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Revisiting Rogers’ Barbie Culture

Kaori I. Burkart

Dr. Mary F. Rogers was a professor at the University of West Florida who passed away
suddenly in 2009. She was a leading sociologist and her 1999 book, “Barbie Culture” was well-
known in contemporary cultural studies at the time. Barbie and her world, while reflecting
elements of contemporary society, still flirt with the controversial more than 60 years after her
birth in 1959. The movie, “Barbie” launched worldwide in summer 2023 and has sparked a
myriad of discussions and debate. Some countries banned the showing of the film, while in
others it has been a box-office smash. In any case, it is quite apparent that conversations about
Barbie are being renewed and reinvigorated across the world. The purpose of this paper is to
explore key terms and themes in the book and examine them via reference to a qualitative
research dictionary. As one of the very last students of Dr. Mary Rogers, | will revisit her Barbie
Culture from a qualitative research point of view.

One of the core terms which illustrates Barbie Culture (Rogers, 1999) is “cultural studies”
(Schwandt, 2001). Rogers indicates that Barbie dolls are core popular icons in
modern/postmodern society; they are a mirror image of contemporary society which reflects on
all of us. Schwandt (2001) explains that cultural studies *“are also characterized by the
simultaneous affirmation of culture and the attempt to deconstruct and criticize culture” (p. 49).
Rogers’ core icons are described as: “the internal organization of those meanings, values, norms,
and so on; how they relate to one another; and hence, how certain objects and events in a culture
acquire particular meaning(s)” (Schwandt, 2001, p. 49).

Rogers (1999) explains that Barbie’s characteristics embody her fundamental identity
as a popular cultural icon through her plastic molded body, her expansive wardrobes, countless
accessories, expensive estates, fashionable furnishings, subordinate friends, and various
occupations. This coincides with essentialism, “a metaphysical doctrine that holds [that]
subjects have essences [, and it also] claims that plurality, otherness, difference, and
heterogeneity characterize our understanding of notion” (Schwandt, 2001, p. 72). Barbie as
presented in the motion picture released in summer 2023 does speak and lives in present society.
How Barbie and her friends live in a so-called "real” world after leaving their seemingly perfect
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world of Barbie Land highlights the essentialism illustrated in this movie. Although Barbie the
doll usually does not talk, her plastic selfhood expresses her “real, true nature” (Schwandt, 2001,
p. 72).

What, then, are Barbie’s real identities? They are revealed to be rather contradictory and
ambiguous, contrary to her gorgeous appearance. Her identities are sometimes visible and
obvious but often vague and obscure. On one hand, she is white, able-bodied, middle-class, and
single. She is also a fictive and popular cultural icon, maintaining perpetual youth and a perfect
figure. She expresses exceptional femininity but turns it over to privilege instead of
subordination. On the other hand, her sexual orientation is unknown, which leads to the
possibility that she could be asexual. Her occupations are varied: sometimes a pediatrician,
sometimes a military officer. These ambiguous identities represent a wide range of people in
the world. Because of this she is acknowledged by a diverse group of people.

To that extent, as Schwandt (2001) describes, “Identities...in society are thought to be
constituted in the complex social interaction of language, gesture, bodily significations... [and]
are simultaneously epiphenomenal (derivative) in that they are socially bestowed, sustained, or
transformed and phenomenal (material)” (p. 122). He also injects the perspectives of some
postmodernists “that identities are ‘sites’ for competing cultural interpretations of the subject
or self. In this view, identity (or the self) is always fragmented, never integrated, never fixed,
and always being remade” (p. 122). Likewise, Barbie’s identities are constantly changing along
with contemporary trends.

According to Rogers (1999), the most important thing for Barbie is how she looks. She
is a fictive icon but represents emphatic femininity alongside modern and postmodern
consumerism. Barbie symbolizes women’s success via perpetual youth and a perfect body, with
postindustrial societies providing goods and services to support such ideologies. For example,
the cosmetic and clothing industries draw enormous attention from women. Hence, Barbie’s
consumerism and her “politics of impression” (Rogers, p. 146) connect with postmodern society.
Schwandt (2001) explains that feminist epistemologies consist of various perspectives which
include “tension with postmodernism and alliances with ideas of critical social science” (p. 92).

