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ABSTRACT 
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Master’s Thesis 
Tampere University 
Master’s Programme in Languages 
April 2024 
 

This thesis studies gender performativity and female agency as represented in Greta Gerwig’s film Barbie 
(2023). The thesis focuses on the Barbie characters in the film and how they contribute to constructing ideal 
femininity under an illusion created by Mattel in the film’s fictional world, Barbie Land. Furthermore, I study the 
subversive means that the film utilizes to challenge and parody constructions of gender, sexuality and agency 
in the patriarchal and normative system. In my analysis, the film can be seen to juxtapose Barbies with the 
oppressed position of women under patriarchy and to illustrate the possibilities that women have for gaining 
active agency and challenging and exposing the prevailing constructions of gender and ideal femininity. 

The Barbie doll has traditionally been regarded as representing restricted and ideal femininity and female 
bodies. However, Barbie has also been studied as an ambiguous and transformable character because of 
Barbie’s dollness and plasticity. These contradictory meanings of the Barbie doll are examined in my analysis, 
which also juxtaposes them to Judith Butler’s theory of gender performativity. Butler’s theory understands 
gender as a discursive construct that is constituted through repeated acts on the body. The possibilities of 
gender performances are, however, determined and regulated by prevailing norms and ideals. Butler states 
that these constructions can be challenged and displaced through, for instance, gender parody. 

The aim of the analysis is to show how Barbies represent an ideal but restricted performance of femininity in 
Barbie Land and thus participate in creating impossible ideals for girls who play with Barbies. Barbies 
themselves are also portrayed in Barbie Land as passive subjects, controlled by Mattel through an illusion of 
agency. The film initially portrays Barbie Land as perfect, but my analysis shows Barbies’ lives there to be 
restricted, controlled and unstable. This thesis studies how normative and essentialist constructions of gender 
and sexuality are challenged and denaturalized in the film through the main character’s, Stereotypical Barbie’s, 
development and dollness, as well as through parodic and satirical elements, forming what can be regarded a 
feminist counternarrative.  
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Tutkielmani tarkastelee sukupuolen performatiivisuutta, naisten toimijuutta ja niiden rakentumista Barbie-
nukkejen avulla Greta Gerwigin elokuvassa Barbie (2023). Tutkielmassa keskitytään elokuvan Barbie-
hahmoihin, ja kuinka he osallistuvat ihanteellisen feminiinisyyden ja naiskuvan tuottamiseen Mattelin luoman 
illuusion alaisina elokuvan fiktiivisessä maailmassa, Barbiemaassa. Sen lisäksi analysoin elokuvassa 
käytettyjä keinoja, jotka haastavat ja parodioivat patriarkaalisen ja normatiivisen kulttuurin käsityksiä 
sukupuolesta, seksuaalisuudesta ja naisten toimijuudesta. Tutkielmani pyrkii osoittamaan, että elokuva 
rinnastaa Barbie-hahmot ja patriarkaattisen järjestelmän alistamat naiset: elokuva pohtii, millaisia 
mahdollisuuksia heillä on aktiiviseen toimijuuteen ja vallassaolevien käsitysten ja ihanteiden kumoamiseen. 

Barbie-nuken on katsottu edustavan suppeaa ja ihanteellista naiskuvaa ja naiskehoa. Toisaalta Barbie on 
nähty monitulkintaisena ja muuntautuvana hahmona sen nukkeuden ja muovisuuden vuoksi. Käytän näitä 
ristiriitaisia merkityksiä tutkielmani analyysissä, ja rinnastan ne Judith Butlerin teoriaan sukupuolen 
performatiivisuudesta. Butlerin teoriassa sukupuoli ymmärretään diskursiivisena konstruktiona, jota yksilö luo 
kehollisesti tuotettujen ja toistettujen tekojen kautta. Sukupuolen performoimisen mahdollisuudet ovat 
samanaikaisesti vallassaolevien normien ja ihanteiden määrittelemiä ja sääntelemiä, mutta niiden 
haastamiseen ja syrjäyttämiseen voidaan kuitenkin Butlerin mukaan käyttää mm. parodiaa. 

Tutkielman tavoitteena on osoittaa, miten elokuvan Barbie-hahmot osallistuvat mahdottomien naisihanteiden 
luomiseen oman Barbie-performatiivisuutensa avulla, ja miten he tällä tavoin rajoittavat samanaikaisesti 
Barbie-nukeilla leikkivien tyttöjen toimijuutta. Barbiet ovat myös itse Barbiemaassa passiivisia ja alistettuja 
hahmoja, joita Mattel hallinnoi toimijuuden illuusion avulla. Barbiemaa kuvataan elokuvassa täydellisenä, 
mutta tutkielmani osoittaa Barbien elämän siellä olevan kontrolloitua, rajoitettua ja epävakaata. Elokuvan 
päähahmon, Stereotyyppisen Barbien, hahmokehityksen ja nukkeuden sekä elokuvassa kuvattujen parodisten 
ja satiiristen keinojen kautta väitän elokuvan yhtäältä tuovan esiin normatiivisia ja essentialistisia käsityksiä 
sukupuolesta ja seksuaalisuudesta, mutta toisaalta haastavan niitä feministisen vastakertomuksen avulla. 

 
Avainsanat: sukupuolen performatiivisuus, naisten toimijuus, naisihanne, Judith Butler, Greta Gerwig, Barbie, 
feministinen elokuvateoria 
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1 INTRODUCTION 

Barbie dolls have been an inseparable part of many childhoods and the toy whose femininity and 

womanhood many girls have wanted to resemble as they grow up. Barbie Land has been a place of 

dreams, happiness and endless possibilities that could be achieved by following in the high-heeled 

footsteps of this iconic doll. However, Barbie never mentioned that Barbie Land was a pink facade 

of impossible ideals and that the dreams of becoming a Barbie were only reserved for play. In Greta 

Gerwig’s film Barbie (2023), the children who used to play with Barbie in the real world are now 

invited to experience Barbie Land, though the visit to this fictional land makes them question if 

Barbie’s pink life is truly as perfect as it seems. 

In this thesis, I analyze the Barbie characters in Barbie in the context of gender performativity 

and the representation of ideal femininity through dolls. Furthermore, I study the agency of Barbies 

and their agency’s subversive possibilities, effect and juxtaposition with real-life girls. The theoretical 

approach adopted in the thesis consists of Judith Butler’s theory of gender performativity, and the 

understandings of agency and subversion in this theory. Furthermore, studies on the Barbie doll and 

its representation of femininity are utilized in the analysis in connection with Butler’s theory. As 

Barbies are interpreted to depict gender performativity in this thesis, they are seen to function as tools 

for constructing and maintaining an ideal, perfected image of femininity, and for restricting and 

diminishing the female agency of real-life girls participating in doll play. Furthermore, Barbies are 

subjected by an illusion of agency that functions to keep Barbies content and continuing the endless 

cycle of “best day everyday”, while they also participate in building a facade for the 

instrumentalization and control of women and girls playing with Barbies. The illusion is orchestrated 

and controlled by the patriarchal power of Mattel. Finally, I examine how the restrictions of 

performativity, agency and femininity are subverted and challenged in the film, and how the 

exaggerated and parodic depiction of idealized femininity, gender and sexuality through Barbies 
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exposes these constructions as imitations without origin. The film will be analyzed using the 

following research questions: 

1. How do Barbies in Barbie Land represent gender performativity, and construct and maintain 

an image of ideal femininity? 

2.  How is the agency of Barbies restricted and controlled by Mattel in the film, and how does 

Barbies’ agency affect the girls who play with those Barbies? 

3. How can the representation and narrative of Barbies in the film be seen as subversive and 

parodic, and how do these readings make visible and challenge constructions of gender and 

sexuality? 

Since the first teaser trailer of the film, Barbie stated its presence loudly, and as always, 

dripping in pink. The teaser trailer shows the beginning scene of the film that parodies Stanley 

Kubrick’s film 2001: A Space Odyssey and showcases Barbie as a rebellious figure for little girls who 

then smash their baby dolls and follow Barbie into Barbie Land (Barbie | Teaser Trailer). The doll’s 

iconic colors and the feminine and fantastic world of Barbie were thereafter not only utilized but 

celebrated in the marketing and trailers of the film; the marketing ensured that the Barbie of Barbie 

is exactly the character you know and the doll you used to play with. Fans and potential audience of 

the movie were invited back into Barbie play by the film’s marketing strategy, through a Barbie Selfie 

Generator that let the individual declare what type of Barbie they were, and also through big, pink 

Barbie boxes in cinemas that fans could take photos in (Laman). Such marketing strategies mimicked 

Barbie play and let the audience connect with the characters ahead of the film’s release (Laman). 

With an estimated marketing budget of $150 million that even slightly surpassed the film’s production 

budget, it was made sure everyone knew of Barbie’s arrival (Rubin). Interest in the film did not stop 

after its release in July 2023; quite the contrary. Within weeks after its release, Barbie became the 

highest grossing film of 2023 and earned a billion dollars in the box-office in 17 days, making the 

film’s director, Greta Gerwig, the first ever solo female director to reach this record (Mendez). Barbie 
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is the fourth film of the American actress, writer and director Gerwig, with an original screenplay 

from Gerwig and Noah Baumbach based on the globally known doll franchise from Mattel. 

The film Barbie was chosen for this thesis for its recent publication and substantive publicity, 

both at the box-office and as a conversation topic and phenomenon in public discourses and reviews. 

The film is targeted primarily towards an adult, female audience that used to admire and play with 

Barbies as children, such as myself. The film capitalizes on the feelings of nostalgia and familiarity 

with references to older Barbie designs and the world that is as plastic and imaginative as one always 

dreamed of while playing with Barbie. Through Margot Robbie’s performance as Stereotypical 

Barbie, the audience is able to reunite with the long-lost friend and role model of many girls’ and 

children’s childhoods. Familiarity with both the Barbie doll and the brand has understandably played 

a role in the success of the film, as it did in selecting this film for my thesis’ primary material. 

Similarly, the trailer of the movie comments and relies on the same phenomenon by stating that “if 

you love Barbie, this movie is for you. If you hate Barbie, this movie is for you” (Barbie | Main 

Trailer). Knowing about the doll’s representation of womanhood and female bodies that has 

historically been criticized since its creation in 1959, I became interested in how the doll that everyone 

knows and likely has an opinion on is utilized in the film to narrate and comment on gender roles, 

gender issues and the representation of women through signifiers such as the Barbie doll. 

Furthermore, Gerwig’s re-interpretation of the Barbie doll through a modernized, feminist 

lens reflects on the discourses and political climate of present issues related to gender, feminism and 

the position of women in society, the discussion in which this thesis also participates. Reviews and 

critics of the film were mostly positive, applauding its self-aware and even subversive comedy and 

commentary that celebrates the nostalgia related to the doll. David Fear calls the film perhaps “the 

most subversive blockbuster of the 21st century” and writes how the movie “wants to have its 

Dreamhouse and burn it down to the ground, too”. Likewise, Richard Broady describes how 

“Gerwig’s movie puts in bright critical light the trouble with Barbie’s pure, blank perfection”. In 
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addition, the film has provoked conversation of, on one end, being too “anti-men” in conservative 

interpretations and pushbacks of the movie (Sharf), and, on the other, whether the film merely 

comments on white feminism and lacks intersectional views. For instance, Nadine Asbali regards it 

a “waste to have such a diverse cast without actually promoting a feminism that is truly inclusive to 

all the groups represented in the film”. The discussion around the film highlights what has been a 

prevalent critique and interest throughout the doll’s existence: Barbie’s ambivalent and ambiguous 

position as a feminist character. 

Indeed, Barbie has a complicated history in terms of feminist issues. M.G. Lord calls Barbie 

“a toy designed by women for women to teach women what – for better or worse – is expected of 

them by society” (8). Barbie’s legacy began in 1959, as a toy that was one of the first of her kind to 

teach girls about independence, instead of nurture and caretaking such as baby dolls (Lord 9). Barbie’s 

independent life largely deviated from the domestic roles of mothers and women in the nuclear 

families in the 1950s and 1960s (Lord 10). Nevertheless, the doll’s physical appearance and 

fortification of traditional gender norms have placed Barbie under critique time and time again, 

including her status as a feminist character (Treisman). Though there has not been nor can be a full 

consensus on this question, it is clear that, as a character, Barbie changes with the times to conform 

with current ideas of femininity, inclusivity and feminism (Treisman). For instance, Mattel began 

slowly releasing more ethnically diverse Barbies in the 1980s, and has in recent decades produced 

new Barbie designs with different body types and disabilities, such as Tall and Curve Barbie, and 

Barbie in a wheelchair (Treisman). Mattel’s marketing and branding of Barbie has also focused on 

female empowerment messages with their motto of “You can be anything” (Treisman). Mattel 

certainly attempts to make the Barbie brand appeal to a diverse range of consumers and to represent 

an inclusive cast of Barbies as Barbie can become anything that is desired and demanded of her. 

However, even in attempting to be more inclusive, the brand always faces the problem of whether the 
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doll is merely a product of the surrounding, normative culture, or whether Barbie could have a leading 

role in questioning this heteronormative, binary and white-centric culture.  

The film Barbie takes up the challenge and steps into Barbie’s problematic, high-heeled shoes. 

The film begins with a brief history of the doll. Referencing Kubrick film’s 2001: A Space Odyssey, 

Barbie emerges to the world in a bathing suit as a narrator explains the importance and historic 

achievements of the Barbie doll:  

“Barbie changed everything. Then, she changed it all again. All of these women are Barbie, 

and Barbie is all of these women. She might have started out as just a lady in a bathing suit, 

but she became so much more. . . Because Barbie can be anything, women can be anything. 

And this has been reflected back onto the little girls of today in the Real World. Girls can 

grow into women, who can achieve everything and anything they set their mind to.” (Barbie 

02:52-00:03:32) 

Barbie Land is introduced as a pink, plastic paradise, and Barbies go on to have a “best day every 

day” as the audience follows the main character, Stereotypical Barbie (Margot Robbie). Barbie wakes 

up with a smile and spends her day going around Barbie Land, witnessing the accomplishments of 

other Barbies, while always greeting them with an enthusiastic “Hi, Barbie!”. 

All is well and perfect in Barbie Land, until Stereotypical Barbie notices some unwanted 

changes in herself. Blurting out that she has thought about dying and next day finding her feet flat on 

the floor, Barbie needs to diverge from her daily routine and visit the outcast of Barbie Land, Weird 

Barbie (Kate McKinnon). Weird Barbie tells Stereotypical Barbie that she has to travel to the Real 

World to fix herself by finding the girl who is playing with her. In the Real World, which represents 

the viewer’s world where Barbies only exist as dolls, Barbie finds out she is not as wanted and loved 

as she expected, and that life of women in the Real World differs greatly from what she had believed 

it to be. Running away from Mattel, Barbie finds Sasha and Gloria, a teenager who hates Barbie and 

her mother who had reflected her own thoughts and worries onto the Barbie doll and thus disrupted 
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Barbie’s perfect day. While Barbie is bringing the two women back to Barbie Land with her, Ken 

(Ryan Gosling) has also learned about the Real World, patriarchy and horses and has brainwashed all 

the other Barbies and taken over Barbie Land, soon to become Kendom. Together with Gloria 

(America Ferrera), Sasha (Ariana Greenblatt), Weird Barbie and other rejected Barbie models, 

Stereotypical Barbie conducts a plan to save her world. When Barbie Land is recaptured and all the 

other Barbies begin a new, more accepting era in Barbie Land, Stereotypical Barbie is left wondering 

where she now belongs. Eventually and after having a talk with her creator, Ruth Handler (Rhea 

Perlman), Barbie decides to leave Barbie Land behind her and continues her life in the Real World 

as a ‘real’ woman. 

Through its plasticity, possibility to be reimagined and existence as a toy, the Barbie doll can 

be seen to signify endless play and performances of womanhood. Thus, the narrative and story of the 

film Barbie is examined and analyzed in this thesis through the context of gender performativity. The 

film’s narrative focuses on several aspects of gender and gender issues, specifically regarding women 

and femininity. The film raises questions about gender norms, expectations and roles, and how they 

are created, reinforced and maintained by the patriarchal society. These questions are also central in 

my analysis. As Butler’s theory of gender performativity focuses on gender as socially and 

collectively constructed performance, this theory was chosen as a framework for analyzing Barbie in 

this thesis. With this theoretical approach, this thesis aims to participate in larger conversations about 

representation of women in literary narratives and the subversive means to reassess, challenge and 

displace the normative, traditional and essentialist depictions of gender, sexuality and femininity. 

Butler’s understanding of agency and subjectivity is also utilized in the analysis to comment on the 

possibilities of women to challenge the patriarchal and normative system while remaining subjected 

by it. 

Furthermore, my thesis contributes to the field of film studies and feminist film studies as it 

explores how Gerwig’s Barbie challenges the predominantly male-centered perspectives in cinema 
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and in the film industry. Hollinger states that the aims of feminist film theory are, on one hand, “the 

critique of mainstream cinema”, and on the other, “the advocacy of an alternate or counter-cinema” 

(7). Barbie, both inside and outside the film’s narrative, questions who creates representations and 

narratives of women and for whom. Barbie can be regarded as a feminist counternarrative, though its 

status as such is not unambiguous, as shown in my analysis. 

This thesis proceeds by introducing the theoretical material used for the analysis in chapter 2. 

First, I focus on Butler’s theory of gender performativity and its subversive possibilities in subchapter 

2.1, and then discuss agency through the same framework in 2.2. In subchapter 2.3, the Barbie brand 

and the doll’s representation of femininity is examined. Continuing to the analysis of the film, 

subchapters 3.1 and 3.2 focus on applying gender performativity to the Barbie characters of the film 

and analyzing the ideal, stylized femininity portrayed by those characters. In subchapter 4.1 and 4.2, 

I study the agency of Barbies more closely, and relate it to Mattel’s control over the dolls and further, 

to the girls who play with Barbies. Finally, the analysis concludes in subchapter 5.1 and 5.2; first, by 

analyzing Stereotypical Barbie’s subversion from the previously established performativity and 

agency, and then, by examining the parodic elements of the film that further challenge the audience’s 

understandings of gender, gender roles and sexuality.  
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2 THEORETICAL BACKGROUND  

The theoretical approach adopted in this thesis is introduced in the next three subchapters. The first 

two center on Butler’s theory and understanding of gender performativity. In subchapter 2.1, the 

theoretical approach is introduced in more general terms, observing gender, performativity, and 

gender performativity’s different subversive possibilities in Butler’s work. Subchapter 2.2 takes a 

more specific approach to Butler’s understanding of agency and power and how these concepts are 

related to gender performativity. The last chapter, 2.3, focuses on the representations, meanings and 

developments of the Barbie doll and its brand identity as a feminine icon. These materials and 

concepts are used for analyzing Barbie and to answer the research questions proposed in the 

introduction.  

