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			Praise for The Feminist’s Guide to Raising a Little Princess

			“Blachor’s Feminist’s Guide to Raising a Little Princess is a fun, informative read peppered with funny anecdotes and informative thoughts on things like the value of embracing the feminine, American optimism, and maternal health care. (There’s also a chapter that will feel all too familiar to any parent who’s ever taken their toddler to Disneyland Paris and immediately regretted it.) This is a book about what it means to be a feminist and trying to raise a feminist daughter who happens to be obsessed with the color pink, frilly dresses, and also being a princess. It’s also about why you can’t blame Disney. Even if you really, really want to.”

			—Jennifer McCartney, New York Times bestselling author of The Joy of Leaving Your Sh*t All Over the Place

			“I am pro-princess and became a staunch feminist (this combo is because of, not in spite of, my feminist mother). Devorah Blachor is a staunch feminist and became pro-princess (this is because of, not in spite of, her princessy daughter). Eventually, we both arrived at the same conclusion: the concepts are symbiotic, not mutually exclusive. In a world of toxic masculinity, knee-jerk reactions against princess culture are passé. Blachor’s humorous guide helps parents surrender to the magic and find the right balance.”

			–Jerramy Fine, author of In Defense of the Princess: How Plastic Tiaras and Fairytale Dreams Can Inspire Strong, Smart Women

			“Devorah Blachor deftly weaves personal stories with research and clever humor in The Feminist’s Guide to Raising a Little Princess. This funny and relatable book is perfect for any imperfect parents who find things not going according to their parenting plans.”

			–Julie Vick, writer for the Washington Post “On Parenting” newsletter and Parents Magazine

			“I happen to be the mother of a boy, but I have many friends who are both feminists and parents of pink-obsessed girls. I wholeheartedly recommend they read Devorah Blachor’s Feminist’s Guide to Raising a Little Princess. It’s hilarious, wise, relatable, and insightful. I snort-laughed more than once while I read it. Before I even finished it, I started telling friends ‘You have to read this book—you’ll love it.’”

			–Janine Annett, writer for The New York Times Well Family blog, The Huffington Post, and Parent.co

			“I adored Devorah Blachor’s Feminist’s Guide to Raising a Little Princess. It’s a rare book that combines ‘serious’ science with hilarious ‘opposite of serious’ stories that bring the point of the ‘serious’ science home in a completely relatable way. For feminists with pink-and-princess-obsessed preschoolers who wonder where they went wrong, Blachor reassures you that it’s not you—it’s them! There’s hard wiring that makes your child the way she is. I wish this book had been around when my daughter was small. I’ll be sharing it with friends who are mystified by the little princesses in their own lives.”

			–Page Barnes, editor and founder of The Haven

			“I would call this book ‘adorable’ if I didn’t think I’d get a punch in the nose. ‘Genuinely funny,’ ‘hilariously inventive,’ and ‘truly insightful’ work as well. With raw honesty, cynical wit, and even scientific research, Devorah has let us into her life as a mom who loves her daughter even as she is mystified by who the hell her daughter is. She exposes the real emotions as she competes for role-model dominance with Ariel, Cinderella, Elsa, and the whole gang of pink-loving Disney princesses. As a dad with a daughter who is constantly confusing me as well, I highly recommend this book. Even the footnotes made me laugh out loud. Don’t miss them!”

			–Gary Rudoren, coauthor of McSweeney’s Comedy by the Numbers and dad of twins

			“The struggle is real. As a fellow feminist and mother of a young daughter, I too have battled the Princess Industrial Complex, but have been beaten down by tiaras and tutus. This hilariously funny book is a guide to tackling pink-glitter-bomb-fluffiness and #winning. Best of all, Devorah Blachor’s commonsense talk teaches us how to counteract harmful messages while allowing our daughters to become their own people.”

			–Fiona Taylor, cofounder of The Belladonna
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			Introduction

			How Many Feminists Does It Take to Change a Lightbulb?

			How many feminists does it take to change that lightbulb? The answer to the old joke is, “That’s not funny!”

			Here’s another one: How many feminists with princess-obsessed toddlers does it take to change a lightbulb?

			Answer: If we keep the room dark, perhaps no one will notice that my daughter looks as if a neon pink convertible has collided with a bubble gum factory and produced a rainfall of tulle, lace and tiaras.

			That punchline is my life. When my daughter became obsessed with pink and princesses and all things girly, I wanted to keep the room dark. I was embarrassed. I still sort through her laundry in a baffled haze. Everything is pink: the tutus and the dresses, the sparkly, sequined T-shirts, the leggings with polka dots and the Disney underwear—each one with a different princess on it.

			How did this happen? I ask myself. I’m a feminist. I read The Beauty Myth.

			Once upon a time—and by “once upon a time” I mean before I had kids—I had a clear* image of myself. Part of this image was that I would never have a pink-worshipping, frilly-dress-wearing, princess-obsessed daughter. How could I? When I was a little girl the story “The Ugly Duckling” spoke to me. Unattractive outcasts were my people, whereas princesses seemed to come from another dimension in which delicate alien beings flounced around with the lustrous hair I’d seen only in TV commercials. I identified with the ugly rather than the beautiful, with sparky sidekicks rather than submissive heroines. Princesses and everything that went along with them just weren’t me—not as a nerdy schoolgirl and certainly not when I became an adult who favored oversized, frumpy clothing and wished the entire beauty industry would sink into the earth in a puff of silicone vapor.

