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By Julia Keller
Tribune cultural critic

Last week the nation was shocked by a vio-
lent, mysterious crime involving a prominent
Chicago judge, a defenseless family and the
suspicion of a revenge hit.

If your first thought was, “My God, that
sounds just like an episode of ‘Law & Order’! ”
are you an insensitive clod?

Are you a monster if you found yourself
comparing real-lifc tragedy to a TV show?

Fhere is, like it or not. a4 deeply held suspi
cion that fictional representations of
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‘u;hl; Hew out the uefhw
»*"11‘ bumped up against Tues
s episode of “Law & Order:
" which dealt with rape
Like mil]iona c"“
other people. | waiched j
w'eat pants and T-shirt, a bowl
f popcorn within easy reach.
ursday, in the midst of the
sieady aceretion of terrible de-
ils about the slaving of ir y
ge’s kin, came the debut of
w & Order: Trial by Jury”
Were our reactions to the Lt
kow family's tragedy even &
fraction less intense, wasourre
pulsion even a shade less vigor-
ous. was our horror tempered
ever so slightly, because we see

1er in

hloody verisi-

1 and movies
the inguiry either
chour v 10](;‘Ilt crime have
+d into the TV schedule like
a bicodstain on carpet. Along
with the endlessly self-replicat-
ing “Law & Order” series,
there’s the “CSI” franchise,
“Without a Trace,” “Cold Case”

Is entertainment’s crime spree

darry Orbach (left) and Kirk Acevedo star in Thursday's premiere
¢ “Laws & Order: Trial by Jury” on NBC.

monsters?

when the real thing comes along — the horrific
deaths of Michael Lefkow and Donna Hum-
phrey, husband and mother of U.S. District
Judge Joan H. Lefkow — we're too numb and
Jjaded to react as human beings.

The issue is as ancient as creativity itself, but
it has lost none of its urgency over the centuries:
Just what is the impact of art? Does watching
stories about terrible acts desensitize us to the
horror of those acts when they actually occur?
Do “Law & Order” and “CSI" — and, in an ear-
lier age, “Titus Andronicus” - - make us a little
slower to recoil from the genuine article?
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Tribune photo by lohn Lee
i and mother last Monday in the Lefkow home {center).

English professor at Queens
College. But he adds, “We've be-
come more sensitized to violent
imagery, not less, as real vic-
lence becomes remote from our
hives.”

The fact that crime stories
dominate the TV lineup and the
local news is a good thing, he
claims. “It’s a reflection of how
safe and civilized our lives are.
After all, we belong to a species
that in just a few generations
has moved from watching real
people being killed and tortured
in public to watching zombies
be killed in video games.”

Most of us will never, thank
God, endure the pain and tor-
nent thai Judge Lefkow’s fam-
ily faced: nor will we know the
survivors' piercing grief. But
hecause of what we've seen and
read in innumerable erime fic-
tions, we may have an inkling.
We can't be evervwhere or expe-
rience everyihing. Fiction fills
in the gaps. It makes us more,
i ta be empathetic.
aybe thai's nonsense.
Maybe it doesn’t work that way

wringing by publicity-seeking
senafors. though, and despite
nopular eption, there’s
nothing new about all this fake
ravhen:, argues Harold
Schechter, author of “Savage
Pastimes: A Cultural History of

pe

Violent Entertainment” (St. atall,and I'msimply seekingan
Martin's Press, 2005). “People easy way to justify my passion-

ate fondness for “Law & Order:
SVU,” for the work of crime nov-

don’t realize how savage and
brutal vopular culture used to

rage and death in our living
rooms almost every night, some-
times accompanied by snacks?
The makers of violent videc
games are eve-rollingly familiar
with the guestion. They've been
right alo
tneir graphics get more so

in which thev specialize bl

and, until its final episode last
week, “NYPD Blue” — and let's
not ferget all those doctor and
lawver and spy shows that never
hesitate to toss in a nice variety
of wrenchingly violent deaths
Movies, too. always seem to be
{ b é&'lil"" spree, from “The
“Hide and Seek.’

rhp ite Ihn: nceasional hand-

be. But we have this automatic
assumption that it's much
worse today, which is just not
true.” Think: public hangings.
Does violent enieri: {
make us less able to

yane
respond

L to

elists such as Henning Mankal!
and Ian Rankin.

There will always be crime
shows, and there will always be
crime, and I'd like to believe

former
o the
I Lte?.

it paitronage of the
sn't mean indifferencs
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Dollmaker shadowboxes with history

“y Mara Tapp

In all this fuss over the de-
cidedly  anti-urban remarks
made by Mexican-American
characters  in the newest
‘unerican Girl book, a plain
fiet seems forgotten: This is
hadly the most egregious ut-

vinra Tapp is a Chicago

elance wirits
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gerous journey to the North,
hoping one day to reuniie their
family Addy® learns to read
and write, makes new friends.
and discovers what being free
really means.”

Since that 1993 interview, I've
discussed with many people the
issues that surround the Amer-
ican Girl books: Do they really
teach history? Is it enough that
they get girls to read? Who can
afford dolls that start at 584, and
if vou can, how many of the ac-
cessories can you afford? Isn't
this just unabashed marketing
masquerading as historv?