2.1 Gender Performativity and Subversion 

Judith Butler first introduced their theory of gender performativity in the book Gender Trouble: 

Feminism and the Subversion of Identity in 1990. The theory is based on and expands the social 

constructivist view on gender. By critiquing the feminist movement of the time Gender Trouble 

suggests a rethinking of the concepts of sex, gender and identity and the decentering of the juridical 

and political system that creates and sustains these concepts. Butler’s theories have been critically 

studied by other scholars and re-examined and specified by Butler several times, such as in their essay 

“Performative Acts and Gender Constitution” (1988) and the book Bodies that Matter: On the 

Discursive Limits of ‘Sex’ (1993). In these works, Butler establishes the idea of gender performativity, 

maintained through individual and collective social norms that conceal the very performative 

character of gender. Gender Trouble – its contribution to debates on sex, gender and sexuality – has 

remained an influential book in gender studies, feminist and queer theory; as Sara Salih notes, the 

book is a “significant intervention” in these fields (Judith Butler Reader 90). This chapter delves into 

Butler’s theory of gender performativity in its many forms and social and political dimensions. 
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As noted above, Butler’s theory of gender performativity founds on the socially constructed 

view on gender, and on gender as separate from sex. While Butler critically examines Simone de 

Beauvoir’s known claim, “one is not born a woman, but becomes one” (qtd. in Gender Trouble 43), 

Butler’s conception of gender is precisely that: a discursively sustained and regulated process (Gender 

Trouble 43). The ‘becoming’ has no origin or end as it is an ongoing, repeated set of acts, and thus 

performative. The performance of gender aims to produce an “appearance of substance, of a natural 

sort of being” (Gender Trouble 43-44), but in Butler’s view, such interior core of gender never existed 

to begin with. The appearance of an interior gender core, that Butler refers to as an illusion, is created 

and sustained by the political regulatory and disciplinary system, as well as the discursive, social 

practices and norms that the same system produces and maintains to hide gender’s performative 

character (Gender Trouble 173-74, 180). The theory of gender performativity will be applied to the 

analysis of the Barbie characters’ gender expression and gendered performance in this thesis, 

particularly in subchapters 3.1 and 3.2. 

In the following, I explore the notions and arguments about gender performativity more 

thoroughly, beginning with the distinction between sex and gender. The idea of gender being the 

causal result of sex has been revoked in feminist observations of the subject (Gender Trouble 9-10), 

though there are differing perspectives on the relationships between sex and gender. De Beauvoir 

understands gender as not being caused or dictated by sex but claims sex to be an inherent attribute 

and gender to be an acquired, “cultural construction of sex” (qtd. in Gender Trouble 142). In 

comparison, another feminist scholar, Monique Wittig, argues that there is no distinction, as sex is 

itself a “gendered category”, that is, “discursively produced and circulated” for the purpose of 

reproductive and compulsory heterosexuality (qtd. in Gender Trouble 143-44). Referring to the 

earlier works of de Beauvoir and Wittig, Butler suggests sex to be a cultural construct similar to 

gender, or rather, indistinguishable from gender (Gender Trouble 10-11). Butler further defines 

gender as the “discursive/cultural means” that “produce and establish” sex as “prediscursive” and as 
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a seemingly natural fact of our “sexed bodies”, whereas “perhaps [sex] was always already gender” 

(Gender Trouble 11). As a result, Butler also challenges the position of sex as a defining factor of 

‘becoming a woman’ and as a natural fact of the body. In the analysis, Butler’s understanding of sex 

is applied to Barbies, who, notably, have no sex or reproductive organs.  

The ‘body’ is often referred to in Butler’s theory as the stage of the performance: where the 

acting and action takes place. Gender is acted “on the surface of bodies” through acts, gestures and 

enactments that create and enforce the appearance of an internal core, which is a fabrication for the 

purpose of concealing the absence of such a core (Gender Trouble 173). Then again, the ‘body’ is 

also a discursively produced construct in Butler’s theory (Salih Judith Butler 62), and not a “passive 

medium” for external inscriptions (Gender Trouble 164). What gender performativity then means is 

that the repeated acts produce the effect of a coherent gender identity: “without those acts, there would 

be no gender”, Butler states (“Performative Acts” 522). This discrepancy in turn creates “the illusion 

of an interior and organizing gender core” that is utilized for regulating sexuality and gender (Gender 

Trouble 173), which I discuss later in this chapter. 

Butler uses the analogy of a gender being a ‘play’ that is acted and performed on stage to 

illustrate their theory. However, this does not imply that the act is fake or haphazard; instead, in 

Butler’s theory, the acts and gestures are stylized and repeated. The differing ‘styles’ of gender 

performance are historically determined, and thus have “historical conditions and limits” emerging 

from sets of “socially established” meanings (Gender Trouble 177-78). Butler notes that “[the] act 

has been going on before one arrived on the scene” (“Performative Acts” 526), which emphasizes the 

historical aspect. In addition, the performance is not only required to be repeated, mundanely and 

ritually, in order to legitimate the act, but it is also “renewed, revised and consolidated through time” 

(Gender Trouble 178-79; “Performative Acts” 523). The performance is constantly stabilized by 

individual actors to make it appear a coherent identity, while also weighed against the norms, 

regulations and expectations in the cultural and political spheres.  
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Repetition also reveals the inner instability of that performed category, such as 

heterosexuality, since its repetition is a necessity without which the category would lose its meaning. 

However, as the repetition “produces the semblance of a continuity and coherence” (“Imitation” 125), 

the performance is also repeatedly displaced since that coherence can never be achieved. Thus, the 

performance continuously fails to establish itself as stable, coherent and, ultimately, real. This cycle 

of reaching for that stability, but also sustaining itself by never being able to achieve it and always 

failing, is what “constitute or contest the coherence of that ‘I’” in the unconscious psyche which 

“conditions and disables” the performance of identity (“Imitation” 125, 134). Then, these moments 

of failure and uncertainty, what Butler calls the “risk and excess [that] threaten to disrupt the identity 

being constituted” (“Imitation” 134), seem as crucial for the performance as the gender-affirming 

moments of repetition. 

Butler later re-examined the repetitive aspect of performativity in Bodies that Matter, and 

refined performativity in terms of Jacques Derrida’s citationality and iterability. Butler uses 

citationality to explain how subjects “[are] named into being” through the power of previous, 

derivative citations: “the norm of gender takes hold to the extent that it is ‘cited’ as such a norm, but 

it also derives its power through citations that it compels” (Bodies 13). Butler also shifts from 

performatives as primarily theatrical to performatives as understood in the speech act theory: a 

“practice that enacts . . . what it names” where power is located only in the “reiterated acting” and in 

the citational legacy, not in the actor or subject (Bodies 13, 225). In terms of sex, subjectification 

occurs at the moment of birth as the doctor says either “It’s a girl” or “It’s a boy” after which the 

forcible citing of the norms of sex and gender, of either femininity or masculinity, begins (Bodies 

232). As much as the reiteration is needed for any subject to be seen as viable, it also “never fully 

approximates the norm” (Bodies 232). With this reformulation by Butler, gender performativity 

became to be understood as “a compelled reiteration of norms that constructs individuals as sexed 

and gendered” (Allen 73). 
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As suggested above, the performance of gender is both public and collective. While, as Butler 

describes, individuals “enact these significations by becoming stylized into gendered modes” (Gender 

Trouble 178), gender is never merely ‘individual’ or private. There exists a “tacit collective 

agreement”: gender needs to remain performative and performed, the same as the performance needs 

to remain in accordance with the social norms of that particular community (Gender Trouble 178; 

“Performative Acts” 525). The performance is a public act that individuals participate in and thus 

“actualize and reproduce” the reality of gender (“Performative Acts” 526). The quote “actors are 

always already on stage” (“Performative Acts” 526) illustrates both the public nature of the act and 

the constant and continuing temporality of it. The state of performing pre-exists its acting and the 

actors, as there is no “pre-existing performer” in Butler’s performativity (Salih Judith Butler 45). 

Using this analogy, the performance is acted according to a script, the cultural and historical directives 

of the play, as well as interpreted by the actor that enacts the script through their own body in their 

own way, but nevertheless following the script that is appointed to them (“Performative Acts” 526). 

Therefore, the ‘stage’ in this analogy can be interpreted as both the body as the “corporeal space” and 

the cultural space where the performance is acted on (Gender Trouble 179; “Performative Acts” 526). 

In the analysis, this analogy is used to observe the film’s Barbie characters as performers and actors 

of the script of ‘Barbieness’ and Barbie Land as the stage of that performance. 

Butler’s gender performativity is a play where there is always a script and an audience. After 

having established what the performance of gender means, what it requires, and what happens ‘on 

stage’, I now turn the focus to what happens behind the stage and to the ‘director’ that determines and 

evaluates the performance. As previously noted, Butler states that the gendered performance that 

everyone participates in serves to create and maintain an ‘illusion’ of an interior gendered self. If the 

purpose of gender performativity is to hide that the illusion exists, what is the reason for hiding it? 

To understand Butler’s theory, it is necessary to ask what realities this illusion conceals and, in a more 

figurative sense, what hides behind the stage performance and who or what pulls the strings of the 
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act. Butler understands that concealing the performative character of gender allows for the regulation 

and sustaining of the system, which is based on compulsory, reproductive and idealized 

heterosexuality and masculinist domination (Gender Trouble 180). Therefore, the ‘director’ of the 

play is the political and social agendas and constructions that center the normative, essentialist and 

idealized performance and marginalize all other ways of performing. The following paragraphs will 

thus elaborate on the regulation and control of gender and its performance. 

To summarize the discussion so far, gender and sex in normative society are structured to be 

deemed as natural, stable, and internal, so that the collective performance and its regulation can 

continue. The goal of the illusion is the “appearance of substance”, for actors to believe in and to be 

entranced by this fictional substance, and for the fiction to be disguised as a regulating, natural law 

(Gender Trouble 173; “Performative Acts” 520, 522). In other words, the performance is made to 

appear as if it was created solely by the actors themselves. As Butler suggests, the illusion also allows 

the “political and discursive origins” of this system, that is, the fact that gender is politically and 

discursively created and controlled, to remain unchallenged and “displaced from view” (Gender 

Trouble 173-74). 

The restricted performance has to conform with the normative heterosexual matrix, gender 

essentialism and gender binary, and the failure of the compulsory performance is punished with, for 

example, ostracism and violence (“Imitation” 130). Butler remarks that all styles of gender are in fact 

“punitively regulated cultural fictions alternately embodied . . . under duress” (Gender Trouble 178). 

The regulation becomes actualized as gender norms that are, however, “impossible to embody” but 

still “constitute the background for the . . . appearance of gender in its idealized dimensions” (Gender 

Trouble 179; Undoing Gender 52). It is important to note that this failure implies a public failure, 

whereas the failure to repeat, which I discussed earlier, happens in the unconscious, but can surface 

in the failure of the performance itself (“Imitation” 134). The public failure can either mean 

performing outside the frame appropriate for one’s gender or sex, or the refusal to comply with the 
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agreement to both perform and conceal the performance. An idealized femininity or masculinity could 

thus be defined as a performance that conforms appropriately to the binary frame it represents and 

that best conceals the performance. 

As stated before, the regulations, gender norms and the illusion that shape the discourse on 

and around gender aims to maintain compulsory heterosexuality as the center: as something 

“original”, true and authentic (“Imitation” 127). The same can be applied to gender binary and 

essentialist views of gender identity, though Butler illustrates this with an example of heterosexuality. 

For this to happen, everything outside the normative performance of gender and heterosexuality is 

rendered as a mere imitation or a copy of heterosexuality that can only fail in trying to imitate it 

(“Imitation” 127). However, Butler argues that naturalized heterosexuality is not outside the system 

of performativity, but that all gendering and sexuality, heterosexuality included, is ultimately 

“impersonation and approximation” that has no origin or center. If this is the case, as Butler continues 

to argue, then the naturalized heterosexuality is also produced by imitating a “phantasmatic ideal of 

a heterosexual identity” and is indeed performatively constituted (“Imitation” 127-28). Because 

heterosexual identity attempts to naturalize itself as the original without being such, the imitation 

remains bound to fail but must keep repeating itself in the fear of coming undone (“Imitation” 128-

29), as was observed about all gendered performing previously. The problem within the political 

system that reinforces normativity is not the performance itself or the need to deconstruct 

performativity, but what needs to be deconstructed and decentralized, instead, is the regulation and 

artificially established hierarchy between differing performances, such as heterosexuality and 

homosexuality. 

 However, there are several ways that the regulative and normative system can be exposed 

and challenged. According to Butler, what reveals the imitative character of gender and 

heterosexuality are different ways and art forms of gender parody; in fact, Butler observes at length 

the art and performance of drag. Butler proposes in Gender Trouble that “drag fully subverts the 
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distinction between inner and outer psychic space and effectively mocks both the expressive model 

of gender and the notion of a true gender identity” (174). By “denaturalizing the unity” of sex, gender 

identity and gender performance, drag reveals gender to be imitative and, more precisely, an imitation 

without an origin (Gender Trouble 175). Through drag, gender becomes recontextualized, even 

though Butler also notes that the parodic styles of drag might be seen to take part in misogynist culture 

(Gender Trouble 176), at least at the time of the publication of the book in 1990. At the heart of the 

disruptive and denaturalizing ways of performing is the “loss of the sense of ‘the normal’” (Gender 

Trouble 176). Butler explains this by writing that “laughter emerges in the realization that all along 

the original was derived” (Gender Trouble 176). Similarly, gay, lesbian and other queer identities can 

expose heterosexuality as equally performative and unstable as all other identities by bringing out the 

“incessant and panicked imitation of [heterosexuality’s] own naturalized idealization” (“Imitation” 

129). In addition, the failure of heterosexuality can also be a ground for “a subversive and 

proliferating parody of gender norms” (“Imitation” 129). Once again, the failure and disruption of the 

performance is what seems to be necessary for a change or rethinking to occur, as the analysis on 

Barbies in this thesis also claims.  

As has become clear, Butler claims that the maintaining and concealing of the illusion of a 

gender core is a system that privileges normative, idealized performances at the expense of 

marginalized or disruptive ones. By challenging and possibly exposing this illusion, the “reality” of 

gender is put into crisis, and what is deemed as ‘real’ is revealed as “changeable and revisable” 

(Gender Trouble xxiii), which would weaken the hierarchic system. In the 1999 preface of Gender 

Trouble, Butler clarifies some of the arguments of the book relating to subversion, drag and gender 

norms. Butler shuns from calling certain actions ‘subversive’ or ‘unsubversive’, and from naming 

any criteria for such categories (Gender Trouble xxi). Butler also does not call drag subversive, nor 

appoint it as an “expression of true and model gender” (Gender Trouble xxiii). The objective of 

Butler’s theory is not to find a ‘right’ way to perform or to subvert the norms, or to imply that there 
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is or should be a way accomplish that. The questions they want to raise with their theory is how the 

naturalized understanding of gender constructs and decides what is ‘real’, intelligible, and how 

everything falling outside of it is not. Butler refers to the “violence performed by gender norms” in 

Gender Trouble (xxiii) and calls for the same legitimation that is offered to bodies in accordance with 

these norms to extend to bodies outside of it (Gender Trouble xxiii). 

Butler’s theory in many ways amounts to the ‘doing’ rather than ‘being’ of gender, sex or 

sexuality, and states the following: “There is no gender identity behind the expressions of gender; 

that identity is performatively constituted by the very ‘expressions’ that are said to be its results” 

(Gender Trouble 33). However, Butler does not refute that one could not ‘be’ something, for example, 

a woman or a lesbian. Instead, they note that that ‘being’ is established and confirmed by the 

performance and by ‘playing’ at being one (“Imitation” 125). Through the repeated ‘play’ of a certain 

identity, the identity itself is reconstituted as that ‘being’ (“Imitation” 125). Similarly, as Barbies are 

not real women but dolls, both in reality and in the film’s narrative, they reconstitute their existence 

through play and through the children who play with them. To conclude this chapter, I quote Butler 

on what the ‘doing’ of gender means: “Gender is not passively scripted on the body, and neither is it 

determined by nature, language, the symbolic, or the overwhelming history of patriarchy. Gender is 

what is put on, invariably, under constraint, daily and incessantly, with anxiety and pleasure” 

(“Performative Acts” 531). 

2.2 Female Agency and Power 

Agency can be seen to integrally relate and be connected to gender issues and Butler’s theory of 

gender performativity. The social changes of the twentieth and twenty-first century regarding not 

only the overall social status of women, but also the inequalities between women of differing 

“generational, class and racial lines” led to the reconceptualization of gender identity and, moreover, 

of agency in feminist theory (McNay 1-2). As gender identity was reconceptualized as a changing 

and developing process, through works such as Butler’s, a rethinking of agency followed “in terms 
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of the inherent instability of gender norms and the consequent possibilities for resistance, subversion 

and the emancipatory remodeling of identity” (McNay 2). This chapter focuses on agency and its 

connection to power, first in the context of feminist literary theory and then applied to Butler’s theory 

of gender performativity. These conceptualizations of agency are considered in the analysis of 

Barbies’ agency particularly in subchapters 4.1 and 4.2. 

Feminism and feminist literary theory traditionally define agency through the “marginalized 

experiences of women” and their “capacity for autonomous action” in this position (McNay 10). 

According to Peta Bowden and Jane Mummery, traditionally understood female agency in feminism 

accounts for the desire of women to be able to control “their own bodies and lives”, to “choose and 

act freely in accordance with their own objectives” and to “act against their subordination” (123). The 

interest in and need to depict and analyze women’s agency in particular derives from historical 

systems of power and hierarchy, where women have not had the same “range of choices as men”, 

their bodily autonomy has been partially or fully controlled under “social and cultural surveillance” 

and their agency has been “bound by expectations . . . of interdependency”, such as care-taking, that 

removes the possibility of fully autonomous decisions for women but not for men (Bowden and 

Mummery 125-26). Women’s agency is thus affected and restricted by socialization that “enable[s] 

or frustrate[s] . . . their ability and freedom to realize their desires and carry out actions” (Bowden 

and Mummery 126). In addition, feminist understandings of agency need to consider the complexity 

of agency regarding issues of class, race, sexuality and ethnicity, in addition to gender (Bowden and 

Mummery 123). Thus, women’s agency cannot be removed from the power structures that produce 

and control it. In a study from 1998, Amy Allen sees that the focus on power in feminist theory 

emerges from the “interest to understand, criticize, challenge, subvert and ultimately overturn” the 

structures affecting women and marginalized groups (2).  

Agency in poststructuralist theories differs from the traditional understanding due to the idea 

of the subject as a discursive construction in post-Foucauldian theories (McNay 13). These theories 
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are founded on and developed further from Michel Foucault’s ideas of power and subjectivity: power 

can both “act upon the already formed subject” and thus limit them, but simultaneously, “power 

enables the identities we claim”, since subjectivity is regarded as “relational [and] dynamic” and an 

“active becoming” in Foucault’s theory (Heyes 160; McGushin 134-35). The post-Foucauldian 

theorization of the subject further altered the understanding of women’s agency and position in 

society, as women were no longer being considered “prisoners of their sex” or static subjects, where 

gender identity was externally imposed on them through the patriarchal system (McNay 13, 25). 

Alternatively, as gender identity became understood as “lived and transformed in the embodied 

practices of men and women”, the focus of agency turned to the embodied practices and their effect 

on the subject (McNay 13, 31). Even though the body is “constituted through dominant norms”, it 

was no longer considered “reducible to them”, which made the relationship between the body and 

subjectivity more fluid and dynamic (McNay 33). Therefore, the poststructuralist understanding of 

women’s agency through discursive constructions and embodied practices opened possibilities for 

displacing and “unmask[ing] the structures of oppression that shape women’s lives” (Bowden and 

Mummery 142). In particular, Butler’s concept of agency in the context of gender performativity 

concentrates on the possibilities of “inventive subversion and parody of those practices” (Bowden 

and Mummery 141). In the following, I discuss Butler’s concept of agency further. 

As Bowden and Mummery note, Butler’s concept of agency does not rely on the traditional 

understanding of agency or autonomy because gender and the ‘self’ are understood as “only formed 

and performed” through sociocultural practices in Butler’s theory (141). As Butler writes: “there is 

no possibility of agency or reality outside of the discursive practices that give those terms [their] 

intelligibility” (Gender Trouble 189); this does not make agency itself impossible in this theory, even 

if agency can never be realized outside discursive practices. Instead, Butler locates agency in the 

agent’s possibilities to “draw attention to – or deconstruct – the social processes” that they are 

subjected by, which can be called ‘performative agency’ (Bowden and Mummery 141). Butler’s 
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theory remarks that it is impossible to choose whether or when to perform, as performativity is what 

creates the effect of gender. However, how to perform, interpret and adapt to the prevailing norms 

can be affected by the agent in Butler’s view: ‘choosing’ a gender is “a tacit project to renew cultural 

history in one’s own corporeal terms” (“Variations” 26). In Gender Trouble, Butler describes agency 

to amount to “how to repeat” a norm of sex, sexuality or gender in a way that “displace[s] the very . 

