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How are women portrayed in Disney animated films?
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(Ridley, L. 2022, “Breaking Stereotypes”)


Introduction

The waves of feminism has progressed through the years in four 
different stages.  Each wave represented its own definition of 
feminism and unique defining qualities.
My research will focus on how media has been affected particularly 
in Disney animated media.  
Disney’s animated feature movies are successful worldwide.
This essay will analyze various Disney classic and modern films 
appropriate to the subject of how women are represented in 
Disney’s feature films.
These films are targeted to children so the portrayal of gender roles 
and visual appearance may play an important factor in their lives.
Disney’s animated films concentrate primarily on the main character 
having the more extensive role.  However this could causes cases of 
concern where the female gender is the central character.  The 
representation should be analyzed closely for how the portrayal of 
the gender is being stereotyped.
The question my research will seek to answer is: How has the 
different waves of feminism been perceived in Disney’s animated 
movies during the respected period time?
Over the years, Disney’s portrayal of women has shifted, especially 
their princesses, to keep up to date with culture and times. Although 
it’s know that Disney is an enormous leader in the animation 
industry, it is vague to know if and how they have adjusted to 
changing the beliefs and values on gender roles and social cultures.
The research conducted around this essay will primarily focus on 
Previous journals on such topics and published articles, whilst also 
researching trends in culture and the changes we have endured 
throughout the times of the released movies from Snow White in 
1937, to Frozen in 2013. 
My key questions will focus on the role stereotypes and social 
cultures of the various time frames linked to the waves of feminism.
This research will be based around Disney princess films from 
the earlier representations of princesses to the later representations 
of the more modern day princess and focus on the changes and key 
eras in the feature animated movies.
The films selected to be researched and reviewed on in more depth 
will be in review of the four waves of feminism in order to observe 
how Disney has adapted to the current cultures and natures of 
modern times.
This will discover why the influence is important in media and how  
the gender roles and the social movement have been impacted on 
viewers and audiences of today. And does this shift in movement 
change the representation of the Disney princesses character 
stereotypes? What defines the characteristics of the Disney 
princesses and did we see a change in their beliefs, values and 
stigma over the times and actually represent a  more positive 
movement through the films?

Chapter 1
The history of the waves of feminism
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Women’s liberation movement in Washington, DC, August 26, 1970
Don Carl Steffen/Gamma-Rapho/Getty images (Grady, C. 2018)


(The first wave of feminism)
Suffrage, Property, Racial Disparities
 
              [image: ]

Womens suffrage march in New York City circa 1900, Bettmann Archive/Getty Images (Grady, C. 2018)
 

The waves of feminism first emerged in the late 1960s 
differentiating women’s stages of development during the 
times from the earlier movements for women’s rights which 
originally emerged in the 1848s the Seneca Falls Convention. 
The idea of the “second wave” at that time was also in 
connection to the movement to earlier activists in a long, hard 
struggle for women’s rights. (Pruitt, 2022)  The first wave of 
feminism was aimed at equality of rights for women which 
began in July 1848, with the conference organized by Elizabeth 
Cady Stanton, Seneca falls and Lucretia Mott, (Pruitt, 2022) 
where they courageously advocated the declaration of 
sentiments. The campaign pressed for “their sacred rights to 
the elective franchise,” specified in the Declaration of 
Independence. (Blakemore,2016) At this convention New York 
attendees gathered to sign the declaration of sentiments, to 
proclaim specific rights which included women’s rights to vote. 
(Pruitt, 2022) This wave of feminism focused on women’s rights to 
vote in 1914 (the start of world war 1) where many women activists 
at the time deferred their attention to the war. Eventually, the first 
wave of feminism in America was led to the approval of the 
Nineteenth Amendment in 1920, which secured women’s rights to 
vote. Then following Britain.  Although, a huge majority of women 
during this movement were white. This accounted for the racist 
rhetoric and refusal to include women of colour. Although some of 
these women still fought for fairness and equality in employment 
and education in voting rights. This then evolved into the second 
wave of feminism. (Yellamraju, 2021) 

