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THE PINK DRAGON IS  FEMALE 

Halloween Costumes and Gender Markers 

Adie Nelson 
University of Waterloo 

A content analysis of 469 children’s Halloween costumes explored the extent to which children’s fantasy dress 
reproduces and reiterates more conventional messages about gender. Based on the presence of gender markers, 
masculine, feminine, and gender-neutral costumes were identified and reanalyzed using a modified version of 
Klapp’s (1962) categorization of heroes, villains, and fools. Both male and female costumes contained a high propor- 
tion of hero costumes. However, feminine costumes were clustered in a narrow range depicting beauty queens, 
princesses, and other exemplars of traditional femininity and contained a higher proportion of costumes of animals 
and foodstuffs. Masculine costumes emphasized the warrior theme of masculinity and were more likely to feature 
villains, especially agents or symbols of death. Gender-neutral costumes accounted for less than 10% of costumes 
examined. 

The celebration of Halloween may be traced to pre-Chris- 
tian times and the ancient Celtic festival of Samhuinn, 
which marked the end of summer and the beginning of 
the Celtic year (November 1). Accordmg to McNeill 
(1970, p. 15), Samhuinn is thought to have “originated at 
a very early period in the Cult of the Dead. November 
was the season of earth’s decay, and the day that marked 
the end of summer was symbolic of death. Thus, Samhu- 
inn became a day of remembrance of the dead.” In order 
to minimize disturbance to the customs of people, the 
early Christian church made it a matter of policy to re- 
place pagan holidays with Christian festivals, and, as a 
consequence, the festival of Hallowe’en or AU Hallows’ 
Eve appears within the Christian Calendar at the Festival 
of All Saints, which commemorates the canonized or 
“blessed dead.” However, there is nothing even remotely 
Christian about the Halloween guisers or the donning of 
identity-concealing masks and garments as part of the rit- 
ual celebrations surroundmg Halloween (McNeil, 1970, 
p. 29). Rather, the social custom of wearing costumes on 
this occasion is believed to stem from the behavior of ini- 
tiates at the ancient Druid feast who represented them- 
selves as spirits and later from the rituahstic efforts of 
individuals who attempted to forestall harm or mischief at 
the hands of their departed forefathers by garbing them- 
selves in costumes that concealed their mortahty. The ves- 
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tiges of such practices, McNedl(l970, p. 29) argued, may 
be witnessed in the hideous masks and fantastic outfits 
donned by masqueraders, which represent “the uncanny 
creatures whom their forefathers believed to be at large 
on this occult night-ghoulies, ghaisties and bogles; witches 
and warlocks, urisks [a spirit of the forest] and kelpies [a 
spirit of the river], brownies, gnomes and trolls-the 
whole unhallowed clanjamfrey of the netherworld.” 

If the donning of costumes on October 31st has been 
wrenched from its historical context, it has nevertheless 
become, in both Canada and the United States, a ritual 
part of the celebration of Halloween for children and, to 
a lesser extent, for adults. In various ways, it would seem 
that the celebration of Halloween has become, in contem- 
porary times, a socially orchestrated secular event that 
brings buyers and sellers into the marketplace for the sale 
and purchase of treats, ornaments, decorations, and fanci- 
ful costumes. Within this setting, the wearing of fancy 
dress costumes has such a prominent role that it is com- 
mon, especially within large cities, for major department 
stores and large, specialty toy stores to begin displaying 
their selection of Halloween costumes by mid-August if 
not earlier. It is also evident that the range of masks and 
costumes available has broadened greatly beyond those 
identified by McNeill (1970), and that both children and 
adults may now select from a wide assortment of ready- 
made costumes depicting, among other things, animals, 
objects, superheroes, villains, and celebrities. In addition, 
major suppliers of commercially available sewing patterns, 
such as Simplicity and McCall’s, now routinely include an 
assortment of Halloween costumes in their fdl catalogues. 
Within such catalogues, a variety of costumes designed for 
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infants, toddlers, children, adults, and, not infrequently, 
pampered dogs are featured. 

