Maplelea catalogs exclaim to their young consumers, the Maplelea Girls 

“are all very different – they like different hobbies, sports, school subjects, foods, colours, and 

even have a different personal fashion style! However, there are things they have in common – 

they are all bright, caring, energetic Canadian girls who things Canada is one terrific country.”15 

As this thesis has demonstrated, dolls are seldom treated like simple playthings, at least by 

adults, who are often concerned by the messages being conveyed. The Maplelea dolls have been 

no different in this regard. For instance, some Canadians have taken issue with the ‘provincial’ 

focus of the dolls. Deepika Malik, a Toronto mother of two, noted that Toronto was far more 

diverse than the Alexi doll, stating: “Maybe it’s because I’m in Toronto. My child goes to an inner-

city French school and it has a hugely diverse population. We live in Little Portugal. I’m not sure 

that she would really identify with such specific provincial representations.”16 

                                                 
15 Avonlea Traditions, Maplelea Catalogue, Winter 2014. In author’s possession.  
16 Quoted in Amanda Kwan, “Do these dolls perpetuate Canadian stereotypes?” Globe and Mail, 28 June 
2012. 
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Perhaps because of such criticism, the ‘ethnically ambiguous’ Alexi doll has remained the 

company’s lowest seller of its original six dolls, though the reasons remain unclear to Morton: 

“Was it because she had darker skin or because she was from Toronto?” Morton partly attributes 

the selling patterns of the dolls (Taryn, from Banff has consistently been the best seller) to 

American Girl Dolls, which rebranded from dolls depicting various periods in American history, 

to contemporary dolls built “Just Like You” with customizable hair and eye colour, eye shape, hair 

texture and length. “People want a doll that looks just like their daughter and nothing else matters. 

So you could be from Toronto but you wouldn’t buy the Toronto doll because she doesn’t visually 

look like your daughter. You buy the blonde-haired, blue-eyed from Manitoba.”17  

Maplelea has encountered similar problems with their Saila doll, meant to be “an average 

10-year old Inuit girl.” Given the obvious racial red flags raised by an Inuit doll produced by a  

company led by a white woman from Ontario, Morton was pleased that Saila “got a huge response 

at first”, including being awarded the Canadian Toy Testing Council’s Children’s Choice Award 

in 2012, though sales soon began to taper off.18 To produce the doll, Morton travelled to Nunavut, 

participating in cultural events and interviewing local children, asking them about their favourite 

colours, hobbies, and foods to inform the diary that accompanies each Saila doll. She was surprised 

that the answers were more likely to include food more traditional to Inuit communities – beluga, 

caribou, Arctic char, seal – and less processed foods. Another challenge was that the company had 

always sought to realistically present the local living conditions of its dolls. In Nunavut, this 

                                                 
17 Interview with Kathryn Morton on 23 March 2015 in Newmarket, Ontario. 
18 Rogers, “Saila Qilavvaq dolls make their entrance”; Interview with Kathryn Morton on 23 March 2015 
in Newmarket, Ontario; CBC News, “Inuk doll one of Canada’s top 10 toys,” CBC News, 8 November 
2011. http://www.cbc.ca/news/canada/north/inuk-doll-one-of-canada-s-top-10-toys-1.1086108 [Accessed 
20 November 2016]. Awards from the Council are given after extensive toy testing by children in their 
homes. Saila was noted by testers for “the doll’s realistic look, its quality, and the quality of the beautiful 
clothing.” Toy Testing Council, http://toy-testing.org/wp-content/uploads/2011/11/CC12Picture-ss1.pdf 
[Accessed 20 November 2016]. 

http://www.cbc.ca/news/canada/north/inuk-doll-one-of-canada-s-top-10-toys-1.1086108
http://toy-testing.org/wp-content/uploads/2011/11/CC12Picture-ss1.pdf
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required wrestling with settler colonialism and economic inequalities. As Morton admitted, in 

Nunavut there are “things Canada isn’t proud of going on up there. You don’t want to make 

everything perfect...but you’re appealing to six- to twelve-year-olds so can’t be too realistic.” The 

company opted to include these realities in more subtle ways so that “someone who knows the 