			But the joke was on me, because I had a child who was so obsessed with pink that 95 percent of her tantrums were actually about wearing pink clothing. The remaining 5 percent were about candy, but even those tantrums were sometimes about the failure of the candy to be pink.

			So how did it happen? How did my parental aspirations collide with a color and a concept and take such a colossal beating?

			The primary reason, of course, is that Mari really wanted to wear pink. But that sentence doesn’t adequately convey what happened in my home. I’ll try to illustrate what I mean with an equation.

			Mari wanted to wear pink every day > I didn’t want her to wear pink.

			Now imagine that > (the “greater than” sign) is the size of the menacing snowman, Marshmallow, guarding the ice palace in Frozen. Got it? You’re beginning to understand.

			Mari wanted to wear pink and when this desire first surfaced she was a toddler. Her will was stronger than all the Rocky nemeses put together but without any stirring theme music playing in the background. And that’s just an indication of how strongly she wanted to wear the clothing. It doesn’t even begin to address her attraction to the princess characters and the dolls and the toys and the TV shows, the accessories and the jewelry and the costumes, the backpacks and the water bottles and the weird YouTube videos where that woman opens tubs of sparkly Play-Doh and mushes them into dresses for dolls and you only see her hands and her perfectly manicured Hello Kitty–painted fingernails.

			The early years of childhood are hilarious, exasperating and challenging for all parents. When my daughter threw her pink and princess obsession into the mix, I knew that something had to give. It was her or me.

			I chose to let something go. Mari’s “Little Princess” stage was a chance for me to start a new stage too. There was a lesson to learn if I could only suspend my princess and pink resistance long enough to pay attention to more meaningful issues. There was an opportunity to figure something out about parenthood and my need to control.

			There was also an opening to revisit the princess stories—both new and old—and reclaim the characters for myself and my daughter. I grew up with the docile, passive Disney princesses, but to my surprise there are twenty-first-century princesses who exemplify the exact qualities I hope to teach my daughter—resilience, authenticity, compassion and love. And they have come not a moment too soon.

			I came to parenthood as a woman who’d spent years in and out of depression. I feared the consequences of becoming a mother, worrying how it might affect my mental state, my emotional health and the welfare of my children. But I could have never predicted how much the experience of being a parent would change me. Becoming a mother opened me up to love, to lightness, to connection and even to something I once thought about as the embodiment of the female problem: the color pink.

			Having children also taught me that most precious skill—the ability to accept what comes along. Life definitely does not go according to plan. We can resist the children that come into our homes because they’re not what we imagined or expected, or we can accept them.

			So how does one achieve this alchemy of turning resistance into acceptance? Can it really be done, or is this just another fairy tale? Does one need wisdom, or a sense of humor? A glittery magic wand, or therapy? A child who refuses to leave the house without her organza rhinestone cape, or one who’s satisfied just wearing the simple tiered and beaded mermaid ball gown?

			All will be revealed in this book, and the story begins just as you might expect.

			Once upon a time, there was a small and very cute princess-obsessed little girl, and a mother who learned how to Let It Go.

			
			
		

	
		
			PART 1

			The Little Princess Inside Our Home
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			Chapter 1

			WHAT IS A LITTLE PRINCESS?

			My Life in Pink:

			THE SCIENCE OF LITTLE PRINCESSES

			Mari and I are pretty attached. Like, maybe to an unhealthy degree. Here’s why I think that happened:

			When my son, Cai, was a baby, a babysitter came a few mornings a week so I could work part-time. Cai bonded with me, with his father, aka my husband, and also with the babysitter. She’s a fabulous young woman who introduced Cai to her group of fabulous friends, and they showered him with adulation and attention. Cai loved a lot of people, and a lot of people loved Cai.

			But when Mari came along, we had less money and by then I had no career to speak of less reason to return to work. For the first two years of Mari’s life, the largest portion of her days was spent with me and my boobs. I’m still not sure which of us she loved more. She seemed pretty happy anyway.

			Just before Mari turned two I had some freelancing opportunities, so we enrolled her in a half-day preschool program. On her first day when the parents left, all the kids cried. On the second day, most of the kids cried. On the third day, some of the kids cried, and the following week, none of the kids cried anymore. Except for Mari. She still cried when I left her, every day, ripping my heart out with each inconsolable sob.

			Why was it so difficult for Mari? Maybe it was because the other toddlers lived near grandparents and relatives and were used to occasionally being without their mommies, while Mari had no such “extramaternal” experience. Or maybe it was because I was a crappy mother who’d raised an insecure emotional mess. It was probably one or the other.

			I considered pulling Mari out of her program and giving up the idea of returning to work. But in time she started to settle, though it was definitely slow going. Mari was that kid—the one who’s always on the teacher’s lap in the photos they post on the preschool’s Facebook page. She needed lots of attention and love, and she got it there. For that I’m very grateful.

			She also started to get other ideas there. We’ll address those soon.

			Those were heady days. I’d drop Mari off at school and have four free hours to play around with. Man, was I elated, if elated means the same thing as insanely tired. Because Mari was also getting up very early to breastfeed. Did I forget to mention that? Mari was still breastfeeding and woke me every day at four a.m. to do it. It turned out she did like my boobs better than me.