On the surface, the selection and purchase of Hallow- 
een costumes for use by children may simply appear to 
facilitate their participation in the world of fantasy play. 
At least in theory, asking children what they wish to wear 
or what they would like to be for Halloween may be seen 
to encourage them to use their imagination and to engage 
in the role-taking stage that Mead (1934) identified as 
play. Yet, it is clear that the commercial marketplace plays 
a major role in giving expression to children’s imagination 
in their Halloween costuming. Moreover, although it 
might be facilely assumed that the occasion of Halloween 
provides a cultural “time out” in which women and men 
as well as girls and boys have tacit permission to transcend 
the gendered rules that mark the donning of apparel in 
everyday life, the androgyny of Halloween costumes may 
be more apparent than real. If, as our folk wisdom pro- 
claims, “clothes make the man” (or woman), it would be 
presumptuous to suppose that commercially available 
children’s Halloween costumes and sewing patterns do 
not reflect both the gendered nature of dress (Eicher & 
Roach-Higgens, 1992) and the symbolic world of heroes, 
villains, and fools (Klapp, 1962, 1964). Indeed, the don- 
ning of Halloween costumes may demonstrate a “gender 
display” (Goffman, 1966, p. 250) that is dependent on de- 
cisions made by brokering agents to the extent that it is 
the aftermath of a series of decisions made by commercial 
firms that market ready-made costumes and sewing pat- 
terns that, in turn, are purchased, rented, or sewn by par- 
ents or others. 

Previous research has suggested how subtle gender so- 
cialization via the wearing of apparel begins at very young 
ages and how colors and styles of apparel are culturally 
coded as masculine or feminine (Pomerleau, Bolduc, Mal- 
cuit, & Cossette, 1990; Shalan, Shakm, & Sternglanz, 
1985). For example, Renzetti and Curran (1995, p. 93) 
noted that sleepwear for infants and young children is 
gender coded, with girls dressed in pastel nighties 
trimmed in lace and ruffles and boys in “astronaut, ath- 
lete, or super-hero pyjamas.” In addition, Tannen (1993) 
has described how such seemingly superficial elements of 
one’s social appearance as hair style, type of footwear, 
tightness or looseness of clothing, and the presence or 
absence of makeup and/or accessories may demonstrate 
fundamental conformity to a society’s gender expectations 
and, in the process, serve to refurbish them. Building on 
Barnes and Eicher’s (1992, p. 1) observation that “dress 
is one of the most significant markers of gender identity,” 
an examination of children’s Halloween costumes pro- 
vides a unique opportunity to explore the extent to which 
gender markers are also evident within the fantasy cos- 
tumes available for Halloween. To the best of my knowl- 
edge, no previous research has attempted to analyze these 
costumes nor to examine the ways in which the imaginary 
vistas explored in children’s fantasy dress reproduce and 
reiterate more conventional messages about gender. 

In undertakmg this research, my expectations were 
based on certain assumptions about the perspectives of 
merchandlsers of Halloween costumes for children. It was 
expected that commercially available costumes and cos- 
tume patterns would reiterate and reinforce traditional 
gender stereotypes. Attempting to adopt the marketing 
perspective of merchandisers, it was anticipated that the 
target audience would be parents concerned with creating 
memorable childhood experiences for their children, en- 
visioning them dressed up as archetypal fantasy charac- 
ters. In the case of sewing patterns, it was expected that 
the target audience would be primarily mothers who pos- 
sessed what manufacturers might imagine to be the sew- 
ing skills of the traditional homemaker. However, these 
assumptions about merchandisers are not the subject of 
the present inquiry. Rather, the present study offers an 
examination of the potential contribution of marketing to 
the maintenance of gender stereotypes. In this article, the 
focus is on the costumes available in the marketplace; 
elsewhere I examine the interactions between chddren 
and their parents in the selection, modfication, and wear- 
ing of Halloween costumes (Nelson, 1999). 

METHOD 

The present research was based on a content analysis of 
469 unique children’s Halloween ready-made costumes 
and sewing patterns examined from August 1996 to No- 
vember 1997 at craft stores, department stores, specialty 
toy stores, costume rental stores, and fabric stores con- 
taining catalogues of sewing patterns. Within retail stores, 
racks of children’s Halloween costumes typically appeared 
in August and remained in evidence, albeit in dwindling 
numbers, until early November each year. In department 
stores, a subsection of the area generally devoted to toys 
featured such garments; in craft stores and/or toy stores, 
children’s Halloween costumes were typically positioned 
on long racks in the center of a section devoted to the 
commercial paraphernalia now associated with the cele- 
bration of Halloween (e.g., cardboard witches, “Spook 
trees,” plastic pumpkin containers). Costumes were not 
segregated by gender within the stores (i.e., there were no 
separate aisles or sections for boys’ and girls’ costumes); 
however, children’s costumes were typically positioned 
separately from those designed for adults. 

