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Extended Essay 

Abstract 

The purpose of thi s Extended Essay serves to examine the extent to which Disney 

Princess fi lms challenge traditional gender roles. Disney is well known for its 

Princesses, whom are bel ieved to, by their dedicated audiences, rebel against the 

traditional gender based stereotypes. 

In order to explore this in depth I have particularly chosen two fil ms to focus on and 

investigate the proportions in which Disney has gone to really challenge and question 

these long-estab lished ideas. The films used are Disney's Mulan and Snow White and 

the Seven Dwmfs. I have a lso considered a hi storical point of view by analyzing the 

events occurring during the time of the making and release of each ofthe two films. 

For example, I have discussed the situations concerning gender roles du ring the time 

of the Great Depression and the change and advancement in women's rights during 

the 90s. 

After carrying out this deep-rooted investigation 1 have deduced that the Disney 

Princess films do not challenge trad itional gender roles as much as they are acclaimed 

to do so. However, I have also concluded that over time these films have evolved to 

become more challenging of this concept compared to earlier films. 

Wory Count: I 96 

/ 
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Extended Essay 

Introduction 

From its re lease of the " fi rst sound cat1oon" 1 in 1928, Steamboat Willie, starring 

.> Mickey Mouse, Disney 's success brought forth a series of cartoons in the proceed ing 

\ years called the Silly Symphonies, which included Flowers and Trees (1932) "the first 

fu ll-color car1oon"2
, The Three Little Pigs (1933) and ' Who 's Afraid of the Big Bad 

Wolf?' This was j ust the beginning to its prodigious franchise. "Soon there were 

Mickey Mouse dolls, d ishes, toothbrushes, radios, fi gurines -- a lmost everyth ing 

imaginable bore Mickey's likeness."3 T he Walt Disney Company is now known 

w idely for its vario us Disneyland parks around the globe and most important ly, the 

Disney Princesses. 

fn Western tradition, and many others li kewise, the man of the house would a lways be ----the breadwinner of the fam ily, whilst the woman stayed back and tended to her home 

and children. Women were not expected to do much more than find a man who wi ll 

be able to support them. T hey Disney is well known for its rebellious Princesses 

whom go to extreme proportions in order to steer c lear of conformity and to escape 

the indomitable traditions of society. For instance, we see th is level of defiance in The 

1 "The Walt Disney Company and Affiliated Companies - Company History." The 
Walt Disney Company and Affiliated Companies- Corporate Information. Web. 06 
Jan. 2012. http://corporate.d isney.go.com/corporate/complete his tory l .htm l 

2 "The Walt Disney Company and Affi liated Companies- Company History." The 
Walt Disney Company and Affiliated Companies- Corporate Information. Web. 06 
Jan. 20 12. http://corporate.disney.go.com/corporate/complete history l.htm l 

3 "The Walt Disney Company and Affi liated Companies- Company History." The 
Walt Disney Company and Affiliated Companies- Corporate lnformanon. Web. 06 
Jan. 20 12. http://corporale.d isney.go.com/corporate/compJete history 2.htm l 
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Little Mermaid (I 989)4 when Ariel, the daughter of King Triton and the youngest of 

the mermaids, disobeys her father and gives up her vo ice to the sea witch Ursula, in 

order to become human. Later, audiences observed as Mulan di sguised herself as a 

man, jo ined the Chinese army and liberated her country. But to what extent do these 

films really deviate from traditions and stereotypes of gender? ln the end, we see that 

Ariel is real ly just craving Eric's love, while Mulan is only returning the loyalty she 

~ 
feel s her father deserves5

. These examples suggest that even when Disney attempts to ~,)( 

create movies that stray away from stereotypes, a commitment to traditional male and ;/.,~"'/:"-/ c/, 
female roles will always suoface somehow. Earlier fi lms, especially, such as Snow ~ -b -£ ~ ,. ~ White ( I 937)6

, Cinderella ( 1950)7 and Sleeping Beauty ( 1959)8
, show limited or no 

signs of feminism. They simply adhere to tradition; the ' damsel in distress ' is s itting 

and waiting for her 'Prince charming' to come and rescue her. 

