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Introduction
Walt Disney Animation Studios is 

a division of the Walt Disney Company, 
founded in 1923. Since its establishment, 
this company has earned recognition as 
a powerhouse in the fi lm industry, and 
has come to produce content iconic for 
consumers of all ages. One of the most 
profi table facets of Walt Disney Studios 
includes the “Princess Line” of fi lms. Th is 
line now offi  cially includes eleven princesses 
and has accrued billions in merchandise. 
Disney markets movies, products, and 
merchandise quite literally from the cradle — 
using mobiles, onesies, and plushies — to the 
grave, with funerals and headstones featuring 
Disney’s most famous movie characters and 
quotes. Considering the prevalence of Disney 
princesses in popular culture, it is important 
to recognize the impact that these fi lms 
have on their young viewers. Children are 
especially aff ected by the media surrounding 
them daily. Moreover, Disney princesses 
seem to be a major focus of younger girls. 

Because of Disney’s societal ubiquity, 
researchers like Halim et al. and Merrick 
explored aspects of the characters and the 
hypothetical impacts of these fi lms on 
children.1,2 One in particular, “Gender 
Role Portrayal and the Disney Princesses”, 
was of great interest in this project. In their 
research, England, Descartes, and Collier-
Meek provided an analysis as well as a coding 
schema for all of the Disney princess movies 
from Snow White and the Seven Dwarfs to 
Th e Princess and the Frog, the fi lm most 
recently released fi lm at the time of their 
publication.3 When fi rst approaching this 
topic with respect to England, Descartes, 
and Collier-Meek’s study, an obvious gap was 
noted in the literature. Since its publication 
in 2011, three more Disney princess movies 
had been released. Consequently, this 
research serves to modernize the previously 
conducted study by compensating for the 
gap in literature. Additionally, this study 
expands upon previous research to account 
for antagonists in each of these fi lms, a factor 
entirely original to this study. Th is expansion 
furthers the investigation of how gender roles 
aff ect character portrayals throughout these 
fi lms.

Th is project focuses on Disney princesses, 

their male counterparts, and their fi lms’ 
villains as well as the gender roles that each of 
these characters portray by both expanding 
upon previously unconsidered literature 
and more comprehensively investigating 
literature previously studied. Researchers 
viewed, analyzed, and coded for the 
following nine Disney movies: Snow White 
and the Seven Dwarfs (1937), Cinderella 
(1950), Sleeping Beauty (1959), Th e Little 
Mermaid (1989), Aladdin (1992), Mulan 
(1998), Th e Princess and the Frog (2009), 
Tangled (2010), and Frozen (2013). Th ese 
fi lms were strategically selected to provide a 
synoptic, albeit not exhaustive, sample of the 
manner in which Disney character portrayals 
may have evolved over the course of a 
century. Th e main interest of this study was 
to consider the evolution of gender portrayal 
in Disney princess fi lms with respect to the 
implications of these gendered portrayals on 
young viewers. 

During playtime, little girls can be 
seen emulating their favorite princesses, be 
it Rapunzel’s vivacious personality, Snow 
White’s mellifl uous voice, or Ariel’s iconic 
throwing-herself-on-the-rock scene. In 
contrast, male counterparts in Disney movies 
are generally portrayed as hypermasculine, 
especially in considering male protagonists 
from the oldest fi lms. Although admittedly 
on a smaller scale, young boys may be 
seen emulating Prince Phillip’s bravery 
when fi ghting a dragon or Flynn Rider’s 
Machiavellian-esque charm.  If one were to 
ask today’s adults, many would have similar 
memories of mimicking these behaviors. 
However commonplace, the notion of little 
girls wanting to be a princess is nonetheless 
associated with perpetuating harmful or 
retrogressive stereotypes, such as equating 
femininity with passivity and viewing 
romantic relationships in terms of needing 
to be saved. 

Disney movies have encompassed the 
central dogma of children’s entertainment 
throughout the last century; children have 
subsequently been emulating these princesses 
for generations. As such, recognizing 
whether these highly regarded characters still 
portray traditional gender roles will help in 
determining the perpetuation of an outdated 
narrative in modern times. Th roughout 

the course of this project, the hope is to 
comprehensively represent literature not 
previously examined, while considering how 
both confl ict resolution and the portrayal of 
villains’ gender roles throughout these fi lms 
may propagate outdated ideals regarding 
gender and gender expression. 

Literature review 
I. Gender roles and the Social Learning Th eory

Albert Bandura’s Social Learning 
Th eory states that human behavior is 
learned through observation, imitation, and 
modeling.4 Th ere is no innate necessity for 
rewards or punishments in order to reinforce 
these learned behaviors, although they could 
serve to improve the process of learning. 
Kretchmar also discusses how there are three 
diff erent types of observational behavior: 
live, verbal instruction, and fi nally, symbolic 
media, the aspect most heavily focused on 
throughout this project.5 

Cohen emphasizes the impact of this 
theory on young minds, and discusses how 
the stereotypes portrayed in these movies 
can contribute negatively towards a child’s 
growing sense of self.6 Cohen also discusses 
Disney villains’ appearances and behaviors, 
which often deviate from acceptable gender 
stereotypical portrayals. Cohen ultimately 
asserts that this representation links 
nonconforming individuals as characters 
who are untrustworthy and mischievous. 