			We weren’t doing it in public anymore. Mari breastfed before bedtime and naps and when she woke up, but she left my boobs alone for the rest of the day. If I had left it up to her she would have done it in public all the time, but at a certain point—I can’t remember exactly when because of my sleep-deprivation-addled brain—I told her “Let’s wait until we get home” and sometime after that, “Let’s wait until bedtime.” It worked because she hadn’t yet passed the Psychotic Toddler Threshold.*

			Here’s a question. When Mari was a baby, I breastfed her in public with no reservation, shame or feelings of parental inadequacy. Once she hit toddlerhood, however, I felt uncomfortable whenever she wanted to nurse. Why is that? Why was my naked-boob-exposure awareness heightened just because Mari was a few months older? Why did I feel judged and critiqued for comforting my toddler, but didn’t care when people disapproved of breastfeeding my baby in public? Discuss.

			Back to my exhaustion, which was as deep and massive as Crater Lake, but without the stunning views and the gift shop. Too tired to think about anything other than sleeping, I decided to finally wean.

			So there we were. Mari had just started preschool. I was trying to get her to give up the exact thing that comforted her most, and into this messed-up vortex of toddler separation anxiety, parental guilt and extreme exhaustion, something new and strange came into our lives. Something we had never really thought about before. Something that would change our lives forever.

			It all started with Color Week.

			What’s Color Week? you say. It sounds just adorable.

			Color Week was that thing where all the kids in Mari’s preschool wore blue on Monday. On Tuesday, they wore yellow. On Wednesday it was red, on Thursday brown, and on Friday, all the kids dressed in either pink or purple—toddler’s choice.

			Isn’t that a fun way to learn about colors? Isn’t that the sweetest thing ever?

			For the purposes of this book, I took it upon myself to research which part of the brain processes color differentiation.

			It’s the occipital lobe, as I’m sure you all know already. The occipital lobe is one of the four major lobes of the cerebral cortex. In other words, this is your brain on color:
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			Did you see that? No? Let me zoom in on that image for you.
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			I don’t know if you can see what happened—it’s very subtle—but it turns out that by stimulating the part of Mari’s brain that recognizes color, a dormant predilection was aroused. Or implanted. It’s a nature-versus-nurture thing—I’m still trying to figure it out. All I know is that Mari was forever changed.

			Here’s a helpful graphic to help illustrate the change in Mari’s behavior.

			
				
					
					
				
				
					
							
							BEFORE COLOR WEEK

						
							
							AFTER COLOR WEEK

						
					

					
							
							Me:

							Let’s get dressed!

							 

							 

							Mari:

							Okay, Mommy.

						
							
							Me:

							Mwaa mwaa mwaa, mwa mwa mwa. (Because no matter what I said, Mari reacted in the same lunatic way since she’d already passed her Psychotic Toddler Threshold.)

							Mari:

							NOT THAT ONE! NOT THAT ONE! THE PINK ONE! THE PINK ONE! NOT THAT PINK ONE! THE OTHER PINK ONE! I WANT THE OTHER PINK ONE! WAAAAAAAAAA!!!!!!

						
					

				
			

			Sad to say, as soon as Mari became aware of the concept of color she began suffering from yet another new syndrome. This one was called PFD, a phenomenon discovered by Diane N. Ruble, Leah E. Lurye and Kristina M. Zosuls of Princeton University, the school where middle initials are a big thing. PFD stands for “pink frilly dresses.” Here’s what these developmental psychology researchers wrote in the Princeton Report on Knowledge, which is also known by its street cred name, P-ROK.*

			As researchers in the field of developmental psychology who study gender development, we have noticed that a large proportion of girls pass through a stage when they virtually refuse to go out of the house unless they are wearing a dress, often pink and frilly. The intensity of these desires and the extremity with which they are expressed has piqued our research interest. One young mother reported that her 3-year-old daughter could only be convinced to wear something other than pink when she was physically shown that all of her pink clothing was in the laundry. What is the driving force behind this phenomenon, which we call PFD?*

			I know what you’re thinking. That the mother whose daughter actually agreed to wear something that wasn’t pink is one lucky bitch.

			The researchers also point out that once children understand that there are two genders, identifying with their own gender becomes very important to them.

			Did I mention that it was around this time that we let Mari watch her first movie? I didn’t?* I’m just really forgetful sometimes, as I’ll demonstrate again in about two seconds.

			There you have it. All the facts have been laid out with supporting evidence submitted to the court. Now I ask the jury: What was I supposed to do? Get a two-year-old who had just started preschool to stop breastfeeding, stop biting,* and stop wearing her new favorite color all at the same time? It sounds like a sequel to The Perfect Storm, only much, much worse—kind of like the eternal winter storm that Queen Elsa set off in Arendelle.

			So when Mari started demanding to wear only pink and became obsessed with princesses—a preference that generally occurs about five seconds after the pink fixation—we kind of let it happen. “Choose your battles,” people sometimes say to parents, when what they really mean is “Please remove your child from the premises.” We chose not to have this particular battle. In fact, sometimes we even enabled our Little Princess to flourish, as you’ll soon see.

			And so a Little Princess was born. Her name is Mari. May God grant me the serenity to accept the color pink, the courage to not let my house become a shrine to pink and princesses, and the wisdom to know that pink is just a color, not a decision to never attend college in the hopes of marrying wealthy.