4 "The Little Mennaid (1989) - fMDb." The Internet Movie Database (IMDb). Web. 
17 Oct. 2011. <http://www.imdb.com/title/tt0097757/>. 
5 "Why Mulan Tsn't Feminist « There 's More to This than Waves." There 's More to 
This than Waves. Web. 05 Nov. 2011. 
<http://morethanwaves. wordpress.com/2008/ 1110 1/why-mulan-isnt-feminist/>. 

6 "Snow White and the Seven Dwarfs (1937) - IMDb." The Internet Movie Database 
(IMDb). Web. 17 Oct. 2011. <http://www.imdb.com/title/tt0029583/>. 

7 "Cinderella ( 1950 Fi lm)." Wikipedia, the Free Encyclopedia. Web. 17 Oct. 2011. 
<http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Cindere lla_( 1950_film)>. 

8 "Sleep ing Beauty (1959)- TMDb." The Jnfernet Movie Database (IMDb). Web. 17 
Oct. 2011 . <http://www. imdb.com/title/tt0053285/>. 
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Case Study 1: Snow White and The Seven Dwarves 

Snow White was the first of the Disney Princess films, premiering in 1937. In 1929 

the American economy crashed, triggering the Great Depression, which lasted for the 
"':> 

next decade. This fabricated a significant impact upon the roles of men and women. 
'--" 

Their parts played in society were virtually reversed. Women actually received more 

J ) job opportunities than men did. They worked as teachers, nurses and domestic 

servants. Women were also employed in the industries producing arms and munitions, 

pre-World War II. Men struggled to find jobs. They lost their sense of pride and felt 

emasculated.9 In a study carried out by sociologists Robert and Helen Lynd of 

Muncie, Indiana published in 1937, they noticed that: " ... while in the homes the 

women 's world remained large ly intact and the round of cooking, housecleaning, and 

mending became if anything more absorbing." Essentially, housewives did not lose 

their jobs; instead these, to some degree, were enhanced. 10 It was necessary for 

women to hold their families together in difficult times. This new power handed to 

women did have an effect on marriage rates. The fact that men could no longer 

support their families financially meant that women became less dependent on them. 

This could have been a feasible reason why marriage rates decreased "reaching a low 

of7.9marriages per 1000 population in 1932, down from 10.1 in 1929." 11 

9 "Gender Roles during the Great Depression." The Q&A Wild. Web. 25 Nov. 2011. 
<http://wiki.answers.com/Q/Gender_roles_during_the_great_depression>. 

10 "History Now. The Historians Perspective." The Gilder Lehrman Institute of 
American History. Home. Web. 25 Nov. 2011. 
<http://www .gi lderlehrman.org/h istorynow/03 _ 2009/historian4. php>. 

11 NoveLguide I Free Study Guides, Free Book Summaries, Free Book Notes, & More. 
Web. 25 Nov. 20 11. 
<http://www .novelguide.com/a/d iscover/egd _ 0 I /egd _ 0 1_ 00217 .html>. 
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Snow White and The Seven Dwarfs te lls the tale of a young girl and her jealous 

) stepmother. The film begins by exposing the wicked Queen 's character to the 

audience. She looks into the magic mirror and asks, "Magic mirror on the wall, who is 

the fairest one of all?" She finds that it is Snow White whom is the fairest when the 

~ mirror replies with "cheeks red as the rose, hair black as ebony, skin white as snow". 

Her cruelty is immediately unve iled as she orders one of her huntsmen to ki ll her and 

"bring back her hemt". Here, a woman (the Queen) holds the most power, showing 

some divergence from tradition where a man would normally hold the dominating 

role. However, the reason for all of her cruelty is on ly due to one factor, and that is 

her jealousy of Snow White's beauty. This shows that, although she is set apart from 
) 

the typical view of women, the basis of her actions are due to cliched womanly needs. 

