An Exploration of Traditional Gender Roles within the Films Mulan (1998) and Mulan (2020)
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[bookmark: _Hlk93110056]Mulan (1998) and Mulan (2020) are films based on “The Ballad of Mulan”, an anonymous poem of debatable origin.[footnoteRef:1] The scholars Hseih and Matoush believe it to be originating from the Northern Wei (420-589AD), a time of “notable cultural plurality.”[footnoteRef:2] Conversely, Cahyono dates the poem back to the Southern-Northern Dynasty (386-534AD).[footnoteRef:3] Sotomayor gives a range of other scholar’s opinions, from fourth century to the Northern Wei to the Sui (581-618AD).[footnoteRef:4] These two films based on “The Ballad of Mulan” are thus the primary focus for the comparison of representation of male and female characters, and it will be assumed that readers will have watched both of these films. The representation includes Mulan over several parts of her journey into finding herself (‘traditional female’, male warrior, female warrior, and a return to ‘traditional female’) as well as her love interests, her warrior friends, and the depictions of other female characters. Mulan’s love interest changes from the original animation to the live-action remake due to issues of superiority and power, as Shang is Mulan’s superior in the army. After the feminist MeToo movement, having Mulan’s romantic interest stay in the same position of authority would be controversial. Ergo, the commander Shang was replaced with the fellow soldier Honghui. There are also two original female characters in the live-action remake, Xianniang and Xiu, who are the two extremes of representations of females in this film. One an outcast because of her chi (“the invisible energy of life that flows in and out of the universe”[footnoteRef:5]), the other being primed to be a traditional housewife. [1:  IMDB (2022a); IMDB (2022b)]  [2:  Hseih, and Matoush, (2012) p216]  [3:  Cahyono, (2009), p7]  [4:  Sotomayor, (2021), p3]  [5:  Master Liao, (2009) [blurb]] 

Mulan, given both the Cantonese surname Fa and Mandarin surname Hua, is known as the eighth of Disney’s official princesses, due to her debut in the animated family film Mulan (1998).[footnoteRef:6] She is regarded as the first Asian princess, the first to be based on a legend (“The Ballad of Mulan”) and the second to not be based on a fairy tale.[footnoteRef:7] Mulan is also the fifth Disney princess to have a live-action film: Mulan (2020).[footnoteRef:8] She is one of the few princesses who is known to be able to fight, with others including Merida, and Rapunzel with her frying pan. Because of her ability to fight, and the fact that she is not officially in a relationship within Mulan (1998) and Mulan (2020), Mulan is often seen as a feminist figure. Subjectively, this is more so within Mulan (2020) due to a lack of interference from a ‘helpful’ Mushu and more equality within the film compared to Mulan (1998). Accordingly, Mulan (2020) can be seen as more inspiring for children, especially females, by having the hardworking, independent Mulan, who is equal to the male soldiers fighting by her side. [6:  Disney Princess Wiki (2022)]  [7:  ibid]  [8:  ibid] 

Directorial Information
The films under review are Mulan (1998) and Mulan (2020). Mulan (1998) was produced by Pam Coats, directed by Tony Bancroft and Barry Cook, written by Rita Hsiao, Chris Sanders and many others.[footnoteRef:9] “The Ballad of Mulan” is listed as ‘poem’ and ‘uncredited’ in IMDB, and the film stars Ming-Na Wen and Lea Salonga as Mulan’s speaking and singing voices respectively, Pat Morita as the Emperor, and Eddie Murphy as Mushu.[footnoteRef:10] Mulan (2020) was produced by Chris Bender, directed by Niki Caro and is written by Rick Jaffa, Amanda Silver, Lauren Hynek and Elizabeth Martin, with credit also being given to “The Ballad of Mulan.”[footnoteRef:11] The film stars Liu Yifei as Mulan, Donnie Yen as Commander Tung, Gong Li as Xianniang and Jet Li as the Emperor.[footnoteRef:12]  [9:  IMDB (2022a)]  [10:  Ibid]  [11:  IMDB (2022b)]  [12:  ibid] 