A child’s costume was defined as one that was available 
in an infant, toddler, or youth size or, within pattern 
books, that was available in infant wear, children’s sizes 2 
to 6x, or youth sizes 8 to 16. All unique children’s cos- 
tumes were included for the purpose of analysis. Accord- 
ingly, although the population includes multiple clown 
costumes, for example, each differs in some dstinguish- 
able way including, but not limited to, the name of the 
costume designated by the manufacturer (e.g., Little 
Clown, Bob0 the Clown, Neon Clown), the sex of the 
child used to illustrate the costume on the pattern or on 
the packaging label, the colors used, and so on. All cos- 
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tumes were initially coded as (a) masculine, (b) feminine, 
or (c) neutral depending on whether boys, girls, or both 
were featured as the models on the packaging that accom- 
panied a ready-to-wear costume or were used to illustrate 
the completed costume on the cover of a sewing pattern. 
Extrapolating from Peretti and Sydney’s (1985) observa- 
tion that toys stereotyped for boys (e.g., cars, trains, 
chemistry sets) almost invariably feature boys in the pho- 
tographs used in advertisements, catalogues, and toy 
packages, whereas photographs of girls accompany toys 
earmarked for their use, it was expected that a similar 
logic pervaded the marketing of children’s Halloween cos- 
tumes. Moreover, research has noted that the pictures 
featured on toy boxes aid the decision-makmg process of 
parents, the primary purchasers of toys, and that the ma- 
jority of parents still tend to encourage their children to 
play with gender-stereotyped toys and to discourage play- 
ing with toys designed for the other sex (Caldera, Hus- 
ton, & O’Brien, 1989; Etaugh & Liss, 1992). The pictures 
accompanying costumes may similarly act as gatekeeping 
devices, which discourage parents from buying “wrong”- 
sexed costumes. 

The process of labeling costumes as masculine, femi- 
nine, or neutral was facilitated by the fact that these pub- 
lic pictures (Goffman, 1979) commonly employed recog- 
nizable genderisms. For example, a full-body costume of 
a box of crayons could be identified as feminine by the 
long curled hair of the model and the black patent leather 
pumps with ribbons she wore. In like fashion, a photo- 
graph depicting the finished version of a sewing pattern 
for a teapot featured the puckish styling of the model in 
a variant of what Goffman (1979, p. 45) termed “the bash- 
ful knee bend and augmented this subtle cue by having 
the model wear white pantyhose and Mary-Jane shoes 
with rosettes at the base of the toes. Although the sex of 
the model could have been rendered invisible, such femi- 
nine gender markers as pointy-toed footwear, party shoes 
of white and black patent leather, frilly socks, makeup and 
nail polish, jewelery, and elaborately curled (and typically 
long and blonde) hair adorned with bowsharretteshair- 
bands facilitated this initial stage of costume placement. 
By and large, female models used to illustrate Halloween 
costumes conformed to the ideal image of the “Little 
Miss” beauty pageant winner; they were almost over- 
whelmingly White, slim, delicate-boned blondes who did 
not wear glasses. Although male child models were also 
overwhelmingly White, they were more heterogeneous in 
height and weight and were more likely to wear glasses 
or to smile out from the photograph in a bucktooth grin. 
At the same time, however, masculine gender markers 
were apparent. Male models were almost uniformly shod 
in either well-worn running shoes or sturdy-looking 
brogues, while their hair showed little variation from the 
traditional little boy cut of short back and sides. 

The use of gender-specific common and proper nouns 
to designate costumes (e.g., Medieval Maiden, Majorette, 
Prairie Girl) or gender-associated adjectives that formed 

part of the costume title (e.g., Tiny Tikes Beauty, Pretty 
Witch, Beautiful Babe, Pretty Pumpkin Pie) also served 
to identify feminine costumes. Similarly, the use of the 
terms “boy,” “man,” or “male” in the advertised name of 
the costume (e.g., Pirate Boy, Native American Boy, 
Dragon Boy) or the noted inclusion of advertising copy 
that announced “Cool dudes costumes are for boys in 
sizes” was used to identify masculine costumes. 

Costumes designated as neutral were those in which 
both boys and girls were featured in the illustration or 
photograph that accompanied the costume or sewing pat- 
tern or in which it was impossible to detect the sex of the 
wearer. By and large, illustrations for gender-neutral ads 
featured boys and girls identically clad and depicted as 
a twinned couple or, alternatively, showed a single child 
wearing a full-length animal costume complete with head 
and “paws,” which, in the style of spats, effectively cov- 
ered the shoes of the model. In addtion, gender-neutral 
costumes were identified by an absence of gender-specific 
nouns and stereotypically gendered colors. 

