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Using empirical evidence, critically explore gender, racial or ethnic stereotyping within the media


      A powerful form of social psychology, stereotyping is defined as “cognitive structures that contain the perceiver’s knowledge, beliefs, and expectancies about some human group” (Hamilton & Trolier, 1986, p. 133). Gender stereotypes in particular define behaviours and traits that are desirable along with the expectancies, perceptions and gender roles for both men and women alike (Fiske & Stevens, 1993). Stemming from what are believed to be traditional gender roles, the stereotypical expectation is for men to be the bread-winners where women would stay at home with children and look after the house (Eagly, 1987; Rudman & Phelan, 2008). These traditional gender roles are also present in the media.
     Historically it has been demonstrated by studies that in cartoons and programmes, male characters are prominent, much more so than women, frequently appearing more, displaying more planning and aggression, significantly talking more (Aubrey & Harrison, 2004; Calvert et al., 2003; Thompson & Zerbinos, 1995; Luther & Legg, 2010; Signorielli et al., 1995; Browne, 1998; Hentges & Case, 2013). Whilst women across a variety of media platforms are under-represented, shown to be restricted, subordinate to men, sexualised, homemakers, wives and in non-professional roles (Collins, 2011; Lemish, 2010; Hine et al., 2018). It has been suggested by scholars that this stereotypical and narrow representation of gender roles is frequently apparent in children’s films and programming (Leaper et al., 2002; Signorelli, 2001; Steyer, 2014). 
     There are a number of theories in social and media psychology that highlights how gender stereotypes can have an effect on children and the development of gender identity (Hine et al., 2018; Blakemore et al., 2009). The Social Cognitive Theory and the Identity Theory put forward by Bussey and Bandura (1999) and Hogg et al. (1995) suggest environmental factors (for example the media, parents, peers) play a role in the teaching of gender stereotypes and roles to children (Hine et al., 2018). It is also stressed by constructivist approaches of the important role played by environmental factors (Bem, 1981; Martin & Halverson, 1981). It is proposed by the Gender Schema Theory that experiences and observations made by children are internalised into schemas and cognitive frameworks, this in-turn guides the child’s behaviour (Bem, 1981; Martin & Halverson, 1981; Graves, 1999; Martin et al., 2002). 
     The Social Role Theory proposed by Eagly (2013) serves an important plan that assesses the changes and representations in gender roles over the years (Eagly et al., 2000). The social Role Theory proposes that the way a person behaves and the roles they take are influenced by society’s cultural expectations, with gender beliefs based on environmental observations (Mead, 1934; Hine et al., 2018). It is important to note that the Social Role Theory argues that the environment and cultural norms influence the dynamic learning of behaviours and gender norms by children (Eagly, 2013). This will mean that a substantial change in the construction of gender roles made by society will be reflected in the media representations
(Hine et al., 2018). These changes are specifically applicable to media forms like Disney as a result of their societal contributions (Bryman, 1999). 
      The investigation into the portrayal of female Disney characters before 2010 and the influence of gender roles has been researched by many (Hine et al, 2018). England et al (2011) carried out a quantitive investigation into the Disney Princess films released between the years 1937 and 2009 and argued that both princess and prince characters displayed traditional gender role behaviours. On examination gender characteristics, rescue behaviours and outcomes that are romantically themed are supported by qualitative studies, criticising the gender stereotypes (specifically female portrayal), with a focus on the sexualisation and exotic, what is sacrificed for a common goal and relationships with other characters that are troubled (Matyas, 2010; Lacroix, 2004; Dundes, 2001; Beres, 1999; Do-Rozario, 2004).  This has been emphasised by Towbin et al (2004) that in the 26 Disney films released between the years 1937 and 2000, the appearance of females is has a higher value than intellect and those that appeared to be helpless, needing protection and are domesticated have a higher chance to marry compared to those that appear undesirable. 