While the animated original does include females in producing and writing positions, the majority of positions are held by males and both directors are male. Consequently, while there are a few feministic features, Mulan (1998) can be seen as misogynistic at points, with how females are supposed to be quiet and obedient to their fathers/husbands (which is a traditional misogynistic characteristic that used to be highly valued throughout several countries, i.e. UK/USA etc) and is especially apparent between Mushu and Mulan when she slaps him for saying he can see through her armour, looking towards her chest, and he starts shouting about dishonour.[footnoteRef:13] In the live-action version, on the other hand, there is a greater percentage of women in writing positions, and the director, Niki Caro, is female. Therefore, the live-action version encompasses the feelings of a female in hiding and on her own far better than in the animation where she had Mushu and Cri-kee for company and helping her ‘act male’. The greater female representation in writing and directing also suggests that, apart from the inherent traditional misogyny that cannot be removed or replaced, the film is more inclusive than the animated original. [13:  Mulan (1998) 0:28:38-0:28:53] 

Mulan as a ‘Traditional Female’
In the animated version, there are no visual cues to analyse what a ‘traditional’ female would do. Few women are shown throughout the movie, with the majority being from Mulan’s family, whether living or dead. The few women who are presented as working are shown farming, which is an act that some of Mulan’s ancestors (male and female) also did, and hence, could be considered as gender neutral work, instead of solely female work. In the live-action version, there is a shot where Mulan’s younger sister is shown to be working a loom as their mother watches, juxtaposed with Mulan’s shots of her chasing after chickens to help her father. The loom is briefly shown again at the end of the film, but it served its purpose of contrasting the boisterous Mulan with her ‘traditional’ sister, even if both were children at the time. Adyatmasani declares Mulan chasing the chicken as carelessness, which is something obvious from the destruction. While Mulan’s father initially looks proud at Mulan’s capabilities, he retracts his expression when he notices the disappointed reactions of the villagers. The comparison of Mulan and her sister is mentioned again between their parents, as their mother says “You forget, Mulan is a daughter not a son. A daughter brings honour through marriage.” and “What man will want to marry a girl who flits around rooftops, chasing chickens? Xiu gives me no trouble."[footnoteRef:14]  [14:  Mulan (2020) 0:03:53-0:04:30] 

 Both versions of Mulan have a heavy focus on marriage, with a focus on Mulan’s marriage for her and her family’s honour towards the start of the film. The scenes of Mulan and the Matchmaker, whether animated or live, show Mulan’s inability to be a ‘traditional female’ as she is always trying to help others, even if it looks like impudence to the Matchmaker. In both films, Mulan tries to prevent an insect from interrupting the session, but in doing so unwittingly creates chaos by having to release the insects. Both times, Mulan fails the interview and is declared to have dishonoured her family and that she will never become a bride. Adyatmasani claims that this is Mulan’s carelessness, and this carelessness is what made the Matchamaker declare to the village that Mulan has dishonoured her family, who have failed to raise a good daughter.[footnoteRef:15] Arguably, these scenes do not show Mulan’s carelessness, unless that carelessness is accidentally showing off her ability to use chi, which Adyatmasani failed to mention in her essay. Instead, the scene shows how caring Mulan is, how devoted to looking after her sister she is, and by extension her parents, and how she would go against their cultural norms to make sure her family is okay, even if that means risking dishonour. This sets the scene with showing how Mulan is different from the norm, how she values familial piety above honour or dishonour and tradition. This also predicts the moment at the end of the film where Mulan is gifted a sword with the three virtues (loyal, brave true) on one side and the characters for ‘devotion to family’ on the other.  [15:  Mulan (1998) times; Mulan (2020) 0:18:38-0:18:46; Adyatmasani (2021) p19-20] 