(The second wave of feminism)
Positions of leadership, equal pay, equal and reproductive rights.
[image: ]
 (“BBC History Revealed” Historyrevealed.Com, www.historyrevealed.com)


The second wave of feminism was focused on reproductive rights, 
sexuality and the civil rights movement which started in the 1960s, 
this lasted until the 1970s possibly even the 1990s. 
This wave of feminism women fought for equal opportunities at 
work, equal pay and legal equality. Women fought against rape and 
domestic violence and contraceptives restrictions. ( Narsaria, 2022)
The second wave developed the rights for women to obtain their 
own credit cards, mortgages and financial services under their own 
names. Raising awareness in marital rape and domestic violence at 
home and in the workplace.
The second wave was also attentive to racism which established 
the anti-racist civil rights and anti-capitalist movements, but women 
of colour progressively found themselves feeling alienated from the 
main platforms mainstream of the women’s movement. (Grady, 
2018) 
Famous literature “The Feminine Mystique” by Betty Friedan 
and “The second sex” by Simone de Beauvoir’s had an impact on 
influencing this feminist movement. (Yellamraju, 2021)
“A New Life Plan For Women, with the work toward a greater 
purpose that shapes the future.”  (Friedan, 1963)


(The third wave of feminism)
 Postmodernism, Gender Roles, and New Viewpoints
[image: ]
(Brunskell-Evans, Heather.2015)


The achievements of the second wave of feminism did not include all 
women, especially women of colour, women in the LGBTQ 
community and women in lower class.  The third wave of feminism 
began in the mid 1990s thus focusing on the overlooked
accomplishments. (Yellamraju, 2021)
At this time of movement Betty Friedan became well known for her 
recognizable book titled “The Feminine Mystique.”  The book 
became very popular allowing women to believe they were victims 
of “Mystique” this word was described as finding fulfilment in 
“sexual passivity, male domination, and nurturing maternal love” 
(Friedan, 2013) This suggests that women were neglecting 
themselves and focusing more on everyone else around them.
The idea that women were only seen as a housewife was something 
questioned by Friedan. Advertisement campaigns that would 
promote only women doing household chores would be against her 
beliefs. She inspired many women to voice their opinions for 
themselves. 

“ The feminine Mystique was a great example of the Spiral of Silence Theory. This theory states that individuals who perceive that their opinions are popular express them, whereas those who don’t think think their opinions are popular remain quiet” (Littlejohn, 2017).

The book was popular because women agreed with everything the 
book was suggesting.  The book was relatable to women everywhere. 
It expressed the feelings and ideas that was never expressed out 
loud.  Friedan’s opinion about how women needed to lookout for 
themselves was widely spread and encouraging. This urged them to 
become more than just housewives and to do more with their lives.

(The Fourth wave of feminism)
The power of social media
                                               [image: ]
(Chen, G. 2020)

The fourth wave of feminism is currently in today’s times and shares 
the same point of views as the women of the third wave. Feminists 
embraced on topics such as sexual harassment in public areas and 
body positivity which has gone viral over social media. 

“The most significant aspect of the fourth wave is the use of the “call out” culture where feminists puts efforts on micro politics and everyday examples of sexism online” (Yellamraju, 2021)

In more recent times feminists have been more open on “rape 
culture” ensuring women have equal rights and at the same time 
fighting misogyny.

“The online #MeToo movement began in 2017 when the New York Times published an incriminating investigation into allegations of sexual harassment made against influential film producer Harvey Weinstein. Thousands of women came forward with allegations against both powerful and everyday men in their lives, including former president Donald Trump” (Gilbert, 2017) 


Chapter 2
(Disney and gender roles)

