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Abstract: Based on material discussed more fully in Chapter 4 of the author’s 
Ph.D. dissertation (Hodgins, 2014), this article shares ordinary classroom stories 
of child-doll encounters that occurred during a collaborative research study that 
explored how children, educators, and things emerge as gendered caring subjects 
within early childhood practices. The historical and current dominance of dolls in 
early childhood practices and their links to gender and care make dolls such a 
significant material to think-with. Following Donna Haraway, this article works to 
unstick early childhood pedagogies from individualist and child-centred 
pedagogies, and rethink the apolitical and developmental logics that underpin 
“doll early childhood pedagogies”. Through thinking-with dolls, new trajectories 
for dolls in the classroom are created. These trajectories highlight children’s 
relations with/in the world situated within practices in, near, and far from the 
classroom, and the becoming of gendered caring subjects as a materialsemiotic 
entanglement rather than a performed or predestined linear development. 
Implications for caring pedagogies are considered, including the necessity for 
making visible the interconnectedness of gender and care, tracing how (particular) 
practices come to matter, and responding within the complexity of knotted webs 
of relationality. 
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Angus is by himself at the water table playing with small buckets, pouring water 
over a peachy-coloured plastic girl baby doll who is sitting up in the bubbly, 
soapy water. He has been “bathing” this baby doll for several minutes when he 
shifts from pouring water on the baby to pouring some water on to the floor. He 
looks at me, smiles, waits. He pours some more. “I’m making a puddle right 
there”, he announces. Angus pours some more water into his puddle. He returns 
to the water table and picks up the doll he had been bathing, turns and puts the 
doll face first “in” the puddle and slides her across the floor with his hand, 
smiling. He jumps over the baby, then steps on the doll, now laughing. Angus 
kicks the baby doll the across the floor. More laughter as Angus runs toward me. 
Angus quickly returns to the water table and grabs up one of the other dolls there 
– a dark brown boy baby doll. He brings him to the puddle, placing him down 
face first, and kicks him across the floor. He follows the doll, laughing, picks him 
up again and drops him with the first doll still lying face down on the watery 
floor.  

 
In this article, I think-with dolls to consider gender and care in early childhood 

education. Feminist theorizing has been instrumental in efforts to challenge gender 
hierarchies and conceptualize care as an ethic of relationality and interdependence that is 
at once both private and public, and politically charged (see Gilligan, 1982/1993; Held, 
2006; Noddings, 1984/2003, 2005; Ruddick, 1980/2002; Tronto, 1993). Some of the 
pedagogies that have taken up these feminist perspectives in their calls for an ethic of 
care in the classroom continue to trouble the care and gender relationship (Cameron, 
Moss, & Owen, 1999; Dahlberg & Moss, 2005; Moss & Petrie, 2002; Noddings, 2005). 
While these pedagogies importantly challenge simplified, uncontextualized notions of 
both gender and care, they do not necessarily attend to the complexity of children’s 
increasingly global, mobile, technological worlds (see Blaise & Taylor, 2012; Taylor, 
2013; Taylor & Blaise, 2014; Taylor, Blaise, & Guigini, 2012; Taylor & Guigini, 2012) 
as they are stuck in individualistic human-centred accounts and strategies.  
 

To unstick early childhood pedagogies from these individualist and child-centred 
pedagogies, I play with the dolls that Angus plays with to rethink the apolitical and 
developmental logics that underpin “doll early childhood pedagogies”. It is both their 
historical and current dominance in early childhood practices and their materialsemiotic i 
links to gender and care that make dolls such a significant material to think-with. I argue 
that taking dolls seriously might teach us something about our pedagogies, our taken-for-
granted knowledges, and ultimately about our becoming of caring gendered subjects. It 
might lead us, as Haraway (1994) says, to become worldly or to make our pedagogical 
choices and practices of the world. Throughout the article, I follow histories and 
trajectories of the dolls that live in Angus’ classroom to ask: 

  
1. How might dolls deepen our understandings of children’s relations with the 

world?  



International Journal of Child, Youth, and Family Studies (2014): 5(4.2) 782–807 
 

784 

2. How might emerging ideas in feminist science studies assist early childhood 
education to respond to interconnected ideas of gender and care that emerge through 
thinking-with dolls? 
 

I begin this article with a brief overview of my theoretical framework and a 
description of the research study that I draw on throughout. I consider the abundance of 
dolls and their expected role within early childhood settings, as well as some of the 
gendered critiques that have emerged. I then further explore the complexity of dolls 
through their plasticity and attend to some difficulties such as: consumerism, production, 
health issues related to plastics, pollution, and inequitable working conditions. I conclude 
the article with thoughts about practice as a complicated, socio-historical, political, and 
ethical endeavour where actions and decisions are made every day that must be about 
children’s well-being and beyond. Choosing with care.  
 

Theoretical Framework and Mode of Inquiry 
 

This article is inspired by theoretical positions that attend to the material and 
discursive as co-constituted, what some refer to as new materialisms (e.g., Coole & Frost, 
2010; van der Tuin, 2008) or material feminism (e.g., Alaimo & Hekman, 2008; Taylor 
& Ivinson, 2013). While these are contested terms ii, with ideas embedded in a rich 
theoretical genealogy beyond the scope of this paper, there are particular resonances that 
permeate through it. Of significance is the recognition that both matter and discourse 
matter (Barad, 2007); neither is privileged at the expense of the other (Hekman, 2010). 
Mattering is understood as always-becoming, a co-constitutive emergence (Taylor & 
Invinson, 2013). Importantly, within this conceptualization, matter itself is not 
understood from a representational or social constructivist perspective, where matter is 
“out there” to be known or to construct knowledge about, but rather as agentic (see 
Barad, 2007; Bennett, 2010). Paying attention to what Bennett refers to as “the force of 
things”, produces a flattening of human and non-human hierarchies and challenges the 
anthropocentricism of much Anglo-Western theorizing and researching methodologies. 
Material feminist approaches engage with the insights of linguistic constructionism 
(Hekman, 2010) and the “very rich history of feminist engagements with materialism” 
(Barad, as cited in Juelskær & Schwennesen, 2012, p. 13). “Knowing and being are not 
isolable; they are mutually implicated” (Barad, 2007, p. 185).  
  

