© July 2026 | IJIRT | Volume 13 Issue 2 | ISSN: 2349-6002

Representation, Identity, and Power: A Cultural Studies

Analysis of Greta Gerwig’s Barbie

S. Abinaya!, Sangeetha S?
! Assistant Professor of English, Mailam Engineering College, Mailam
Research Scholar, Bharath Institute of Higher Education and Research, Chennai.

Abstract—This research paper examines Greta Gerwig’s
Barbie (2023) through the theoretical framework of
Cultural Studies, focusing on the intersections of
representation, gender identity, consumer culture, and
ideological power. Cultural Studies provides a critical
approach for analyzing how meanings are produced and
circulated through popular culture, media, and everyday
social practices. Drawing upon the theories of Stuart
Hall, Raymond Williams, Antonio Gramsci, and Michel
Foucault, this study explores how Barbie challenges and
reinterprets dominant cultural narratives surrounding
femininity, masculinity, capitalism, and social identity.
The paper investigates the film’s representation of
gender roles and its critique of patriarchal structures
through the transformation of Barbie Land and the
experiences of its characters. It also analyzes the
relationship between popular culture and ideology,
examining how a globally recognized commercial
product becomes a space for negotiating feminist ideas
and social criticism. Furthermore, the study considers
how audiences participate in creating meanings through
digital discussions, social media responses, and
contemporary cultural debates surrounding the film.
Through a Cultural Studies perspective, Barbie is
understood not merely as entertainment but as a cultural
text that reflects and influences contemporary
conversations about equality, identity, and power
relations. The paper argues that the film demonstrates
the continuing importance of popular media as a site
where  dominant  ideologies are questioned,
reconstructed, and transformed.

Index Terms— Cultural Studies; Representation;
Gender Identity; Popular Culture; Ideology; Feminism;
Consumer Culture; Media Studies; Power Relations;
Greta Gerwig

[. INTRODUCTION

Popular culture plays a central role in shaping how
societies understand identity, gender, and social

relationships. Films, television programs,
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advertisements, and other forms of media do not
simply reflect existing realities; they actively
participate in creating meanings and influencing
cultural wvalues. Cultural studies scholars have
emphasized that media texts are important spaces
where social struggles over representation and power
occur. Greta Gerwig’s Barbie (2023) provides a
valuable example of such a cultural text because it
transforms a globally recognized consumer product
into a cinematic exploration of gender ideology,
identity formation, and social power.

The Barbie doll, introduced by Mattel in 1959, has
always carried multiple and often contradictory
meanings. For some critics, Barbie represents
unrealistic beauty standards, consumerism, and
restrictive ideas of femininity. Her appearance has
frequently been associated with narrow expectations
about women’s bodies and social roles. For others,
Barbie represents possibility and independence
because she has been portrayed through numerous
careers and identities, from astronaut to doctor to
president. This contradiction between limitation and
empowerment forms the foundation of Gerwig’s film.
Rather than presenting Barbie as either a feminist
symbol or a problematic cultural object, Barbie
examines how meanings are produced and
transformed. The film recognizes that cultural symbols
are never fixed; they change according to historical
contexts and social interpretations. Through humor,
fantasy, and self-reflection, Gerwig explores how
individuals become shaped by the cultural systems
surrounding them.

This paper argues that Barbie functions as a cultural
studies text that investigates the relationship between
representation, identity, and power. By presenting a
fictional society that reverses traditional gender
structures and then exposing the return of patriarchal
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ideology, the film reveals that gender roles are socially
constructed rather than natural. Furthermore, the film
demonstrates the possibilities and contradictions of
contemporary feminist representation within capitalist
popular culture.

II. REPRESENTATION AND CULTURAL
MEANING IN BARBIE

Stuart Hall argues that representation is not simply the
reflection of reality but the process through which
meaning is created and communicated. According to
Hall, cultural representations shape how people
understand the world because they provide systems of
interpretation. Images and narratives influence social
identities by establishing ideas about what is normal,
desirable, or acceptable.

The cultural history of Barbie demonstrates this
process clearly. The doll has been represented in
different ways depending on social expectations
surrounding women. During different periods, Barbie
has reflected ideals of beauty, domesticity,
professional success, and independence. Gerwig’s
film acknowledges these conflicting representations
by creating a character who must confront the
expectations attached to her identity.

At the beginning of the film, Barbie Land appears to
represent an idealized feminist society. Barbies
occupy every important position: they are doctors,
lawyers, politicians, writers, and scientists. Kens, by
contrast, exist mainly as companions whose identities
depend upon their relationship with Barbie. This
reversal is not presented as a perfect alternative but as
a method of exposing how social structures influence
identity.

By creating a world where gender power operates
differently, the film encourages audiences to recognize
the historical invisibility of patriarchal systems. When
Barbie experiences the real world, she discovers that
social power is organized differently than she
imagined. Women are often overlooked, judged
according to appearance, and excluded from authority.
The contrast between Barbie Land and the real world
demonstrates that representation influences how
individuals understand their own possibilities.
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III. GENDER IDENTITY AND
PERFORMATIVITY

Judith Butler’s theory of gender performativity
provides an important framework for understanding
Barbie. Butler argues that gender is not an essential
biological identity but is produced through repeated
social practices, behaviors, and expectations.
Individuals perform gender according to cultural
norms that define appropriate forms of masculinity
and femininity.