Inuit culture and knows where things are up there, can read between the lines and they can see 

what I’ve done.” So, for example, in a picture of Saila’s bedroom, the company depicted a bunkbed 

and a single bed, thus indicating that three children were sleeping in the same room – a far cry 

from the more affluent dolls from Toronto or Banff. As Morton explained, “a big issue up there is 

overcrowding. Most people would look at that and not think of anything, but if you know that 

overcrowding is an issue there, that’s a very realistic bedroom.” The issue of residential schools 

was also hinted at in Saila’s diaries when she discusses her “grandmother teaching her some 

traditional Inuit skills and she said when grandma was a young girl, she had to go away to go to 

school and so she didn’t get to learn all the traditional crafts. But when she grew up, she and some 

other ladies in the community taught themselves the traditional skills and now they’re teaching 

them to me.” Avonlea Traditions also partnered with two Inuit groups, the Uqqurmiut Centre for 

Arts and Crafts and Kiluk Limited, to produce pieces of clothing for Saila.19 The demand for the 

clothing was so great that the latter group had to more than double their staff to meet the orders 

from Maplelea customers.20  

While Morton was nervous about the reception to the Saila doll by Indigenous 

communities, one reporter in Nunavut told her that “One of the elders up here heard that you were 

making this Inuit doll, they thought ‘oh great, here’s another white man trying to tell our story and 

                                                 
19 Avonlea Traditions, “The Making of Saila,” Maplelea Website, http://maplelea.com/blog/the-making-of-
saila/ [Accessed 20 November 2016]. 
20 Diane Jermyn, “Canadian doll maker faces tough competition against American Girl,” Globe and Mail, 
19 August 2015. 

http://maplelea.com/blog/the-making-of-saila/
http://maplelea.com/blog/the-making-of-saila/


255 
 

getting it wrong.’ But – I’m paraphrasing here – but once he read your journal, he’s now become 

one of your biggest supporters. Because it does just present a positive and optimistic perspective 

with a realistic background.” In addition, the Nunavut Department of Education bought several 

hundred Saila dolls and put them in every childcare program in the territory, replenishing the stock 

as required.21 Such developments are a reflection of the care that Morton and Avonlea have put 

into the dolls as well as an indication of the uniqueness of Saila as a mass-produced Inuit doll.  

If Saila marked an attempt to appeal to a small segment of the Canadian populace, Avonlea 

also sought to appeal to a much wider segment. In early 2015, there was excitement in the 

company’s Newmarket offices as it was preparing to add a seventh doll to its Maplelea Girls: 

Charlsea.  Hailing from Salt Spring Island in British Columbia, Charlsea was selected to represent 

Canada’s English heritage. “We’ve done six dolls so far,” explained Morton, “and yet not one 

specifically states that she has culture of Canada’s largest ethnic group…Sometimes people don’t 

think of English as being a culture. It’s like vanilla’s not a flavour. But vanilla is a flavour. And 

English is a culture. And it’s a very important part of this country.”22 The move was an important 

one for the company, as it was made, in part, to outflank American Girl, which had recently 

launched in Canada in a major way. Indeed, the Maplelea line meant to celebrate Canada in the 

same way as American Girl dolls sold United States history and American culture.23 The ‘Maplelea 

Mission” is to “make a difference in the lives of Canadian girls by providing age-appropriate dolls 

and activity that promote creative play and healthy, active lifestyles, while fostering a love and 

interest in Canadian culture, heritage and geography.”24 Moreover, Morton has explained that she 

                                                 
21 Interview with Kathryn Morton on 23 March 2015 in Newmarket, Ontario and Rogers, “Saila Qilavvaq 
dolls make their entrance.” 
22 Interview with Kathryn Morton on 23 March 2015 in Newmarket, Ontario. 
23 Marche, “Hello, Dollies.”  
24 Avonlea Traditions, “Maplelea Mission Statement,” Maplelea Website. http://maplelea.com/maplelea-
mission/ [Accessed 20 November 2016]. 

http://maplelea.com/maplelea-mission/
http://maplelea.com/maplelea-mission/
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sought to design dolls that were, in effect, the antithesis of Barbie. “I didn’t want to emphasize 

body image, dating, glamour and sophistication like so many dolls lining toy shelves today,” she 

explained. “Childhood is short enough and our daughters shouldn’t wish it away, longing for the 

day they were older.”25 (see Figure 5.2) The results have been impressive: as of 2013, the company 

had sold over 100,000 of its dolls.26 

 
 

Figure 5.2: Avonlea Traditions, “The Seven Maplelea Girls,” Maplelea Website, http://maplelea.com/our-
dolls [Accessed 20 November 2016]. 