\ 

Viewers are then introduced to Snow White. She is dressed in rags (this was enforced 

upon her by the jealous Queen who tried to cover up Snow White's beauty) and she is 

carrying out the stereotypical female role of washing and clean ing. She then begins to 

sing, "l'm wishing, for the one I love to find me today. I'm hoping, and T'm dreaming 

t he nice things he' ll say." She is portrayed as the conventional woman that 

\. audiences are fami liar with. Her role shows no noteworthy importance; she does not 

save the world, she simply performs regular domestic chores. Stereotypical gender 

roles are once again reiterated when Snow Wh ite meets the seven male dwarves. As 

the audience is introduced to them, they are enduring their work in them ines. They 

are presented as hardworking men, making them the only characters in the film with 

real jobs. However, when Snow White has an encounter with the Queen's huntsman, 

-; gender roles are reversed. We see that he is not as manly and courageous as assumed 

considering the fact that he let her escape without killing her. At the same time, Snow 

white is shown to have some independence as she impulsively disappears into the 
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woods on her own. These elements, to some degree, challenge the trad itional gender 

roles where a woman would not dare to run off on her own and a man would never let 

hi s sentiment get the better of him. With her girlish, innocent features and her 

captivating beauty, though, it is possible that the Huntsman weakness was due to this 

and this may therefore show some degree of conformity to stereotypical gender roles. 

Snow White is willingly accepted into the home of the seven dwarves: Sneezy, 

) leepy, Doc, Happy, Grumpy, Bashful and Dopey where she takes on a motherly role . 

./ She cooks for them, makes sure they wash up before dinner and gives them kisses 

before they go off to work. The seven little men become giddy as they receive her 

innocent, gi rl ish kiss suggesting that her sexuali ty takes a stand. If an unknown man 

were to walk into their home it is almost certain that he would not be so readily 

welcomed as was Snow White. With men fee ling so undermined in their role during 

the 1930s Depression, they needed to feel in contro l. Thi s is where sexual relations 

Yc....,_e came into play. This was one of the few things that a wife could do for her husband in 

b ~ I order to help restore his sense of masculinity. The story of Snow White and the Seven 

Dwarves includes some undertones regarding this. The Wicked Queen holds all the 

power in this tale and she is seen as the ' bad guy ', perhaps symbolic of men's fears at ~~~ 
~ the time. Snow White "on the other hand, is domestic, na'lve, and fina lly completely 

~ ,./J helpless." 12 She simply waits for her Prince to come. Still, she is depicted as the 

""J heroine. Tn the end, the Princess's kiss is what managed to save her. "Snow White 
J 

must be restored to life by a man's kiss, reversing the reality of the Depression years 

for many men, who were in their own form of sleeping death, from which they could 

12 "Gender Roles and Sexual Relations, Impact of the Great Depression on" 08 Jan 
20 12. 
Web.http://www.j iffynotes.com/a_study _gu ides/book_ notes/egd _ 0 I /egd_Ol _00217.h 
tml 
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be brought back to life, however briefly, only by a woman's "kiss'"' This is something 

that the men enduring the punishing times of the Great Depression needed to hear. By 

reversing the roles of men and women in this fi lm, they could feel as though they sti ll 

held a purpose. Th is may have been what the story of Snow White signified. lt was an 

13 
escape for them. 

This film overall seems to give a very classic outlook on all its characters. There is 

barely any deviance from traditional gender roles with disregard to the power given to 

the Queen and compassionate behaviour of the huntsman. At the end of the day, Snow 

White is just an orthodox girl who can only be rescued by a man. 

I 

13 "Gender Roles and Sexual Relations, Impact of the Great Depression on" 08 Jan 
20 12. Web. 
http://www.jiffynotes.com/a_study _guides/book_ notes/egd_O l /egd_01 _002 17.html 
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Case Study 2: Mulan 

The story of Mulan (1998) 14 seems to give a more feminist impression on its 

audiences. When speaking about the film passively, she is known as the Disney girl --who went against her father's wishes, deliberately dressed up as a man, joined the 

Chinese army and eventual ly saved her country. She is not, like the rest, a Princess. 