			Princess Studies 101:

			DO BRAINS EVEN MATTER?

			Male and female brains are different. Duh!

			—Some guy in a bar

			So is it nature or nurture? In other words, are male and female brains different or are we more or less the same until we’re born and socialized into behaving according to what is expected and encouraged of our respective genders? Do some of us come out of the womb itching to design a hydraulic bridge, while others are predisposed to wearing puffy slippers with bear ears? How does this whole gender thing work?

			At the end of the nineteenth century, scientists discovered that the male brain was bigger than the female brain. Because it was the olden days when most women were walking wombs instead of scientists and explorers and newspaper criers, many assumed that size must indeed matter. There was a consensus that women were intellectually inferior to men. Which was probably news to Marie Curie, the physicist and chemist who discovered two elements and won the same amount of Nobel Prizes.

			Over time, scientific research bolstered the theory that women are dumber. For example, men consistently outperformed women on IQ tests. Until they didn’t. Think about it. With your gendered brain.

			The brain is mutable. It can and does change—the changes and development begin weeks after conception. While genes (nature) determine how the brain develops in utero, the environment—whether the mother is chronically stressed or smokes, for example—affects the brain’s development as well. After birth, our life experiences play a role in shaping our brains. So if girls started to, say, I don’t know, maybe go to school or college or something for the first time, then it would certainly affect how their brains developed. Harvard, which was founded in 1636, claims to be the first institution of higher education in America. The first university to admit women, however, was Oberlin College two hundred years later.

			If the brain changes according to environment and women didn’t have access to basic education or higher education, then men outperforming women on IQ or other intelligence tests isn’t convincing proof of intellectual superiority. What you need to do is allow women that access and then let their brains and their daughters’ brains and so on through their granddaughters’ granddaughters’ brains develop and connect according to the new set of circumstances. And then test their IQs.

			Like in 2012. That’s when women outperformed men on IQ tests for the first time. The findings were authored by James Flynn, who studied IQ so much that he got something really cool named after him. (“The Flynn effect” refers to the overall increase in IQ scores since the 1930s.) The brain is so fluid—and neuroscientists are only beginning to discover the depths of its plasticity—that it’s still hard to draw convincing conclusions from any one study.

			Intellect aside, men and women do seem to be different from each other, and there has been a ton of research designed to discover brain differences between the genders. Our survey says that men and women generally have amygdalae that behave differently—this is the part of the brain associated with stress, emotional responses and sexual arousal—because amygdala activity and responses to stimuli vary according to gender. And while men have larger brains, women might use their brains more efficiently. Women also have a higher proportion of gray matter and lower proportion of white matter than men. But what does all this mean? Also, does matter even matter?

			And here’s an even more confusing thought: What if we’ve been asking the wrong question all along?

			The faulty question is: What are the differences between the male and female brains? The assumption is that male and female brains are distinct.

			In 2015, Professor Daphna Joel of Tel Aviv University led a study that examined the brain scans of 1,400 people aged thirteen to eighty-five. The study found that while some brain features are more common in one gender or the other, when you look at the whole study, very few people—between 0 percent and 8 percent—actually have a brain that is fully male or female. In other words, our brains are not one or the other. We’re all a little bit country, and a little bit rock ’n’ roll. Tell us about it, Professor Joel:

			Here we show that, although there are sex/gender differences in brain and behavior, humans and human brains are comprised of unique “mosaics” of features, some more common in females compared with males, some more common in males compared with females, and some common in both females and males. Our results demonstrate that regardless of the cause of observed sex/gender differences in brain and behavior (nature or nurture), human brains cannot be categorized into two distinct classes: male brain/female brain.*

			Does that blow your mind a little? Daphna Joel concludes that it’s meaningless to talk of a brain as being female or male. “Brains are intersex—a mix of male and female characteristics,” she says.

			So yes—Mari and the legions of princess-obsessed little girls have been socialized to like pink. There’s no doubt about that one.

			But here’s a question whose answer I still don’t know: Like white and gray matter, does pink matter? If my daughter dresses in pink every day and surrounds herself with it and even begs to be bathed in it—because, needless to say, someone invented pink bath bombs shaped like cupcakes—will all this pink have an adverse effect on her? Unlike the secrets of the brain, which I’ll leave to Daphna Joel and her peers, I’m still trying to figure that one out. That’s kind of what this book is about.

			Opposite of Serious

			Most Little Princesses start out as Little Princess Toddlers. If you’re concerned that your daughter might be a Little Princess Toddler and you wish to seek help before it’s too late, the first step is to have her take this helpful diagnostic quiz. Everything will soon become as clear as an Arendelle ice crystal.

			Quiz: 
Are You a Little Princess Toddler?

			1. On most mornings you can be found:

			
					Snug in your parents’ bed with your fingers in your mother’s nose and your heel digging into your father’s neck.

					Removing your princess Pull-Ups so that you can pee on the floor.

					Waking up your family with a demand to bake cupcakes without delay.

					Taking off the tights that took your mother five minutes to get you into, because they’re not the correct shade of magenta.

			

			2. During snacktime you:

			
					Chew one of your apple slices, spit it out onto the floor and then crumble your cracker into your mother’s special drink.

					Refuse to even look at an edible item unless it’s in the drinkie yogurt food group.

