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Introduction 

Barbie (2023) is a satire about feminism. Concurrent with the provocatively 
self-conscious discussions of the paradoxes of femininity found in the film, we 
also find a few possible manifestations of masculinity that do not perpetuate 
patriarchy or comparable modes of institutional oppression. While these pro-
posed ideas of non-patriarchal masculinity are woefully untenable, they are 
instructive and born of just aspirations. 

In this relatively short analysis, I will begin with a critical summary of the 
plot in order to trace several obvious absurdities of the film. The absurdities are 
primarily a function of the comedic nature of the story. The differences between 
Barbieland—i.e. the fantastical, alternative world where the Barbies live—and 
the “Real World” within the movie, but also the real world of the audience, 
create spaces for humor, insightful commentary, and occasionally incisive criti-
cism. Most of the differences in the film are ridiculous in the best possible sense, 
meaning the audience is evidently expected to laugh at and dismiss many 
aspects of them. The most salient absurdity is the social structure of Barbieland 
itself, which, while inspired by feminism, is ultimately ironic. 

Following this summary, I will reflect on one serious disappointment with the 
film, namely, the psychological states of the purportedly non-patriarchal, male 
characters. The Kens of Barbieland are reduced effectively to an accessory to the 
Barbies, attaining their sense of purpose and self-worth almost exclusively as a 
function of the attention they garner from the Barbies. And the unique char-
acter of Allan, Ken’s alleged “best friend,” is painfully self-effacing and insecure 
(in spite of his impressive fighting abilities), lacking any male peers, even in 
“Ken-dom-land,” i.e. the temporary, patriarchal rebranding of Barbieland. I 
contend that men need community, as well as a way to be happy, in the 

DOI: 10.4324/9781032717258-10 



100 In a Barbie World: Barbie as Narrative, Symbol, and Cipher 

Aristotelian sense, without investment in male domination.1 The film did not 
offer this, though I gesture toward the productively subversive potential of the 
Happy Family Barbie collection. 

And finally, I will critically engage one “failure” of the film, which concerns 
the superficial treatment of “race,” particularly as it relates to the manifestation 
and expression of American patriarchy. While Barbie features a moderately 
diverse cast, it is a lamentably superficial engagement with “race.” The social 
dynamics in the film belie the racial conditions of the real world, and com-
pletely gloss over the ways in which racism and sexism are mutually constitut-
ing mechanisms of domination. 

The Ironies and Absurdities of Barbieland 

I now trace the absurdities of Barbie through a summary of the plot. At the 
outset, the narrator—voiced by the Helen Mirren—offers the following premise 
that sets the stage and foreshadows the eventual conflict: 

Barbie changed everything…she may have started out as just a lady in a 
bathing suit, but she became so much more….[B]ecause 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. Thanks to 
Barbie, all problems of feminism and equal rights have been solved, at least 
that’s what the Barbies think. After all, they’re living in Barbieland. Who 
am I to burst their bubble? 

(Gerwig 2023, 02:51) 

Thus, the story begins in Barbieland: a fantastical parallel universe presented as 
a farcical, feminist utopia. In this imaginary place, all of Mattel’s historical doll 
figurines live as life-size, living entities. The first real Barbie doll was introduced 
in 1959; it was a classic image of white femininity viewed through the male 
gaze, and corresponds to Stereotypical Barbie in the film, played by Margot 
Robbie. Subsequently, Mattel released other versions of Barbie performing all 
of the professional roles of society, as well as releasing Barbies of other ethni-
cities, races, and body types. Almost every version of Barbie and Ken, as well as 
their various friends, live and interact in Barbieland, including the many dis-
continued versions. 

Many ridiculous details pervade in Barbieland. The characters’ routines 
mimic the imaginative play prescribed by the actual toys. For instance, char-
acters mime the consumption of imagined food and drink. The Barbies’ feet are 
permanently tip-toed, like the dolls, shaped to fit a heeled shoe, even when they 
are shoeless. And everyone lacks genitalia. Slightly less absurd, the Barbies hold 
all of the important leadership positions and meaningful professional roles, 
though no meaningful decisions are actually ever made, and there is never a 
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need for any actual professional services. Conversely, none of the Kens have 
responsibilities. For instance, Beach Ken’s stated profession is literally “Beach,” 
which, in addition to being pointless, is, as Ken himself notes, distinct from 
Lifeguard and Surfer, both of which require actual abilities. As Stereotypical 
Barbie muses at one point, “Ken is totally superfluous” (Gerwig 2023, 56:09). 