Following this initial division into three categories, the 
contents of each were further coded into a modified ver- 
sion of Klapp’s (1964) schema of heroes, villains, and 
fools. In his work, Klapp suggested that this schema rep- 
resents three dimensions of human behavior. That is, he- 
roes are praised and set up as role models, whereas vil- 
lains and fools are negative models, with the former 
representing evil to be feared and/or hated and the latter 
representing figures of absurdity inviting ridicule. How- 
ever, although Klapp’s categories were based on people 
in real life, I applied them to the realm of make-believe. 
For the purposes of this study, the labels refer to types of 
personas that engender or invite the following emotional 
responses, in a light-hearted way, from audences: heros 
invite feelings of awe, admiration, and respect, whereas 
villains elicit feelings of fear and loathmg, and fools evoke 
feelings of laughter and perceptions of cuteness. All of the 
feelings, however, are mock emotions based on feelings of 
amusement, which make my categories quite distinct 
from Klapp’s. For example, although heroes invite awe, 
we do not truly expect somebody dressed as a hero to be 
held in awe. 

In the absence of a categorization scheme that has sig- 
nificant currency for this kind of study, Klapp’s categories 
would seem useful: they offer an exhaustive set of perso- 
nas that are at once dramatic and hyperbolic as well as 
invoke well-established and recognizable cultural arche- 
types of the good, the bad, and the silly. For the purposes 
of this secondary classification of costumes, the category 
of hero was broadened to include traditional male or fe- 
male heroes (e.g., Cowboy, Robin Hood, Cinderella, 
Cleopatra), superheroes possessing supernatural powers 
(e.g., Superman, Robocop, Xena, the Warrior Princess) 
as well as characters with high occupational status (e.g., 
Emergency Room Doctor, Judge) and characters who are 
exemplars of prosocial conformity to traditional masculine 
and feminine roles (e.g., Team USA Cheerleader, Puritan 
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Lady, Pioneer Boy). The category of villain was broadly 
defined to include symbolic representations of death (e.g., 
the Grim Reaper, Death, The Devil, Ghost), monsters 
(e.g., Wolfman, Frankenstein, The Mummy), and antihe- 
roes (e.g., Convict, Pirate, The Wicked Witch of the West, 
Catwoman). Fool was a hybrid category, distinguished by 
costumes whose ostensible function was to amuse rather 
than to alarm. Within this category, two subcategories 
were distinguished. The first subcategory, figures of 
mirth, referred to costumes of clowns, court jesters, and 
harlequins. The second, nonhumdinanirnate objects, 
was composed of costumes representing foodstuffs (e.g., 
Peapod, Pepperoni Pizza, Chocolate Chip Cookie), ani- 
mals and insects, and inanimate objects (e.g., Alarm 
Clock, Bar of Soap, Flower Pot). Where a costume ap- 
peared to straddle two categories, an attempt was made 
to assign it to a category based on the dominant emphasis 
of its pictorial representation. For example, a costume la- 
beled Black Widow Spider could be classified as either an 
insect or a villain. If the accompanying illustration fea- 
tured a broadly smiling child in a costume depicting a 
fuzzy body and multiple appendages, it was classified as 
an insect and included in the category of nonhumdinani- 
mate objects; if the costume featured an individual clad 
in a black gown, long black wig, ghoulish makeup, and a 
sinister mien, the costume was classified as a villain. Con- 
tents were subsequently reanalyzed in terms of their con- 
stituent parts and compared across masculine and femi- 
nine categories. 

In all cases, costumes were coded into the two coding 
schemes on the basis of a detailed written description of 
each costume. Using the detailed coding scheme, a sec- 
ond coder independently coded a subsample of 67 cos- 
tumes (14.3% of the sample) using both the gender orien- 
tation code and the modified Klapp code. We &sagreed 
in only one case, and this was easily resolved. 

