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Introduction: 

This dissertation discusses the role of women in the media and society and how this has been portrayed by Disney. Disney’s ideals and its portrayal of women may be viewed in either a positive or negative way and through researching these ideals it can be seen whether this portrayal is beneficial to the modern woman in society. Disney strives to provide its audience with a fantasy world one that is aesthetically pleasing full of magic. Fantasy is an activity of imagining impossible or improbable things; this is seen in both the Disney films and parks. Disneyworld is a vacation resort; they are never finished and are constantly undergoing change, being re-designed with attractions constantly added. It has been written by many that Disney parks are seen as a safe environment where families can walk around freely and safely. This safe environment is addictive to individuals as it allows them to escape reality even for just a moment. Much of this can also be attributed to Disney films because they are produced with a family audience in mind. Disney will also re-release films using the same story but with some subtle changes as in Cinderella an animated film released in the 1950’s re-mastered and re-released in 2015 and although inspired impart by the animated version, this one is a motion picture as Disney tries to attract new audiences. However do both the parks and films produced by Disney give the audience a representative view of women in society and how does this representation influence young peoples view of their body image and beauty?  Disney’s portrayal of the female protagonists in the films as well as in the characters in the parks is one that is visually pleasing containing a certain female stereotype; these films and parks are loved by many. Through discussion and comparison of different theories and theorist I will compare and contract how they view the roles of women in society and how they have interoperated Disney’s influence.



CHAPTER 1 – Beauty and Body Image:

Beauty is defined as a combination of qualities that pleases the aesthetic senses; this combination includes shape, colour and form. Wolf (1990) discusses that overtime the beauty myth changes and varies; furthermore she expresses the numerous ways that women are encouraged to live up to the ideals of beauty. The westernised ideal of beauty is perfection, this being the process of improving something until it is faultless. Nelson (2011) states that beauty has become a multi million-dollar industry therefore the media, as a business is complicit in encouraging this portrayal for financial gain. Being extremely slender is pushed by the fashion industry; television and the Internet through the use of underweight models that represent what young woman should look like. This is discussed in a study by (Hendriks and Burgoon 2003) where the norm of young women’s body image in today’s media is portrayed as being very thin. This unrealistic expectation is promoted to young girls throughout the Western Culture making them feel they must work towards attaining this ideal in order to be considered beautiful. However if beauty has already been shaped to us as a society then this becomes harder for us to understand what is true beauty. 

Stock (2015) discusses that being dissatisfied with the way we look is considered normal in today’s society. These ideals young women strive towards are becoming far more extreme. Media industry has become extremely successful in forwarding a certain standard of appearance resulting different cultures following this particular standard. This image of beauty has changed and evolved since the Victorian era where beauty was defined as feminity and frailness and was epitomised by the hourglass figure with a small waist (Sam and Kindele 2013). However this figure was achieved by corseting which had a detrimental impact on women’s health affecting digestion, breathing and movement (Brumberg 1997). Although trends have changed over the centuries, in the 21st century again beauty is seen as “long- legged, small-breasted and slender silhouette” (Brumberg 1997). This slender figure again results in affecting women’s health as young women attempt to achieve this which results in their BMI being below 18.7 which is unhealthy and can result in developing osteoporosis, anaemia and other health conditions (NHS Choices 2017). The media reinforces this, as it tells us exactly who to be and what to look like in order to be appreciated by others. In today’s society, being physically beautiful is an attribute that everyone wants, as they believe they will be rewarded with a superior lifestyle. The following quote expresses how society at large views the advantages of being beautiful.

“Is it a sad truth that looks will still take girls much further than brains” – The Telegraph (2014).

Beautiful people are viewed more positively by others but research has found no link between attractiveness and intelligence. Appearance becomes central when seeing someone for the first time, as this is what is important to individuals. Being beautiful may provide individuals with more opportunities especially in the media world as the viewing public like seeing attractive individuals and will aspire to mirror their image but sadly most cannot achieve this, which can lead to dissatisfaction and disappointment (Stock 2015).