 
  A lingering challenge that Avonlea Traditions has faced since it introduced the Maplelea 

dolls in 2003 is whether it could really call the dolls ‘Canadian’ if they are manufactured not in 

Canada, but in China. To this point, Morton noted that the last company to manufacture dolls in 

Canada went out of business in 1993. “You just can’t make it in Canada,” she explained. “If we 

could find a company [in Canada]…they’d be $500 each!” Furthermore, Morton highlights that 

there is far more that goes into making a doll than just the production. And all of that is done in 

Canada: “we research it, we have a Canadian sculptor who does the faces, the marketing, the 

                                                 
25 Avonlea Traditions, “A Letter from the President,” Maplelea Website http://maplelea.com/president-
message/ [Accessed 20 November 2016]. 
26 Marche, “Hello, Dollies.” 

http://maplelea.com/our-dolls
http://maplelea.com/our-dolls
http://maplelea.com/president-message/
http://maplelea.com/president-message/
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writing, the researching, the translating – everything about our doll is done in Canada except the 

actual production of it.” At one time the company contracted the same factory that Roots uses to 

make their Canadian-made sweatshirts to produce sweatshirts for their line and consumers would 

not pay a heavily increased cost simply to satisfy “Buy Canadian” – the same problem highlighted 

by the Canadian toy manufacturers covered in Chapter 4. 

With limited resources and a much smaller targeted market in Canada than American Girls 

have in the United States, Maplelea will “never be able to tell every girl’s story. We’ll never be 

able to make a doll like every girl.”27 In an attempt to compete with American Girl’s ‘Just Like 

You’, Maplelea has introduced over twenty dolls with three new face sculpts, called “Maplelea 

Friends,” with an array of combinations of skin tone, hair colours and textures, face shape, eye 

colour and shape, and (my personal favourite addition) even freckles. However, the company does 

not provide names or stories for these dolls (see Figure 5.3). 

 
 

Figure 5.3: “Selection of the Maplelea Friends Line” http://maplelea.com/our-dolls [Accessed 20 
November 2016]. 

 
 

Still, the Maplelea dolls are diverse, a reflection of the idea of Canada as a multi-cultural 

                                                 
27 Interview with Kathryn Morton on 23 March 2015 in Newmarket, Ontario. 

http://maplelea.com/our-dolls
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mosaic. Yet, as Globe and Mail contributor Amanda Kwan has asked, “Can you define a national 

identity in a 46-centimetre plastic doll?”28 Evidently so for some Canadians. “I just wanted 

something that fits with our heritage and our family,” recalled Erica Kloestra, who had purchased 

a Maplelea doll for her six-year old daughter. “Anywhere in Canada, you can get lots of things 

that are Americanized, but not a lot of stuff that celebrates being Canadian and taking in your 

culture.”29 Diane Jermyn in the Globe and Mail perhaps described the competition between 

Maplelea and American Girl best, writing that ““The Maplelea Girls are the Canadian alternative 

to the wildly popular American Girl dolls. And like the syrup, they are perhaps a little sweeter and 

more wholesome than those American Girls, with their Hollywood movies and brash invasion of 

the Canadian market.”30 The same nationalistic message behind the Maplelea line was what 

undergirded the Marjie dolls and Earle Pullan’s quest to beat back Barbie, which is simply one of 

many similarities between the two Canadian doll lines. 

Maplelea’s quest to compete with American Girl hinges on Canadian consumers 

responding to the ‘buy Canadian’ message, and perhaps the lower price point, with Maplelea 

selling for about $100 for a doll and outfit, whereas American Girl sells a similar product for 

around $150. A problem is that the Canadian values inherent in the dolls are far more likely to 

appeal to parents than to children. However, as Morton knows, “you need to start swaying the kids, 

because that’s where a large part of the purchasing decision comes from. So we’re working on 

that.” As writer Stephen Marche wrote in The Walrus in 2015, ““Maplelea Girls are luxury toys, 

but also markers of consumer identity…[The dolls] represent the Canadianness that parents want 

to buy for their children, and the Canadianness that children want to be bought for them. They sell 

                                                 
28 Kwan, “Do these dolls perpetuate Canadian stereotypes?” 
29 Quoted in Kwan, “Do these dolls perpetuate Canadian stereotypes?” 
30 Jermyn, ““Canadian doll maker faces tough competition against American Girl.” 
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the Canadian identity that the market can bear…Maplelea is a bit more prudent, more restrained, 

less hasty, less needy of the miracles of product diversification. Like so much of Canadian culture, 

