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Barbie has always had a strong connection to her 
societal context, thus framing the identity or role of  
women in the Western world. Barbie is the artifact of  
the female representation, literally mimicking the female 
norm, by being a toy for future role playing. ‘You Can 
Be Anything’ is the known slogan for Barbie’s existence, 
according to Mattel Creations (the founding toy 
company). The slogan of  Barbie 2016 reflects on the view 
of  her creator Ruth, also known as Barbie’s mom: “My 
whole philosophy of  Barbie was that through the doll, 
the little girl could be anything she wanted to be. Barbie 
always represented the fact that a woman has choices.” 

Although Barbie was created in order to liberate young 
girls and challenge them to live up to their dreams, she 
received a lot of  critique. Mostly on her appearance, 
(being a tall blond with an impossible slim waist and tiny 
bend feet for the most fashionable stilettos, amongst other 
things), influencing the ‘beauty standard’ of  girls at a 
young age. 

But Barbie has recently gone through a process of  ‘evo-
lution’, according to Mattel, since they introduced the 
new Fashionistas Collection of  2016. Adding 3 different 
body types to the original shape (including curvy ones), 24 
different eye-colors and 20 different skin tones, Mattel is 
now at a state of  defining beauty in different shapes and 
ethnicities. What does that tell us about the current state 
of  womenhood in our society? Are we now liberated from 
having only one ethnical beauty standard? Will the new 
Barbie help young girls to become their true self ? 

The remains of my personal Barbie collection



Barbie was born the 9th of  March, 1959, during the New 
York Toy Fair - created by the co-founders on Mattel 
Creations, Ruth and Elliot Handler. Ruth came up with 
the idea of  creating a adult doll for her daughter 
Barbara (Barbie’s official name), seeing the opportunity in 
kids future imagination and roleplaying with other dolls. 
The first Barbie was a teenage model in a swimming suit, 
having hey eyes to the side, in version blond or brunette. 
This new type of  doll switched up the confirmation of  
the female norm at its time, since young girls beforehand 
always played with baby or toddler dolls, framing their 
role of  becoming a mom. With Barbie you could imagine 
to become anything, referring to the young, independent 
woman with (by now) over 150 different careers. 

It is safe to say that Barbie represents the development 
of  female depiction in society, through appearance, style 
and career. Notice the physical change of  Barbie between 
1959 and 2016: she became more and more realistic. 
Apart from her recent evolution, her most apparent 
change took place in 1971, when her submissive sideway 
eyes were suddenly directed to us, showing no shame 
towards female sexuality. Societal changes were equally 
reflected in her style and career. The moment the music 
industry changed to its disco vibes in the 70’s, ‘Barbie and 
the Rockers’ with suitable night-life fashion where intro-
duced, and when 24 female candidates where elected for 
the House of  Representatives in the 90’s, Barbie President 
couldn’t stay behind. A Barbie sized vacuum cleaner was 
harshly declined by Ruth, since Barbie was rather 
supposed to represent female leadership than domesticity. 
The moment the market asked for a male supporter (since 
at the time women were seen as failures without a man 
on her side), Mattel slightly unwilling introduced Ken - 
though he became the suppressed, brainless accessory 
of  his obviously more important partner. In any further 
Barbie history, Ken was always more on the background - 
the dream couple even broke up in 2004, supposedly as a 
marketing stunt to regain some attention to the poor man. 
Now that Barbie is going through a revolution, artists like 
Nickolay Lamm are equally standing for the male 
standard, by creating an average Ken version, or even a 
fat Barbie Dad. 

Further on, Barbie’s identity has been balancing between 
independent (soft feminist) role model to dumb blonde. 

Barbie Fashionista Collection 2016 - Mattel

Where it all began...



Either way, she became the metaphor for female success. 
But does she also have a direct influence on the identity 
growth of  young girls? Because as we all know, she has 
been the symbol of  female beauty, financial success, 
independence and material wealth. What is the effect of  
Barbie’s aesthetic and materialistic self-presentation on 
kids?