. . norms that enable the repetition itself” (189). Salih compares this type of subversion to how a 

person wears the clothing they own: it is not possible to “reinvent your . . . gender wardrobe or acquire 

a new one” but one can begin wearing the wardrobe they own in unconventional ways to signal a 

defiance of the conventions (Judith Butler 50). Though this analogy is not applicable to performativity 

itself (Salih Judith Butler 50), it illustrates how subversion is also restricted to some extent. Butler’s 

concept of agency thus exists in the embodied practices of the subject and in their capabilities and 

possibilities to enact norms in transgressive ways. Discussion of the subject and subjection are 

continued further in the subchapter’s last paragraphs in regard to power. 

However, Salih considers Butler’s concept of ‘how to repeat’ problematic as it implies the 

effect of the act is already determined in advance (Judith Butler 66). According to Salih, sex and 

gender can be “performatively inscribed in ways that accentuate” the fact that they are discursive 

constructions and thus have a possibility to subvert them, referring to Butler’s theory (Judith Butler 

62). Such citations then “constitute the subject’s agency” where the agent attempts to “subvert the 

law against itself” (Salih Judith Butler 62). At the same time, as Salih states, subversive and 

nonsubversive acts of performativity are difficult to distinguish from one another and to determine in 

advance because they continue to be “conditioned and constrained by discourses” (Judith Butler 66). 

Salih also criticizes Butler for their contradictory views on the subject who, as Salih sees it, “is trapped 

within a discourse it has no power to evade or to alter”, resulting in “what looks like agency is merely 

yet another effect of the law disguised as something different” (Judith Butler 67).  
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Nevertheless, Butler’s understanding of agency holds a possibility for subversion, which is 

enabled by the reiterative character of performativity: the possibility becomes realized in the “moment 

of indeterminacy inherent to the process of reiteration” (McNay 40). As presented in 2.1, the 

instability of repetition and reiteration is as constant and unconditional as the repetition itself, and 

this makes agency possible. Allen further notes that citationality in Butler’s theory opens 

opportunities to subvert the norms that the citations imitate, but do not guarantee it, nor prevent the 

norm to be “unwittingly reproduce[d] [by] the very norms they seek to subvert” (72). However, the 

need to cite and reiterate gender norms proves that “we are never completely determined by them” in 

the end (Allen 73). Rephrasing Butler, Gavin Rae notes that the need to reiterate the dominant and 

ideal social norms of femininity or masculinity is not fully compulsory, but conformity is heavily 

pressured and made to be seen as desirable, causing the subjects to “blindly reiterate them” (154-55).  

As suggested above, one of the essential questions regarding agency is how subjects – in the 

context of this thesis, female subjects – can affect their surroundings and structures “despite their 

being subjected to power” (Leeb 1), or whether transformation and subversion are possible. 

Considering that Barbie Land and Barbies are created by and thus directly influenced by the events 

of the Real World and the Mattel corporation in Barbie, the movie addresses questions of agency as 

well as power. Butler also establishes an understanding of subjectivity and power in the theory of 

gender performativity, which I proceed to introduce next.  

In Bodies that Matter, Butler clarifies that “to claim that the subject is itself produced in and 

as a gendered matrix of relations is not to do away with the subject” (7). Butler understands the subject 

as “the linguistic occasion for the individual to achieve and reproduce intelligibility” of their own 

existence (Psychic 1). In simplified terms, an individual becomes a subject by first becoming 

subjected (Psychic 11). In The Psychic Life of Power: Theories in Subjection, Butler examines the 

claim that the subject is responsible for their own subordinated status through an attachment to that 

position (Psychic 6). However, Butler argues that the attachment “is produced through the workings 
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of power”, where the subject remains in the subordinated position because they desire to maintain 

their “continued existence” (Psychic 6-7). Similarly, in Bodies that Matter, Butler refers to “the 

paradox of subjectification” that is formed as “the subject who would resist such norms is itself 

enabled, if not produced, by such norms” (Bodies 15). Butler states that the subject “would rather 

exist in subordination than not exist” (Psychic 7). They continue to illustrate this dynamic: “precisely 

at the moment in which choice is impossible, the subject pursues subordination as the promise of 

existence” and proceed to write that “this pursuit is not a choice, but neither is it necessity” (Psychic 

20). The desire to remain subordinated can also be “pervasively” exploited by the ones who created 

the attachment (Psychic 7). In this thesis, Mattel can be interpreted as the one “hold[ing] out the 

promise of continued existence” (Psychic 7) to Barbies. In the analysis, Barbies’ subjectivity in 

Barbie Land is also paradoxical; Barbies are the corporealization of idealized, feminine norms, but 

are also directly produced as the result of idealized norms. 

In The Psychic Life of Power, Butler describes power to have two different realizations: power 

can subordinate the subject from the outside, but it also allows the subject’s existence and agency (2). 

First, as an individual becomes subjected, they are “weakened by [the power’s] force [and] come to 

internalize . . . its terms” (Psychic 2). However, the external power “assumes a psychic form” in the 

subject and the subject becomes dependent on it for their existence (Psychic 2-3). Thus, the power 

“makes the subject possible” as it gives the subject the conditions to exist and preserve themselves 

(Psychic 2, 14). Butler states that power acts on the subject in another, very different way: as the 

subject’s “own” power (Psychic 14). This means that the subject is not only “acted on” by power, but 

power is also “enacted by” the subject, which makes different forms of agency possible (Psychic 15). 

As an example, Allen clarifies how “the power of heterosexist cultural norms” can be applied in this 

way: such norms both “constrain and compel” the subject’s performance but also “enable to take up 

the position of a subject in and through them” (73).  
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Finally, the conditions of power must both be reiterated, which proves that subordination is not 

“static” but “active”, produced on the site of the subject, where the subject is “neither fully determined 

by power nor fully determining of power” (Psychic 16). Subversion lies in how that power might be 

reiterated and agency is found in purposes that reverse the power that makes the subject’s existence 

possible (Psychic 15). Thus, Butler states that “agency exceeds the power by which it is enabled”, 

though it cannot escape it (Psychic 15, 17). This conception of power and its dominating and 

subverting possibilities will be used in the analysis of Barbie to analyze the agency of Barbies and to 

discuss whether they have power to subvert or affect their subject position in Barbie Land. 

2.3 Dolls and the Ideal Femininity of Barbie 

In Butler’s theory of performativity, gender is discussed through ‘play’ as a repeated practice to 

reconstitute a certain identity (“Imitation” 125). What Butler considers ‘playing’ can be paralleled 

with doll play where the doll acts as the body that meanings and narratives are assigned to and 

repeated on. In addition, similar to the real bodies of real women, dolls such as Barbies carry 

externally ascribed meanings of gender, sex and sexuality that control the way the dolls are being 

‘played’ with. This juxtaposition of gender performativity and the identities and narratives created 

and carried out by Barbie dolls is analyzed in subchapters 3.1 and 3.2, while this chapter focuses on 

what historical and social meanings dolls and, more specifically, Barbies have represented and still 

represent in the context of girlhood, womanhood and femininity. Furthermore, I examine the role of 

Barbies in the dominant, Western culture, the ideal but ambiguous femininity that it reinforces, and 

finally, discuss the Barbie doll in the context of Butler’s theory.  

Miriam Forman-Brunell and Jennifer Dawn Whitney state that dolls represent “layered 

versions of realities” with “often-contradictory ideologies, values, and worldviews of doll creators, 

producers, consumers and players” (x). In addition, dolls have “invite[d] children to replicate them 

[and] to imagine themselves in their dolls’ images” (DuCille 46) for centuries as the result of 

socialization. Forman-Brunell suggests that “[the] history of dolls is significant not only for 



23 

 

comprehending the past but also for understanding the construction of gender in the present” (Made 

to Play House 6). Molly Rosner notes that already in the initial phases of the toy industry in the 

Western and American contexts of the late nineteenth century, different types of toys for girls and 

boys were used as tools of socialization into gender and racial roles, while toys were primarily 

marketed for white middle-class children (11). With toy rifles, guns and leaden soldiers, the role of 

boys as “citizens of the nation” were reinforced, while girls were subjected to their domestic roles 

through baby dolls and kitchen sets (Rosner 14). However, children often resisted and deviated from 

the expectations of doll play placed by their parents and “determin[ed] the meaning of dolls in their 

own lives” by themselves (Made to Play House 5). Therefore, Forman-Brunell regards the socializing 

effect of dolls as more diverse, socially contextualized and variable than is often presented (Made to 

Play House 6). Nevertheless, the lack of diversity of girls’ toys has been criticized since the beginning 

of the industry, especially with the rise of feminist and other women’s movements in the 1960s and 

1970s (Rosner 7, 15).  

Similarly, Forman-Brunell and Whitney note on the “ambivalence and/or agency” of dolls 

and their “potentiality to construct and disrupt, mediate and contest, perform and rescript girlhoods” 

(x). As Barbie dolls are often considered as one of the most recognizable and valuable toy brands in 

the world, the influence the global Barbie brand has had on the toy industry targeted towards girls 

and women and the images of femininity and womanhood is substantive. The introduction of the 

Barbie doll in 1959 is an example of turning away from domestic roles as these new fashion dolls can 

be seen to promote girls’ roles as consumers and the consumption of the “various products and 

services required to produce normative femininity” (Hains 118). The brand could use their influence 

to disrupt and re-imagine representations of girlhoods through their dolls and the brand’s messages; 

instead, Barbies are largely regarded as an image of unrealistic standards for female figures and ideal 

femininity (Whitney 10, 12), as Gerwig’s film also demonstrates. Even though the introduction of the 

Barbie doll initiated a new type of femininity and altered the way girls were socialized, instead of 
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liberating and expanding girlhood and girls’ agency, the Barbie brand seems to be similarly restricting 

and controlling as baby dolls but only in different ways. Erica Rand (92) notes that, though subversive 

play with Barbies is possible, it too is partly dictated by the Barbie narrative. For instance, subversive 

Barbie play might comply with the “dominant discourse” (Rand 91), instead of truly rejecting 

Barbie’s ideals. However, as this thesis shows, the filmic Barbie’s exaggerated performance of 

femininity challenges the normalized and naturalized conceptions of femininity and gender, and thus 

disrupts and rescripts them. Even before Barbie, however, girls’ toys opened possibilities for “creative 

and rebellious ways” to play and express themselves (Forman-Brunell and Rand qtd. in Rosner 15). 

The Barbie doll can arguably be seen as an icon of not only the toy industry and Western 

consumerist mass culture, but also femininity, beauty and womanhood. Mary Rogers makes the same 

claim, noting that “no icon represents only one dimension or axis of culture” (2). More specifically, 

Barbie can be called a fantastic icon, “exaggerating the actual, possible or conceivable”, that gathers 

her power from the “culture embedding her” (Rogers 3, 22). As Rogers further remarks, Barbie’s 

brand has always included its fantastic reality: Barbie is all about ‘dreams’, ‘magic’ and ‘fantasy’ that 

can be provoked through the players (3). Yet, the character Barbie is not a fantasy figure; instead, she 

is depicted as a young adult woman, an “individualist in a feminine mold”, as she has no established 

family outside her friends and boyfriend Ken (Rogers 3-4). As Rogers observes in her book from 

1999, Barbie is always first and foremost a feminine icon, where even her femininity exceeds the 

normative into a fantastic, “unsustainable extreme” (4, 14) that at first glance seems as superficial as 

her perfect, plastic surface. However, Forman-Brunell suggests that it is the ambiguities amplified by 

“Barbie’s multivocality” that prevent Barbie from only becoming an “agent of female oppression” 

and make it possible for her to represent “a change for girls and women”, perhaps even as a “symbol 

of female liberation” (“Barbie in Life” 305). In the following, I present a number of contradictory 

aspects of Barbie’s brand identity, narrative and femininity and how they fit into the mold of this 

plastic doll representing womanhood. 
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The Barbie doll and the Barbie brand emphasize her femininity in distinct ways. As Rogers 

mentions, Barbie’s looks are never masculine, androgynous or gender neutral, and Barbie’s demeanor 

and social bonds, established in packaging, novels and books, further aid in creating this fantastic, 

ideal femininity (14-15). Barbie is depicted as nice, proper-mannered, helpful and sensitive, and never 

combative, critical or rule-breaking (Rogers 15). Through her social relationships that contain no 

family, husband or children, Barbie does not fit the traditionally feminine, domestic role but is, 

instead, the center of her own world (Rogers 16). Rogers argues that this aspect of Barbie makes her 

femininity more inconsistent and ambiguous, but ultimately Barbie gives the impression of “proper 

femininity” that can never make Barbie “ungendered” (16-17). “Barbie implies that women can 

succeed in masculine domains”, such as Police Barbie or Firefighter Barbie, “while remaining 

steadfast feminine”, Rogers writes (17). Whitney notes that even in attempting such deviation from 

her brand identity Barbie maintains hold of her “sparkle, high-fashion and glamour” (54-55). Such 

implications are present in Gerwig’s Barbie as well, where the Barbie characters are implied to 

employ most professions in Barbie Land, from waste disposal to presidency. What connects all these 

Barbies is the feminine, perfected looks and a positive demeanor as a tacit precondition for success 

and happiness. Rogers explains how Barbie is a role model that implicates looks to be “central to their 

femininity as well as for their desirability and worthwhileness” (24).  

Barbie’s body is another prominent topic of discussion regarding the construction of ideal 

femininity, as Barbie represents the Western “culture’s idealized image” and a model for “real-life 

versions of the idealized image” that women attempt to become (Rogers 115). The plastic body of 

the doll can be connected to perpetual youthfulness (Rogers 114), even embodying the 

commodification of women’s bodies as “purchased, consumed, and manipulated” (Toffoletti 60). 

Without further delving into Barbie’s body figure that has been studied as unproportioned and 

unrealistic (Norton 293), it can be claimed that the material of her plastic body also furthers the 

fantasy of Barbie.  
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Despite the controlled femininity Barbie promotes, she is in many ways a “pretty picture of 

privilege” rather than oppression (Rogers 36-37). Mostly these privileges are visible in her young 

age, assumed heterosexuality, whiteness and able-bodied physique (Rogers 36). Despite the ever-

diversifying line and production of Barbie dolls, such as different body types since 2015 and physical 

disabilities since 2019 that are all named ‘Barbie’ (Holland), the ‘original’ stereotypical Barbie 

remains above others. Regarding her race, Barbie is “stubbornly white” and “fundamentally blonde”, 

promoting the white Barbie as the ‘real’ and ‘authentic’ one (Rogers 47-48). Where Barbie’s 

whiteness acts as “the cultural norm” (Whitney 193), “diversity comes into play only when it does 

not entail significantly displacing white, blond Barbie” (Rand 84). 

Regarding Barbie’s sexuality, Barbie’s world can be described as “relatively free of 

heterocentrism and heterosexism”, but where “heterosexuality gets served up as the ideal sexual 

orientation” (Rogers 41, 150). Yet, Barbie’s independence from husband and children leaves her 

“open to multiple, conflicting interpretations”, whether straight, lesbian, asexual or a symbol of drag 

(Rogers 40-42). Finally, considering Barbie and social class, Rogers notes that “Barbie knows neither 

the cruelties nor arbitrariness of the class structure” (85). Barbie represents the “dream most 

Americans have for and about children” regarding her wealth, security and health (Rogers 84), most 

of which are derived from her white, heterosexual, middle-class status. Rogers continues writing that 

Barbie “represents a classless world, where no child’s life gets compromised in the worst ways”, 

while simultaneously emphasizing the class structure (85). These contradictory ideas seem to exist in 

Barbie Land of the movie as well, which largely exists without class, race or even gender as all that 

matters is being and acting like a Barbie, which contradictorily already excludes many women from 

ever becoming a ‘Barbie’, as analyzed in 3.2. Barbie’s ideal, cultural signification has recently been 

challenged in popular culture, for example, through Nicki Minaj’s ‘Harajuku Barbie’ persona 

(Whitney 189); in addition, as the Barbie brand continues to diversify their production, perhaps 
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Barbie is now becoming more ambiguous, inclusive and feminist than ever – but still always 

remaining primarily white, blond and feminine. 

As becomes apparent, Barbie is constructed by and further consolidates the “narratives of 

feminine subject formation in the West” and idealized, doll-like femininity: “She is a rich cultural 

text exemplifying how doll-like femininity is idealized and normalized, while also being strictly 

policed” (Whitney 11-13, 15). This idealization has been connected to several negative readings of 

Barbie’s privileged subject positions, normalization of eating disorders and low self-esteem, sexual 

objectification and infantilization (Whitney 15-16). Whereas boys’ play and toys are often “associated 

with heroic lives” and “action-packed stories”, Martine Delvaux calls Barbie empty: “nothing but 

appearances and pre-determined roles” that are predominantly linked to domesticity and care-taking 

(27, 133n9). “She appears as pure passivity, pure image, a thing to be gazed at,” while representing 

simultaneously all women, but also none of them (Delvaux 27). However, as Whitney notes, the 

“enigma” that is Barbie’s incomplete and ambiguous narrative is also a means to maintain Barbie as 

new, authentic and contemporary, “remain[ing] relevant to shifting ideas of Western femininity” (47-

48). In addition, the brand identity created through Mattel’s marketing advertizes Barbie as 

aspirational, relatable and a ‘real girl’ (Whitney 58). In aspiring to “be anything”, as a well-known 

Barbie campaign from 2010 proclaims, girls might aspire to be Barbie (Whitney 51). Thus, while 

being constructed as both relatable and impossibly ideal, Barbie constructs a femininity of 

problematics and contradictions that can expose and “elucidate the paradoxical nature of feminine 

representation” (Whitney 75, 77-78).  

Although Barbie’s femininity seems unconditional, the doll’s identity and its plastic body can 

also be interpreted in ambiguous and contrastive ways. First, Rogers argues the doll’s plasticity to 

symbolize “amenab[ility] to endless transformations” (112) and Whitney suggests that because 

Barbie’s plasticity imitates the corporeal plasticity, the doll resists fixed objectification and “implies 

process and transformation” (122, 151). Instead of plastic ‘becoming’ corporeal or real, Toffoletti 
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proposes that “plastic dissolves the opposition between the real and what it represents” by simulating 

and imitating it (71). Regarding this thesis, Barbie’s plasticity can be interpreted to represent the 

performative possibilities and restrictions of women’s bodies that might be able to expose the 

constructed nature of gender; however, the bodies are simultaneously controlled by their own 

corporeality and the gendered performance it necessitates. Second, the different professions the 

Barbie doll is alternating between can be interpreted in terms of performativity, as Toffoletti notes 

(74). Through these multiple personas and possibilities and as Barbie can be reimagined and altered 

over and over again, Barbie “displays malleability . . . while retaining a coherent identity” of 

femininity, and thus embodying performativity, but only regarding her career, clothes and roles, and 

not her identity or “bodily boundaries” (Toffoletti 73-74). As these examples suggest, Barbie’s well-

mannered femininity is presented as the fixed core of her identity which may be repeated in certain 

different ways that, nevertheless, never undermine or displace that core. 

Despite the fantastical femininity that Barbie represents, Whitney notes that the doll is 

increasingly portrayed as a “real girl” (3). Gerwig’s live-action movie makes Barbie more ‘real’ than 

ever as it explicitly disrupts the border between Barbie Land and the Real World. Whitney states that 

narratives of Barbie as a ‘real’ girl facing the problems and issues of humanity, oppression and of 

course gender “present ‘becoming Barbie’ as an achievable goal for young women and girls” (3). 