Two diff erent studies conducted by 
Halim, et al. considered children and the 
rigidity of their ideals regarding their own 
gender performance.1 It also considered 
how these performances may aff ect the 
way children act and dress. Ultimately, 
these studies affi  rmed that the more rigid a 
child’s understanding of his or her gender, 
the more likely he or she was to conform 
to stereotypical notions of gender including 
dress, pragmatics, and mannerisms while 
engaging with others. 

Another 2009 study was conducted in 
a kindergarten classroom with young girls 
considered “avid fans” of the princess genre. 
Th e study analyzed previously unexplored 
factors like princess toys and merchandise, 
looking at their impact on gender identities 
and discourses attached to the fi lms. Th e 
notion of productive consumption explains 
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how girls enthusiastically took up familiar 
media narratives, encountered social 
limitations in princess identities, improvised 
character actions, and revised story lines to 
produce counter-narratives of their own.7 
The more familiar a child was with the 
storyline of her favorite princess, the more 
likely the child was to engage in activities or 
behaviors that the child thought her favorite 
princess would do as well. 
II. Disney princesses and gender portrayal

Another study looked at a variety of 
Disney movies, from the oldest to most 
recent films.8 It analyzed how the Walt 
Disney Company attempts to attract a 
greater adult audience and reaches a range 
of issues in contemporary cultural studies. 
Such issues include the performance of 
gender, race, and class, as well as engendered 
narratives in science, technology, business, 
and family life. The authors ultimately assert 
that, “sanitization of violence, sexuality, and 
political struggle [are] concomitant with an 
erasure or repression of difference".  

A photo essay entitled “Part of Your 
(Patriarchal) World” investigated screenshots 
from the classic The Little Mermaid 
and explored how gender performances 
portrayed in those shots reinforce negative 
feminine stereotypes. It also analyzed the 
villainess Ursula and how Ariel and Ursula 
might represent heteronormative and queer 
points of view respectively, as well as how 
those portrayals serve to alienate specific 
audiences.9

A different study delved into Pixar 
movies.10 Instead of gendered performances, 
however, the study almost exclusively 
considered characters’ animations. Coding 
included whether characters were drawn 
with breasts, eyelashes, or their physical 
build, as well as whether or not they were 
employed, amongst numerous factors. This 
study concludes that, “results displayed no 
significant differences between males and 
females for most items.” However, the content 
analysis omits significant differences between 
gendered portrayal, including inaccurate 
proportions or representations in voice or 
mannerisms. Furthermore, any differences 
between men and women are mentioned 
but minimized. As such, this study fails to 
achieve any insightful analysis regarding the 
true presence of gendered differences in Pixar 
animated films or the implications of these 
variances.

Three of the four films considered 
in Hoerner’s article have significance in 
relation to this project, including Cinderella, 
Snow White and the Seven Dwarfs, and 
Sleeping Beauty.1 This study indicates the 
negative possible implications perpetuated 
by traditional gender stereotypes in each 
movie. Hoerner asserts that female characters 
in these films are, “domestic, nurturing, and 
likely to marry because they seem incomplete 

without a man. These women are presented 
as inferior beings to men, and her appearance 
is valued more than her intellect.” (p. 213). 
Conversely, Hoerner argues that powerful 
women are feared rather than celebrated, and 
tend to be portrayed as malevolent, intense, 
and unlikable villains. 

England, Descartes, and Collier-Meek 
analyzed eight Disney princess films, then 
defined for and coded various traditionally 
masculine or feminine characteristics like 
assertiveness, tending towards appearance, 
bravery, indifference, and fearfulness, 
amongst others. Research conducted by 
England, Descartes, and Collier-Meek 
undoubtedly serves as the most influential 
study from which this analysis and coding 
were established and expanded upon. 
Ultimately, England, Descartes, and Collier-
Meek assert that while protagonists in Disney 
princess films portray characteristics expected 
of their assigned gender, these behaviors 
become increasingly more androgynous over 
time. Finally, the authors cited the cultivation 
theory and constructivist approach to 
support their proposal that watching 
gendered content will likely influence gender 
development in children.3

III. Women’s liberation and the Disney princess 
revolution

Alter’s article in Time magazine discusses 
seven different Disney princesses and 
hypothesizes the values that these princesses 
would stand for if they lived in modern 
times.11 The article effectively brands each of 
the princesses as feminist icons, highlighting 
their values and inner strength. This idea of 
reading feminism into such films reached 
an apex upon the release of Frozen. Law 
considers the unprecedented success of the 
2013 film Frozen and attributes its success 
to both its progressive portrayal of female 
characters as well as its modern approach 
to traditional fairytale storytelling. Through 
simultaneously adhering to and challenging 
conventional fairytale themes and gender 
roles, Law asserts that the role of heroine 
and princess need not be mutually exclusive. 
Through its messages of familial love, self-
discovery, and acceptance of diversity, Law 
asserts that this movie institutes an innovative 
model for the modern fairytale.12  

