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Abstract:          Cultu al  const uctions  of masculinit  and  femininit  in  mass 

media  impact the  fo mation  of  gende ed  identities  f om an 
e t emel   oung  age.  Rep esentations  of  masculinit  and 
femininit  a e e plicitl  and  implicitl  embodied  in child en s 
to s,  books,  mo ies,  and   a ious  othe  p oducts aimed at 
co alling   oung  child en into specific  gende   oles.  1ne of the 
most influential  p oduce s  and  dist ibuto s  of  these  gende ed 
p oducts  is  the Disne  Compan ,   hose  effo ts aimed at a  ast 
economic, social and  cultu al  monopol  ha e impacted  child en 
and  thei  fo mations  of  identit  since its c eation in  . 

 
ultu al const uctions of masculinit and femininit in mass media impact the                     
fo mation of gende ed identities f om an e t emel oung age.                 

Rep esentations of masculinit and femininit a e e plicitl and implicitl                 
embodied in child en s to s, books, mo ies, and a ious othe p oducts aimed at                       
co alling oung child en into specific gende oles. 1ne of the most influential                       
p oduce s and dist ibuto s of these gende ed p oducts is the Disne Compan ,                     

hose effo ts aimed at a ast economic, social and cultu al monopol ha e                       
impacted child en and thei fo mations of identit since its c eation in . Ho                         
has the e tensi e eign of the Disne Compan cont ibuted to the fo mation of                         
gende ed identities in oung child en? Th ough p og ession of gende ed                 
ep esentations that spans gene ations — mo ing f om st ict ep oductions of                   

“este n pat ia chal bina gende no ms to seemingl mo e p og essi e                 
unde standings and ep esentations of gende — the Disne Compan has                   
continuousl  no malized  a  misog nist and  pat ia chal  social  o ganization. 
Since , ep esentations of masculinit in Disne p oductions ha e ostensibl                   
attempted to eflect la ge social mo ements to a d a mo e enlightened and                     
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libe al unde standing of masculinit ; ho e e , these p oductions ha e consistentl                 
been accentuated b pat ia chal ep esentations of hegemonic masculinit . In ea l                   
films such as Sno White , Sleeping Beaut  , and Cinde ella  ,  the                         
a ious e sions of P ince Cha ming[,] being often t o-dimensional[,] mo e than                   

inad e tentl shape the definition of the p otagonist s femininit Kimmel &                   
Messne , , p. . This t o-dimensional ep esentation, found in a ious                   
Disne films, also functions as an ideological tool to both omanticize and                       
no malize  the idea of the alpha male.  
 

Michael S. Kimmel and Michael A. Messne anal ze the a s in hich cultu al                           
ep esentations of alpha males function in a la ge sociological conte t. The                     

suggest that a o king definition of alpha male … familia l e okes ideas of                         
dominance, leade ship and po e in human social o ganizations Kimmel &                   
Messne , , p. . Both comments highlight the p oblematic natu e of                     
ste eot ped ep esentations of hegemonic masculinit in Disne s ea l film                 
p oductions. These p oductions often completel den the e istence of alte nate                   
fo ms of masculinit b idealizing the alpha male he o — ho dominates all othe                           
masculinities and femininities, const ucted as subo dinate in each o k. Accu atel                   
eflecti e of st ict pat ia chal gende no ms of thei time pe iod, ea l Disne films                         

hinde the de elopment of a comp ehensi e unde standing of masculinities in                   
oung ie e s. A mo e enlightnened, contempo a const uct eflecting a                 

spect um of gende identit might allo oung ie e s to g o into                     
bette -adjusted adults, as societ ecognizes mo e and mo e that gende does not                       
fit into tid ,  bina  catego ies.  
 

As the Disne Compan g o s and e ol es, so too do ep esentations of                       
masculinit and femininit in its p oductions; ho e e , as “este n societ mo es                     
to a d a mo e gende -enlightened social o ganization, the Disne Compan                 
continues to unde ite e en its p og essi e na ati es ith eactiona                 
pat ia chal ideological einfo cements. Du ing the s and s, Disne                 
eleased a numbe of films focussing on a male p otagonist, in cont ast to thei                           

man ea lie P incess-cent ed p oductions. “hile these male p otagonists ma                 
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mo e be ond the static alpha male figu e, the na ati e t ajecto of these male                         
cha acte s is still placed in necessa opposition to thei female counte pa ts o                       
sometimes in opposition to e uall subo dinated and feminized male cha acte s .                   
Kimmell and Messne comment on this t end in films such as Ca s  ,                           
The Inc edibles  and To Sto  . The ite: each of these films is about                             
being a man, and the begin ith an outdated, t o-dimensional [hegemonic]                     
p otot pe to e pose its failing and to idicule its logical e tensions Kimmel &                         
Messne ,   , p.  . Kimmell  and  Messne  continue: 

… emasculated is not too st ong a te m fo hat happens to these                         
male p otagonists … [as each one is] lite all put in the se ice of a                           
nominall feminized figu e alued fo the mo e feminine o ientation                 
of se ice to the communit . Kimmel & Messne , , p.                   