I ask the questions noted above and create new trajectories for dolls in the 
classroom as I draw on the work of Donna Haraway, and other feminist scholars who 
have also drawn on her work, to engage with matter and discourse (Barad, 2007; Puig de 
la Bellacasa, 2009, 2010, 2012). Indeed, thinking-with dolls is a Haraway-inspired 
articulation and effort. “Haraway’s thinking-with creates new patterns out of previous 
multiplicities, intervening by adding layers of meaning rather than questioning or 
conforming to ready-made categories” (Puig de la Bellacasa, 2012, p. 200). My 
utilization of dolls as a figure to think-with is indebted to Haraway’s (1997) use of 
figurations as “performative images . . .  condensed maps of contestable worlds . . .  to 
make explicit and inescapable the tropic quality of all material-semiotic processes” (p. 
11). Through such figures as cyborgs (Haraway, 1991), OncoMouse (1997), and 
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companion species (2008), Haraway problematizes dualisms and challenges “the 
categorical purity of nature and society, nonhuman and human” (Haraway, 1994, p. 66). 
Haraway’s serious play with figures foregrounds relationality. Humans, nonhumans, 
language, technology, past, presents and futures do not exist in isolation but are 
entanglements, always in-the-making through their intra-action iii (see Barad, 2007, 2011) 
within naturecultures iv. As Haraway (1994) aptly suggests, “human and nonhuman, all 
entities take shape in encounters, in practices; and the actors and partners in encounters 
are not all human, to say the least” (p. 62). 
  

Working within a post-qualitative research perspective (Davies et al., 2013; 
Jackson, 2013; Lather, 2013; Lather & St. Pierre, 2013; MacLure, 2013; St. Pierre, 2011, 
2013), I am not interested in gender and care in terms of an individual autonomous 
subject but rather in terms of entanglements and the materialization of naturecultures. 
The inseparability that figures throughout Haraway’s work is of profound importance for 
rethinking how gender and care are always already “in the making”, both “built into 
practice” (Haraway, 1994, p. 67). With Haraway (1988), dolls, children, gender, and care 
cannot be conceptualized as bounded entities or as causally related. This perspective 
helps to unstick constructions of gender and care from social/biological binary 
explanations, as well as loosen the ties that bind gender constructions as explanations for 
care and vice versa. Considering “what gets to count as nature and who gets to inhabit 
natural categories” (Haraway & Goodeve, 2000, p. 50) is of utmost importance for 
pedagogies of care working to attend to the complexity of our increasingly technological, 
mobile, and global worlds. From the perspective of materialsemiotic relationality, gender 
and care can be conceptualized as performatively emerging through the iterative intra-
activity of “bodybrains and the material and temporal environment” (Hultman, 2009, p. 
25). This isn’t to say that human bodies are unimportant in (re)constructions of gender 
and care but rather, as Puig de la Bellacasa (2010) suggests, “living in naturecultures 
requires a perspective on the personal-collective that, without forgetting human 
individual bodies, doesn’t start from these bodies but from awareness of their 
interdependency” (p. 167). It is from this perspective that I consider dolls and children 
together  
 

in situated histories, situated naturecultures, in which all the actors become who 
they are in the dance of relating, not from scratch, not ex nihilo, but full of the 
patterns of their sometimes-joined, sometimes-separate heritages both before and 
lateral to this encounter. All the dancers are redone through the patterns they 
enact. (Haraway, 2008, p. 25) 

 
In line with my Haraway-inspired theoretical approach and with post-qualitative 

research perspectives, I follow a diffractive methodology (Barad, 2007; Haraway, 1994, 
1997; Haraway & Goodeve, 2000) in this article through the telling of stories. To think 
with diffraction v is to attend to the effects of differences and relationalities, “to get at 
how worlds are made and unmade, in order to participate in the processes, in order to 
foster some forms of life and not others” (Haraway, 1994, p. 65). I pay attention to 
everyday small encounters, events, and relations among children and dolls in the 
classroom and trace the geohistorical trajectories of these events (children and dolls) to 
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find out how they came to be there and investigate their interrelations, interdependencies, 
and co-shapings. I also link these encounters to the developmental and gendered logics 
that have shaped them. Through my storytelling and tracings, “diffractively reading 
insights through one another for patterns of constructive and deconstructive interference” 
(Barad, as cited in Juelskær & Schwennesen, 2012, p. 12), I generate new insights about 
children and dolls, caring and gendered practices, and the kinds of worlds that children 
inherit and inhabit. As Haraway (2012) suggests, “There is no innocence in these kin 
stories, and the accountabilities are extensive and permanently unfinished” (p. 311). I do 
not tell these stories as truths of practice, but rather as partial, incomplete knotted stories, 
with the belief that through sharing stories of complexities in practices, we can generate 
new knowledges and work toward actualizing new material realities.  
 