					Hit your older brother on the head with your sippy cup.

					Sing “Let It Go.”

			

			3. At bedtime, you like to:

			
					Demand to read the very book that has mysteriously disappeared without a trace.

					Jump up and down on your older brother’s bed and insist on sleeping with his security stuffed tiger.

					Drink large quantities of water, take off your princess Pull-Ups and then pee on your sheets.

					Ask to brush your teeth and then cry because you threw your Aurora toothbrush in the toilet and now have to use a generic one until a new princess toothbrush can be procured.

			

			4. When strangers meet you, they say to your mother:

			
					 What a little angel you have!

					Don’t worry—it’s just a phase.

					You look tired.

					 I’ve never seen that shade of pink on something that wasn’t Jennifer Lopez.

			

			5. When you enter a supermarket you generally tend to:

			
					Realize you have to pee.

					Wait until you’re close enough to the wine display to start grabbing.

					Point to random passersby and say, “You’re a monster!”

					From thirty feet away, spot sugary crap with a princess image on it and scream until it’s purchased.

			

			6. During your mother’s Skype interview to return to work and prove to herself that she can be a useful member of society again, you:

			
					Take off your clothes, enter the room and announce that you need to poop.

					Enter the room and bite her leg fiercely so that she shrieks “What the fuck!” at a decibel level that causes the interviewer to suffer from temporary deafness.

					Stand outside the door and say, “Mommy Mommy Mommy” ten thousand times.

					Cause an electrical short in the house by inserting the arm of your Elsa MagiClip doll into an electrical socket.

			

			7. Your favorite T-shirt has the image of:

			
					Bob the Builder.

					Winnie the Pooh.

					Caillou.

					If you try to give me a T-shirt or any other item of clothing that’s not a dress, I will suck all the remaining joy from you for the rest of the day.

			

			8. The only pair of shoes you agree to wear have:

			
					Lights that go on and off.

					Eyes and ears so that your feet resemble little bears.

					A strap and buckle combination that is so complicated to negotiate that your mother needs two special drinks to unwind after putting them on.

					Bows, flowers, sequins, fluffy bits, high heels and a matching handbag.

			

			9. When your brother is talking about Minions you:

			
					Say, “Macaroni, spaghetti, meatball,” and then you both giggle.

					Shoot him with a lipstick taser.

					Discuss Steve Carell’s oeuvre.

					Scream: IT’S MY TURN TO TALK ABOUT FROZEN!!!!!

			

			10. Yesterday, you made the following demand that made your parents look sad, angry and helpless all at once:

			
					I want another treat.

					I want to watch Teletubbies.

					I want to take off my clothing in this public place where there are people who clearly don’t like children.

					I want you to hire the Disney Collector lady to perform at my bat mitzvah in nine years.

			

			11. Your favorite holiday is:

			
					Christmas because of all the love you feel flowing around you.

					Halloween because you get to dress up.

					Labor Day because you identify with the workers. Wait, what?

					Wassailia. Look it up, bitches.

			

			My Life in Pink:

			WHO’S AFRAID OF PRINCESSES?

			Me, that’s who.

			I even hated the Disney princesses a little bit.

			That’s bananas, you’re probably thinking. What have they ever done to you?

			It’s a fair question. At first, they look pretty innocent. None of the Disney princesses has ever hit a puppy, as far as I know. They’re not lobbyists trying to overturn Roe v. Wade. They’re not responsible for me never having fulfilled my secret dream of living in Barcelona, and they’ve never even run a Ponzi scheme to defraud elderly people out of their savings. So what was my problem?

			It started, of course, when I watched the Disney princess movies for the first time as a little girl. I liked them. I liked Bambi much more, but the princesses were okay. I never fantasized that I was a princess, however, or dreamed that I’d become one. Still, in spite of my apathy I know the princesses affected me. Because once I got older, I waited for my prince to come.

			And waited.

			And waited.

			And waited.*

			But this isn’t about how there were no good men. This is about how I waited because I was certain I’d eventually find the perfect boyfriend who would become my ideal husband. That was the fairy-tale narrative.

			It so happens that it was also the narrative of my Jewish education. In Judaism, there’s a concept called bashert. Our teachers taught us that everyone has a bashert—roughly translated as “meant-to-be.” If we were good, we were told, our bashert would come along, if not on horseback then hopefully at least with a law or a medical degree. Even more important than his wage-earning potential, he’d be the exact right man for us—the yang to our yin—and we’d live happily ever after.

			As this story was being sold to me both in the movie theater and at school, I played it safe. I spent my childhood being good and chaste and having faith. At fifteen, I was lonely, but I believed it would all work out. At twenty, I was very lonely yet still believed that my prince would come. At twenty-five, I despaired because everyone I knew had been in a serious relationship except for me. I was also still a virgin,* and that made me feel like a freak that no one would ever want.

			Was my decade of loneliness the fault of the princesses? More to the point, should I sue Disney for $179 billion?

			Let’s examine the evidence. I’m forty-five. When I refer to “princess movies,” I mean the trio I grew up with—Snow White, Cinderella and Sleeping Beauty. If Disney princesses have a reputation for being passive cream puffs, it’s because of these three dull, uninspiring icons. I dare you to call these characters “heroines” with a straight face. Two of the princesses literally sleep through parts of their story.