However most of young women portrayed in the media are considered underweight (Sam and Kindele 2013). This vision encourages individuals to try to attain this impossible body image that is an unhealthy stereotype for young girls across the Western Culture to follow these unrealistic expectations. In a study by Berscheid et al., (1973) Clifford, (1971) Lerner et al., (1976) women are less likely to be appreciative of their body image than men and are frequently disappointed with the way they look. The desire for heterosexual women today is to reach a slim ideal, as this body shape is preferred and admired by men (Charles and Kerr 1986). This pressure on young women can lead them to consider severe physical alternations in order to achieve what is seen as beautiful.

Young women attempt to the change their appearances through weight loss resulting in the eating disorders such as anorexia and bulimia. According to Woolf (2015) the number of teenagers with eating disorder has doubled in the last 3 years with the major blame put on the media. Bordo (1992) agrees that by restricting food intake in order to controlling size and shape can peak these extreme eating disorders. This vision of thin beautiful women again puts pressure on young women to mirror their idols by comparing themselves with others and finding themselves wanting this, results in them starving in order to lose weight not realising that these images have been airbrushed and again do not reflect reality.

According to King’s (2008) book ‘Body Image; Self Acceptance Vs Imperfections’, reaching perfection is promoted in today’s society through the media at large resulting in individuals taking this path of altering their body image through body enhancing surgery and treatments. Individuals feel pressurised into taking these drastic decisions as they are made to feel worthless unless they strive to become as aesthetically beautiful as women portrayed in today’s film and media. This is described as ‘unattainable perfections’, as individuals are willing to sacrifice their own identity to mirror someone else’s. Yet King (2008) underlines that once you enter into this rollercoaster of change you enter a fantasy where an individual strives to attain an impossible dream which for some can result in the nightmare of poor results and deformities, this damage may not be reversible. Individuals also strive for a fantasy that is unreal. King (2008 p53) quotes “don’t lower yourself in order to obtain something that isn’t real”, this states that reaching perfection will not result in an individual attaining fulfilment but only lose their selves in the process.

Festinger’s (1954) social comparison theory shows how individuals’ opinions and beliefs are formed and how they view their capabilities. However when people are unable to evaluate these opinions and capabilities they resort to compare themselves with others. Cooley (1902) discusses this in his work with the looking glass self. Individuals form their personal identity by comparing themselves with others who carry specific cherished attributes. Striegel-Moore et al (1986) states that women who keep comparing their own body with other women tend to have a greater dissatisfaction with their bodies as they have a very low self-esteem of themselves. This self-esteem can stem from past experiences of themselves being identified in a certain way by others. This is called the self-schema theory, which is how individuals expect themselves to think, feel and act in a particular way (Markus 1977). A traumatic experience about what is considered beautiful as a child is ingrained in their memories when grown up. This label that is repeatedly reinforced has individuals believing in a negative reflection of themselves (Wykes and Gunter 2005).

Alongside the pressure of being beautiful comes the typical negative stereotyping of women in film and media. What is a stereotype? It’s a set idea people have about what someone or something is like. This is seen over and over with women in many films from the past and is still continuing today. Women are portrayed as submissive characters whereas men play the dominant role becoming the hero. Laura Mulvey (1975) is a British feminist film theorist, famous for her essay on ‘Visual Pleasure and Narrative Cinema’. Sigmund Freud (1905) and Jaques Lacan (1966) are ideologies that have influenced her theories. Freud’s work discussed Scopophilia, which refers to the objectification of women into simply objects to be viewed and also fetishistic scopophilia the representation of women as beautiful objects who are powerless and insignificant.