The ordinary and mundane classroom stories I tell, such as the one in the opening 
narration, is one of several child-doll encounters that occurred during a collaborative 
research study that engaged with pedagogical narrations to explore how children, 
educators, and things emerge as gendered caring subjects within early childhood practices 
(Hodgins, 2014). Pedagogical narrations is a process of observation, documentation, 
interpretation, dialogue, and (re)interpretation, wherein a group (e.g., researchers, 
educators, and children) work collectively to experiment with interpretations and 
questions (for an overview of pedagogical narrations as a methodology, see Hodgins, 
2012; Hodgins, Kummen, Rose, & Thompson, 2013). This study took place in a small 
urban city in Western Canada at a childcare program with 10 children aged 18 months to 
3 years, and with four full-time early childhood educators. All four of these educators 
participated as co-researchers. Over the course of a month, the educators and I 
documented moments of practice through photographs, videos, and written observations. 
We shared our initial and ongoing (re)interpretations with each other and the children in 
several ways (e.g., photographs printed and displayed in the classroom, videos and 
photographs projected on a classroom wall, informal conversations on the floor, e-mail 
and written notes, scheduled recorded meetings) through that initial month within the 
classroom and two months that followed.  
 

The educators and I looked at the data generated in/with/through pedagogical 
narrations not as representative of “what was going” but rather as traces of events. The 
classroom stories I share here through narratives emerged from those moments and 
dialogues. They are interspersed among the other doll stories I tell to be diffractively read 
through each other, with the aim to interfere with the expected, add layers of meaning, 
challenge assumptions, and raise questions of implication and response-abilityvi 
(Haraway, 2012). I begin by briefly touching on the “sometimes-joined” heritages (of 
dolls, children, ECCE, research) and consider the taken-for-grantedness of dolls in Early 
Childhood Care and Education (ECCE). Then, I address some of the ways that dolls, 
gender, and care have been, and continue to be, entangled. The section that follows 
attends to the plasticity of the dolls to argue that this material is as situated, political, and 
problematic/contradictory as the dolls themselves. The article concludes with more 
questions about the implications this storying may hold for pedagogies and the 
emergence of gendered caring subjects. 
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Dolls, Dolls, Dolls: Why So Many Dolls? 

 
The act of playing with a doll is like no other act. Nor is it like any other type of 
play that happens in the early years of our little ones. Giving a child a doll is like 
giving a child a tool from which he can express himself and give himself full 
range of the many facets of adulthood that he can mimic and weave into his 
learning experiences. (Disch, 2012, para. 1) 

 
In this section I consider the dolls in our research study and their past-present 

entanglement with developmental psychology, education, marketing, and the governing 
of practices related to early childhood. Dolls have been part of most cultures throughout 
history: as sacred objects used for ceremony or ritual, tools for information sharing, and 
as toys for both adults and children (Jaffé, 2006). Dolls remain a popular toy choice for 
children in the home and in childhood settings, in spite of the enormous selection of toys 
available to children. Dolls designed, produced, marketed, bought, and played with come 
in numerous shapes, sizes, colours, qualities, and personalities, and a browse through any 
local or online toy store will highlight the multitude of doll possibilities that exist today. 
A child interacting with baby dolls among bubbles in a water table, like Angus and the 
dolls in the opening narration, is likely a familiar scene for those who have spent time in 
a childcare centre in Western contexts. In curriculum guidelines for educators who work 
with young children, baby dolls are listed and described in a taken-for-granted way as a 
standard material to provide children in what are referred to as developmentally 
appropriate ECCE practices (e.g., Beaty, 2012; Bundy, 1989; Copple & Bredekamp, 
2009; Government of British Columbia, 2009, n.d.a, n.d.b.; Government of Manitoba, 
n.d.). Within these guides, dolls and doll paraphernalia are typically included as part of a 
dramatic play area and their play (education) value is varyingly categorized as supporting 
children’s socio-emotional, physical, and cognitive development.  
 

Parents are also taught about the variety of ways that miniature figures such as 
dolls purportedly support children’s developmental well-being through information 
guides for parents produced and distributed by government (e.g., Government of British 
Columbia, 2007) and the growing number of parenting blogs (e.g., Disch, 2012; Mama 
OT, 2012) and websites (e.g., BabyCenter Canada, 2013; The Bump, n.d.). So the 
developmental value of dolls in a water table need not be reserved for toddlers in an 
ECCE setting like Angus; parents can provide opportunities for pretend baby doll bathing 
that will support the development of fine motor skills, self-care, and the knowledge of 
body part names (BabyCenter Canada, 2013). Parents and educators can also be reminded 
of the developmental value of doll play by retailers and manufacturers who overtly 
promote the “importance of doll play” (Corolle, 2012, para. 2) and assure customers that 
they have dolls to support each “age and stage” of children’s development (see Corolle, 
2012; Zapf Creation, 2009). While manufacturers, parenting blogs, and parent and 
educator guidebooks do not necessarily ignore that dolls may be a toy that is enjoyable to 
play with, the discourse of play as a function in developmental (e.g., psychological, 
sociological, physical) processes is the overriding message (for an overview of the 
relationship between developmentalism and the rhetoric of play, see Sutton-Smith, 1997).  
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The inheritance of this need for, or legitimization of having, dolls in an ECCE 