The power dynamics in Barbieland represent a gendered imbalance that is far 
more extreme than in the real world, albeit inverted. As the narrator comically 
notes in the final moments of the film, after President Barbie, played by Issa Rae, 
grants the Kens their first and only judgeship seat, but only one on a lower court: 
“Well, the Kens have to start somewhere. And one day the Kens will have as 
much power and influence in Barbieland as women have in the real world” 
(Gerwig 2023, 1:38:42). The irony is compounded by the Barbies’ belief that the 
Real World is similar to Barbieland, or the suggestion that their existence has 
significantly contributed to the feminist movement. It goes without saying that 
many of the problems of equal rights persist, and no one would honestly attri-
bute any of the incremental progress in society to Barbie, the doll or the idea. 

The conflict arises when Stereotypical Barbie begins to accumulate “imper-
fections,” so to speak. These include “human” qualities, like cellulite on her 
legs, her feet become “normal,” meaning her heels touch the ground, and she 
has passing thoughts about her mortality; we presume that the Barbies do not 
age, much less die. Weird Barbie advises Stereotypical Barbie to go into the 
Real World and confront the girl—or woman—who is playing with her toy 
counterpart and imbuing Barbie with these strange attributes. Beach Ken fol-
lows Stereotypical Barbie to the Real World where they both experience the 
gender dynamics of society prescribed by patriarchy. Ken feels empowered by 
his experience of being male in a patriarchal society; whereas Barbie feels 
threatened and diminished by her experience of being female. 

Eventually Barbie identifies Sasha, a teenage girl, whom she thinks is her 
target. Barbie expects to be hugged and thanked for everything she believes 
Barbie has done for women and girls, but instead Sasha rudely dismisses her 
with a classic critique. Sasha says to Barbie, 

You’ve been making women feel bad about themselves since you were 
invented….You represent everything wrong with our culture. Sexualized 
capitalism, unrealistic physical ideals….You set the feminist movement 
back 50 years. You destroy girls’ innate sense of worth and you are killing 
the planet with your glorification of rampant consumerism. 

(Gerwig 2023, 40:31) 

Barbie is horrified and heartbroken, and she runs away in tears. 
Meanwhile, the leadership of Mattel has been informed of Barbie’s breach 

into the Real World. They arrange to pick up Barbie in an ominous Black SUV, 
and take her back to the Mattel headquarters. There they try to persuade her to 
“get back into the box,” which will presumably repair the Barbieland/Real 
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World rift that has occurred. Barbie becomes suspicious of their motives upon 
reflecting on the fact that the leadership is all-male—and I might add, mostly 
white—and flees. During her escape she briefly encounters an elderly woman, 
Ruth—i.e. Ruth Handler, co-founder of Mattel and inventor of Barbie—who 
offers Barbie tea at a warm, sun-lit kitchen table, though it is, oddly, in the 
basement. Ruth tells Barbie that she looks perfectly fine, though not quite as 
she expected. Barbie flees through the back door when she hears the leadership 
approaching in pursuit. Once outside, Barbie is rescued by Sasha and her 
mother, Gloria, who witnessed Barbie’s earlier “abduction.” As it turns out, 
Gloria works for Mattel, and it was she who had recently been playing with old 
Barbie dolls and imbuing them with these strange human attributes. Barbie 
resolves to take Gloria and Sasha back to Barbieland. 

Concurrently, Beach Ken has been relishing the fruits of patriarchy in the 
Real World, acquiring a newfound sense of self-worth and self-importance. Yet, 
since he does not have any actual competencies, he is excluded from jobs with 
real responsibility. He decides to return to Barbieland to spread the “gospel” of 
patriarchy. Like an invasive species, patriarchy spreads rapidly and unchecked, 
brainwashing all of the Barbies—except for Weird Barbie—into subservient, 
oversexualized roles, and turning the Kens into “men,” in the pejorative sense, 
toxic and “masculine.” They absurdly rename Barbieland, “Kendom.” The 
Kens supplant the Barbies in all of the leadership positions and meaningful 
professional roles, though again, no meaningful decisions are actually ever 
made, and there is never a need for any actual professional services. 