Mulvey’s (1975) ‘Male Gaze’ theory concentrates on the sexual objectification of women in the media. The Male Gaze is how heterosexual men view women in media. They are represented as passive, weak objects of a male desire. This theory is viewed in three ways from the feminist perspective. How men look at women, how women look at themselves and how women view each other. Naomi Wolf (1990) supports this theory with her ‘beauty myth’ theory on how women are pressured to personify beauty whilst men are only encouraged to objectify beautiful women. By believing that women are the bearers of meaning as suppose the maker of meaning which implies that they are not placed in a role where they can control the scene but instead are placed there to be observed from an objective view point (Sampson 2015). However Schroeder (1998) added to this theory by proposing that both the female and male gaze is more than something to look at, that it is a psychological relationship of power where there gazer is more important than the object of the gaze. This Gaze does not only refer with what is seen but looks at how audiences view people represented in the media. 
These theories on how women are portrayed in films and the media are just as relevant now as it was in 1975. It’s not an outdated myth but a medium that forms perceptions of others and ourselves and how this is normalised in today’s society to the detriment of women (Lueptow 2013). In the following chapter, these theories will be tested in Disney’s fairytale Cinderella.

CHAPTER 2 – A Cinderella Story:

Fairytales play an extensive part in promoting these ideals of beauty and gender ideologies. Stone (1975) agrees with Eric Burne’s assumption that fairytales not only offer dreams and hopes but also provides a behavioural template. Story lines are created to draw the audience into a stereotypical view of women. A study by Sarah Coyne reported in the Daily Mail (2016) suggests that Disney characters promote negative female stereotypes. These films portray women in certain way with a certain physical appearance. Fairytales such as Cinderella, Sleeping Beauty, Snow White and so on provide the audience with a view of what being beautiful is like and results in them trying to conform to this ideal, resulting in them being dissatisfied by their appearance (Stock 2015.) This encourages some individuals to change their appearance in order to achieve this unrealistic ideal. 

In this chapter I will be focusing on the Disney film Cinderella as this is one of the most popular fairytales, with box office sales of 543.5 million in the 2015 version of the original animated film. Cinderella is based on a fairytales initially written in Italy in 1634 known as Pentamerone by Giambattista Basile. A more popular version was published in 1697 by Charles Perrault named Histoires ou contes du temps passé. The Brothers Grimm created a further version in 1812 in their folk tale collection Grimms Fairy Tales (Tatar 2003). Cinderella has been adapted by many cultures. In many of these versions, the stories are dark i.e in Grimms version, Cinderella punishes her stepsisters by having their eyes plucked out by doves (Tatar 2003). In 1950, Walt Disney presented it’s own animated version largely based on Charles Perraults 1697’s tale. This is the version that is now remembered by all and is seen as the definitive version (Bryman 1995). 

In Disney’s Cinderella we see a beautiful young girl who is kind to everyone but is mistreated by her stepmother and stepsisters. However she eventually marries her prince who frees her from her unhappy situation (Zipes 2000). The rag to riches is one that young women love to see but is this, a true reflection of life? This format is one we see in many of Disney’s animated films and in each of these films, we see young, beautiful heroines who through adversity finally succeed in attaining their dream of marrying a prince and living happily ever after. Two common themes of Disney films is that marriage is the heroines goal and secondly beauty equals femaleness (Downey 1996). As a society, we also seem to value and strive towards being beautiful; this is a pressure that all young people strive with in this modern age. Does Disney’s ethos of emphasizing fantasy and magic in their enterprise negatively affect people’s perception of life or is it just escapism from reality for a short while. 

A main character’s portrayal in a fairytale can affect children’s understanding of the terms, pretty, ugly, good and bad (Hurley 2005 as cited in Hecht 2011). Disney films tend to have a constant theme where every story has a concept of good versus evil. Although this element is seen throughout, goodness always triumphs. Happy ending are a big part of Disney’s films and children watching these films desire to be like the heroines. The princesses’ such as Cinderella are influential to young girls in today’s society as fairytales carry certain attributes, as they are thin, young and beautiful. Whereas her “ugly stepsisters” who are less attractive and less desirable characters are seen as evil in this fairytale as they are portrayed as ugly, unkind and mean spirited characters. Swan-Jones (2002) states Cinderella story “reveal the heroine to be kind and deserving, the sisters unkind and undeserving”.