Rogers (1999) explains how ambiguous and inconsistent the dolls are by aligning the
research in critical social science. One example was the doll’s exaggerated figure and its
influence on youth who might easily develop eating disorders. As seen in this theme, the author
not only makes audiences “aware of the contradictions and distortions in their belief systems
and social practices” (Schwandt, 2001, p. 45) but also connects “hermeneutic and explanatory
social scientific interests to normative concerns” (p. 46). Correspondingly, critical social
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science, as applied in Rogers’ study, is created by members of the Frankfurt School, established
in 1923, and is “a blend of explanatory social research, normative critique, and philosophical
reflection divorced from the positivist and materialist inclinations of orthodox Marxism
emerged that came to be called a critical theory of society” (Schwandt, 2001, p. 102).

Similarly, Rogers (1999) dissects the physical appearance and general characteristics
of the dolls’ influence on society. The dolls are deeply rooted in racial hierarchies and reflect
societal injustices related to race and ethnicity, gender, and class. They are also accompanied
by ingenious marketing schemes, targeting children and adults, tickling their acquisitiveness.
All are drawn to consumerism and capitalism in the modern/postmodern world. According to
Schwandt (2001), the study demonstrates critical hermeneutics: “not simply with the
relationship between language, meaning, and understanding but also with concrete, empirical
economic, social, organizational, and political conditions and practices” (p. 44).

The data generated in this study was enormous and generated from “books, magazines,
newspapers, and scholarly journals as well as field observation” (Rogers, 1999, p. 156) in
addition to written narratives on the boxes in which the dolls are sold. Content analysis of the
data is one of the most critical procedures in the study. According to Schwandt (2001), it
involves coding, applications of codes to the data, and interpretation and analysis of the relation
between them.

Other important data was generated by interviews, conversations, letters, and E-mail
messages from individuals. Their narratives reveal relationships with Barbie dolls, purposes of
collections, and thoughts about the dolls and their world. Discourse theory characterizes any
social phenomena structured by “codes and rules [which are] amenable to linguistic analysis
using semiotic concepts” (Schwandt, 2001, p. 58).

Discourse analysis is “one of the many procedures employed in textual analysis”
(Schwandt, 2001, p. 57) which generally means the analysis of language as it emerges in data.
It usually focuses “on the content of talk [rather] than on its linguistic organization” (p. 57). A
great amount of data was generated through written as well as email statements, conversation,
and interviews. The interviews disclose the inquirer’s knowledge, and their narratives widen
the hypothesis of the study itself.

Schwandt (2001) describes coding as one of the first and most fundamental processes
when qualitative investigators deal with a large volume of field data. “Coding is a procedure
that disaggregates the data, breaks it down into manageable segments, and identifies or names
those segments... Coding requires constantly comparing and contrasting various successive
segments of the data and subsequently categorizing them” (p. 26). Rogers (1999) develops the

104



theoretical interests of Barbie dolls as popular cultural icons and derives codes from the data
which are examined and sorted according to applicability to the study.

As the study reveals new knowledge, the inquiries are adjusted. For example, Rogers
(1999) came across a magazine for collectors and aficionados, called Barbie Bazaar, after
entering the field. She also observed an auction at an event in Pennsylvania. Some of the
participants became key informants and agreed to interviews. Through enormous data
generation, Rogers modified the parameters of the study as occasion demands. According to
Schwandt (2001), flexibility in the “characteristic of planning and conducting a field study often
referred to as emergent design” (p. 63) is important. The design not only allows fieldworkers to
change and adjust strategies and procedures but also can predict such activities depending on
the circumstances of a particular study.

Ideologies related to Barbie and her world “refer to a set of social, political, and moral
values, attitudes, outlooks, and beliefs that shape a social group’s interpretation of its behavior
and its world” (Schwandt, 2001, p. 123). They create obscure and ambiguous masks over our
experiences in social inquiry. Despite their various affiliations with the dolls, which depend
highly on individual people, the Barbie ideologies “ensure that the determination of our
everyday, experienced world remains mysterious by preventing us from making them problems
for inquiry” (Schwandt, 2001, p. 123). As Rogers has tackled such ideologies as well as
scrutinized the icon and its relations to the world, such “ideologies must be unmasked or
disclosed” (Schwandt, 2001, p. 123).