Mulan as a Male Warrior
Mulan’s first major change throughout Mulan (1998) and (2020) is when she dresses up as a man and takes her father’s place in the war. Razicka focuses on Flannagan’s analysis that female-to-male crossdressing occurs so the characters can “meet some goal unattainable by women”, which fits in the Mulan films as women are not allowed to use their chi or become soldiers.[footnoteRef:16] In the animated film, there is a scene where Mulan is shot taking her father’s sword and armour, to validate her identity as the son of Fa Zhou, and symbolically cuts her hair with her father’s sword. Contrastingly, the live action did not change Mulan’s hair, instead symbolising her rebirths/transformations through the imagery of the phoenix at the subtlest times and through physical changes to her costume at the more overt of times. Incidentally, Mulan also goes through physical changes in the animated film, with her male persona having a more padded out body, despite Ling, a fellow trainee, appearing to be more slender and scrawnier than when Mulan was presented as a female, suggesting that the padding of her armour was unneeded if she wanted to make herself broader to ‘fit in’ as a male. Additionally, a large part of Mulan’s male persona Ping came from Mushu, who calls Yao a “limp noodle”, helps Mulan choose the name Ping, and directs her with how to walk like a man.[footnoteRef:17] Nevertheless, Mushu’s advice backfires as it angers the other trainees, like how Mushu’s actions to help Mulan in the training make it seem like Mulan is cheating. Essentially, Mushu is a detriment to Mulan’s growth as a warrior, as he stops Mulan from being truly independent with how often she relies on him in the training and in fights. The one place in the training montage where Mushu is not seen is where Mulan retrieves the arrow Shang had shot onto the top of a tall log pillar, showing her bravery and determination as a fall from that height could be dangerous.[footnoteRef:18] Mushu’s removal in the 2020 film, however, is arguably a great move because it gave Mulan the chance to be truly independent. She completes all the soldier training on her own, with her chi repressed, showing how hardworking and determined she is. Therefore, the 2020 film can be treated as a better influence for young children, as Mulan achieves everything on her own, whereas the 1998 film shows a Mulan aided by Mushu. [16:  Razicka (2009) p241-242; Mulan (1998); Mulan (2020)]  [17:  Mulan (1998) 0:29:12-0:0:34:06]  [18:  Ibid ] 

	In the live-action film, all the trainee soldiers are swearing their oaths as a group to be loyal, brave and true, a phrase first mentioned when reading the characters on her father’s sword. Mulan shouts along for the first two words, loyal and brave, but falters when it comes to the last word: true. Unable to shout this word, but thankfully unnoticed by everyone else, Mulan internally struggles with the knowledge that she is not only not being true to herself, but she is also deceiving her fellow trainees and her superiors. She goes to her superior, Commander Tung, to confess that “something weighs heavily on my heart.”[footnoteRef:19] Naturally, viewers would assume that this is when Mulan will out herself as a woman and face the consequences, especially as she mentions her confession has something to do with the three virtues, with viewers will instinctively know to be aimed specifically at the virtue of being ‘true’. Tung and Mulan have a back-and-forth conversation, with Tung assuming Mulan is fearful because of battle and that she, ironically, is a good man, while Mulan is truthfully fearful of being discovered as a female and would instead prefer to tell the truth herself. While she does later on in the film, and becomes a true female warrior, Tung’s comments of wishing to introduce Mulan (Hua Jun) to his daughter and his village matchmaker, and fully showing the trust and respect Tung has for Mulan’s male persona Hua Jun, prevent Mulan from being truthful at this point in time.  [19:  Mulan (2020) 0:53:00-0:53:56] 

Mulan carries her deceit until she meets Xianniang, an antagonistic female warrior more commonly called a witch in the film, who tells Mulan “Your deceit weakens you. It poisons your chi.”[footnoteRef:20] Xianniang then tells Mulan, after several attempts of asking for Mulan’s name and getting “Hua Jun” as a response, “then you will die, pretending to be something you’re not.”[footnoteRef:21] This suggests that if Mulan had admitted to being a female, then Xianniang would not attempt to kill Mulan. Ironically, as Mulan refused to submit, it was the binder that hides her identity that saved her life. This scene sparks Mulan’s transformation from male warrior to female warrior, even going so far as Mulan’s father narrating that “Hua Jun did die. For a lie can only live so long. But Mulan, Mulan lived.”[footnoteRef:22] This scene is made even more significant as Mulan opens her eyes on her sword, directly onto the inscriptions of the characters for loyal, brave, and true, which gets focused on when the shot/reverse shot goes from Mulan opening her eyes to the sword on the ground. [20:  Ibid 1:02:18-1:02:25]  [21:  Ibid 1:01:57-1:03:19]  [22:  Ibid 1:03:44-1:04:03] 

