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Abstract: As the internet has become an integral part of everyday life, it is understood that 

patterns of racial stereotyping and discrimination found in the offline world are often 

reproduced online. In our paper, we examine two exclusionary practices in an online 

environment for adult toy collectors: First, the exclusion of non-white individuals who are 

expected to form immediate friendships with other non-white members; and second, the 

essentializing of racial issues when concerns over the lack of racial diversity in the toys are 

discussed. This dismissal is often directly connected to non-white members’ decisions to 

no longer participate, resulting in a new form of segregation within virtual space. 
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1. Introduction 

“Hi, TansyTen! Welcome to the Playhouse... You should look around for Sandrine10 and 

MskratMlly. I think that they will be good friends for you!” 

In most online communities, moderators have the responsibility of both welcoming people and 

controlling the environment of the online space. These two tasks are often accomplished 

simultaneously. In the message above, a moderator has suggested that TansyTen, a new member of 

this community, reach out to two more established members. On the surface, this is a very welcoming 

gesture, in that it helps the new member make connections with other users. However, a little context 
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reveals a more complex situation: In her introduction to the forum, TansyTen identified herself as a 

Black woman. The two members suggested by the moderator are also Black. As TansyTen said later 

during a one-on-one interview,  

“It’s like, here I am, and I said I was Black in my profile...and (the moderator) thought I’d be 

friends with these other people, but we don’t have anything in common except we’re Black...I 

mean, really, I mean, it’s hard to find Black people on the internet but I can find them on my 

own. Like, am I not supposed to talk to the white people?”  

The opening interaction took place in an online forum where adult women come together to discuss 

the collecting of American Girl dolls, is a consciously multi-ethnic and multi-racial product line. In the 

forum the role of race in the success or failure of these products is a frequent topic of conversation. 

Through these public conversations, other racial processes come to the forefront. Thus, this forum 

provides a rich site to examine the power of race in the virtual world. 

The actions seen in the case above are an example of boundary policing in virtual spaces. It is well 

known that the internet remains segregated both in access and within the interactions. What is of 

deeper sociological interest is the question of why this segregation occurs. By examining the 

interactions within a specific virtual community, we can begin to understand how participants in online 

spaces create and maintain racial boundaries. We argue that this segregation is maintained by both 

active and passive means, resulting in a space where discussions of race presuppose a social order in 

which white identity is idealized and normalized.  

As the World Wide Web continues to develop, so too does the ease in accessing information online. 

Today, more and more people participate in multiple forms of virtual communities. Forums, message 

boards, and social networking sites are part of the social fabric around the world. People participate in 

these types of forums for many reasons: information seeking, problem solving, professional 

obligations, and, of course, for social contact. These online worlds provide a place for their users to 

join with others who share a common interest, regardless of social or geographic location. Additionally, 

these worlds provide another “socially manifest” space wherein users may consume, create, and define 

the texts that shape their interests. For fans, this is particularly salient [1]. As Kozinets has pointed out, 

these virtual social groups have a tangible influence on the people who participate in them, and their 

participation influences many aspects of their behavior both on and off line [2]. As spaces of 

significant social interaction and information transmission, the extent to which online interactions 

shape ideologies must be examined.  

In this paper, we take a deep look at how online patterns of discussions create racialized boundaries, 

and discuss how these boundaries reproduce some of the inherent problems with inter-racial 

interactions in the offline world. Through the use of virtual ethnographic observation, survey data, and 

interviews, we will identify those exclusionary practices that are alive and well in the supposedly 

egalitarian and utopian space of the online world. We identify two types of boundaries and define them 

as exclusionary and essentializing. In this paper, we begin with a brief overview of relevant literature 

and the American Girl line of products, and then describe and discuss our research methodology. In 

our analysis, we present the ways in which some of the interactions in this online forum correspond to 

the established sociological concepts of racial perceptions, racialized interactions, and colorblind 
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racism. We conclude with the takeaway points of our findings and discuss how these data provide a 

new understanding of how racialized social processes operate online. 

2. Literature Review  

In the United States, social interactions are informed by the specific stereotypes associated with 

racial and ethnic minority groups. These stereotypes are informed in part by racial formations—the 

social, political, and economic factors that determine the social standing of racial/ethnic minorities [3]. 

On one hand, the critique of racial formations theory is that it fails to acknowledge the systemic nature 

of racism and prejudice [4,5]. While it may seem that race relations have improved today, critical race 

scholars would argue that U.S. society has shifted now to a more covertly racist and colorblind society 

in which segregation exists but stereotypes remain [6–8].  