Merrick’s editorial for a London-based 
newspaper discusses how Frozen’s Elsa serves 
as a superhero-esque figure for little girls 
who have not yet been affected by societal 
norms, like the author’s own four-year-
old daughter. Merrick discusses how Elsa’s 
concurrent status as a queen and a figure of 
empowerment allows for little girls to see 
women in a role of power at an early age, a 
previously unprecedented event.2 

Whelan’s article centers upon the 20th 
century princess narrative as utilized by 
the Walt Disney Corporation to encourage 
its audiences to accept their position as 

girls and women in American society.13 

Conventionally, women are represented 
as traditional and submissive. While this 
article makes a strong argument for the 
negative role that 20th century Disney 
princess films had on influencing a woman’s 
ideation of her “proper” place in society, it 
omitted 21st century films and subsequently 
failed to mention any progressive shifts 
made throughout these films to more 
comprehensively represent gender roles 
portrayed by the modern ideal woman. 
IV. Villainy and diversity in Disney princess 
films

Lacroix’s study considers five different 
female protagonists who were women of 
color in Disney movies. Lacroix interrogates 
the gender and race-related themes offered in 
these films, as well as the ways in which these 
ideas and the notion of whiteness operate 
within a larger socio-historical framework.14

Li-Vollmer and LaPointe’s work 
investigates how perceptions of gender non-
normative appearances, gestures, behaviors, 
and dialogues, termed "queering", are used as 
an indicator of villainy in children's animated 
films. The study considers ten male villains 
in animated films, and looks specifically at 
how the villains’ portrayal of gender directly 
correlates to their portrayal as deviant and 
undesirable. This study also discusses the 
role of heteronormativity throughout these 
films.15

Moffit and Harris’s study asks black 
mothers to reflect on the 2009 film The 
Princess and the Frog, in which the main 
character, Tiana, is black. Four themes 
emerged from their discussions: (a) film as 
negation; (b) princess as unattainable; (c) 
beauty as internal; and (d) work as virtuous. 
Moffit suggests that black communities 
consciously interrogate the images used 
to represent them in media in an effort 
to empower themselves and counter the 
seemingly incessant, prevalent, and degrading 
screen images they encounter.16

Hypotheses
Through research, the decision was made 

to include three main hypotheses, each related 
to the films’ princesses, male counterparts, 
and villains respectively as the three main 
focuses of this project. Another hypothesis 
was dedicated to the films’ resolutions. When 
looking at the princesses, it was theorized that 
as time passed, the princesses would become 
better-rounded characters, showing more 
balance in the masculine and feminine roles 
they portray. However, it was still expected 
that the princesses’ actions would remain 
more feminine than masculine. Similarly, 
it was theorized that the male counterparts’ 
actions would begin more stereotypically 
masculine, becoming more balanced as time 
moved on, albeit ultimately remaining more 
stereotypically masculine than feminine. The 
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villains would display gender characteristics 
that deviated from the expected behaviors of 
their assigned gender. In considering conflict 
resolution, it was anticipated that the earlier 
movies would have more violent endings, 
while more recent films would experience 
a shift towards themes of love and familial 
acceptance. 

Methodology
Since its founding in 1923, the Walt 

Disney Company has produced more than 
fifty five full-length feature films and as of 
2016, garnered a total net worth of over 
ninety two billion dollars.17 Its predominance 
has spread throughout the globe and 
encompasses many forms of entertainment, 
including six theme parks, several movie 
production businesses, partnerships with 
some of the biggest corporations in the world, 
and merchandise including toys, books, 
technology, and cosmetics. Disney characters 
are so easily recognizable by most people that 
they are even used in classrooms. As such, 
it is clear that Disney’s marketing reach is 
broad. Their movies, especially those in the 
“Princess Line”, have defined femininity 
and masculinity for generations. Just as 
today’s youth is influenced by these films’ 
portrayals, Disney influenced individuals 
nearly a century ago. Snow White is puerile 
and naive, all while sporting perfect-looking 
makeup, long flirty lashes, and graceful 
mannerisms. Two other original princesses, 
Aurora and Cinderella, are demure dreamers, 
with graceful movements and mellifluous 
voices whose main charge is to assist with 
household chores. Through the perpetuation 
of these outdated ideals, it can be argued 

###

Characteristic Definition

Curious about princess Prince shows concerned interest in princess: who she is, where she is from, etc.

Wants to explore Long for adventure, investigation and search into unknown

Physically strong Ability to overcome someone/something by use of hitting and moving

Assertive Assertion and affirmation of a position or idea. This can include assertiveness with or without aggression.

Unemotional Suppression or lack of emotion shown in response to pleasure or pain

Independent Not dependent on authority figure or another. This can include doing something out of the ordinary for a 
culture or performing an action against others.