			And no wonder. When the three films were made, Disney was decidedly unreconstructed. In terms of feminism, this was a sleepy period. Women got the right to vote in 1920, and then the “feminist timeline” is relatively bare until the second wave of feminism hit in the 1960s. (In 1957, the numbers of women and men voting were approximately equal for the first time. There’s probably a connection between that and the resumption of feminist achievement, but that discussion is way too serious for a book about Little Princesses.)

			For Mari, these early films were beside the point. She saw Snow White a few months after seeing Frozen and forgot about it the next day. She began loving princesses long before she’d seen any of the films—though she instantly loved Aurora more than Cinderella because her hair is flowing while Cindy’s is in a bun, and because Aurora’s dress is pink.* In Mari’s eyes, just the concept and appearance of the princesses was enough to inspire her. The actual stories are irrelevant to Little Princesses.

			But, embedded as they are in our culture, the stories did matter to me. Even though I never loved the movies like my “girly-girl” sister did, they got under my skin. Like many women, I learned that being beautiful mattered. I learned that a prince can save you. Thanks to my religious education, I also learned that to get said prince, one only had to be good.

			And so I waited and was alone for many years. Unsurprisingly, I was also clinically depressed. There’s a connection there. A passive approach to life—where you depend on outside forces instead of your own resources—is often correlated with depression. In other words, since their princess movies promoted the passivity I’d embraced, I should sue Disney for emotional distress, right?

			Unfortunately my cunning plan to bathe myself in pink diamonds is flawed. Aside from the fact that its legal team would be far superior to mine,* suing Disney, or blaming Disney for anything that happened to me, is just another symptom of passivity. In my midtwenties, the only way for me to climb out of my depressive state was to take responsibility for my life. No one was to blame for my being alone except for myself, my actions, my inaction and my inability to open myself up. Once I accepted this, I started to let men into my life. None of them were princes, but some of them were okay. I even married one eventually. He doesn’t wear satin gloves or ride a horse, but he does massage my feet, so I think I’ve gotten a pretty good deal. Don’t tell Disney about him, though, because I might change my mind about the lawsuit and foot massages might turn out to be admissible evidence in court.

			✦✦✦

			Interesting Little Princess Fact #1

			Like many girls her age, Mari actually started talking about princesses before she ever watched a princess movie. Many people attribute this preternatural knowledge to preschool attendance. When girls see other girls with their princess backpacks, princess water bottles, princess tattoos and princess face piercings, they realize that they’ve been missing out on this essential part of their childhood.

			However, once she did start watching princess movies, I had the opportunity to revisit them for the first time since I was a little girl. Watching Snow White with Mari constitutes the most boring eighty-three minutes of my life, ever, and that includes the curling finals of the 1998 Winter Olympics.

			Yet I remember liking Snow White as a child and have no explanation other than that Star Wars forever changed cinema and will prevent another Snow White from ever happening again. Thank you, George Lucas.

			✦✦✦

			My Life in Pink:

			THE MANY WAYS TO DISLIKE CINDERELLA

			Let’s see if you’ve been paying attention, with this brief Little Princess Pop Quiz. Everyone pick up your pencils.

			QUESTION: Why are the early Disney princesses—aka the Sleepy Trio—so passive?

			ANSWER: Because they need a man to save them, of course.

			Now, it’s one thing for writers to have spun that fool’s gold back in the day when vacuum cleaners were marketed as a perfect Christmas present for the ladies. But the fairy-tale theme in cinema persists. Isn’t that a bitch? Or at least a wicked witch?

			And our three waiting ladies are hardly alone in their male-centered orbits. In 1985, American cartoonist Alison Bechdel introduced a character who refused to watch a movie unless:

			
					It had at least two women in it

					who talk to each other

					about something besides a man.

			

			The “Bechdel test” caught on and is now used to illustrate how film and TV fail to meet the criteria again and again. A Bechdel analysis of 2013 blockbusters concluded that seventeen out of fifty films passed the test.*

			Here’s something I—and by I, I mean Reese Witherspoon—said in an Elle interview:

			I started noticing a couple years ago that I wasn’t seeing women as the stars of movies. I’m seeing them as the guys’ girlfriends, or so-and-so’s wife. I just thought: “God, if I don’t start buckling down and start producing some movies, what’s my daughter going to see in the movies?”

			Sadly for Reese’s daughter, and for mine, they will get to see not just one Disney version of Cinderella, but two. In 2015 Disney released a live-action version of Cinderella. I realize there’s only so much you can do with the plot of a folktale that has ancient origins, but at the same time, did Disney really have to stick with the 1950 version so closely? There are multiple ways to dislike the original Disney movie.* Here are just a few of my favorites:

			Once upon a time, three mean and ugly women victimized a young, pretty one.

			Or how about this one?

			Once upon a time, a young woman’s beauty solved absolutely all her problems.

			Here’s a perplexing one:

			Once upon a time, a handsome prince fell in love with a beautiful woman, but he couldn’t recognize her without her fancy clothes and had to ascertain her identity using her shoe size. Wait, what?*

			Although, arguably, the one that messes girls up the most is this:

			Once upon a time, a woman was in distress. Once she got the Ring, however, she never had to worry about anything ever again. It’s all about the Ring.

			On that note, I’ll just go ahead and quote Reese Witherspoon again. Here’s what she said to the New York Times about her film Wild, based on the memoir by Cheryl Strayed:

			We save ourselves. Every woman knows it.