Mulan as a Female Warrior
Mulan’s transformation from male warrior to female warrior is one of the best changes from the 1998 film to the 2020 film. In the new live-action film, Mulan’s revealment to be a female in the 2020 film was intentional, and sparked by her encounter with a new character, Xianniang, a female warrior working with the antagonistic Rourans. Xianniang is a representation of the typical fate of women who have strong chi and do not hide it, and what Mulan’s mother was afraid of when she said “they’ll call her a witch” to Mulan’s father after the chicken fiasco.[footnoteRef:23] Xianniang repeatedly gets called a witch, mostly from her own allies (Böri Khan and the Rourans) who are supposed to help her build a society where female warriors are not shunned and called witches, but are instead welcomed and called warriors. Xianniang even tells Mulan her side’s plans and invites Mulan to join her, which Mulan rejects to stay loyal to the army and her country, despite knowing the risk of being shunned and potentially even her death. Commander Tung did threaten to kill Mulan, but let her live due to the combination of her intel from Xianniang, and Honghui stepping in saying:  [23:  Ibid 0:03:49-0:04:33] 

“You would believe Hua Jun. Why do you not believe Hua Mulan? She risked everything by revealing her true identity. She's braver than any man here. And she's the best warrior amongst us.”[footnoteRef:24] [24:  Ibid 1:17:10-1:18:22] 

Cricket, Yao, Po, and Ling, along with two unnamed warriors, also joined Honghui saying “I believe Hua Mulan”, showing their support not just for Mulan, but also for Honghui.[footnoteRef:25] Honghui also shows his bravery and loyalty by standing up for Mulan here, as he's risking his life and reputation by doing so. It also shows, by him being the first to step up, that he cares for her and that there is a bond between them, as well as his respect for her bravery, loyalty, and her talent as a warrior. It is even more important that he referred to Mulan as a warrior, as that is a term only men could be called in the film, and with her talent for chi known widely within their training camp, it is even more significant to be called warrior. Women with chi were often referred to as witches, as Mulan’s mother worried at the start of the film. Xianniang, Mulan’s antagonistic mentor who wished to be called a warrior but was only ever called a witch, being an example prominent within the film.  While disappointing that Mulan needed a man, or a gang of men, to back her up, most men at this point would be calling her a witch and exiling her despite her contribution to the army and having saved so many men from death. Additionally, because of the traditions presented within the film, for so many men to be willing to risk their lives and honour to back up a woman with chi who lied to them all about who she is, it shows just how loyal their camaraderie is and their trust in Mulan, whether male or female. Commander Tung even agrees to take the army to the Imperial City to save the emperor on the condition that Mulan lead, which would be a huge honour for any soldier, let alone a woman.[footnoteRef:26] [25:  Ibid 1:15:25-1:18:32]  [26:  Ibid 1:18:40-1:19:02] 

	This is compared to Mulan’s reveal in the 1998 film, where an injury prematurely uncovered Mulan’s identity as a female. She only lives because she saved Shang’s life in the previous scene, much to the disappointment of the misogynistic Chi Fu, who wanted her dead as decreed by the law.[footnoteRef:27] She is also met with severe distrust from Shang when she goes back to the army to discuss what she overheard Shan-Yu say, and solely questions Shang “you said you’d trust Ping. Why is Mulan any different?”[footnoteRef:28] showing her lack of vocal support unlike the 2020 film where several of her comrades spoke out for her. Mulan’s weakness of reliance on Mushu is shown again in the final battle against Shan-Yu, where Mulan defeats the enemy only through Mushu’s ability to steal a firework and use it to push Shan-Yu into the firework holding where the holding promptly explodes. Mulan does very little fighting in this ‘battle’, instead just dodging and running and at one point kicks Shan-Yu’s sword out of his hand. For a woman who is supposed to be trained to fight, this is a ridiculously bad ‘fight’ sequence. [27:  Mulan (1998) 0:27:22-0:27:50; 0:56:25-1:01:27]  [28:  Ibid 1:06:30-1:07:02] 