 
He e, these autho s highlight ho going be ond this t o-dimensional                 
ep esentation does not necessa il mo e these p oductions to a d potential                 

gende e ualit . This demonst ates ho Disne s ecent attempts at p o iding                   
mo e p og essi e and libe al ep esentations of masculinit ithin thei films a e                     
eg ettabl self-cont adicto : amidst these appa ent p og essions is a               
einfo cement  of  feminine  subo dination.  

 

Some of the films go as fa as to dep i e thei he oes of i ilit b placing them in a                                     
mo e feminized setting as a fo m of punishment o conse uence; fo e ample, afte                         
failing to fulfill his masculine duties as a local supe he o, M . Inc edible is fo ced to                             

o k as a sta -at-home Dad, hich p o es much too emasculating and unfulfilling                       
fo him to handle The Inc edibles,  . In Ca s, Lightning McQueen is                       
consistentl ju taposed ith his sidekick Mate , hose inabilit to app op iate                   
hegemonic masculinit — he finds speaking to female cha acte s e t emel                   
difficult, is often cha acte ized as an outcast o lone , and is constantl idiculed                         
fo his lack of self-a a eness — acts as a foil to compliment McQueen s o n                           
masculinit Ca s,  . In o de fo Disne s mode n masculine he oes to achie e                       
success ithin thei na ati es, the a e consistentl placed in necessa                   
opposition to a ious female cha acte s o embodiments of femininit ; these                   
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gende ed ep esentations impact child en s identit fo mation as the attempt to                   
unde stand competing cultu al messages about app op iate pe fo mances of               
masculinit  and  femininit .  
 
Despite the p oblematic natu e of Disne s p og essi e na ati es of masculinit , it                     
is e ident that this inte national conglome ate is still impacted ho e e slightl                     
b mode n mo ements to a d a mo e comp ehensi e unde standing of gende                   
politics; this t end highlights a mutuall const ucti e elationship bet een                 
o e a ching cultu al beliefs and multi-billion dolla co po ations, athe than an                   
ine uitable elationship he e one completel dominates the othe . John Stephens                   

 elabo ates:  
hile the Disne cultu e indust is in gene al shaped b adicall                     

conse ati e metana ati es, esulting in f e uentl anach onistic           
ep esentations of gende politics, it is not un esponsi e to ide                   

inte est in the cultu al  p oduction  of  gende .    Stephens,   ,  p.    
1ne of the fe benefits of these mode n p oductions is thei ackno ledgment of                         
gende as pe fo mance ithin a gi en cultu e, and the subse uent ejection of                       
gende as immutabl tied to biological se . Stephens specificall highlights ho in                       
films such as Mulan  , He cules  and Ta zan  , p otagonists of both                         
se es a e not e uipped ith the necessa gende ed abilities e pected of them and                         
must lea n app op iate cultu al unde standings of gende th oughout thei                 
na ati e t ajecto ies. He ites, these most ecent films e plo e the notion of                       
masculinit as a social const uction… hich must be lea ned Stephens, , p.                     

. Ho e e p oblematic, the social const uction of gende ithin these he oes                     
na ati es challenges assumptions conce ning inhe ent and natu al             
demonst ations of hegemonic masculinit demonst ated in ea lie Disne               
p oductions. 
 

“hile the oung bo s ho consume Disne s ast line of gende ed p oductions ma                         
not unde stand concepts of hegemonic masculinit o gende pe fo mati it ,                 
cultu al messages su ounding masculinit and femininit still become embedded                 
in thei indi idual identit fo mation. Gende ed p oducts aimed at einfo cing                   
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hegemonic masculinit teach oung bo s hat is app op iate in intimate                   
elationships, ho to lead a successful life in a capitalist econom , and ultimatel                         

teach them ho to become a man . Stephens e plains ho these lessons                         
o chest ate the de elopment of deepl -seated beliefs in gende ine ualit ,                 
specificall  the subo dination  of females:  

In a mode n capitalistic commodit cultu e, masculinities … a e as much in                       
the se ice of female desi e as male insecu it and pat ia chal ideolog ,                     
especiall insofa as female desi e is const ucted ia its submission to the                       
dominant  pa adigm  of  omantic lo e.            Stephens,   ,  p.    