     Hine et al (2018) explored gender characteristics of princes and princesses in the main role, by looking into five Disney films between the years 2000 and 2010 – Tangled, The Princess and the Frog, Frozen, Moana and Brave. The results concluded that both male and female traits are exhibited by princess characters, specifically when compared to princess characters in more historically Disney films, this is the same for their male counterparts (Hine et al., 2018). There is also the suggestion that both princes and princesses alike between 2000 and 2010 take an equal role in the behaviours of rescue and there are now non-romantic endings which is a change from the traditional Disney films (Hine et al., 2018). This is supportive of research previously carried out by England et al (2011) and popular press articles (Abersol, 2014; Pulver, 2016), who suggest that characters in Disney films between 2000 and 2010 display more evened male and female trait profiles. This can be reflected further in assertive traits sitting alongside tentative traits displayed by female Disney characters (Hine et al., 2018). 
       The more unassertive behaviours displayed by historical princesses are being replaced with behaviours that are strong, athletic and independent (Davis, 2006; Hine et al., 2018). This change is reflective of a child’s awareness of princess trait profiles changing and supportive of suggestions that media outlets, including Disney, are beginning to present characters that are balanced and positive role models for children (Hine et al., 2018; Dunsmore, 2017; Duralde, 2016; Machado, 2016; Ngata, 2016; To, 2016). All of these results conform to the social change patterns provided by Eagly (2013) and the Social Role Theory. 
     In Disney films between 2000 and 2010, the gender role profiles reflect and shape the roles and freedom of Western society girls and women that is ever changing (Marsh, 2016). This is specifically important as a number of theories highlight how important these models are for the formation of gender identity, for example the Gender Schema Theory, that suggests that the observation of these models carries positive ramifications for a young child’s socio-emotional well-being (Martin & Halverson, 1981; Hine et al., 2018). In recent modifications, the prince characters in all Disney films between 2000 and 2010 have been shown to display more feminine characteristics than masculine (Hine et al., 2018). Suggesting that although the characterisation of androgynous prince characters presented by England et al (2011) is supported by Hine et al (2018), there is an obvious feminine trend in behaviour. This supports the discussion of the complex male characters in Disney, that the historical and hero prince characters are being replaced with characters that are sensitive (Hine et al, 2018). 
     There is a possibility that masculinity is being re-valued by Disney along with established male gender norms (Hine et al., 2018). With media presenting messages of hyper-masculinity, it is important that Disney films are presenting feminine behaviour models to young boys (Davis, 2013; Coyne et al., 2016; Brown et al., 2009). Traditionally, emotional restraint was seen to be an ideal masculine trait (Donaldson, 1993), but in Hine et al’s (2018) study for a prince character to show emotion was accounted for in around a quarter of behaviours in Disney films between 2000 and 2010. These behaviours form a large role in prince character interactions, for example in Tangled, ‘I’ve got a dream’ (35:50-40:46) shows stereotypically aggressive male characters openly sing about the dreams that they have however feminine they seem to be (Hine et al., 2018). 
     In other Disney films such as Frozen, Moana and Brave, an ever-increasing escape from the romantic narrative traditionally presented in more historical films is present as the princess characters are depicted as single at the end of their films (Hine et al., 2018).
Suggesting that the need to find love is no longer a key element for princess characters and narratives that are down the traditional romantic lines are made fun of, for example in Brave Merida fights to not be arranged into marriage and in Frozen the idea of Anna wanting to marry a man that she has only just met is seen as an absurd notion to all other characters (Davis, 2006; Hine et al., 2018). Moana is the biggest example of this romantic narrative shift as this narrative does not exist, this is a contrast to the 1930-1950 Disney film romantic narratives where the princess characters lived with their prince charming characters happily ever after (Davis, 2006; Hine et al., 2018). These alternative presentations of a romantic narrative can be seen as ground-breaking for Disney, who has traditionally presented messages that are heterosexually romantic (Hine et al., 2018). These changes are considerably important to the relationship formation and maintenance, understood by children from media construct (Holmes, 2007; Morr-Serewicz & Gale, 2008). The arguments put forward by Hine et al (2018) suggest that Disney films between 2000 and 2010 could undoubtedly impact gender stereotypes for children and could promote gender behaviours that are inclusive and healthy (Hine et al., 2018). 
