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Abstract: The well-known Disney's film studios have portrayed many impressive feminine charactersin a se-
ries of animated movies over the time, while the portrayal of role character somehow can imply the gender
consciousness. So this paper isintended to give two groups of analysis about the change of feminine character
representation from the Disney movies over the time. One comparative case study is about princess Snow
White from Snow White and the Seven Dwarfs(1937)and Snow White and the Huntsman(2012), the other is
female villain Maleficent from Sleeping Beauty(1959)and Maleficent(2014).This study was conducted by the
method of textual analysis to give a qualitative research into the four movies. It was found that the portrayal
of princess and female villain both has changed in 21st century. Snow White in 2012 has become independent,
toughened, and emancipated compared with the version in 1937, when male chauvinism has prevailed. More-
over, Maleficent in 2014 was no longer just a ssmple vicious image than in 1989. The film has given au-
diences a more comprehensive understanding about her bad behavior. The transformation of Disney’s female

charactersis areflection of the development of feminism and an improvement of women's status.
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1. Introduction
1.1. General background

There is a common belief that film, as part of media, of-
ten reflects the social redity. And the portrayal of role
character in films even can imply the gender conscious-
ness. Snow White and the Seven Dwarfs (1937) is the
first full-length animated feature film produced by Walt
Disney Productions and also is the earliest Disney ani-
mated feature film. It was adapted into live-action movie
Snow White and the Huntsman in 2012. What’s more,
inspired by 1959 animated film Sleeping Beauty, Disney
made Maleficent in 2014. And it was a commercia suc-
cess, becoming the fourth-highest-grossing film of 2014.
The study will give two groups of comparative analysis
about the four movies, trying to reveal the change of role
portrayal of Snow White and Mal€eficent over the time.

1.2. Purpose of the study

This study not only discusses the different portrayal of
princess Snow White in Snow White and the Seven
Dwarfs and Snow White and the Huntsman, but also the
vicious fairy Maleficent from Sleeping Beauty and Male-
ficent. Films more or less imply the gender conscious-
ness. So this paper aims to find the answers to the ques-
tions: “In keeping with the progress made by women in
society, whether changes in the portrayal of female gend-

er have kept pace in the Disney films? Does the portrayal
of female antagonist has changed over the time?”

1.3. Methodology

In terms of the collection of the four movies, the video
materials are downloaded from legal website. So the ver-
sion of films is accurate and authoritative. Based on the
feminism theory, this paper makes two groups of com-
parative analysis about Snow White and Maleficent. And
textual analysis will be used.

1.4. Organization of thisthesis

The thesis is composed of four chapters. Chapter one is
the introduction part, which consists of brief background
of the four films, purpose of the study, methodology the
study uses and the organization of this thesis. Chapter
two is about the literature review, which includes pre-
vious studies. Chapter three gives anaysis of the four
movies. Chapter four introduces the rise of feminism in
films and television works. Chapter five is the conclusion
part, summarizing the study. Chapter six and seven add
some note and limitations about this paper.

2. Literature Review

Numerous studies have been conducted on gender repre-
sentation on television and in cartoons. Feminism theory
has been widely applied to study films. Lott (1997) [1]
thought that among the most potent messages from mass
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media, including films, were that “women (particularly if
young and “attractive”) were decorative sex objects, sex-
ually available to men”. Moreover, female roles in some
movies are depicted with those traits traditionaly consi-
dered feminine. Women and girlsin children's television
programs and cartoons were found to be affectionate,
emotional, sensitive and expressive of romantic interests
(Busby 1974) [2]. Signorelli (1997) [3] found women
were shown whining and crying in movies and on televi-
sion. Thus, women have an affiliation not only to love
and romance, but have aso been “closely associated with
and scrutinized in terms of their physical appearance”
(Milestone and Meyer 2012) [4]. What’s more, Milestone
and Meyer also found that what it came down to was that
“natural” beauty was proclaimed to be the ideal and what
men want. Thus, women were practicaly told to concur
with men’s suspected and presumed wanted and desired.
Gender became significant in the study of fairy tales in
the 1960s and 1970s with the women’s movement in the
United States and Europe of that time (Ragan 2009) [5].
Baker-Sperry and Grauerholz (2003) [6] drawn attention
to the frequently unmistakable connection between
“beauty” and “goodness” and “ugliness” and “evil” in
Grimms* fairy tales, and that most of the time “beauty”
and “goodness” were correlated to younger women.
Zipes (2010) [7] claimed that Disney when adapting tales
of the Grimm and Perrault collection held fast “to the
traditional plots and patriarchal ideology of nineteenth-
century folk and fairy tales.” Giroux (1997) [8] found
Disney female characters to be subordinate to men. In
Disney films when evil was defeated by the “good” party,
depending on whether the “instrument of victory” was
male or female, while the princess’ strength would be “in
her beauty, sensibility, and compassion” (Stephens 2000)
[9].