Child en absou bing these messages a e both shaped b and filte ed th ough the                       
pat ia chal and conse ati e metana ati es that dominate the Disne cultu e                 
indust Stephens, , p. . Despite the out a dl p og essi e appea ance                   
of Disne s ep esentations of gende , thei male-cente ed films still consistentl                   
define masculinit in efe ence to hete ose ual, ph sicall acti e/able, agg essi e,                 
and po e -d i en male he oes. In o de to one da mo e be ond this na o                         
definition of masculinit , e must maintain a c itical pe specti e on the inhe ent                       
lessons embedded in Disne s e tensi e bod of cultu al p oductions, and as ell                       
on the ideological alues unde iting them. The e plo ation of ho Disne                     
na ati es negotiate la ge social t ends and ideologies hile maintaining and                   
upholding a h pe -masculine ideal fo male he oes can be a po e ful c itical tool                         
fo  deconst uction  of these  p esc ipti e gende ed   ep esentations. 

 
Cultu al ep esentations of femininit in Disne p oductions ha e also attempted to                     
eflect la ge social mo ements hich p omote gende -based e ualit and the                   

libe ation of omen and gi ls as autonomous indi iduals; ho e e , female                   
cha acte s in Disne p oductions a e consistentl denied full independence and a e                     
p ima il cha acte ized b thei subo dinate elationship to the pat ia chal ealm                   
in hich the a e const ucted. P incess images a e seemingl inescapable and                     
i tuall limitless in thei ep esentations, f om thei affi ation to gende -specific                   

objects — such as bikinis designed fo oung gi ls — to thei seemingl ine plicable                           
p esence on gende -neut al objects like dental floss. An illust ati e e ample of this                       
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is the multi-million dolla line of P incess p oducts that Disne manufactu es,                     
hich p o ides oung gi ls ith endless o ientation to a d the pat ia chal ealms                     

and ideals  of  the p incesses the  a e positioned  to  idolize.  
 
Ka en “ohl end in "Damsels in discou se: gi ls consuming and p oducing                     
identit te ts th ough Disne p incess pla e plo es the a ious implications of                     

hat happens hen oung gi ls a e ta geted consume s of these images. Implicit                       
messages about gende a e embedded in these cultu al t ansmitte s. “ohl end                   

ites of the P incess ideal that it is the a chet pe in a pe asi e cultu al no m of                               
feminine beaut … femininit ope ating th ough beaut ideals objectifies the                   
p incess as the p ize “ohl end, , p. . The a chet pal ep esentations of                       
P incesses that dominate Disne s ea l film p oductions p o ide useful insight into                     
la ge social alues about femininit ithin thei co ntempo a histo ical conte t.                   
Continuousl objectified and alued solel in te ms of thei e te nal appea ance,                     
these ea l P incesses affi m dominant cultu al conceptions of feminine                 
subo dination. The ea l P incess ha e acted as the standa d to hich gene ations                       
of oung gi ls measu ed the legitimac of thei o n femininit . Although these                       
ea l p incess a e affo ded a g eate deg ee of comple it in cha acte ization hen                       
compa ed ith thei P ince Cha ming counte pa ts, these ep esentations a e                 
simila l t oubling fo thei denial of gende e pe iences outside a pat ia chal                     
dichotom . Pa allel to the limitations imposed b Disne s limited scope of                     
masculinit , these ea l Disne films p o ide oung gi ls ith an e t emel limiting                       
unde standing of gende e pe ience hile subtl einfo cing pat ia chal               
hie a chies of gende . 
 

As cultu al definitions of femininit ha e e panded, the Disne Compan has been                       
compelled to mo e be ond the a chet pal ep esentation of subse ient and                   
passi e omen such as Cinde ella and Sleeping Beaut . Thei ecent P incess films                       
such as B a e  , F ozen  , and Maleficent  depict oung omen                       
ebelling against the confinements of thei pat ia chal en i onments, and at fi st                     

glance seek to dis upt e isting hie a chies of po e . Despite thei high ambitions,                       
ho e e , each one of these he oines ine itabl falte s and eg esses back into the                         
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ictim s ole — a P incess in need of sa ing. Although the mode n sa iou                         
cha acte s fall outside of the ste eot pical P ince Cha ming catego , and the ole                       
of escue is taken up b mate nal figu es o siste cha acte s ho help the                           
P incess to complete he na ati e jou ne , Disne still p opagates the infe io it                     
and incompetence of omen and gi ls b sc ipting thei inabilit to sa e                       
themsel es. In he Maclean’s a ticle entitled "P incesses a e finding thei o n                     
happil e e afte ", Emma Tietel pla full challenges the claims of libe ation                       
and self-sufficienc  p ofessed  b  Disne s mode n  p incesses.  

