"I'll Make a Man Out of You" - Disney's Mulan and the changing representation of Gender in historical Disney movies, from the 1990’s to present day.
In the 1990’s, Walt Disney Pictures produced a number of feature films in a period that would become known as the “Disney Renaissance” (Pallant, 2011) with the company producing ten critically acclaimed and commercially successful movies, some of which starting franchises that still exist today, decades after they graced the silver screen. Many of these movies have roots in well known stories, myths and historical settings.
This essay will focus on the movie of Mulan, one of the final movies of this era and examine it through the lens of gender representation. With the majority of the Renaissance era Disney movies being adapted into live action remakes recently or planned to for the future, this essay will compare the representations of gender in the original 1998 Mulan and it’s 2020 remake as well as comparing this with other Disney movies of the era concluding with whether or not Mulan is a progressive feminist movie. 
Summary of Mulan (1998)
Mulan (Cook & Bancroft, 1998) was based on the 6th Century Chinese poem “The Ballad of Mulan” set in Imperial China (Kwa & Idema, 2011). In the original Disney movie, the story follows a young girl named Fa Mulan, a girl who doesn’t fit in with her family or village. Not identifying with the role of a daughter who should be prim, proper and of marrying demeanour, Mulan gets into mischief and causes her father to worry for her future. This is a tale both of coming of age and of self-definition most notably described by the song “Reflection” (Wilder & Zippel, 1998), the lead song from the movie’s soundtrack. 
Not wanting to disappoint her father, Mulan tries her best to prepare to meet her matchmaker, dressed up to the nines and trying to force her square peg into the defined gender’s figurative round hole. Alas, it is not to be and her impulsive ways cause catastrophe. Shortly after, an emissary of the Emperor arrives into town to announce every family must provide one male to fight the war against the Huns. Mulan’s father obeys but he is old and infirm and this breaks Mulan’s heart. Overnight while he sleeps, Mulan steals his armour, sword and horse and pretends to be a young male as she rides to join the army in her father’s stead. 
With her family ancestor guardian, the red dragon Mushu, at her side, Mulan fits in slowly with her troupe of soldiers and even wins the big battle against the Huns due to her smart decisions and tactics but in doing so her secret is uncovered and she is expelled from the army, but on her way home to exile, she discovers the Hun plot to kill the Emperor and rides back, risking her life, to save him. She saves the empire and is offered a place among the great warriors of China.
Gender Representation of Fa Mulan
When Mulan was released in 1998, the media heralded it as a celebration of “girl power” in the era that the Spice Girls were riding the wave of female empowerment. Showing a young heroine defy expectations and show that there was more for a girl than just marriage and pretty dresses. 
When Mulan receives her makeover to meet the match-maker, with notes on how to be a good woman written on her arm in practice, since being a woman is not natural to her, she is unimpressed as she sees herself dressed as this porcelain doll like figure. We see the protagonist forced into a gender identity that does not fit her and even see her publicly ridiculed for failing to fit this identity. The outfit and makeup feel like a costume like this is a role to play, an act, not her identity. When returning home from the failed attempt to prove herself worthy of marriage, Mulan looks at her reflection in the water with only half her face still covered in makeup, showing both sides of her identity in stark contrast. 
Judith Butler argues that gender is not something you ARE but something you perform, an “identity instituted through a stylised repetition of acts. (Butler, 1990)” Using Butler’s idea of gender, we can see Mulan performing the assumed gender roles, learning both how to dress, walk and behave like a woman during the matchmaker scenes and also doing the same as a man when arriving at camp. much alike when Ariel in The Little Mermaid (Clements & Musker, 1989) learns to walk on legs, we see Mulan practice her masculine walk and voice, resembling a ‘rehearsal’ (Sells, 1995). This awareness of gender as performance allows the soldiers later to reverse the façade, dressing as women to enter the palace, 
When Mulan decides to leave her family home to join the war, we visually see her transformation indicated by cutting her hair shorter, putting on her father’s uniform and swapping her hair-clip for the army conscription scroll, showing her leaving her femininity behind and becoming a man. It’s this scene where we first see Mulan shot with a low angle, often used to portray power and dominance (Corrigan, 2003).
The stark difference between the genders is reinforced as she arrives at the camp and has to adapt to living with men and their different ways. When presented with the task of climbing a tall wooden log to retrieve an arrow, Mulan eventually devises a plan to succeed and does so after seeing the men fail. She does not succeed because she does this better than the men however, but because she is shown to be smarter. This is the first of many examples where her intelligence is shown to be her asset, not her strength, thus showing that even among the soldiers, she is not fighting equally, but differently (Wasko, 2001).