			Yes, we do. It took me a little too long to figure that out. Besides waiting for my prince, I also waited to get help for depression, waited to figure out what was holding me back and waited to take responsibility for my own life. Once I did, it started turning out all right. Spoiler alert: There was absolutely no ring involved.

			We save ourselves. The clock just struck midnight. So unless we can retell the story in a relevant way, let’s put Cinderella to rest. It’s time.

			Little Princess Pie

			Little Princesses usually happen when parents of toddlers get distracted by other priorities, just at the very moment when a percentage of girls begin obsessing about pink. This pie chart is the first in a series that analyzes the breakdown of how parental attention is manipulated into allowing the home to become a shrine to princesses and pink.
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			In our first case study, we see that Siena’s parents devote considerable time to making sure Siena doesn’t mutilate her baby brother, Jacob. Siena also must be coaxed to go to preschool. The biggest energy suck for the Garners, however, is getting Siena to put on her socks.

			“Why would someone be so resistant to putting on socks?” Siena’s father has said on multiple occasions.

			As you can see, the Garners have no remaining energy to combat the influence of Little Princess culture, which explains why Siena became a certified “LP” just minutes after her third birthday. Sadly, the Garners also have little energy to get Siena to eat, which is why she subsists on drinkie yogurts and crackers.

			
			
		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			WHO ARE THE LITTLE PRINCESS PARENTS?

			My Life in Pink:

			MORTIFIED FEMINIST MEETS THE ENABLER

			I went to an all-women’s college where feminism was only slightly less popular than the Indigo Girls. I was already thinking about feminist issues because I grew up in a traditional community where the women were always the homemakers and often worked outside the home as well, whereas the men still didn’t know how to locate the electric can opener sitting in plain sight on the countertop.

			I don’t blame the men. I blame the women for buying electric can openers. No, I don’t. Blame is one of those things that saps our energy and since we have small children, none of us has energy to spare.

			It did bother me, though—seeing the women working so hard in roles where they were generally underpaid, undervalued and underappreciated. I knew the system was wrong, and then I went to this university where the goal of gender equality was sacrosanct. By the time I graduated I was most definitely a feminist.

			I still am.

			Which makes Mari and her Little Princesshood all the more distressing.

			I dressed her, of course, in gender-neutral baby clothes—mostly hand-me-downs from her brother, Cai. All her dolls were of the stuffed animal variety, with nary a voluptuous blond-haired plastic bombshell in sight.* My language was also mostly gender neutral and my husband, Matt, agreed to start wearing a kilt around the house.*

			In light of all my fabulous feminist efforts, I expected that Mari would respond. I had other expectations too. When I found out I was pregnant with a girl, I instantly had an image of the child she’d become. Like Cai, she’d be dark haired, introspective and calm.

			Ha-ha-ha-ha-ha-ha-ha-ha and countless additional “ha’s” that can’t possibly fit on this page.

			Man plans and God laughs. Women have feminist intentions and Disney is valued at $179 billion. Mari is blond and outgoing and just putting the word “calm” in the same sentence with her name is making me do that weird thing with my face where I scrunch up my nose and look like I’ve just smelled wet dog.

			She most definitely did not turn out the way I expected. And whose fault is that? It’s mine, for having expectations in the first place. Expectations are the enemy of inner peace. Did you know that? The more you let them go, the better off you’ll be.

			I understand that now, and I’m doing my best to give Mari room to be who she wants to be, stopping short of buying her all the toys that Disney Collector recommends.*

			Still, I can’t help but be embarrassed by the whole thing. When Mari and I go out on the town—like, say, to the pharmacy—and she’s wearing a hot pink shirt and her sequined watermelon tutu and her fuchsia tights and glittery Princess Sofia shoes, I wonder what people are thinking. That I’m a bad mother? That I’m the one who’s pink obsessed?

			I know, of course, that most of them are probably thinking this: Damn it. I forgot to get the milk. Now I have to go all the way back to the store and check out again. Why didn’t I take a list with me? Why is that little girl crying? Maybe if I walk fast enough, I can get out of earshot of that crying child. Why is her mother wearing those ill-fitting beige pants?

			Clearly I’m no good at trying to figure out what strangers are thinking. Instead I’ll do something useful, like categorize the three types of Little Princess parents. Here they are:

			
					The Mortified Feminist

					The Enabler

					The Dad

			

			The Mortified Feminist

			As I’ve demonstrated, I’m a Mortified Feminist. When people see my daughter in her finest fancy, frilly frock, I say things like, “Isn’t she hilarious? She insisted on wearing that!” I want the person who’s been blinded by hot magenta to understand that I would have made different clothing choices for my daughter, and that a woman should not earn only seventy-eight cents for every dollar earned by a man.

			Some people nod their heads in commiseration when I start on my whole “I’m not the one who’s pink obsessed” spiel while others are bored silly and find an excuse to walk away. Still others are offended by my approach.

			I don’t get it. These people—the ones who are offended—claim that I, and women like me, are sucking the fun out of fairy tales and girlhood. “Let girls be girls,” they say. “Why do you hate everything that’s feminine?”