setting comes from progressive education ideals and the child study movement at the turn 
of the 20th century. Dewey was a leader in the progressive education movement and his 
early work at the University of Chicago Laboratory Schools was instrumental in shaping 
ideas about education and children. One of the ideals of progressivism was that 
curriculum should be derived from children’s own experiences and interests (e.g., 
Dewey, 1897, 1912, 1915), which impacted the didactic materials that were made 
available in schools. By the 1920s and 1930s, the curriculum in liberal kindergartens 
(those most aligned with progressive movement ideals) included dolls as a material for 
what was termed “household arts” – today often referred to as the home corner, house 
area, or daily living area (Prochner, 2011). The closest Canadian equivalent to Dewey’s 
lab schools and other child study schools in the United States in the 1920s and 1930s was 
the Child Study Institute at the University of Toronto (Rubin, 1975). With William Blatz 
as director of the institute from 1926 to 1964 (Rubin, 1975; Winestock, 2010), the 
research conducted through its nursery school and parent education program (Strong-
Boag, 1982) was extremely influential in shaping views and practices related to childcare 
in Canada (Varga, 1997). Among many publications, Blatz with his colleagues Dorothy 
Millichamp and Margaret Fletcher produced a treatise on nursery education theory and 
practice that outlined the developmental value of dolls as a tool for imaginative play 
suitable for both younger (2- to 3.5-year-olds) and older (3.5- to 5-year-olds) children 
(Blatz, Millichamp, & Fletcher, 1935). According to these authors, linguistic, social, 
physical, and cognitive development are all (potentially) supported through doll play, and 
as a child’s maturation brings increased capacities, the play and the play objects can (and 
should) become more sophisticated. Arguably, this psychologizing begins with American 
psychologists G. Stanley Hall and A. Caswell Ellis when they conduct a rather large 
study about doll play and theorize its significance for “both psychology and pedagogy” 
(Ellis & Hall, 1896, p. 129). This reflects the child study movement’s reach beyond 
psychology to the scientization of pedagogy and parenting, in particular mothering (see 
Pacini-Ketchabaw, 2005; Strong-Boag, 1982; Varga, 1997).  
 

One example of dictating scientific motherhood is a 1934 resource booklet 
produced by The Canadian Welfare Council aimed at helping “Canadian mothers at risk” 
with appropriate materials and play spaces for preschool-aged children (Mitchell, 
1934/1942). According to the resource, “toys are essential” at this stage in a healthy 
child’s development. This government resource also highlights the entangled relationship 
between psychology (e.g., the developmental value of particular forms of play), 
progressive education ideas (e.g., child-sized materials that mimic the adult world), and 
marketing (e.g., the overt promotion of brands of toys). Thrift (2003) notes John Locke is 
usually credited with introducing the notion that (particular) toys (should) have 
developmental value but the child study movement of the early 20th century greatly 
impacted the spreading of this idea. Designing, marketing, and selling toys for didactic 
purposes have certainly added to the (Western) abundance of toys in general through the 
20th and now the 21st century (Thrift, 2003). The Milton Bradley Company (MBC) is 
one example of this, targeting both the home and the classroom consumer. Bradley 
himself was an early kindergarten advocate and his company published many books 
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about kindergarten, in addition to producing many of the “necessary” materials for the 
kindergarten classroom (Prochner, 2011). Included in offerings of the 1927 MBC 
catalogue were “Bradley’s Kindergarten Dolls” which the company assured met the 
standards of the “International Kindergarten Union Standardization Committee”. Doll 
play in itself was approved for kindergarten and primary grades by leading educators (as 
cited in Prochner, 2011, p. 371).  

 
A baby doll lies in an oval handled basket. The basket is just the right size for the 
doll. The handle nicely suits the size of the hand that lifts and carries it 
throughout the centre. The basket baby doll carrier sits on the floor of the 
classroom, waiting for block building to be done. Eventually, fingers grab the 
handle and then it’s nestled into the crook of an arm. Perfect to carry and walk: 
to wander through different areas and rooms of the centre to the back corner 
where a set-up of paper and bingo dabbers awaits. Basket baby doll carrier now 
sits on the table, on top of the already painted paper. The red dabber is picked up 
and used to dot, dot, dot, dot the baby doll lying in the basket carrier. 

 
Doll Troubles 

 
Dolls are overtly connected to nurturance and often considered a gender-typed toy 

to study such constructs as gender differences, same-sex friend/peer group preferences, 
gender stereotyping, and gender role behaviour (e.g., Banerjee & Lintern, 2000; Banse, 
Gawronski, Rebetez, Gutt, & Morton, 2010; Blackmore, 2003; Cherney, 2003; 
Eisenberg, Murray, & Hite, 1982; Golombok, Rust, Zervoulis, Croudace, Goulding, & 
Hines, 2008; Kuhn, Nash, & Brucken, 1978; Martin, Eisenbud, & Rose, 1995; Miller, 
1987; Taylor, 1996; Theimer, Killen, & Stangor; 2001). From a developmental 
perspective, through engaging with dolls, children are imitating what they see or 
experience from the adult world;  in other words, practicing for their adult life to come 
(Blatz et al., 1935; Bundy, 1989; Ellis & Hall, 1896). This has helped to foster the 
enduring belief that by playing with (baby) dolls, children are practicing the 
skill/duty/pleasure of physically and emotionally caring for others. The aim of this 
section is to further highlight the complex web of dolls and children by sharing stories 
that highlight a few knots related to gender and care. 
 