RESULTS 

The initial placement of the 469 children’s Halloween 
costumes into masculine, feminine, or neutral categories 
yielded 195 masculine costumes, 233 feminine costumes, 
and 41 gender-neutral costumes. The scarcity of gender- 
neutral costumes was notable; costumes that featured 
both boys and girls in their ads or in which the gender of 
the anticipated wearer remained (deliberately or inadver- 
tently) ambiguous accounted for only 8.7% of those exam- 
ined. Gender-neutral costumes were more common in 
sewing patterns than in ready-to-wear costumes and were 
most common in costumes designed for newborns and 
very young infants. In this context, gender-neutral infant 
costumes largely featured a winsome assortment of baby 
animals (e.g., Li’l Bunny, Beanie the Pig) or foodstuffs 
(e.g., Littlest Peapod). By and large, few costumes for 
older children were presented as gender-neutral; the no- 
table exceptions were costumes for scarecrows and emer- 
gency room doctors (with male/female models clad 

Table 1 
Hero, Villain, and Fool Personas by Masculine, 

Feminine, and Gender Neutral Costumes 

Masculine Feminine Neutral 

Personas n (%) n (%) n (%) 

Hero 80 (41.0) 104 (44.6) 2 (4.9) 
Villain 62 (31.8) 43 (18.4) 11 (26.8) 
Fool 53 (27.2) 86 (36.9) 28 (68.3) 
N 195 (100.0) 233 (100.0) 41 (100.0) 

Note: x2 = 38.8 (4 df; p < ,001): Cramer’s V = .20. 

identically in olive-green “scrubs”), ready-made plastic 
costumes for Lost World/Jurassic Park hunters, a single 
costume labeled HalfmardHalfwoman, and novel sewing 
patterns depicting such inanimate objects as a sugar cube, 
laundry hamper, or treasure chest. 

Beginning most obviously with costumes designed for 
toddlers, gender dichotomization was promoted by gen- 
der-distinctive marketing devices employed by the manu- 
facturers of both commercially made costumes and sew- 
ing patterns. In relation to sewing patterns for chldren’s 
Halloween costumes, structurally identical costumes fea- 
tured alterations through the addition or deletion of deco- 
rative trim (e.g., a skirt on a costume for an elephant) or 
the use of specific colors or costume names, which served 
to distinguish masculine from feminine costumes. For ex- 
ample, although the number and specific pattern pieces 
required to construct a particular pattern would not vary, 
View A featured a girl-modeled Egg or Tomato, whereas 
View B presented a boy-modeled Baseball or Pincushion. 
Structurally identical costumes modeled by both boys and 
girls would be distinguished through the use of distinct 
colors or patterns of material. Thus, for the peanut M & M 
costumes, the illustration featured girls clad in red or 
green and boys clad in blue, brown, or yellow. Similarly, 
female clowns wore costumes of soft pastel colors and 
dainty polka dots, but male clowns were garbed in bold 
primary colors and in material featuring large polka dots 
or stripes. Illustrations for ready-to-wear costumes were 
also likely to signal the sex of the intended wearer through 
the advertising copy: models for feminine costumes, for 
example, had long curled hair, were made up, and wore 
patent leather shoes. Only in such costumes as Wrinkly 
Old Woman, Grandma Hag, Killer Granny, and Nun did 
identifiably male children model female apparel. 

As Table 1 indicates, although hero costumes consti- 
tuted a large percentage of both masculine and feminine 
costumes, masculine costumes contained a higher per- 
centage of villain costumes, and feminine costumes in- 
cluded substantially more fool costumes, particularly 
those of nonhumdinanimate objects. It may be imagined 
that the greater total number of feminine costumes would 
provide young girls with a broader range of costumes to 
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Table 2 

Masculine and Feminine Halloween Costumes by Major Subcategories of 
Hero, Villain, and Fool Personas 

Feminine 
Personas Masculine Costumes n (%) costumes n (%) 

Heros 
Conventional Warriors 

Law-Enforcement Agents 
Cowboys 
KingsEmperors 
Other 

Superheroes 
Exemplars 

Symbolic representations 

Monsters 
Antiheroes Supenillains 

Villains 

of death 

Convicts 
Sorcerers 

Fools 
Clowns/jesters/harlequins 
Nonhumadinanimate 

objects Animals 
Inanimate Objects 
Insects 
Foodstuffs 
N 

20 (10.3) Princess 
9 (4.6) Beauty Queen 
8 (4.1) Bride 
7 (3.5) Cheerleader 
7 (3.5) Ballet Dancer 

Other 
21 (10.8) 
8 (4.1) 

37 (15.9) 
27 (11.6) 
9 (3.9) 
7 (3.0) 
6 (2.6) 
3 (1.3) 
5 (2.1) 

10 (4.3) 

23 (11.8) 11 (4.7) 
19 (9.7) 2 (0.9) 
9 (4.6) Witches 21 (9.0) 
6 (2.1) Sorceresses 6 (2.6) 
4 (2.1) Supervillains 3 (1.3) 

19 (9.7) 9 (3.9) 

15 (7.7) Animals 26 (11.2) 
11 (5.6) Foodstuffs 20 (8.6) 
5 (2.6) Inanimate Objects 17 (7.3) 
3 (1.5) Insects 14 (6.0) 

