Journal of Social Continuity & Change
Vol. 4, No. 2, Summer 2025, 183-208 WL V & i

. : c Social C t
Journal Homepage: http://jscc.yazd.ac.ir & E'ﬁan‘;'; 'ch'ty

o= P-1SSN: 2783-3250 E-I1SSN: 2783-3100

The Changing Context of Gender Representation from Culture
to Politics: A Content Analysis of the Barbie Movie

Hazhir Fathil, Faezeh Taghipour?*

1. PhD in Social Communication Sciences, Islamic Azad University - Isfahan Branch, Khorasgan, Isfahan, Iran;
hajhir.fathi@yahoo.com

2%, Associate Professor, Department of Communication Sciences, Faculty of Humanities, Islamic Azad University-
Isfahan Branch, Khorasgan, Isfahan, Iran; (Corresponding Author); f.taghipour@khuisf.ac.ir

Original Article
Abstract

Background and Aim: Cinema plays a significant role in shaping culture, providing entertainment, and fostering
thought. It can reflect social, political, cultural, and economic issues within its narrative and to its audience, while also
contributing to the reproduction of societal cultural values. This research aims to investigate the changes in the
representation of gender concepts through the content presented in the movie Barbie.

Data and Method: This research examines the cultural messages conveyed in Barbie, recognized as one of the best-
selling movies of 2023, through a qualitative content analysis method. To gather data, the film was watched multiple
times individually and in group settings. Following the transcription of the dialogue and the depiction of relationships
within the film, the findings were categorized and extracted.

Findings: The results indicate that the film conveys important messages by contrasting the concept of power with
political, social, economic, and cultural issues, particularly the crisis of masculinity and through symbols such as the
brown horse, representing male power. The film also employs visual and conceptual elements to emphasize Barbie's
enduring symbolic status, illustrating its connection to establishing a new world order and the resurgence of
marketing.

Conclusion: The content analysis of the film reveals that it encompasses significant messages across various
dimensions, including political, economic, cultural, identity-related, social, and ideological aspects. Given that cinema
sometimes anticipates social changes and at other times reflects them, the implicit messages within the film offer new
perspectives and create diverse capacities in the representation of gender stereotypes and the male gaze, thereby
contributing to the revival of American culture and traditions with an emphasis on the component of attractiveness.
The film portrays certain social changes and occasionally purposefully communicates the social and political future
from the perspective of power and gender relations.

Keywords: Content analysis, Cinema, Movie, Reproduction of Barbie, Gender representation.

Key Message: The research results showed that the creators of Barbie are not only utilizing Barbie's capacity to
disseminate American cultural concepts but are also trying, by considering the requirements and intellectual
developments of the new world, to conceptually represent Barbie in a way that aligns with contemporary perspectives.
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Extended Abstract
Introduction
Society and modern humans are increasingly influenced by mass media messages. Mass

communication tools have surrounded the media-saturated individual with an overwhelming
array of media messages, each of which shapes their perspective, beliefs, and understanding
of the surrounding environment in various ways. Cinema, television, theater, newspapers,
internet-based media, and other forms of media each impact specific aspects of human values
and shape the mental framework of media consumers. (Rabin et al., 2022: 473).

This research aims to provide a more in-depth analysis of these representations. It also
examines whether the new Barbie has redefined or altered traditional gender and cultural
identities, or if it remains within established frameworks. This research question explores the
conceptual changes in Barbie and gender roles in the 2023 film, analyzing its hegemonic
construction through theoretical frameworks.

Methods and Data
In this research, the qualitative content analysis method was employed. Content analysis, as

a research technique, entails specialized methods for analyzing and interpreting scientific
data. The goal of the study is to provide knowledge, new insights, an image of reality, and
guidance for action. To conduct this research, data collection (observing the film and
transcribing dialogues and messages into written text during the transcription phase), data
reduction (extracting key phrases), inference (identifying concepts), and analysis of the
findings were carried out. For sampling, the purposive sampling method was used. Purposive
(judgmental) sampling is a non-probability sampling method in which the research field is
selected based on criteria predetermined by the researcher. In this research, the field of study
was high-grossing cinematic films, with the most recent example being the 2023 Barbie film,
chosen due to its cultural, social, and critical feminist approaches in media studies.

Findings

The gBarbie movie is a perfect symbol of the confrontation between patriarchy and
matriarchy, wrapped in consumerism and the portrayal of the American lifestyle as flawless.
The film begins by showcasing Barbie as beautiful, modest, and a multifaceted professional,
including roles such as pilot, journalist, Nobel Prize winner, doctor, lifeguard, nurse,
construction worker, astronaut, farmer, lawyer, artist, mermaid, judge, diplomat, and
teacher—all depicted as happy, clean, and successful. Among them, a plus-size Barbie, a
pregnant Barbie, and a Barbie in a wheelchair are also represented, with the Black President
Barbie and the stereotypical beautiful Barbie drawing the most attention. All the accessories
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in Barbie's life, along with the toys associated with Barbie that were designed and produced
by Mattel over the years, are portrated as tools and items of life in pink and heart-shaped
designs. Barbie Land is depicted as a classless society with a high quality of life, characterized
by beauty and cleanliness, devoid of slogans, and filled with healthy competition and
participation. The stereotypical Barbie is admired by other Barbies, portrayed as humble,
inspiring, a savior, and just. In contrast, the symbol of patriarchy is represented in brown,
utilizing imagery of horses, leather hats, and men consuming alcohol as an inseparable
commodity of male life. When the film aims to depict a crisis of masculinity, concepts such as
power and the internal collapse of men without women are symbolized through horses,
sports, alcohol, and taking control of the television.

"Ken," the symbol of masculinity opposing the "stereotypical Barbie," attempts to resist the
phenomenon of matriarchy through his actions, forming groups and taking over Barbie's
house. Matriarchy is often symbolized by qualities such as beauty, justice, intelligence,
attractiveness, wealth, social equality, and vitality. When Barbie strives to preserve
matriarchy, she highlights the weaknesses of men compared to women through the dialogue
of a Spanish character who has faced real-life struggles in the real world.

The male gaze, as discussed by Mulvey, is also evident in the Barbie movie, particularly in
dialogues that describe women's roles in society. The physical appearance of women is
portrayed according to male standards, and throughout the film, the clothing of the
stereotypical Barbie character—even the casting of the actress for this role—relies on
physical beauty intended to attract the male gaze.

Conclusion and Discussion
The creators of the Barbie movie, recognizing the demands of today's world—such as the

need to avoid racism and the unacceptability of concepts like gender and racial stereotypes—
aim to shield Barbie from such accusations. As previously mentioned, the presence of various
Barbies representing different races and body types demonstrates that Barbie has understood
the moral norms of the time and fundamentally differs from the stereotypical Barbie.
However, to preserve the tradition of Barbie, a new and distinct space must be created. This
new cultural space is evident in the film's final scene, where the possibility of creating an
"ordinary Barbie" is explored. Additionally, in a dialogue at the end of the film, the actor
playing Barbie's creator tells the stereotypical Barbie, "I made you to have no end." These
concepts indicate that while Barbie seems to have distanced herself from past stereotypes,
her creators intend to keep this cultural industry alive worldwide by promoting new
modeling and cultural dissemination through Barbie.
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