When the Huns attack, Mulan saves her entire unit as she once again uses her brain over brawn and causes a landslide of snow and ice to drive her enemies away. The soldier Mulan, known to her comrades as Ping, is lauded as the “bravest of us all” until shortly after when she is discovered by Chi-Fu, a villainous advisor to the emperor, her secret identity revealed. She is shunned immediately and sent to exile but not after asking her commander Ling Shang: “You said you trust Ping, why is Mulan any different?” 
This realisation of Mulan that her opinions, actions and thoughts matter less because she is not sexually like her comrades is a point that is hammered home and as she discovers the plot against the emperor, she sticks to her loyalty to country and to honour, determined to do what feels right, not what she is told (Zipes, 1986). As she heads to the imperial city, nobody listens to her now she is presenting herself as a female and once victory is hers, the emperor offers her a job which she turns down to return to her family where she presents the sword she received for her victory to her father, thus returning to her role of submissive female.
Throughout the movie, women are shown to be submissive. Men go to war and lead the family; wives are domestic and raise the children. Women in Mulan are often treated as inferior and Mulan herself is told to “hold [their] tongue in a man’s presence”. When her gender is revealed, Chi Fu calls her a “treacherous snake” immediately (Blum, 2008). 
Even after saving China, Chi Fu is heard to say “she’s a woman so she’s never going to be worth anything” which enforces that there is no place at the table for even the most exceptional woman in this society. Her companion and closest friend Mushu even tells her that no one will listen to her because she’s “a girl again”.
Masculinity in Mulan.
Mulan’s discomfort at the traditional female role is equally seen in her discomfort in the male role. She seems to be at her most awkward when at either extreme, whether being a porcelain doll or a soldier expected to kill. It is the balance in between where she is comfortable.
Mulan comments that just because she looks like a man, “doesn’t mean I have to smell like one”. This view of masculinity and the men of the movie are shown in stark contrast to the femininity Mulan leaves behind. When “Ping” arrives at the camp, she is told by Mushu that she should punch people and smack them on the rear end. “They like that” he says. We see the fellow recruits picking noses, spitting and generally being ill mannered folk who settle disagreements with fighting.
The stereotype that violence is a way of asserting masculinity in a group setting is used as justification for the fight Mulan is caught starting, as she, in an acted masculine voice, states it was “manly urges” and she “just gotta kill something”.
The first time Mulan really meets her commander, Ling, the first thing he does is remove his shirt to grab his bow and arrow, a gesture that seems only to be there to show off his chiselled torso. He is tall, strong and resembles the typical Adonis. He is also seen to be brave and even when his father is killed, he does not cry or show emotion but instead focuses on the task at hand for men need to show discipline. 
Mushu is an interesting example of the portrayal of masculinity. He is made to appear as the fire breathing embodiment of fragile masculinity. Many of the films jokes are about his size, his defensiveness about his size and ability as well as his own egotistical views of himself. Though Mulan and Mushu are friends, Mushu often seems to take the credit for her successes and on first meeting her, he even makes a joke about being able to see through her clothes, earning him a slap. Even after Mushu threatens a curse of dishonour upon her and her family, she is somehow forced to apologise to the man who harassed her (Maiti, 2014).
An interesting character where masculinity is concerned is the counsel, Chi Fu. Chi Fu is one of Mulan’s chief critics and even at the city’s saving, still talks down to her, yet his own portrayal is that of a villain, not a hero. His own ways are rather effeminate with him wearing robes, having a towel wrapped round his head in his downtime before the battle and his foppish mannerisms. This “effeminate” portrayal of a man is presented alongside the fact he is disliked and not welcomed as part of the group, reinforcing that men need to be a certain way to fit in (Dundes & Streiff, 2016).
Enforcing or redefining stereotypes?
The Oxford English Dictionary defines a stereotype as a “widely held but fixed and oversimplified image or idea of a particular type of person or thing” (Oxford Dictionary Press, n.d.)