When Stereotypical Barbie returns to Barbieland with Gloria and Sasha, they 
discover the new state of affairs. Depressed and dismayed, mourning the loss of 
her home, Stereotypical Barbie simply lays flat on the ground. Gloria and Sasha 
are so shocked and disappointed by Stereotypical Barbie’s unwillingness to 
resist at all that they initially decide to abandon her and return to the Real 
World. Yet, on their way out of town, they resolve to stay and save Barbieland. 
They retreat to Weird Barbie’s home, and in effort to confront Stereotypical 
Barbie’s despair, Gloria muses aloud on the paradoxes of womanhood that 
patriarchy imposes. Gloria explains: 

It is literally impossible to be a woman….Like we have to always be 
extraordinary. But somehow, we’re always doing it wrong. You have to be 
thin but not too thin, and you can never say you want to be thin. You have 
to say you want to be healthy, but also you have to be thin. You have to 
have money, but you can’t ask for money because that’s crass. You have to 
be a boss but you can’t be mean. You have to lead, but you can’t squash 
other people’s ideas. You’re supposed to love being a mother, but don’t 
talk about your kids all the damn time. You have to be a career woman, 
but also always be looking out for other people. You have to answer for 
men’s bad behavior, which is insane, but if you point that out, you’re 
accused of complaining. You’re supposed to stay pretty for men but not so 
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pretty that you tempt them too much or that you threaten other women 
because you’re supposed to be part of the sisterhood, but always stand out. 
And always be grateful. But never forget that the system is rigged so find a 
way to acknowledge that but also always be grateful. You have to 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. It’s too hard, it’s too contra-
dictory, and nobody gives you a medal or says thank you. And it turns out, 
in fact, that not only are you doing everything wrong but also everything is 
your fault. I’m just so tired of watching myself and every single other 
woman tie herself into knots so that people will like us….You have to be 
their mommies but not remind them of their mommy. Any power you have 
must be masked under a giggle….You have to find ways to reject men’s 
advances without damaging their egos. Because if you say yes to them, 
you’re a tramp, but if you say no to them you’re a prude. 

(Gerwig 2023, 1:13:50) 

Following Gloria’s monologue, two eavesdropping, brainwashed Barbies sud-
denly awaken from their stupor. Stereotypical Barbie exclaims: “by giving voice 
to the cognitive dissonance required to be a woman under patriarchy you 
robbed it of its power” (Gerwig 2023, 1:16:34). With this insight, they hatch a 
complicated plan to awaken the remaining Barbies by exposing them to the 
liberating revelation. In brief, womanhood under patriarchy consists of multiple 
sets of competing demands, resulting in a perpetual sense of inadequacy, inse-
curity, and inferiority. There is no way to be a thriving female citizen. Roles are 
narrowly prescribed, and success is difficult to attain, if not impossible. All the 
Barbies are reawakened. They also induce the Kens to engage in a farcical 
brawl to compete, in effect, for the affections of the Barbies. During the brawl, 
the Kens neglect to vote on the proposed constitutional amendment to make 
Kendom permanent; only the Barbies vote, killing the proposal. 

Following the Kens’ political defeat, Beach Ken and Stereotypical Barbie have 
a heart-to-heart. Barbie apologizes for taking Ken for granted, but rebuffs his 
romantic overtures. She then leads Ken to an epiphany, that he can and should 
define himself for himself; he is not defined by his girlfriend, his house, his 
mink, nor even his profession, if “beach” counts as a “profession.” Their iden-
tities are not intermingled as “Barbie and Ken.” Rather, she is Barbie, and he is 
Ken. And being just “Ken” is “kenough.” 