Yet, what does ‘becoming’ Barbie entail? According to Rogers, the Barbie doll must stay eternally 

youthful: “Barbie cannot grow up. Consumers would not stand for it” (131). Delvaux writes, “It’s a 

brand name that relegates women to an eternal childhood while making them the standard-bearer of 

ideal femininity” (29). Despite the film and the surrounding discussion of feminism and women’s 

position in society perhaps makes Barbie’s image become ever more relatable and seemingly 

achievable, the Barbie doll can also be seen as the opposite of de Beauvoir’s and Butler’s conception 

of gender, a woman that never ‘becomes’ one. Notably, Barbie’s ideal femininity is “crafted and then 

globally distributed” by Mattel (Rogers 150) as desirable and achievable for girls for the purpose of 
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the goal Delvaux suggests: to keep them from growing up and, referencing de Beauvoir here, from 

“becoming” (30). Preferentially, as girls eventually have to grow up, they should have been socialized 

into believing in Barbie, her norms and ideals by then, rather than question, challenge or reject the 

doll’s femininity and the normative system that has created it.  

There are multiple aspects in the construction of the Barbie doll that can be analyzed through 

Butler’s theory of gender performativity, whether it is the normative narratives of ideal femininity, 

the ‘originality’ of certain Barbie traits, the plastic, malleable corporeality or the idea of ‘becoming’. 

As Rogers (59, 13) and Whitney (202) suggest, Barbie can function subversively, as a parody or a 

pastiche of womanhood and femininity and as an icon of improvisation and adaption. Barbie is full 

of contradictions: naturalized but fantastic, unachievable but relatable, a ‘real girl’ but a plastic doll. 

The contradictory narrative of Barbie is what makes this doll capable of the type of subversion Butler 

writes about: one that shows the ‘reality’ of gender as actually “changeable” instead of “fixed” 

(Gender Trouble xxiii). With the exaggerated representation of ideal femininity, Barbie is “no longer 

contained to a fixed set of attributes” (Toffoletti 68) and can stand to make the construction of 

normalized gender and femininity visible and expose the myth of originality and naturalization 

(Whitney 202) that Butler also refers to (Gender Trouble 176). In all its ambiguity, contradictions 

and different interpretations, Barbie’s particular type of femininity challenges what it means to 

perform, to be and to ‘become’ a woman, as will be studied in the course of the following analysis. 
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3 GENDER PERFORMATIVITY IN BARBIE 

I begin the analysis by introducing Barbie Land with its inhabitants and by establishing this premise 

in terms of Butler’s theory of performativity. Barbies in Barbie Land are seen to endlessly repeat their 

performance of ‘Barbieness’ that is not only restricted and stylized in a certain way but externally 

necessitated and not an individual identity. Subchapter 3.1 explores Barbies’ gender performativity 

and the construction of gender and sex in Barbie Land in the film. In 3.2, I analyze Barbies’ ideal 

femininity and dollness, and how these aspects emphasize and further restrict the gender 

performativity of Barbies. I examine these questions using the theory of performativity as presented 

in chapter 2.1 and by basing the analysis on the concept of ideal femininity as introduced in 2.3. 

3.1 Barbies on Stage 

At first glance, Barbie Land in the film seems to be a perfect, blissful world, which is nothing less 

than what the iconic character of Barbie has always been associated with. Barbie’s perfect day does 

not go missed by the audience as the film’s story in Barbie Land begins with the voice-over narrator 

stating Barbie to live a “best day every day” (Barbie 00:03:52) while a music track “Pink” starts 

playing. The extradiegetic song is not heard by the characters but establishes to the audience what 

life in Barbie Land is supposed to be like. The lyrics state that “pink goes with everything, beautiful 

from head to toe” and how Barbie is “pretty”, “intelligent”, “never sad” and “cool” (Barbie 00:04:17-

00:05:52). The song invites the audience – the Barbie doll players – on a journey with “[their] Barbie”, 

singing “we got important things to do” (Barbie 00:04:17), so that real-life girls could have as perfect 

a day as Barbie does. Most of the opening scene in Barbie Land, the main character, Stereotypical 

Barbie, is filmed in the middle of the frame as the camera tracks her movements in consecutive 

straight-on shots, illustrating Barbie being the center of her own world as well as the viewers’ 

perspective. The life of Barbies is certainly initially established as all pink, fun, pretty and perfect 

but, as the narrator states, “the Barbies think” (Barbie 00:03:41) that the world is like that for all 
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women. As perfect and blissful, Barbie Land is simultaneously shown as achievable through playing 

with Barbies, but also notably and insurmountably different and detached from reality, a world of 

performances. 

As I argue in this subchapter, Barbie Land is founded on its own pretense, acting and 

repetition. The pretense of all daily activities becomes clear already in the first scenes in Barbie Land 

as Barbie performs her morning routine. In their reality, Barbies do not need to drink or eat food, take 

a shower or drive a car; they only need to pretend they do to: Barbie drinks from an empty cup, 

showers without water and drives a car by merely sitting in it as she waves to other Barbies (Barbie 

00:04:35-00:05:52; 00:06:26-00:06:40). Nevertheless, merely pretending to do these activities is 

enough to constitute the act as successful and accepted. Whereas Butler’s theory of gender 

performativity cannot be described as ‘pretense’, a similar aspect of establishing a coherent existence 

through repeated acts (“Performative Acts” 526) is present in Barbie Land as well as in Butler’s 

theory of gender performativity. Thus, Barbies can be interpreted as actors of a performance, and 

Barbie Land and all its events as the ‘stage’ where all the actors play the same part of ‘Barbie’. What 

Butler calls the “appearance of substance” (Gender Trouble 179) becomes in Barbie Land the 

coherent, successful performance of being a ‘Barbie’. There are several factors that support the 

applicability of this theory to Barbies and Barbie Land, which I discuss next, as I claim Barbies to 

stand for performativity and Barbie Land to consist of endless repetitions of these performances. 

To quote Butler, gender performativity is described as a “stylized repetition of acts” created, 

maintained and regulated by a collective agreement to perform (Gender Trouble 178). Beside how 

wonderful each day in Barbie Land is, life in this fictional world is eternally repeated, a “best day 

every day”. At the end of her day, Stereotypical Barbie proclaims that the day was “the best day ever, 

and so is yesterday and so is tomorrow, . . . and every day from now until forever” (Barbie 00:13:27-

00:13:34), while all the other Barbies agree. Similarly, the next day starts soon after, and Barbies are 

shown to start their day the exact same way as the previous one, with the exact same routines while 
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the same track “Pink” plays once again. The similarity between these days shows that in Barbie Land 

for each day to be perfect, they need to be exactly the same, repeated one after the other “until 

forever”, as Barbie herself asserts. As Butler states, a mundane and ritualized repetition is needed to 

legitimate the performance (Gender Trouble 178-79), in this case, the performance of ‘Barbieness’. 

The ‘Barbie’ script is evidently mundane with rituals of dressing up, greeting other Barbies, partying 

and celebrating the life of being a Barbie as “every night” is girls’ night “forever and ever” (Barbie 

00:15:06-00:15:12). The repetition is overt and excessive in the film, which reinforces its coherence, 

but at the same time the repetition implies an inner instability, as Butler states in their theory 

(“Imitation” 125). As Barbies repeat the exact same acts of legitimation every day, the identity and 

coherence of ‘Barbieness’ appears heavily unstable and in danger of constant failure, because 

otherwise such drastic repetition would not be needed. In addition, although in Butler’s theory the 

performance is continually “revised and renewed” (“Performative Acts” 523), this type of excessive 

repetition that continues “forever and ever” allows neither renewing nor revision of the performance 

“in one’s own terms” (“Variations” 131). On the contrary, Barbies strictly hold onto their identity and 

the repetition, with no desire towards change or development.  

The constant legitimation of ‘Barbieness’ can likewise be observed through Butler’s 

understanding of citationality, which is best exemplified by the often-heard citation of “Hi, Barbie” 

in the film. Butler states subjectification to occur at birth (Bodies 232), but since Barbies are fictional 

objects in a fictional world, Barbies are subjected to their ‘Barbieness’ with “Hi, Barbie”. This also 

resembles Louis Althusser’s concept of interpellation, where a subject is hailed or named into seeing 

themselves as subjects (Oxford Reference). The performative identity of Barbies is thus a norm that 

holds its power through its citational legacy (Bodies 13, 225), which is the historically established 

Barbie brand. This citation is constantly repeated in Barbie Land, which differs from Butler’s example 

of “It’s a girl” that only occurs at birth and is then forcibly cited through variable acts (Bodies 232). 
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Instead, Barbies subjectify each other constantly, over and over again, which additionally draws 

attention to the instability of the performance, as well as its artificiality as a subjectifying power. 

Moreover, the publicity and collectivity of the performance, which Butler deems significant 

for performativity (Gender Trouble 178-79), is visible in the repeated actions of Barbies. All Barbies 

participate in the collective repetition and each Barbie’s performance is socially legitimatized by other 

Barbies, such as through the citation “Hi, Barbie”. As all Barbies play the same role of a ‘Barbie’, 

there is ultimately little to no individuality to their performances and actions. For instance, in the first 

scenes of the film, Barbie is seen making breakfast for herself in the middle of the frame in a medium 

shot, again emphasizing her centrality to the viewers, while in the background, other Barbies, dressed 

in similar clothes, perform the exact same acts at the same time as the Barbie in focus. In this scene, 

Barbies are acting in perfect sync with each other, comparable to how robots would, which also 

implies an external control and scripting of those acts. Even though each Barbie has different physical 

traits and roles, they are the same model copied and multiplied with slightly different adjustments 

and the same defining traits of femininity and performativity: they are all the same ‘Barbie’. At the 

beginning of the film, the voice-over narrator states that “all these women are Barbie, and Barbie is 

all of these women” (Barbie 00:02:57-00:03:01), as each belongs to the collective. This line also 

establishes ‘Barbie’ as more than an individual identity as it is a concept or an icon that also transcends 

its signifiers, the dolls.  

The public characteristic of the performance is similarly emphasized by the locations and 

houses of Barbie Land: there are mostly public spaces, such as the beach or court, while their 

individual houses stand right next to each other without walls or need for privacy. In the film, 

belonging to the collective and performing as a ‘Barbie’ is revered over individuality, privacy, or the 

need or desire for those things. In Barbie Land, Barbies are always in the limelight and visible; they 

are being observed by other Barbies at all times, but also by the children playing with Barbies and by 

Mattel in the Real World. Delvaux further sees Barbies as “object[s] of adoration”, “a thing to be 
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gazed at” (27). In addition, such public performance implies surveillance: Barbies are always being 

watched and admired but also controlled and appraised for their performance, as will be analyzed in 

4.1. The tracking shots of Stereotypical Barbie during her morning routine where the camera follows 

Barbie’s movements, always depicting her in the middle of the frame, can thus also indicate being 

watched and monitored. 

The “tacit agreement” to perform (Gender Trouble 178) becomes most apparent in Barbie 

Land at times of disruption. At the beginning of the film, the first disruption of the performance is 

witnessed as Stereotypical Barbie asks “do you guys ever think about dying?” (Barbie 00:13:41) in 

the middle of a dance party she has organized. With this sentence, the party’s music stops abruptly as 

the record scratches, all other Barbies and Kens quit dancing and stare at Stereotypical Barbie. The 

other Barbies’ confused and distraught reactions are shown in close-up shots one by one before 

turning to Stereotypical Barbie in the middle of a close-up shot, emphasizing her feeling put on the 

spot and criticized for her confession. As evident from the Barbies’ reactions, the performance is 

completely interrupted with the slightest act out of line: none of the Barbies and Kens can move or 

speak until Barbie corrects herself. She claims she is “just dying to dance” (Barbie 00:13:52), which 

restarts the performance. The music and dancing continue, and no one acknowledges what happened. 

This is an example of the punitive consequences of an out-of-line action or failure to perform and 

shows how the performance is regulated through the norms of what is appropriate and necessary for 

being a ‘Barbie’. It similarly resembles Butler’s idea of gender being “punitively regulated” (Gender 

Trouble 178). As all other Barbies return to the status quo, Stereotypical Barbie is the only one left 

awake at night by the unwanted, new thoughts of death that should not be possible in Barbie Land. 

As she later finds out, the thoughts are caused by the person playing with her in the Real World who, 

instead of consolidating the Barbie performance, is now disrupting and changing it.  

Such disruptions do not only affect Barbies themselves, but also their environment. As 

Stereotypical Barbie fails to return to the same status quo and keeps having these disruptive thoughts, 
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the next morning Barbie’s environment and Dreamhouse react accordingly and begin malfunctioning 

as well: her shower is suddenly cold, her waffle burned and her milk is expired (Barbie 00:16:28-

00:16:50). This implies Barbies being connected to their environment: Barbie Land, in its physical 

reality, is maintained by the successful performances of Barbies. The possible failure of Barbies’ 

performances, illustrated by the example above, and the malfunctioning of Barbie Land shows the 

existence of Barbies and their world to be unstable instead of being fixed or ‘natural’. The instability 

of the Barbie performance is more closely analyzed in 5.1 and 5.2. 

The failure of the Barbie performance and its consequences are embodied in the character 

called Weird Barbie. She is a Barbie doll that “used to be the most beautiful Barbie of all, but then 

someone played with her too hard in the Real World” (Barbie 00:18:47). Thereafter, Weird Barbie 

was renamed and she moved to live in solitude in her own Weird House on the outskirts of Barbie 

Land. Her hair is now short and sticking out, her face is painted over with a marker and her pink dress 

looks stained with colors – she is no longer perfectly put together such as the other Barbies. Other 

Barbies appear to rarely interact or visit her, and talk negatively and degradingly about her as she is 

“so weird” (Barbie 00:19:15). Weird Barbie is evidently a doll that lost her ‘Barbieness’ and because 

of the disruption to the performance that she represents she suffers the consequences of alienation, 

ostracism, and disrespect from other Barbies. However, Weird Barbie is an example of performativity 

that is no longer as restricted and under constant legitimation, nor does she conform to the same 

feminine ideals as other Barbies. Her changed performativity is caused by transgressive play in the 

Real World that can affect and alter the Barbie script. Weird Barbie is thus not only evidence of the 

punitive consequences, but also the possibilities of subversive performativity in Barbie Land, which 

is discussed more in chapter 5.1. 

Utilizing Butler’s theory, the above examples suggest that the performance of Barbies 

functions to “actualize and reproduce” (“Performative Acts” 526) their reality as Barbies, similar to 

how Butler understands gender to be performed. Barbies are “always already on stage” in Barbie 
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Land, but notably the stage and the Barbie script is their only reality and there is no room for variation, 

individuality, or autonomous deviation from it. As dolls, Barbies’ performance of gender and 

femininity sets them distinctly apart from ‘real’ women or humans. Despite the fact that Barbie Land 

can be seen to resemble how gender is performed in the ‘Real World’, evidenced by the performed 

acts that constitute the identity of ‘Barbieness’ and its iteration, this fictional world is remarkably and 

intentionally different to the Real World, portraying an exaggerated version of performativity. Next, 

I discuss how the concept of sex and sexuality is realized differently in Barbie Land. 

The lack of sex and reproductive organs of Barbies emphasizes their distinction from humans. 

The anatomy of Barbies and Kens is commented on in the film when Stereotypical Barbie and Ken 

enter the Real World: Barbie proclaims that she “does not have a vagina” and Ken “does not have a 

penis”, implying she is aware of the anatomical differences between Barbies and women (Barbie 

00:28:50). However, the idea of compulsory heterosexuality still prospers in Barbie Land, even in the 

absence of sex. Yet, in this fictional world, the traditional roles of a heterosexual relationship are 

reversed in some aspects: for example, Barbies are depicted as more independent and self-reliant with 

their own houses and careers compared to Kens. Kens, on the other hand, are not complete without 

their Barbie as a Ken “only has a great day if Barbie looks at him” (Barbie 00:08:02-00:08:04). While 

Barbie is at the center of Barbie Land, Kens are defined by them being ‘not-Barbies’. Nevertheless, 

Barbie’s performance is not complete without Kens who legitimate the performance of Barbies’ 

femininity: Kens make the performance of Barbies seem desirable and superior compared to any other 

type of performing ‘Barbieness’. I claim that Kens function as an accessory of heterosexuality that is 

necessary to legitimate the performance of femininity of the Barbies. 

Nevertheless, both Barbies and Kens seem oblivious to how their heterosexuality should be 

performed and why – the only requirement is that it remains performed. For example, Ken asks Barbie 

if he can stay the night at her Dreamhouse and justifies his request with “we’re girlfriend/boyfriend”; 

yet, when Barbie asks him “to do what” he is “actually not sure” (Barbie 00:14:37-00:14:45). The 



37 

 

conversation is used to invoke laughter as the viewer understands the implication of what a girlfriend 

and boyfriend might do when spending the night together, whereas Barbie and Ken, clueless to sex 

and heterosexual expectations, do not. The discrepancy thus makes the script of heterosexuality 

visible to the audience. Although sexuality and the act of sex do not exist in Barbie Land, 

heterosexuality is still maintained, which supports my argument that the identities of Barbies and 

Kens, including compulsory heterosexuality, are externally assigned, regulated and necessitated. 

Additionally, the reversal of traditional roles between Kens and Barbies and their ignorance of the 

purpose of their heterosexual identities can also be seen to challenge the originality of the 

heterosexual matrix as later discussed in subchapter 5.2. 

Then what is the purpose of the ‘Barbie’ performance in the film and what is ‘gender’ in Barbie 

Land? As the previous examples show, Barbie Land constructs gender and sexuality in eminently 

different, either contrasting or exaggerating ways compared to the Real World of the film, which can 

be seen to represent the viewer’s reality as well. The same normative elements exist in both worlds, 

such as the gender binary between Barbies and Kens, compulsory heterosexuality and gender 

hierarchies and roles; however, their juxtaposition to the Real World and the viewers’ perspective 

function to highlight the fiction of these constructions, as well as their constructed, performative and 

unstable nature. In addition, Barbies’ representation of ideal femininity, which I delve into further 

next, challenges the idea of gender identity and an internal core of gender. As plastic dolls that 

perform and exaggerate their gender and sexuality and as toys that are played with, Barbies exhibit 

performativity that draws attention to the naturalized and essentialist understandings of gender and 

sex in normative society and also to the restricted position of women under patriarchy, comparable 

to dolls and objects that are controlled. These interpretations of Barbie Land and the fictional world’s 

depiction of gender, sexuality and gender identity thus support my argument of interpreting the film 

as a feminist counternarrative that, to some extent, challenges these ideas to the audience, as I proceed 

to analyze in later chapters. 
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3.2 Doll-Like Femininity 

The style and visual branding of the Barbie doll is almost as recognizable as the doll itself and crucial 

for establishing what the Barbie brand stands for even today. Perhaps the most essential mark of the 

Barbie brand is its color. The Barbie Pink, a Pantone color 219C since 2011 (Pressman), gives Barbie 

its signature vibrancy and boldness, what Mattel’s senior vice president calls its “inspiring and joyful” 

empowerment (Phan). Though pink was introduced in Barbie’s clothing and packaging in the 1970s 

(Phan), the official Barbie logo has always remained pink (Lau). This color also stands at the center 

of ‘Barbiecore’, a fashion trend all based on the hot pink color and feminine clothing (Lang). These 

examples prove the Barbie style to be a recognized, historically styled but an ever-popular concept, 

which the film Barbie follows. However, the visual aesthetic of Barbie is not the only aspect of the 

doll’s ascendance to her throne of iconic and doll-like femininity. 