Disney Animations feature films are a massive part of our media in 
the entertainment industry.  They are recognisable to all our 
children at very young ages and children all around the world 
engage with Disney princesses through many avenues, this can be 
through games, clothes, toys. Disney has been a huge part of 
society for around 80 years and have been influencing how our 
society interprets gender roles through their films.
As the years progress our modern world adapts to new changes, 
Disney can be seen adapting the way they represent their 
characters, especially their Disney princesses.  The original 
representation of a Disney princess is stereotyped as a very 
domesticated, damsel in distress, these earlier portrayals of 
characters can be seen in Snow White, Cinderella and Sleeping 
Beauty. The second representation became apparent and adapted 
the roles of the female characters to be seen as ambitious and 
rebellious.  The final representation has taken place depicting the 
female characters as strong, independent women, which can be 
seen in the more modern characters Anna, Elsa and Merida. Which 
is visually noticeable in different literature, researches and through 
their movies, Disney is noticeably slowly adapting to the times.
Disney has been highly recognisable to millions of people all around 
the world for over 80 years.  Walt Disney has become the most 
popular competitor in animated films and the entertainment 
industry, Disney have been compared to other recognisable 
entertainment platforms such as DreamWorks and Sony Pictures 
and have had constant backlash from the public and fans for the 
representation of culture and characters, especially the female 
characters in stereotyped ways.
Gender roles and what they stand for are a massive part of the 
public and can highly make an impact on how people compare 
themselves to one another. The media and society are already a 
substantial influence in portraying what society is teaching us 
about what is normal, which can have a massive impact on 
children. (Gardener, 2015)
Disney was selected due to its history, the gender roles of men and 
women in their films have presented the cultural beliefs and 
outlook of social normalities expected in role identities and gender 
roles. Disney illustrates a great representation of trends 
development in cultural views and character portrayal.
Disney has the influence of the expectation norms and views of 
behaviours linked with men and women.  Disney remains the most 
popular entertainment industry and have been popular for many 
decades. They forever have to keep up to date with current 
times and are challenged through different stages with each era.
In order to keep the public entertained and happy from decade to 
decade, will they need to update their values and depictions in a 
way to please their audiences?
What changes have been made, and do they make adaptions to 
the Disney’s themes when it comes to representing their 
princesses? 


[image: ]
(Cosmopolitan.com, 2020)



(Disney vs the waves of feminism)
Most of the research and development of this chapter are gathered from observing the films listed in my bibliography.