Maplelea is an American idea made slightly more virtuous.”31 Like Marjie, Maplelea is a 

combatant in the Canadian cultural and consumer struggle against the United States. However, in 

terms of Maplelea’s overall identity, Morton has admitted that Canadian values are “hard to 

articulate. In many ways our values are the same in that we want girls to be strong and bright and 

confident…so we share all those same values, but we just present it in a Canadian context.”32 As 

with Marjie’s handmade clothing, Morton is keen to stress that the Maplelea clothing is of much 

higher quality than that of American Girl: “If you compare them side by side Maplelea will win in 

terms of quality.”33 

As with Marjie, the ultimate problem facing Maplelea is marketing. “Where American Girl 

beats us hand down is in their marketing,” Morton has admitted. “They have mega budgets and 

they spend the whole online world, digital world, they have. They have 550 some people at their 

head office. And we have 12. And this is huge!” While American Girl, with Mattel’s massive 

financial backing, supports aggressive marketing campaigns complete with a massive store in 

midtown Manhattan, next to Saks Fifth Avenue, where thousands of young girls make the right-

of-passage pilgrimage each year to adopt their very own American Girl, Maplelea still relies on 

word-of-mouth and seasonal pop-up stores. With an annual revenue of more than $5-million, 

Morton has estimated that her company spends about $425,000 annually on printing and 

distributing 500,000 catalogues.34 Little is left over to manage a marketing campaign that can 

compete on equal terms with American Girl. Maplelea’s big break into the American market came 

                                                 
31 Marche, “Hello, Dollies.” 
32 Interview with Kathryn Morton on 23 March 2015 in Newmarket, Ontario. 
33 Ibid. 
34 Jermyn, “Canadian doll maker faces tough competition against American Girl.” 
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with a deal to sell on Amazon.com. American Girl, by contrast, partnered with Indigo, Canada’s 

largest bookseller, enabling the growing retailer to have exclusive rights to sell the dolls in Canada. 

As Indigo explains on its company website: “We know that American Girl’s commitment to 

empower and inspire is universally appealing and relevant everywhere and we’re thrilled to be 

able to welcome even more Canadian fans to the brand.”35 What the future holds for Maplela, 

Morton, and Avonlea is unclear, but hopefully the Canadian company will have more success than 

Pullan and Marjie. Morton, for one, is aware of the challenges ahead: “The market is getting very 

crowded and for a huge segment of the population the ‘Canadian’ is important, but for some of the 

population it’s not, they just really don’t care. If their daughter sees an ad for an American Girl 

doll and that’s what their daughter wants, they’re not going to try and convince their 6-year-old 

that they really should be buying something that’s Canadian-themed”.36 Such appeals to consumer 

nationalism have not gone out of style, even if the 1960s brand of English Canadian nationalism 

has waned. 

 

Conclusions 

Although the 1960s saw some Canadians view Barbie as a cultural threat from the United States, 

Mattel itself was not ignorant of appeals to Canadian nationalism and identity. In 1988, as a part 

of its Dolls of the World line, the company launched a limited run Canadian Barbie Doll. Blonde, 

the doll came outfitted in the red uniform of a member of the Royal Canadian Mounted Police. In 

the accompanying packaging, Mattel described the doll as such: “Hello and Bonjour from Canada, 

your neighbor to the north! Canadian Barbie Doll is dressed in a typical Canadian Mountie 

                                                 
35 Indigo, “American Girl Frequently Asked Questions,” Indigo Website 
https://www.chapters.indigo.ca/en-ca/american-girl/faq/ [Accessed 30 November 2016]. 
36 Interview with Kathryn Morton on 23 March 2015 in Newmarket, Ontario. 

https://www.chapters.indigo.ca/en-ca/american-girl/faq/
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uniform. Her red jacket is inspired by Canada's national symbol — the red maple leaf.”37 From 

this description it is evident that Mattel was seeking to emphasize a view of Canada as a bilingual, 

nature-filled expanse. In its current iteration, introduced in 2013, Canada Barbie sports the same 

uniform, although the doll’s hair is now a fiery red. Much like the 1988 version, Canada Barbie 

is bilingual and protects nature. As the product description reads: “Salut! Guarding the mountains 

and forests of the second largest country in the world, Canada Barbie doll wears an outfit inspired 

by the ‘Red Serge’.”38 Furthermore, in 2015, in collaboration with the Hudson’s Bay Company, 

the major Canadian department store chain, Mattel launched a Hudson’s Bay Company Collection 

collectors’ edition Barbie, complete with various accessories including pet poodle Hudson, who 

wears a matching coat in the company’s iconic multi-stripe colours (see Figure 5.4). 