The stylization of the performance is as important as its repetition for keeping the performance 

coherent and stable. Butler’s definition of the stylization refers to the “bodily gestures, movements, 

and styles of various kinds” that create this coherence (Gender Trouble 179). As suggested in the 

theory section through the work of such scholars as Whitney and Rogers, the Barbie style is both 

historical and fixed in terms of her looks, clothing, movements, behavior, narratives and roles, all of 

which contribute to and create the reality of the Barbie style. In this chapter, I examine the stylized 

performance of Barbies as ideal femininity in the film by relating it to the brand identity of the Barbie 

doll that I introduced in subchapter 2.3. This chapter thus focuses on how Barbie’s ideal femininity 

represents gender norms in the film and how the ideal femininity also makes Barbie’s world appear 

heterocentric, classless and colorblind.  

As stated in the previous chapter, Barbie Land is as fantastic and dream-like of a place as the 

Mattel brand makes it out to be. Rogers calls Barbie’s representation of femininity “fantastic” and 

“emphatic”, referring to Barbie’s everlasting and uncompromising style of femininity that is taken to 

an “unsustainable extreme” (14). In Gerwig’s film, the gender expressions of Barbies are similarly 
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loudly and visibly feminine with primarily only one ‘style’ of femininity being present. This 

femininity and uniformity become most clear in Barbies’ looks and behavior: all Barbies only dress 

in most prominently bright and pink colors and, in their everyday wear, dress in clothing typically 

regarded as feminine, such as skirts, dresses and high-heels. Even when Barbies are seen working as 

construction workers, pink helmets and safety vests are incorporated to the Barbies’ costumes and 

they are depicted with make-up and styled hair, never shown to get dirty or to sweat during their 

work. The costumes of the film’s Barbies have been inspired by previous Barbie doll outfits with a 

1950s and 1960s influence and fifteen, mostly pastel color combinations (Mukhtar). In addition, 

Barbies in the film do not need to dress or style themselves: Barbies’ perfectly stylized hair, make-

up and clothes appear on them through sparkly magic, as seen during Barbie’s morning routine, and 

stay perfect in every situation. This aligns with Rogers’ claim that Barbie can never be seen as gender 

neutral or androgynous (14), in addition to never being unpolished or sloppy.  

Likewise, the positive attitude, a blinding smile and the endless support of other Barbies in 

the film are a necessary part of this style, as Barbie must always be “well-mannered” and never 

“combative” towards her own (Rogers 15). However, the same support and respect does not always 

extend to Kens, since Barbie only need to remain “the center of her own world” as Rogers claims 

(16). Similarly, sadness and crying are impossible for the “never sad” Barbies. Barbies are thus 

allowed to have feelings and traits regarded as traditionally feminine, such as empathy and 

cooperativeness with other Barbies, and are not attuned to negative emotions, such as sadness. The 

lack of negative emotions also reflects the ideality of and performativity in Barbie Land: being sad is 

not needed and instead of feeling their individual, personal emotions, Barbies merely follow the script 

that tells them how to feel about the things in their lives. This is implied as Stereotypical Barbie says 

she “just learned to cry” (Barbie 00:43:50) later in the film and thus begins to feel her own, individual 

emotions, as observed in chapter 5.1. 
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As mentioned by Rogers (17), the different professions of Barbies do not disrupt their 

femininity as Barbies are seen to occupy professions regarded as more masculine, such as 

Construction Worker Barbies, Pilot Barbies and the President Barbie, all of which are seen in the 

film. However, even in these professions Barbies retain their Barbie performance through pink work 

clothing, as mentioned above. Working, as every other action in Barbie Land, exists merely for 

Barbies to fulfill and successfully perform their roles instead of a demand for the work: for instance, 

Barbies are seen to work in waste disposal but nothing in the film implies that there ever is garbage 

or waste in Barbie Land as they do not consume food but merely pretend they do. These professions 

are thus partly performative but also highlight to the audience the norm of certain professions being 

traditionally regarded as masculine. This contradiction is ridiculed later in the film as Stereotypical 

Barbie goes to the Real World and sees a construction site. She tells Ken who went with her that they 

“need that good feminine energy” (Barbie 00:28:30) from the workers there, only to find a 

construction site with only male workers, as the audience might expect. 

Not all Barbies are precisely similar, but the diversity in Barbie Land only resembles the 

diversity of Barbie dolls produced by Mattel. Diversity in Barbie Land is made apparent in several 

different ways as the Barbie cast includes a Barbie in a wheelchair and the main Barbie cast consists 

of actors from several ethnic backgrounds. Gender and sexual diversity are not implied in the film or 

in Barbie Land, where feminine gender expression remains the necessity and heterosexuality is 

presented as the only option for Barbies. Though the cast includes the trans actress Hari Nef, the 

Doctor Barbie she plays is not trans, nor are there any explicitly Lesbian or Queer Barbies either. The 

character of Allan (Michael Cera), however, has been discussed to symbolize nonbinary identities in 

Barbie Land (Wood), as he does not fit into the masculine/feminine binary of Barbies and Kens, and 

deviates from the Kens’ performance of heterosexuality by not expressing attraction toward Barbies. 

Nevertheless, in their variety Barbies only resemble the diversity of the modern Barbie brand that 

includes 35 skin tones, different body types and disabilities (“Barbie Diversity”; “Barbie Diversity 
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Evolution”), and any other representation that is not yet produced by Mattel simply does not exist in 

Barbie Land. The film’s Barbie Land is only as diverse as the Barbie brand itself.  

Rogers claims Barbie’s world to be “classless” (85), and ethnicity and social classes are 

ignored in the film’s Barbie Land, even if different ethnicities and disabilities are clearly visible to 

the audience. Barbies are mostly defined by their professions, such as Doctor and Pilot Barbie, and 

by how well they succeed in sustaining the role they have been given and staying in the ‘box’ they 

have been assigned to. Therefore, ethnicity or class hold little meaning or significance to Barbies who 

only center their ‘Barbieness’ as a defining factor of their identity. Such ‘color blindness’ in Barbie 

Land can be seen to reinforce the norm of the “stubbornly white” Barbie doll (Rogers 47-48), as all 

the other Barbies are merely slightly differing copies of the ‘original’. A similar analogy was used by 

Butler in terms of heterosexuality seen as original and other sexual minorities seen as copies 

(“Imitation” 127), though Butler has not applied the same analogy to ethnicity. Nevertheless, this 

interpretation is relevant to my analysis, where Barbie Land’s ‘blindness’ to diversity can be 

considered as yet another aspect of its impossible reality, showcasing Barbie Land as distinctly 

different to the viewers’ world. Thus, Barbies’ ‘colorblindness’ can be seen to increase their 

ignorance and the blissful state they live in in Barbie Land, where “all problems of feminism and 

equal rights”, including racism and racial discrimination, “have been solved”, as the narrator states 

(Barbie 00:03:38). 

Furthermore, diversity is made visible to the film’s spectators, rather than to Barbies 

themselves. Barbies do not mention or discuss their diversity, race or class, but the viewer is made 

more aware of it. For instance, in the beginning, Stereotypical Barbie visits President Barbie in her 

office. The building and office resemble the White House, now understandably a Pink House in 

Barbie Land, juxtaposing the US and Barbie Land. In the background, the extradiegetic track “Pink” 

repeats the lyrics “Black Barbie, President” (Barbie 00:06:51), since President Barbie is played by a 

black actress, Issa Rae. Since the song is extradiegetic, these lyrics are meant for the viewers and 
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emphasize and contrast Barbie Land having a black woman as a president to the US, where black 

women have less possibilities of becoming president because of their double marginalization in the 

American society. Thus, this casting decision not only signifies the ideality of Barbie Land to the 

viewer, where a black woman can hold the office of president with no questions asked but also in the 

process highlights to the audience the continuing marginalization of black women in US politics. In 

this thesis, I mostly focus on the analysis of gender and its originality instead of ethnicity around the 

Barbie brand, though this aspect partly also supports my analysis. In the following, I turn to discuss 

the idealized femininity in terms of Butler’s understanding of gender norms. 

Butler understands gender norms as the “appearance of gender in its idealized dimensions” 

that are, first, used to regulate and consolidate the performance, and second, “impossible to embody” 

(Gender Trouble 179; Undoing Gender 52). As the embodiment of gender performativity and as dolls, 

Barbies make apparent the very fact that idealized gender norms, such as ideal femininity, are not 

achievable or ‘real’. The restricted femininity and performativity of Barbies, as well as the partial 

‘blindness’ to diversity in Barbie Land, support this interpretation. Barbies are walking and talking 

embodiments of the female ideal and thus also of certain gender norms of femininity. Their stylized 

and heavily restricted performance communicates the gender norms real women have historically 

faced. Gerwig adopts the Barbie brand faithfully in the film, not only regarding the brand’s history 

and color palette, but also Barbies’ personalities and their fantastic lives. The film represents the 

fantastic but emphatic Barbie brand for what it is: while Mattel attempts to make it more and more 

inclusive, achievable and real, Mattel’s representation of women through Barbies still falls short in 

representing them in any other way than what fits the Barbie style. I argue that this representation of 

Barbies in the film showcases how no other type of femininity or performativity is accepted in Barbie 

Land because of the restricted script produced by Mattel, as I argue in 4.1. Barbies’ ideal femininity 

can be seen to reflect on the restricted and controlled gender expressions of real-life women that are 

necessitated by the patriarchy that defines the norms and accepted expressions of femininity. 
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As suggested in this chapter, what makes Barbie Land so fantastic and perfect is largely the result 

of the Barbie brand and its representation of idealized femininity. Barbies in Barbie Land perform 

their femininity in an ideal way, since their desire to perform is endlessly continuous and never 

disrupted, until certain events take place in the film. Stereotypical Barbie claims that she has “only 

ever wanted everything to stay exactly as it is” (Barbie 00:22:00) when her participation in her 

disrupted performance is questioned by Weird Barbie. With this line, Stereotypical Barbie 

exemplifies unwillingness to change or challenge the agreement to perform the ideal or to subvert the 

script. Barbies are thus actors who desire to maintain the performance as it is and to never leave the 

stage, as the previous quote suggests. In the end, it is only until external factors enter Barbie Land 

that the perfect bubble of Barbies begins bursting after all: to rid herself of her thoughts of death and 

cellulite, Stereotypical Barbie is coerced to travel to the Real World to find the girl who is playing 

with her, while Ken tags along with her. With this premise, I extend my analysis from Barbie Land 

to analyze the agency of Barbies and Mattel’s role in the Barbie’s subjection and performance, and 

Barbies’ connection to the children who play with them. 
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4 FEMALE AGENCY IN BARBIE LAND AND 

THE REAL WORLD 

This chapter takes a more substantive look into the life Barbies lead and to the systems of power and 

agency present inside and outside Barbie Land. Barbie Land does not exist independently but is 

crucially connected to and affected by the Mattel corporation and the girls who play with Barbies, 

both of which are located in the Real World in the film. In subchapter 4.1, I analyze the agency of 

Barbies and the power dynamics between Barbies and Mattel, and establish the illusion of agency 

that exists in Barbie Land. Furthermore, in subchapter 4.2 I explain how a similar system of power 

and subordination is run by Mattel both in Barbie Land and in the Real World where their consumers, 

predominantly young girls, are the ‘Barbies’ that are being controlled and subjected into ideal gender 

norms.  

4.1 Mattel and the Illusion of Agency 

Barbie Land is a place where Barbie’s dreams come true and anything is possible as there are no 

obstacles to what one can achieve. In Barbie Land, Barbie “has her own money, her own house, her 

own car, her own career” (Barbie 00:03:10). Barbie Land initially appears as the ultimate paradise of 

female agency and freedom and, as the brand message declares in the film, since Barbie “can be 

anything, woman can be anything” (Barbie 00:03:15). However, as was examined in the previous 

chapter, Barbie Land is perfect only in making Barbie Land appear perfect, whereas the voice-over 

narrator guides the audience to see the artificiality and delusionality of this world: “After all, [Barbies] 

live in Barbie Land. Who am I to burst their bubble?” (Barbie 00:03:48). The narrator continues to 

say that Barbies think “all problems of feminism and equal rights have been solved” (Barbie 00:03: 

34) in the Real World, which Barbie later discovers to be quite untrue. This quote showcases that 

Barbies in the film are made to appear as characters promoting feminism but, as I argue, the feminist 

subtext of the film is not found in Barbie Land and the Barbie performance, but in Stereotypical 

Barbie’s development, growth and transformation away from them, as analyzed in 5.1.  
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Similarly, Barbies’ perception of their own agency, the Real World and the reality of women 

living there is obscured: Barbies appear to have unlimited agency, but in reality, Barbies are free 

agents only in their own restricted and controlled perspectives of the world. As this subchapter argues, 

while Barbies are constantly ‘on stage’, appearing as feminist heroes who help women and girls 

“become anything” with their example, the Mattel corporation is making sure that that “anything” is 

strictly regulated and does not threaten the corporation’s brand of Barbie. More specifically, I study 

how the performativity of Barbies is restricted and controlled by Mattel that represents the patriarchy 

and the normative system of gender regulation, how Barbies are subjected into this role and what 

agency they have as actors and dolls.  

Barbie Land can be interpreted as a separate universe, though this fictional land of Barbies is 

subordinate to and dependent on the Real World. As Barbies only exist as the result of the people in 

the Real World and are affected by them, Barbie Land could be described as an imaginary land that 

is maintained by the people of the Real World that imagine it into being. The ‘Real World’ represents 

and corresponds to the spectator’s world where Barbies are only dolls. The most evident connection 

between Barbies and the Real World is the corporation Mattel. Barbies acknowledge Mattel as the 

one “who make the rules”, and, ironically, as a “mothership” (Barbie 00:23:07; 00:45:00). Thus, 

Mattel is regarded as the creator and supervisor of Barbies and it participates in establishing and 

distributing the Barbie brand and its ideals, as Rogers also suggests about the real Mattel corporation 

(150). In terms of Butler’s gender performativity theory, Mattel acts as the ‘directors’ of the ‘Barbie’ 

performance, creating and maintaining it. Furthermore, Mattel also represents the patriarchy that 

creates and regulates the normative system of gender, sexuality and sex and, similarly, regulates the 

gender norms Barbies are subjected by, as I proceed to show. 

In the film, Mattel is predominantly represented by a group of mostly middle-aged male 

executives, dressed in similar black suits, except the pink blouse and tie of the CEO which separates 

him from the others. They are first introduced having an important meeting in their office when they 
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are alerted about Barbie and Ken’s arrival to the Real World. Their appearances contrast starkly with 

the pink-colored boardroom and the heart-shaped table that they are seen sitting around, which 

juxtaposes and contrasts the femininity of the Barbie brand and the male executive team. The 

boardroom is located “all the way up” in a tall building: other employees state that “no one goes all 

the way up” as they “may never come back” (Barbie 00:35:13), representing the executives’ 

importance, high status and power. As a male-lead corporation and the ‘directors’ and creators of 

Barbies, Mattel notably holds power over their dolls and the performativity of Barbies, its realizations 

in Barbie Land and, further, Barbies’ agency. The ‘agency’ referred to in this chapter follows Butler’s 

understanding of it, namely, the agents’ possibilities to perform their gender in ways that “displaces 

the norm” that is being repeated (Gender Trouble 189).  

In Barbie, the executives of Mattel, who I proceed to refer to as merely ‘Mattel’ from now on, 

regard Barbies as valuable and important because through the dolls Mattel can convey their positive 

and empowering messages to girls and women. The unnamed CEO of Mattel, played by Will Ferrell, 

states that their objectives are to “always empower girls” and to “sell dreams”, “imagination” and 

“sparkle” (Barbie 00:36:01-00:36:11), to make Barbie ‘real’ in the eyes of children. As Barbie is 

finally brought to the office and meets with Mattel, she questions why no women work as executives 

at Mattel. Instead of answering, the CEO states how “women are the freaking foundation” of this 

company “literally made of women” (Barbie 00:45:45; 00:47:01); however, he cannot name any 

female CEO in their history (Barbie 00:46:50). The discrepancy between what the CEO says and how 

he then acts highlights that Mattel’s objectives might not be what the CEO claims them to be. 

The real objectives of Mattel are hidden behind the pink branding and the Barbie performance. 

The objectives become clear when Mattel’s executives hear of Barbie and Ken escaping Barbie Land. 

The CEO of Mattel claims Barbie’s appearance in the Real World to be a “catastrophic” situation 

(Barbie 00:37:44) and tells his subordinates that “no one [can rest] until this doll is back in a box” 

(Barbie 00:38:17). For Barbies, their biggest fear is losing their ‘Barbieness’. However, ‘Barbieness’ 
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is a performance established and controlled by Mattel, and a disruption to the performance would 

mean losing that control, which Mattel fears the most. Barbies are more easily controlled when 

Barbies remain dolls in Barbie Land and continue the repeated, and thus undisturbed, performance of 

ideal femininity that Mattel has assigned to them. If Barbies were to learn about the real experiences 

of women in the Real World, instead of the obscured and false narrative Barbies are shown to have 

about the Real World in the beginning of the film, it could cause Barbies to question their own 

subordination and gain more agency to subvert or resist that subordination under Mattel – as the CEO 

must be afraid of. 

Thus, both the scripted Barbie performance and ideal femininity are assigned to Barbies by 

Mattel and Barbies then feel the need to repeat them to maintain their own identity of ‘Barbieness’. 

This dynamic resembles how the female ideal is created by a patriarchal system and by men’s ideas 

of what idealized femininity should look like. Significantly, only Barbies – not Kens – are under such 

restricted control and regulation. The CEO of Mattel tells Barbie that “Ken isn’t something [they] are 

worried about, ever” (Barbie 00:46:10). This illustrates how control over Kens’ actions is not as 

restricted as that of Barbies’. This structure also reflects the patriarchal system where women’s 

agency, autonomy and gender expressions are more controlled and restricted than men’s. 

“Putting Barbie back in its box” can be interpreted as making sure that the performance of 

‘Barbieness’ is not altered and that Mattel can regain full control over Barbie. As Mattel gets hold of 

Stereotypical Barbie and brings her to the headquarters, the CEO asks her to “get into a giant box”, 

resembling a Barbie doll box, that is in their office and reassures her that afterwards “everything will 

be as it was” (Barbie 00:45:40-00:45:53). The latter line from the CEO echoes Barbie’s own desire 

for “everything to always stay exactly as it is” (Barbie 00:22:00) as was heard earlier in the film as if 

repeating Mattel’s script. Barbie goes to stand inside the box as two executives tighten plastic twist 

ties around her wrists. In consecutive close-up shots, the camera first shows Barbie’s hand as she 

stands still inside the box, followed by the executives’ hands tightening the twist ties. The 
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juxtaposition of these close-up shots emphasizes the opposite positions of Barbie and Mattel: Barbie 

is being restrained and stands still while the executives do the restraining and act actively. As the ties 

become tightened, a beating sound is heard in the scene, resembling a heartbeat. The sound signals 

Barbie’s nervousness and fear, but also her transformation from a doll to becoming a human with a 

heartbeat. At the last moment, Barbie escapes from the ties, which can be seen to imply that Barbie 

already notices there is something wrong about the ‘box’ and defies Mattel’s order to be confined in 

it. The box and the twist ties wrapped around Barbie’s wrists symbolize the confinement and 

immobilization of Barbies, whose purpose is to be displayed, gazed at and sold. The box as a tool for 

controlling and confining Barbie also signals the position of women in patriarchy, where women are 

displayed for others as objects that are confined to a limited space and performance.  

Though Mattel appears to care about Barbies, it becomes clear that the value in Barbies is 

only their subordination, the continuing control over Barbies and their economic exploitation, 

illustrated by the box that Barbie needs to be in and is then sold off to girls in. More specifically and 

applying Butler’s ideas of power (Psychic 2-3, 14), Mattel acts as an external power that subordinates 

Barbies into subjection and makes them dependent on the continued success of their performance. 

