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Gender Issues in Disney Films 
Through the years Disney has made many movies geared towards children; most importantly the famous cartoons. Like everything else that becomes popular or famous, there has been a lot of opposition to the cartoons concerning what they are teaching children. One of the points that is brought up was the different roles that are given to men and to women. Another point to focus on that goes along with the first is how the different genders are portrayed. After doing a lot of research I was able to come up with information from many different sources that gives examples of the gender portrayals. Looking at the facts, each person’s opinion, and the life of Walt Disney, I was able to come up with my own. Walt Disney was a man who truly cared about creating good entertainment, and at times people seem to misunderstand where he’s coming from. 


Men are often portrayed as the heroes and the ones that get to go out and “have all the fun”, while the women are supposed to stay at home and take care of the children, and just wait around for the men to come home. In Sleeping Beauty the Prince is the hero. He goes through all the adventures to get to the princess who has to lie in wait for him to come and save her. Without his kiss she won’t ever wake up. The men also have a lot of control over the women. What they say goes. Even if the woman feels differently than the man, he somehow ends up convincing her that his way is better. “In Lady and the Tramp, when Jim and Darling were training Lady, Darling wanted to let Lady sleep with them because Lady was whining. However, Jim insisted that they must b firm with her” (Haddock, 363). Darling gave in to what her husband Jim was telling her to do, even though she felt like her way was best. 


In a way this dominance of the men over the women is a form of abuse. The women aren’t allowed to make up their own minds about things. They have to agree with what their husbands or the males have to say. This abuse from the men towards the women is romanticized so that the young girls and boys that are watching these films think that it’s okay and that it’s normal. By watching these Disney films they are being taught things that may not be to their benefit. These films are enforcing the idea for young girls that their goal in life should be to fall in love and get married. However, once the female characters are married they become basically powerless, therefore, giving a mixed message. The characters “…live in male-dominated worlds, and ultimately find fulfillment through their romantic relationships with Prince Charming” (Lacroix, 223). There is “…continued positioning of the female characters in passive roles that eventuate in marriage and thereby reinforce cultural logic regarding the natural fulfillment of a young woman’s dream as continually defined by men” (Lacroix, 225). This is not something that should be taught to young girls. They should be encouraged to become their own person and to not define themselves in terms of the man they wish to marry. 


In the stories where there is both a father and a mother present the mother is portrayed as the loving and nurturing one, while the father is portrayed as the one who goes out and works, but doesn’t really spend that much time with his family. However, once the mother is no longer in the picture, then the father becomes nurturing. This is the only time that the father is depicted as nurturing. “The depiction of parents suggests that fathers are only required or able to be nurturing when a mother is not available to nurture the child” (Haddock, 368). For instance, in Bambi his father isn’t even present in his life while his mother is there to take care of him. Once his mother dies, then his father all of a sudden shows up to take care of him, but this doesn’t happen until his mother dies. This is definitely not something that should be taught to young boys who watch the movies. They shouldn’t be taught that they only need to be nurturing when a mother is no longer present.  


One difference between the men and women in Disney films is that the men are usually portrayed as men and more grown up, while the women are portrayed as more adolescent and like teenagers. This look of being a teenager is mostly prominent however with the characters that are white. When the characters start to be of other minority races they begin to look a lot more mature, and like women. The white characters “…are constructed with the classic porcelain skin tone and delicate features of earlier Disney heroines like Snow White and Princess Aurora of Sleeping Beauty and…continue to be drawn with tiny waists, small breasts, slender wrists, legs, and arms, and still move with the fluidity and grace of the ballet model used for the older Disney animated films” (Lacroix, 220). On the other hand the characters of color like Pocahontas are portrayed differently. “One of the most talked about elements of this characterization was a physique that reflected a body structure comparable to that of a Barbie Doll, or a supermodel…” (Lacroix 220). The women of color still have the tiny waists and are portrayed as very thin, but they were now beginning to get larger breasts, and more athletic bodies. There also began to be a difference in the clothes that were worn. Characters like Belle from Beauty and the Beast and Cinderella wore dresses that were from the western romantic period that covered them basically from head to toe. Ariel from The Little Mermaid was a little different because she lived under the sea in the land of mer-people, but as soon as she got onto land she started wearing the long floor length gowns. Pocahontas, Jasmine from Aladdin, and Esmeralda from The Hunchback of Notre Dame were the opposite and wore clothes that began to reveal more of their skin, and not cover them as much. Jasmine and Esmeralda both wore things that exposed their middle, while Pocahontas wore a dress that was short to begin with and then had a slit that went up most of her thigh, There began to be major differences shown between the white characters and the characters of color. “White women occupy the least active and mature bodies, whereas the women of color are represented as both physically mature and athletic” (Lacroix, 221). They went from adolescent teenagers to full-blown women who showed more of themselves. 


The women of all races, whether portrayed as adolescent or as women, are always very thin and good-looking. This depiction leads young girls to think that they need to be thin so that they can find a husband, and find someone who will love them. The boys are also given the idea that that is what they are supposed to look for. They are lead to believe that thin and gorgeous is how all girls are supposed to be, because that is how every lead female character is portrayed. “Pocahontas becomes an idealized woman, one with a perfect body, whom men want to capture. Her portrayal in this manner contributes to women’s and children’s perceptions that she is the form they ought to be…” (Eadie, 9). 


After reading all the articles, and noticing all the facts that were presented about the gender differences I was able to come up with my own opinion on the matter. I have no doubt that all these facts are true. You can go to the movies themselves and see that they are. I do think, however, that it was never Walt Disney’s intention to make it seem the this way. When he was growing up he saw all around him that the men went out and did the work while the women stayed at home and took care of the family. His mother was this way, and so was a lot of other families. Because he was surrounded by this it caused him to believe that that was the right way to live, which is why his films show men going out and doing things while the women stay at home. I think that a lot of the ideas of families that he put in his cartoons comes from how he was brought up. He wasn’t trying to make people think that that was the only way to be, it was just the only way that he knew. Concerning the difference between white female characters and colored female characters, I’m not really sure why it was done that way. Maybe he saw the colored females as more exotic, which also makes you think of them as more grown up, so maybe that’s why they are more mature. Also, their stories contribute to their athleticism. Pocahontas lived in the woods, therefore, she’s going to be more athletic than say Belle, who lives in a town and only has to walk a short distance to get anything that she needs. Also with having all the women be extremely thin I don’t know why he chose to do that, but I don’t think that it was his intention to instill in young girls that idea that they should be thin. I think that these are all valid points, but that it was never Walt Disney’s goal to change the way that children thought about themselves and life through his movies, or to change the way they were meant to live. He was just trying to provide them with some fun and good entertainment. 


Although there are many complaints about the way that Disney portrays the different genders in their cartoons, I don’t think that it was ever point to make people think that they should follow what the characters do. They were just concerned with providing decent and good entertainment, they didn’t want to change the way that young children thought about themselves or the goals they should have in life. I think that it was just the lifestyle that they grew up around and that was present when they were creating the movies that influenced them to make the gender roles the way they did. People may interpret their intentions in different ways, but I think that they were solely concerned with creating good and fun entertainment. 
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