Athletic Running, jumping, kicking – anything that requires athleticism

Engaging in Intellectual Activity Reading or showing use of thought.

Inspires Fear Causing someone to respond with fear or nervousness. This can be done through intimidation and violence but 
does not have to be intentional.

Brave Courageous, daring, putting self in the way of danger

Described as physically attractive 
(masculine)

Attractiveness focusing on handsomeness

Gives advice Providing guidance, including being asked or not being asked for help

Leader One who leads a group including giving orders and directions

Table 1: Masculine Coding Definitions

that Disney characters represent an obsolete 
countenance as the “ideal”. 

Nine films were considered in order to 
demonstrate a comprehensive progression 
of gender roles throughout the timeline of 
Disney princess movies: Snow White and the 
Seven Dwarfs, Cinderella, Sleeping Beauty, 
The Little Mermaid, Aladdin, Mulan, 
Tangled, The Princess and the Frog, and 
Frozen. Including films released from 1937-
2013, this sample was thought to be diverse 
and thorough, representative of the entire 
population of Disney films. For the sake of 
time and in an effort to avoid repetition, 
both Beauty and the Beast and Pocahontas 
were excluded since these movies featured 
similarities to films that were already being 
studied. Additionally, Brave was not included 
in the coding. While Princess Merida serves 
as the main character in this film, the film 
does not incorporate a significant male 
counterpart, and also embodies a “man 
against self ” theme of conflict. As such, the 
film could not be entirely coded for. At the 
time of coding, Moana, the newest princess 
movie, had not yet been released and was 
thereby excluded. While researching for 
this project, it was noticed that there was a 
significant lack of comprehensive research on 
antagonists across any animated Disney film, 
which was accounted for by including villains 
in this research. The coders watched each of 
these films at least once, repeating watching 
the films as needed to assure precision and 
accuracy in results. 

For the sake of consistency, this study 
built upon the coded content analysis as 
defined in “Gender Role Portrayal and the 
Disney Princesses” by England, Descartes, 

and Collier-Meek.3 The coding outlined 
thirteen specific masculine traits and sixteen 
specific feminine traits. These traits included 
a multitude of behaviors like submissiveness, 
helpfulness, bravery, and leadership 
ability, as well as physical characteristics 
like athleticism. The full lists of coding 
definitions are listed below in Tables 1 and 2. 
Another factor coded for in the 2011 study 
was the films’ resolutions, which can be seen 
in Table 3 below.3 Resolution is operationally 
defined using the initial goals identified at the 
beginning of the films, as well as the means 
by which these goals are accomplished. This 
coding was incorporated in studying the 
female and male protagonists for all of the 
princess movies from Snow White and the 
Seven Dwarfs to Frozen. 

Procedure
For this study, two coders simultaneously 

conducted content analysis. Each coder 
considered and coded for the pre-established 
masculine and feminine characteristics while 
watching the nine films. As mentioned above, 
these criteria were taken from an earlier 
study.3 The list of traits to consider for was 
discussed to ensure precision and objectivity 
in results. For example, researchers coded 
for characters’ actions or spoken feelings. 
By nature of the behavior, these acts 
leave little to no room for interpretation. 
Removing ambiguity throughout coding 
led to consistent and reliable results while 
minimizing human error. To further ensure 
reliability by establishing a consistent baseline 
and resolving any inconsistencies, the coders 
initially viewed two movies together, Mulan 
and The Princess and the Frog, before coding 
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the other seven independently. These movies 
were chosen as they deviated in some manner 
from “traditional” Disney princess films. 
For instance, Mulan impersonates a male 
for a significant portion of the film, thus 
some level of incongruence was expected 
in coding. In The Princess and the Frog, 
both the princess and her male counterpart 
are frogs for majority of the film, and this 
factor was anticipated to alter results to some 
degree. 

Coding
Coding definitions for these films 

included gendered characteristics as applied 
to the princesses, male counterparts, and 
villains. The masculine and feminine 
characteristic coding definitions were 
adapted from “Gender Role Portrayal and 
the Disney Princesses.”3 The authors of this 

study established the coding definitions 
for the films’ resolutions based on content 
analysis. Although it may be argued that the 
following coding definitions act to reinforce 
the very masculine and feminine stereotypes 
being critiqued, it is necessary to establish 
what would be stereotypically expected of 
a masculine or feminine character in order 
to most accurately assess and critique those 
narratives. Below, Table 1 and Table 2 outline 
the operational definitions for masculine and 
feminine characteristics coders considered. 
Table 3 depicts the coding definitions for the 
films’ possible resolutions. 

Coders were given a print-out of these 
characteristics as well as a blank sheet of 
paper, and tallied characters’ masculine or 
feminine actions in a column labeled for 
each princess, male counterpart, or villain 
respectively. Every time a gendered activity 

was observed, a tally mark was coded. At the 
film’s conclusion, tally marks were totaled and 
the overall ratio of each character’s feminine 
to masculine actions was determined. The 
ratios for the princesses, male counterparts, 
and villains are displayed below in Figures 
1, 2, and 3 respectively. Table 4 illustrates 
the results for each film’s conflict resolution. 
These results were determined through 
discussion at the film’s conclusion. 