			It’s true that feminists might have a complicated relationship with femininity, but get in line. We’re all trying to figure it out. I’m certainly not hostile toward feminine qualities such as empathy and being nurturing. Not only women should embrace any positive feminine tendencies they have—men should cultivate them too, as much and as often as possible. We’d all be a lot better off, no?

			But when I see Mari flipping out over pink and observe how much attention she gets for it—and we’ll get to that soon—it makes me stop and wonder where it’s all going.

			When I walk into a toy store and one half of the store is entirely pink and includes an extensive cosmetics section, an accessories section and a princess section that would make Cinderella stick her finger down her throat and pretend to hurl, it leads me to believe that the pink thing has gone too far.

			Also—and sorry if I’m offending anyone but I’m going out on a limb here—I just think that maybe the Elsa Glitter Glider MagiClip doll, the Elsa Musical Magic singing doll and the Elsa classic 12” doll ought to be enough. Does the world really need an Elsa Ice-Skating doll?

			The Enabler

			Little Princess Enablers are parents who actually go out to buy their Little Princesses pink dresses, frilly accessories and pink and princess-themed toys. Isn’t that terrible? Aren’t Little Princess Enablers the worst? I mean, how irresponsible can you be? Isn’t it enough that . . . What’s that? Why am I being such a bitch? It seems like I’m so over-the-top with my antienabler shtick that I must be hiding something? What are you implying?

			What?!

			How dare you!

			I am not. I’m not, I say. Stop badgering me. Where did you get that blinding strobe light? Which one of you is the good cop? Okay, okay! Yes, it’s true. I’m a Little Princess Enabler!

			Oh, God. I feel so much lighter now that I’ve admitted that.

			Get the handcuffs* and I’ll tell you exactly how it happened.

			A few months after Mari started preschool, she bit another kid. I can’t say I was shocked. She bit me occasionally. She bit Matt and Cai sometimes as well. She started biting before she even understood it caused pain. But by then she was two and she understood that people didn’t like being bitten and she still did it. She soon bit a second kid in her program and then a third.

			The preschool teacher was terrific, meeting with me and Matt and trying to figure out ways to “wean” her from the biting. There were other kids biting as well—Mari came home once with a bite mark on her arm that looked as if a dog had attacked her—but she was doing it more than others.

			We started using a sticker chart whereby Mari earned a smiley face whenever she used “gentle hands.” In toddler language, “gentle hands” means you didn’t bite anyone, scratch them, pull their hair or shove them—at least not while the teachers were watching.

			Toddler aggression, incidentally, is considered a normal part of toddler development and usually ends by age three to three and a half. We eventually discovered this encouraging statistic, though it didn’t help us at the time. Mari wasn’t even two and a half when she started biting other kids. We had a long wait ahead of us.

			I was embarrassed to face the other mothers. Some of them were kind and compassionate. “One of my kids also went through an oral phase,” one told me after Mari had bitten her son’s back. But another mother—whose daughter was also biting—decided that Mari was trouble. She started calling all the parents and collecting stories about Mari. Once she’d completed her dossier, she presented it to the preschool teacher and demanded that something be done about Mari.

			When I heard about this, I felt so sad. The idea that there was a person out there in the world who had it out for my daughter, who was actually spending her free time talking about Mari in this way and with such bad intentions toward her, made me
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			The Dad

			
			Opposite of Serious

			
			
			
					 Princess Toddler has just watched video of Disney Collector playing with the Princess Ariel Water Palace bath playset with the Fairytale Float Ariel doll, featuring Elsa and Anna on homemade floats. She wants to watch another one, but it’s bedtime.

				

				





		
					 Princess Toddler refuses to get dressed because her favorite tulle tutu is in the wash.

				

				




					
					 Princess Toddler is twirling in front of the mirror, singing “Let It Go.”

					

				




					
					 Princess Toddler is inconsolable because there are only white marshmallows left in the package.

					

				





My Life in Pink:




















Princess Studies 101:





	Are Disney Princesses Hurting Your Daughter’s Self-Esteem?

	How Disney Princesses Are Hurting Young Girls

	Are Disney Princess Movies Dangerous for Young Girls?

	Study Suggests Disney Princess Culture Is Harmful for Little Girls

	Could Disney Princesses HARM Your Child?















	Girls were much more likely than boys to engage with Disney princesses—including playing with princess toys and watching princess media.

	Disney princess engagement was stable across a one-year period, for both boys and girls.

	Princess engagement was “related to higher levels of female gender-stereotypical behavior for both boys and girls.” That means that girls who played with princesses were more likely to choose stereotypically “girl” toys such as dolls and tea sets, and more likely to play in “girly” ways like dressing up as opposed to playing sports. The researchers pointed out that stereotypical female behavior “may potentially be problematic,” because it might cause girls to feel limited as to what they can do and learn and how they explore the world. And though I’m not dismissing the comment, the results of the study don’t suggest that girls who play with princesses will limit themselves. The words “may potentially be problematic” reflect the opinion of the researchers and not the findings, which is why the language is deliberately vague.

	The most interesting finding was that boys who play with princess toys showed “higher levels of female gender-stereotypical behavior” and exhibited more “prosocial” behavior like helping and sharing when studied over the course of one year. The researchers noted the positive effects on boys, as the challenge for many boys is how to negotiate the “hypermasculine messages in the media” that pressure them into burying their sensitive sides.









Opposite of Serious:
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Interesting Little Princess Fact #2



Little Princess Pie
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