Perrault’s (1697) version of Cinderella suggests three things; powerful female characters are usually ugly and evil. Girls should know that their value lies in men’s desire for them and the big reward in life is the security of marrying a prince. As this is the version that is remembered most, this gives children the wrong outlook on life. This gives them the impression to judge each individual differently by the way they look; their sex and what are expected of them when they grow up. These images assert pressure on young girls who are influenced by these ideals, which can result in affecting their self-esteem and body image. Furthermore these fairytales show the main female character as submissive whereas the male character is strong and dominant which is not a true reflection of reality.

Fairytales are filled with false hope, as the portrayals of beauty in Cinderella and other stories are deceiving. Exposure to the social cultural ideal of being attractive and slim leads to an increase in body dissatisfaction (Wykes and Gunter 2007). Fairytales give children the impression that being beautiful provides the way to an easy path in the game of life. We believe that beauty will make us happier as princess’ always have their happy ending so why shouldn’t we? Through watching these Disney films, being beautiful becomes the norm to children as they become to believe that being thin and beautiful like Cinderella will give you your happy ending with a handsome prince in a gigantic castle. Furthermore King (2008) comments that individuals are dying to be perfect as we feel that being less than perfect is not good enough. This ideal is an added pressure to young vulnerable women. Instead of reflecting reality, these films teach children how to look at the world through perfection and miss-judge others who don’t reach the expectation. Striving for beauty results in women trying to change their appearance in order to achieve an impossible goal. 

Princesses such as Cinderella are created to satisfy the male eye, as they are young, thin, white, beautiful girls wearing big colourful dresses. Western society over the past 30 years is a more positive attitude to those women that have small body sizes and a thin physique as this is what’s attractive to men (Charles and Kerr 1986). This enforces unrealistic goals to girls, as they are led to believe that this is what is expected of a woman (Nylander 1971). This ideal of becoming beautiful has changed women’s perception of their body image in a negative way. Body image dissatisfaction becomes realistic when girls fall into the fantasy of wanting to look like princesses. This has an enormous effect on the children in the future as they’ve been brainwashed to believe that being extremely thin is normal. Due to the influence of these ideologies, people feel immense pressure that they are desperate to change their image, that they’ll go as far as anorexia and bulimia which are seen as behavioural syndromes. Body image dissatisfaction has been seen in young girls in their teenage years and some as young as 11 state that they have concerns about the way their body size and appearance and this can be linked with a low self-esteem (Williams and Currie, 2000). 
This is all down to filmmaking being slow to change as the movie industry is mainly male dominated and movie companies continuously produce a tried and tested formulary of the films they create and produce as they are driven by profit, which requires large audience figure. They believe that by producing the same type of film that they are giving the male audience what they want whilst the remainder of society has been programmed to accept. This is as true now as when Mulvey (1975) first documented her critical analysis of film. An example of this is the Cinderella 2015, which mirrors the original 1950’s animation. Once again Cinderella is young, thin and beautiful and is dependant on a man for her future happiness.

Disney films show women’s stereotypical role as housewives who remain in the home cared for their men. Women are being portrayed as weak, passive figures that require the presence of a man to make their lives content. Cinderella is a servant who is isolated from the rest of the world as the evil mother and stepsisters feel jealousy of Cinderella’s beauty. The grand finale is that of a prince appearing to rescue her. The prince is seen as a dominant figure as his success, charms, looks and muscular body power over the female. Males are seen to push the narrative forward and make things happen which is seen as active. Furthermore male and female characters are portrayed differently whereas male power is seen as positive however female power is seen as negative (O’Brien 1996). This representation of women is negative as this stereotype is suggesting that women are unable to take actions on their own to go after their dreams. Women are seen as insignificant and their only gateway to happiness is if they are beautiful and wealthy. Disney keeps this stereotype going by defining women as weak, obedient and passive characters. Research shows that there is an under-representation of females in the media and furthermore the leading roles given to women have a tendency to be those roles, which have themes of romance, family or sexuality (Junn 1997). Although these stereotypes are slowly changing in some films, there are still elements that keep appearing time and again. 