In summary, revisiting core terms and themes in Barbie Culture illustrates current
societal issues (e.g., essentialism, consumerism, racism, sexualism, stereotypes, gender issues)
even many years after the book’s publishing in 1999. As Roger explained, Barbie is obscure
and ambiguous yet also captures our “real” world. The interpretation is based on how
individuals comprehend society through their life experiences and environments. It is therefore
understandable that the new movie review seems to generate polarized reactions. The existence
of Barbie has always been controversial, yet she remains extremely popular in many ways and
has many fans among various parts of society. Barbie Culture (Rogers, 1999) is an excellent
lens through which to understand aspects of qualitative research. Just like Barbie, the book does
not seem to age. It still captures some controversial issues present in the "real™ world and
probably will remain relevant as long as Barbie lives in her Barbie Land, happily ever after.
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Sustainability and Glocal Development (Fall 2022)

CEEED

Kaori I. Burkart

[#a45]

This course explored key global and local sustainable development
issues related to the natural environment and helped students acquire
knowledge, attitudes, and various values essential to creating a
sustainable future through familiar themes in their immediate
surroundings (e.g., food mileage, plantations and palm oil, the tragedy
of the commons, food self-sufficiency). The course was designed to
motivate and empower students to reflect on their own behaviors and
make collaborative decisions to support sustainable development in a
democratic context. Students practiced critical thinking skills through
planned learning activities in and outside of class (e.g., online
discussions, presentations, in-class group discussions). Students from
different countries (e.g., Italy, China, Taiwan, , Japan) shared diverse
perspectives in class. Offered since Spring Semester 2021, the course
has been designed to promote English as a common language and
accommaodate everyone as a part of the International Frontier Program
at Oita University. Course instruction was mostly in English
supplemented with some Japanese. All in-class discussion was
conducted in English but writing assignments could be submitted in
either English or Japanese. The bilingual environment accommodated
both Japanese native speakers and speakers of other languages to
associate with one another in a friendly discussion-centered
environment. A field trip giving students great opportunities to learn
about sustainability efforts taking place in Oita was successfully
completed for the first time in three years due to the unpredictable
nature of the COVID-19 outbreak. The group went to a local bakery,
the tallest suspension bridge in Kokonoe, Oita, and geothermal power
plant in Hacchobaru, Oita.
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Sustainability and Glocal Development 2 (Spring 2022)

(484 ]

Kaori I. Burkart

(451

This course explored key global and local societal issues through the
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sustainable development perspectives and helped students acquire
knowledge, attitudes, and various values essential to creating a
sustainable future through familiar themes in their social
surroundings (e.g., poverty, disparity, mass consumptions, fast-
fashion, food waste, convenience store). The course was designed to
motivate and empower students to reflect their own behaviors and
make collaborative decisions to support sustainable development in a
democratic context. Students practiced critical thinking skills through
planned learning activities in and outside of class (e.g., online
discussions, presentation, in-class group discussions). Students were
from France, Italy, Vietnam, and Japan. Offered since Spring
Semester 2021, the course has been designed to promote English as a
common language and accommodate everyone as a part of the
International Frontier Program at Oita University. Course instruction
was mostly in English supplemented with some Japanese. All in-class
discussion was conducted in English but writing assignments could
be submitted in either English or Japanese. The bilingual
environment accommodated both Japanese native speakers and
speakers of other languages to associate with one another in a
friendly discussion-centered environment. A field trip giving students
great opportunities to learn about sustainability efforts made in Oita
was finally taken place in June. The group participated in the
Environmental Fair put together by Oita City Municipal Office.
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Japanese Popular Culture Studies
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Japanese Aesthetics and Fashion Media Studies
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Introduction to Japanese History, Culture and Society
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Japanese Grammar & Discourse (Autumn Semesters in 2022)

CEEED

Keizo Nanri
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This course explored the Japanese language from two perspectives:
sentence construction and discourse construction. The sentential
exploration was conducted by focusing on 5 case markers (0, ni, to, e,
de) the topic marker wa, the subject marker ga, and serial verb
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construction. The discourse exploration was conducted from the
perspective of schema.

[(FA4] V=V ¥ ARy bU—7 LR D ORME 1T

(48242 ] FE AL =

[#afE] ZOFETIE, EHRTE R & AR o i A R, 2o
Wik A et — 270 7 KON =y 7 A NOEKREE
CTAToT, BETITELZBROTARAT 0 7 OIS EFATE
%, BIRHESICBWTEI LT =V XY AT 4 T RMLETH
HOINGFAT,

[(BLE4] Manga Studies
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