Is the representation of different forms of romantic love in Disney films affecting real world perceptions of love?
*For the purposes of this essay the terms love and romantic love are going to be used interchangeably. When referring to love, this essay is always referring to it in a romantic sense unless otherwise specified.
Literature Review
This literature review will investigate the idea and portrayal or romantic love within Disney films and how it influences the mindsets of children and how they perceive love within their real lives. This study will further advance the understanding of the roles of male and female characters within Disney films, and how the change within these roles in real life has affected the portrayal of the sexes in Disney films and how this portrayal changing has affected the types of on-screen relationships that we see within the films. It is important to investigate this area because it can have an effect on people personally even if not directly but subconsciously it can make us so that people look and compare their actual relationships with the ones that were portrayed in their childhoods, like how people who are subject to bad relationships are less likely to trusting of others.
The Works of Bell Hooks
To really understand if the representation of love is giving people a false sense of what love should be it is first important to define what love is, Bell Hooks book ‘All About Love’ is a good place to start when defining what romantic love is in the modern age, the modern age in this context is referring to the late 90s for clarities sake, in the opening chapters of the book Bell Hooks is trying to give a definition for what love truly is, as there are many different ways we use the word love, these could include romantically, platonically and erotically. Bell Hooks found that M Scott Peck, who authored the book the road less traveled, seemed to have the best definition of love “Love is an act of will […] we do not have to love. We choose to love”. This is going to be a common sentiment throughout my research essay, this idea of people must choose to love and thus must be taught how to romantically love, it is not intrinsically known.
The book ‘Communion’ focuses on how the ideal world of love for women changed during the feminist movement and how women can bring love into every aspect of their lives after the beginning of third wave feminism, this acts as more of a self-help book for women with quotes such as “Learning to love our female selves is where our search for love must begin.” However, this is still relevant to how films represented female characters during this time with a higher focus on independence and straying away from the typical swept away by a man style story. 
The book ‘The Will to Change’ is an exploration of toxic masculinity and how men are taught to suppress their emotions to such a fundamental point that it is basically impossible to avoid, also the fact that men fear intimacy which may come from a deep-rooted lack of understanding of how love is supposed to work. In the book she talks about male and female roles in a relationship and the patriarchies role in that, it also talks about machismo culture and its effects on men. 
Disneyfication of love
Azmi argues in the article ‘Gender and Speech in a Disney Princess Movie’ that the way that women talk in Disney films is not a natural way of talking often with pointless adjectives and questions which make women appear to be empty headed according to Lakoff’s model of female speech, the point the article is trying to prove that Disney is trying to blur the lines between male and female speech.
Julie Garlen speaks in the article ‘Happily (n)ever after: the cruel optimism of Disney’s romantic ideal’ that Disney represents love as an object that people should want as the ultimate source of happiness, however according to the article this idea can often be impossible to achieve as it is not a tangible thing we can only think about if we have the ultimate for of romantic love after the fact and not during or in the pursuit of it.
In the article ‘Disney animated movies, their princesses, and everyone else’ Alia R talks about the race, class and representation of the Disney protagonists and antagonists also. Examining 15 different princesses and compared to their counterparts in their category, also the article goes into what makes an official Disney princess and what doesn’t.
In this essay I will also be looking at the different princes and their representation in the films throughout the eras of Disney films, in the article by Katherine Biek ‘Move Over, Princesses. Disney Princes Need More Screen Time’ the article keeps track of the amount of screen time that different princes have in Disney films according to the article the Disney prince with the most amount of screen time is Prince Adam from ‘Beauty and the Beast’ however the article does go on to say that it helps that he is one of the title characters of the film and is also by far the most well developed. It is also stated that Prince Ferdinand in ‘Snow White and the Seven Dwarfs’ who only has a screen time of 5 and a half minutes according to the article.
According to Julie P. Elman in the article ‘Slothful Movements: Disability, Acceleration, and Capacity Feminism in Disney’s Zootopia (2016)’ the capacity feminism being represented in the film Zootopia leads to the mobility for some through the immobilisation of others, with psychiatric disabilities such as racialized and biological criminality such as the carnivores of the film ‘going savage’ which can be seen as a racist stereotype as it pertains to people of colour.
In Rebecca Rubin’s article ‘Why Does Disney Keep Sending Pixar Movies Straight to Streaming?’ she explains potential reasons that animated Disney films are released on Disney Plus rather than in cinemas, this was due in part to the Covid pandemic where Disney couldn’t release films in cinema, so they were focused on putting them on streaming instead. They also talk about in the article about how Disney now see more profit in making live action films rather than animated ones, so they invest more advertising into promoting remakes because they appear to be very profitable.