Discussion
Considering the first hypothesis, 

research indicated that the princesses 
progressively became more balanced between 
their displayed masculine and feminine 
characteristics. As such, outcomes supported 
the hypothesis. Starting with Snow White, 
coding shows in Figure 1 that her feminine 
characteristics outweigh her masculine 

###

Table 2: Feminine Coding Definitions
Characteristic Definition

Tends to Physical Appearance Prince shows concerned interest in princess: who she is, where she is from, etc.

Physically Weak Long for adventure, investigation and search into unknown

Submissive Ability to overcome someone/something by use of hitting and moving

Shows Emotion Assertion and affirmation of a position or idea. This can include assertiveness with or without aggression.

Affectionate Suppression or lack of emotion shown in response to pleasure or pain

Nurturing Not dependent on authority figure or another. This can include doing something out of the ordinary for a culture 
or performing an action against others.

Sensitive Running, jumping, kicking – anything that requires athleticism

Tentative Reading or showing use of thought.

Helpful Causing someone to respond with fear or nervousness. This can be done through intimidation and violence but 
does not have to be intentional.

Troublesome Courageous, daring, putting self in the way of danger

Fearful Attractiveness focusing on handsomeness

Ashamed Providing guidance, including being asked or not being asked for help

Collapses Crying One who leads a group including giving orders and directions

Described as Physically Attractive 
(feminine)

Attractiveness focusing on beauty

Asks for or Accepts Advice or Help Asks for help or receives physical, emotional, or mental assistance

Victim Subjected to torture, physical harm, or abuse

Resolution Definition

Romantic Film finishes with a romantic relationship

Violence Conflict resolution is found through violence towards villain or antagonist

Acceptance Conflict resolution is found through familial love or acceptance of differences

Achievement of Life Goals Life goals discussed earlier in films are achieved

Table 3: Coding definition for the films' conflict resolution
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Figure 1: Percentages of each princess's ratio of feminine to 
masculine behavior

Figure 2: Percentages of each male counterpart's ratio of feminine to 
masculine behavior

Figure 3: Percentages of each villian's ratio of feminine to masculine 
behavior

Film Violence Romantic Familial Acceptance Achievement of Life Goals

Snow White X X
Cinderella X X
Sleeping Beauty X X X
Th e Little Mermaid X X X
Aladdin X X X
Mulan X X X X
Th e Princess and the Frog X X X
Tangled X X X X
Frozen X X X

Table 4: Breaks down the means confl ict resolution for each fi lm
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characteristics by a large margin, with her 
feminine characteristics at 90% and her 
masculine characteristics at about 10%. These 
results are in accordance with Snow’s identity 
as an affable and dewy-eyed adolescent who 
is easily frightened and avoids confrontation. 
Princess Aurora from Sleeping Beauty 
portrayed no observable masculine traits 
throughout the entirety of the film, although 
these results are likely skewed by the fact that 
Aurora received about ten total minutes of 
screen time and furthermore spent the vast 
majority of this time victimized in a variety 
of situations.

Considering Princesses Ariel and 
Jasmine from The Little Mermaid and 
Aladdin respectively, these women embody 
masculine traits more readily than their 
predecessors, such as Ariel’s bravery and 
curiosity, or Jasmine’s declaration that she 
was, “not a prize to be won.” However, both 
princesses are still overwhelmingly feminine 
in the overall ratio of gendered behaviors that 
they display.

Mulan truly highlights the shift in 
portrayed masculine and feminine behaviors. 
Mulan is the only princess whose masculine 
and feminine behavior ratio was completely 
balanced, indicating that she portrayed an 
equal number of feminine and masculine 
actions throughout the film. This can likely 
be attributed to Mulan’s ill-suited attempt in 
maintaining the perfect image of femininity 
for the first few minutes of the film, a stark 
contrast to her impersonation of a man 
throughout the next 40 minutes of the 
movie. A palpable contrast can be identified 
in Mulan’s behaviors between these scenes. 
Mulan goes from wearing an ornate dress, 
primping her hair and face excessively, and 
partaking in the role of submissive housewife 
to chopping her hair off, speaking in a lower 
vocal range, and walking with a larger gait 
in an attempt to pass as a man. Immediately 
upon donning male characteristics, Mulan’s 
interactions with other male characters 
change drastically, to the point where 
Mulan eventually outperforms her peers 
and is seen as a leader and model soldier. 
When it is ultimately revealed that Mulan 
is in fact a woman, her credibility and 
respect is immediately rescinded, and she is 
considered a pariah, despite having saved her 
unit from certain death at the hands of the 
Huns. Ultimately, Mulan finds balance in 
embracing her role as both a woman and a 
soldier until other characters accept Mulan’s 
identity and in turn embrace their own 
femininity to save China. 

