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From Barbie Dolls to Barbie Video Games 
The Digitization of Gender Norms and Stereotypes 

 



Exploring the similarities and differences 
between the Barbie dolls and the Barbie 
digital games in terms of:	

	

•  Values	

•  Rhetoric	

•  Affordances	

•  Gameplay	


Objective 



•  Do recent Barbie digital games 
convey more progressive values 
than the Barbie doll? 

•  To what extend Barbie digital 
games constrain the agency of the 
players compared to Barbie dolls? 

Questions 



•  Created in 1959 by Mattel inc.  

•  Paradigmatic girl toy 
 
•  2 dolls sold every second 

•  11 millions fans on Facebook 

Barbie dolls 



Barbie promotes the traditional division of 
roles between the sexes  

Critique #1	  
	  



1965 1988 1998 2011 2004 

“Girls can do anything”  



2012 

“Girls from all races can do anything”  





•  First phase (1959-1963): Barbie was marketed as a 
single career woman. 

•  Second phase (1964-1967): Barbie became a nurturing 
woman. 

•  Third phase (1968-1984): Barbie avoided domestic 
labor.  

•  Fourth phase (1985-1999):                                         
Barbie traded her independence to be                                 
a nurturing mother and homemaker.  

Ref. Pearson and Mullins (1999)  

 
Barbie’s Domestication  



2014 

Barbie washes clothes, cooks, shops, and 
cares for her children 



“Girls can do anything as long as  
they remain feminine” 

2013 1998 1965 2010 



Barbie’s books 



Barbie’s books 



Barbie symbolises passivity and dependence  

Critique # 2 



Barbie Wedding Day Set (1959) 



Barbie and Ken wedding set  (2014) 



Source:	  Rehab.com	  

Critique # 3 	  
Barbie embodies normative and unrealistic beauty canons 



Source:	  Rehab.com	  



Lack of bodies and faces diversity 



Materialistic conception of beauty  

2014 



Do we ever 
have enough 

clothes? 

Teen Talking Barbies 

1992 



Barbie is too sexualized 

Critique # 4 



Barbie’s heavy makeup 



Barbie’s sexy outfits 



Baby	  doctor	   Pet	  doctor	   Den6st	  

Barbie’s sexy uniforms 



Barbie’s origin: Lili german doll 

1953	  





Barbie is a limited-object-to-play-with 

Critique # 5 



Barbie is a limited-object-to-play-with 



Critique # 5 

Barbie’s variety of accessories 

2014 



Source:	  Rehab.com	  



Appropriation #1 
Cast Barbie in non-traditional roles 

Artist: Mariel Clayton 



Appropriation #1 
Cast Barbie in non-traditionnal roles 

By Nicole Hennig 



«	  Barbie’s	  Dream	  Lo@	  »	  by	  the	  ar6st	  Nadine	  McGann	  (1989)	  	  

Appropriation #2 
Engage Barbie in homosexual practices  



Appropriation #2 
Engage Barbie in homosexual practices  

« Satan Was A Lesbian » by the artist: Dollsmut 



Appropriation #2 
Engage Ken in homosexual practices  

Artist: Mariel Clayton 



Appropriation #3 
Queer Barbie with alternative or cross-

dressing practices  

Ar6st:	  childcarediva	   Ar6st:	  unknown	  Ar6st:	  unknown	  



Appropriation #3 
Queer Ken with alternative or  

cross-dressing practices  

Ar6st:	  Mariel	  Clayton	  



Appropriation #3 
Queer Ken with alternative or  

cross-dressing practices  

Ar6st:	  Mariel	  Clayton	  



Appropriation #4 
Alter Babie physical appearance 



Vengeance is 
mine. Attack! 

Hacked Teen Talking Barbies 

Made by: Barbie Liberation Organization (1993) 



Barbie Hacks 

Anorexic	  Barbies	  
By	  Debbie	  Fimrite	  	  

Terminator	  Barbie	  
By	  Mario	  Caicedo	  Langer	  

Teen	  Pregnancy	  Barbie	  
By	  Unknown	  



Barbie Hacks 



Barbie Jewelry 

By Margaux Lange 



Barbie scene costume 

Worn by: Peaches 



Barbiefoot 

By artist Cloe Ruchon 



Barbie Subversive Artworks 

Galaxy Girls, Intigration Barbie, God gives 
Adam a condom, and Barbie Q on Skewers 
 
By Lavonne Sallee 
	  



Barbie Subversive Artworks 

Dissected Barbie 
By Jason Freeny 

	  



Barbie subversive videos 



Barbie subversive videos 



 
“Multifaceted methodological” approach that implies 
studying (Taylor, 2009) : 
•  textual content, iconography and plasticity 
•  narratives and background stories 
•  rules and procedures 
•  practices of the users 
in interrelation with their socio-historical context 

Methodology 



 
“Semio-pragmatic” approach according to which the meaning 
of a cultural object is co-constructed by the viewer/player and 
the structural elements of this objet (Odin, 2011, Eco, 1979). 
 

Archeological approach that involves searching the web for 
traces of uses and appropriations, as well as for artifacts made 
with these games. 
 

Explore the possibilities that their rules afford by manipulating 
the game controls and trying to find odd combinations. 
 
 

Methodology 



•  30 games on the web platform Barbie.com (Mattel, 2014) 
•  Barbie Dreamhouse Party (Nintendo Wii, Little Orbit, 2013) 
•  Barbie Groom and Glam Pups (Nintendo Wii , THQ, 2010) 

Sample 



Barbie.com games 

Sorting by gameplay 



Barbie.com games 

Sorting by topics 

















































































































	  
•  Barbie.com	  games	  are	  more	  progressive	  than	  current	  Barbie	  doll	  sets	  

•  Barbie	  Wii	  games	  are	  less	  progressive	  than	  current	  Barbie	  doll	  sets	  

•  Both	  reinforce	  the	  narrow	  concep6on	  of	  beauty	  and	  femininity	  

•  Both	  constrain	  the	  crea6vity	  of	  the	  players	  and	  makes	  it	  more	  difficult	  
–	  but	  not	  impossible	  –	  to	  transform	  Barbie’s	  symbolic.	  

	  
•  The	  digi6za6on	  of	  the	  Barbie	  game	  does	  not	  directly	  lead	  to	  social	  

progress	  as	  some	  might	  have	  hope.	  	  
	  

Conclusions 