While some scholars have analyzed the evolution of
princess in Disney movies. For instance, in 2015, Keisha
L. Hoerrner [10] has studied gender rolesin Disney films
from the aspect of analyzing behaviors from Snow White
to Simba. But the female antagonists, also the product of
male chauvinism, have been largely ignored. This thesis
selects two representative characters, Snow White and
Maleficent, and conducts two groups of comparative
analysis about the transformation of them at different
times and socia background, can be an innovation.

3. From the Feminist Film Criticism to See
the Female | mage M odel

Feminist narratology mainly focuses on how narrative
mode subverts male authority and constructs female au-
thority. Disney animation films have aways had their
own unique insights into the female characters they por-
tray. Vivid female screen images are still unforgettable.
Women are not vases being stared at, but angels holding
destiny in their hands, bresking the case of consciousness
and fighting against the dark forces. This chapter at-
tempts to discuss the role of “Maleficent” and “Snow
White” and find how to subvert the traditional image of
man and woman in a fairy tale and establish female au-
thority through a unique female narrative voice, 0 as to
complete the micro-knowledge structure of feminist film
theory from the perspective of the model of characters.

3.1. The evolution of the Disney princess

Snow White and the Seven Dwarfs, Disney's first prin-
cess animation, came out in 1937, Then in 2012, live-
action movie Snow White and the Huntsman was
brought to screen. The image of Snow White has
changed radically.

In previous animation, young Snow White suffered harsh
treatment from her stepmother, also the evil Queen. The
Queen feared that someday Snow White’s beauty would
surpass her own so she forced her to work as a scullery
maid. When Snow White has grown up, her beauty sur-
passed the Queen, which let the Queen decided to send
Huntsman to kill her. The Huntsman let Snow White go,
sherushed into dark forest and came to the dwarfs’ house
by accident. Dwarfs cleared the whole story then took her
in.

The Queen found that Snow White wasn’t dead through
the mirror, she changed into an old woman by dark
witcheraft, tricked Snow White into eating a poisonous
apple. Finaly, the Queen fell off the cliff in a flurry.
Dwarfs put Snow White in a crystal coffin and she was
awakened by the Prince's kiss eventually.

In Snow White and the Huntsman, Snow White's charac-
ters have changed a lot. She led the army then was
crowned Queen, she has become “the fairest warrior”
(Poravee Wornoayporn, Bakk. 2016).

Table 1 below isadetailed comparison of film plots.

Table 1. The comparison of two versions about character “Snow White”

Snow White and the Seven Dwarfs (1937)

Snow White and the Huntsman (2012)

snow.”

“Lipsred astherose, hair black as ebony, skin white as

“As white as snow, lipsasred asblood, hair asblack asa
raven’s wings and all with the strength of that rose.”
Sheis till the most beautiful woman in the world but most of

welcome.

Character setting The most beautiful woman. thetime in dirty environment and fighting scenes.
A lovely pri ”C&‘.S.W'th |nno_cent7 and kindest heart who Pure but not weak, more courageous and independent.
iswaiting for prince’s true love. . :
The pursuit of love is weakened.
Ability Housework, cooking, singing Fighting, survivein difficulty
Interaction Sweet animals: to show Snow White is harmless and Troll: Snow White shouted to atroll for saving huntsman so as

to her bravery and particularity.
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Dwarfs: they sheltered Snow White and protected her Dwarfs: they tied her up when they met, then they fought
from queen’s persecution. together sadly one called Gus sacrificed himself.
Prayer Prayed for dwarfs’ kindness and Prince’s true love. Prayed for deliver from evil.
Huntsman: unimportant kind killer Huntsman: important comrade, maybe lover
Relationship Prince: true lover Prince: comrade, maybe lover
Dwarfs: friends Dwarfs: comrades
Awakening Prince Huntsman
It was huntsman’s kiss of courage that saved Snow White. She
Ending The prince awakened Snow White by a kiss and they charged bodily and defeated the dark army in order to save
lived happily together. people from evil queen’s government. Finally she became the
new |eader of her kingdom.