Both Princesses Tiana and Rapunzel 
from The Princess and the Frog and Tangled 
respectively display feminine traits more 
frequently than masculine traits, though 
these behaviors are more balanced than 
the majority of their predecessors. These 
characters also have much more screen time 

than previous princesses, which allows for 
greater complexity and character growth 
throughout the films’ progressions. This 
attention to detail may contribute to a 
greater balance in feminine and masculine 
behaviors portrayed, although it would not 
entirely explain this shift. Princesses Tiana 
and Rapunzel are independent, goal-driven, 
and serve as leaders in their respective 
movies. For instance, Rapunzel uses both wit 
and physical strength to knock unconscious a 
fully-grown man who intrudes in her home, 
and subsequently utilizes this leverage to 
strike a deal with said intruder to assist her in 
accomplishing her goal. Tiana, on the other 
hand, works tirelessly to achieve her dream 
of opening her own restaurant. She bravely 
leads her companions in a trek across the 
bayou and when her goals are questioned 
by her mother or male counterpart, Naveen, 
she fiercely asserts herself and reiterates her 
tenacity in working towards her goal. 

The movie most recently released at the 
time of this project, Frozen, introduced two 
sisters, Princess Anna and Queen Elsa. As 
the most modern Disney princesses at the 
time of the coding, they served as the most 
contemporary example of complex feminine 
Disney princesses. As shown in Figure 1, both 
protagonists still coded as more feminine 
than masculine, mostly due to the fact that 
both princesses are victimized consistently 
throughout the film. For example, Anna 
is nearly frozen to death because of a man 
rejecting her love, and Elsa is imprisoned 
on charges of witchcraft because of her 
powers that she could not control. However, 
both Anna and Elsa displayed moments of 
tenacity and nerve that allude to the greater 
degree of balance in their masculine and 
feminine identified behaviors. For instance, 
after fleeing Arendelle, Elsa chose a life of 
independence and solitude, a behavior that 
is undeniably masculine. On the other hand, 
Anna set out on a solo journey to find her 
sister before she asserted herself to enlist 
the help of Kristoff, another unmistakably 
masculine trait. 

In each film, the male counterparts 
overall exhibited more masculine traits than 
feminine traits, as predicted. However, the 
study found that when compared to their 
female counterparts, the princes displayed 
less predictability in their results. The princes 
tended to display higher levels of feminine 
behaviors than the princesses had masculine 
behaviors. This could be attributed to a 
number of factors, most plausibly the fact 
that it is more socially acceptable for a male 
to exhibit feminine behaviors (as in affection 
while wooing a woman) than it would be for 
a female to exhibit masculine traits. 

Starting with the Prince from Snow 
White, it is obvious his coding is skewed to 
the masculine side, with his masculine score 
being around 75%. However, he had very 

little screen time, and in the bits of screen 
time he has he is either wooing Snow White 
or saving Snow White from certain death. 
Prince Charming in Cinderella deviated 
slightly from the score anticipated, with his 
traits skewed more towards the feminine 
side, at about 57%. Like Aurora, Prince 
Charming received very little screen time, 
and spent most of this time either waltzing 
with Cinderella or looking for her. Prince 
Philip, Aurora’s counterpart from Sleeping 
Beauty,  is a “man’s man”, and much of his 
gendered behavior comes from actions like 
saving the princess and fighting a dragon, but 
his scores were interestingly feminine as well. 
This feminine score could likely be attributed 
to his time spent wooing Aurora by singing 
and dancing with her.

Aladdin had the same score as Eric, 
from The Little Mermaid, and both were 
extremely close to being balanced, but 
ended up portraying more masculine traits 
in the end. Like his female counterpart 
Mulan, Shang is the first instance of a male 
counterpart showing complete balance in 
his gendered behaviors. Similarly to Mulan, 
Shang is thrust into a hyper-masculine role, 
and eventually had to surrender control and 
embrace his femininity to help save China 
via in the form of showing submission, even 
using Mulan’s shawl trick to hide out at the 
top of columns. Naveen from The Princess 
and the Frog is the second male counterpart 
(following Prince Charming) to be display 
more feminine than masculine traits, and 
this is likely due to his fluid mannerisms and 
his victimization by Dr. Facilier, the villain 
who turns him into a frog. The second male 
counterpart who displayed perfectly equal 
scores for their masculine and feminine 
behaviors, Kristoff from Frozen, is Princess 
Anna’s male counterpart. He began the 
film as a gruff and solitary ice salesman. 
However, Kristoff showed great compassion 
towards animals, primarily Sven, his reindeer 
sidekick. Additionally, he grew to care deeply 
for Anna by the film’s completion. Both 
of these factions of Kristoff’s countenance 
contributed to his character growth and 
ultimately impacted the ratio of his gendered 
behaviors, which caused his score to be 
completely even. 