Moreover, her actions certain ly do not stem from her desire for a man 's love. Instead 

)'tis quite the opposite as they arise from her need for self-fulfillment. However, after 

an in depth analysis ofthe film, audience's may begin to ask themselves about the 

extent to which Disney's Mulan really challenges traditional gender roles. Was her 

heroic act just an obligation towards her father? 15 

From the first scene we see that Mulan is generaUy different, her laid-back attitude is 

C ii;.,._ -., immediately visible as audiences watch as she speaks with her mouth full while 

~ \J writing down a series of answers on her arm and arriving late for her chance to 

~ .l mpress the matclunaker, allowing her to potentially "uphold the family honor. " 

Through this spoken phrase it is clear that it was a woman's duty to get married in 

order to preserve their family's honor. In addition to this, Mulan is shown riding a 

horse quite incautiously. This symbolizes her independence and her defiance of 

tradition, as most women would not be seen riding a horse on their own in that t ime. 

All the women in this scene are so caught up in beautify ing Mulan and making her 

perfect for a man, singing "with good fortune and a great hairdo, you' II bring honor to 

us all" . Meanwhile, she gets side tracked by a game of chess. This displays her wish 

14 "Mulan (1 998) - TMDb." The Internet Movie Database (IMDb) . Web. 17 Oct. 20 ll . 
<http://www. imdb.com/title/ttO 120762/>. 

15 "Why Mulan Isn't Feminist« There' s More to This than Waves." There's More to 
This than Waves. Web. 05 Nov. 2011. 
<http:/ltn9rethanwaves.wordpress.com/2008/ 11 /0l /why-mulan-isnt-feminist/>. 
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to convey her intelligence and to learn more; it subtly potirays her craving to break 

free of soc iety's constraints and to live in a world where one's gender did not have to 

control what one could and could not do. 

When Mulan finds out that the Huns have invaded China and her father, Fa Zhou, is 

conscripted for war, she takes a stand and tries to stop him. He is old in age and by 

doing this Mulan is expressing her care for him, a womanly characteristic. Tn return, 

Chi Fu, a member of the Emperor's council, reacts by saying "teach your daughter to 

hold her tongue in a mans presence." This emphasizes her place in society in that era 

~ and how a woman should a lways keep reserved. This scene clearly ab ides by 

tradition, showing that a lthough Mulan herself is quite aberrant from gender 

archetypes, most of the characters around her are not. Later on that evening, she 

behaves rather daringly as she s lams her tea on the dinner table to get her father's 

attention. She argues with him in attempt to keep him from going to war. This is not 

how a young woman would typically and trad itionally speak to her father. He 

confronts her by saying " I know my place, it is time you learned yours." This exhibits 

the two very c lear and distinct gender roles. 

As Mulan runs away from home to go train for the war, the ancestors are awoken and 

begin to argue about her behaviour. They a re worried that "traditional values will 

disintegrate" and she is labeled as a "cross dresser" . This represents how strict 

trad itional values and culture are and how Mulan has broken away from them. 

During her time in training she is s lightly distracted by her commander, Li Shang's, 

well-bui lt physique, revealing her girly demeanor. Disney managed to inc lude this 

even in their most feminist character. It shows how her actions still somehow conform 

to tradition and how even with her utmost focus on finding herself; hindrance by a 

11 
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man was still possib le. The song ' A Girl Worth Fighting For' portrays the 

"conflicting messages regard ing masculinity and femininity in Mulan."16 In this song 

masculinity is defined by strength, demonstrated in the lyrics "My girl will marvel at 

/

my strength, adore my battle scars" and "I' ll bet the ladies love a man in armor." This 

a lso suggests how women are seen as " pass ive supporters" of men at war, however 

they are not "active participants" of society. 17 Femin in ity is e lucidated by the lyrics 

" lt all depends on what she cooks Like" and "T want her paler than the moon, with 

eyes that shine like stars." T his depicts how femininity is focused on domesticity and 

aesthetics. When Mulan tries to add "How 'bout a girl who's got a brain, who a lways 

speaks her mind?" she is dismissed immediately by the other men with the phrase 

"Nah!" showing how a there is no room for a woman with inte llect and that her role 

as a domestic wife and caring mother is they way it should be. 