Basten (2009) highlights, “young girls playing with dolls [as] probably one of the 
most visibly familiar images of early child interaction with childbearing and nurturing” 
(p. 2). This “familiar image” is plastered throughout current doll advertising (e.g., 
Corolle, 2012; Toys R Us Canada, n.d.; Zapf Creation, 2009) where photos of smiling 
girls playing with dolls in a sea of pink, that quintessential marker of girlhood, advertise 
dolls “for the littlest mommies” (Corolle, 2012). While boys do play with dolls (almost 
every boy in the centre played with a doll at some point during the research) and have for 
quite some time (see Blatz et al., 1935; Ellis & Hall, 1896), they are rarely marketed to as 
the consumer of dolls. In Formanek-Brunell’s (1993) overview of doll production in the 
U.S. from 1830 to 1930, she assesses that by the 1920s, nearly all American doll 
manufacturers were marketing their dolls “to emphasize domesticity, maternity, and 
femininity” (p. 181).  
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A review of several Eaton’s cataloguesvii (T. Eaton Co. Limited, 1897, 1909, 

1920, 1934) illuminates a similar marketing trend, as well as the increase in infant doll 
production, in the early 20th century in Canada. The Eaton’s 1897 Christmas Catalogue 
includes a small section for toys that advertised a few “kid body dolls” (T. Eaton Co. 
Limited, 1897, p. 18) but by the 1934-35 Fall and Winter catalogue, dolls are no longer 
advertised as toys for “the little folks” but are now promoted under the page heading: 
“Every little mother will fall in love” (T. Eaton Co. Limited, 1934, p. 258). Rather than 
selling the technical details of the dolls as earlier catalogues emphasized, the marketing 
of maternity becomes overt, and rather similar to what we see in marketing today. This 
connection between dolls, girls, and nurturing has certainly received comment and 
criticismviii including early feminist critic de Beauvoir (1949/2011), who considered how 
dolls were implicated in the indoctrination of girls “to become caring, maternal, and 
passive” (Wagner-Ott, 2002, p. 251).  
 

With de Beauvoir’s (1949/2011) infamous assertion “One is not born a woman, 
but, rather, becomes one” (p. 283), previously accepted assumptions of the “naturalness” 
of gender hierarchy/relations could now be theorized as “a social condition constituted 
through relations of power, thus open to critique and the possibility of change” (Dietz, 
2003, p. 401). This possibility of change does not get missed within discourses and 
practices related to dolls. One way these ideas get taken up is to include boys in the dolls 
and nurturing discourse and practices, exemplified in Charlotte Zolotow’s (1972/2002) 
children’s picture book William’s Doll, an adaptation of which was included in the early 
1970s liberal feminist collection of iconic stories, songs, and poems known as Free to Be 
You and Me (see Hart, Pogrebin, Rodger, & Thomas, 2008). The grandmother’s 
explanation is clear that boys need dolls so they can “practice being a father” (Zolotow, 
1972/2002, p. 286) presumably just the way girls have had the opportunity to practice 
being a mother. This challenges the exclusion of boys from the nurturing/caring discourse 
and practices related to dolls, but perpetuates the notion that playing with dolls is 
preparatory for a future parenting self. When efforts to change gendered behaviour (such 
as boys should play with dolls to develop their nurturing capabilities) “fail”, biological 
determinism is often called upon to explain behaviour (MacNaughton, 2000). Biological 
determinism is generally rooted in discourses of essential, universal difference: 
developmental difference, biological difference, emotional difference, functional 
difference (Eidevald, 2009). As Sommers’ (2012) online article title suggests, “you can 
give a boy a doll, but you can’t make him play with it”. 
 

The past-presents (presence) of dolls teaching/playing in ECCE is not outside 
gendered discourses and practices of care. Woven into the fabric of developmental value 
discourses with respect to dolls are gendered questions (assumptions) of who will 
(should) care for dolls that parallel questions of who will (should) care for children. 
Dominant biological and social theories of gender do little to disrupt the male/female 
binary associated with care (see Cameron et al., 1999; Johnson, 2011). To unstick care 
from this dichotomous gender quarrel, a more expansive view of gender and care that can 
account for the complexity of material-semiotic becomings is required.  
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A wooden dollhouse sits on the floor of the classroom. Three children walk 
around the dollhouse driving die-cast cars on the dollhouse roof. Baby cars they 
have come to be called. A “baby car” pokes in through the dollhouse window 
only to re-emerge quickly, back to roll over the roof. Walking. Rolling. Some 
talking. Mostly just baby cars on the dollhouse roof. A plastic baby doll wrapped 
in a blanket is tucked under one of the children’s arms as she drives her baby car 
on the roof. 
  

A Knotty Tale of Plasticity 
 

This story takes as its starting point the plastic material of the dolls with whom 
the children of this study engage. While it is a material that largely influences the play 
possibilities (e.g., water table bathing dolls) in ECCE, it is also one embroiled in 
controversy. Considering (critiquing) dolls in ECCE typically rests within developmental 
and (dominant) gender logics: Exceptions include Taylor and Richardson’s (2005) 
poststructural and queer theory analysis and Gallacher’s (2006) Deleuzian analysis of 
home/doll corner. In this section, my aim is to consider the plasticity of the dolls, and in 
so doing add several more sticky knots to the complicated, sometimes contentious, web 
of dolls, children, gender, and care. As Puig de la Bellacasa (2009) suggests “these 
worlds of collective feeling, relational processes that are far from being always caressing, 
have something specific and situated to teach us” (p. 310).  
 

Depending on the resources available and the cultural tradition of the people 
involved, dolls have been made from: wood; paper; food, such as cornhusks and apples; 
terracotta and clay; porcelain china; rags and other kinds of cloth; rubber; and various 
kinds of plastic (Fraser, 1966; Jaffé, 2006). With the development of polymers (i.e., 
polyurethane in the 1930s, followed by polystyrene, and by the 1950s polypropylene) 
which could support various types of molding and be mass produced cheaply, hard 
plastics overtook doll production by the mid-20th century (Jaffé, 2006). Plastic 
production is implicated in the variety of doll shapes and sizes and the abundance of dolls 
available then and today in ECCE classrooms and homes. Plastic also helped to facilitate 
different play possibilities as the dolls were now lighter and easier to carry or move 
around; they could be washed and left outside in the rain without (much) worry; they did 
not break (as easily) and therefore could be played with under less supervision than 
porcelain dolls (Formanek-Brunell, 1993). Originally marketed as better for children’s 
play – plastic is hygienic, safe, durable, and cheap – today, plastic dolls are embedded in 
multiple controversies related to physical and environmental health. 
 