Other work of interest
The book ‘8 Rules of Love How to Find it, keep it, and Let It Go’ Jay Shetty (2023) speaks about the challenges that love may present to people it can be seen as a relationship advice book however, it does go into the psyche that most people may experience while being in a relationship, and how people may jump from relationship to relationship and what the mindset is for those types of people. This book delves into many different ways of looking at love and the want of being in a relationship and how words such as lonely or alone are often used to talk down on people who aren’t in relationships however the word solitude glorifies being alone, being lonely makes people rush into a relationship they might not be ready for or that they are accepting because of their loneliness, however solitude makes people embrace their loneliness and think of it as a good thing, “I don’t need anyone when I have myself.”
The book ‘Closer to Love: How to Attract the Right Relationships and Deepen Your Connections’ Vex King (2023) is about, learning about how relationships work and how they shape what people are looking for. They also state that people need to be more open and vulnerable in their relationships because if you don’t know how to do this then it can be very difficult to begin and maintain a relationship. This book is laced with a lot of inspirational ways of thinking such as being able to talk to people without a fear or criticism as this is needed in order to develop a deeper connection with people. This book also doesn’t fail to mention that it’s important to enjoy your own company without needing to find a partner, and still being able to give love to others and be loved also.
The paper ‘The Impact of Social Media on Children’ by Tuncay Dilci (2019) is about the benefits and disadvantages of social media on children, because social media is the main source of education for young people in their lives this leads to uncreative and non-reflexive people because of a lack of thinking about things critically and just looking up the answers. This applies to love also as social media can be a place where people perceive relationships and forms of love that they see online and then try to incorporate that into their real lives, there is also little known about the long term impact of social media on people’s mental health and also how they view the world, this is because there is still a generation ahead of young adults who don’t use social media, or at least not as frequently, but when that generation is gone we are then left with a world that has only ever known the internet for their entire lives only then will researchers know what the long term effects are on a mass scale.

Research Essay
“When we face pain in relationships our first response is often to sever bonds rather than to maintain commitment.” – Bell Hooks (1999)
This essay will explore the world of romanticism in Disney films and how that effects people’s perceptions of love. Going through the different generations of Disney films from the beginning to the modern eras, and how different political movements and attitudes effected the representation of characters within these films, namely the waves of the feminist movement and how that effected the portrayal and motives of the princess characters. This essay will also look at the representation of the prince and how they have changed from the personality void characters of the early Disney films to the more realistic and subversive takes on the prince idea in modern Disney films. Finally, this essay will look at how these ideas are affecting real world perceptions of love is there any correlation, and if so, is it real life that is affecting these films, or are these films effecting real life. Or is it simply Disney trying to capitalise on what they perceive to be growing trends.
Often it can feel like humans instinctively know how to communicate emotions including happiness, sadness and even love, however just like any other emotion love must be learned, according to Joseph LeDoux & Richard Brown of New York University (2017) “Emotions are not innately programmed into our brains, but [...], are cognitive states resulting from the gathering of information.” This means love can be learnt either by understanding of emotions or mainly by experience. However, there are usually classes or therapeutic sessions to learn how to deal with negative emotions such as sadness or anger management, there is fewer resources to deal with positive emotions like love, Vex King said in his book ‘Closer to Love’ (2023) “This ‘not knowing how’ is one of the reasons people find it difficult to begin or maintain relationships” it appears that people don’t realise what it takes maintain or cultivate a long-term relationship.
There may be a reason for this according to Julie C. Garlen (2017) “The ideal of romantic love depicted across the Disney Princess films reflects a widespread American cultural obsession toward love as the ultimate source of happiness.” Often Disney films will be the way that kids find out about love and can sometimes be the first thing children can remember from their entire lives. This gives children a vague understanding of love should be, some of the characteristics of Disney princess movies, Azmi (2016) spoke about the three main eras of how the princesses of these films are shown, in chronological order, the first is the soft spoken princesses of the early Disney era who will often need the arrival of the prince to save, it is important to note that these ideals are not necessarily what young girls are looking at now, however interestingly ‘Snow white and the seven dwarves’ is the 10th highest grossing film of all time adjusted for inflation, so it is highly likely that it still has influence over how people perceive love within their own lives. 
The second era, of Disney films have more prominent female leads who are more independent however, they tend to still have male counterparts who will come in to help or rescue the princess from peril at the end of the film, also according to Alia R. (2023) “Moana and Mulan are the only two protagonists in ODP (Official Disney Princesses) movies whose adventures are not about love or finding a partner, although Mulan does still end up finding one.” This can be interpreted as love being the ultimate goal or conquest in life which for a lot of people it can be however, they never expand on these stories which leads to a lot of people experiencing a watered-down version of what love actually is. Jay Shetty wrote in his book 8 Rules of Love “Sometimes people jump from relationship to relationship because they’re trying to avoid the challenges that love requires.” This is what Disney films fail to mention what happens after you find love there is very few films made for kids that continue past the happily ever after, people are fed this idea of what love can and should feel like initially, this idea of ‘love at first sight’ but what happens after the initial butterflies go away, people understand how they are supposed to feel when they fall in love but not necessarily how to maintain love.