It’s easy to say that Mulan tells the story of a girl who fights the patriarchy and shatters glass ceilings to redefine the role of a woman in society but this, like the definition of stereotypes, is oversimplified. Mulan’s successes in battle and for her country are only achieved after she has posed as a man, received the training of a man and been accepted be fellow men as an equal. Some scholars and critics say that Mulan defies gender norms. Maiti says: “the main character takes on traits that are stereotypically for men and breaks the traditional stereotypes…[Mulan] takes a direct role in her attempts to enter the world of man (Maiti, 2014)”
The montage scene that takes place during the song “I’ll Make a Man out of You” shows Mulan learning the skills to play the role of a man in this army. Mulan learns and develops masculine qualities but nothing has changed because of it. Her successes are not because she is a woman, but because she has learned to be a man. In fact, Dundes & Streiff correctly note that Mulan’s heroics happen mostly during the first portion of the movie when she is serving as a male soldier and even then, she relies heavily on male characters (Dundes & Streiff, 2016).
Does Mulan save China because she is a woman, or because she is trained to be a man? As soon as she is a woman again, it is clear that her efforts and skills are rejected. She is demoted to female again and thus treated the same way, regardless of skill. When she is heralded is a heroine, the Emperor tells Ling that “you don’t meet a girl like that every dynasty”, reinforcing the idea that Mulan is an “exception” to the rule, and special, she does not represent change to societal norms and even more stark is that the movie ends with Mulan’s identity reduced back to her prospects as a wife to Ling, showing that no matter what she does, she’s still always going to be just a woman.
Lyrical Sexism
The music of Mulan has won awards and great acclaim and is one of Disney’s most memorable soundtracks but the lyrics of many of the songs show a clear view on gender roles in the world the movie creates. Hahn states that songs are “important because they express the major turning points in the story” and that this is a vehicle of storytelling (Hahn, 2001).
Honor to Us All, the first song of the soundtrack tells us that girls are supposed to be calm, obedient and an ‘instant bride’, marriage being the only possible future for a woman. Mulan is expected to raise children who could then fight in the Imperial army. This song, though catchy and humorous, shows that women need to know their place. The lyrics of “with good breeding and a tiny waist” incredibly poor taste by todays cultural standards.
The second song, Reflection, is Mulan’s identity crisis. She knows that she is not the ‘perfect daughter’ and that if she goes against tradition, she would break her family’s heart. She is fearful of never being integrated into society and makes clear how girls struggle when they can’t conform to the societal gender norm, something that resonates especially in the modern day where gender non-conformity is often an issue in the media.
“I’ll Make a Man Out of You” is almost the masculine version of “Honour to Us All” in that it shows the desired traits a man should possess, telling us that if you do not fit these traits you can “pack up, go home, you’re through.” While showing the failures of the men, the lyrics ask “Did they send me daughters when I asked for sons? (Zipes, 1986)”
The men discuss what they want from a future wife next in “Girl Worth Fighting For”. They want a woman to be pale as moonlight and that cooks well as well as admiring battle scars. When Mulan (as Ping) suggests a woman that is intelligent and can express her opinions, she is laughed at and the notion rejected. 
By hiding the stereotyping and prejudice in catchy songs, the film gets the identity and gender politics across to the audience in a friendly way, keeping the message alive but in a way a child can understand. These songs, though seemingly positive at the time, convey an increasingly problematic narrative as the film ages.
Comparison to Hercules, a male perspective of the coming-of-age hero
The use of music and lyrics as a “vehicle” for getting the message of a story across is something Disney use a lot in their renaissance period. Another example of this is in Hercules (Clements & Musker, 1997). Hercules offers in essence a very similar story to Mulan but from a male perspective. Both Hercules and Mulan start off not fitting in, then go off to train, become heroes and then when offered their dream role, turn it down for family/domestic reasons.
Hercules, though born a God, is raised unaware of this, a mortal man with unusual heroic strength. Like Mulan, he doesn’t fit in and often causes catastrophes that lead him to feel alone and seeking his place. He leaves home to become a hero and to train, much like Mulan and does so with the help of Phil, a hero trainer. We get a similar training montage as “I’ll Make a Man out You” with Phil’s “One Last Hope”. 
When Hercules proves himself in battle and becomes a bona fide hero, he is lauded by all. When Mulan does the same, she is dismissed and is back to square one, providing a stark contrast which shows how important gender is, not the deeds done.
Hercules meets the girl of his dreams Megara, who is an atypical female character for Disney, in that she is more of a cynical femme fatale than a damsel (though Hercules does indeed have to save her in the end) and when faced with restoration of his godhood, he turns this down to spend his life with his new love, much like Mulan did with her family. With the stories following essentially the same path, the only major difference is how Mulan and Hercules were treated, the key difference being their gender.