The film illustrates this idea through both Barbie and
Ken. Barbie initially believes that her identity is stable
because Barbie Land has always supported a particular
understanding of femininity. However, her journey
reveals that identity is not independent from social
structures. She begins questioning what it means to be
Barbie when she encounters human experiences such
as insecurity, uncertainty, and emotional complexity.
Ken’s character also demonstrates the construction of
masculinity. In Barbie Land, Ken struggles because
masculinity has no cultural authority. After
discovering patriarchy in the real world, he adopts its
symbols and practices. His transformation is not
simply a personal change; it represents how identities
are shaped by social systems. Ken learns that
masculinity can provide status and recognition, and he
attempts to reproduce that hierarchy in Barbie Land.
Through these characters, Gerwig suggests that both
femininity and masculinity are influenced by cultural
expectations. The film challenges the assumption that
gender roles are natural by showing how quickly they
can change when social conditions change.

IV. POWER, PATRIARCHY, AND SOCIAL
STRUCTURES

Michel Foucault’s analysis of power helps explain the
film’s exploration of patriarchy. Foucault argues that
power does not operate only through laws or
institutions; it also functions through everyday
practices, knowledge systems, and social expectations.
People participate in power structures because cultural
norms shape their understanding of themselves and
others.

In Barbie, patriarchy is represented not only as a
political system but also as a cultural structure. When
Ken introduces patriarchy into Barbie Land, he
changes the environment through symbols, language,
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and social behavior. The introduction of masculine
authority ~demonstrates how power becomes
normalized through cultural practices.

The film also explores how women experience
patriarchal power in subtle ways. Barbie’s experience
in the real world reveals that inequality does not
always appear through direct oppression. Instead, it
can emerge through social attitudes, workplace
expectations, and assumptions about women’s
abilities. The film’s famous monologue about the
contradictions faced by women in contemporary
society highlights how cultural expectations create
impossible standards.

However, Gerwig avoids presenting power as a simple
conflict between men and women. The film ultimately
argues that oppressive systems harm everyone. Ken’s
search for identity reveals that patriarchal expectations
can also limit men by forcing them to define
themselves through dominance and approval. The
solution presented by the film is not replacing one
hierarchy with another but creating a society where
identities are not restricted by rigid roles.

V. FEMINISM AND THE CONTRADICTIONS OF
CORPORATE CULTURE

One of the most significant aspects of Barbie is its
relationship with commercial feminism. The film
critiques gender inequality while being produced and
distributed within a capitalist entertainment industry.
This creates a central contradiction: can a corporate
product genuinely challenge the system that created it?
The film acknowledges this tension through its self-
awareness. Barbie is both a symbol of consumer
culture and a character capable of questioning that
culture. By making Barbie aware of her own history
and limitations, Gerwig creates a narrative that
examines how commercial objects can gain new
meanings.

The success of Barbie demonstrates the continuing
cultural importance of feminist discussions in
mainstream media. However, the film also raises
questions about whether representation alone can
produce meaningful social change. Seeing women
represented in powerful positions does not
automatically eliminate structural inequalities. The
film therefore moves beyond simple empowerment
narratives by examining the deeper cultural systems
that influence identity. The relationship between
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feminism and capitalism remains complicated. While
commercial feminism can increase visibility and
encourage discussions about gender equality, it can
also transform political ideas into marketable
products. Barbie participates in this contradiction
while simultaneously drawing attention to it.

VI. VISUAL STYLE AND CULTURAL
SYMBOLISM

Gerwig’s use of color, design, and visual symbolism
contributes significantly to the film’s cultural analysis.
Barbie Land’s artificial perfection reflects the
constructed nature of social ideals. The bright colors,
carefully designed spaces, and exaggerated
performances emphasize that identities are created
through cultural signs. The contrast between Barbie
Land and the real world also functions symbolically.
Barbie Land represents an imagined space where
identities appear simple and controlled, while the real
world introduces complexity and contradiction.
Barbie’s movement between these spaces represents a
process of self-discovery in which she learns that
identity cannot be reduced to a single role. The film’s
visual style therefore supports its theoretical argument:
social realities are constructed through representation.
Just as Barbie Land is created through design and
performance, human identities are shaped through
cultural expectations.

VII. CONCLUSION

Greta Gerwig’s Barbie is more than a film adaptation
of a popular toy; it is a complex cultural text that
examines how representation, identity, and power
operate in contemporary society. Through its
exploration of gender roles, social structures, and
consumer culture, the film demonstrates that identities
are not fixed but produced through cultural practices
and historical conditions.

Using the perspectives of Stuart Hall, Judith Butler,
and Michel Foucault, this analysis reveals that Barbie
challenges traditional understandings of gender and
encourages audiences to question the systems that
shape everyday experiences. The film exposes
patriarchy by reversing gender hierarchies, examines
identity through performance, and critiques the
relationship between feminism and capitalism.
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Ultimately, Barbie demonstrates the power of popular
culture as a space for social reflection. While the film
exists within commercial entertainment, it also creates
opportunities for critical conversations about equality,
identity, and representation. Its significance lies in its
ability to transform a familiar cultural symbol into a
platform for examining the complex relationship
between individuals and the societies that define them.
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