Colorblind racial attitudes play out in all forms of interaction. As Bonilla-Silva suggested, most 

whites tend to express one or more of the four frames of colorblind racism: abstract liberalism 

(associating political and economic liberalism to racial issues), naturalization (explaining racial differences 

as natural phenomena), cultural racism (invoking arguments of cultural difference to explain inequality), 

and minimization (minimizing instances of discrimination) [6]. Not only do these frames inform 

individual perceptions about racial inequality, but they can also inform the kinds of interactions that 

occur between whites and non-whites. These colorblind frames also play out in the online world. For 

example, individuals who practice overt forms of discrimination (as with the example in the introduction) 

invoke cultural racism and minimization to explain their behavior away. This dynamic is particularly 

relevant when factoring in the “digital divide” and the demographics of the online population.  

Historically, the digital divide has been relevant for identifying and understanding those individuals 

who are online. According to a 2000 survey released by the Pew Internet and American Life Project, it 

was estimated that about 53% of adult Americans did not have internet access; with 57% of this group 

has no interest in going online. In 2000, only 50% of whites, 44% of Hispanics, and 36% of Blacks 

had internet access [9]. In a follow-up 2012 survey, it was estimated that the number of adult 

Americans who did not go online dropped to 22%. By then, 80% of whites, 71% of Blacks, and 68% 

of Hispanics used the internet [10]. While these numbers indicate that internet usage has increased 

among adult Americans, and increased among particular racial/ethnic groups, it is evident that some 

racial inequalities still exist. When taking into account the demographics of the United States, 

comprised of 72.4% whites, 12.4% Blacks, 16.3% Hispanics, and 4.8% Asians, it is apparent that 

whites continue to dominate online worlds as they dominate offline social worlds. 

However, the argument that non-whites are at a disadvantage because of this supposed digital divide 

is problematic in its assumption that these individuals are at a technological disadvantage [11–13]. This 

supports the notion that minorities are secondary to whites in all arenas, particularly those that have to 

do with access to knowledge and education. As Daniels suggested, this phenomenon of racism through 

the internet puts the onus on minorities to identify those instances of racism. This argument also aligns 

with Stuart Hall’s work on the spectacle of the other, which not only helps to create a community of 

whites, but also serves as a way for a community to exclude non-whites [4,13,14].  

In the same ways that white supremacist ideology dominates social interactions, so too will the 

expression of these ideologies in online interactions maintain the marginalization of non-whites in the 



Future Internet 2013, 5 254 

 

online world [15]. One example of this is how the frames of colorblind racism are activated in virtual 

spaces. This activation may be direct, where racist ideas are expressed under the excuse of humor or 

the attitude that such statements do not apply to “good” minorities, or covert, where the racial attitudes 

are muted in the guise of “this mattered in the past, but not today” [16].  

While internet communities can be a powerful place for establishing and re-affirming ethnic 

solidarity [17], these same forces can be used to work toward exclusion of others. In a study of white 

supremacist networking, Daniels found that virtual networking has allowed for the ideologies of white 

supremacy to cross national and international borders [4]. This re-entrenchment of racist ideologies 

becomes a major force creating a hostile environment that is exclusionary to racial minorities.  

As Myers found, the ways in which groups of individuals engage in racialized conversations known 

as racetalk maintain racial boundaries and reinforce racial perceptions [18]. A similar kind of racetalk 

occurs online, but in a more public way. For example, individuals who express their particular feelings 

directly to minority users about whom they should socialize with in an online forum reinforce a public 

form of racetalk that ultimately serves the same ideological purpose. Specifically, this kind of 

expression or “talk” imposes white supremacist ideologies regarding the kinds of people with whom 

whites can interact and not interact, and discourages any interest in reaching across racial boundaries. 

As we argue, these dynamics are reproduced in the interactions that occurred among our sample of 

American Girl consumers in their online discussions. 

Race is not the only place where a digital divide may exist on the internet. Early studies of internet 

culture noted that access to the internet was heavily split along gender lines through the mid to late 

1990s, with men dominating the internet both in terms of access and of use [19]. However, this gap 

diminished by 2001, when socioeconomic status became the more relative determinant of internet 

access [20]. While it is assumed that men are more likely than women to use the internet, it is 

important to acknowledge that the internet is not a monolithic world. In fact, there are “many 

internets”—virtual locations created for social interactions by a group of people who develop a sense 

of community and, more importantly, a sense that they can accomplish something together within that 

specific virtual space [21].  

