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While these lists are fun and offer plenty of 
fodder for anyone interested in fan behavior 
(ahem), we’d like our own version of a ‘year in 
review’ to focus on something at the heart of 
KR&I’s mission to bring an anthropological lens

It’s become a December tradition for news outlets 
to post end-of-year recaps of the best media 
(think of all the Top Ten lists you’ve seen in the 
last few weeks…) or notable shifts in the media 
landscape (e.g., the newest and most influential 
musicians of the year, emerging themes &
trends, etc.). In this regard, 2023 has a lot to 
offer, especially the film industry, which shook 
off some of its pandemic-induced rust, thanks 
in part to the wildly successful phenomenon 
that was “Barbenheimer.” It was a big year, 
and everyone’s talking about 
entertainment media in some fashion.  

IDENTITY ON DISPLAY: 2023 IN REVIEW

to entertainment media: the representation of identity in film and television. Over the last 
eight years, team members at KR&I have conducted 19 distinct studies of representation 
in media. In each one of those studies, participants expressed some form of the statement, 
“don’t reduce me” (to their skin color, their sexual identity, their culture, etc.). Yet in 2023, 
we noticed a positive shift in the way film and television content strives to overcome identity 
reduction in the characters that appear on screen, often by shifting away from representation 
for the sake of representation, and towards real, honest, and sometimes messy depictions 
of various identities in a wide array of settings.
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Two of our favorite examples from 2023 approach identity representation in distinct ways. 
The film Barbie marks the most notable effort to tackle identity head on, taking a cerebral 
look at the concepts of identity and perfection (to name just a few of its themes). At the 
heart of the film is a story about identity reduction, its impact on individuals, and the power 
of fully dimensionalized self-understandings. Margot Robbie’s character, (Stereotypical) 
Barbie, embarks on a journey of discovery, both about herself and about the world around her. 



 2

FANDOM NOW
Blog Post #9

By simply posing a question about death, (Stereotypical) Barbie cracks the façade of 
the pristine world she inhabits, making visible its complex, and sometimes ugly, nature 
over time. As Barbie sees the world more clearly, she reflects on her own role in it, and 
the very idea of perfection itself. And she invites audiences to do the same. By the end, 
Barbie emerges as much more than a plastic ideal of womanhood. She emerges with depth 
and dimension. 

The film Bottoms, a comedy about queer adolescent friends navigating their way through 
the rigid social hierarchies of High School and the raging hormones all teenagers endure, 
takes a different approach. Here, characters are given dimension from the very beginning, 
depicting queer identity in a refreshing way that directly challenges existing tropes. As 
one online magazine put it, “Bottoms is here to save us from sanitized queer representation.” 
The film’s main characters, played by Rachel Sennott and Ayo Edebiri, never have to 
apologize for their sexuality or for having a sex drive. Their queerness is portrayed as real, 
honest, and messy. Because that’s what teenagers are. And it’s a stark deviation from the 
many representations of queer characters who lack dimension, who serve as sidekicks, 
who lead perfect lives, or who are forced to suffer through on-screen trauma.  

While Barbie and Bottoms were successful in part because of the way they approached 
identity representation, ‘The Star Beast,’ the first of the 60th Anniversary of Doctor Who 
episodes, reveals some of the potential pitfalls when core members of the audience 
struggle to connect. Doctor Who took a positive step towards inclusion by introducing a 
transgender character for the first time (Rose, played by Yasmin Finney). Following key 
moments in the show when Rose spoke forcefully against deadnaming and in defense of 
preferred pronouns, the fandom started to splinter. Progressive fans lauded the efforts 
at representation, while vocal fans on the right felt excluded by what they considered a 
“preachy” or “political” tone. In the middle, a number of fans reflected on the way Rose’s 
character depended too heavily on trans identity, wishing to see a far more dimensional 
portrayal of trans experience. 

So what did 2023 teach us about identity representation? Perhaps most importantly, 
we’ve learned that the effort is worth it. Barbie and Bottoms clicked with audiences 
because they deftly gave fans what they always wanted: characters with meaningful 
depth. In the place of tokenism, they explored identity through the discovery of unseen 
layers (showing audiences there’s more than meets the eye), or finally allowing 
underrepresented groups to simply be themselves. 
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