In terms of physical health, chemicals found in plastics, such as bisphenol A 
(BPA) which is used as a binding agent in polycarbonates, are increasingly being 
associated with delayed puberty, growth retardation, cancer, diabetes, obesity, as well as 
reproductive and neurological problems or diseases (see Grossman, 2009; Knoblauch, 
2009; Kovacs, n.d.; Schmidt, 2011; White, 2009). Phthalates, a chemical compound used 
to soften plastic in the production process, is also of concern. Like BPA, phthalates are 
not chemically bound to the plastic and therefore in different ways leach into the 
environment, including migrating into the body through saliva (Schmidt, 2011). In terms 



International Journal of Child, Youth, and Family Studies (2014): 5(4.2) 782–807 
 

792 

of environmental health, producing plastic consumes a large amount of non-renewable 
resources, such as petroleum and coal, both for the actual product and the process of 
production (Knoblauch, 2009; Kovacs, n.d; White, 2009). Not only are non-renewable 
resources used to make plastic products but major air, water, and soil pollution is also 
created through their production and disposal, which is also impossible to disentangle 
from human and non-human health (Allsopp, Walters, Santillo, & Johnston, 2006; 
Grossman, 2009). Much of the general concern related to plastic production gets directed 
toward China, as the world’s largest producer of plastics (Pop, 2011). Dolls are among 
the many plastic products whose manufacturing has migrated to China over the last 20 
years in the pursuit of reduced production costs (Jaffé, 2006; Van Patten, n.d.). 
 

Among the health and environmental problems that have been raised are strong 
concerns about the conditions related to toy production in China, which is estimated to be 
80% of the world’s toy production (Bjurling, 2005, 2009; Jaffé, 2006). Most production 
occurs within the Guangdong Province and severe working conditions have been reported 
that often violate Chinese legislation, international conventions, as well as companies’ 
own codes of conduct: extremely long working hours, little to no days off from work 
(particularly in peak season), lack of safety and health education, and low-wages 
(Bjurling, 2005; Ekelund & Bjurling, 2004). Added to this is concern for the health of the 
105 million permanent residents (as of 2011) of the Guangdong Province due to severe 
soil, air, and water pollution (Chow, 2012; Fung, 2013; Gong, 2013; McGeary, 2013). It 
is difficult to not see a dichotomy here between the plastic baby dolls played with in a 
childcare centre on the west coast of what is regularly described as “beautiful British 
Columbia” and the highly polluted province of Guangdong where these dolls in all 
probability came from. 
 

Pressure from public reporting, such as Ekelund and Bjurling (2004), and other 
safety issues, such as a massive recall of toys containing lead in 2007 which saw the 
largest toy manufacturer Mattel recall 21 million toys made in China (Bjurling, 2009) 
have led to many efforts to improve working conditions (Bjurling, 2009, 2011; Toloken, 
2012). They have also led to growing concern about consumers supporting production 
from China as portrayed in mainstream media (e.g., Rosevelt, 2006; Thottam, 2007), 
ECE newsletters (e.g., Stoecklin, 2008), and parenting or mommy blogs (e.g., 
Bernadette1, 2013; Cool Mom Picks, 2007; Journey to Crunchville, 2007; Mommy 
Footprint, 2012; Morris, 2012; Sarnoff, 2003). Bernadette1 (2013) asks her readers where 
a doll “not made in China” can be acquired. Journey to Crunchville (2007) notes that a 
recall of plastic baby dolls accelerated her move to rid the house of her daughter’s 
“gazillion plastic babies” (para. 1). Sarnoff (2003) describes the first night that followed 
her daughter being given a plastic baby doll by well-intentioned but ill-informed 
grandparents: “All night I smelled Baby Ava as she emitted a powdery chemical scent so 
powerful it made me gag. Baby Ava was off-gassing” (para. 4–5). Suffice it to say that 
Baby Ava was gone the next day. Sarnoff (2003) clearly indicates there are simply two 
doll purchasing choices: “potentially lethal lead poisoning or organic cotton options” 
(para. 3).  
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With cotton and wool handmade dolls such as Waldorf dolls (Bernadette1, 2013; 
Disch, 2012) and Bamboletta dolls (Cool Mom Picks, 2007; Mommy Footprint, 2012) 
costing upwards of $700 each (Elton, 2013), deciding which doll to buy becomes an issue 
of access as well as sustainability. Furthermore, what happens to all the plastic dolls in 
our caring efforts to “go green” or “choose wisely”? In a growing push to shift from 
plastic materials to natural ones in early childhood environments (e.g., cotton, wool or 
wood dolls; wood blocks; wood play structures and furniture) (e.g., Smart baby, smart 
kid, 2013) where does all the plastic go when we make this adjustment? Where did baby 
Ava go in Sarnoff’s (2003) efforts to protect her infant daughter from “off-gassing”? To 
another child whose parent or educator is less informed or enlightened? To a recycling 
depot or a landfill? Are we as consumers prepared to see and take action around our 
culpability – what we purchase, from where we purchase, and how we dispose – in this 
knotty tale of plasticity? What are our “obligations of care” (Haraway, 2008, p. 70)?  