The pre-Transition group of feminism covers years from 1937 to 
1959.   Charlotte Krolokke who is an assistant professor of the 
Centre for Cultural Studies in the University of Southern Denmark, 
describes this category as part of “The first wave of feminism” 
(Krolokke, 2020)
Disney’s first three princesses were created, Snow White, 
Aurora and Cinderella, This was during the era when females were 
stereotyped as the homemakers. With only 30-40 percent of 
women from working class families that contributed towards the 
household incomes, this would be during the end of the pre-
transition period (Hudson, 2011). The gender roles of each princess 
show obvious signs of what was expected from women in a 
predominantly male orientated society.
Snow White in “Snow white and the seven Dwarfs” was portrayed 
 as a princess who was dependent on her seven males dwarf friends, 
she was stereotyped as naive and needed to be saved by her prince.  
Snow White was domesticated and cleans the seven dwarfs home 
and in order for her to survive she needed the kiss from her one true 
love.  Equally the same plot story in both Sleeping Beauty and 
Cinderella who both needed to be saved by the prince who is male. 
This all contributes to the stereotypical time period.
The next transition period represents the second wave of 
feminism which was between the late 1960s to the early 1970s as 
defined by Krolokke.  In the second wave the most primary concerns 
were; “documenting sexism in private as well as public life and 
delivering a criticism of gendered patterns of socialization” (Krolokke, 
2020)
 The patterns in these first three movies of this period are centred 
around the female main character needing to be free of any 
societal bonds. Unfortunately the stereotypical role makes a return 
towards the end as she returns to her happily ever after expected 
role of the subservient docile princess wife. 
In this transition period, The Little Mermaid being the first movie 
around this era, centres around the main character Ariel who is a 
sixteen-year-old princess mermaid who longed to be on dry land 
curious about the world above water and outside of her ocean 
Kingdom.
Ariel became brave and adventurous so becomes inquisitive about 
the world beyond the ocean. This was Disney’s progression in 
portraying the independent women role.  This shortly reverted back 
to the “princess needs a hero” plot where the hero is a male figure 
returning to the same stereotypical role which was familiar during 
the first wave of feminism.
Beauty and the Beast was released three years after Disney’s first 
attempts at progressing the female Protagonist role in the Little 
Mermaid.  However for the same reason where the prince is the 
hero, Beauty and the Beast falls short due to stereotypical plot which 
still exists during the story.  Belle who is independent, speaks her 
mind, who escapes the normal stereotyped role by wandering off on 
her own reading books and standing up to Gaston bravely to help her 
father is soon slips back again to a character who is dependent on 
her hero (the prince) when she should have been the hero (heroine).
A similar issue lies in the films Aladdin, Tangled and The Princess and 
the Frog, they all face the same problem where the main female 
character tries to break free of the gender stereotypical role to 
pursue her own dreams rather than the path being defined for her.
In Aladdin where Jasmine is the lead female role she rebels against 
the stereotypical traditions of the women in Agrabah. She refuses to 
marry into an arranged marriage to marry the man that she loves, 
but she was helped along with the Genie and Aladdin to pursue this.
In The Princess and the Frog, Tiana, Disney’s first African-American 
Princess, is represented as a strong, determined woman whos dream 
is to open her own restaurant. However she was dependant on her 
marriage to Prince Naveen, so not acknowledged by the strength of 
her as a character. 
Lastly the final movie in this transition was Tangled where the story 
is based around a 16 year old effervescent teenager Rapunzel who 
rebels against her mother to break way from being locked up and 
imprisoned in a tower, and longs to adventure the outside world on 
a quest to see the lights of Corona. This is where we see a hint of 
breakthrough for the gender barriers. While all the intentions of her 
admirable independence is there she still finds herself reliant on 
Flynn Ryder to help her lead the way in the right direction.
This is where the movies ending differs from the previous. In order to 
save Flynn’s life, Rapunzel makes a heroic sacrifice to help her love. 
However the heroic ending returns vastly back to Flynn, when he 
cuts Rapunzel’s magical hair to save her from mother Gothel’s life 
of slavery knowing that his life was at risk. Rapunzel’s magical tears 
saves her hero, which left viewers questioning whether her crying 
was an act of true love.  The ultimate hero here seems to be Flynn 
rather than Rapunzel. 
Disney released Brave in 2012, although the third wave of feminism 
started in the mid 90s, Disney’s princess stereotyping didn’t really 
break until Brave debuted two years after Tangled, Brave breaks the 
stereotypical pattern of females and princesses and introduces a 
new more modern female protagonist (Merida) Princess of Clan 
Dunbroch.  Merida is an independent girl who rejects the normality 
of marriage, she has determination and is very competitive. She is 
remembered for quoting “I am Merida. Firstborn descendant of Clan 
Dunbroch, and I’ll be shooting for my own hand” (Brave,2012). 
Merida takes action in a place and time where women are referred 
to as strong-willed. Merida rebels against her clan which sends her 
on an adventure of personal discovery learning along the way the 
importance of life. During this journey she becomes aware that she 
has to make sacrifices in order to save her family. The title “Brave” 
had a lot to live up to and with Merida being the heroic protagonist
Female in this role, signifies why Brave is a turning point for Disney.
Frozen being one of the most recent Disney princess movies, has 
Positively developed the female role, breaking the stereotypes you 
witnessed in the earlier movie productions such as Snow White, by 
incorporating two very strong female character leads into the film, 
Princess Anna and Queen Elsa. The movie shows Anna selflessly 
adventuring to find her sister.  The story is based more around family 
than finding love in a  prince. Although Anna is accompanied by three 
other males (Olaf, Sven and Kristoff in the story, she does not rely on 
them or depend on them. She becomes heroic in her last moments 
by protecting her sister from Hans instead of having a kiss from 
Kristiff, to save her life. This makes Anna the heroic character 
that Disney have been longing for and working towards progressing 
in nearly 80 years.


[image: ]
(Brave, 2012, Disney Pixar)


Chapter 3
  (Consequences of stereotyped media?)


 “The media, peers, and family members can all influence a person’s body image. They can encourage people, even from a young age, to believe that there is an ideal body. The image is often an unnatural one.”
 (Brazier, 2022)

Young girls look up to princesses in Disney movies who have 
the perfect image. The perfect face, bodies, flawless singing 
voices. Chasing dreams and forever trying to find their true 
loves.  Girls all around the world are obsessed by this 
stereotypical fantasised ideal role model and are trying to be 
the perfect princess they see in these movies. 