Mulan’s Return to ‘Traditional Female’
The ending of Mulan (1998) brought back the topic of Mulan’s marriage, whereas Mulan (2020) discussed Xiu being matched for marriage, bringing both films to a full circle of starting and ending with the topic of marriage. In the animated film, Mulan returns a hero with gifts from the emperor, and transitions from female warrior back to ‘traditional female’, though one who is true to herself. Her father cares more to have Mulan back home safe, than about the gifts and honour Mulan brings home. Yet, her grandmother, who was once her biggest supporter, exclaims why Mulan could not have brought back a man instead of a sword. At this point Shang appears asking for Mulan, and the two moments coincide, highlighting the importance of marriage. This is evidenced further if the animated sequel is looked at, as it covers the engagement period and ends with the marriage of Mulan and Shang.[footnoteRef:29] The difference between the Mulan at the start and the Mulan at the end of the 1998 film and throughout the sequel is that Mulan has found her true self and no longer needs to hide and has found a man who accepts her for who she is. So, while the film may seem to turn back on itself and promote marriage and family values to women instead of independence, it is only through her independence that Mulan could willingly get married. As Zahron says, Mulan is “seen, considered and appreciated even though she is a minority.”[footnoteRef:30] [29:  Mulan II (2004)]  [30:  Zahron (2021) p13] 

	Meanwhile, in the live-action film, there is almost no hint at a romance for Mulan. The film ends without the potential romantic interest, Honghui, following Mulan home and they instead are last seen together as Mulan leaves the Imperial City to return home, where he references their first meeting when Mulan was Hua Jun. Yet, when she returns home Mulan speaks to her sister, who reveals she [the sister] has been matched with a shy, handsome man who is not afraid of spiders.[footnoteRef:31] Mulan’s return and the conversation with her sister brings back the theme of tradition and how women should be married to bring honour to their family. However, the whole village is present, including the Matchmaker who faints, when Mulan receives military honours and gifts from the emperor. This, along with no mention of marriage or a match for Mulan, suggests that women do not always need to be married to bring honour to their family. [31:  Mulan (2020) 1:39:45-1:39:57] 

Sexualisation of Characters
[image: A group of women in clothing

Description automatically generated with medium confidence]Something both Mulan films share is the lack of Mulan being a sexual object. As shown in figure 1, most Disney Princesses are featured with a tiny waist in comparison to their hips, especially in the cases of the Princesses in ballgowns and some also feature prominent breasts. Mulan, on the other hand, has a more rectangular frame (although she does have a small waist) like Moana and Merida. These two other Princesses are also rather masculine within their respective films and do not end up in a relationship at the end of them, like Mulan (whose relationship with Shang is fully explored in the animated sequel but only hinted towards at the end of the first animated film). Figure 1 Line-up of Official Disney Princesses circa 2019, Disney Princess Wiki, (2022)