In 2001, nearly a decade later. [
urged my older daughter, then
14, and an anthropologist friend
to accompany me on a visit to
the three-story complex on Chi-
cago Avenue known as Ameri-
can Girl Place for what might
best be described as field work.
The historical dolls are housed
in the basement- a metaphor
i"d rather resist analvzing—just
beyond five historical diora
imas. These displays lead you to
huge cases filled with various
dolls outfitted and accessorized.
Helow are small pads with tiny
slips identifying what's on dis-
olay. You can help vourselfto the
items in stock, or rin off the slips
and take them to a cashier, or if
vou lack the cash at present.
nlace your bar-coded slips intoa
“wish book.” a pretty little red
wallet designed to make certain
vour consumer dreams eveniu-
ally come true.

1 will never forget our open-
mouthed horror ai one of Ad-
dy’s accessories, a tiny Emanci-
pation Proclamation. It led us
into lively debate about wheth
er such a purchase would begin
a real odvssey into our own
troubled history of slavery or
merely remain one of Addv's
sricey accoutrements.

When the brouhaha erupted
over  Marisol-a Mexican
American girl whose parents
choose Des Plaines over Pilsen

community they descri

dangerous” and lacking =2
dace to plav” T decided it was
me for another visit, I set out
ae afternoon and encounterad

AT

e Fedloaiver

terance by the company. [Its
take on history is much harder
for me to forgive.

For all its corporate patter,
American Girl's stance on his-
tory might best be described as
whitewashed, dumbed down
or just plain commercialized.

Years ago | interviewed the
founder of the company and
the author of American Girl's
firet honk ahout a black char

acter. Kven then there was con-
troversy because it had taken
seven years for the company to
introduce a doll of color. She
was Addy Walker, described in
company literature as “A Cou
rageous Girl of the Civil War’
who “escapes from slaverv
with her mother in 1864. To-
gether they embark on a dan-
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Photo for the Tribune by Kevin Tanak:

American Girl lays claim that its dolls teach kids about history,
but some ask whether it isn't better at teaching consumerisim,

Nationalist flag - isstill for sale.
But the Emancipation Procla
mation is gone and neither
salespeople nor company repre-
sentatives could tell me where
or why it went. In fact. no one
even recalied such an item. But
vou can get accessories for Ad-
dv's new hairstyle and even a
520 set that includes a kerchiel,
A water gourd and a cowrie
shell

There are now many more
dolls in the historical line, Jose
fina Montova arrived in 15897, 4
vear before Mattel acquired
American Girl. Company litera
ture describes her as “a girl of
heart and hope growing up in
New Mexico i 1824 Ever since
her Mamad dicd. Josefina® and
her sisters have hravely met the
challenges of the rancho with
rat her As they watch the new
americano traders arrive from
the east. thev struggle to hold on
to their mother's s and the
old wavs
She feels lucky to have her [am
iiv and faith to oude her!”

And 2000 brought Ka
Jaring, Ad

wurous Ney Per
Girl” who “dreams of becoming

A Courase {1y her peo
e 3 from

ner

purchasers. One girl, about 7,
arrived breathless with her ex
cited mother and father at the
dinrama of Kirsten, Her mother
pronounced with great drama,
“Hereshe is." The overwhelmed
child asked. “Which one?” Her
mother explained thev were all
Kirsten, in her various get-ups.
The gir! responded by pointing
and asking, “How do | get this?”

Here's one for the history
books, courtesy of the American
Girl Web site: "Kirsten Lavson s
is a pioneer girt of strength and
spirit growing up in Minnesota
in 1854 After ne. dangerous
vovage with mily from
Sweden (o Ame . Kirston®
finds it di It 1o get used to a
new countt i a new way of
life. But as s nakes friends
and discovers what her neg
land has to offer she lbarns the
true  meaning homse  and
that love is the same 1w anv lan

}._\ng:f‘.“

Twao girls who looked Hke sis
ters, perhaps 7 and 9, wandered
from diorama (o du auntily

asked which doll was theu

vorite, “Thev're all pretiy,” they
demurred 1 pressed. asking
which they 1 kT

diddn’t Know: |
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Peaid | woul
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asked. "I don't know,” she ar
swered,

For the record, "Kit Ki
tredge® is a clever, resourcefi
girl growing up in Cincinnati i
1934 during America’s Great De
pression. Many people are lo:
ing their jobs. their money, an
even their homes. When Kit’
dad loses his job, her world gef
turned upside down.”

It's possible that Kit coul
teach all this to those girls wh
become her owners, but the de
inite emphasis at America
Girl Place seems to he on th
purchasing rather than th
learning. From all v observ:
tions, it seems that when
comes to history, the America
Girlexperience is about saniti
ing and commodifying the pas
We prefer our history with it
ugly edges rubbed off, all neatl
packaged so as not to offend.

What the American Girl doll
really teach is consumerism
This model is Barbie meets Of
fice Depot.