Based on the details of these plots, we can find that the
new version of the live-action movie has overturned
many female stereotypesin the original:

(1) From being a competent wife to pursuing dreams:
The animation spends a lot of ink describing Snow
White's housework ability which is hardly reflected in the
live-action. Instead, it focuses on how Snow White re-
builds the kingdom. In 1937, the most important task for
women was to become a good mother and wife and take
good care of the family in America society. At that time,
the United States continued to be affected by the Great
Depression, and the restless people needed such a gentle
fairy tale to rekindle the confidence and courage of life
(Sarah Wilde 2014). In latter live-action, Snow White,
like many modern independent women, can pursue ca-
reers and dreams freely.

(2) From being weak and humble to being brave and
tough: This transformation can also be cdled from at-
taching to male to being an individual. Snow White in
animation will not resist. Facing the hunter's pursuit, she
is crying and fleeing; facing the queen's tricks, she eats
poisonous apple obediently; at the end of the story, sheis
lying in the crystal coffin waiting for the prince's redemp-
tion and love. She has been brought into a state of blind
optimism and negative waiting and all transitions and
difficulties are accomplished with the help of male. In the
latter film, Snow White scratches one eye of Queen's
brother with an iron nail, counterattacks when the hunter
comes to arrest her, she begins to pursue self-worth and
releases self-energy.

(3) From love desire to reasonable pursuing: Snow White
in the former film is singing a song called “Someday my
prince will come”. However, in liv-action, not only the
love story is weakened greatly, but also the most interest-

ing thing is the poisonous apple comes from the Queen
who is dressed up as the Prince. Although it may be a
dramatic plot to show triangular love in the movie, we
cannot deny that this shift reflects women's general atti-
tude to love and they begin to escape from family life.

3.2. The evolution of the Disney female villain

In Disney's film, villains also appear as significant cha:
recters in promoting the development of the plot besides
of the positive role. As time goes by, there have appeared
many new trends in shaping the villain’s image. So this
part is about the evolution of the Disney female villain,
taking the character “Maleficent” as an example.

In animated cartoons which name is “Sleeping Beauty”
(1959), Maeficent is an evil who lives in the mountains
and has powerful magic. One day she was not invited to
participate in the christening of Princess Aurora. In retal-
iation, she gave the Princess a spell of death: when the
girl was 16 year’s old, she would be stabbed at a spinning
wheel, which means she would never wake up. Since
there was also a fairy who had not sent bless to the prin-
cess, she enchanted immediately and changes the death
spell to adeeping curse.

In this animated version, Maleficent doesn't know love
and considerateness. She is just the embodiment of evil,
who sends the crow to find the princess al the time, in-
troducing Aurora into the curse step by step and trying
her best to prevent the salvation from the prince. But in
the live-action film “Maleficent *“, which was aso pub-
lished by Disney in 2014, the story has changed a lot.
Here we can see many differences of this character in the
following Table 2:

Table 2. The comparison of two versions about character “M aleficent”

Sleeping Beauty (1959) Maleficent (2014)

Once Maleficent was a beautiful and pure fairy. She used magic to

Character setting A super evil with powerful magic, who can guard the peace of the elf world and against theinvasion from the

only do bad things. human beings. After suffering aruthless betrayal, her heart became

cold. She exhibit a variety of both prosocial and antisocial behaviors.

L . L The curse began with a man’s deception. He pretended to love

Motivati Maleficent S Curse was S mply ongr nate(_J from Maleficent, regained her trust in order to cut off her beautiful wings

otivation anger. (Sheisnot invited to participate in the hichisal ted ash o ful h 1dbeth
christening of princess Aurora) (which is also acted as her most powerful weapon) so he could be the

next king of the human world.
Curse Maleficent just said the princess would be Maleficent added additional conditions: the princess can be

stabbed and die, she blocked all the way out. awakened by the kiss of true loveinstead of sentencing the princess
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things turned around.