Every villain, save for Shan Yu in Mulan, 
was coded as displaying gendered behaviors 
that deviated from his or her assigned gender, 
confirming the hypothesis that the villains’ 
behaviors would diverge from the norms 
expected of them. The Evil Queen from Snow 
White, Lady Tremaine from Cinderella, and 
Maleficent from Sleeping Beauty all coded 
as more masculine than feminine, even 
with the limited screen time granted to the 
Evil Queen and Lady Tremaine. Maleficent 
was the most masculine of all the villains, 
likely contributed to by her heavy screen 
time. Maleficent’s voice was very low and 
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harsh, and her mannerisms radiated absolute 
authority and instilled fear upon every 
individual she encountered. She led an army 
of underlings whom she constantly berated. 
Maleficent serves as a highly interesting 
character as her fury originated from being 
snubbed at a party, but was expressed in a very 
masculine manner throughout the course of 
the film. The Little Mermaid’s antagonist 
Ursula was large, physically strong, and 
independent, save for her leadership of two 
eel henchmen. She inspired fear in everyone 
she encountered, and her gruff voice and 
domineering countenance allowed her to 
assert control in situations she encountered. 

Jafar, the male antagonist in Aladdin, 
was thin, angular, and nearly balletic in his 
mannerisms. He was conniving rather than 
aggressive, and repeatedly sought assistance 
from more masculine characters, like Aladdin 
and the Sultan, in achieving his ambitions. 
His melodious voice and consistent 
expression of emotion further serve to 
support his portrayal as an exceptionally 
feminine character. 

Shan Yu continues the trend of the 
movie Mulan displaying unanticipated 
results. Shan Yu was the only male villain 
whose masculine traits were higher than 
feminine traits, these matching his assigned 
gender in a manner unexpected for that of 
a villain.  He was incredibly aggressive and 
intimidating, tending to loom over other 
characters and lurk in the shadows. He held 
a very strong stance, with a purposeful gait, 
and he rarely spoke. Shan Yu likely displayed 
such strong masculine characteristics because 
his role in the film was solely to haunt and 
inspire fear into that of the viewer. Shan 
Yu had no character complexity and no 
redeemable qualities. In his own way, Shan 
Yu’s hypermasculinity served a purpose 
to highlight the irredeemable nature of 
a man who is too masculine, just as it was 
unacceptable for any of the other male villains 
to display traits that were too feminine. 

Much like Aladdin’s Jafar, Dr. Facilier 
from The Princess and the Frog also coded 
as more feminine than masculine. From his 
emaciated and lithe frame to his elegant 
mannerisms and perfidious personality, Dr. 
Facilier drew attention towards himself in 
an undeniably feminine way. Facilier was 
also a voodoo practitioner, a craft often 
practiced by high priestesses. His need for 
power eventually victimized him, as he was 
sucked into a vortex by the very shadow 
creatures from which he drew his power. 
Interestingly, Dr. Facilier was feminine 
even in his acquisition of power, which he 
took or channeled from others (often more 
masculine characters like Prince Naveen), 
rather than creating for himself.  In his final 
scene, Dr. Facilier was the epitome of frantic. 
Desperate and physically disintegrating, he 
begged shadow creatures for his life, another 

victimization and undeniably feminine 
action. 

Mother Gothel from Tangled coded 
as more masculine as feminine. Her stance 
was very strong, her voice surprisingly 
sonorous, and she often took charge of 
situations in order to achieve her goals. 
For instance, she kidnapped Rapunzel as a 
child to maintain her youthful appearance, 
and later instilled fear in thieves to coerce 
them into assisting her recover the runaway 
Rapunzel.  Mother Gothel was also very 
intellectually motivated, making plans and 
manipulating situations to benefit her and 
further her goals. Hans from Frozen was very 
close to being balanced between masculine 
and feminine traits, but ultimately coded as 
slightly more masculine than feminine. This 
is likely because he spent the majority of his 
movie acting as the perfect love interest for 
Anna — caring, warm, vulnerable, and not 
apt to take charge of situations, like when he 
only presided over Arendelle begrudgingly 
and at Anna’s insistence when she was away. 
When Hans was eventually revealed to be 
the true villain, his demeanor immediately 
adopted a more masculine stance. He 
stood up taller, became more aloof, and his 
voice recognizably deepened as well. His 
intellectual manipulation was also revealed, 
which was coded for as a masculine behavior. 
However, since Hans was only known to be 
the villain for the last third of the movie, 
he was not awarded enough time for his 
masculine and feminine traits to become 
rebalanced. As such, he ultimately only coded 
as slightly more feminine than masculine in 
his behaviors.

Through the data collected, it was 
noted that almost all of the movies ended 
with some violent action towards the story’s 
antagonist. For example, Mother Gothel 
(Rapunzel) falls a great height out of the 
tower and disintegrates to dust while Dr. 
Facilier (The Princess and the Frog) is 
dragged into a shadow realm by monsters. 
The conflict resolution of each movie did 
not shift exclusively from violence to love 
and familial acceptance as was expected, so 
this hypothesis was disproved. This result can 
most likely be attributed to the greater overall 
lesson towards young viewers: that villainous 
acts (i.e. deviating from the gendered norm) 
will ultimately lead towards the individual’s 
unhappy ending. This lesson is prioritized 
over educating children about less violent 
means to resolve conflict. 