Furthermore, Mattel is also depicted as a parody of the corporate world where the exploitative control 

of marginal groups is disguised behind positive messaging of “empowerment” and “female agency” 

that the CEO seemingly advocates for (Barbie 00:36:00-00:36:16). The parodic representation of 

Mattel is studied further in 5.2. 

Barbies’ existence as products and creations of the male-lead Mattel can be connected to the 

male fantasy and objectification of women in media, literature and history. Objectification implies, 

for instance, ownership, instrumentality and denial of autonomy (Nussbaum 257). Historically, 

women have often been regarded as the “property of men” (Dworkin qtd. in Paasonen et al.), where 

men have dictated the value, actions and purposes of women. Although the Barbie doll is created by 

Ruth Handler, a woman, the doll serves and is maintained by patriarchal constructions about gender 
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norms and ideals. There are also other narratives of man-made women, the purpose of which is to 

serve and fulfill the male fantasy of the female body and ideal, dating as far back as to the myth of 

Pygmalion creating a ‘perfect’ female sculpture, Galatea, that he falls in love with. Julie Wosk calls 

such narratives “men’s enduring fantasy about fabricating an ideal female”, influenced by their own 

desires and beliefs about women (9-10). Other works with similar themes include E.T.A Hoffmann’s 

story The Sandman (1817) and works inspired by it, as well as a more recent example, the film Poor 

Things (2023) directed by Yorgos Lanthimos. Barbie thus can be understood to participate in a larger 

discussion of who constructs the feminine ideals and norms, and for what purposes. In Barbie, as 

analyzed, the Barbie doll is also Mattel’s design of ideal femininity, one that is easy to control and 

for them to exploit and play with. However, as Wosk (166, 184-85) notes, women artists have also 

created their own versions of artificial women as a means to, first, depict women’s identities as 

socially constructed and, second, challenge the immobile and objectified fantasy of men about the 

female ideal. As discussed in 5.1, the film Barbie can also be interpreted as Gerwig’s way of re-

imagining the artificial doll in a feminist counternarrative and addressing both of the above issues. 

Ideal femininity is thus shaped and made desirable to Barbies by Mattel, rather than it being 

chosen by Barbies themselves. Thus, the performance and ideal femininity of Barbies are a means to 

keep Barbies under Mattel’s control and power, and to regulate and restrict their gender expression 

and gender performativity. Because Barbies are aware of Mattel, their own existence as dolls and 

have their own obscured narrative of the Real World, they are focused on their mission to make 

women feel better about themselves and for all women in the Real World to appreciate and love 

Barbies for the work they have done for them. Barbies are convinced they have “fixed everything so 

all the women in the Real World can be happy and powerful” and that those “grateful women owe 

their wonderful lives to Barbie” (Barbie 00:21:52; 00:25:17) as Barbies are seen to discuss with each 

other, which illustrates the Barbies’ false narrative of Real World. In their own perspectives, Barbies 

are the saviors of women, enabling them to “be anything” and to achieve anything. However, as is 
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established in the film and this analysis, Barbies’ perspective is unrealistic, restricted and an 

impossible ideal, and Barbies are showcased as ignorant and idealistic in their dream world. When 

Stereotypical Barbie goes to the Real World for the first time, she discovers and is shocked that many 

girls, such as the teenager Sasha, think Barbie has “been making women feel bad about themselves 

since [she was] invented” (Barbie 00:40:31).  

However, the ignorance and the total discrepancy between Barbies and the Real World’s 

events is not coincidental; instead, I claim it is an effect of the illusion Mattel has subjected Barbies 

under. Butler refers to an illusion of an interior gender core that conceals gender’s performative 

character (Gender Trouble 173). Barbies similarly live in an illusion where Barbies have been 

convinced that their presence ‘on stage’ is desirable and necessary for the good of women and for 

themselves, and thus they continue to be unaware of the regulation and control it allows Mattel. Thus, 

Barbies are specifically made to believe that by maintaining the performance of ‘Barbieness’ and by 

never disrupting the performance they can continue their existence and will always remain happy and 

perfect. Barbies continue to reiterate the performance blindly and believe in it, living under an illusion 

of their own agency, whereas the agency Barbies express in Barbie Land is not truly in their own 

control, illustrated by the above example of Mattel’s box for Barbies. This reflects both on Butler’s 

idea of the actors believing in their own performance and in the normative system that regulates this 

fiction as “natural and necessary” (Gender Trouble 175, 179).  

However, Barbies consider themselves active agents in their mission to help women. Barbie 

says that they have “worked hard and . . . dreamed hard to make [Barbie Land] everything that it is” 

(Barbie 01:03:45), thus believing in their own capabilities and possibilities to affect and change the 

Real World with their actions in Barbie Land and believing in their own agency. Another factor that 

reinforces Barbies’ sense of agency and power is the dynamics between Barbies and all other dolls in 

Barbie Land. Barbies do not see themselves as powerless, because in Barbie Land they hold power 

over, most notably, Kens and Weird Barbie. When it comes to Weird Barbie and Kens, Barbies are 
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not perfectly well-behaved and kind, but often ignore Kens and mock Weird Barbie. Barbies only 

prioritize other Barbies, whereas Kens are “totally superfluous” (Barbie 00:56:09) and not invited to 

girls’ nights. Weird Barbie is ostracized from the Barbie community and called ‘Weird Barbie’ “both 

behind her back and also to her face” (Barbie 00:19:13). Through the sense of superiority and power 

that Barbies have in Barbie Land, they do not realize or question their own subordination by Mattel. 

These dynamics in Barbie Land thus support and enhance the illusion of agency Barbies are subjected 

by. 

At the same time as Barbies believe they are doing everything to help women of the Real 

World, there are many instances where Barbie acts helpless, unable or unwilling to act up on her own. 

Barbie expects things to change on their own, so that she does not need to do anything herself. For 

instance, when Weird Barbie tells Stereotypical Barbie that she needs to fix herself by going to the 

Real World, she is reluctant as she does not want to know about the Real World, and instead wants 

Weird Barbie to make her “forget everything” (Barbie 00:22:21-00:23:13). Notably, Weird Barbie 

states that “[she is] supposed to wanna know [the truth about the universe]” (Barbie 00:22:35), 

attempting to appeal to Barbie initiating active agency. At this point of the film, Barbie responds that 

she does not want to know as she still lacks the desire to perform active agency. Similarly, when 

Barbie returns from the Real World to find Barbie Land taken over by Kens, Barbie initially gives up 

and says she is going to “sit here and wait and hope that [some other Barbie] does something about 

this whole mess” (Barbie 01:06:30-01:06:39). Therefore, when faced with changes and a need for 

action, Barbie resorts to being passive and shows no agency in situations where she needs to deviate 

from previous scripts or actively work towards a change. This passivity can also be connected to the 

pretense I analyzed in chapter 3.1: Barbies have not needed to accomplish any tasks by themselves in 

their life, since everything is either done for them or the task becomes finished without any real effort 

from Barbies. It is the girls of the Real World who accomplish these tasks, such as moving Barbie 

from one place to another. This is illustrated by the narrator, as they claim that “you just pick [Barbies] 
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up and put them where you want them to go” (Barbie 00:06:00). Thus, Barbies’ dollness also effects 

and represents their existence as passive objects, which later becomes reversed and challenged, as I 

analyze in 5.1. 

Barbie Land thus persuades Barbies into passive repetition of externally assigned roles and is 

built and designed on Barbies’ passivity and inability to act on their own that, nevertheless, makes 

Barbies believe in the fiction of having agency. As analyzed in 3.1 and 3.2, Barbies are also always 

under Mattel’s surveillance and control. The regulation and monitoring of Barbies reflects on how 

women and their actions have historically been controlled in the patriarchal system, and, in addition, 

how women have been regarded as being objects for male gaze in media and films. Furthermore, the 

1950s and 1960s inspired costume design of Barbies links to women’s domesticity and subservience 

to men through associations to housewives and women’s roles as care-takers of the house and 

children. Though Barbies are not mothers or housewives, the film’s costume design thus suggest and 

reflect on their subjection under patriarchy.  

Barbies in Barbie Land have limited possibilities to challenge or subvert the performance of 

‘Barbieness’, which would be seen as agency in Butler’s definition. Subversion or disruption is not 

impossible for Barbies, as the character of Weird Barbie illustrates, but even in the case of Weird 

Barbie the disruption is caused from the outside by a girl who “played too hard” with her. Otherwise, 

disruption would mean losing ‘Barbieness’, Barbies’ identity and existence in Barbie Land. Thus, 

Barbies’ desire to remain subordinated by Mattel because it promises them their perfect lives is 

similar to what Butler notes about subordination and attachment to the “continued existence” (Psychic 

7). Barbies are illusioned to think they already have agency and choice in Barbie Land. Only when 

Barbie experiences the Real World and real women outside her bubble, she begins to gain agency and 

to act in ways that deviate from the Barbie script, as I analyze in 5.1. 



53 

 

4.2 Barbie Play and Girls 

When Stereotypical Barbie’s perfect life in Barbie Land becomes disrupted, she first reluctantly visits 

Weird Barbie who tells her the real problem lies in “the girl that is playing with [her]” (Barbie 

00:21:31). In order to go back to the comfortable repetition where she does not have flat feet, thoughts 

of death and cellulite, Barbie needs to find out what is causing the girl’s “humanness [to] interfere 

with [Barbie’s] dollness” (Barbie 00:21:50). Weird Barbie thinks the girl is feeling “sad” and tells 

the malfunctioning Barbie that she must “help [the girl] to help [herself]” (Barbie 00:21:45; 

00:22:10). Weird Barbie’s analysis confirms that girls and Barbies are connected to each other 

through the Barbie dolls, play and the feelings and meanings girls assign to those dolls. This scene 

also illustrates how girls and Barbies can begin to resemble each other but should never become fully 

intertwined: Barbie can desire to represent all women but should never experience the reality of 

women or become human, “sad, mushy and complicated” as Weird Barbie says (Barbie 00:21:22), 

similar to how the girls of the Real World should play with and desire to be Barbie but can never 

become one. As long as these desires remain, Mattel has control over both Barbies and the little girls. 

In this subchapter, I analyze the parallels between Barbies and the girls playing with them, and how 

the illusion of agency is transferred from Barbies to these children.  

The existence of Barbies is made possible by Mattel but also by the girls who play with 

Barbies and make the image and brand of Barbie come alive. If the girls who play with Barbie can 

alter the Barbie performance by disrupting it – as evidenced by Weird Barbie and Stereotypical Barbie 

– what role do girls play in maintaining Barbie’s ideal femininity? As girls play with Barbies, their 

play represents the repeated performances of Barbies in Barbie Land. Through this comparison, the 

girls who play with Barbies are the ones initiating, replicating and repeating the performance of 

‘Barbieness’ on Barbies. In Barbie Land, Barbies can be seen as the actors of the performance but, 

taking into account the connection between girls and Barbies, I argue that the girls who play with 

Barbies are the true actors who reiterate Barbies’ ideal femininity, conforming with the script of what 
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a Barbie or a woman should be like. However, as the acting is realized through Barbies rather than 

the girls themselves, the instrumentalization of girls for distributing and sustaining ideal femininity 

is less transparent. 

The Barbie brand gives girls clear instructions for how to play with Barbies as demonstrated 

by the messages, narrative and look of the Barbie brand that was examined in chapter 2.3. The boxes 

that Barbies are sold in to consumers, as well as their accessories, items and clothing, tell the player 

exactly what that Barbie’s story is and how she is intended to be played with. Through the design of 

the Barbie doll and the world imagined for her, girls are invited to dream similarly and to become 

like Barbie: happy, powerful and independent. The desire for girls to be and become like Barbie is 

implied in the film as Barbies also wish women to become “happy and powerful” because Barbies 

“fixed everything” (Barbie 00:21:52). Another example is the film’s first scenes where the Barbie 

brand is introduced by the extradiegetic narrator in scenes resembling a Barbie commercial or 

documentary. The narrator states that “girls can grow into women, who can achieve everything and 

anything they set their mind to” (Barbie 00:03:27). Simultaneously, the scene shows girls standing 

next to Barbie dolls that resemble them and each girl is dressed to represent different professions, 

such as a doctor, a cook or a pop star (Barbie 00:03:27-00:03:31). The Barbies are dressed similarly 

and represent the adult women these girls want to become, whereas the dolls have already achieved 

what the young girls are still only dreaming about. Barbies are made to appear powerful, autonomous 

and independent – as if existing outside normative and traditional restrictions of womanhood – so 

that their femininity and identity become desirable for girls as something they should try to replicate 

and perform in their own lives. In addition, through lines such as “because Barbie can be anything, 

women can be anything” (Barbie 00:03:15), the goal of becoming like a Barbie seems achievable too, 

which adds to its desirability. The desirability and achievability of Barbie is similarly examined by 

Whitney who states that “’becoming Barbie’ [is presented] as an achievable goal for young women 

and girls” in pop culture narratives (3). However, as I analyzed in the previous chapter, Barbies do 
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not have the power or agency they think they do, which significantly alters the purpose of making 

‘Barbieness’ appear desirable and achievable: the desirability is used for concealing the true purposes 

of Mattel to recruit girls into the Barbie ideal. 

Because ideal femininity, which is “impossible to embody” (Gender Trouble 179), is made 

desirable and achievable, girls will continue to chase after the dream of becoming like Barbie without 

ever achieving this impossible status and without noticing or knowing that the goal of ‘becoming 

Barbie’ is out of their reach. Playing with Barbies gives girls a sense of agency; however, the play 

also makes the girls become subjects to Mattel’s control and the restricted, ideal ‘Barbie’ script 

created by Mattel. Thus, girls in the Real World participate in their own subordination through Barbie 

play. Furthermore, girls and Barbies remain subordinated because they have an attachment that Mattel 

has conditioned them into, resembling Butler’s theory about the subject’s attachment to their own 

subordination (Psychic 6). First, Barbies are attached to everything staying “exactly as it is”, which 

is also enforced by Mattel, and to their mission of fixing and being heroes to the women and girls in 

the Real World. Second, girls are attached to the dream of becoming Barbies; ideal and powerful 

women.  

Barbie dolls thus become a tool that enables the distribution of ideal femininity to girls and 

encourages girls to conform to these norms through their own conformity to them. More specifically, 

Mattel’s system prevents Barbies and the girls of the Real World from growing up. In subchapter 2.3, 

I quoted Rogers on how Barbie herself is not allowed to grow up either (Rogers 131). This is 

illustrated in Barbie Land where the days are eternally repeated but no character development or aging 

ever happens to Barbies. In another sense, Mattel’s script prevents young girls from ‘growing up’ or, 

more specifically, from discovering or exposing the illusion Mattel has created. Instead, and as Mattel 

prefers, girls need to become women, who buy their daughters Barbies; the cycle continues and Barbie 

Land remains the same Barbie Land. 
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The dynamic between Barbies, girls and Mattel illustrates how patriarchal power can 

instrumentalize girls’ dreams and play and utilize them to subject girls into feminine ideals and gender 

norms. Certain cultural products, such as the Barbie doll and its phantasmic world, are designed to 

offer an escape from that reality to some: as girls escape to Barbie Land through doll play, they can 

reimagine their own existence and womanhood in different ways and succumb to Barbie’s blindness 

and blissfulness. However, even Barbie is a product of the normative and traditional system and thus 

cannot escape the circumstances in which it is created, and neither can the girls who play with Barbies. 

As Weird Barbie’s claims, “we’re all being played with” (Barbie 00:21:34), which illustrates the 

power dynamics of Barbie Land, the Real World and the spectator’s perspective. Through Barbie 

play and being subjected, young girls themselves are invited to become like dolls: items, products 

and objects that are being controlled, made to do things and “played with” by the patriarchy. 

The above is illustrated not only in the film’s narrative, but also in the marketing of the film 

to the audience. As mentioned in the introduction of the thesis, Barbie was promoted with several 

interactive marketing elements, such as the Barbie Selfie Generator and life-size Barbie boxes at 

movie theaters. The generator let fans insert pictures of themselves to a template and describe what 

kind of a Barbie they were, filling in the sentence “This Barbie is . . .” (Laman). Pink, life-size boxes 

were also brought to film theatres that movie-goers could then take pictures posing inside (Laman). 

As this thesis suggests, these marketing strategies can also be connected to making girls and women 

who watch Barbie desire to be like Barbies and to even put themselves into Barbie’s box. In spite of 

the fact that for fans it simply signifies play and admiration of Barbie, given the film’s representation 

of the box and the analysis of this thesis, the generator and box can be interpreted to signify how 

Mattel does not only attempt to keep Barbies in their boxes but also the audience. In such a way, girls 

can become Barbies, but only to the extent that they become subjected, controlled and eternally 

reiterate the impossible ideals. As girls become like dolls and thus adopt Barbie’s ideals and what 

looks like her agency, they are similarly casted into an illusion of agency.  
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Though not every girl is fooled by Barbie, as the character of Sasha in the film indicates. 

Sasha is a girl, now a teenager, who used to play with Barbies in her childhood and, more particularly, 

with the Barbie doll that is the main character, Stereotypical Barbie. Barbie finds Sasha in the Real 

World, but when she enthusiastically introduces herself to Sasha, the teenager breaks Barbie’s bubble 

about Barbie Land and Barbies. Sasha tells Barbie that she hated playing with Barbie and that Barbie 

“represent[s] everything wrong in our culture” (Barbie 00:40:35). Sasha represents the girls who have 

discovered the illusion and now reject Barbie and the femininity she embodies. However, Sasha’s 

rebellion against Barbie is not depicted as an answer to subverting the system in the film, as Sasha 

eventually begins to understand Barbie’s perspective. The dynamic between Sasha, her mother and 

Barbie is analyzed further in subchapter 5.1.  

Barbies and the girls of the Real World live in very different realities that are nevertheless 

connected by the systems of power, normativity and patriarchy that ultimately regulate the gender 

expression and gender norms of women. Even though Barbie play is introduced with its own norms 

that need to align with Barbie’s ideal, fantastic femininity, Barbie play has always held the possibility 

of more transgressive, subversive types of playing, as Rosner notes (15). The film acknowledges these 

types of play through Weird Barbie, who has been “played with too hard” (Barbie 00:18:51) and 

because of the transgressive play, her performance has been altered and is not nearly as restricted as 

other Barbies’, as was analyzed in chapter 3.1. Additionally, Gloria, Sasha’s mother, exemplifies a 

subversive type of Barbie play as her drawings of Barbie result in her having thoughts of death and 

cellulite, which disrupts the Barbie performance. I proceed to explore these ideas in the following 

chapters 5.1 and 5.2. 
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5 SUBVERSION AND PARODY IN BARBIE 

This chapter focuses on the subversive elements in the film that are used to challenge and expose the 

film’s previously established premise of performativity, agency and illusion, applying Butler’s ideas 

of imitation, instability and the myth of originality to the analysis. In subchapter 5.1, the analysis will 

center on how Barbie and other characters subvert the film’s premise within the narrative through 

Stereotypical Barbie’s development away from her ‘Barbieness’ and her journey towards a new, more 

active agency and existence as a human. In subchapter 5.2, I study how parodic and satirical narrative 

elements and characterizations in the film are used to emphasize the subversive meanings of the film 

and how that might affect the audience’s perception of their own understanding regarding gender and 

the normative system. 

5.1 Leaving Barbie Land 

Barbie’s journey towards character development begins with her journey to the Real World. As 

argued in the previous chapters, in the Real World, Barbie’s initial reaction to the new experiences is 

also to remain passive and to reject the reality she is faced with. Barbie calls the Real World “forever 

and irrevocably messed up” (Barbie 00:54:09) as she realizes that the work of Barbies has not 

empowered or brought happiness to women and feels unappreciated and unaccepted in that world. As 

the Real World first frightens her, she finds solace in returning to Barbie Land with the humans, 

Gloria and Sasha; Barbie knows she belongs there and that everything stays the same in Barbie Land. 