Disney’s happy fantasy is overwhelming to the older generation as well as children as we don’t notice the downfalls of the fairytales as we are brought up to believe what Disney films portray is right. As a society we believe looking perfect and acting like the characters in Disney films is normal as this is what’s advertised throughout media. Fairytales is a world of imagination and pleasure to children, which means that it’s a source of inspiration and role models that they follow as they put their whole trust into these films. Disney parks have also become very popular, and this format encouraged the artist Banksy to undertake an experiment of creating a totally different park called Dismaland, which will be discussed in the final chapter.

CHAPTER 3 – Disneyland vs. Dismaland:

Disneyland is viewed and promoted as a place where “your dreams come true”. These parks are built to guide you through a magical journey with the characters through lands of wonder. This journey becomes more realistic to the visitors as the characters look identical to the characters in the Disney films that they are familiar with, allowing individuals to embrace this wonderful fantasy leaving their real lives behind for a moment. The park itself is also designed to lead you through different experiences as it has four themed sections which include; Discoveryland, Fantasyland, Adventureland and Frontierland. These “lands” are all designed to look beautiful and perfect as it entices the visitors to believe it is real. Waldrep (1993) suggests that Disneyland ideals are pushed on visitors, which restricts the process of an individual’s imagination. However Findlay (1992) argues that this is an intended strategy in order to prompt visitors to think and behave how Walt comprehends best. Real (1977) adds to this by referring to Disneyland as a place that controls the imagination by ‘brainwashing’.

Disneyland also has strict audition requirements for all characters as they are required to have a certain visual appearance (Bryman 1995). In order to become a princess they must have similar facial features such as fair skin, bright lips and full eyebrows matching the characters they are auditioning for. The most common age for princesses’ ranges between 18 and 23, people above 30 cannot apply. Height and sizing is another requirement where to be employed as a princess means being between the ranges of 5’4 and 5’7and a size 10 0r smaller. However for characters like Alice, Tinkerbell and Wendy the requirement is even more petite. There is a continuous cycle pressurising young girls to believe that being different to this aesthetic idea mean they will not achieve their dreams. This is not a true reflection of life as beauty is far more than what lies on the surface; physical perfection does not mean someone is beautiful.  What is beautiful to one individual is not to another. Hume (1742) stated “Beauty in things exist merely in the mind which contemplates them” in truth true beauty is what is in a persons heart and soul.  
“Disneyland is a show” This quote by Walt Disney himself reinforces the idea that Disneyland is an imaginary, dreamlike place that is aesthetically pleasing to the viewers’ eyes. Disneyland is described as a virtual place where the impossible can become possible to everyone attending. Therefore what is real? By giving the public this beautiful experience and by providing entertainment people wish to visit time and again has resulted in Disney becoming a profitable organisation. 

Baudrillard.J (1981) a famous writer on postmodernism, sees Disneyland as a simulation that is an imitation substituted for reality. It is an imaginary world that attempts to give the belief that the rest of the world is real whereas parts of los angels and the surrounding America are no longer a reality but made up of real simulation. Disneyland draws visitors into the world of beauty, escapism and happiness by only showing the positive attributes of Disney. For example we do not see Cinderella’s stepmother or ugly stepsisters in the park, we only see the heroin herself Cinderella and her handsome prince. It promotes the ideal of an unrealistic world that princesses inhabit. This fantasy is portrayed through shows given by the characters where individuals can admire their favourite role model and dream of attaining this life one day. This glimpse of a fantasy world may allow individuals to feel special but also on times may invoke feelings of jealousy and longing for something they could never achieve. Hypereal is a term that could depict Disney as “more real than real”, as it looks at the fact that the fake and artificial becomes more definitive of reality than reality itself (Baudrillard 1981). Some individuals lose all sense of reality and are drawn into this fantasy world.
When viewing the Disney parks, do they suggest a place of utopia or heterotopia? Utopia refers to a place that is fictional, unreal and that is nowhere. This could be seen as a good definition of Disney as it is a world of fake representations that promotes a land of fairytales and happiness (Bruchansky.C 2010). Wallace (1985) quotes “What we create is a Disney realism”, this meaning banishing all the unwanted negative elements by replacing it with all the positive elements. This conveys a utopian ideal of Disneyland. 
However Disneyland is a real place in that it is situated in Paris and is seen in many countries of the world. Therefore heterotopia, literally meaning ‘other places’ may be a concept more accurate as Disneyland despite being real is at the same time absolutely unreal as it could be seen as a world that is somewhere else. Indeed Heterotopia a theory originally introduced by Michael Foucault in 1967 can be applied to Disney as it describes a place imbalanced when referring to normal or everyday space (Foucault 1974).

