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Bratz fashion dolls emerged on the toy market near the end of 2001 breaking the long period of domination by Mattel’s Barbie.  Following the successful release of the first line of dolls, MGA Entertainment boosted its merchandising with the introduction of the Bratz Boys line along with several other themed collections.  From the new collections sprang a television series, computer animated features, DVD and music CD releases.  The feature length computer animated Bratz Genie Magic was released on April 11, 2006 following the introduction of the enormously popular Genie Magic dolls earlier in the year.  MGA Entertainment CEO, Isaac Larian, doubles as Executive Producer of Genie Magic, whose target audience is 6-13 according to E-Toys.  The Bratz brand is no stranger to controversy.  Since its introduction five years ago, critics have decried founder Isaac Larian as the purveyor of an image that is sexualized, unnatural, superficial, material, and as such, highly stereotypical.  But was it true?   Sadly, I found each of these painfully present in Bratz Genie Magic.             

The movie features the four original teenage Bratz characters, Yasmin, Cloe, Sasha and Jade, as well as Bryce, a character from the Bratz Boyz line.  A new character is introduced in Katia, a magic genie who dreams of being an ordinary teenager.  Katia flees the government installation where she lives with her father, a brilliant scientist with a tremendous work ethic.  The two believe they are working on a humanitarian government program, which is later revealed to be subterfuge when villains Kon and Zell exploit Katia and her father in a scheme to achieve wealth and world domination.  Unable to cope with the demands of her father, Katia runs away to Stylesville where she befriends the Bratz girls and snags boyfriend Bryce.  Once they discover the villains’ intentions, Katia and the Bratz girls set off on a series of adventures.  Ultimately, Katia relinquishes her magic powers to save both her father and the world.  Sounds pretty harmless, right?  

To my dismay, Genie Magic immediately set the stage for harmful stereotyping in the opening scene of the movie.  After escaping the compound, Katia finds herself in a teen dance club where all four main Bratz characters are performing a dance onstage.  As the teens dance, the home audience gets a close-up of the animated girls’ bare midriffs and swaying backsides no less than four times.  Sadly, even in a computer animated movie, one cannot escape the privilege of the male gaze.  This repetitive focusing sends a clear message to Bratz’s audience of mostly pre-teen girls concerning desirable standards of beauty.  By focusing on particular body parts, the message resonates: these are the parts that make you cool, so keep them thin and keep them uncovered.   
The animated Genie Magic characters, like their plastic counterparts, present a sultry image that belies their age.  Their oversized heads balance precariously atop their tiny necks.  Their arms, legs, and waist are equally diminutive.  In contrast, their eyes and lips are disproportionately large as compared to their almost non-existent noses.  Excessive eye make-up and generous lipstick in the brightest shades complete the sexually provocative look of the Genie’s characters.  In addition, all four teenagers sport long and straight hairstyles, the long-standing symbol of female innocence.  This representation of teenagers, though animated, is nonetheless grossly inaccurate and contradictory as well.  The female Bratz characters are simultaneously sexually provocative and innocent.  It seems animation has become the new vehicle in Larian’s quest appeal to the prurient interest using children.           

Especially shocking in the opening scene, a young girl in the crowd watches the Bratz dance over her bandaged, swollen nose.  Alongside her identical twin sister, the girl contemptuously watches the Bratz dance onstage. She is clearly jealous of someone.  Although a prominent bandage adorns her bulging nose, her identical twin sister is bandage-free.  It seems relatively clear that this young girl has recently had a nose job in an effort to keep up with her sister.  This not only sends a dangerous message to young girls—that no matter what your age; surgery is a viable means of dealing with whatever physical features you happen to find undesirable—but also encourages girl to compare themselves with others.         

This type of negative imagery is wildly irresponsible at a time when more teenage girls than ever before are turning to surgical methods to achieve the ideal standard of beauty.  And what is that ideal standard of beauty?  According to Genie Magic it is a stick thin figure with exaggerated lips and eyes, highly stylized eyebrows, a tiny nose, small limbs, and long straight hair.  Over-the-top make-up, barely-there clothing, and tattoos (whether real or henna one can only guess) complete the look.  Is this an image parents want their adolescent and pre-teen daughters to emulate?  Is this an image parents want their adolescent and pre-teen boys to come to expect and desire?  If the answer is no, then parents must protect their children by teaching them to resist this harmful, unhealthy, and unrealistic image.