 
One of the challenges associated with adhering to international standards and 

ethical calls for “good practice” is an unwillingness to share (i.e., among manufacturers, 
retailers, and consumers) the accompanying extra costs (e.g., increasing wages, assuring 
safe working conditions and materials) that ultimately result in increased prices for goods 
manufactured, like dolls (Bjurling, 2009; Toloken, 2012; Van Patten, n.d.). As Puig de la 
Bellacasa (2010) suggests, “the obligation ‘to care’ is more than an affective state, it has 
material consequences” (p. 165). 
 

Ruby holds one of the baby dolls in her hands, sitting with her and trying to add 
another dress to the dolls’ layers. She looks at Terry, the educator in the room 
who is near to Ruby and asks for help getting another dress on to the doll. Terry 
helps wiggle the dress onto the doll. ‘There you go’. She smiles at Ruby and 
hands her back the doll. Ruby continues to play with the baby doll but then asks 
Terry for help to wrap the doll into the blanket she has on her lap. ‘Oh, does your 
baby need a blanket’? Terry helps Ruby by carefully wrapping the doll with the 
baby blanket. ‘There’s your baby’. She hands the baby doll back to Ruby, who 
scoops the baby into her arms. She places the baby doll down on the carpeted 
floor and then lies down beside her. ‘Are you having a nap with your baby’? Ruby 
smiles, not at Terry or I, but at her baby.  

 
Following Trajectories with Dolls 

 
In this article, I have told several stories of child-doll encounters from the 

classroom that each, in varying ways, could be interpreted as moments of pleasure, 
enjoyment and contentment. While there are many ways to interpret children’s doll play, 
like that of Angus, Ruby, “baby cars”, what I am most interested in is that these 
seemingly pleasurable, multiple ways of being with dolls exist alongside and within the 
partial, incomplete tale of plasticity I have just told. In our obligations to care, whom do 
we care about in these practices? The children’s enjoyment with the plastic doll that can 
be soaked and painted and kicked and cuddled with relative ease? The working 
conditions under which this doll was likely produced? The environmental hazards of this 
doll’s production, use, and disposal? How do we weigh the care/concern of one over the 
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other? And is one over the other the only option we have? Puig de la Bellacasa (2012) 
suggests that, “where there is relation there has to be care, but our cares also perform 
disconnection. We cannot possibly care for everything, not everything can count in a 
world, not everything is relevant in a world” (p. 204). What might caring pedagogies look 
like, then, in this world of dis/connections?  
 

Drawing on emerging ideas in feminist science studies, caring pedagogies might 
respond to interconnected ideas of gender and care by thinking with care which, as Puig 
de la Bellacasa (2012) proposes, invites us to consider how “our cuts foster relationship” 
(p. 204). This is about our implication and response-ability but it is not about categorical 
blame or romanticized visions of seamless relations. We will not be able to care for all, 
all of the time, but we can pay attention to the mattering of our practices. Barad (as cited 
in Juelskær & Schwennesen, 2012) explains it this way: “performing the labor of tracing 
the entanglements, of making connections visible, you’re making our obligations and 
debts visible, as part of what it might mean to reconfigure relations of 
spacetimemattering” (p. 20). In other words, Barad’s assertion, like Haraway’s (1994) 
call for “getting at how worlds are made and unmade” (p. 65), stresses the importance of 
making visible how (certain) practices come to matter, not simply as a form of critique 
but “in order to participate in the processes, in order to foster some forms of life and not 
others” (p. 65, italics added). Through mapping our partial connections with the question 
“to what and whom is a response required?” (Gane & Haraway, 2006, p. 145), we can do 
the work to reconfigure more liveable common worlds. This is not to suggest that if we 
work hard enough we will be able to disentangle the knots and smooth out the complexity 
(of, for example, children, dolls, plastic, gender, care). Caring pedagogies require that we 
stay with the complexities, share in the suffering.   

 
Maybe sharing suffering is about growing up to do the kind of time-consuming, 
expensive, hard work, as well as play, of staying with all the complexities for all 
of the actors, even knowing that will never be fully possible, fully calculable. 
Staying with the complexities does not mean not acting, not doing research, not 
engaging in some, indeed many unequal instrumental relationships; it does mean 
learning to live and think in practical opening to shared pain and morality and 
learning what that living and thinking teach. (Haraway, 2008, p. 83) 

 
I have argued that taking dolls seriously might teach us something about our 

pedagogies, our taken-for-granted knowledges, and ultimately about our becoming of 
caring gendered subjects. The many doll stories I have shared suggest several things, 
including that dolls are more than merely developmental tools for future selves. By 
tracing some of dolls past-presents (presence) in ECCE, developmental psychology, 
production and marketing, the becoming of caring gendered subjects is made visible as a 
materialsemiotic entanglement. Through thinking-with dolls, children’s relations with/in 
the world as situated within materialsemiotic practices in, near, and far from the 
classroom become evident. We – dolls, children, educators, researchers – “become who 
we are in the dance of relating” (Haraway, 2008, p. 25); becomings that are not bounded 
entities, preformed, predestined, or transcendent of the ethics and politics of being of the 
world.  
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Endnotes 

 
i Haraway (2010) remarks of “all those copulating-words-without-benefit-of-hyphen, all those resignified ordinary 
words: Are they really necessary?” (p. 53). The hyphen has been used to join words together to indicate their 
relationship in an effort to avoid privileging one over the other. Barad (2007) does so with material-discursive, which is 
akin to Haraway’s (1994) material-semiotic, “emphasiz[ing] the absolute simultaneity of materiality and semiosis” 
(Haraway & Goodeve, 2000, p. 137). Removing the hyphen takes the visual representation of this relatedness further, 
marking the words (phenomena) as not simply connected but inseparable. For example Barad’s (2007, 2011) term 
spacetimemattering, and Haraway’s (2008, 2010) naturecultures and materialsemiotic (Haraway, 2010). Haraway tells 
her reader: “what I’m interested most of all are ‘naturecultures’ – as one word – implosions of the discursive realms of 
nature and culture” (p. 105). In this spirit, one of the ways in which I play with language in this article is with term 
past-presents(presence). Connecting the words in this way is an effort to highlight that pasts and presents, as in time, as 
well as presence, as in being “there”, are intra-active in their iterative becoming (see Barad, 2007). Jackson and Mazzei 
(2012) discuss this conceptualization of inseparability (drawing on Barad, 2007) in terms of how it shifts thinking about 
data analysis. They write:  