In contrast Dismaland Bemusement Park is the complete opposite to what’s attributed to Disneyland. This art project was created by Banksy in 2015 to provoke fun. This dystopian theme park was open for five weeks only at the seafront of Weston Super Mare. The theme park promised people the exact opposite of a magic kingdom, which turned out to be boring and un-engaging as it was a park reflecting a normal reality where fantasy and beauty had no place (Brooks 2015). 
Dystopian literature is used to challenge the political systems and social conditions of the world we live in. Banksy has used this large project as a sarcastic look at the society by highlighting the problems faced by those in poverty. For instance, one area is set up to expose how desperate people will take out payday loans even knowing they will be charged extraordinary rates. This project depicts society negatively by highlighting daily situations that are hidden by Disneyland’s fantasy world. There is no beauty seen in Dismaland, as it doesn’t give the visitors a feeling of magic and wonder, but instead Banksy’s reflection of the park is dark, miserable and dismal (Brooks 2015).

(Baudrillard 1981) states that hypereal has three levels of simulation. Firstly is an obvious copy of reality. Secondly a copy so good that it results in the boundaries between reality and representation being blurred. Lastly where reality that is not based on anything from the real world. This third level can be seen in the virtual reality, which can be seen computer generated images (Lane 2008). Disneyland sits in the third simulation, as it’s a park, which portrays only beauty and perfection. Whereas Banksy’s latest project Dismaland 2015 sits in the first level of simulation as he shows the daily problems seen in society when Disneyland only hides this. Yet, this project only represents parts of society as Banksy shows only the dystopian vision of society. These parks are polar opposites, Disneyland epitomizing everything beautiful and perfect whereas Banksy epitomizing the negative ugliness of life. Neither of these are true reflections of life; they are two extremes of life.

Conclusion:

Having researched the varying theorists and their interpretations of Disney, and applying these to women I have concluded that although beauty is defined as something aesthetically pleasing, this portrayal is one that can be unhealthy. The media and Disney promote this ideal of perfection, which can affect individuals in the way, they view themselves. Furthermore this can lead to be psychologically damaging when young women try to attain physical perfection, which for most people is an impossible dream. Through researching into Disney films and using Cinderella as my case study I have concluded that Disney’s portrayal of its female protagonists is based on a beautiful, weak stereotype, which is a negative view of female power. However more recent Disney films have started moving away from this stereotype yet is still very slow to change. Although this portrayal could negatively impact on young women giving them a false expectation in life, does viewing a beautiful fantasy movie with happy ever after need to be dissected in this way or could it not just be accepted for what it is, a fairytale? Disneyland another of Disney’s enterprises along with its films promotes an aesthetically pleasing fantasyland, which again promotes beauty as a perfect ideal. This again can be viewed as encouraging young women to change their appearance in order to attain this look, and can be seen as a negative influence. However do the public at large look into this aspect deeply or instead enjoy the experience of Disney? Through research Disneyland would be seen as a place of utopia and heterotopia as it both fits in the region of the unreal but is still considered as a real place where visitors can enjoy its entertainment. Whereas a place like Dismaland is the complete opposite, a project where beauty and fantasy had no place and was viewed as an unpleasant experience. Therefore I have come to the conclusion that although Dismaland gives the audience a more realistic view of life, this left individuals unsatisfied in which they would prefer to escape from this reality by entering Disneyland’s fantasy land of happiness and magic.
Beauty is more than physical appearance this is something young women need to be taught. Young women need to know that they are equal to men. The media and Disney need to change and adapt to help empower the next generation of women through their portrayal of women in the media.
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