The trouble with CBeebies

Upsy-Daisy curtseys and giggles like a Japanese geisha, Firewoman Penny has saved the day only once, Bella and Fizz primp and preen as if they were about to enter a beauty pageant. Viv Groskop on the ghastly sexism of the BBC's flagship channel for young children

    * Viv Groskop

    * The Guardian,

    * Friday November 2 2007

It all started with Lola, the googly-eyed heroine of the CBeebies series Charlie and Lola. First created by the children's writer Lauren Child, Lola is a very sweet little girl. Intelligent, funny and rather rebellious, she winds up her brother, has an incredible vocabulary and truly possesses a mind of her own. She is therefore the closest the CBeebies channel comes to having any kind of feminist icon. All good stuff, except for one fatal flaw - she just had to be given a love of pink milk.

I watch many hours of CBeebies, the BBC channel for viewers aged two to five, and the pink milk is where I started to go a bit mad. Up until that point, some peculiar version of televisual Stockholm Syndrome (when you fall in love with your evil captor) had made me a reluctant fan of the channel. CBeebies has always seemed to meet the exacting requirements of my four-year-old son, a devotee of Lunar Jim, Fireman Sam and, latterly, Mister Maker (think The Chuckle Brothers meets Tony Hart). Since having a daughter though, I have started to watch it through the eyes of a little girl and suddenly I don't like what I see.

My sixteen-month-old daughter is officially too young to watch but she is often in the room at the same time as my son. She loves In the Night Garden (similar to Teletubbies but even weirder, featuring Iggle Piggle and the Ninky Nonk) and attempts to climb into the television whenever it comes on. Generally, her attention is not focused on the screen though - but very soon it will be. And the thing is, I'm not sure there is anything I really want her to watch. I already don't like her interest in Upsy-Daisy from In the Night Garden, whose main interaction with the world consists of repeatedly performing an elaborate curtsey and giggling uncontrollably with her hand over her mouth like a Japanese geisha.

From a feminist point of view there is next to nothing to recommend on CBeebies. It is is packed full of macho heroes: Fireman Sam, Underground Ernie, Lazy Town's Sportacus, Bob the Builder, Tommy Zoom, Finley the Fire Engine, Lunar Jim. A few of these have female sidekicks - but none ever goes much further than being the token woman. Their femininity is often weirdly denoted, usually by obligatory pigtails or bunches, even on grown women (see Sarah-Jane of Higgledy House). Bob the Builder's comrade Wendy is forced to wear Pat Butcher earrings to show that she is not a man.

As a rule, female characters conform to a 1950s stereotype of women: submissive and decorative. Lunar Jim's lady astronaut friend, Ripple, is weedy. Millie, the woman tube driver in Underground Ernie, has an inconsequential bit part. Over the course of many episodes I have witnessed Firewoman Penny in Fireman Sam save the day only once.

Worst of all, when female characters crop up on CBeebies they always have an affinity for pink. Why does Stephanie in Lazy Town (a positive female character with intelligence and energy) have to have pink hair? Why do Bella and Fizz, the two girls in the Tweenies, have to primp and preen themselves constantly as if they were about to enter a beauty pageant? Why does Fizz have to have ballet lessons? There are no tomboys at all, anywhere. The only female role model similar to Lola - feisty, independent and funny - is a cartoon character called Pinky Dinky Doo. (Pinky is seriously great but as her name suggests she is also flawed. Yes, it's that colour again.) And don't even get me started on the simpering voice and people-pleasing habits of the insufferable Emily Elizabeth in Clifford the Big Red Dog.

To make matters worse, CBeebies has recently had a makeover. Previously, the female presenters outnumbered the men - now there are three male presenters to one woman. Michael Carrington, creative director of CBeebies, explains that earlier this year the channel realised they were losing a lot of their four- and five-year-old male viewers to more action-focused channels such as Nickelodeon and Boomerang. "We made a conscious effort to redress the balance," he says, "And now we've captured those boys back." Recent research shows that CBeebies has one of the most gender-balanced children's television audiences in the world, he says: 50.8% of viewers are girls.

Carrington has more than 20 years of experience in children's television and says that the gender issue never fails to shock him. He says that children under the age of five demonstrate clear gender differences in their television viewing and CBeebies is obliged to cater to this, especially in such a competitive market. "I have tried all sorts of different formats to include boys and girls," he says, "Girls tend to go for what we call 'real programming' - fantasy characters in real world settings [such the Teletubbies, or Fimbles]. Boys want animation. Girls will watch that as well but they're not concerned if there is a girl or a boy in the lead. Boys are." His view is fascinating - and not very flattering for little boys: "Live action stories are slightly more sophisticated and take you on a journey, which girls really connect to. Animation is very simple, very visual, has lots of colour. It almost washes over you. Boys don't have to concentrate that hard to watch it and that's why they're attracted to it."

I would not worry so much about this if I didn't think it has some effect. My son has started to notice that women and men are different and no doubt his television viewing has only enhanced this belief. Recently he remarked that daddies are more important than mummies because they go out to work. Though horrifying, I can see why he has drawn this conclusion: I work, but mostly from home. What I do, my son has intuited, is not the same as going out to work.

In a way he's right. I work the way I do largely because of him. As do many other women he knows, his friends' mothers; many of them work flexibly or have reduced their hours to work around their children. He doesn't see fathers doing this. All this backs up what he's absorbing from CBeebies: that, by and large, men and women have prescribed gender roles. This distribution of childcare is the reality for most children and Carrington acknowledges that this has played a part in shaping CBeebies - the channel takes account of the fact that most children are watching at home with a woman. "That's a generalisation but that is how it is," he says. Consequently, he wanted to show more father figures on CBeebies - hence the male presenters (who are supposed to be less like clown figures and more like the sort of men children would come across in everyday life).

As for my pink phobia, I need to get over it, says Carrington. It is just another fact of life. "I don't know what it is that makes these distinctions," he says. "But I know that when I buy trucks for my nieces and dolls for my nephews, they just throw them to one side. The girls play with the dolls and the boys play with train sets. When we try programmes which are different, it just alienates viewers." One of his greatest regrets is not casting a pink character in Little Robots: the girls went crazy for it in the focus groups, but he decided to rebel. "I have always kicked myself and thought we should have put it in," he says sadly.

In some ways I should not be surprised at all this. I am constantly meeting parents who tell me how astonishing it is that their children have clear gender preferences that they have done nothing to encourage - when in fact it is obvious that their daughter has been festooned with frilly dresses and sparkly hair clips and their son urged in the direction of locomotive toys at every available opportunity.

I will, however, attempt to keep the faith and nudge my daughter towards CBeebies' more subversive elements. I take some comfort from the presence of Nat in Boogie Beebies and Josie Jump in Balamory. They may be hyperactive Jane Fonda types, but at least they are not passive. In fact, they almost fall into the tomboy category I would love to see represented on children's TV. And there's always Nina and the Neurons presented by Nina, a sensible-but-fun scientist. I can't tell you how good it is to see a woman in a lab coat on CBeebies. But please can we get rid of her bunches?