The final question of the film is posed to Barbie herself: who is she? What  is  her  
“end”? To resolve the question, the writers introduce a deus ex machina: Ruth  
Handler suddenly appears to escort Barbie to a magical, light-filled nether-space 
where she decides to become human—underdetermined, open-ended, and mortal. 
Thus, Barbie leaves behind “the pastels and plastics of Barbieland for the pastels 
and plastics of Los Angeles” (Gerwig 2023, 1:46:17). The final scene is Human 
Barbie, now Barbara Handler—Ruth’s daughter’s namesake—wearing flat-footed 
Birkenstocks and checking in for her first appointment with the gynecologist. 
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Instructively Disappointing Male Characters 

I now turn to the instructive disappointments of the film. The Kens of Barbie-
land, as well as the sole Allan, are ostensibly non-sexist, non-patriarchal men. 
Yet, they are all unfulfilled to varying degrees, perhaps even unhappy, despite 
their perpetual smiles. We can infer that Beach Ken desires intimacy and some 
form of romantic companionship. Some might read his desires as simply a het-
eronormative depiction of male sexuality, or Ken’s uncritical impulse to fulfill his 
role as Stereotypical Barbie’s boyfriend. Yet, in his heart to heart with Stereo-
typical Barbie, he remarks that he always thought that Barbie’s house would be 
their house. This indicates a more general desire for companionship, which is a 
reasonable social, psychological, and emotional aspiration, and perhaps even a 
healthy component of adult life. Stereotypical Barbie is shocked by Ken’s con-
fession, and clearly does not share his interest. She is, of course, not obligated to 
satisfy any of Ken’s desires; in fact, her rejection of Beach Ken is consistent with 
her eventual transition to Human Barbie, as an autonomous and independent 
woman. The Kens’ epiphany, however, in the final scenes of the film, that they 
are “kenough,” does not respond to this fundamental concern. One of the Kens 
(Ncuti Gatwa) exclaims, “I don’t even care about being Ken anymore. I just miss 
my friend Barbie (Anna Cruz Kayne)” (Gerwig 2023, 1:36:24) 

Similarly, Allan lacks any friends at all; he is peripheral in both the Kens’ and 
Barbies’ social spaces. Historically, however, Allan did have community. The 
Allan Sherwood doll was introduced in 1964 as “Ken’s buddy,” and as “Midge’s 
boyfriend” (Teen-Age Fashion Model BARBIE 2020b). Midge—i.e. Margaret 
“Midge” Hadley (Sherwood)—was introduced in 1963 as Barbie’s best friend 
(Teen-Age Fashion Model BARBIE 2020a). The Allan doll could fit into all of 
Ken’s clothes, and the two couples could go on double dates. In 1990, Midge 
and Allan were married as part of the “Wedding Party” set. And in 2002, the 
couple was rereleased with children in the “Happy Family” collection. The full 
family collection included their toddler Ryan, baby Nikki, infant Cassandra, 
and one pair of grandparents. Most novel in this collection was the fact that 
Midge was actually pregnant; her pregnant belly is held on with magnets and 
readily detaches to reveal Midge’s non-pregnant body, but also a curled up 
infant Cassandra doll. Even more interestingly, there were “Caucasian” and 
“African-American” versions of the family. The Happy Family collection insti-
gated a brief controversy; Walmart refused to sell the pregnant Midge doll. 
Parents apparently complained that the doll would promote teen pregnancy or 
perhaps single motherhood, since there was some speculation as to whether the 
pregnant Midge doll included a wedding band, and husband Allan and toddler 
Ryan were actually sold separately (Caldwell 2023; CNN Money 2002). Con-
versely, in the film, Allan is not associated with Midge or her pregnancy. The 
only remark is that Midge is “Barbie’s pregnant friend” but “Let’s not show 
Midge, actually…because a pregnant doll is just too weird” (Gerwig 2023, 
06:15). Allan is one of a kind, unlike the Kens. And there is no suggestion that 
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Allan is actually friends with any of the Kens. The best Allan can hope for in 
the film is an opportunity to escape Barbieland all together. There is no reso-
lution for him, and his needs for community and validation are simply ignored. 

As an instructive foil, Weird Barbie is also marginalized in Barbieland, but 
she plays an essential role in the film and does not suffer from the same psy-
chological burdens. The Barbies explain: Weird-Barbie 

used to be the most beautiful Barbie of all but then someone played with her 
too hard in the Real World….And now she’s fated to an eternity of making 
other Barbies perfect while falling more and more into disrepair herself. 

(Gerwig 2023, 18:48) 

Stereotypical Barbie is encouraged to visit Weird Barbie’s “clinic” of sorts, to 
have her condition diagnosed and hopefully cured. Thus, while Allan’s mar-
ginalization in the film is a passive, impenetrable community indifference, 
Weird Barbie’s marginalization is the result of a radical independence that 
ultimately renders her immune, even, to the hypnotizing effects of patriarchy. In 
the film, Weird Barbie also plays an important role in the liberation movement, 
ultimately earning the respect of her Barbie peers. 