Comparison to other females in Disney’s Renaissance Era historical movies (Megara, Jasmine, Belle)
If we look at Megara and the other female leads in Renaissance Era movies, we see similarities AND differences. Megara, from Hercules, is presented as someone who has sold her soul to Hades to save her boyfriends life only to be betrayed by her love. This background caused Megara to develop a cynical disposition and have a goal only to live in solitude. Alas, even though the movie starts developing her as a progressive female character with an independent personality, still she falls weak and needs the rescue of Hercules, becoming a damsel in distress.
If we look at Beauty and the Beast (Trousdale & Wise, 1991) we are introduced to the heroine, Belle, who is the daughter of a much-mocked inventor. Her interest in books and the world around her rather than seeking marriage is ridiculed in the song “Belle” where the townsfolk sing about how “It’s a pity and a sin, she doesn’t quite fit in!” and her refusal to marry the town brute Gaston leads to conflict and her eventual romance with the Beast, again it’s a man’s job to domesticate the female lead even when the movie suggests on the surface that she is the one to domesticate him.
In Aladdin (Musker & Clements, 1992), Jasmine, the princess and daughter of Agrabah’s Sultan is regularly presented with suitors seeking her hand in marriage and that she is forbidden to leave the palace. Falling in love with a rich suitor is her entire destiny and the movie focuses solely on Aladdin, a broke street urchin proving himself worthy of her by saving Agrabah thus reducing the Princess to the status of “reward” rather than heroine. The “Whole New World” lyrics show that she falls in love mostly because Aladdin offers her escape from the palace and tells her she can make choices herself (as long as they are with him, of course).
The advent of the Feminist Heroine (Disney 2010-present) – Frozen, Moana
Disney followed the same formula for many of their movies for many years. Male hero, female love interest, a conflict to solve and a happily ever after romance. Even in movies such as Mulan and later Princess and the Frog, the female ‘progressive’ lead ends up demeaned or with a forced romantic subplot. This all changed with the debut of Disney’s Frozen (Buck & Lee, 2013).
In Frozen we meet Anna and Elsa, sisters who are both princesses of Arendelle. Elsa is hidden away due to her lack of control of ice magic she keeps secret from her sister. Though the movie presents a romance for Anna in the form of Prince Hans, the story AND the music do so ironically, mocking the tradition of a Disney Princess falling in love quickly with someone they know little about. The aforementioned Prince however is the villain of the story and instead of a romantic ending, Anna, now being courted by Kristoff, is faced with a choice, to save the love interest or her sister and shows that the “power of true love” is not romantic in this movie but that of a sister. 
This break from tradition and the empowering lead song “Let it Go” gave Disney their biggest hit ever, with the progressive feminist story driving Frozen to become the highest grossing animated movie of all time, a feat that would not be surpassed until 6 years later when it’s sequel Frozen II (Buck & Lee, Frozen II, 2019) overtook it (Box Office Mojo, n.d.). 
Disney seemingly took the hint and with their next big “Princess” movie, Moana (Clements & Musker, Moana, 2016), they removed the love interest all together, focusing on the female lead’s desire for adventure and rebellion against social norms, much like Mulan’s own. In the movie, Moana is drawn to the ocean and wants to sail, not wanting to simply live the expected life of becoming chieftain. She saves the day with Maui, a demi-god who seeks the adoration of the people and her animal sidekicks Pua and Hei-Hei. Though she has a male co-star, Disney very much make him the sidekick to Moana, with Moana becoming the heroine, leading her people to a bright future.
The Live Action Remake Effect – Beauty and the Beast, Aladdin, Mulan and upcoming Hercules
With the success of Disney’s Frozen and the change of societal norms, especially for how women are perceived and the rise of feminism and equality, Disney began to plan and release live-action remakes of their classic movies, telling the classic stories of the past with a more modern message and in many ways, changing the plot to reflect the modern view on the female role in society.
The most recent of these remakes was a live-action version of Mulan (Caro, 2020). In this version of Mulan, we see some key changes. First, the remake removes the musical element. Though the composer uses updated instrumental samples of the original soundtrack, gone are the lyrics and problematic content. 
Mulan is still shown as a girl who is frustrating her father due to lack of traditional femininity. Rather than simply being mischievous though, she is shown to be a capable warrior, practising her craft in the fields using an inherent warrior ability “Qi” which allows warriors to be strong and capable. Her father recognised her strong Qi and is dismayed as Qi is for warriors, not daughters, making it clear the two were opposing ideas.