Afte all, man o oman, a escue is still a escue. “hat s a e,                         
then, in an fai tale isn t a he oine ho ebels against                     
mat imonial con ention o manne s, but one ho makes he o n                   

a ,  b  he self.            Teitel,     
Teitel s anal sis of these libe ated P incesses e emplifies the unde cutting of                   
mode n ep esentations of femininit in Disne films b a lack of autonom and                         
independence. The p oblematic natu e of these mode n ep esentations is not                   
located ithin the mutual coope ation of female cha acte s in o de to accomplish                       
thei goals, but athe it lies ithin the total and complete denial that a female                             
could achie e he aims on he o n; ultimatel , both histo ic and mode n Disne                         
he oines a el sa e the da , escue the kingdom, o achie e success                     
independentl . This pat ia chal einfo cement of feminine dispossession gene ates               
immense social implications and, effecti el , enginee s oung gi ls inte nalization                 
of  notions  of  both  dependence  and infe io it   hile  fo ming  a  gende ed  identit . 
 
Amidst these na ati es of limited female independence, the Disne Compan has,                     
e ecentl , begun to b eak do n a small numbe of pat ia chal con entions that                         

dominate thei ea lie p oductions. Histo icall , female cha acte s ho look to                   
distu b e isting pat ia chal po e st uctu es ha e been cha acte ized as inhe entl                   
e il, undesi able, and e en ugl ; these femme fatale cha acte s a e p e alent in                       
mo ies such as Sno White , Sleeping Beaut  , Cinde ella  , and The                         
Little Me maid  . Disne s female cha acte s ho seek to dominate othe men                       
o gain po e ithin pat ia chal o ganizations e emplif pat ia chal ideas                 
conce ning e cessi e and uncont olled femininit ; ithin these const ucts,               
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domination o e and cont ol of the cha acte s ho ep esent these fo ms of                       
femininit a e c ucial to the maintenance of e isting po e hie a chies. Ho e e ,                     
as Rebecca-Anne Do Roza io points out, films like B a e, F ozen and                       
Maleficent  esist  this  histo ical  patte n:  

[The mode n P incess] still e ists ostensibl in a pat ia ch in hich he                       
fathe has ested po e , but he e once it as the ole of the femme                           
fatale to dis upt pat ia chal continuit , unde Team Disne , the p incess                   
he self has taken an  acti e  ole in  the dis uption.  Do  Roza io,  , p.    

“he eas histo ical Disne P incesses ha e been ende ed utte l helpless in thei                     
o n na ati e t ajecto , Disne has ecentl affo ded thei mode n P incesses a                     
g eate deg ee of po e in the dete mination of thei futu e. Do Roza io continues,                         
highlighting that the Disne kingdom ma still seem a man's o ld, but it is a man's                               

o ld dependent on a p incess Do Roza io, , p. . These thoughts illust ate                         
a limited p og ession of autonom g anted to P incesses ithin Disne s ecent                     
films. Despite the inc ease in P incesses abilities to dis upt a ious po e                     
st uctu es and hie a chies inside he kingdom, the P incess still functions in — and                         
ultimatel  li es   happil  e e  afte   ithin  a  pat ia chal  o ld.  

 
Child en s inte nalizations of gende ed ep esentations in mass media ha e                 
p ofoundl det imental conse uences to them, in te ms of ps chological                 
de elopment and ell-being. The continuation of these gende ed ep esentations                 
in Disne p oductions onl o ks to p omote e isting “este n gende ste eot pes                     
and to st engthen pat ia chal hie a chies of po e . Despite the seemingl ha mless                     
ep esentations of gende bina ies e ident in Disne films, as a 1nta io                       

Human Rights Commission epo t highlights, igid bina ies can fo m the basis of                       
justif ing  iolence  and p ejudice  against  people  ho do  not fit neatl  inside  them:  