 

           

Figure 5.4: “Mattel, Hudson’s Bay Company Collection Barbie” 
http://www.thebarbiecollection.com/fashion-dolls/hudsons-bay-barbie-doll-djn09 [accessed 30 October 

                                                 
37 Mattel, “Canadian Barbie Doll,” The Barbie Collection Website. 
http://www.thebarbiecollection.com/dolls-of-the-world-north-america/canadian-barbie-doll-4928 
[accessed 30 October 2016]. 
38 Ibid. 

http://www.thebarbiecollection.com/fashion-dolls/hudsons-bay-barbie-doll-djn09
http://www.thebarbiecollection.com/dolls-of-the-world-north-america/canadian-barbie-doll-4928
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2016]. 
 

Mattel’s appeals to Canadian nationalism and identity represent very distinctive if not 

stereotypical views of the country. Whereas Maplelea dolls celebrate the multi-cultural ideal and 

the diversity of the contemporary Canadian populace, including dark spots such as treatment of 

Indigenous peoples, the Mountie and Hudson’s Bay Company are icons linked to settler-

colonialism and corporate capitalism, two troubling aspects of Canada’s past that are not in need 

of celebration.39 Like the Canada Barbie and the Canadian Barbie, the Hudson’s Bay Collection 

Barbie celebrates a narrow view of Canada. However, nationalist messaging was absent from the 

process of creating the HBC doll. Instead, Hilary Kelley, the company’s vice president of design, 

described the creative process through typical corporate blather. “Our vision was to imbue our doll 

with an independent, creative spirt,” she explained. “This Barbie lives by a code defined by her 

personal mantra: be an on the go free thinker; be kind, be brave; strive to be better; and always 

seek adventure.”40 While it was unclear whether or not Hudson’s Bay Collection Barbie would be 

seeking out the land of any Indigenous dolls, what was evident was that Mattel saw Canada through 

the lens of token representations of the country and of Canadian identity. “Canada was Canada,” 

recalled one former Mattel Canada executive, “we were the after-thought. Canada was always the 

after-thought…we were always the short end of the stick.”41 

                                                 
39 On Mounties, see: Michael Dawson, The Mountie: From Dime Novel to Disney (Toronto: Between the 
Lines Press, 1998). On the Hudson’s Bay Company, see: James Opp, “Branding the Bay/la Baie: Corporate 
Identity, the Hudson’s Bay Company, and the Burden of History in the 1960s,” Canadian Historical Review 
96, no. 2 (June 2015): 223-56, and Emily Yakashiro, “Hudson’s Bay clothing: Little more than Colonialism 
Chic?”, rabble.ca, 18 September 2013: http://rabble.ca/blogs/bloggers/theclosetfeminist/2013/09/hudsons-
bay-clothing-little-more-colonialism-chic [accessed 30 October 2016]. 
40 Quoted in Alexandra Donaldson, “Barbie Heads North for the Exclusive Canadian Collaboration,” 
Canadian Living, 23 September 2016:  
http://www.canadianliving.com/style/fashion/article/barbie-heads-north-for-this-exclusive-canadian-
collaboration [accessed 30 October 2016]. 
41 Interview with Steve Morris on 28 June 2016, Burlington, Ontario. 

http://rabble.ca/blogs/bloggers/theclosetfeminist/2013/09/hudsons-bay-clothing-little-more-colonialism-chic
http://rabble.ca/blogs/bloggers/theclosetfeminist/2013/09/hudsons-bay-clothing-little-more-colonialism-chic
http://www.canadianliving.com/style/fashion/article/barbie-heads-north-for-this-exclusive-canadian-collaboration
http://www.canadianliving.com/style/fashion/article/barbie-heads-north-for-this-exclusive-canadian-collaboration
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In emphasizing the commercialized Canadiana of the Mountie and The Bay, in essence 

what the company was saying was that was good enough for American girls was good enough for 