MGA and supporters of the Bratz claim the characters represent positive role models for young girls.  I was eager to see whether Genie Magic would support such an assertion.  Regrettably, I found that it did not.  In Genie Magic, Katia asserts her independence by running away from her overprotective father to live in Stylesville for a few days as a “real” teenager.  What is a real teenager?  In Katia’s own words it is someone who knows about “fashion, music, and boys.”  Speaking to the four Bratz girls, Katia says “You ladies, uh, guys are so hip.  I don’t know anything about fashion, music or boys.”  Jade replies reassuringly, “There’s nothing more fashionable than doing your own thing.”   This would be a laudable declaration except that it contradicts the homogenized image presented by the characters themselves.  Far from unique, the characters of Genie Magic all look the same.  
Fans of the Bratz characters also claim that Sasha, Cloe, Yasmin, and Jade present a more realistic alternative to Barbie’s Anglo-Saxon looks.  Although the ethnic diversity of the characters is identified as a positive attribute of the Bratz characters, one can hardly distinguish one character from another in Genie Magic.  Although, Sasha is an African-American and Yasmin is intended to be of Middle Eastern descent, apart from clothing, skin tone, and hair color, the faces and bodies of the girls are exactly the same.  Although I had read about the Bratz’ “ethnic looks” prior to viewing the movie, I spotted none in Genie Magic.  In fact, the only way I knew who was speaking in a given scene was by identifying the character’s hair color which I had matched with her name on a sheet of notebook paper.           

Another reason the characters of Genie Magic make poor role models is their shallow, materialistic attitudes and lack of empathy.  For example, when Katia tells the girls that she’s run away from home, Cloe remarks, “Eww, you’re gonna [sic] be a homeless person with no shower, and no make-up, and you’ll get smellier and smellier…”  Fortunately for the audience, Cloe is interrupted at this point.  This statement does not reflect a sensitive, empathetic approach to the social blight of homelessness.  To the contrary, throughout the entire movie one can easily identify that upon which the characters repeatedly place value: boys, shopping, clothes, shoes, etc.  As a matter of fact, the slogan of the Bratz characters is “The girls with a passion for fashion.”

These values are out of sync with those we should be encouraging our children to embrace.  Do parents want their children’s role models to be mindless and vacant?  According to Genie Magic, the Bratz characters are just that.  In a scene near the end of the movie, the two villains are holding hostage Bratz characters Yasmin and Cloe.  After Con asks the girls a question about Katia’s whereabouts, Zel places a truth serum patch on both girls’ arms.  “Now they will tell you everything that they know,” she says.  Cloe and Yasmin stare blankly and say nothing.  The message is unmistakable:  they say nothing because they know nothing.  

Many other stereotypical representations of girls appear in Genie Magic.  During a scene in which Katia grants whatever wish she happens to overhear at the mall, a girl walks past asking her boyfriend if she looks fat.  When he exclaims that he wishes he had a nickel for every time she has asked him if she looks fat, he is buried in nickels.  When a girl compliments her friend’s new mohawk by wishing she had the same style, she screams that her life is “totally over” when the wish is granted.  The exclamation “wicked shoes sista [sic]” takes the place of hello, nice to meet you when Sasha first meets Katia.  The examples could go on ad nauseam.   

The female characters of Bratz Genie Magic do not come close enough to representing a sound model for young girls.  The movie reinforces harmful stereotypes relating to beauty and is hypocritical in its approach to individualism.  The film sends conflicting messages concerning sexuality and innocence and shortchanges girls by asking them to grow up too soon.  The target audience of 6-13 year olds will likely attempt to emulate what they see, thereby surrendering that very brief, yet valuable, stage in development when girls are more concerned learning their world than looks.    

According to consistently reinforced imagery throughout Genie Magic, girls should only place importance on matters relating to appearance and dating.  In so doing, the movie discourages the development of character through traits such as honesty, integrity, and individualism.  If its goal was to create a realistic representation of the issues facing teens, MGA has failed.  The Bratz portrayal trivializes the real issues facing teens who report that increasing violence, drug use, sex, relationships with parents and peers, work, and school rank higher on their list of priorities than “wicked” shoes or “hotties.”  

Based on the foregoing, I would not recommend this movie to others.  I believe parents and children of both sexes deserve more than what MGA Entertainment is offering through movies such as Genie Magic.  I worry for the children already imbued with Bratz’ values (or lack thereof) and would encourage parents to avoid purchasing any Bratz merchandise for their children.  Consider again the formerly maligned Barbie doll.  Since the introduction of the Bratz dolls in 2001, Barbie has met her stiffest competition yet for the title of Most Distorted Body Image.  It makes me cringe to think what might be next.  Can our girls handle one more devastating image?   Do we dare find out?
[Close with the following quote from MGA Entertainment CEO, Isaac Larian:

Kids are very smart and know right from wrong.  Bratz are fun, beautiful and 

inspirational.  Not once have we ever heard one of our consumers call Bratz 
‘sexy.’  Some adults have a twisted sense of what they see in the product.  It is the 
parents’ responsibility to educate their children.  If you don’t like something, 
don’t buy it.]    

Good advice, Mr. Larian.  I won’t.  