Another important difference is the fact that Weird Barbie was never actually 
a doll that Mattel released, though a “Weird Barbie” doll can now be purchased 
following the success of the film. One writer remarks contemptuously, “the fact 
that Mattel is now selling a Weird Barbie doll proves the company completely 
missed the point of the movie” (Hedash 2023). In releasing a specific “Weird 
Barbie,” Mattel oddly codifies what the film articulates as merely an idea, i.e. 
the idea of the over-used and partially destroyed toy. In principle, every actual 
“Weird Barbie” should look different, depending on how they were played with. 
The human correlate to Weird Barbie is the fiercely independent person who is 
content with relative solitude, but not a misanthrope. 

Returning to Allan (and Midge), the Happy Family collection is a rich, 
potential site for envisioning a non-sexist, alternative present for both men and 
women. As part of a multi-generational family, the men of Barbieland would 
acquire the intimacy, community, and measure of purpose that they lack and 
crave in the film. We should notice that the community in Barbieland consists 
almost entirely of young, single friends. And while friend groups do provide 
community, they are much less frequently a substitute for the intimacy and 
measure of purpose provided by a “happy family.” I am speaking about 
“happy” families, in the sense of a healthy, aspirational, but practical ideal; 
besides, as Tolstoy reminds us, we can make very few generalizations about 
“unhappy families.”2 It is also important to note, of course, that families have 
many shapes and configurations, and many do not resemble the stereotypical 
configuration of the “Happy Family” collection. Many happy families necessa-
rily include non-biological stakeholders, so to speak. In many communities, 
Barbie and Ken, for instance, would most certainly be some version of “Aunt” 
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Barbie and “Uncle” Ken to Allan and Midge’s children, Ryan, Nikki, and Cas-
sandra. My main contention is that “friends” and “family” are not coextensive 
groups, though there is often some overlap; and family fulfills a specific psy-
chological and emotional need. The choice in the film to include pregnant 
Midge, but omit the “Happy Family” narrative, especially her relationship with 
Allan, ultimately undermines the non-sexist, non-patriarchal potential of a 
healthy, multi-generational relationship dynamic. One of the primary sites of 
gender inequality concerns the asymmetrical distribution of childcare, where 
women bear the majority of it (Bleske-Rechek and Gunseor 2022; McConnon, 
Midgette, and Conry-Murray 2022; Zamarro and Prados 2021). Arguably, one 
feature of a non-sexist, “happy” family dynamic should include a relatively 
egalitarian approach to the distribution of childcare and housework responsi-
bilities, but also professional opportunities outside of the home. Concerning 
childcare in particular, we could make a weak inference that Allan is an 
involved parent from the fact that the toddler Ryan doll is sold with the Allan 
doll rather than with Midge; though Midge was sold with both baby Nikki and 
infant Cassandra in utero. 

The Critical Omission of Race 

Finally, I turn to the failure of the film, identified by a critical omission con-
cerning the racial dimensions of patriarchy. Patriarchy is not simply the dom-
ination of men over women. I contend, rather, that an essential feature of 
patriarchy in the US, at least, includes the way that it serves as a social and 
political tool for creating and maintaining racial stratification and domination. 
Focusing exclusively on the gender dynamic obscures the more historically 
accurate social and political power relations. Recall Carole Pateman’s notable 
concession at the end of the Sexual Contract (1988):3 

In order to bring out as sharply as possible something of what is at stake in 
alternative readings of the original [Social] contract, I have exaggerated and 
described the sexual contract as half the story. The story of political genesis 
needs to be told again from yet another perspective. The men who (are said 
to) make the original contract are white men, and their fraternal pact has 
three aspects; the social contract, the sexual contract and the slave contract 
that legitimizes the rule of white over [B]lack. 