Striving for Perfection

Barbie is perfect. She is a beauty with a pink dream house, 
an endless wardrobe, a handsome boyfriend, all careers in 
the world, surrounded by tons of  friends and cute animals. 
This obviously sets Barbie to be a role model - someone 
you’d literally want to be, therefore setting a standard 

that we will probably never reach ourselves. According to 
statistics, the probability of  having Barbie’s (original) body 
shape was one out of  one hundred thousand, in comparison 
to Ken’s that is one out of  fifty. Why does Mattel create an 
almost impossible body figure for women, and a quiet 
do-able one for men? Is this simply because Ken was created 
a decennia later - wherein the doll developed from being ‘just 
a doll’ to more human features and proportions? Or should 
we women define this as an insulting crime against 
unreachable beauty standards in comparison to men? 

How did the beauty standards change? Ofcourse there’s a 
difference between inner and outer beauty within the female 
identity struggle. According to the Victorian era the inner 
female identity consists of  being piety, pure, submissive and 



domestic, supporting the leading males. As the fight for
female presence in Western society has started long before 
(and Ken slowly but surely lost its relevance), the 
development of  outer beauty standards seems to follow 
accordingly. Although if  we look at our real life Barbies 
Valeria Lukyanova and Cindy Jackson, we still have a long 
way to go. Both of  them making it their life goal to accurately 
look like Barbie by going through major plastic surgery 
(wherein Cindy holds the world record). Even though many 
critics are obviously judging this extreme form of  re-adjusting 
ones appearance, they do make a point when they say that 
‘by being beautiful, you make more chances as a woman’. 
This being a sad fact, there does seem to appear some change 
in our standards of  femininity. For example, looking at the 
Dove advertisement, that uses curvy, ‘real women’ from 
different backgrounds. As Philippe Harousseau, Dove’s 
marketing director, already said in 2013 in his ‘Campaign 
for Real Beauty’: “Our mission is to make more women feel 
beautiful every day by broadening the definition of  beauty.” 
It also looks like plus size advertising is slowly making its
entrance to the rest of  the world. An example is Ashley 
Graham and her new ‘seductive, size-conscious lingerie’, 
being a body activist and a famous curvy model of  over 
ninety kilos. Are we ready to divert from being perfect, or 
worse, being different?

According to Janice van Deul, lifestyle journalist, co-author 
of  ‘Little Black Hair Book’ and founder of  the online plat-
form ‘Diversity Rules’, the time is ripe. “Diversity is a trend, 
authenticity is the word of  this era. The world of  fashion re-
cently became more colorful in every sense: in color, ethnicity, 



Culture and the Making of  Female Identity’ we should thank 
Barbie for creating an opportunity in creative roleplaying, 
thus optimizing social relationships in real life and deve-
loping a conscious about identity and ‘the self ’. Thus letting 
children think about the identity of  Barbie, versus their own. 
Wright states: “Barbie encourages a creative interpretation of  
identity and image-construction as Barbie allows representa-
tion of  cultural icons to be open and un-mandated. Through 
the imaginative interaction with dolls, children partake in a 
creative, exploratory form of  imagining about themselves and 
the potential roles they may have in their adult lives.” A result 
that other toys would never be able to reach, being non-
representative tools like a truck, that would never derive from 
its function and meaning. The truck stays the truck, only the 
world around that truck has to opportunity to evolve to the 
imaginary, in contrary to Barbie.

Thinking of  my own youth and the high activity of  Barbie 
role playing, I have to agree with Wright. There is a differen-
ce between creating an identity for a (pretty) doll and iden-
tifying oneself  with the doll. For the sake of  playing, I literally 
‘was’ Barbie, I wanted to be her within my world of  imagina-
tion. But I didn’t have to urge to become her after playing. To 
give an example: being a redhead, and not having a redhead 
Barbie, I never had the urge of  wanting to be blond. I always 
loved my red hear, was even proud of  the fact that it made 
me a bit different, and in that sense didn’t want to ‘look like 
Barbie’.

Barbie was therefor my idol, but not the idol I would 

Our identification with Barbie

It being clear that Barbie poses a female standard that is not 
reachable for most of  us, how far can we encounter or blame 
her for our handicap view on the female norm? Sadly, it is 
impossible to thoroughly examine the exact influence ‘female 
objects’ have on how women view themselves. That being 
said, we can still discuss the plausible effect of  Barbie and her 
surroundings. Being an expert Barbie-user myself, till what 
extend did she actually influence my view on femininity and 
identity construction?

