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Entrepreneurial Wishes and Career Dreams

In spring 2014, close on the heels of toy manufacturer Mattel’s
controversial collaboration with Sporss [llustrated—which featured a
bathing suit—clad Barbie on the magazine’s soth Anniversary Swim-
suit Issue cover-wrap—the company unveiled the latest doll in its “I
Can Be” career collection: Entrepreneur Barbie. Outfitted in a
modern-cut magenta dress and furnished with a diminutive tablet
device and smart phone, Entrepreneur Barbie was marketed as a self-
starter “ready to make a bold business move and strike out on her own
to achieve her career dreams.” The company tapped ten prominent
female entrepreneurs, including Girls Who Code founding CEO
Reshma Saujani and Jennifer Fleiss, co-founder of Rent the Runway,
as real-world ambassadors for Barbie’s “Career of the Year.” Social me-
dia figured prominently in the product launch: the hashtag “unapolo-
getic”—originally created for the Sports lllustrated campaign—was
repackaged as a message of female empowerment, and Barbie took to
Twiteer to host a virtual “Pink Power Lunch,” wherein she engaged
fans in 140-character dialogues about their “dream careers.”

Although a few public commentators lapped up Mattel’s celebra-
tory rhetoric of women’s liberation, reporters and cultural critics
alike mocked the company’s naive depiction of female entrepreneurship.
An Atlantic reporter, who nodded toward Facebook COO Sheryl
Sandberg with the headline “Barbie Leans In,” blasted the doll’s


































































THE ASPIRATIONAL ETHOS

widespread feminization of the workforce in a service-based econo-
my."”® However, these progressive shifts have done little to overturn
the antagon.ism in the discursive separation between “men’s work” and
“women’s work.” Specifically, patterned gender discrepancies mean
that women shoulder most of the risk/low visibility/emotional
labor—as they remain far removed from the executive suites.

With social media usage skyrocketing, seemingly feminized ac-
tivities, like child-rearing, decorating, knitting, and fashion styling/
modeling, are imbued with opportunities for female empowerment
and financial independence.”® Reflecting how digitally mediated
modes of self-expression assume a progressive bent, Sarah Banet-
Weiser and Inna Arzumanova argue that, for fashion haulers,
“crafting one’s personal identity in front of a web-cam . . . is not posi-
tioned as narcissistic, but rather empowering, precisely because these
activities nurture the promise of an entrepreneurial future.”" Etsy-
preneurs, mom-preneurs, and blogger-preneurs seem to represent the
vanguard of female business success in the early twenty-first century.
The fashion bloggers, designers, YouTubers, and Instagrammers I
interviewed, too, see their activities as paths to potentially lucrative
and fulfilling careers—despite the fact that they are centrally posi-
tioned within the consumer sphere. But these laboring activities, like
forms of status-enhancing consumption that preceded them, must be
understood as fundamentally aspirational. Social media producers
approach their activities as investments in a future self—one who will

(hopefully) get paid to do what she loves.
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