(Pateman 1988, 221; emphasis in original) 

Similarly, Barbie could be said to have exaggerated the gender dynamic in order 
to “bring out as sharply as possible something of what is at stake.” If we hope 
to be informed, however, rather than simply entertained, then the stakes of the 
film should more closely resemble those in the real world. 
There are a number of ways that scholars have theorized the relationship 

between racism and sexism in the US, though it remains an open question 
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whether any of them would have been particularly entertaining in the context of 
Barbie. Pateman herself offers a rich amendment to the sexual contract in a dia-
logical, collaborative meditation with Charles Mills, Contract and Domination 
(2007). Drawing upon both US and British history, Pateman notes that the 
explicit purpose of anti-miscegenation laws, which formally existed in the US 
until 1967, was to “create societies in which race was an ordering principle” 
(Pateman and Mills 2007, 141). Beyond legal prohibitions, “social sanctions, and 
a great deal of violence were used to regulate interracial sexual relations” (Pate-
man and Mills 2007, 144). If whiteness is to serve as an exclusionary group 
identity, then some notion of white racial purity must be established and main-
tained. To this end, white women become a necessary condition for whiteness, 
though not a sufficient one; white women must marry white men exclusively, 
since it is only the product of these liaisons that produce “white” people. All 
other “racial” combinations produce various kinds of “non-white” people.4 

While all interracial liaisons were considered suspect to some degree, those 
between white women and Black men yielded, arguably, the most severe social 
sanctions. The fear of Black men partnering with white women was so great 
that the mere suggestion was sufficient to produce a charge of rape.5 Pateman 
observes, quoting Ida B. Wells-Barnett, “The Southern white man says that it is 
impossible for a voluntary alliance to exist between a white woman and a 
colored man, and therefore, the fact of an alliance is a proof of force” (qtd in 
Pateman and Mills 2007, 146; see also Douglass 2009). 

In the same manuscript, Charles Mills offers his own rich analysis of the con-
temporary interrelatedness of sexism and racism, which he characterizes as 
“racial patriarchy” (Pateman and Mills 2007, 169). Building on the literature on 
“intersectionality,” racial patriarchy refers to the structure of society whereby 
“Whites as a group dominate nonwhites as a group, while within these racial 
groups men generally dominate women” (Pateman and Mills 2007, 173). A hier-
archy emerges where white men are “full persons,” so to speak, and stand in a 
superior power relation with respect to all other demographic groups in society. 
White women and non-white men both occupy an ambiguous intermediate 
status, with white women harboring an advantage over non-white men, due to 
the priority of racial subordination. And all groups dominate non-white women. 

White women have historically aligned themselves with white men, in spite 
of their ostensible commitment to promoting women’s rights in general. As 
Louise Newman argues, “Shared racial inheritance meant that men and women 
of the same race had more in common with one another than they did with the 
same sex of different races” (Newman 1999, 134). By way of an illustration, we 
need only to consider the ante-bellum power dynamic between the Mistress of a 
plantation and her various slaves, female and male (Jones-Rogers 2019). It is 
important to keep in mind that white women are, first and foremost, members 
of the white family unit. Thus, feminist activism did not regularly consist in 
creating new alliances with women of different races, but expanding access to 
existing, white mechanisms of power. In effect, white women explicitly sought 
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to wield what we should appreciate as white patriarchal power, indexing such 
power to the white family rather than the (white) male body. 

Non-white men, according to Mills, also occupy an intermediate status, 
ostensibly privileged by gender but disadvantaged by race. The status of non-
white men is ambiguous because, on the one hand, according to Mills, though 
non-white men are clearly disadvantaged by their racial status, within their own 
communities they purportedly purchase a feeble sense of personhood qua 
“manhood” at the expense of non-white women. To this end, Mills provoca-
tively avers: “nonwhite men get to be white supremacists too, at least with 
respect to nonwhite women” (Pateman and Mills 2007, 191; emphasis in origi-
nal). This bold claim, however, contradicts decades of sociological data and 
analysis (Curry 2018; Curry and Curry 2018). It is unclear whether Mills even 
endorses it, since he himself concedes that non-white men have rarely, if ever, 
been capable of wielding institutionally based, patriarchal power, in spite of 
their male identity, and that non-white men “have generally been seen by non-
white women more as fellow oppressed than oppressors” (Pateman and Mills 
2007, 187). As Hazel Carby argues in her classic essay, “White Woman Listen” 
(1982), from which Mills quotes: 

It bears repetition that [B]lack men have not held the same patriarchal positions 
of power that white males have established….There are obvious power struc-
tures in both colonial and slave social formations and they are predominantly 
patriarchal. However, the historically specific forms of racism force us to 
modify or alter the application of the term “patriarchy” to [B]lack men. 