I During an attack by the Huns, an avalanche is triggered causing their Chief 

Commander to fa ll off the edge ofthe c liff. Mu lan, d isgu ised as 'Ping', manages to 

I 

I 

rescue him. This scene complete ly contradicts stereotypes of genders as here a woman 

is represented as the strong one. Out of a ll the men present in the army, Mulan, the 

woman, is the only o ne with the strength and courage to save Shang and she is named 

"the bravest of (them) all''. A perspective on gender roles is reversed here. However, 

they discover that she has been wounded and during her time in recovery, her true 

identity becomes apparent. Shang uncovers that she is actua lly a woman and 

c ircumstances proceed to go downhill from there. Chi Fu treats her disrespectfully 

16 "A Girl Worth F ighting For'' Ana lysis." Gender Stereotypes in Disney Princess 
Music. Web. 23 Nov. 20 II . <http://d isneyprincess-swag.blogspot.com/2009/11/girl
wotth-fighting-for-analysis. htm l>. 

17 "A Girl Worth Fighting For" Ana lys is." Gender Stereotypes in Disney Princess 
Music. Web. 23 Nov. 20 11. <http://disneyprincess-swag.blogspol.com/200911 1/girl
wotth-fi ght ing-for-ana lysis. htm I>. 
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and it is as if she had never even rescued Shang. Her efforts and bravery are now 

entire ly disregarded just because she is a woman. When she tries to warn the army 

that the Huns are still around, she is ignored and Mushu reminds her "you're a girl 

again, remember?" This de lineates how now that she is known as a woman again; she 

does not really have a voice in society anymore. 

In 1994, The Violence Against Women Act was passed 18
• This marked a significant I change in the lives ofwomen then. Mulan was released in 1998 and therefore the 

somewhat feminist behaviour illustrated in her character may be due to the 

transformation ofwomen 's right in world at the time of creating the fi lm. Also in 

1997, Madeleine Albright was made the first woman U.S. secretary ofstate19
. This 

can also be reflected in the fi lm, as Mulan is eventually accepted for being the first 

woman to fight in defence of her country and in the end was rewarded for it; she is 

g iven a medal and a sword to show the world her accomplishment, and she was to be 

made a member of the Emperor's council. 

18 "Decade by Decade: 1990s- Women of the Century- DiscoverySchool.com." Free 
Teacher Resources I Discovery Education. Web. 02 Nov. 2011. 
<http://school.discoveryeducation.com/schooladventures/womenofthecentury/decade 
bydecade/ 1990s.html>. 

19 "Decade by Decade: 1990s- Women of the Century- DiscoverySchool.com." Free 
Te9cher Resources I Discove1y Education. Web. 02 Nov. 20 II. 
<http://school.discoveryeducation.com/schooladventures/womenofthecentury/decade 
~decade/1990s. htm I>. 
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A comparison of the two films 

The feminist perspectives of Snow White and Mulan are altogether very contrasting. 

Considering the large time gap between when each of the films was made, values and 

porirayal of women were bound to change. The first comparison that may be drawn 

between the two is the diffe rence in the songs they sing in the early stages of the 

fi lms. They each have a song reflecting their inner desires, however, these cravings of 

theirs are clashing. As mentioned before, Snow White sings about the man of her 

dreams finding her and sweeping her off of her feet. She does not want much more 

than this and believes that this will bring her true happiness. This is an old fashioned 

belief held by women who were dependent on a male figure in their lives, much 

before World War II. As discussed earlier, during the Depression and the War, 

women's roles began to transform and they became less reliant on men. They did not 

think in this traditional way as much. Mulan, on the other hand, sings about fmding 

herself and feeling I ike she does not belong. Her comfort does not rely upon finding 

the perfect man or such. The lyrics, "Who is that girl I see, staring straight back at 

me? Why is my reflection someone I don't know?"20 indicate more depth in her 

character as she is trying to understand more about herself and the lyrics, "Can it be 