As scholars have suggested, gender socialization is strongly influential on patterns of communication. 

The recognized gender of participants in online communities can also influence the style of 

communication within the community. An early study found that in online communities where the 

majority of members were men, the communication style was dominated by “fact oriented language” 

and “calls for action.” In those internet spaces that are implicitly or explicitly marked as feminine, 

identifiable “feminine” styles of communication predominate [22]. These spaces allow women a place 

to challenge the stereotypical ideas of feminine communication style. For example, women in these 

spaces tend to verbally confront other members, use profanity, and focus on instrumental rather than 

emotional language [23,24].  

On the other hand, in communities where the proportion of men to women was more equal, the 

community members of both genders used more “self-disclosure” and attempted to reduce tension 

among members. However, the men were not shown to display more aggressive or confrontational 

language, and women were not engaged in apologetic or opinion-based language behavior [25]. 

Gendered styles of communication may also be deployed strategically in spaces that are either marked 

as masculine or are mixed-gendered. For example, identified women users may adopt masculine styles 
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in an attempt to have their contributions to the community taken as “seriously” as that of identified 

men users [26]. 

These findings bring up an important caveat to studying gender on the internet. Specifically, online 

gender identity is dependent on the user actively disclosing their gender. Even when a user chooses or 

is required to display a gender, there is no guarantee that the gender they display online is the same as 

that displayed offline. Indeed, gender may be used as a mask, a tool of expression, and a new arena for 

play [27]. While the empirical work on gendered differences in communication have over-emphasized 

the difference and perpetuated negative gender stereotypes [28], the debates over gender on the 

internet are important to note. 

3. American Girl  

“American Girl” (AG) refers collectively to a line of eighteen inch vinyl play dolls, appropriately 

scaled accessories, and books aimed at girls aged eight to eleven. Diamond et al. described the 

company as a “$436 million doll empire” that gains its appeal by combining immersive retail and 

catalog environments [29]. American Girl sells not only specific representations of “girlhood,” but 

promotes the values and cultural norms associated with middle-class white American culture. 

The company debuted in 1986 with a line of three “historical” dolls, all white, each with a 

distinctive story. As the years have progressed, the company has expanded that line to twelve historical 

dolls covering two hundred and fifty years from Kaya, the Nez Perce girl from 1754, to Julie, the white 

latchkey daughter of a divorced mother in 1974. These dolls have explicit racial and ethnic identities, 

ranging from American Indian to Swedish to African American. Each of these dolls comes with a 

series of books that construct a historically and culturally appropriate narrative. The girl consumer can 

purchase accessories that illustrate events and items in the stories (such as clothes, furniture, dishes and 

sports equipment). 

In addition to this historical line, the company has two other product lines that are relevant to our 

study: the “MyAG” line of contemporary dolls, and a “Limited Edition” series, also of contemporary 

girlhood. Within the “MyAG” line, the consumer is invited to choose a doll from a range of options in 

terms of physical appearance, including the shape of the face, skin tone, hair color and texture, and  

eye color. Unlike the historical line, these dolls do not have a set narrative; the girl consumer is  

invited to create her own narrative. That narrative can be expanded on by purchasing various  

accessories—everything from horses to barbecue grills. 

We stated in the introduction that American Girl is “consciously multi-racial and multi-ethnic.” 

This fact is particularly demonstrated in the company’s third line of products, the “Girl of the Year” 

(GotY) series of dolls. This line combines the contemporary focus of the MyAG line with the narrative 

element of the historical line. As limited edition collectibles, these dolls come with small collections of 

accessories and furniture that correspond with elements of their stories. Each doll also has some unique 

aspect in terms of physical appearance: a different hair style, color of eye, or even a completely new 

head shape. At the time of writing, American Girl has created eleven GotY dolls, three of which have 

had explicitly non-white racial and ethnic identities. The remaining characters have been, presumably, 

white. It should be noted that while race and ethnicity are explicitly discussed within the text of the 

books for the non-white dolls, race is never mentioned for the other seven.  
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In the collecting forum, members have made a variety of comments that exemplify this practice of 

assuming whiteness as the unmarked, normative category. For example, the original face sculpt (mold) 

introduced by American Girl in 1986 was then and is now only available in the lighter shades of vinyl. 

This face is referred to by collectors as the “classic mold.” The other face molds introduced later are 

referred to by either the name of the character or the race that the face represents (i.e., the “Addy” or 

“African-American mold”). Again, whiteness is implied, while non-whiteness is explicit and Othered. 