Comparatively within Mulan (1998), Shang is more sexualised. He takes his shirt off before the training montage during the song ‘I’ll make a man out of you’, something that Mulan notices and stares at, although unseen by the characters around her.[footnoteRef:32] Yao also makes a comment about following Shang’s instruction “but I’ll do it with my shirt on”, suggesting Shang has a good body and he is ‘showing it off’, thus reinforcing the transformation of Shang into a sexual object.[footnoteRef:33] Likewise, Honghui is more sexualised than Mulan within the live-action film, with more of his body on display while stripping and walking into the lake than when Mulan did those actions. As Mulan got into the lake, the long shot instead focused on flowers high above, giving an unfocused view of Mulan’s back, until she was submerged in the water when the focus switched from the flower to Mulan.[footnoteRef:34] Honghui, on the other hand, was in focus the whole time he was undressing and getting into the water, showing off his whole upper body and torso in a mid-shot.[footnoteRef:35] [32:  Mulan (1998) 0:36:35-0:36:47]  [33:  Mulan (1998) 0:36:35-0:37:10; Mulvey (1999) p63]  [34:  Mulan (2020) 0:41:44-0:42:30]  [35:  Ibid 0:42:35-0:42:45] 

[image: 12 Moving picture. ideas | sons of anarchy samcro, sons of anarchy, jax  teller]Additionally, in Mulan (1998), Yao, Chien-Po and Ling all cross-dress as the emperor’s concubines when they and Mulan go to distract the Hun guards after the emperor gets captured. As the three men walk alongside Mulan, they are given more stereotypical female body shapes as opposed to Mulan, the true female of the four. As shown in figure 2, Ling, Chien-Po and Yao all have prominent curves while Mulan looks slender and willowy, and Yao is also given large breasts. This scene is obviously used as comedic effect, as Ruzicka mentions of Flannagan’s argument of male-to-female crossdressing being presented as comedic or as a punishment,[footnoteRef:36] as one of the Hun guards say they are “ugly concubines” and Yao still has his facial hair.[footnoteRef:37] However, it is interesting that not only was Mulan presented as having a broader figure when she dressed as a male, but that these three males are given such feminine bodies when presenting as women. Comparing figures 1 and 2, the men have curvier bodies closer to a typical Disney Princess than Mulan. This illustrates not only how masculine Mulan is made out to be even when presenting as a female, but also how sexualised the typical Disney Princesses are. It suggests that the animated Mulan is intentionally more of a masculine female, like the Hellenic Goddesses Artemis and Athena, who rejected motherhood and their femininity for the masculine qualities of hunting and warfare.[footnoteRef:38] The 1998 film both accepts and rejects, Mulvey’s statement that women “signify male desire” and function as an erotic object through both genders cross-dressing and how their bodies are portrayed.[footnoteRef:39] Mulan (2020), meanwhile, only rejects Mulvey’s statement. [36:  Ruzicka (2009) p241-242]  [37:  Mulan (1998) 1:09:52-1:10:14; 1:10:44-1:11:32]  [38:  Theoi Project (2017a); Theoi Project (2017b)]  [39:  Mulvey, (1999) p63] 
Figure 2 Mulan, Chien-Po, Yao and Ling dressed as Concubines, Mulan (1998), drinkupmehertiestoho (2015)

[bookmark: _Hlk92906748]Use of Songs and Lyrics in Mulan (1998)
[bookmark: _Hlk92801087]The use of musical numbers in Mulan (1998) is an integral part of the film, while updated instrumentals of these songs are used in Mulan (2020). The lyrics of the songs enable a deeper look into characters either through their own eyes or through the eyes of other characters. In the song ‘Reflection’, Mulan gives the viewers a glimpse into her thoughts and her character, with lyrics like “when will my reflection show who I am inside”, “if I were to truly be myself it would break my family’s heart” and “I will never pass for a perfect bride or a perfect daughter.”[footnoteRef:40] These lyrics exemplify Mulan’s struggle in being herself, a theme that runs through the film as she tries to be a traditional female and then pretends to be a man. The song foreshadows Mulan’s journey, from ‘traditional female’ to male warrior, to finding herself and becoming a female warrior, and then after the war returning to a ‘traditional female’, but one who knows herself and has confidence. This song also foreshadows her conversation with Mushu after being expelled from the army for being a female and dishonest, where she suggests she went to the army for herself rather than to help her father.[footnoteRef:41]  [40:  Mulan (1998) 0:11:54-0:13:32]  [41:  Ibid 1:02:19-1:04:12] 