While other fairy changed the spell, and let the

to death directly, which proved thereis still goodwill remindsin her
conscious (she still believed in love).

Maleficent always pursued the whereabouts of

Maleficent also played the role of “afairy godmother” in the process
of monitoring the princess. The two established a deep relationship,

Relationship the princess, and atttemr:ted to make the curse and the princess even proposed to live with Maleficent forever,
cometrue. which made Maleficent also attempted to eliminate the curse.
Maleficent _tri ed her best to prevent the_pri nee The prince was brought into the castle by Maleficent and her crow
After thet(r:ﬂ;se comes from gﬁ;??o;ﬁ;ﬁféagem’;iéﬂace secretly, because she also looking forward Aurora to wake up.
Intheend, it is Maleficent’s kiss of maternal love, not that of a
random prince, which saved Aurora, and they left the human world,
Ending The prince kissed the princess and the two head to the elven’s Kingdom eventually. Furthermore, the princess

lived happily together.

took over the role of Maleficent and became the queen of the elf
world. Asfor her father, the human king, he died after a grotesque
fight sequence.

Decades of research concerning gender portrayals on
television reveal that viewers consistently have been fed
a diet of erroneous and demeaning depictions of women
(Downs, 1981; Barcus, 1983; Downing, Mohammadi &
Sreberny-Mohammadi, 1990), and it is aso reflected in
the “Sleeping Beauty”, which creates a world filled with
gender stereotypes and aggression. In this version, Male-
ficent is filled with desire and enthusiasm for encroach-
ment. Her unrealistic evil is an extreme of the unrealistic
kindness of the princesses, which is a stereotype of a
capable woman in the patriarcha culture. Women ex-
press their desire for rights and status, that is, evil. In
animated version, Maleficent’s magic is so powerful that
no one can resist. Even the king has no way to confront
her, which made her to be described as a totally bad per-
son who is not recognized by the mainstream society.
While things have changed when it comes to the live-
action verson. “Maleficent”, which takes its title from
the origina film's evil antagonist-is a fully feminist retel-
ling of Sleeping Beauty that dispenses utterly with every
major sexist element of the original :

(1) Maleficent portray more stereotypicaly masculine
characteristics. She participated in stereotypically mascu-
line activities, such as conducting diplomacy and war.
She is a strong character with problem-solving abilities
and actions on a more egual footing with her male peers
(the human king).

(2) This movie is frank in its repudiation of the cult of
domesticity nobody takes pleasure in the drudgery of
housework or childcare: neither the three incompetent
fairies nor the brooding Maleficent, who announces to
young Aurora, “I do not like children.”

(3) In new version, Maleficent is a full person, good and
evil, powerful and vulnerable, vengeful and loving re-
gardless of evil forever. The film tends to explore her
from a more comprehensive perspective and try to find
the root of her behavior. Furthermore, both she and teen-
aged Aurora have deeply value heterosexual love, but in
the end do not let the idea which established by patriar-
chal cultures define their personal or public lives.

(4) In the end, it's women acting in solidarity and love
that solves problems, breaks spells, and brings healing

and redemption regardless of man, which makes Malefi-
cent as an example of Disney's contemporary indepen-
dent female.

Through the transformation of the image of” Maleficent”,
the stereotype of female (under the patriarchal society)
has been broken. The feminist elements are no longer
appear as a simple negative image. The gender role por-
trayals, measured via the characters’ behavioral characte-
ristics and the resolutions in the film, became more egali-
tarian over time, which suggests that the more recent
Disney Princess movies show a more balanced portrayal
of relationship formation. Furthermore, Disney presents
its post-feminist character with desires similar to Susan
Gill’s description of the myth in society, where women
are “entirely autonomous agents, no longer constrained
by any inegualities or tyrannies.” (Gill 2007, 93) Disney
utilizes this ideology to buoy the narrative conflict, creat-
ing a world where heroines are trapped and breakout by
herself signifies a happily-ever. For Disney to remake its
own classic fairy tale, under its own name, in so radica a
fashion represents a major moment in the fairytale film
industry, and it aso represents the impact of the feminist
movement on the film.