However, during her absence, Ken has turned Barbie Land upside down into a Kendom and Barbie 

discovers that even her own world is not as stable and fixed as she had thought it to be. Realizing this, 

Barbie starts to wonder if she is “perfect” and “pretty” enough to be a Barbie anymore (Barbie 

01:05:42; 01:13:04). Discovering more about the Real World and ‘real’ women – being exposed to a 

world outside her own ‘stage’ in Barbie Land – alters Barbie’s perception of herself and her life. In 

the end, Barbie starts to wonder if being a doll, a product that is used to make meaning, is what she 
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wants to remain forever. In this chapter I study how the formerly established premises of femininity, 

performativity and agency are subverted in the film through Barbie’s development and interaction 

with other characters and the two worlds she feels trapped between. 

At the beginning of the film, Barbie is presented as a doll performing a perfect life and ideal 

femininity and as an ideal that represents all women but can never attempt to become a woman herself. 

In the course of the film, this ‘Barbie’ performance is disrupted and changed, and Barbie starts to 

realize that life outside that script is not only possible but could be more meaningful to her. Though 

Barbie sees the Real World as “messed-up”, the film depicts instances from Barbie’s perspective 

where she is fascinated by the human world. Most notably, when trying to find the girl who is playing 

with her, Barbie sits alone in a park and observes the people around her (Barbie 00:32:52-00:33:56). 

The camera shots alter between close-ups of Barbie’s face, showing and focusing on her reactions, 

and long shots of people that illustrate Barbie observing them from afar. In the scene, she sees couples, 

friends and families, people of different ages and genders, living their ordinary lives, not always 

happy or simple as Barbies’ lives are. In addition, Barbie is shown empathizing and feeling sad when 

looking at a boy in a similar mood, mirroring and learning to feel different emotions. Barbie also 

observes nature as a breeze blows through the trees and she hears birds sing. There is only a soft piano 

track playing extradiegetically in the scene, while Barbie’s focus is on the sounds of nature and the 

life around her. The track is a piano version of the song “What Was I Made For”, and it is used in the 

scene to symbolize Barbie’s internal thoughts about her own purpose in the world, as the title 

suggests, and to engage the audience in asking themselves the same question. 

Finally, Barbie sees an old woman sitting next to her in the scene. The old woman is shown 

at first in a straight-on, long shot of her and Barbie sitting side-by-side in similar positions on two 

benches, Barbie on the right and the woman on the left. In the frame, the metal structures of the shelter 

that the benches are under separate Barbie and the woman, making them appear as if sitting and 

existing in their own ‘boxes’. While Barbie looks at the woman, the woman is first looking down and 
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reading a newspaper. In the shot, Barbie and the woman are shown to mirror each other and represent 

the different perspectives of womanhood; however, now the ideal Barbie doll is looking at the real 

woman sitting next to her. This reverses Barbie’s position as being the object that is always looked 

at, whereas now she does the looking out of her own volition and gazes outside her own ‘box’ at the 

old woman. Many of the people but, most prominently, the old woman represent the opposite of 

Barbie’s eternal youth, unrealistic femininity and perfect happiness. As the old woman notices her, 

Barbie tells the woman that she is “so beautiful” (Barbie 00:33:45) as she begins to appreciate the 

beauty, aging and life of ‘real’ women outside her own ideal and eternally youthful existence in 

Barbie Land. The two characters are then depicted in successive medium, over-the-shoulder shots, 

which temporarily breaks the separateness of the previous frame. Following, the camera goes back to 

the straight-on, long shot of them, but now Barbie finds herself genuinely laughing with the old 

woman as they look at each other and are able to connect despite the separate boxes they are still seen 

in. As Barbie leaves, she still turns to look back at the woman, affected by their interaction, whereas 

the old woman goes back to reading her newspaper, symbolizing how she is content in her own ‘box’, 

whereas Barbie begins to wonder about her position in hers. 

Through these experiences, Barbie lets herself feel different emotions for the first time and 

appreciates the signs of life and change she sees around her in nature and people, an opposite to her 

plastic world. Especially crying is a motif used in the film to portray Barbie’s growth further away 

from her ‘Barbieness’ and into desiring womanhood. First, she states she “just learned to cry” in the 

Real World (Barbie 00:43:50) as it feels foreign and difficult for her, but after experiencing and 

internalizing the feelings of ‘real’ women, in this case Gloria’s, Barbie speaks to herself, saying that 

crying felt “achy but good” (Barbie 00:32:49) and eventually tells Ken that it is “kind of amazing” 

(Barbie 01:32:54). In the scene in the park, she is only observing other people from the outside, as 

the previously mentioned framing of the shot suggests, while later she decides she wants to participate 

in and have such experiences herself, reaching outside her own box. Barbie’s development 
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symbolizes her shifting desire and growing agency to become a ‘real’ woman, instead of than 

representing an idealized version of one. In other words, Barbie’s exposure to women and life outside 

Barbie Land enables her to become aware of the ‘script’ she has been assigned to follow her whole 

life. Realizing this, Barbie begins to act more actively, independently and out-of-line in contrast to 

her prior ‘Barbie’ performativity.  

The overthrow of Barbie Land by Kens is another significant turning point to Barbie’s 

perception of her own identity as a Barbie as she notices that her own world is not as fixed as it had 

appeared. As discussed in 4.2, Mattel has convinced Barbies that their subjection and compliance 

have a purpose: everything will stay the same if Barbies stay ‘on stage’. Similarly, Barbies were 

illusioned into believing they had to always remain perfect and pretty, or otherwise they would seize 

to exist as Barbies. In Kendom, Barbies have lost their previous position: they are now brainwashed 

into only caring about Kens, serving and being around them, while Kens have taken over Barbies’ 

Dream Houses. Understanding that Barbie Land can be changed so easily by Kens, and that Barbies, 

including Stereotypical Barbie herself, can be helpless and powerless to resist their brainwashing by 

Kens, Barbie feels she has lost her identity too. She refers to this, saying “Barbie Land was perfect 

before, I was perfect before” (Barbie 01:05:39). When Barbie Land is revealed to be imperfect, 

unstable, and fragile, Barbie begins doubting that her own sense of identity and ‘Barbieness’ is 

similarly so; no longer appearing fixed, natural and eternally constant to her but is revealed to be, to 

quote Butler, “changeable and revisable” (Gender Trouble xxiii). Gloria tells Barbie similarly: “that’s 

life, it’s all change” (Barbie 01:06:03), but as the background music swells in the scene, Barbie says 

that “that’s terrifying” (Barbie 01:06:09) to her and proceeds to throw her shoes, jacket and hat in a 

fit of anger and frustration. Barbie declares that she “[doesn’t] want this” (Barbie 01:06:22), referring 

to the clothes she throws away and thus her previous identity but also to the situation she finds herself 

in. She then tells Gloria and Sasha that she will “give up” in trying to save Barbie Land, illustrating 

the helplessness analyzed in 4.1. Barbie’s reaction in the scene indicates that she has realized the 
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illusion of agency as she strips herself of the markers of ‘Barbieness’. However, as she is still afraid 

of “change” and has no knowledge of how to act different from her Barbie script yet, she can only 

resort back to passivity and give up. Resembling a doll that is finished playing with, she lies flat on 

the ground, “lowest [she has] ever been” (Barbie 01:07:24), until Weird Barbie comes to help her.  

Brought to the Weird House, Barbie cries and tells Gloria: “I’m not pretty anymore . . . I’m 

not Stereotypical Barbie pretty” and that “I’m not good enough for anything” (Barbie 01:13:02-

01:13:42). In the scene, she does not have visible make-up and her hair is not done anymore, due to 

her previous outburst and crying. Barbie’s appearance resembles her feelings of being stripped of her 

identity and previous sense of worth, and signals that she is no longer performing the Barbie script. 

The deviation Barbie portrays in this scene can be seen as the result of a “failure to repeat” her 

‘Barbieness’ as she does not believe in her own capabilities to perform it anymore. Notably, a “failure 

to repeat” is included as a possibility for gender transformation in Butler’s theory (Gender Trouble 

179), as Barbie also showcases: the failure to repeat is what makes her aware of her Barbie 

performance’s imperfection in the first place. As Barbie has begun to discover the illusion, she notices 

that her self-worth and identity depended on an ideal that she could not achieve as she is “not good 

enough”. Barbie’s development and growth can be interpreted as the struggle women go through 

growing up as they might discover and face the concealed reality of gender norms and the normative 

system; that the ideal norms can never be achieved. When girls leave their Barbies behind, grow up 

and face the ‘real world’, they enter a reality that promised them the possibility to be “anything”. 

However, girls soon discover that they are never truly “good enough” in the eyes of the patriarchal 

world that is built on the idealization and exploitation of female bodies and femininity. 

The women who ultimately help Barbie see the struggles and joys of women in the Real World 

are Gloria and Sasha. Even though Gloria and Sasha are also subjected in the Real World under 

patriarchy, they represent quite opposite approaches to surviving and existing inside and subjected 

into the normative system. As addressed previously, Sasha represents defiance and rejection of the 
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patriarchal system – especially the gender norms and ideals of Barbies – as a teenager who has ‘grown 

up’ and discovered how the Real World is a place where, according to Sasha, “women hate women, 

and men hate women” (Barbie 00:54:20). On the other hand, Gloria is aware of the imperfections of 

the system and attempts to subvert the norms by utilizing the system as she states that “the Real World 

is not perfect, but [Barbie] inspired [her]” (Barbie 00:54:11), meaning she has found ways to cope 

and resist the powers of the Real World through the very products used to control and regulate 

women’s existence. 

For instance, Gloria’s subversive designs of Barbie dolls, such as Cellulite Barbie, challenge 

the typical Barbie doll narrative of Mattel and facilitate transgressive play with Barbies. In addition, 

she introduces her idea and design of an Ordinary Barbie to Mattel, which Mattel accepts in the film, 

though only after understanding that it will make them money (Barbie 01:38:55-01:39:30). Thus, 

Gloria exemplifies how women can challenge the Barbie doll narrative with diverse subversive ways 

and, furthermore, thus challenge the controlling narratives of patriarchy about women. In the film, 

after Barbie says she is not good enough, Gloria speaks about the contradictions that make it 

impossible to be a woman as one can “never get old, never be rude, never show off, never be selfish, 

never fall down, never fail, never show fear, never get out of line” (Barbie 01:15:07-01:15:17). The 

subversive and disruptive performativity of womanhood that Gloria illustrates educates and 

encourages Barbie to seek such subversive possibilities in her own actions too. 

Barbie’s new, active agency becomes most clearly realized in her efforts to take back Barbie 

Land and, finally, in her decision to become human. As Barbie’s image of her world and identity is 

shattered and altered, Barbie can begin to build an identity and agency that she finds significant to 

herself. In conducting the plan to take down Kendom with others, Barbie shows initiative and active 

resistance; in other words, she exhibits agency that directly counters and subverts the prior Barbie 

performance of passivity and similarity. Barbies utilize the weakness of Kens, which is their 

dependence and admiration of Barbies and jealousy towards other Kens over Barbies’ attention. 
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Barbies are used as “decoys” to distract the Kens with their helplessness, while Gloria reverses the 

Barbies’ brainwashing through her subversive speech about womanhood. While Kens finally turn on 

each other, Barbies restore Barbie Land.  

Barbie also decides to leave Barbie Land at the end of the film. When Barbie Land is turned 

back to Barbie Land, she could return to her comfortable life, as other Barbies do. Instead, knowing 

now about the Real World, the artificiality of Barbie Land and ‘Barbieness’ and the illusion of agency, 

she says she “[is] not really sure where [she] belong[s] anymore” (Barbie 01:40:06) and that she 

“[does not] really feel like Barbie anymore” (Barbie 01:41:03). In the scene where she voices this, 

Barbie is now dressed in a more modern and plain dress, notably not pink but yellow. Her hair and 

make-up are styled simplistically, all of which show her deviation from being a Barbie and from the 

implications of her previous look and accessories. Ruth Handler appears in Barbie Land and takes 

Barbie to discuss her existence with her. They appear in the next scene in a completely white setting 

with only soft, changing lighting in the background, where Barbie tells Ruth about her changed 

desires that showcase Barbie’s active agency. Barbie says she “want[s] to be a part of the people that 

make meaning, not the thing that’s made” and that she “want[s] do the imagining, [and not to] be the 

idea” (Barbie 01:43:04-01:43:18). The empty staging of the scene can be seen to represent a liminal 

space, where Barbie is not a doll anymore nor yet a human, and her rebirth to that womanhood. The 

film plays the soft, piano version of “What Was I Made For” in the background that now represents 

Barbie’s self-development; she finally knows what she wants. As Barbie implies, she finds the endless 

repetition of Barbie Land and the performance of ‘Barbieness’ no longer satisfactory and meaningful, 

as she begins to crave individuality and a self-determined life and womanhood. Instead of being an 

object that has everything decided for her, she wants to be an active subject capable of subversion 

and agency. Barbie’s development guides women to explore and discover active agency too, to revise 

and recreate what becoming a woman can be like, which can be interpreted as portraying a feminist 

counternarrative in the film. 
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Analyzing Barbie’s actions through Butler, Barbie’s development in the film portrays the 

exposing of gender norms and ideal femininity as constructions used for maintaining the normative 

system and then rejecting and subverting them. In this thesis, Barbie has been interpreted to embody 

and represent femininity in an idealized, unrealistic form. With Barbies, both their ideal femininity 

and the repetition and performative acts of ‘Barbieness’ are exaggerated and implicitly and 

purposefully presented as artificial and pretense. The exaggeration is most apparent in the Barbies’ 

fantastic and unconditional femininity, as described in subchapter 3.2. The endless repetition of the 

“best day every day” and of “Hi, Barbie” convey the artificiality and performativity of Barbie Land. 

The exaggeration of performativity and ideal femininity in Barbie Land draws attention to the 

performative character of gender that should stay concealed for the purposes of exploiting and 

profiting off women and girls who then try to achieve these extremes and impossible ideals of Barbie. 

Through exaggerating and making these constructions visible, Barbie becomes a subject that exposes 

and denaturalizes the same ideals of femininity and gender that she is portraying, although being used 

as a tool of instrumentalization in the film. Barbie’s rejection of living as the ideal in Barbie Land 

challenges these same gender norms as well. Ruth Handler points out to Barbie that “humans only 

have one ending” whereas “ideas live forever” (Barbie 01:42:25). Ideas, such as gender and gender 

norms, are constructions that change and in certain forms live forever, but Barbie instead chooses to 

make something of the life she has for herself. In the end, the desirability of becoming and living as 

a Barbie is reversed in the film: when previously girls tried to achieve the status of Barbie, now Barbie 

desires the life of ‘real’ women.  

As Barbies have been interpreted as tools for maintaining feminine gender ideals in this thesis, 

Barbie’s rebellion, rejection and subversion from them turns the brand narrative upside down. 

Significantly, the film follows Stereotypical Barbie, who can be regarded as the ‘original’ Barbie 

design, and the audience sees her reject the life of ideals and eternal youth. As the center of the Barbie 

brand, Stereotypical Barbie’s actions can be interpreted as challenging the centralization of the white, 
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blond Barbie and the ideals of femininity that particularly the ‘original’ Barbie represents. In addition, 

the subversive actions described in this chapter could affect the girls of the Real World too. As Barbie 

refuses to be an idea, a tool and product of Mattel, her revised performativity and agency could inspire 

and influence girls who play with Barbies to reimagine and reinvent Barbie play in the same direction, 

and ultimately gain more active agency through Barbies. 

However, the film does not take the subversion and rejection of gender norms and the 

normative system any further: Barbie Land and its ideals continue to exist, even if slightly changed. 

After taking back Barbie Land, the President Barbie suggests that “things should [not] go back to the 

way that they were” and continues that “no Barbie or Ken should be living in the shadows” (Barbie 

01:38:03). She then goes to offer Weird Barbie a place in her cabinet and apologizes for their bad 

treatment of her. The acceptance of Weird Barbie in particular shows that other, more subversive and 

deviant Barbie performances are now allowed and accepted in Barbie Land. Nevertheless, it does not 

indicate that the ‘original’, restricted Barbie performance has changed or is truly challenged, even if 

the range of performances becomes more diversified. Furthermore, power structures between Barbies 

and Mattel and Barbies’ idealized femininity are not challenged in the film either. The other Barbies 

continue their lives in the newly revised Barbie Land, but there is no indication that they have escaped 

the illusion or gained more agency. Instead, Stereotypical Barbie is seen more as an outlier to the 

rules, a Barbie that ran away. Subversion from the performance is thus presented as a possibility for 

some individuals but not all women as a collective in the film’s narrative. Barbie’s actions to make 

the ‘old’ Barbie performance less desirable and expose it as impossible and unattainable, 

simultaneously makes the subversive and ‘more human’ Barbie the new ideal. These aspects of the 

film’s depiction of women’s possibilities to subvert or challenge the prevailing norms of ideal 

femininity partly diminish the feminist subtext in the film and makes the status of the film as a 

feminist counternarrative more ambiguous.  
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Notably, after the film’s release, the real Mattel shop is selling Barbie dolls resembling Margot 

Robbie and her Barbie costumes from the film, as a search result of ‘Margot Robbie’ in Mattel’s 

online shop shows. Ironically, regarding Stereotypical Barbie’s development, the dolls Mattel sells 

promote Stereotypical Barbie continuing her Barbie performance. Furthermore, Barbie toy sales in 

the US increased 25% in July and August of 2023, during and following the release of the film 

(Kavilanz). The gender norms that Barbie represents are thus not disposed of, but merely replaced 

with new ideals that the real-life Mattel also continues distributing. Even if she becomes a human, 

Stereotypical Barbie continues to live outside the film’s narrative as a doll, idea and icon that Mattel 

can profit on. 

Though the new era in Barbie Land appears less restricted and allows more agency to Barbies 

and women, the subjection cannot be escaped. In the final scene, Barbie has become a human, 

illustrated through her once again changed appearance, compared to her ‘Barbieness’ in Barbie Land: 

instead of dressed in bright pink and high heels, as a human living in the Real World she wears a 

beige jacket, jeans and pastel pink sandals. She introduces herself as Barbara Handler, still carrying 

on her previous identity but no longer living as a Barbie. She takes on the important mission of visiting 

a gynecologist for the first time, as she has now become a ‘real’ woman with a sex and gender. 

Visiting a gynecologist can also symbolize Barbie’s transformation from a girl to an adult woman; 

this also subverts the narrative that Barbie can never grow up. Nevertheless, when becoming a ‘real’ 

woman, Barbie too only chooses between two different options, both of which rely on her subjection 

and subordination, but where at least the Real World grants her individuality and a life with an ending. 

The new era in Barbie Land makes that world seem a bit more subversive and less restricted, but in 

the end, the other Barbies still living in Barbie Land continue to live under subordination of Mattel 

too. The reconstruction of Barbie Land, however, also illustrates that it is possible to revise, challenge 

and reconstruct any construction, no matter how perfect or fixed it seems. 
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Butler refers to the “paradox of subjectification” (Bodies 15), which applies to Barbies who 

exist and are created in paradoxical circumstances. Barbies are created by and as the result and 

embodiment of real-life idealized gender norms of women and femininity, a product of that culture 

in a literal sense. Thus, a resistance to those norms would endanger the existence of Barbies 

themselves. However, this thesis contends that Barbie is ultimately not about Barbies’ need to escape 

their own existence and subjection. Instead, Barbie exposes and subverts the ideas that restrict change 

and resistance within the system and while being subordinated. Thus, the film highlights how women 

can find inspiration, power and meaning in themselves and other women and people, rather than in 

the normative ideals and images that make meaning of and for them. 

