Breaking Gender Stereotypes in F.R.I.E.N.D.S: A Critical Analysis of Gender Representation and Identity.




Abstract
Gender roles and daily occupations have a profound impact on our lives, which extends beyond the workplace.  The popular American sitcom F.R.I.E.N.D.S portrays the interplay between work and gender-related issues among the three male and three female characters of the show. The show's characters portray various gender stereotypes being broken casually rather than seriously. The characters make it seem like those broken stereotypes are normal and there is nothing to be ashamed of. Gendered identities are both voluntary and coerced. The show spans ten seasons, and this article focuses on a few episodes that highlight some typical stereotypes being broken by the characters.
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F.R.I.E.N.D.S is one successful American sitcom that has ten seasons spanning over 10 years of telecast. This is still one of the widely viewed shows on OTT platforms. The show features the life experiences relating to work, relationships, family, and marriage of six friends in New York, namely Chandler, Ross, Joey, Phoebe, Monica, and Rachel. These issues range from everyday situations to unexpected, comedic scenarios. Here are some of its episodes which concerns with gender related issues, where characters who display stereotypical characteristics associated with being male or female, as well as characters who go against these gender norms and display traits that are typically indicated by the opposite gender, are analysed.
An issue that revealed itself concerning work and gender’s impact on relationships happened in the episode, “The One with Phoebe’s Husband”. In this particular viewing, the audience finds out that Phoebe has a supposedly gay husband from Canada, but the marriage was done so that Phoebe’s husband could obtain a green card and join the American ice-skating. But later on, her husband asks for a divorce from her, as apparently, he is straight and he, under peer pressure, pretended to be a homosexual, as all other players were so. Feeling pressured to fit in as all his peers were gay, Phoebe’s husband presumed and tried to convince himself and everyone around him that he shared a homosexual orientation. This extreme view of gender roles in the workplace had huge and lasting impacts on the relationship Phoebe had with this man.
There is also the plotline where Ross’s first marriage is broken because his wife, Carol, falls in love with a woman and they become a lesbian couple. Though they have a kid together named Ben, the wife chooses her love over societal and familial pressures, and the couple still does co-parenting.
Besides the several life lessons F.R.I.E.N.D.S imparts, the show also makes an attempt to normalise men using skincare products and makeup.  In season one, Joey Tribbiani models for the NYC Free Clinic and must wear makeup on the job. The first time he walks into Central Perk straight from work, he’s laughed at for his appearance. Chandler Bing makes a couple of jokes about him wearing makeup and questions his masculinity, gender identity, or how individuals perceive themselves. There is also an instance where Joey picks up a facemask jar at Ross’, followed by a brief demonstration of the oily t-zone. Later in the episode, the guys apply the clay mask onto their facial t-zones but are a bit hesitant to let anyone know. And even though Monica tries to poke fun at them, Ross immediately shuts her down by reiterating the skincare benefits and stating that fashion and beauty choices are independent.
In Season three, Monica stands up for her nephew Ben when Ross tries to make him play with G.I. Joe instead of Barbie, and Monica reminds him of how he used to dress up in their mom’s clothes as a child. In the end, the gang sides with Carol’s decision to let Ben choose his toy and not have his toys be dictated by gender norms. The decision highlights the importance of allowing children to play with what they like, regardless of gender stereotypes.
In season five, Joey is seen carrying a man bag. Though he was a bit hesitant to carry one in the first place, his decision changed as soon as Rachel showed him photos of male models with broad shoulders carrying bags in the Ralph Lauren spring catalogue. Joey stood his ground and did not succumb to peer pressure by pointing out that just because they didn’t understand the fashion trend, that didn’t make it wrong.
In season nine, the episode ‘The One with the Male Nanny’, Ross and Rachel are looking to find a nanny to help take care of their daughter when they are at work. After sifting through a pile of applications, the applicant, Sandy, is qualified for the job and has a degree in Early Childhood Education. They are taken aback when a male nanny arrives at his apartment to be interviewed for the position. Ross questions Sandy about whether he is gay, and also finds it amusing that his name is classified as feminine. Ross argues with Rachel because she wants to hire him, but he refuses, making it clear that he believes a nanny is a job for a woman, not Sandy, who is male. This reinforces gender stereotypes and the sex division of labour. This episode heavily relies on society's view of the nanny occupation as a woman’s job, not suited to a man. 
Overall, the six main characters in the series F.R.I.E.N.D.S visibly define themselves through their careers and relationship with each other. There are also instances where we find characters in scenarios where they empower themselves by disproving the stereotypical gender notions. The sitcom ultimately shows how gender stereotyping can be brought to the attention of people by incorporating light humour and, with some comedic effect, can turn things once viewed in a negative manner to be seen in a new positive light.
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