Social ste eot pes about gende , and p ejudice and fea to a ds                 
t ans people a e often at the oot of disc imination and                   
ha assment. Negati e attitudes about a t ans pe son s acial               
identit , famil status o othe g ounds can combine o inte sect                   
to  make  things   o se.       1nta io  Human  Rights Commission,    
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E identl , the e a e p ofound eal-life conse uences that go along ith                   
pe petuating and inte nalizing gende ste eot pes. Child en ho consume               
gende ed images ma not onl ha e inhibitions in thei o n identit -fo mation, but                       
ma also implicitl lea n to eject othe s ho do not fit into bina gende                           
catego ies. In a nation ide stud e amining gende -based iolence in elementa                   
schools,   esea che s  found that 

bo s and gi ls ho do not confo m to dominant notions of                     
hete ose ual masculinit o femininit a e also ulne able to               
se ual iolence and bull ing … b focusing on gende -based                 
iolence in and a ound schools, this epo t highlights a significant,                   

s stemic, but mostl in isible p oblem that is a se ious ba ie to                     
the ad ancement of gi ls human ights ac oss the o ld and he e                     
at home.    G eene, Robles, Stout, & Su ilaasko,           

 
These anal ses fu the demonst ate ho s stemic ep oductions of pat ia chal                 
gende no ms in a iabl lead to gende -based iolence among child en ho                   
consume those ep oductions. Th oughout the e tensi e eign of the Disne                   
Compan , thei films ha e consistentl subo dinated and unde ep esented gende                 
identities that do not fit ithin the st ict pat ia chal bina ies of hegemonic                       
masculinit  and  femininit . 
 

Ultimatel , the Disne Compan is not onl manufactu ing social unde standings of                     
gende and se ualit that a e eadil consumed b child en, the a e also                       
dominating othe co po ations and o ganizations that might be o king to p o ide                     
child en ith a b oade and mo e inclusi e unde standing of gende spect ums.                     
Autho  Pegg  1 enstein   comments: 

... hen one thing is so dominant, then it s no longe a choice: it s a                           
mandate, cannibalizing all othe fo ms of pla . The e s the illusion of                     
mo e choices out the e fo gi ls [and bo s], but if ou look a ound,                         

ou ll see  thei  choices a e steadil  na o ing.  1 enstein,    
He e, 1 enstein c iticall engages ith Disne s steadil g o ing monopol hich                   
continuousl influences child en s de eloping unde standing and fo mation of               
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gende ed identities. The seemingl inescapable g asp of this inte national,                 
multibillion dolla co po ation is ca efull einfo cing a misog nist and pat ia chal                   
societ th ough thei denial and e asu e of gende identities outside “este n                     
bina  catego ies.  “ohl end notes that:  

… identit messages ci culate th ough me chandise that su ounds               
oung consume s as the d ess in, sleep on, bathe in, eat f om, and                         

pla ith comme cial goods deco ated ith popula cultu e images,                 
p int, and logos, imme sing child en in p oducts that in ite                 
identification ith familia media cha acte s and communicate             
gende ed e pectations about hat child en should bu , ho the                 
should pla , and  ho  the  should be.    “ohl end,   , p.   

“ohl end demonst ates ho identification ith Disne cha acte s that p omote                 
implicit social alues ha e a di ect impact on child en s unde standing of hat                       
constitutes sociall -acceptable no ms of masculinit and femininit . Feminists               
looking to dismantle pat ia chal einfo cements of hegemonic masculinit and                 
femininit must e plo e the c itical link bet een gende ed messages inhe ent in                     
Disne films and p oducts and the fo mation of gende ed identit in oung                       
child en. “ithout access to comp ehensi e ep esentations of a gende spect um,                   

oung child en a e continuousl socialized into a pat ia chal, dichotomized                 
unde standing  of gende . 
 

Ha ing ep oduced “este n, pat ia chal ideals o e gene ations, the Disne                 
Compan has p o ided thei e tensi e and imp essionable audiences ith an                   
e t emel limited scope of gende const ucts. Despite appea ing to espond to                     
o e a ching social ideologies, and occasionall adopting the appea ance of a mo e                     
comp ehensi e unde standing of gende spect ums, the Disne Compan has                 
consistentl unde itten thei cultu al p oductions and thei gende ed p oducts                 

ith misog nist, pat ia chal ideological einfo cements. Ultimatel , ou g eatest               
tool as cultu al consume s is ou a a eness. In o de to one da mo e be ond                           
Disne s na o definition of hegemonic masculinit and femininit — and to                     
ultimatel educe and eliminate gende -based iolence ithin ou societ — e                     
must maintain a c itical pe specti e on the implicit pat ia chal alues p esented to                       
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oung child en as the fo m a gende ed identit . E plo ation of ho Disne                       
simultaneousl c eates et dismantles social t ends and ideologies, all the hile                     
maintaining and upholding pat ia chal ideals is a c itical tool in the deconst uction                       
of  thei  po e ful  gende ed   ep esentations. 

[ |  ] 
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