The implication for how we think data differently, given this entangled state, is to move away from 
thinking the interview and what is told discursively, toward a thinking of the interview and what is “told” as 
discursive, as material, as discursive and material, as material    discursive, and as constituted between the 
discursive and the material in a posthumanist becoming. (Jackson & Mazzei, 2012, p. 126) 
  

ii St. Pierre (2013) has expressed caution about the notion of the “material turn”, a quick sweep of condemning 
researchers and theorists from the 1970s and 1980s as “too discursive” without acknowledging the attention paid to the 
material by many of the “post” thinkers of the “discursive turn” (see also Hekman, 2010). Ahmed (2008) criticized 
what she perceived as a lack of careful reading of early feminist writings by new materialism writers. Van der Tuin’s 
(2008) response to Ahmed includes:  

I call this new materialism a third-wave materialism. I have chosen to do so, not because I want to set up 
another (feminist) progress narrative, but rather to signify the non-dualistically organized epistemic realm to 
which Rosi Braidotti has alluded. This is the feminist epistemic realm where we do not find the constitution 
of a (historical) materialism “proper” or the uncritical celebration of feminist standpoint theory, nor do we 
find feminist biologies of the past. What we find here is feminist generation. (p. 415)  

While I applaud Ahmed’s call for careful reading, and her pointedly observed comments about which writers get 
particular, deep, “thinking-with”, I think her critique is overly simplified, albeit important. Barad (whom Ahmed takes 
to task in her critique, pointing perhaps un-carefully to pieces of her earlier writing) is also cautious of the take up of 
the term “new” (see Juelskær & Schwennesen, 2012). Like van de Tuin (2008), Barad is interested in the generation of 
new knowledges, not as a “breaking with the past, but rather a dis/continuity, a cutting together-apart with a very rich 
history of feminist engagements with materialism” (Juelskær & Schwennesen, 2012, p. 13). It is with this perspective 
that I engage with theoretical insights and troublings both recent and previous from within feminism, science studies, 
and early childhood education. As MacLure (2010) suggests “definition is problematic, if not downright disreputable, 
as far as postfoundational theories are concerned. This is because definition, as a practice, assumes a secure distinction 
between words and the things or concepts to which they refer. . . . Definitions falter, meaning shifts. The impossibility 
of defining theories, and knowing the precise difference between one and another, is not therefore a fatal error but an 
unavoidable issue” (p. 279). 
 
iii Barad’s (2007) term intra-action “signifies the mutual constitution of entangled agencies” (p. 33, italics original). 
Barad makes clear that, “in contrast to the usual ‘interaction’, which assumes that there are separate individual agencies 
that precede their interaction, the notion of intra-action recognizes that distinct agencies do not precede, but rather 
emerge through, their intra-action” (p. 33). This is mattering as always-becoming, co-constitutive emergence, 
mentioned in the article’s introduction. 
 
iv Haraway (1997) writes of gender, “with all its tangled knots with other systems of stratified relationships” (p. 27). 
Her work attends to the entanglement of gender, race, sexuality, politics, and economics, among many other 
“categories”. “Gender is the relation between variously constituted categories of men and women (and variously 
arrayed tropes), differentiated by nation, generation, class, lineage, color, and much else” (Haraway, 1997, p. 28). 
Elsewhere I attend to this entanglement in greater detail than there is space for within this article. Other thinking-with 
dolls analyses address the entanglement of gender, care, racialization, class, and sexuality, in relation to past-present 
practices and discourses of production and curriculum (Hodgins, 2014). 
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v Barad (2007) explains diffraction as relating to the way waves (any kind of waves: sound, light, water) combine and 
spread out when they encounter interference: “When waves meet, they don’t disrupt or obstruct each other, no impact 
or collision occurs, as in the case of two particles. On the contrary, the whole point is that the waves can coexist 
unhindered by each other’s presence; they can overlap in a common spatial region – indeed at a single point” (p. 417). 
Another important point that Barad (2007) makes is that a quantum understanding of diffraction recognizes that, in 
certain circumstances, matter manifests wave behaviour and, conversely, light manifests particle behaviour. This is 
referred to as the “wave-particle duality paradox” (p. 83) and suggests the “complexity and profundity of diffraction 
phenomena” (p. 83). 
 
vi As mentioned (Endnote i), Haraway is purposeful in her use of a hyphen or a slash for resignifying words. Her recent 
(Haraway, 2012) use of response-ability emphasizes the “response” element, an actual doing, within the notion of 
responsibility. She write of “a praxis of care and response – response-ability” (p. 302). 
  
vii According to Library and Archives Canada (2007)[NOTE: Not on Reference List], the T. Eaton Company was the 
first Canadian retailer to distribute a catalogue in Canada (the first one distributed in 1884 and the last in 1976), and 
was an important vehicle for merchandising across the vast and sparsely settled country. 
 
viii For an overview see Formanek-Brunell (1993). For a few recent critiques about the “pink aisle” see Crozier (2014), 
Dockterman (2013), and Gruver (n.d.). For critiques and comments about the gendering of dolls, see Sweet (2012). 
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