Works in the Works Review
Review: Feminism in Pink: The Whiplash of Barbie Branded Femvertising

On Thursday, October 31, 2024, Jaclyn Griffith discussed her recent publication, “Feminism in Pink: The
Whiplash of Barbie-Branded Femvertising”, which examines how feminism is presented and constructed in the
2023 film Barbie. Griffith and her co-author, Emilie Zaslow, argue that the film is a whiplash text because it jolts
the audience back and forth between a critique of the patriarchy and an advertisement for normative beauty

standards and consumption.

Griflith began with a brief history of the Barbie doll, which was released by Mattel in 1959. As she explained,
Barbie was created so that girls could play as career women instead of mothers and caregivers. She has been an
astronaut, a surgeon, and a candidate for president; she’s encouraged girls to imagine themselves in careers
dominated by men. At the same time, however, she promotes impossible beauty standards, which has long been
the subject of feminist critique. Griffith cited major criticisms of the doll, which largely point to ways in which
the Barbie’s features reinforce normative beauty standards. After providing this context, Griffith discussed
Mattel’s attempt to rebrand Barbie in 2016 as a doll about female empowerment. The brand released a line of
dolls called the “The Fashionistas”, which featured Barbies with a wide range of hair textures, facial features, skin
tones and body types. Griffith noted that the line was more diverse than all previous versions of Barbie.
However, any claim to female empowerment was belied by the brand’s focus on the new Barbies’ style,

grooming, and consumption.

The use of female empowerment messaging to encourage consumption is a tactic known as femvertising, which
Griflith showed is also used by creators of the film. Prior to its release, she explained, Barbie’s empowerment
came from her career choices and advertisements that highlighted her self-determination. In the film, she is part
of a group of Barbies forming a collective feminist movement, which Griffith notes is very different from the
doll’s previous legacy. Griffith discussed scenes throughout the film where the characters mock normative
femininity and Mattel’s own commodification of empowerment. Griffith argues, however, that given the
consumer culture built around it, the film is in its truest sense an advertisement for Mattel. She displayed images
of moviegoers dressed in all pink and cited brand deals to show how the Barbiecore culture created by the film

reified the audiences’ investment in normative femininity.

Given these contradictions, Griffith also argues that the film is a whiplash text. She discussed how the film
challenges patriarchy while simultaneously presenting normative beauty and consumption as necessary for
female liberation. Griffith cited moments of feminist critique featured in the film, such as when one of the main
characters says Barbie represents “sexualized capitalism”, “unrealistic physical ideals” and “rampant
consumerism”. On the other side of the whiplash, Grifhith explained, is the film’s aesthetic. She talked about the
production team’s efforts to make the characters “Barbie perfect”, which ultimately only reinforce normative

standards of beauty.



Within Griffith’s analysis of the film there was also a palpable sense of joy and appreciation for its potential
cultural impact. She showed how the film is the ultimate femvertisement filled with contradictory messages
while noting that sincere moments of feminist criticism give audiences a language to discuss patriarchy,

objectification, female rage, and equity.

Overall, Prof. Griffith’s presentation offered an enlightening critique of the film, blending sharp insight with
enjoyment. Her analysis successfully demonstrated how feminist rhetoric embedded within a capitalist

framework is limited in its potential for radical transformation.