In addition, the dramatic conflict between the two works
is to describe the different dilemmas the characters are
faced with: the dilemma of princess Aurora in Sleeping
Beauty is whether she can grasp a chance of life between
Sleeping and waking, while the dilemma of Maleficent
lies in the competition between good and evil human
nature. The former need to obtain the salvation of life by
external motivation, while the latter seeks for spiritual
sustenance by virtue of her subjective initiative. By set-
ting different story contexts, demonstrating the dramatic
conflict in the works, enhancing the conscious will of the
person, thus highlighting the identity of the female image,
reflecting the deeper collective consciousness and the
tragic cultural tragedy that women have in a particular
Hollywood background.

4. The Rise of Feminism in Films and Tee-
vision Works

4.1. Historical developing process
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Western feminism is originated from the Enlightenment
and the French bourgeois revolution. Under the influence
of Enlightenment, women’s consciousness began to be
awaken and the western feminist movement began to
sprout. The development of the Industrial Revolution had
greatly enhanced women’s socia status, especialy after
the World War 11, male labor was dramatically decreased
therefore a large amount of women engaged the labor
market, thus aerting individual’s opinion that women
could not undertake essential work which men can han-
dle. Earning salaries, women gained more economic
rights which enable them to rethink their social value.

The second wave of feminism took place in the 1960s
and 1970s.In that era, economic depression made women
aware that only breaking the male-dominated world pat-
tern could avoid making lots of wrong decisions, further

solving on the basis of equality between men and women.

However, there was still a considerable gap between the
desire and the objective redlity.

Finally, feminism entered the third stage in the 80~90s of
the 20th century. Feminists began gradualy attached
importance to academic and cultural studies and contin-
ued studying the root causes of inequality between men
and women. They were interested in cultural equality and
cultura identity. Also, there were still many differences
between different groups of women that cannot be eradi-
cated, so feminists continued cultivating the patriarchal
culture, trying to construct a system of multiple female
discourses that emphasized differences. That is to say,
women's individualized differences to get attention.

4.2. Movies and feminism

This change is aso clearly reflected in the Disney film.
Snow White did not put hope on prince any more. She
used a sharp sword to kill evil creatures, and held shield
for self-protect, rather than sought help from seven
dwarfs. In Disney cartoon, Snow White begged for meet-
ing prince, while never thought about relying on herself,
reflecting social environment that disbelieve women
could decide their own destiny, as a result of Patriarchies
was rooted in that era. Another example is that, com-
pared with the Disney cartoon Sleeping Beauty and the
modern live-action movie Mal€eficent, the main character
Maleficent gave maternd care to Aurora. In contrast to
the wicked witch whose aim is to make Aurora sleep
forever.

From the media, we can clearly find that, once people
believed that wicked people are mostly women, which
extremely unfair for a certain gender. However, with
development of the feminism, this consciousness has
been lightened. Seeming like wicked female personality
can also have a noble side. In a nutshell, media is a ref-
lection about a world’s cultural development. Women
stand up in the movie means that women nowadays un-
dertake crucial socid affairs as well. Many women presi-

dents and women entrepreneurs enjoy reputation and
fame all over the world. Women deal with their daily
work more carefully, enabling them to have more chance
to get ajob promotion, thus changing the whole society’s
attitude for women’s ability. There is no doubt that: the
gap between sex has narrowed.

From the theory, we can know that the criticism of fe-
minist film directly points to the negative aspects of
commercial film, pointing out not only the oppression
and discrimination against women in Hollywood film.
Commercial industry in the 20th century is mostly estab-
lished by male, so the capitalists prefer women to stay at
home, and taking care of al the family members. There-
fore, in last century’s commercia film, women seldom
had dazzling achievements, even becoming male’s acces-
sory. To some extent, feminist criticism of Disney anima-
tion film has a digtinct socia criticism significance. The
reason why women characters display in a different way
is the most and more advanced feminist concepts.

4.3. Influencing factor s about feminism

First and the foremost. In the past decades, the commodi-
ty economy developing rapidly, more job vacancy was
provided for women. And then they redlized that only
achieving women and men are equal could save them
from workplace discrimination. It is a common pheno-
menon that women are much harder to find a decent job
than the other gender, and sometimes when women and
men successfully be hired for the same job. Women earn
less wages. Workplace discrimination intensifies social
contradictions and women found that their legitimate
interests have not been concerned enough by the society.
Through the Labor Union’s demonstration, government
established some related laws to prevent job discrimina-
tion, as a conseguence women becoming the mainstay
power in the workplace. When they grow up to be an
important source of income in a certain family, they de-
servedly be respected by their husbands. They would not
afeard of divorce and abandoned, so they have more dis-
course of power in family affairs, some of them refused
to alert their last name to their husbands’. Housework
gradually jointly undertaken by the husband and wife.
Women are more independent which marks that the fe-
minism has a further development.