(Carby 1996; qtd in Pateman and Mills 2007, 186)6 

Additionally, the Black family has historically emerged as a space of greater 
gender equality when compared to white households, and often serves as “a 
refuge from the oppression of white supremacy” (Pateman and Mills 2007, 188). 
In short, Carby argues that the power dynamic between Black women and 
Black men is sufficiently different from the dynamic between white women and 
white men that it would be conceptually misleading to use the same term— 
patriarchal—to characterize both without qualification. Moreover, recent stu-
dies suggest that Black communities exhibit greater gender equality than white 
communities (Harnois 2017; 2016). And some scholars argue that historically 
Black men have been more invested in women’s issues than their white coun-
terparts, and are often equally as invested as Black women (Harley and Ter-
borg-Penn 1997; Davis and Brown 2002; Simien and Clawson 2004).7 

And finally, non-white women are the most disadvantaged demographic within 
Mills’ social and political model, effectively “nonpersons” in contradistinction to 
white men (Pateman and Mills 2007, 175). The racial line between whiteness and 
non-whiteness, Mills explains, “demarcates the civilized from the primitive and 
savage” (Pateman and Mills 2007, 193). Consequently, both Black women and 
Black men were considered animalistic in many ways, exhibiting a “bestial 
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sexuality” (Pateman and Mills 2007, 194). Additionally, drawing upon canonical 
Black feminist figures, Mills explains that non-white women are disadvantaged by 
both their gender and their racial status, though often precluded from adequately 
attending to the experiences of their multiplicative subordination. 

Returning finally to Barbie, we can begin to glimpse the extent to which the 
film’s engagement with race might appear superficial. First, the cast is moder-
ately diverse, including actors who are Black, Hispanic, South Asian, and East 
Asian. And this diversity reflects a commitment from Mattel itself, which cur-
rently features dolls that range 35 skin tones, 97 hairstyles, and 9 body types. 
Mattel also features dolls with a range of disabilities, including one with Down 
Syndrome. Yet, attention to “diversity” and “representation” without a critique 
of the history of discrimination, exclusion, and the dynamics of power risks 
devolving into an insidious form of tokenism. We find the real world correlate 
to this problem in discussions about representation that skirt analyses of equity 
or inclusion (see Shore et al. 2011). 

Second, we also observe in the film a few, potential “heterogenous” romantic 
partnerships that might have challenged the cultural resistance to interracial 
relationships. Gloria is Hispanic and her husband is white, though one can be 
both white and Hispanic. During the failed experiment with “patriarchy” in 
Kendom, the Barbies and Kens pair off in a relatively arbitrary manner that 
yields some interracial possibilities. While this might appear progressive, it 
might also simply be naïve. Nothing racially is at stake in any of these potential 
partnerships; everyone lacks genitalia, and there are no children in Barbieland. 
All racial identities, including “whiteness,” are reproduced simply by fiat. The 
“Happy Family” set discussed above thus emerges as an opportunity to think 
constructively about the family unit as a site of anti-racist and anti-sexist 
resistance. And the African-American version of the “Happy Family,” in parti-
cular, alludes to an existing sociological reference point upon which we could 
build a discourse against racial-patriarchy. 

Conclusion 

In this short analysis of the film Barbie I have traced several absurdities in this 
satire about feminism. They are all primarily a function of the comedic nature 
of the story, and provide an engaging occasion for humor, commentary, and 
even criticism. I also reflect on one disappointment with the film, namely the 
emotional and psychological impoverishment of the ostensibly non-sexist, non-
patriarchal characters. They all lack, and thus crave, intimacy, companionship, 
and a sense of community-oriented purpose. And finally, I describe one failure 
of the film, namely the lamentably superficial treatment of race, particularly as 
it pertains to the history of American patriarchy. 