American Girl’s selections of historical and modern images that are memorialized in doll form 

construct a narrative of the fulfillment of the American dream: assimilation, middle-class 

achievements, and symbolic diversity [30]. Although there are minority, lower-class, and immigrant 

characters, the ultimate goal (of the dolls) is to reach a higher level of achievement within the system, 

rather than to challenge it. 

While American Girl is a set of toys aimed at preteen girls, it is important to note that children’s 

consumption is mediated through their family structure. Generally, parents and other caregivers must 

provide the opportunity and means for children to consume any item. The significant of parents’ 

beliefs in the selection of children’s toys is often overlooked, not only in the analysis of the American 

Girls collection, but also in the analysis of the consumer toy market [31]. In guiding their children’s 

consumption, parents have the opportunity to challenge or reinforce pre-existing ideologies about 

girlhood, America, and race.  

American Girls are not “just dolls;” they are a specific set of consumer goods that are both 

produced by and productive of American ideology [32]. Consumers’ interactions with American Girl 

are significant for the study of race because the products themselves are explicitly racialized. This 

racialization is not merely that the dolls fit particular stereotyped expectations of appearance; it is also 

expressed specifically by the literature produced by the American Girl company [33]. Because of this, 

these products invite discussions of race without outside provocation—that is, because race is made 

explicit in the products themselves, the social space for a discussion of these issues is created. This 

condition of possibility is where new social forms may emerge or old ones may be reified [34]. In this 

study, we have chosen to examine adults who collect these products. In addition to purchasing these 

products for their children, these collectors interact with these products for their own entertainment and 

use them as the means towards forming friendships with others. Although women are recognized as a 

consuming group—85% of all consumer purchases are made by women—the interpersonal meaning of 

their leisure activities remains under studied [35]. With this analysis, we are seeking to examine the 

intersections of leisure-time consumption, women’s social networks, and racial ideology. 

4. Methods 

Our project focused on members of a specific online forum, which we have identified as “The 

Playhouse.” This forum was established in 2006 and has more than 4000 registered members. Of these, 

an average of 300 members log in daily, with an average of 497 new comments posted on a daily basis. 

Between November 2009 and January 2010, the members of this forum were offered a survey that 

asked for demographic information and personal collecting and online forum behavior. Of the 297 

members who began the survey, 285 members completed at least 75% of the questions. The 

demographics of the community are presented in Table 1. Overall, they establish that the forum  



Future Internet 2013, 5 257 

 

was predominately women (95%), almost entirely white (91%), and had a median income in the 

$40,000–$59,999 range. 

Table 1. Demographics of the Playhouse community members.  

Question Responses Percentages 

Gender 

Women  94.5% (309)  

Men  3.7% (12)  

No answer 1.8% (6) 

Race  
(multiple responses 

allowed) 

Black, African American or African  3.1% (10)  

White  90.5% (296)  

American Indian or Alaskan native  2.8% (9)  

Asian  4.3% (14)  

Latino or Hispanic  6.1% (20)  

Some other race  0.3% (1)  

No answer 1.8% (6) 

Household income 

Under $200,000  11.3% (36)  

$20,000–39,999  16.0% (51)  

$40,000–59,999  15.7% (50)  

$60,000–79,999  11.3% (36)  

$80,000–99,999  9.7% (31)  

$100,000 and over  19.1% (61)  

No answer 16.7% (53) 

Marital status 

Single, never married  40.4% (132)  

Married or partnered  52.6% (172)  

Separated or divorced  2.7% (9)  

No answer 4.3% (14) 

Children 
Have children  
No children 

50.9% (154)  
49.1% (148) 

The Playhouse group is what Kozinets would classify as an “electronic bulletin board” [2], in that it 

focused on a specific product. In fact, 93.4% of members reported that they used the forum specifically 

to find out information about new American Girl products. The Playhouse does have some features of 

a “chat room”, but discussions there were limited to related American Girl products. Additionally, the 

relationships in the Playhouse are much more tangible to members—30.7% of the members reported 

that they view the other members of the forum as either casual or close friends. 