195 (99.8) 233 (100.2) 

select from than exists for young boys, but in fact the 
obverse is true. As Table 2 indcates, when finer dstinc- 
tions were made within the three generic categories, hero 
costumes for girls were clustered in a narrow range of 
roles that, although distinguished by specific names, were 
functionally equivalent in the image they portray. It would 
seem that, for girls, glory is concentrated in the narrow 
realm of beauty queens, princesses, brides, or other exem- 
plars of tradtionally passive femininity. The ornate, typi- 
cally pink, ballgowned costume of the princess (with or 
without a synthetic jewelled tiara) was notable, whether 
the specific costume was labeled Colonial Belle, the 
Pumpkin Princess, Angel Beauty, Blushing Bride, Georgia 
Peach, Pretty Mermaid, or Beauty Contest Winner. In 
contrast, although hero costumes for boys emphasized the 
warrior theme of masculinity (Doyle, 1989; Rotundo, 
1993), with costumes depicting characters associated with 
battling historical, contemporary, or supernatural Goliaths 
(e.g., Broncho Rider, Dick Tracy, Sir Lancelot, Hercules, 
Servo Samaurai, Robin the Boy Wonder), these costumes 
were less singular in the visual images they portrayed and 
were more likely to depict characters who possessed su- 
pernatural powers or skills. 

Masculine costumes were also more likely than femi- 
nine costumes to depict a wide range of villainous charac- 
ters (e.g., Captain Hook, Rasputin, Slash), monsters (e.g., 
Frankenstein, The Wolfman), and, in particular, agents or 

symbols of death (e.g., Dracula, Executioner, Devil boy, 
Grim Reaper). Moreover, costumes for male villains were 
more likely than those of female villains to be elaborate 
constructions that were visually repellant; to feature an 
assortment of scars, mutations, abrasions, and suggested 
amputations; and to present a wide array of ingenuous, 
macabre, or disturbing visual images. For example, the 
male-modeled, ready-to-wear Mad Scientist’s Experiment 
costume consisted of a full-body costume of a monkey 
replete with a half-head mask featuring a gaping incision 
from which rubber brains dangled. Similarly, costumes for 
such characters as Jack the Ripper, Serial Killer, Freddy 
Krueger, or The Midnight Stalker were adorned with the 
suggestion of bloodstains and embellished with such para- 
phernalia as plastic knives or slip-on claws. 

In marked contrast, the costumes of female villains al- 
ternated between relatively simple costumes of witches in 
pointy hats and capes modeled by young girls, costumes 
of the few female archvillains drawn from the pages of 
comic books, and, for older girls, costumes that were vari- 
ants of the garb donned by the popular TV character El- 
vira, Mistress of the Dark (i.e., costumes that consisted of 
a long black wig and a long flowing black gown cut in an 
empire-style, which, when decorated with gold brocade 
or other trim at the top of the ribcage, served to create 
the suggestion of a bosom). The names of costumes for 
the female villains appeared to emphasize the erotic side 
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of their villainy (e.g., Enchantra, Midnite Madness, Sexy 
Devil, Bewitched) or to neutralize the malignancy of the 
character by employing adjectives that emphasized their 
winsome rather than wicked qualities (e.g., Cute Cuddley 
Bewitched, Little Skull Girl, Pretty Little Witch). 

Within the category of fools, feminine costumes were 
more likely than masculine costumes to depict nonhu- 
madinanimate objects (33.1% of feminine costumes vs. 
17.4% of masculine costumes). Feminine costumes were 
more likely than masculine costumes to feature a wide 
variety of small animals and insects (e.g., Pretty Butterfly, 
Baby Cricket, Dalmatian Puppy), as well as flowers, food- 
stuffs (BLT Sandwich, Ice-Cream Cone, Lollipop), and 
dainty, fragile objects such as Tea Pot. For example, a 
costume for Vase of Flowers was illustrated with a picture 
of a young girl wearing a cardboard cylinder from her 
ribcage to her knees on which flowers were painted, while 
a profusion of pink, white, and yellow flowers emerged 
from the top of the vase to form a collar of blossoms 
around her face. Similarly, a costume for Pea Pod fea- 
tured a young girl wearing a green cylinder to which four 
green balloons were attached; on the top of her head, the 
model wore a hat bedecked with green leaves and tendrils 
in a corkscrew shape. When costumed as animals, boys 
were likely to be shown modeling larger, more aggressive 
animals (e.g., Veliceraptor, Lion, T-Rex); masculine cos- 
tumes were unlikely to be marketed with adjectives em- 
phasizing their adorable, “li’l,” cute, or cuddly qualities. 
In general, boys were rarely cast as objects, but when they 
were, they were overwhelmingly shown as items associ- 
ated with masculine expertise. For example, a costume for 
Computer was modeled by a boy whose face was encased 
in the computer monitor and who wore, around his mid- 
torso, a keyboard held up by suspenders. Another mascu- 
line costume depicted a young boy wearing a costume for 
Paint Can; the lid of the can was crafted in the style of a 
chef‘s hat, and across the cylindrical can worn from 
midchest to midknee was written “Brand X Paint” and, in 
smaller letters, “Sea Blue.” Although rarely depicted as 
edibles or consumable products, three masculine cos- 
tumes featured young boys as, variously, Root Beer Mug, 
Pepperoni Pizza, and Grandma’s Pickle Jar. 