Another theory linked to the presentation of gender stereotypes in the media is the Muted Group Theory (1991). Houston & Kramarae (1991) proposed the Muted Group Theory, in that more dominant groups in society are seen to be more important than lower power groups. This is particularly noticeable in between men and women, as women have to “choose their words carefully in order to be successful in the male-dominated public arena” (Griffin, 2012, p. 462). The Muted Group Theory discusses women’s inability to speak where and when they choose without male interruption rather than being silent, that there is a lack of ownership of language by women as there is male control within society (Wall & Gannon-Leary, 1999). This language is heavily influenced by gender roles and stereotypes, as it has been said that it is more likely for a woman to utilize language when she is exposed to certain conversation topics and stereotypes (Palomares, 2009; Arnold et al., 2015). 
      This lack of language ownership by women is problematic for Disney, as Disney is a male orientated industry that is presenting the way that women should look, speak and act (Arnold et al., 2015). “Women comprise only 16% of all writers, directors, producers, cinematographers and editors” with 4 out of 13 Walt Disney Company board members being women (Miss Representation, 2011).  The statistics presented in the documentary, Miss Representation (2011), can be problematic for a company such as Disney where titles like Frozen are deemed to be advancing for female gender roles but seem to be presenting the same male gender roles in most films. This allows for male characteristics, such as being the protector to be reinforced (Miss Representation, 2011; Arnold et al., 2015). 
       Arnold et al (2015) carried out a study in which themes that reappear in Snow White (Disney’s oldest princess film) and Frozen (one of the newest titles) are examined. One of the main aims for this study was to establish if Disney has progressed in presentation of both male and female gender messages in Disney films (Arnold et al., 2015). For Disney, the worldwide target child audience are accepting of messages and first impressions of gender roles, and these children while in the development stage will label themselves as either female or male based on what they see (Arnold et al., 2015). Historically in Disney films there is a clear divide between the stereotypes of both men and women, for example from the release of the first Disney film Snow White, Disney have portrayed women as the ‘homemaker’ taking orders from men (Arnold et al., 2015). The portrayal of men in historical Disney films is stereotypically aggressive in the handling of and communication with women, this can be seen in Beauty and the Beast, where the Beast will not take no for an answer from Belle – wanting to make her “his woman” (Arnold et al., 2015). For children of a young age, this relationship where an aggressive person can be changed if you are patient and stick with them, is not a message that parents want to convey (Arnold et al., 2015). 
      In relation to gender there are a number of social norms and the way that these social norms are presented to children is important to understand (Arnold et al., 2015). Towbin et al (2008) found a number of gender related themes in 26 feature length animated Disney films analysed. Towbin et al., (2008) noted a lack of emotions portrayed by male characters, this suggests that men should be physical or violent to show emotion. It is noted by Larson (2013) that exposure to these norms can have an effect on the way society value men, sending such a message to young impressionable boys is likely to portray to them that it is not right to show their true emotions (Towbin et al., 2008). As well as Larson’s (2013) “man’s man” theory, he put forward the idea of a “woman’s woman” as being “soft spoken, kind, and nurturing, but also practical and competent. She may work, but she is also the perfect wife and mother and is always immaculately groomed. However, she may also be vain, rarely has meaningful thought,” (p. 271). 
     With a financially successful princess franchise, concerns have been raised about how the audience and more specifically children are influenced by these Disney characters (Coyne at al., 2016; England et al., 2011; Do Rozario, 2004). Moana has been praised by critics as a heroine who wants to save the world and has a sense of humour with no distractions romantically, this is in contrast to historical Disney princesses of different heritages that are subjects of orientalisation (Dunsmore 2017; Duralde, 2016; Machado, 2016; Ngata, 2016; To, 2016; Lacroix, 2004). With academics exploring the role of princesses in Disney films being an example for young girls, there is very little about how manhood is portrayed in Disney films; Streiff & Dundes (2017) look into the male gender stereotypes in Moana and the links with a psychoanalytical approach to psychology. 
     Achieving considerable success in the box office, by April 2017 Moana earned $643 million worldwide (Box Office Mojo, 2017). This may be because of the two protagonists: Moana, a young female and Maui, an older male (Streiff & Dundes, 2017). Although there is an absence of the traditional phallocentricism in which Maui maintains, this contributes to the “boy code” which promotes masculinity as a mask encouraging gender identities and performances that are rigid; this is common for Disney films (Pollack, 1999; Spencer, 2014; Streiff & Dundes, 2017).  