The third era of Disney princess films has more independent female leads who are not presented as gentle or gracious, some examples of this include Tiana (Princess and the Frog) and Merida (Brave), who are independent from male counterparts with Tiana not falling for the prince initially and Merida rejecting the notion that she needs a prince altogether. However, this raises even more questions, it echoes the ideas of Kierkegaard “Is there truly only marginal space for romantic love in Kierkegaard’s religious sphere, or did his own personal history prevent him from being able to imagine what that might look like?” This more independent approach of Disney princesses is by in large a good thing according to Julie Passanante Elman “Character attributes that emphasized “inner characteristics” over “outer beauty” after a study found that the Disney brand contributed to body image issues in young girls.” This is a good mentality to have for young girls who may not fit the way that a majority of classic Disney characters look, however it does raise into question what within the media is teaching kids about love.
The rise of modern Disney films such as ‘Brave’ and ‘Moana’ don’t feature a love story subplot and instead have an ambition as the main focus rather than falling in love, this speaks to cultural changes during the time of the film's conceptions, it could be ridiculous to assume that these films caused the cultural change, however it perpetuates this change to a younger audience, of course this can be seen as a good as for a lot of people the idea of romantic love have little place in children’s media or at least shouldn’t be a central concept of a film. Hooks also speaks about in the book the rise of the feminist movement by women’s full participation in the workforce this is very similar to the way women are represented in Disney films opting to advance their own skills rather than falling in love, this can give younger girls more confidence to do things independently from men, however this does mean that by happenstance that people brought up with this type of media may have a very different idea of what love is than older generations.
For a lot of children nowadays films are not the first type of media, according to Tuncay Dilci “Social media undoubtedly ranks first when considered how people spend their time today.” This is the same for children as well, it is very likely that a parent would much rather put an iPad that is connected to the internet in front of their children rather than setting up a film to entertain their children. According to Bahadir Köksalan media “affects their behaviours, increases their aggressive behaviours and mentally creates fear and anxiety about the world they live in.” This goes for love also especially when you go into the types of people children and young teenagers are now aware of online, some of these online personalities include Andrew Tate and Sneako who are perpetuating misogynistic attitudes towards women and seem more interested in spreading a message that women are only looking for relationships with men who are financially wealthy.
According to bell hooks “Men come to sex hoping that it will provide them with all the emotional satisfaction that would come from love.” This could be since men don’t experience love in many films especially in Disney films where the princes tend to have little to no character development, for example according to Katherine Biek the prince is only in Snow White for five and a half minutes. This could explain the difference between men and women perspectives on love, one trope of kid's film is to put innuendos in the films which are commonly thought to only be understood by the parents however most of the jokes boil down to male character being concupiscent for a female character, for example a scene exert from Toy Story 2, when Buzz is introduced Jessie for the first time and his wings pop out which is clearly and adult joke however kids may connect the dots and subconsciously think about this when they are looking for relationships in the future, which could give to an impressionable audience that sexual desire is the same as love and not that they are distinct from each other.
So, what types of films are Disney making in the modern era to try to appeal to this generation of kids, most of Disney’s animated films are released straight onto Disney plus according to Rebecca Rubin from Variety “Disney sees value in Pixar for its generation-spanning appeal.” So according to this they mainly put animated films on Disney plus just to try to market their streaming service, however if that’s true then why haven’t they been advertising the films as heavily as they used to, this might be to do with them wanting to put more money into advertising their live action remakes which according to box office mojo appear to make more money than their original animated films.
One point of interest in Disney films is the role of men which has changed as Disney have supposedly made more feministic adjustments to their films according to Carol Harrington “Feminists have adopted toxic masculinity as shorthand for characterizing homophobic and misogynist speech and violence by men.” It seems it ebbs and flows in the public consciousness, going out of fashion, as it seems to coexist with soft masculinity and thus the opposites always appear to be always going after each other. It could be seen that both sides are equally interested in fulfilling sexual desires rather than a loving relationship, so these terms essentially mean nothing, which speaks to a bigger misunderstanding of love by men. Disney films could be to blame at least in part to this miscommunication between gender roles Jay Shetty wrote in his book ‘8 Rules of Love’ “One of the secrets to a good relationship is being attracted to someone out out of choice rather than out of need.” This is what Disney films fail to mention is that men don’t need to constantly be seeking out companionship, they can instead be working on improving their self-image. This brings up another interesting point of representation of the Disney princes in film Golden and Jacoby found common traits in young girls aged between 3 and 5 that they would have if they were avid Disney princess film fans playing these include “a focus on clothing and accessories, beauty, princess body movements, and exclusion of boys.” This could just be seen as a pretty typical female upbringing however it does pose a risk of dehumanising women and men to some extent; women are taught to only care about beauty usually accompanied by what would be seen as more feminine traits such as being pure and caring, which leaves men trying to rebel against that as they don’t feel accepted which can lead to a certain resentment towards women.