In addition to the survey, we used virtual ethnography to examine the actual interactions between 

the members. This observation period extended from 2009 to 2011, and included an in-depth review of 

the community archives that date back to spring of 2006. In particular, we analyzed the “Introductions” 

section of the forum in order to establish the racial demographics of regular users. One of the authors 

(West) had established membership in 2007 and actively participated in the community. This long-term 

membership contributed to rapport between researcher and the subjects, and also helped contribute to 

the excellent survey response rate. As well as including observations of the public interactions on the 

forum, we also include analysis from interpersonal messages shared with us by members.  
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For the purposes of this research, the archives of the community were treated as transcripts. As in 

traditional ethnography, intervention of the researcher can unintentionally alter virtual community 

interactions. Thus, our analysis of the public forum interactions only includes those threads where the 

researchers were not participants. Virtual ethnography was a particularly appropriate method for this 

study not just because it took place online, but because it allowed us access to a group that may have 

been otherwise unreachable [2]. But, this location is not a convenience sample—as an online gathering 

of fans of American Girl, the Playhouse board becomes a socially manifest space, one with no physical 

location [1]. The only way to investigate this arena is to engage in participant-observational methods 

inside the community.  

While the internet is often viewed as public space and therefore not subject to privacy 

considerations, the fact that this forum required participants to register with the moderator and gain 

approval for membership suggests that the members may have held a different view of the space. 

Accordingly, we sought permission from the forum moderators to conduct our research. When this was 

granted, members of the forum were offered the opportunity to opt out of having their forum 

contributions included in this study. (No members took advantage of this offer). The name of the 

forum, the usernames of the participants, and any identifiable information has been altered to protect 

anonymity, following the practices suggested by Hines [36]. All other standard practices for anonymity 

were followed as well. All research methods were approved by the Institutional Review Board of 

Loyola University Chicago.  

Finally, interviews were conducted with survey respondents who volunteered for further contact. 

Twenty-three interviews were conducted in all. Two of these interviews were with community 

moderators, while the rest were with members who had participated in the community for at least six 

months. Sixteen of the interviewees were white; four were African-American; two were Asian-American; 

and one was Native American. Both moderators that were interviewed were white women. 

It should be noticed that children (or explicitly, girls) as consumers of American Girl products do 

not necessarily recognize or discuss the racial questions present in these objects. Acosta-Alzuru noted 

in her dissertation that while the girls’ mothers emphasize the importance of the books and historical 

narratives that accompany American Girl dolls, the girl consumers rarely enact these storylines or even 

read the books [37]. Our study population is focused on adult women—50.9% of whom are mothers—and 

they also emphasized the importance of the American Girl narratives. About 40% of our survey 

population indicated that their enjoyment of the story that came with a doll was “somewhat important” 

when they chose to purchase the doll, while 55.6% said that looks of the doll were “not important at 

all.” While a slight difference, our respondents do appear to emphasize the importance of the stories 

over the appearance of the dolls. The narrative aspect of American Girl was also noted as something 

that justified the high price point of the products. While 61.9% of respondents said that the prices were 

“high” and 12.7% said the prices are “very high,” 94.1% of respondents offered a comment that the 

quality of the products, especially their educational aspects, justified the prices. (Perhaps unsurprisingly, 

none of the collectors felt the prices were either “low” or “too low.”) 
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5. From Integration to Segregation: A Timeline 

It can be difficult to establish the racial diversity of an online space, particularly a “general” one 

such as The Playhouse where members are not expected to be of any particular background. While our 

survey data established that that 18.1% of the members of the forum identified as non-white, this 

number does not provide much insight into people’s actual participation. After further investigating the 

“Introductions” forum, we established that 27% of those who posted descriptions of themselves 

identified as explicitly non-white. Using this information, we were able to trace the pattern of 

participation by racial minorities over time.  

When the forum was created in spring of 2006, many of the original members had been members of 

other online communities, creating a core group of members who were already generally familiar with 

each other’s identities and interests. Excluding the creator of the community and the three people 

named as moderators, there were 35 original or core members. Many of these original members used 

the same user names they were known by in the previous communities. Even though these core 

members already knew each other, they wrote introductory posts as a courtesy to new members. The 

racial composition of the community at that point in time was very similar to what it was at the time 

we conducted our survey, with a slightly higher percentage of members identifying as non-white in 

their introductions (six out of the 35 “core” members, or 17.2%). The forum has had at different times 

between four and seventeen moderators that have had different responsibilities, including directing 

discussions, organizing the various sections of the boards, arranging offline activities for members, and 

directly enforcing the rules of the forum. For this analysis we have focused on the actions of the four 

moderators of the general discussion forum. These moderators were all women; three of them 

identified their race as white, while the remaining moderator chose not to disclose her racial identity. 