      The gender patterns in Moana and other Disney films can be seen to be employed unconsciously but conform with hypermasculinity and a patriarchal hierarchy (Streiff & Dundes, 2017). Maui, voiced by Dwayne Johnson (formally a body builder and wrestler at a professional level), is introduced to the audience as muscular and physically impressive; this is a departure from the usual portrayal of Maui as a teenager with a lack of maturity (Herman, 2016; Streiff & Dundes, 2017). In order to take Te Fiti’s “heart”, Maui shapeshifts into a hawk using his magical fishhook, the hawk has connotations of violence as a raptor (taken from the Latin rapere, meaning rape) (Streiff & Dundes, 2017). Te Fiti’s “heart” is said to hold the power to create life, looking remarkable like an egg at moments throughout the film (e.g. 2:06-2:09; 3:12), this has strong links to sex and a love of women but contrasts with way in which Maui aggressively violates Te Fiti’s body (Streiff & Dundes, 2017). This has supportive elements to Freud’s views on sexuality. Freud felt sexuality to be one the most powerful biological forces, the driving force for certain behaviours, however this sexual energy was more than just sexual behaviours in adults, but all sensuous and physical pleasure had a basis for sexual drive (Glassman, 2000). Freud concluded that sexuality or pleasure alone was not accountable for observed phenomena and behaviours, arguing two drives that are basic for humans; aggression and sexuality (Glassman, 2000). 
     Maui’s fishhook seems to be essential to his character and an extension of his groin in some promotional material, noted to radiate heat when used which lends itself to be a phallic symbol (Dundes, 1997; Streiff & Dundes, 2017). Also, a symbol for Maui’s masculinity, the fishhook is originally designed to penetrate the mouths of fish (Marino, 2010). For Maui to win a battle he feels that he needs his fishhook, this logic can be applied to the connotations of domination and strength that comes from the categorisation of the fishhook as fishing tackle (Streiff & Dundes, 2017). This links to Freud’s psychosexual stages of development – the third stage of development, the phallic stage is where children between the ages of 3 and 5 focus on the gratification from their genitals (this does not take the form of adult sexuality) (Glassman, 2000). It could be argued that the behaviours surrounding Maui and his fishhook gives gratification like that of Freud’s phallic stage of development. There is also a connection to Moana’s identity, her father and Freud’s “Electra Complex” which takes place during this phaillic stage (Glassman, 2000; Streiff & Dundes, 2017). Similarly, to Ariel in The Little Mermaid, Chief Tui is over protective and opposed to Moana’s want to travel beyond the reef (Streiff & Dundes, 2017). With the rebellion from Moana and a father that is adamant to keep her safe an Electral element is added that pits the yearn to explore against a father’s control – this can also be seen as a control over Moana’s sexuality (Streiff & Dundes, 2017). 
     The Disney film Moana is seen to reinforce gender roles and stereotypes, these are patterns that can be found in many other Disney films (Coyne et al., 2016; England et al., 2011; Dundes & Streiff, 2016; Streiff & Dundes, 2017). Towards the end of the film, Moana alongside her father ventures beyond the reef exploring open seas and this in turn allows for an Electral finish to the film without love interest complications (Streiff & Dundes, 2017). Maui has his fishhook restored which could mean a restoration in his masculinity, a key part of his character (Streiff & Dundes, 2017).  
     The messages portrayed in Disney films should be cautiously interpreted as they raise a number of concerns that have not been presented in this essay, for example – body image and its negative presentations, racial stereotyping to name but a few (Hine et al., 2018). It is also key to note that Disney is yet to bring out a film that shows a non-heteronormative relationship, even with society’s increase is sexuality acceptance (Hine et al., 2018). Therefore, even with positive representations throughout Disney, there is a need for parents to engage in which Disney films their children consume. This challenges traditional gender norms and stereotypes, in turn this will promote healthy dialogues between parent and child regarding gender (Coyne et al., 2016). As of present, there appears to be a lack of significance towards positive representations of both genders central to Disney films that are balanced, whereas society has advanced with the flexibility of gender roles and norms (Hine et al., 2018). 
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