DISCUSSION 

Although the term “fantasy” implies a “play of the mind 
or a “queer illusion” (Barnhart, 1967, p. 714), the market- 
ing illustrations for children’s Halloween costumes sug- 
gest a flight of imagination that remains largely anchored 
in traditional gender roles, images, and symbols. Indeed, 
the noninclusive language commonly found in the names 
of many children’s Halloween costumes reverberates 
throughout many other dimensions of the gendered social 
life depicted in this fantastical world. For example, the 
importance of participation in the paid-work world and 
financial success for men and of physical attractiveness 

and marriage for women is reinforced through costume 
names that reference masculine costumes by occupational 
roles or titles but describe feminine costumes via appear- 
ance and/or relationships (e.g. “Policeman” vs. “Beautiful 
Bride”). Although no adjectives are deemed necessary to 
describe Policeman, the linguistic prompt contained in 
Beautiful Bride serves to remind observers that the major 
achievements for females are getting mamed and looking 
lovely. In addition to costume titles that employ such sex- 
linked common nouns as Flapper, Bobby Soxer, Ballerina, 
and Pirate Wench, sex-marked suffixes such as the -ess 
(e.g., Pretty Waitress, Stewardess, Gypsy Princess, Sorcer- 
ess) and -ette (e.g., Majorette) also set apart male and 
female fantasy character costumes. Costumes for suffrag- 
ettes or female-modeled police officers, astronauts, and 
fire fighters were conspicuous only by their absence. 

Gender stereotyping in children’s Halloween costumes 
also reiterates an active-masculine/passive-feminine di- 
chotomization. The ornamental passivity of Beauty Queen 
stands in stark contrast to the reification of the masculine 
action figure, whether he is heroic or villainous. In rela- 
tion to hero figures, the dearth of female superhero cos- 
tumes in the sample would seem to reflect the compara- 
tive absence of such characters in comics books. Although 
male superheroes have sprung up almost “faster than a 
speeding bullet” since the 1933 introduction of Super- 
man, the comic book life span of women superheroes has 
typically been abbreviated, “rarely lasting for more than 
three appearances” (Robbins, 1996, p. 2). Moreover, the 
applicability of the term “superhero” to describe these fe- 
male characters seems at least somewhat dubious. Often 
their role has been that of the male hero’s girlfriend or 
sidekick “whose purpose was to be rescued by the hero” 
(Robbins, 1996, p. 3). 

In 1941 the creation of Wonder Woman (initially 
known as Amazon Princess Diana) represented a purpose- 
ful attempt by her creator, psychologist William Marston, 
to provide female readers with a same-sex superhero: 

It seemed to me from a psychological angle, that 
the comics’ worst offense was their blood-curdling 
masculinity. . . . It’s smart to be strong. It’s big to be 
generous, but it’s sissified, according to exclusively 
male rules, to be tender, loving, affectionate, and 
alluring. “Aw, that’s girl stuff!” snorts our young 
comics reader, ‘Who wants to be a girl?” And that’s 
the point: not even girls want to be girls so long 
as our feminine archetype lacks force, strength. (in 
Robbins, 1996, p. 7) 

Nevertheless, over half a decade later, women comic book 
superheroes remain rare and, when they do appear, are 
likely to be voluptuous and scantily clad. If, as Robbins 
(1996, p. 166) argued, the overwhelmingly male comic 
book audience “expect, in fact demand that any new su- 
perheroines exist only as pinup material for their enter- 
tainment,” it would seem that comic books and their tele- 
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vised versions are unlikely to galvanize the provision of 
flat-chested female superhero Halloween costumes for 
prepubescent females in the immedate future. 