In December of 2006, this changed. At this point, another American Girl collecting forum changed 

its membership requirements and rules for participation. As a result, many members of this second 

community were either banned or chose to leave, and moved to The Playhouse as an alternative. While 

the actions in the other community are not part of our analysis (consent to conduct research in this 

second community was sought in 2009, but the request was refused), many of these new members 

expressed their feelings of being targeted by the rule changes as racial, religious, and sexual minorities 

in that community, and turned to The Playhouse as a more “liberal” or inclusive forum. At this point, 

the number of self-identified racial minorities increased slightly, with 22.5% of the members indicating 

their non-white racial identity in their introductions. 

However, the Introductions only tell one part of the story of community activity. Posting an 

introduction to the board is how a member moves from a “lurker” (non-participating member) to an 

active status. Lurking is a common and expected internet behavior where a hopeful member may 

observe without contributing until they are familiar with the community norms and introduce 

themselves when they have some confidence that they will not break a norm [38]. However, a member 

who introduces themselves does not always become an active participant and, as we later discuss, 

active participants may also drop out of participation.  

Having determined members’ racial identities, we investigated their patterns of participation 

throughout their membership in the community. There can be many reasons why a member will 

choose to stop participating in a community—including life events, loss of interest in the topic, or 
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moving to a new forum. But when race is considered, it became clear that active non-white members 

were more likely than active white members to end their participation in this forum. For example, at 

the time of writing, only two of the original core non-white members of the community were still 

participating, whereas 18 of the 29 white members were. Further, while 26% of the white members 

who joined after problems with the second community participated beyond their first introductory post to 

The Playhouse, only 7% of the non-white members participated at the same level. It is apparent that these 

discrepancies are based on the exclusionary practices by white members toward non-white members.  

The non-white members of the Playhouse did not end their interest in American Girl collecting or 

their allegiance to online communities focused on their hobby. Instead, they moved on to create other 

forums in other venues, such as through personal blogs, Facebook groups, or self-created Wikis. 

Unlike the Playhouse, these new communities are not known as central hubs of activity for American 

Girl. As TansyTen, the moderator of one of the new groups that is discussed later in this paper, these 

new groups are places for those who had explicitly been excluded from and discriminated against in 

the Playhouse. 

6. Racialized Identification and Friendship “Steering” 

As Nakamura has extensively discussed, the establishment of an individual’s racial identity in an 

online space is determined by two factors: how much an individual chooses to share, and the interpretation 

of that information by their audience [39,40]. Both of these aspects are at play in the Playhouse forum. 

When a person joins the community, they are expected to make a post that will serve as their 

introduction to the community. These posts share many common themes: the individual will mention 

how they first became interested in American Girl, discuss why they sought out the forum, and provide 

some personalizing details such as geographic location, their profession, or their marital status. 

Racial and ethnic identity is one of the personalizing details that members sometimes include, as in 

the example below,  

“Hey guys! I’m sure many of you have seen me around the board already, but I figured I’d make a 

‘formal’ introduction. I’m Anju, short for Anjana, although I also go by Anu (it’s my ‘daknam’, or 

informal name at home). I am Indian-American, (…) I was born in (New England) but I grew up 

(…) about a half an hour away from Williamsburg, VA (Felicity’s hometown!) (Posted June 2007)” 

After reviewing the introductory posts on the forum, a clear pattern emerged. The only members 

who mentioned their race were those who are non-white. To be clear, not every non-white member 

discussed their racial identity in their introduction, but absolutely no white members thought this 

information was important enough to establish who they were in the forum. Introductions from white 

people were more likely to resemble this example, 

“I have a 2 year old daughter and ever since I knew she was a girl (about 5 months into my 

pregnancy) I have been collecting AG dolls. I wish they had had these dolls when I was young, I 

had Barbies but these dolls are so much cooler and I love the books. I am hoping to start making 

clothes for them, too. I can’t wait until my daughter gets a little older so she can play with them 

with me! (My family thinks I’m nuts, but I’m used to that!) (Posted December 2006)” 
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This pattern is hardly surprising. White people often do not consider themselves to have any race at 

all. This follows directly on the idea of whiteness as a default racial identity [8,41]. In fact, this pattern 

echoes American Girl’s own practices of identifying the race of their characters. The introductions 

posted on this forum serve as more than an individual’s entree in to a community—they become the 

basis for how others, particularly moderators, interacted with the individual. As our introductory 

respondent TansyTen explained, the mention of race in her profile led moderators to steer her toward the 

other Black women on the forum, without any knowledge of other similar interests or collecting choices.  