The implications from this research are 
extensive. While the study supports other 
literature on this topic, this research also 
presented numerous trends that had not 
previously been explored. The masculine 
characters tended to express much more 
emotion than was originally expected, and 
this has great potential repercussions. The 
male counterparts from these films serve 

as strong role models for boys who grow 
up watching these films. These complex 
characters instill in young viewers that 
masculine characters displaying feminine 
attributes is nothing to be ashamed of or shy 
away from, especially in one’s interactions 
with women. With respect to little girls 
exposed to these princess movies, the results 
tell a different story. While the more modern 
princesses are certainly more masculine 
in comparison to their predecessors, the 
princesses are still overwhelmingly feminine. 
These princesses reinforce dated feminine 
ideals, and as such, little girls who repeatedly 
watch these films might feel the need to 
portray more feminine characteristics in an 
effort to emulate the princesses they observe 
and idolize.

Additionally, the villains of these films 
almost nearly always tend to deviate from 
the behaviors expected of their assigned 
gender. This proposes a potential issue to 
children who view these films and even 
subconsciously interpret their own thoughts, 
mannerisms, or behaviors that diverge from 
their assigned gender as inherently “evil”. The 
only exception to this finding is that of Shan 
Yu in Mulan, who portrays exceptionally 
masculine behaviors. In this case, it can be 
argued that by over-performing his gender, 
Shan Yu is also breaking gender norms. Like 
other villains who divert from traditional 
gender norms, Shan Yu meets a gruesome 
and violent end. This outcome suggests 
that male adolescents must find a balance 
between the gendered behaviors that they 
portray, as behaving in a manner that is 
either hyperfeminine or hypermasculine is 
not tolerated. Rather, in order to be accepted 
into society’s standard, young boys’ behaviors 
must be gendered, but not too gendered in 
either direction.

In addition to opposing gendered norms, 
the majority of villains from these films come 
to violent and untimely ends. These brutal 
demises teaches young children that they 
must conform to the standards set by society 
in order to lead successful and happy lives. 
The Social Learning Theory suggests that a 
child exposed to movies or other media will 
have a tendency to imitate the roles and 
ideals they see portrayed.4 This rings true 
for both genders, as both young boys and 
girls are shown what gendered behaviors are 
acceptable for them to adopt through the 
apparent successes or failures of the film’s 
princesses, male counterparts, and villains. 

These findings also impact the parents 
of children who watch these films. While 
newer films tend to conclude with familial 
reconciliation or a romantic relationship, 
the majority of the movies display a violent 
act necessary to defeat the antagonist. This 
could potentially lead to children becoming 
more aggressive, as they try to slay their 
own dragons or evil queens in solving their 
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everyday problems. It could also lead to 
young girls becoming obsessed with doing 
anything to find their “one true love”, a value 
reinforced time and time again in Disney 
princess movies. For those children who 
feel they do not fit into traditional gender 
roles, the negatively condoned behaviors and 
untimely ends of many of the villains may be 
seen as the consequence for acting out against 
the traditionally accepted behaviors for any 
assigned gender. Children may interpret 
these films as a cautionary tale, feeling a need 
to shy away from accepting themselves when 
their gender identity differs from that of their 
assigned gender. 

Parents and educators alike should 
engage in candid discussions with young 
viewers about the portrayal of individuals 
of all genders in Disney princess films. 
The results of this study can be utilized to 
support this discussion, as children are 
challenged to assess not only masculine and 
feminine gendered expectations but also the 
repercussions of these expectations on their 
own lives and personal gender expressions. 
While Walt Disney Animation Studios has 
come a long way in its portrayal of princesses, 
princes, and villains in its films, there is still 
work to be done in order to most accurately 
depict complex and versatile characters, 
regardless of those characters’ gender. In the 
meantime, individuals should work both 
to inspect the media they consume with a 
critical lens as well as to educate younger 
viewers in the manner that these films affect 
their own gender expression in hopes of 
raising a more tolerant generation. 

Future Research Considerations 
While this research has many notable 
implications, these results would be even more 
meaningful were they more comprehensive.  
This could be accomplished in a multitude of 
ways. Primarily, research should be expanded 
to include every princess, male counterpart, 
and villain from the Disney “Princess 
Line”. Ideally, this would include sequels 
and live-action remakes as well. Sequels 
serve as a unique scenario as they allow for 
significant character growth over the course 
of multiple movies. As such, researchers may 
find meaningful changes in the gendered 
expression of the protagonists over time. In 
addition to expanding analyses to include 
the entire Disney Princess line, considering 
lesser-known Disney films may provide 
compelling results. Since Moana had not yet 
been released at the time of this project, it 
would be prudent for future researchers to 
consider this film as well. 

Finally, future researchers also may want 
to consider the benefits of analyzing films 
from other production companies, including 
those of Paramount Pictures, DreamWorks, 
or 20th Century Fox. Specifically studying 
cartoon films like Anastasia, The Swan 

Princess, Thumbelina, or the Shrek franchise 
among others may provide experimenters 
with a broader perspective of gendered 
character portrayal in films on a more 
universal level.
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