However, to counter argument against these points it is a known fact that this way of looking at gender stereotypes doesn’t apply to all people because there are women who exhibit masculine characteristics and men who exhibit feminine characteristics, and also people who are on the LGBTQ spectrum who wouldn’t identify with the characters in these films as Disney have yet to do an animated film to feature a main protagonist who is LGBTQ spectrum. So, what is the the connection really between the characteristics of Disney princes and princesses and people's real-life personalities or is the different way people are portraying themselves in real-life affecting the way Disney decide to represent their characters.
The ways in which Disney may influence someone’s behaviour in real life could include the way they perceive their body image, “emphasising the importance of physical appearance and portraying body stereotypes are present in many children’s videos” (Herbozo et al) this is interesting also because there are very few children’s books emphasising physical good looks, rather the opposite is true not judging people just based on their looks e.g. Ugly Duckling and The Gruffalo. Also, according to this essay “the ones that exhibited the most body image-related messages were Cinderella and The Little Mermaid.” This makes sense as those two films are the ones that feature the most amount of plot revolving around physical appearances, the films are “still inhabiting some traditional values” (Houwers) which means that they have a very black and white view of the world, firstly the villains in both films are ugly, Ursula as a character is seeking Ariel looks and wants to change how she looks, however Ariel in the film also wants the same thing as she wants to join people in the human world so much so that she gets legs so that she can walk on land, whatever angle the plot is looked at from there is a want to change physical appearances, which can affect how children may look at their own bodies also, Cinderella has a similar story with the ugly step sisters, there is always a desire to change current circumstances in order to be happy one of which is physical beauty. It is also however important to note that films are a more visual medium than books so as such it is easier to tell a story especially to children through appearances as they cannot look at things as critically as adults, so it can be important to make the villains of Disney films ugly and the heroes attractive as to teach children morals about good and evil e.g. do good things then become more beautiful, do bad things become more ugly.
Different types of love that is shown in Disney films is an interesting idea to consider as there isn’t just one form of romantic love. The films concepts first have an expectation that mind reading style relationships are expected according to Eidelson and Epstein on a paper about “beliefs people hold about intimate relationships and how these beliefs may adversely affect relationship quality.” This is to say that the films especially early on establish an almost nonconsensual connection between the princes and princesses it risks creating a generation with a mentality of “he would if he loved me” which means that people are less likely to express their emotions about love to other people, which could be a reason as to why people can’t understand why they can’t stay in long term relationships because they lack of understanding of how to talk about their emotions around love as a child. An example of this and probably the most glaring example is ‘Sleeping Beauty’ in which Princess Aurora is awoken from a spell by having true loves kiss from a Prince Phillip, however the plot fails to establish a connection between Phillip and Aurora and there is also a strange age gap between them with Philip being 20 and Aurora being 16. Veronica Hefner and Barbara Wilson “found that these films depict relationships as exciting, novel, and emotionally meaningful.” When talking about this idea of soul mates and love at first sight, this makes a culture around falling in love quickly and this idea of if someone finds someone else attractive then they must be in love with them which can make it difficult to maintain the relationship long term as people are not taught how to maintain the relationship with each other for that long period of time, this is especially true in young people who tend to bounce from relationship to relationship without taking the time to accept that relationships take work and aren’t as easy as these films represent them to be.
In conclusion, there does appear to be a slight correlation between the representation of love in Disney films and real-world perceptions of romantic love. There does appear to be a link between societal changes of how people chose to represent themselves and how forms of love are represented in Disney films, especially when it comes to the different waves of the feminist movement, this could also explain the difference in the most recent Disney films as there isn’t many social issues in recent years surrounding gender. There is also extreme poor of representation of the Disney princes, however modern-day Disney films tend to have the princesses fall in love with common folk rather than princes, and if there is a prince they are often portrayed as villains or foolish, this could actually make the male characters more relatable to young boys. It could also be said that Disney don’t really care about changing the opinions of their audience rather they only care to profit of them, which could mean that Disney just look at whatever topics are on public consciousness in order to make the most money, which happens to often to be relationships and gender, as a lot of the most recent Disney films have little to no romantic relationship usually focusing on other issues such as race, class and mental health, Disney is an entertainment company first not an education company.
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