What’s more, from a political perspective, Feminist
movements made women focus on raising the attention
of al sectors of society on women's rights and interests.
Also more women protection mechanism is established.
The number of women being affected by domestic vi-
olence is obviously decreasing. With male’s mistakes in
political decision-making, such as the Watergate incident,
Berlin Wall event, and cold war etc. Meanwhile, many
outstanding women politicians have appeared in the
world. The most outstanding representative is the Lady
Thatcher of England, the world's first female prime mi-
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nister. She gets another name: Iron Maiden. Dollar cur-
rency system’s crash made the whole British whole stuck
in afinancia crisis. In that situation, she used tough po-
litic means, which led the UK out of economic difficul-
ties and improved the international status of the whole
country. Although many patriarchs accused Thatcher is
ruthless and does not care about the hardships of laid-off
workers, even on the Hong Kong issue, she completely
lost to Chinese chairman Deng Xiaoping, which pa
triarchs believed that she could not even conquer a short
man. Anyway, without her, the British economy could
not recover so quickly, even today British people cannot

forget her contributions toward the United Kingdom. Mrs.

Thatcher is a typical feminist, and her political achieve-
ments have also alowed women to stand up in political
stages.

Last but not the least, Politics and economy react to cul-
ture, so the feminist culture is widely spread. Feminist
literary work gained more popularity. Media is a carrier
which incorporating many feminist cultural elements. In
the 21th century’s film, women gradually become more
responsible, even capability for controlling the develop-
ment of the whole setting in film and television work.
Women alert to symbolic of kindness, brave and sincere.
Evil characters are more played by male. Another essen-
tial reason why movie corporate change in the shaping of
female characters is that women are gradually enriching
their cultura life. In particular, watching movie or TV
shows and the concerts. So if movie work contains any
male chauvinism elements, the vast majority of feminist
viewers will refuse to pay for it. In order to cater to the
cultural needs of female audiences, thereby further im-
proving the movie box office, film companies must pro-
duce the perfect female image, which encourages the
fighting spirit of the Female Audience.

5. Conclusion

Through the study of four films in different periods, our
group found that the portrayal of princess and femae
villain both has changed in the 21st century. Women do
not only symbolize yield and weakness, but show a
stronger image in front of the audiences. The transforma-
tion of Disney’s feminine charactersis a reflection of the
development of feminism and an improvement of wom-
en's status.

6. Note

When it comes to the future development of the femin-
ism, our group believed that Feminist culture will focus
on diversty. For example: the interests of the leshian
community will be better protected. In other words, the
connotation of feminism will be more integrated into the
protection of minority groups. Only by comprehensively
safeguarding the rights and interests of various groups of
women can we better promote the devel opment of femin-

ism and encourage more women to express views. For
instance, some time ago China’s “ME TOO” event has
been controversial from all walks of life. Women suffer
from sexual harassment for quite a long time, while gov-
ernments have not paid enough attention to this issue so
that many criminals feel that they have opportunities to
bully women. All in al, we appea governments could
crack down on crimes against women's rights and inter-
ests. Feminism still needs further development. Although
feminism has been widely accepted in developed coun-
tries, many third world countries, especialy in sub-
Saharan Africa, women are still Persecuted by male
chauvinism, so the international women's rights protec-
tion agencies should pay more attention to the feminism
publicity of these countries, and report timely about the
those country’s Patriarchal atrocities through the influen-
tial media. Only in thisway could be women's protection
organizations put pressure on the patriarchal countries’
governments and force them to change.

7. Limitations

This study only examined the Disney Princess movie line
specifically, which does not represent all Disney movies.
It also only included analysis of the princess and prince
characters and did not consider the gendered attributes of
any other characters, of which there were many. It also
could not incorporate subtleties like animation techniques
that may have enhanced the gender message. Otherwise,
this research taking the film theory as the framework,
assisting the theoretical reference of communication,
paying less attention to sociology and psychology.
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