Instead of the Huns, the villains of this version are the Rouran’s led by Böri Khan and his slave, a with named Xianniang. Throughout the movie the witch uses magic and is shown to also have a high degree of Qi, thus drawing the audience to see a parallel between her and Mulan. 
One key difference in this version is that when Mulan joins the men, she is a more than capable warrior, better than the others and a natural. She does not use the “feminine intellect” to win battles, instead simply fighting well on her own merit. Also, in this version Mulan’s gender is not revealed by others but by herself willingly. 
Upon meeting the witch, she is mocked for her lies, not because she is a woman but because she hides as a man, a stark change from the original. The witch tries to kill her but Mulan’s leather binding she uses to hide her breasts protects her. She rides to save her comrades, the witch’s words about Qi being limited by dishonesty ringing in her ears. She discards the armour and rides to the rescue as Mulan, the woman.
She saves the camp as per the original and is summarily expelled from the army but returns when she learns the emperor is to be attacked. The army all support her and ride under her leadership, a very different approach.
The introduction of Xianniang provides Mulan with the image of what can happen to those like her with strong Qi if they allow men to rule them. After failing to recruit Mulan to her cause, she is moved by Mulan’s willingness to sacrifice herself out of loyalty and leads Mulan to the enemy, sacrificing herself to help Mulan get a better life than she did. 
The movie ends with Mulan rescuing the Emperor and becoming the hero as per the original movie, only this time, when she heads home after rejecting the Emperors offer to become an Officer, they come to the town to persuade her to change her mind and she does, in front of the entire town, showing that a woman can be a hero in her own right.
This new plot reflects the change in society and as women have fought for more equal rights and treatment, thus the media has adapted. It is easy to see why some changes have been made. The music for example is a key change. When Disney announced the music would be cut, nostalgic fans were upset, but it is hard to envision songs about “a tiny waist” and “being a good cook” in a movie from 2020. 
Similar changes occur in Disney’s other live action remakes. Aladdin (Ritchie, 2019) for example. No longer is Jasmine a coddled Princess, but the plot now changes to reflect her independence. Instead of the movie focusing on Aladdin “winning her”, it changes to be about Jasmine winning her own right to choose. She even has her own song on the soundtrack, “Speechless” where she sings about how she’s not just going to sit there and let the men make the decisions, not “crying” or “stumbling” because she is a girl.
Beauty and the Beast (Condon, 2017) changes Belle’s role as “bookish daughter of the inventor” to being an inventor herself, showing her ingenuity. Also, instead of Belle being a captive sufferer of Stockholm Syndrome, she instead is independent and even argues with the Beast, keeping him in check regularly.
In the case of Mulan, the progressive view is taken a step further than simply plot changes for the female lead. The movie was directed by Niki Caro (IMDb, n.d.), one of the first female directors to helm a high budget Disney movie without a male co-director. On the racial diversity side of things, the film featured almost entirely Chinese Actors and those of Chinese descent.
In Figure 1 overleaf, it can be seen that with every renaissance era movie released, Disney got a little more progressive with time with Frozen really kickstarting a new era of story retelling. Though there were “princess” movies between Mulan and Frozen (namely Brave (Andrews & Chapman, 2012), Tangled (Greno & Howard, 2010) and Enchanted (Josephson & Sonnenfeld, 2007)) the essay has focused on the most culturally and financially impactful.

ConclusionFigure 1. Timeline of Disney Movies mentioned in this essay

Mulan strived to be a progressive movie, breaking the mould of the Renaissance era movies of Clements and Musker and its success is up for debate. While some hail it as a feminist movie, this view is problematic as there is no doubt a very patriarchal society presented with no real change at the movies conclusion. When comparing Mulan to other movies that followed and the remakes also, it is my belief that Mulan starts to explore the feminist ideals by dipping its toes into the water, but it is the movies that it inspires that truly cross the boundaries of gender and buck the trend. Without Mulan, the era of strong female leads in Disney epics may never have happened.
With Hercules and The Little Mermaid both slated to receive live-action remakes in the coming few years, it is unclear what is planned to bring those stories to the modern-day social norms we are accustomed to but with a black actress playing Ariel and Hercules including the music from the original, controversy is still very much at the heart of the remake process (Evry, 2020).

Technical stuff
Many of these movies were made by the same directors:
Hercules, Aladdin, Little Mermaid, Moana but NOT Mulan
More shots, costumes, etc
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