Canadian girls (and German girls, and Japanese girls, and so forth) a viewpoint that Mattel had 

espoused at the time of Barbie’s invention by Ruth Handler. As this thesis has shown, Handler 

very much designed her doll to be a reflection of wholesome, wealthy, postwar American girlhood 

– ironically so, given that Barbie was modelled on Lilli, a German sex doll. But in Handler’s view 

– recounted in Chapters 1 and 2 – Barbie was meant to impart American values and celebrate the 

affluence of American society in the later 1950s and 1960s. Handler was not reticent on these 

points. And so criticism of the materialistic and sexist nature of Barbie was spot on, as were 

denunciations of the doll’s negative and often lasting impact on girl’s body image. Yet as noted in 

Chapter 2, American reaction to Barbie in the 1960s was not all negative: some girls saw the doll 

as empowering, both sexually – ‘she’ had a boyfriend but lived alone – and in terms of breaking 

out of traditional postwar gender norms in that the doll had dozens of careers. These messages and 

these controversies helped to fuel Barbie-mania.  

Television also played a key role in the Barbie phenomenon, as did other marketing 

techniques used by Mattel. Unlike other postwar television-induced toy fads, like the hula hoop 

and the Davy Crockett coon skin cap, Barbie had staying power, a testament to Mattel’s extensive 

Barbie product line and to the pull of its various advertising campaigns. Very quickly following 

Barbie’s debut, Mattel expanded its operations from its California headquarters across the United 

States, then into Canada, and eventually overseas. By the end of the 1960s, it was the world’s 

largest toy maker. As Chapter 1 and Chapter 2 demonstrate, Mattel’s rise paralleled the dominance 

of the American toy industry, which in the postwar years had firmly established itself in a lead 

position. Thanks to the baby boom, toys had become big business. As one industry watcher put it 
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in 1956, “The toy-making industry is traditionally monopolized by the firm of Santa Claus, a very 

limited company indeed – a strictly one-man concern, in fact. For practical purposes, however, 

Santa needs a number of sub-contractors or licencees, as it were, throughout the world.”42 By the 

mid-1960s, American toy firms were giving Santa a run for his money in the monopoly 

department. 

In Canada especially, the impact of American dominance of toy production was keenly 

felt. Like its US counterpart, Canada’s toy industry experienced huge growth through the first two 

postwar decades. In Chapter 3, I showcased how, with a growing population of young people, 

Canadian toy makers experienced booming sales. Even so, profit margins were slim, and 

unfortunately for them, Canadian playthings manufacturers could compete neither with American 

companies’ economies of scale nor with their advertising dollars. As Chapter 4 showed, Mattel 

consistently outspent not only its American rivals but also its Canadian competitors and the 

company came to dominate advertising during children’s television programing. Moreover, Mattel 

expanded into Canada, setting up its own subsidiary, an experience mirrored by other US toy 

companies that pushed their way into the Canadian market, either through subsidiaries or by 

concluding licensing deals with Canadian firms eager to produce American-designed products. 

The resulting strains on Canadian toy makers such as the Earle Pullan Company, led to the closure 

of many of Canada’s toy firms, a development that paralleled wider strains on Canadian 

manufacturing and industry in the late 1960s and into the 1970s. 

Not that Canada does not continue to have its own toy companies. Indeed, a major success 

story is Spin Master, a Toronto-based company that began in 1994 and now has a global reach. 

While the company does have some staple items in its product line, including Air Hogs remote 

                                                 
42 Frank Haworth, “Toys with the production line,” Manufacturing and Industrial Engineering, June 1956, 
in Peter Rider Fonds, Canadian Museum of History. 
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controlled aircraft and Meccano (the British-designed construction toy brand purchased by Spin 

Master), it has put great emphasis in innovating new toys rather than on relying on anchor products. 

However, facing immense economic pressure, the company shifted toward production of various 

established, branded product lines, including Star Wars toys and various playthings under license 

from NASCAR, that most American of ‘sports’. However, true to its roots, the company continues 

to emphasize technological innovation; ““We want to be pioneers of play,” as one company 

executive put it. As an example of such pioneering thinking, in 2015, in advance of the latest Star 

Wars film, Spin Master introduced a life-size talking robot of Yoda, the film franchise’s tiny, green 

warrior-monk. Such innovations helped the company bring in almost $1 billion sales in 2014, out 

of a North American toy industry estimated at $22 billion.43 In a partial reversal of the trend from 

the 1960s, in 2016 the company purchased Etch A Sketch from the toy’s parent company in Ohio. 