Then there's the
tion that American
the most trite-and-tired sterec
fyvpes: the black girl as slave
Mexican as revolutionary an
=0 on. And let's not ignore th
race-and-class issue. Americas
Girl's nbiguitous red shoppin
bags dot Michigan Avenue a
most every day but neither [ no
anv of my friends has ever seel
anyv non-white individual holc
ingone, While it's hard to deter
mine the purchasers’ incom
leveis, the dolls’ prices make &
witlikely that they make regula
appearances in poor homes.

Not that the company is suf
fering, A spokesworman put 200.
sales at 8379 million, up fron
5350 million the vear before
The company doesn't shar
demographics on customers
and she said ¥ has never done
ANV SUrvevs

From my substimtes teaching
it Chicago public schools ane
the rearing of myv own daugh

5. U've learned ihat childrer
Ivean swim through the se;
msuimerism. Although Bar
vere banned from our old

wghter's  life —though

e oone to explain how  the
s ef physies decreed that i
tea] life 2 bosom like Barbie':
woubl land her flat on hel
face one slipped undetectec
uite the pile of presents at hey
il burthday pariy. Delighted
she demanded that ¢ accompa

| iy ride or
i father

T ol a post
1 virievele |
zan the yzual Bab
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A selection of books for Harvard’s president

By Katrin Schultheiss and Eric Arnesen

Harvard University President Lawrence
Summers has been on the hot seat since saying
in January that, based upon “a fair amount of
reading the literature,” he thought one of the
reasons women are underr=presented in “ten-
ured positions in science and engineering at top
universities and research institutions” is that
men have a greater “intrinsic aptitude” for sci-
ence than women—that is, they are genetically
predisposed to do better science than women.

Summers’ reading must have been narrowly
focused, because the scholarsh ip is far richer
and more complicated than his remarks would
suggest. With spring break approaching, what
better way for Summers to spend his time off
than to catch up on the abundant research on
gender and biology, and on women in science?
Here are some places he could start:

Woman: An Intimate Geography
By Natalie Angier
Houghton Mifflin (1999)

A Pulitzer Prize-winning science reporter
for The New York Times explores in detail and
with good humor the myths and facts of wom-
en’s biology from conception to menopause.
Particularly intriguing are her examination
of the roles hormones do and don’t play in gen-
dered behavior and her convincing account of
the many ways cultural and social influences
can alter biological function.

Sex on the Brain: The Biological
Differences Between Men and Women
By Deborah Blum
Viking (1997)

A Pulitzer Prize-winning science journal-
ist offers a lively, nuanced analysis of recent
research on sex difference, suggesting that

Katrin Schultheiss and Eric Arnesen are histori-
ans at the University of Illinois at Chicago.

MELVIMIIMILNLUCLD REALVING

while there are undeniable biological distinc-
tions between men and women, how those dif-
ferences translate into behavior is difficult to
determine.

Myths of Gender: Biological Theories

About Women and Men
By Anne Fausto-Sterling
Basic (1985)

A professor of medical science examines
the psychological, biological, genetic and evo-
lutionary data on gender difference and finds
little evidence to support stereotypes of innate
masculine and feminine abilities, A classic on
the role biology plays in determining gender
hierarchies.

The Politics of Women’s Biology
By Ruth Hubbard
Rutgers University Press ( 1990)

These essays by the renowned Harvard pro-
fessor of biology emerita cover such subjects
as the history of women’s exclusion from aca-
demic science and the dubious science behind
evolutionary psychologists’ assumptions that
animal behavior proves that gendered human
behavior is the product of natural select ion.

The Mismeasure of Woman
By Carol Tavris
Touchstone (1992)

A psychologist shows how evidence of differ-
ences between women and men is consistently
misused by doctors, lawyers, scientists. soci-
ologists and psychologists to prove women are
inferior to men.

Athena Unbound: The Advancement of

Women in Science and Technology
By Henry Etzkowitz, Carol Kemelgor and Brian Uzzi
Cambridge University Press (2000)

This carefully researched study explores
the myriad institutional, social and cultural
obstacles to women’s success in science and

INSIDE

“Grassroots”and “The Meaning of Wife"explore |
everyday feminist activism and the female
matrimonial condition.
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The Gender of Science h
Edited by Janet A. Kourany m
Prentice Hall (2002) _

A compilation of some of the most important
feminist essays on gender, women and science,
ranging from empirical analyses of the experi- i
ences of female scientists and the barriers to
women’s success in the field, to more theoreti-
cal explorations of gender biases in scientific i
practice. |

The Science Glass Ceiling: Academic
Women Scientists and the Struggleto |

Succeed |
By Sue V. Rosser
Routledge (2004) _
A dean at the Georgia Institute of Technology
and one of the foremost experts on women in
the sciences interviews some of the nation’s
top female academic scientists to illuminate the
obstacles to gender equality and propose practi-
cal strategies for their elimination.

The Mind Has No Sex?: Women in the

Origins of Modern Science
By Londa Schiebinger
Harvard University Press (1989)

A historian of science shows how the insti-
tutionalization of scientific ‘research and
shifting ideas about the relationship between
sex and the intellect squeezed women out of |
the sciences in the 17th and 18th Centuries.