According to Lenore Wright, researcher in self-
representation, author of  ‘The Wonder of  Barbie: Popular 

body-shape, age and gender. This is closely related with our 
current relation with social media, wherein we share 
everything, thus everyone has a voice. Everyone is jumping 
on the diversity-train, which make it a bit of  an overused 
trend, but in this case that creates opportunities. For example 
in the fashion industry. In 2016’ Fashionclash Maastricht, the 
main topic is ‘(Ad)dressing the People’. Fashion campaigns 
start using transgenders and more colored models, and plus 
age modeling is making its way. The idea of  the perfect 
woman is changing, just like we see in Barbie, which is fan-
tastic. By letting the doll become more realistic, our image 
of  women also becomes more realistic. Now the fashion and 
lifestyle magazine industry has to step up their game, by using 
their influence, showing more color in both their products 
and editorial offices.”



The Evolution of womenhood

So what is the new archetype of  womenhood? Who should 
we become according to Barbie versus what do we expect 
from ourselves? It seems that the general female archetype 
has shifted through time from being the ultimate sexless 
mother figure (virgin Maria), to sex objects, to emancipa-
ted career ladies. At this moment, the perfect woman is the 
mixed up version of  all of  these disciplines: the multi-talented 
sweet, sexy, caring, smart, confident, Real You. The mom, 
hot bride and successful supervisor all in one - despite having 
different types of  physical beauty, she is still perfect in any 
sense. Now Barbie is suggesting not to become her, but to 
become the best or perfect version of  yourself. Which in itself  
can be seen as an encouraging idea of  making the best out of  
our grown up selves. Could that mean that the next Barbie 

compare myself  with. She was skinny, I was too, but not 
because me comparing myself  to her. I can imagine this 
comparative side to be more apparent with kids who are not 
satisfied with themselves, for example by being heavy. But 
again referring to my own experiences, I only was insecure 
about the features of  which other kids told me they were ‘not 
normal/ unattractive’. Now the question is of  course, if  
Barbie contributed to that frame of  ‘normal’, but I guess ad-
vertisement and television with their static way of  portraying 
women, play a bigger role in that than Barbie. Concluding 
that Barbie did influence our Western masse culture and the 
idea of  female norms, but she cannot be encountered for 
being the source of  our insecurities.



Evolution will be the grown up 3D printed versions of  
ourselves? Would that imply a more satisfying form of  future 
roleplaying, because you would actually have a doll looking 
like yourself ? Or would it still set a standard of  female 
perfection that will never let us be satisfied?

With the introduction on Barbie’s evolutionary change of  
appearance, we can be as critical as well as we can be enthu-
siastic. On the one hand, the way Mattel presents their new 
commercial video of  the new Fashionistas, it seems a bit sad 
that they only realize in 2016 that it should be socially accep-
ted that all humans come in different shapes and sizes. Should 
we see this as an ‘evolution’ of  the general idea of  beauty, or 
does Mattel just have a strong marketing strategy? Are they 
trying to influence the masse culture by encouraging young 
girls to be ‘themselves’, or are they simply reflecting on the 
markets needs? And are the actual users of  these dolls, 
children, even concerned about these politically correct forms 
of  their toys? Or is it just simply annoying for the kids that all 
outfits don’t fit every doll anymore?

On the other hand, I see it as very liberating that Barbies 
now (finally) have different backgrounds and features in the 
official collection (next to the exotic black side productions of  
Shindana Toys). Apparently, we have now passed the age of  
having one archetypical beauty of  being blond, tall and slim 
(although it being a rather late realization). And the diffe-
rences within the new doll collection even seems to make me 
excited to be young again, putting curvy, tanned legs into my 
old mermaid outfits. Unfortunately, visiting the Intertoys in 
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Maastricht made clear that Europe’s collection will remain 
the same old slim, white, tall, blond, blue eyed princess or 
caretaker Barbie until at least the end of  this year. 
Hopefully, artists like Dina Goldstein and Nickolay Lamm 
continue reflecting on Barbie’s (and Ken’s) position in our 
society, in order to re-define our standards on women. And 
who knows, wheelchair Barbie Becky could be re-introduced 
to the market, and start a trend of  imperfect role models.
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