The product, popular for over half a century, was developed in France and purchased by the Ohio 

Art Company at the 1960 Nuremburg Toy Fair.44 Yet Spin Master’s success is unique just as there 

is little to denote their products as being distinctly ‘Canadian’. On the phenomenon of there in fact 

being few ‘Canadian’ branded toys sold abroad, Maplelea doll creator Kathryn Morton stated: 

“Most Canadian companies take the Canadianisms out…If you show a maple leaf you are not 

going to sell it to the United States.”45 

Economics have only been one issue explored in this thesis. Another issue has been the 

cultural, social, and even political meaning attached to Barbie and to its short-lived Canadian 

competitor, Marjie. In her work on the history of dolls in the nineteenth and early twentieth century 

United States, historian Miriam Formanek-Brunell wrote that in North America, dolls “promote 

                                                 
43 Dawn Calleja, “How Spin Master got its mojo back,” Globe and Mail, 28 January 2015. 
44 “Ohio Art Sells Etch A Sketch to Spin Master,” New York Times, 13 February 2016. 
45 Quoted in Kwan, “Do these dolls perpetuate Canadian stereotypes?” 
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self-fulfillment for girls through superficial, sweet maternity and very earnest materialism.”46 

Barbie broke from this long-established model by downplaying maternity, by playing up 

materialism, and also by celebrating a more liberated femininity. Indeed, Barbie’s busty breasts 

burst onto the toy scene, shocking and alarming many parents and cultural commentators. Like 

Americans, many Canadians worried about the social meanings imparted by Barbie, an indication 

that despite national differences, sex and consumerism can outrage Americans and Canadians 

equally. For instance, a 1977 Toronto Star article was framed around Superstar Barbie, the year’s 

hottest selling doll, which came complete with “a sexy hot pink, long gown with stole and jewelry”. 

In it, two competing views of Barbie were expressed to contributor Helen Worthington. “All the 

little girls used to be conditioned to be little mothers,” Audrey Hurtubise, a department store toy 

buyer, noted of Barbie, “Now the conditioning has changed from being with babies to being a 

career girl.” However, Barbie also upset psychologist Saul Levine, of Toronto’s Hospital for Sick 

Children, who worried about the fashion doll’s eclipse of the traditional baby doll. “I fear the 

implications here are that taking care of babies is considered a less worthy occupation today than 

it was a couple of decades ago. And I’m afraid that this development is to the detriment of all of 

us.”47 

For Canadians, though, there was the added cultural layer of concern that Barbie – and 

other imported or American designed toys – were imparting distinctly American ideas to Canada’s 

youth. Barbie’s debut coincided with a period of growing English Canadian nationalism, which 

was often defined in opposition to the United States. Whether in art, music, literature, university 

courses, or television programming, Canadian nationalists responded to American intrusion. 

                                                 
46 Miriam Formanek-Brunell, Made to Play House: Dolls and the Commercialization of American 
Girlhood, 1830-1930 (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1993), 1. 
47 Helen Worthington, “Today’s Dolls Have Come a Long Way Baby,” Toronto Star, 10 
December 1977. 
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Similarly, Toronto-based toy manufacturer Earle Pullan created Marjie, a teenage doll meant to be 

the Canadian antithesis of Barbie. Despite appeals to nationalism, and to wholesome values of a 

demure femininity, Barbie continued to be a big seller and Marjie went by the wayside as did the 

Earle Pullan Company. Beyond economics and advertising, the reason for Marjie’s demise may 

perhaps have been that ultimately there was little that separated postwar Canadians from 

Americans. Steve Morris, a former Mattel Canada executive, later reflected on the integrated toy 

market: “We’re not any different – all they are is bigger. We shop in the same places; we think the 

same way; we watch the same TV; we dress the same way; we go to the same fast food restaurants; 

we have the same bad habits. The only thing we don’t have is Donald Trump.”48 The story of 

Marjie may have ended in the 1960s, but the process of linking Canadian identity to consumer 

items remains in the twenty-first century. As is clear, for some Canadians, the anxiety around 

American culture has not dissipated, nor have worries over the social, cultural, gendered, racial, 

economic and yes, even national, meanings attached to ‘mere’ pieces of plastic.  

 

 

                                                 
48 Interview with Steve Morris on 28 June 2016, Burlington, Ontario.  
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