These disappointments and criticisms must be qualified, of course, by the fact 
that Barbie is an artifact of popular culture structured primarily as entertain-
ment. An artifact of this sort can still make valuable contributions to 
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philosophy or rhetoric. Even the intention to merely entertain entails a thesis of 
sorts, since it must actually accomplish this end, building upon the premised 
contemporary knowledge and conventions of humor. And as I have argued 
elsewhere, many artifacts of popular culture, particularly narrative “texts,” 
which include Barbie, are also “philosophical,” insofar as they put forward a 
thesis and defend it with arguments (Jaima 2019). As a work of fiction, Barbie 
need not bear any resemblance to the real world, though Gloria’s lengthy, lib-
erating revelation on the paradoxes of femininity suggests that there are some 
real-world stakes in the film. 

Notes 
1  Notable translator of Aristotle, Joe Sachs, explains that “happiness” (eudaimonia), 

for Aristotle, is “The condition at which any human being aims…and fulfills our 
characteristic capacity as thinking beings.” This sense of happiness consists in a state 
of affairs—rather than a feeling—that entails fulfilling the purpose of a human being. 
Aristotle argues that the happiest life is “discovered to be contemplative wisdom, but 
as part of a human life it is inseparable from friendship and from all the virtues of 
character” (Aristotle 2002, 355–56). 

2  Tolstoy’s Anna Karenina famously begins with the line, “All happy families resemble 
one another; every unhappy family is unhappy in its own way” (Tolstoy 1927, 1). 

3  Briefly, the “sexual contract” is Pateman’s famous, critical amendment to “social 
contract theory.” Social contract theory is a philosophical proposal describing the 
origins of civil society, where, hypothetically, individuals agree to curtail their own 
respective freedoms in the service of significantly increased cooperation and social 
stability. Pateman argues that a secondary agreement between (white) men was also 
made, justifying the institutionally supported domination of women, particularly with 
regard to marriage and employment (Pateman and Mills 2007, 2; Pateman 1988). 

4  Naomi Zack calls this the “ordinary concept of race,” whereby the “racial categories of 
black and white race form a rigid, asymmetrical classification system” (Zack 1995, 
121). The infamous “one-drop rule” is perhaps the most extreme example, where “one 
drop” of Black blood—or more practically, the inclusion of as few as a single Black 
ancestor, no matter how distant—is sufficient for Black racial identity. By contrast, a 
person is white, Zack explains, “only if she has no nonwhite ancestors” (1995, 121). 

5  Jim Sidanius and Felicia Pratto characterize this pattern of targeted violence toward non-
dominant, outgroup males as the Subordinate Male Target Hypothesis (Sidanius and 
Pratto 1999, 49). Sidanius and Pratto explain that there are generally three types of 
human group-based social hierarchies. Age systems consist of those where adults exercise 
social power over children. Gender systems consist of those where men exercise social 
power over women. And “arbitrary-set” systems consist of those where one socially 
constructed and highly salient group dominates another. Examples of these arbitrary sets 
include clan, ethnicity, race, class, “or any other socially relevant group distinction that 
the human imagination is capable of constructing” (33). Pratto and Sidanius explain that 
age and gender systems are near universal; and interestingly, “there is no known society 
in which women, as a group, have had control over the political life of the community, 
the community’s interaction with outgroups, or the technology and practice of warfare” 
(36). Arbitrary-set systems exhibit by far the “greatest degree of violence, brutality, and 
oppression” (34); furthermore, this type of systemic aggression is “primarily directed at 
outgroup males rather than outgroup females” (49). 

6  There are two obvious, contemporary statistical outliers, i.e. Black men who have 
occupied institutional positions of power, and by extension, wielded significant 
patriarchal power. Barack Obama, a Black man, was the 44th president of the United 
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States; and Justice Clarence Thomas is the second Black supreme court justice. An 
adequate discussion of these men, however, is beyond the scope of this paper, but I 
will note that they are both complicated and singular personages, and not repre-
sentative of American Black men generally. 

7  Apparently one reviewer of the manuscript—Contract and Domination—notes “the 
danger of a ‘static’ modeling of racial and gender domination, reminding [Mills] that 
some theorists have claimed…that [B]lack women in some countries (Britain, the 
United States) are now positioned above [B]lack men” on several metrics pertaining to 
quality of life. Mills simply concedes the sociological point, and replies that he is 
willing to accept the oversimplification suggested by his model; one of his primary 
goals in this chapter is to “translate the insights of the intersectionality literature into 
a contract discourse” (Pateman and Mills 2007, 174 fn5). In short, Mills rebuts, criti-
cisms of the intersectionality literature should be deferred. 
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