[bookmark: _Hlk93254537]Another song with increased significance to Mulan’s journey is ‘I’ll make a man out of you’, sung by mostly by Shang while training Mulan and the other trainees. The trainees’ lines are mostly about their worries and weaknesses, while Mulan’s line shows her anxiety in being found out to be a woman and her struggle to present convincingly as a male.[footnoteRef:42] The chorus however, illuminates Mulan’s struggle to ‘be a man’, with the lyrics changing from “Mister I’ll make a man out of you” to “somehow I’ll make a man out of you” to finally “how can I make a man out of you”, all alongside shots of Mulan struggling at the training.[footnoteRef:43] It foreshadows Mulan’s time in the military, with her starting off as pretending to be a man, then as a woman warning Shang and the other soldiers about the enemy still being alive, and lastly saving the emperor as a female warrior. The whole song is shot alongside a training montage of Mulan and the other trainees, with a primary focus on Mulan, and a secondary focus on Yao, Chien-Po, Ling and Shang. The training montage starts off with everyone failing the training and Mulan doing even worse, to the song ending with Mulan being the best of the trainees and the only one to retrieve the arrow, foreshadowing how she will be able to stand proudly as a woman and fight for her country. [42:  Ibid 0:39:11-0:39:27]  [43:  Ibid 0:38:00-0:41:03] 

Representation of the Romantic Interest
Mulan’s love interest in Mulan (1998) is rather problematic when compared to her 2020 romantic interest. Li Shang, voiced by BD Wong, was Mulan’s superior in the army, had very few on-screen interactions with Mulan, snubs her when she was revealed to be a female and then followed her home to propose to her. Just one of these actions would be problematic on its own, let alone all three after the MeToo movement. His redeeming moment comes when he stands up with Yao, Ling and Chien-Po against Chi Fu after Mulan saved the emperor, declaring “she’s a hero” in response to Chi Fu saying Mulan is a creature and she will never be worth anything.[footnoteRef:44] [44:  Ibid 1:15:21-1:15:38] 

	Contrastingly, Honghui, played by Yoson An, is a fellow trainee, calls himself equal to Hua Jun, stands up for her in front of the Commander and treats Mulan the same as he did Hua Jun, thereby treating Hua Mulan as his equal. This is evidenced when he praises Mulan’s bravery, loyalty and fighting abilities when defending her against Commander Tung and demonstrated further in their last meeting. Here, he references their first meeting when Mulan was presenting as Hua Jun, who was knocked over and Honghui held his hand out to help his fellow trainee up. She refused and instead brandished her sword at him, and he responded in kind, and it was this introduction he referenced in their last reunion, saying “you still won’t take my hand,” showing he accepts Hua Jun and Hua Mulan as the same person with no problems.[footnoteRef:45] This also suggests that everything he attributed to Hua Jun is also attributed to Hua Mulan, further illustrating that Honghui treats Mulan as his equal. In this respect, the acceptance of Mulan by the soldiers she trained with, especially the one who is meant to be her love interest, makes Mulan (2020) the more superior film for presenting women as equal to men, and can achieve as much as men can in male-dominated fields. Mulan (1998) attempts to achieve this, but when all she did on her own in that film was run away from home and climb a wooden pillar, it falls short quite drastically. [45:  Mulan (2020) 0:29:37-0:29:54; 0:42:28-0:43:38; 1:37:27-1:38:04] 