Given that these introductory posts are short, there could be an argument that the “steering” of 

people is a result of the moderators having to work with the few details they have. However, the 

introductory posts are not the only information that the moderators (and others on the boards) have 

about the members. They are also aware of what dolls the person collects and what discussions the 

member is more likely to participate in. TansyTen’s collecting interests were on the contemporary line 

of dolls, and she felt strongly that she would only purchase dolls that represented Blackness to her. The 

two members she was referred to both preferred the historical dolls, and had repeatedly noted that  

they had a preference for the dolls with white features. In other words, while TansyTen and these  

other members are both interested in American Girl, they have radically different preferences for the 

various products.  

Unfortunately, the opportunity to ask a moderator about how they chose to suggest friends for new 

members did not present itself. Whatever the specific motivation of the moderators was, it is important 

to note that only the members of color who were interviewed mentioned receiving such introductory 

messages—white respondents did not. Regardless of how the moderators intended their actions, the 

non-white members of the community perceived them as racist and exclusionary.  

7. Community Discussion and Essentializing  

American Girl as a company has consciously created an impression of racial and ethnic diversity, 

but the actual product line-up does not support this image. While the average consumer may not be 

aware of the intricacies of the company's history, the collectors are. They have dedicated much time to 

their hobby, and thus recognize what the company has done and has failed to do.  

One such failure is the fact that American Girl has not yet created a GotY character who is  

African-American. An oversight obvious enough to have received attention in the popular press, this 

“missing” representation is discussed regularly every year within the community. The discussions 

about this oversight generally begin in the summer, when members look to see if book covers have 

been made available to retailers, or if there are leaked products available on eBay. The discussion 

generally reaches its peak in the fall when American Girl releases some early information on its 

website or to the national press. The conversation subsides when the new doll is released in January, 

and the pattern repeats. These discussions in the forum center on the questions of whether an  

African-American character would be economically viable for the company. The members of the 

community overwhelmingly expressed a desire for a Black GotY doll in their forum posts, a desire that 

was also reflected in responses to the survey of members—almost 90% of survey respondents 

expressed the hope that American Girl would release a Black limited edition doll in the near future. 
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The fact that this discussion happens on an annual basis is surprising because the majority of forum 

members surveyed did not participate in the discussions. In the survey, 86.7% said they read the 

discussions centered on race, only 36.6% said they participated. This was supported with the analysis 

of the forum archives, which showed that the conversation about racial representation in American Girl 

was maintained by a core group of participants. 

However, the explanation of the choice to not participate, and the perception of these discussions, 

reveal a distinctly racialized pattern. White community members repeatedly expressed a feeling that 

discussions about race were unpleasant, uncomfortable, or something that was irrelevant to the topic of 

doll collecting and should be stopped. As these white members stated in their survey comments, 

“I find (the discussions) shallow. While I am all for racial equality among people, I will not buy 

a doll with features I do not find attractive just to prove that I’m not a racist.” 

“They’re fucking annoying. Seriously. I’m all for more diversity, but a lot of time I feel like  

the Addy love is solely countering racism, and sometime the arguments seem racist against  

white collectors.” 

“I just want them to shut up. There’s a new thread every few days about race and it makes me 

want to leave.” 

On the other hand, non-white survey respondents had a different interpretation. While they also said 

that these conversations could be uncomfortable, they also stated that they enjoyed the conversations 

because they allowed them a chance to discuss issues they saw as problems. As some of these  

non-white members said in their survey comments,  

“They tend to be very frustrating. Usually someone says something cluelessly insensitive and 

continue to be clueless throughout, and nobody really stops them.” 

“I seem to most often post only to correct others’ misinterpretations of a race or culture.” 

“I participate. And often people don’t like my opinions b/c I am not white washing anything 

making it all peaches and cream.” 

In addition to these different perceptions of the conversation, non-white survey respondents were 

more likely to state that they used to participate in the racial discussions but have since stopped. While 

45% of non-white respondents reported no longer participating in these discussions, only 15% of white 

respondents stopped participating. As one non-white respondent said,  

“Not anymore! Not since I was told my own ethnic identity does not exist...It was just one 

person but they were pretty offensive in their complete cluelessness...” 