Barbie is an ambiguous and contradictory character that can simultaneously represent 

existence under subordination and the possibilities to act subversively despite it; finding one’s own 

agency. When talking with Ruth Handler and before becoming a human, Barbie finally asks her: “so, 

being human [is] not something I need to ask for or even want? . . . It’s something I just discover I 

am?” (Barbie 01:44:00). ‘Being human’ can be juxtaposed with having agency, as my analysis has 

suggested. Thus, Barbie discovers that her agency is not something that is given to her from the 

outside, but what each subject already possesses. Though Barbie shows subversive agency in the film, 

it is only made possible because of her exposure to humanity and thus, to human subjectivity. Dolls, 

on the other hand, can only have agency assigned to them by the girls who play with them and, as 

objects, cannot act subversively on their own or out of their own volition. Weird Barbie is once again 

an exception, since she was already exposed to such subversive agency by the girl who played too 

hard with her. By becoming a human, Barbie thus gains the means to act out her agency by herself, 

without needing an external initiation for it, as Barbies do. 

Since Barbie is a film directed and produced by largely women with a focus on women’s lives 

and issues, the film itself is an example of a subversive and transgressive product existing and being 

made in a male-dominated field, the film industry. Barbie, a feminine icon that everyone knows, is 
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used in the film to reflect on how products, such as the Barbie movie and the Barbie doll, can 

simultaneously highlight and attempt to challenge expectations of gender and femininity while 

existing in and partly complying with the normative system. The film thus does not only subvert and 

challenge ideas of femininity and Barbie in the patriarchal system, but also ideas of the often male-

narrated depictions of women in the mainstream film industry, as discussed about the male fantasy 

of ideal females in 4.1. Barbie showcases Barbie as a man-made ideal figure that then becomes her 

own creator through her decision to reject ‘Barbieness’. Gloria also acts as an example the viewers 

can identify with of how one can still play with and celebrate Barbies, while challenging its narrative 

of ideal femininity and man-made status through her transgressive Barbie designs. 

As the film decenters both the male viewer and the predominant male-centered narrative in 

contemporary films, the film also takes part in highlighting the female spectator, which is one of 

significant topics of discussion in feminist counter-cinema (Hollinger 13). Though Barbie offers the 

female spectator only a limited and restricted view of femininity and womanhood in the film, the film 

also gives reasons, as analyzed in this thesis, why such a limited perspective is not sufficient and 

satisfactory; why Barbie eventually needs to leave and broaden her viewpoint of what being a woman 

is or can be like. Furthermore, this thesis notes how the subversive developments, actions and ideas 

in the film can be seen to criticize the normative, patriarchal system and, similarly, the male-centered 

film industry. Because of this subversive reading of the film, Barbie can be seen to represent a 

feminist counternarrative, even if partly conforming and re-idealizing certain prevailing norms, as is 

also noted in the next subchapter 5.2. 

5.2 Exposing the Stage 

“The Real World isn’t what I thought it was”, Barbie admits after going outside Barbie Land for the 

first time (Barbie 00:50:50). Barbie Land is juxtaposed with the Real World that is a complete 

opposite to the Barbies’ reality. As Barbie and Ken enter the Real World and land in California, 

Barbie feels uncomfortable and unsafe as she is being stared at and harassed by men who ask her to, 
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for instance, “give [them] a smile, blondie” (Barbie 00:27:59). Barbie states it makes her feel “ill at 

ease” and self-conscious (Barbie 00:28:08), something she has not had to face before. What made her 

confident and powerful in Barbie Land – her femininity and appearance – now makes her objectified 

and sexualized. Through the juxtaposition, the film highlights the oppression and double standards 

that women face under patriarchy, as the human Gloria also exemplifies in her speech when she talks 

of the expectations and roles of women under patriarchy as being “too contradictory” and making it 

“literally impossible to be a woman” (Barbie 01:13:50; 01:15:19).  

Barbie Land reverses the subordination of women under patriarchy and initially represents an 

ideal world for women, a matriarchy where women’s possibilities are not restricted because of their 

gender. Barbie Land is, however, a parody of the Real World’s gendered power dynamics but also of 

gender itself, gender norms and their performative character. As presented in the previous chapter, 

Barbies’ femininity is extremely idealized and exaggerated, which exposes to the audience the 

naturalized gender norms regarding women. Simultaneously, exaggeration functions as a tool for 

parodying and satirizing those norms. Butler’s ideas of subversive parody were discussed in 2.1, 

where the parodic imitation of the ‘original’ can “displace the meaning of the original” (Gender 

Trouble 176). In Barbie, parodic and satirical presentations of gender identity, roles and gender 

expression are used for the same purpose – to illuminate and expose gender as a discursive, 

performative construction. Next, I study the different ways parody and satire is used in Barbie for 

these purposes. 

As mentioned above, Barbie Land and its power dynamics between Barbies and Kens parodies 

the gender hierarchies of the Real World by reversing them. The traditional gender roles of men and 

women are reversed in Barbie Land, where femininity is considered dominant compared to 

masculinity. This reversal imitates traditional gender expectations and gender roles in a parodic way 

and thus disputes the traditional notion of a ‘natural’ or necessary gender hierarchy, where 

masculinity is often considered the default, more prone for leadership and active agency. This is also 
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mirrored in the toys that traditionally were and are given to boys, such as action figures mentioned in 

2.3. Barbie Land not only gives women access to more roles in the Barbie society, as Barbies hold all 

positions of power and other professions, but the reversal also highlights how the domination of one 

gender over others is a discursive construction maintained by the system in power. The fact that 

Barbie Land can be turned into Kendom so easily also shows the instability of any naturalized gender 

hierarchy, whether a matriarchy or a patriarchy. Notably, Ken also eventually rejects the idea of 

patriarchy as he finds out “it wasn’t about horses” (Barbie 01:33:31), and thus participates in 

challenging patriarchy and the men’s roles in it. Furthermore, Barbie Land and Kendom showcase 

how no societal structure, patriarchy or matriarchy, is established ‘naturally’, but through a systematic 

assertion of power, norms, ideals and constructions created to maintain the system that is then 

regarded as ‘natural’ or ‘original’. 

Patriarchal power is also ridiculed in the film through the depiction of Mattel. As mentioned 

in 4.1, Mattel’s objectives for the Barbie brand are different from what their actions and behavior 

signify. The CEO states to his subordinates how he “got into this business because of little girls and 

their dreams” (Barbie 1:00:25) and justifies the power imbalance in the company by saying “every 

single one of these men love women” and that he is a “son of a mother” (Barbie 00:46:48). These 

excuses are ways to divert the conversation with factors that have no logical connection to Barbie’s 

argument, such as being a “son of a mother” and “loving women”. In this and several other scenes, 

Mattel is thus represented as ignorant, simple-minded, childish, and unintelligent: as the executives 

run after Barbie once she refused to get into their box, the CEO demands to push the button of the 

elevator and cannot figure out how to get past a ticket gate without his key card, though Barbie is 

seen jumping over it easily. Notably, Mattel is portrayed with characteristics that have traditionally 

often been associated with female characters in media: infantilized, helpless, and unintelligent. The 

Mattel executives are thus ridiculed by contrasting their position in Mattel and identity as masculine, 

powerful men with the often degradingly used depiction of women and femininity. The same contrast 
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applies to Kens, which I argue in next paragraphs. Furthermore, the similar attire of the Mattel 

executives also reflects their own products: the black-suited executives appear as mere copies of each 

other and show no signs of individuality, only following the orders of the CEO. This depiction also 

undermines the powerful and masculine image of Mattel. 

Furthermore, Kens and Barbies imitate and satirize naturalized compulsory heterosexuality. 

As explained in 3.1, neither Barbie nor Ken seem to be aware of why they are supposed to be 

“girlfriend/boyfriend” (Barbie 00:14:40), nor do Barbies and Kens seem interested in sexuality or 

relationships outside the label of being “girlfriend/boyfriend”. This behavior proves heterosexuality 

in Barbie Land to be performative, something Barbie and Ken are made to appear as. The dynamic 

between Kens and Barbies parodies the way heterosexuality is established as the default, natural or 

original in the viewer’s reality, and thus exposes heterosexuality as “a process of imitating . . . its own 

phantasmic idealization of itself” (Butler “Imitation” 128). The effect of compulsory heterosexuality 

is clearly a more determining factor for Ken than for Barbie: after being bested by Barbies, Ken and 

Barbie finally discuss their relationship, and Ken admits he “[does not] know who [he is] without 

[Barbie]” because “there is no just Ken” (Barbie 01:34:20; 01: 34:31). Compulsory heterosexuality 

is all Ken has, as he too has been illusioned to blindly repeat that identity to prevent it from failing or 

being exposed. As Barbie tells him that he needs to “discover who Ken is” (Barbie 01:35:01), the 

scene is also an example of Barbie exhibiting subversive agency as she helps Ken subvert the 

performance of heterosexuality he was assigned to perform. Consequently, the heterosexual narrative 

in Barbie reflects on the “incessant and panicked imitation of [heterosexuality’s] naturalized 

idealization” (“Imitation” 129). Barbie also subverts the heterosexual narrative maintained by Mattel, 

by stating throughout the film that she is not in love with Ken, despite Mattel insisting she is (Barbie 

01:39:52).  

Based on the prior analysis, the film’s depiction of Barbie Land exposes heterosexuality’s 

instability, which I argue is also a reason for the lack of explicit queer representation in the film. The 
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parody and exaggerated satire of gender roles and heterosexuality in Barbie Land highlight the 

unoriginality and imitation of normative roles and identities, whereas queer identities have often 

already been regarded as “[copies] of an origin” in Butler’s theory (“Imitation” 128). Yet, this is not 

an excuse to exclude queer representation of Barbies in the film, excluding the implied queerness of 

Allan, as queer representation within Barbies could be a way to subvert and draw even more attention 

to the heterocentrism of Barbie Land. However ironically, Kens can be seen to deviate more from the 

way masculinity has been traditionally expressed, as they are depicted in more traditionally feminine 

ways, such as being emotional and dependent, as well as affectionate with other Kens in some scenes. 

Kens are depicted similar to Mattel – as unintelligent and helpless – but their deviation from 

traditional masculinity is even more emphasized. Kens can be seen to resemble a himbo, a male 

version of an often-derogatory term bimbo, described as a “young woman, who is regarded as 

sexually attractive, but unintelligent or frivolous” (Oxford English Dictionary). Barbies are also often 

connected to bimbo feminism through association with hyperfemininity and pink colors. The 

characterization of Kens as unintelligent and attractive functions as a counternarrative to men’s and 

women’s portrayal in media. The more feminine gender expression of Kens’ heterosexuality also 

partly participates in disrupting the association between masculine-presenting men and 

heterosexuality and feminine-presenting men and homosexuality. However, due to the scope of this 

thesis, the performativity and gender expression of Kens will not be delved into further. 

Similarly, Barbies’ expression of gender parodies the notion of an ‘original’ gender identity 

and the myth of originality that Butler writes about. Such parody occurs when “the ‘original’ is 

revealed to be a copy, and an inevitably failed one, an ideal that no one can embody” (Gender Trouble 

176). The parody of gender identity is realized in Barbie through the lack of sex and the exaggerated 

performance of gender in Barbie Land. The ideal Barbie doll, and through it, the idea of an internal 

gender core are presented and exposed as imitations of an original that does not exist. The film begins 

with Barbie dolls being established as equal to “all woman”, as the narrator states that “Barbie is all 
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of these women” (Barbie 00:02:59). Throughout the film, this claim is disproven as the film portrays 

Barbies as distinctly different from humans and the Barbie ideal as impossible to achieve, as analyzed 

in this thesis. Barbies appear gendered and sexed through their performance of femininity and 

heterosexuality. The juxtaposition of Barbie dolls, gender and sex denaturalizes the unity between 

sex, gender and gender performance.  

Furthermore, the Barbie doll’s plasticity implies transformability and a “sense of mutability” 

(70), which allows for Barbie to resist naturalized and original gender identity, as Toffoletti states. 

As a plastic doll, she is never natural or real; instead, her plasticity makes her “unstable”, 

“inauthentic” and “ambiguous” (Toffoletti 68, 70). Butler states drag to function similarly, to “mock 

the expressive model of gender and the notion of a true gender identity” (Gender Trouble 175). 

Similar to drag, Barbies imitate being women and having a sex, but these labels are only ‘put on’. 

The dollness of Barbies and their exaggerated and explicit performance of being women in their 

idealized, impossible styles expose gender and sex as constructions, performances and imitation, and 

can thus underline and expose the myth of originality: that there is no original source of gender. 

Parodic and satirical elements in the film are thus used to defamiliarize traditional gender 

expressions, gender roles and heterosexuality to audiences and to expose their naturalization and 

normalization in the patriarchal system. Butler states that “parodic proliferation deprives hegemonic 

culture and its critics of the claim to naturalized or essentialist gender identities” (Gender Trouble 

176). Yet, in Bodies that Matter, Butler asks whether “parodying the dominant norms is enough to 

displace them” and that such parody can “be used in the service of both denaturalization and 

reidealization” (125). As mentioned in 5.1, Barbie’s subversive actions can also be seen to promote 

a reidealized version of ‘Barbieness’. Parody and satire can similarly be seen to offer a phantasmic, 

parodic approach to gender that, however, predominantly promotes, for instance, gender binary and 

heterocentrism through Kens and Barbies. In the end, it is ambiguous whether Barbie succeeds in 

displacing the constructions it parodies and exposes, or if it participates in their reidealization as well. 
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The real impact of Barbie can perhaps only be determined by the audience: will the Barbie doll remain 

as the same, feminine icon, or has this film altered the way female viewers regard Barbie’s femininity 

and gender performance? Based on the discussions the film has evoked in the media and the film 

industry, which have also been referred to in this thesis, Barbie has perhaps paved the way for the 

general audience to see the subversive value and possibility in such ideal objects and products as the 

Barbie doll. 
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6 CONCLUSIONS 

Greta Gerwig’s film Barbie illustrates Barbie dolls as the embodiment and symbol of ideal gender 

norms and restricted agency and thus portrays the subjection and subordination of women under a 

patriarchal and normative system. Barbie showcases one Barbie doll’s, Stereotypical Barbie’s, 

journey and development from an object being played with in Barbie Land to gaining agency as a 

subject and woman in the Real World. Applying Judith Butler’s theory of gender performativity, this 

thesis focused on illustrating how Barbies can be seen to construct an image of ideal femininity in the 

film through their exaggerated, restricted performance of ‘Barbieness’ that also limits their agency 

and existence under Mattel’s power. Furthermore, the thesis analyzed how the Barbie performance 

and script are subverted, challenged and rejected in the film’s narrative by the character of 

Stereotypical Barbie, and exposed to the audience through parody and satire of gender and 

heterosexuality. 

As this thesis has argued, Barbie Land is the stage for Barbies to put on their exaggerated play 

of ideal femininity: there is a distinct script of Barbies’ lives, which is repeated in the film over and 

over again. The acting of ‘Barbieness’ is a collective performance that all Barbies must participate 

in, one that they legitimate every day through public appearances and the citation of “Hi Barbie”. The 

analysis applies Butler’s theory of gender performativity, which also understands gender as a social 

construct, constituted through repeated and stylized acts, where the performative nature of gender 

stays concealed. According to the script, Barbies must always be stylized in feminine ways and act 

kindly and positively and not feel negative emotions, such as sadness. Barbie Land is made to appear 

ideal and equal as a classless and colorblind society that, however, punishes Barbies that fail their 

performance, as illustrated by the character Weird Barbie. In addition, though Barbies do not have a 

sex, compulsory heterosexuality is an integral part of the performance between Kens and Barbies, 

even if they do not understand the purpose of that dynamic themselves. The gendered expectations 
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and norms that Barbie represents in the film are not only idealized and exaggerated, but they also 

indicate how impossible it is to achieve Barbies’ standards. 

Simultaneously, Barbies are under the subjection of Mattel and show no signs of active agency 

or desire for change, whereas Mattel is depicted in the film as the creators and controllers of Barbies, 

the ‘directors’ of their performance. Though Barbies have been convinced by Mattel that the 

performance guarantees them and the women of the Real World happiness, Barbies act helpless and 

passive when faced with difficulties or problems as they are only accustomed to being gazed at, 

observed in their boxes and played with. Thus, Barbies are under an illusion of agency that also 

transfers to the girls who play with Barbies. These girls are Mattel’s true targets for keeping Barbies 

in their box, blissful and ignorant: the girls of the Real World are similarly made to believe in Barbies’ 

ideals regarding femininity. Barbie dolls are thus tools for Mattel to make girls desire ‘Barbieness’. 

However, as dolls these girls can play with, Barbies are restricted to the Barbie performance in the 

film, but they also symbolize the possibility for transgressive play and subversion through their 

plasticity. 

Barbie begins to exhibit signs of a new, more active agency and a performance that deviates 

from and subverts the previous Barbie script, when she travels to the Real World for the first time 

and witnesses the ordinary lives of women there. The catalyst for Barbie’s development is her 

exposure to life, change and ‘real’ women, such as Gloria and Sasha, who make Barbie aware of the 

contradictory expectations women are under in a patriarchy. The Barbie performance becomes 

challenged and rejected through Barbie’s subversive actions that separate her from her previous 

Barbie performance and through her decision to leave Barbie Land to become a ‘real’ woman. 

Furthermore, Barbie’s development away from her ‘Barbieness’ exposes Barbie’s ideal femininity as 

impossible; at first, it seemingly makes all women happy and powerful but, in the film, proves that 

women or Barbies are never good enough as they are. Knowing this, Barbie proceeds to save Barbie 

Land, which can be seen to counter her previous passivity and similarity, and begins questioning her 
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existence as a Barbie doll. However, the film falls short in fully deconstructing Barbie Land’s values 

and ideals as Barbie Land continues to exist, but now it allows more deviation from the Barbie script, 

for instance, regarding Weird Barbie no longer as inferior to the other Barbies. The portrayal of 

Barbies in Barbie Land in the film reflects on the existence of women under patriarchy and their 

possibilities to subvert their position: according to my analysis of the film, one can find out more 

about their subjection and existence through human connections and experiences with ‘real’ women, 

rather than through the products of patriarchy. Similarly, the film can be regarded as a feminist 

counternarrative that, even though conforming to certain traditional and normative constructions 

about gender, gender identity and sexuality, depicts ways women can challenge their own position 

under patriarchy and resist the representations of women made by men. 

The film utilizes Barbie’s development and parodic and satirical elements to defamiliarize the 

patriarchal and normative ideas of gender, sexuality and sex. In the light of Butler’s concepts of 

gender parody, the exaggerated performances, reversals of gender roles in Barbie Land and the 

parodic portrayal of male characters in Barbie expose gender identity and heterosexuality as imitation 

and copies, instead of being natural or original. Kens especially feel the need to perform 

heterosexuality, though they are ignorant as to why and what it contains. The male executives at 

Mattel and Kens in Barbie Land are often depicted as unintelligent and simple-minded, reflecting the 

way female characters traditionally have sometimes been portrayed in literature and media. 

The Barbie doll is an iconic toy that many Western women have some kind of relationship to, 

either loving or hating her representation of femininity. Barbie’s design, colors and narrative are also 

widely recognized and fixed beyond the Western context. Because of the doll’s global and historical 

influence and reputation, Gerwig’s film is able to utilize this well-known symbol to create a narrative 

that simultaneously both celebrates the Barbie doll’s representation of femininity and critiques the 

male-created representations of women in the media and the film industry. Through my analysis of 

Barbie, this thesis thus participates in feminist research on the representation of women and gender 
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in contemporary visual culture. Studying narratives and stories that are created and associated around 

Barbie can further the understanding of how femininity is constructed across time and space and what 

makes one a woman and a subject with agency. Finally, the film makes its viewers question their own 

relationship to normative and idealized depictions of women and femininity in the media, and whether 

‘Barbieness’ is the ideal women and girls should pursue. Perhaps the question Barbie’s viewers could 

ultimately ask themselves is this: would you choose to live in Barbie Land?  
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