Symbolism of the Guardians
There is also the hypothesis that the two main Mulan films link Mulan to two of China’s most recognisable symbols: the dragon and the fenghuang, otherwise called the phoenix. As suggested by the two films, the dragon is generally represented as male and the phoenix as female. This is rather remarkable that each creature represents a gender, as Mulan (1998) had a producing team of mostly males, while Mulan (2020) had a greater percentage of representation in the producing team. The animated film with Mushu is also more misogynistic with few significant women presented within the film, whereas the live-action film introduces two new significant female characters.
Mulan (1998) reveals two dragons: Mushu and the Great Stone Dragon, although the Great Stone Dragon’s spirit never appears within the film despite Mushu accidentally breaking its statue. For the spirit of the Great Stone Dragon to not appear even when its statue is broken (which one would assume would mean the spirit is either automatically ejected or also breaks like the statue), it would appear that the Great Stone Dragon is long gone when Mushu is sent to wake it up. There is a fan theory that the reason the Great Stone Dragon is not there when Mushu attempts to wake it is because it is already with Mulan.[footnoteRef:46] There are several pieces of dragon imagery around the house that appear in prominent scenes, like the dragon heads as handles when Mulan retrieves her father’s armour and sword and the dragon head on that very sword, which she uses to cut her hair. As the deactivated Tumblr user says, as reported by several blog articles, “The Great Stone Dragon resides within her. She is the protector of the family.”[footnoteRef:47] One could even take this a step further and say that this imagery is proof of Mulan being the protector and saviour of China, as dragons are important Chinese symbols once reserved only for the Imperial Family.  [46:  Brigagao (2020); Vargas, (2020); We The Pvblic (2018)]  [47:  ibid] 

[image: Mulan 2020 GIF - Mulan 2020 Phoenix GIFs]Similarly, although dragons are less featured in the live-action film, reserved as guardians for the Imperial Throne and shrines, the phoenix supersedes the Great Stone Dragon as Mulan’s protector and her greatest piece of symbolism. As phoenixes symbolise rebirth and new beginnings, as Mulan’s father insinuated to Mulan when he says, “some say the phoenix is consumed by flame and emerges again,”[footnoteRef:48] after Mulan seeks to repair the phoenix statue, it is significant every time the phoenix shows up as she suggests a new chapter of Mulan’s journey. The phoenix first appears as a statue in the village which Mulan accidentally breaks as a child, a situation somewhat reminiscent of Mushu accidentally breaking the Great Stone Dragon’s statue. The phoenix keeps appearing in early shots, whether in a focus on Mulan’s father’s jade amulet that he claims protected him in battle, to a transition from a focus on Mulan leaving the ancestor’s shrine after praying and leaving for the army to a focus on the stone phoenix statue, suggesting the phoenix will protect Mulan like it did Mulan’s father, even without Mulan’s father praying for the protection. The phoenix also appears physically, every scene where Mulan undergoes some form of rebirth. First as a guide to Mulan’s new life as the male trainee soldier, Hua Jun, to where Mulan discards the male persona to be a female warrior, to finally appearing in the final battle against Böri Khan. In the GIF below, the imagery of the slow-motion mid-shot of the phoenix rising behind Mulan gives the illusion that the phoenix wings are Mulan’s, illuding to the protection and guidance the phoenix has given Mulan throughout her journey and even suggesting that Mulan is the phoenix. [48:  Mulan (2020) 0:04:42-0:05:27] 
Figure 3 GIF of slow-motion shot of Mulan and the phoenix rising behind her, Mulan (2020), LichelleGonzalezOlivera, (2020)
CAPTION

Conclusion
Though the two Mulan films are based on the same “Ballad of Mulan” and intrinsically have similar plots and characters, the two films are incredibly contrasting. One intended for families, with musical numbers and a comical sidekick, the other a more feminist, serious and mature version of the animated tale. Each have assets and liabilities, but when comparing Mulan’s journey and the differences between male characters and female characters, it is clear which is better. The live-action Mulan no longer has Mushu dragging Mulan down and preventing her from being independent, and Mulan has male friends who support her whether she is male or female. Her new love interest treats her as an equal, and is the first to stand up for her, treating Hua Mulan the same as Hua Jun. The new film even includes two new original female characters, Xianniang and Xiu, and a commander who gives Mulan the honour of being the leader of the army. Mulan (1998) is nostalgic through the music, and the missing characters of Mushu and Shang, and is a film that attempts to show an independent female who needs no Prince Charming (though fails as she marries Shang in the sequel). Mulan (2020) is more than a few musical numbers and a comical sidekick and is so much better off for it, making this film more inspiring and subjectively superior to Mulan (1998).
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