The survey data provide an interesting look at the overall attitude toward racial discussions in the 

Playhouse community. When the responses are viewed without controlling for race, there is a 

generally negative attitude about racial discussions, and an overall wish that the discussions would 

stop. The actions of the community moderators tend to reflect this wish. While moderators maintained 

a rather hands-off approach in most topic threads, rarely stepping in to guide the discussion, they 

became more involved in those threads where the discussion centered on race. Discussions where race 

was introduced were often moved from the main discussion area to an “off topic” section (where 

participation was less active and threads tended to end). Members were often told to look for past 
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discussions on the topic that have been “merged” (combined with similar threads) and “archived” 

(placed in an area of the board were further discussion is not permitted). Most telling was the 

frequency of warnings from moderators about content—present in only 3% of general topics, but 97% 

of race topics. 

However, as our analysis shows, the opposition to discussions of race is not equally shared among 

members of the community. When the race of the respondents is considered, it is clear that the 

opposition to discussions of race comes primarily from the white community members. In responding 

to this community wish, the moderators are indeed responding to a majority—however, that majority is 

explicitly white. By maintaining the perspective of the white members only, non-white members are 

not permitted in the discussion and excluded as a result.  

8. Finding New Boundaries 

During a discussion about American Girl’s new products in December 2010, one member noted the 

absence of people of color in the discussion. As she posted,  

“Where’s TansyTen and Anju and (another member of color)? They haven't been around much 

and I would like to hear what they have to say.” 

A moderator stepped in to say that members’ comfort levels with posting will change depending on 

personal circumstances, and that if she (the member) was missing a particular person, she should try to 

contact those members in a private message. 

However, this public response tells only part of the story. Two of the members that were named had 

left the community and terminated their accounts, which they discussed in their follow-up interviews. 

The third member had received a lifetime ban from the moderators of the community for her 

comments during a previous discussion on race. These three members, all women of color, had moved 

on to create another forum to discuss their interests. This new forum was small, open by invitation 

only, and, unlike the Playhouse, was made up predominately of women of color. TansyTen was one of 

the founding members and the main moderator. 

During our interview in May 2011, TansyTen explained why she had decided to create the forum, 

“It just got old, you know. Like all the people and it was exhausting. So we get together over 

here and we still get to talk about the same issues, but...um....we don't have to explain them over 

and over and over again. You know?” 

This phenomenon, of marginalized groups forming their own communities has sometimes been 

referred to as “self-segregation” [42]. Indeed, this narrative was present within The Playhouse. As one 

of the Playhouse moderators said in another discussion on race,  

“I can attest that it’s mainly our active posters who respond and not many non-posting lurkers. 

I'd personally love to see more diverse opinions offered by our lurkers, but everyone has their 

own comfort level about posting and becoming part of a large community like The Playhouse, so 

it is what it is in that regard. (Posted January 2009)” 

As this comment exemplifies, the moderators in the forum perceived the issue with non-contributing 

members or members choosing to leave altogether as an individual issue, rather than as something that 
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arose because of the problematic nature of the interactions that members had within the group. But, as 

Villalpando discussed, the formation of such race-specific communities outside of established 

institutional frameworks is not an offensive action by non-whites, but a defensive one [43]. Having felt 

silenced and excluded within the larger community, the non-white members chose to leave and 

established a new online space where they felt comfortable. Again, as TansyTen explained, 

“Um, like, it’s not that there aren’t whites here (in the new community). Some of them  

got banned too and came here. And some of us are still in the other group. It's just better for  

us (here).” 

9. Conclusions 

Even though the white moderators of The Playhouse made no explicit statements about racial 

segregation, their actions of actively policing and shutting down the discussion of race issues as they 

related to the community's interests formed a very strong and solid barrier for these members. It is 

worth pointing out that the members of the new group, created by those who felt excluded from The 

Playhouse, were explicit in their membership statement by noting that they were welcoming to people 

of different races. This created a different climate. 

While the moderators in The Playhouse may not have consciously decided to exclude non-white 

members, their actions ultimately enforced a white-dominated environment where people of color felt 

unwelcome. The issue of race was seen as important to the majority of the members who were  

non-white, both in terms of their identity and their views of the toys they collected. But the white 

members did not see this issue as relevant, or indeed welcome. 

There are some limitations to this research. As noted at the beginning, this group is almost entirely 

women, and there may be a gender bias in terms of the experiences within the group. A future study 

that looks at issues of gender segregation in online spaces would be very informative here. This study also 

focused on one particular community focused on one particular interest. Future research that examines if 

these practices exist in other online spaces would also provide a significant theoretical contribution. 

The scholarly study of race online has come a long way since it began in the early 1990s. It is well 

understood at this point that the same issues that confront us in the face-to-face world have moved to 

the digital [43]. What we have demonstrated in this paper is that race is a very real and very significant 

aspect to how boundaries are created and enforced in an online space. 
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