The relative paucity of feminine villains would also 
seem to reinforce an active/passive dichotomization on 
the basis of gender. Although costumes depict male d- 
lians as engaged in the commission of a wide assortment 
of antisocial acts, those for female villains appear more 
nebulous and are concentrated within the realm of erotic 
transgressions. Moreover, the depiction of a female villain 
as a sexual temptress or erotic queen suggests a type of 
“active passivity” (Salamon, 1983), whereby the act of 
commission is restricted to wielding her physical attrac- 
tiveness over (presumably) weak-willed men. The verita- 
ble absence of feminine agents or symbols of death may 
reflect not only the stereotype of women (and girls) as 
life-giving and nurturing, but also the attendant assump- 
tion that femininity and lethal aggressiveness are mutually 
exclusive. 

Building on the Sapir-Whorf hypothesis that the lan- 
guage we speak predisposes us to make particular inter- 
pretations of reality (Sapir, 1949; Whorf, 1956) and the 
assertion that language provides the basis for developing 
the gender schema identified by Bem (1983), the impact 
of language and other symbolic representations must be 
considered consequqtial. The symbolic representations 
of gender contained within Halloween costumes may, 
along with specific costume titles, refurbish stereotypical 
notions of what womedgirls and men/boys are capable of 
doing even within the realm of their imaginations. 

Nelson and Robinson (1995) noted that deprecatory 
terms in the English language often ally women with ani- 
mals. Whether praised as a “chick,” “fox,” or “Mother 
Bear” or condemned as a “bitch,” “sow,” or an “old nag,” 
the imagery is animal reductionist. They also noted that 
language likens women to food items (e.g., sugar, tomato, 
cupcake), with the attendant suggestion that they look 
“good enough to eat” and are “toothsome morsels.” Com- 
plementing this, the present study suggests that feminine 
Halloween costumes also employ images that reduce fe- 
males to commodities intended for amusement, consump- 
tion, and sustenance. A cheny pie, after all, has only a 
short shelf life before turning stale and unappealing. Al- 
though a computer may become obsolete, the image it 
conveys is that of rationality, of a repository of wisdom, 
and of scientifically minded wizardry. 

In general, the relative absence of gender-neutral cos- 
tumes is intripng. Although it must remain speculative, 
it may be that the manufacturers of ready-to-wear and 
sewing pattern costumes subscribe to traditional ideas 
about gender andlor believe that costumes that depart 
from these ideas are unlikely to find widespread accep- 
tance. Employing a supply-demand logic, it may be that 
marketing analysis of costume sales confirms their suspi- 
cions. Nevertheless,. although commercial practices may 
reflect consumer preferences for gender-specific products 

rather than biases on the part of merchandisers them- 
selves, packaging that clearly depicts boys or girls-but 
not both-effectively promotes gendered definitions of 
products beyond anythmg that might be culturally inher- 
ent in them. This study suggests that gender-aschematic 
Halloween costumes for children compose only a minority 
of both ready-to-wear costumes and sewing patterns. It is 
notable that, when male children were presented model- 
ing female garments, the depicted character was effec- 
tively desexed by age (e.g., a wizened, hag-like “grand- 
mother”) or by calling (e.g., a nun). 

The data for this study speak only to the gender prac- 
tices of merchandisers marketing costumes and sewing 
patterns to parents who themselves may be responding to 
their children’s wishes. Beyond this, the findings do not 
identify precisely whose tastes are represented when 
these costumes are purchased. It is always possible that, 
despite the gendered nature of Halloween costumes pre- 
sented in the illustrations and advertising copy used to 
market them, parents and children themselves may en- 
gage in creative redefinitions of the boundary markers 
surrounding gender. A child or parent may express and 
act on a preference for dressing a male in a pink, ready- 
to-wear butterfly costume or a female as Fred Flinstone 
and, in so doing, actively defy the symbolic boundaries 
that gender the Halloween costume. Alternatively, as a 
strategy of symbolic negotiation, those parents who sew 
may creatively experiment with recognizable gender 
markers, deciding, for example, to construct a pink dragon 
costume for their daughter or a brown butterfly costume 
for their son. Such amalgams of gender-discordant images 
may, on the surface, allow both male and female children 
to experience a broader range of fantastical roles and im- 
ages. However, like Persian carpets, deliberately flawed 
to forestall &vine wrath, such unorthodox Halloween cos- 
tumes, in their structure and design, may nevertheless in- 
corporate fibers of traditional gendered images. 
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