I'm not meant to play thi s par1?"21 show that she is different to most women and she is 

fine with that and therefore her character is not represented so traditionally as Snow 

White is. Another comparison that can be made is how in Snow White, she is rescued 

by the prince, where as in Mulan, she rescues the Chief commander, Shang. This is 

20 "Mulan- Reflection Lyrics." Lyrics, Song Lyrics -LyricsMode.com. Web. ll Dec. 
2011 . <http://www.lyricsmode.com/lyrics/m/mulan/reflection.html>. 

21 "Mulan - Reflection Lyrics." Lyrics, Song Lyrics- LyricsMode.com. Web. II Dec. 
2011. <http://www.lyricsmode.com/lyrics/m/mulan/reflection.htm 1>. 

14 



Extended Essay 

interesting to note as normally it wou ld be the man helping the woman, whereas in 

Mulan the roles are reversed entirely. 

i 
I 
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Conclusion 

In terms of Snow White and the Seven Dwarfs, it is apparent that traditional ro les are 

not quite challenged. Throughout the film, Snow White essentia lly hopes and waits 

for her prince to arrive at her door and rescue her. She does not take much action to 

/ arrive where she wants to, but instead sings about it in hopeless me lodies while she 

carries out regular domestic chores. She does take a standing role, however, when she 

is confident enough to run off into the woods on her own. It reflects that her character 

possesses some independence and has the ability to fend for herselfw hen it is really 

necessary. This is image of her is quick ly erased however, as the audience watches 

her trust in the forest animals and later in the seven dwarfs. This pottrays a na'ive 

girl's foolish and gullible behaviour, which is a lso later illustrated when she takes a 

bite of the witch' s poisoned apple, a qua lity in which a traditional fema le character 

wou ld endow due to the lack of experience and exposure to the outside world. Though 

her trusting in the dwarfs did not land her in much trouble, she s imply wound up 

working and carry ing out the same domestic chores as she was at the beginning. 

During most of the film, it seems as though the Wicked Queen holds the most power, 

nevertheless, she ends up being smashed by a boulder at her own cost and Snow 

White is awoken from her 'eternal sleep ' 22 by the prince's kiss. Th is reveals that in 

the end, the male character in the film supports the most dominant ro le and carries the 

most power. 

//When analyzing the film Mulan as a whole, it is mprisingly not as fem inist as most 

audiences would believe it to be. It is filled w ith traditional values and sexist 

undettones, fo r example in the behaviour of Chi Fu towards Mulan when she attempts 

22 Snow White and the Seven Dwarfs (1937); film (USA): Walt Disney Productions 

16 



Extended Essay 

to stand up for her father, and also in the way her father speaks to her, demanding her 

to learn her place. The film enforces how a woman's main role in society is to be 

married offto a good man in order to ' uphold the famil y honor' 23 and makes it crystal 

clear of the consequences to be faced if a woman tries to stand up for herself, her 

family or even her country. However, in contrast to this, Mulan 's character herself is 

what really challenges the classic gender roles. Despite the film being entirely 

conformist on its own, her character defies this. This is Disney's way of challenging 

the norm. By placing such a character in such circumstances where the rul es of 

tradition apply so strictly, they are able to pm1ray what is it to be independent and to 

challenge such a society with the reality and the consequences that follow. She 

manages to save China and she is rewarded to r th is, but in the end it seems as though 

she is really just depicted as the stereotypical woman as viewers find that a ll she 

really wants is to return to her fam ily and live a regular life where the affection 

between Li Shang and her could potentia lly grow. 

It can be deduced from this that the Disney classics do not challenge traditional 

gender roles as much as they are credited to do so and as much as audiences believe 

them to, however, over time they sure ly have developed to become more challenging, 

as seen in the examples between Snow White and Mulan. 

'ford Count: 3,438 

23 Mulan (1994); film (USA): Walt Disney Productions 
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