 “Disneys animated films provide many of the first narratives children use to learn about the world forming their moral vision of what good and evil are, what gender roles one can aspire to, and how other ethnicities and cultures can be viewed, thus making Disney an important moral educator in the lives of children and young adults”
 (Muller-Hartmann, 2007)

Take Frozen for example Disney's 2013 hit grossed $1.3 billion at the 
box office and perhaps as much in licensing merchandise. 
(Robehmed, 2015)
 Having won two Oscar awards and winning no 1 with platinum 
album “Let it go” (Lakis, 2014)  Statistics show how much of an 
incredible media and commercial power Disney movies have 
worldwide. These facts gathered are based on only one of Disney’s 
feature movies.  The popularity of Disney’s feature films are 
enormous, Disney’s market value is 215.33bn usd. (Hudson, 2011) 
They make billions on not only feature films but also merchandise, 
games, etc. 

“Television consumption has risen fast over the past two decades and the media market has become highly centralized.  In 1996, the average American household consumed 51 hours of television per week while the average individual watched around 28 hours, an average of four hours per day.”
 (Muller-Hartmann, 2007)

With that being said some data showing the impacts specifically 
through media shows how effective media is influencing viewers on 
body image.  Body image in media can have a negative and 
influential impact on viewers.  Experimental research has provided 
information that media is actually damaging to people causing 
unhappiness and body issues.  The media promotes unrealistic 
expectations of how women are perceived and which ideal body type 
is considered attractive.  When people are convinced into this 
unrealistic expectation that thin/muscular corresponds with 
popularity, success and beauty, often leads to unhappiness and 
feelings of shame with their bodies.  Unfortunately the consequences 
of this unrealistic fantasy creates unrealistic ideals where people will 
go to great lengths  and extremes to engage in harmful diet 
behaviours like laxatives, taking harmful diet products and even 
eating disorders which is life threatening.  Media outlets continue to 
promote that being thin and pretty has positive end results.
This 2004 study illustrates how depictions of body shape influenced 
children.

“A study in 2004 identified the top 25 children videos found that more than two-thirds of these videos linked thinness and physical attractiveness with positive personality traits (e.g., caring, kindness) while 75% of the videos linked obesity with unfavourable traits. These depictions were even more exaggerated in 2010, with 87% of female characters portrayed as underweight in over 180 popular children cartoon programs. In another study of popular children cartoons, females were four times more likely than male characters to be depicted as underweight, and overweight characters were more likely to be portrayed as unintelligent and unhappy compared to underweight characters. In another study of popular children cartoons, females were four times more likely than male characters to be depicted as underweight, and overweight characters were more likely to be portrayed as unintelligent and unhappy compared to underweight characters”
(Linardon, J. 2022) 

Conclusion

Disney over the years have made progress in modifying its depiction 
of their female characters especially their princesses, this has 
reflected in the cultural and times of the feminism movements. 
Although Disney is already popular it’s still uncertain how much the 
progress have adapted to movements in the entertainment industry 
for the views and the values regarding the gender stereotyping, 
cultural and societal standards. It is evident that the characters in the 
movies researched have progressively changed the representation of 
females positively and the rise of female characters have been 
increasing.  However through research and relevant studies including 
the Disney movies its visible that they are still slow at making 
advancements with the surrounded movement times. With that 
being said because of the progression with the movies Frozen and 
Brave, Disney have moved into a more progressive phase, which is a 
way to break the stereotype norms from the traditional gender roles 
that you see in the first wave of feminism. By shattering the stigma 
that the princesses are reliant on a man/prince. Disney is progressing 
towards and beyond that stigma that formulated the company 
making it billions over the decades, for as of October 2014 the 
modern day stereotyped princess is developing more into the 
strong, independent, brave heroic women which will portray a more 
positive outlook for audiences to absorb. 
Seeing equality between genders will build a universal acceptance to 
how defining someone is not by how they are born but by how they 
portray themselves by their actions alone.
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