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Gender Roles and Stereotypes in Disney’s Animated Films
[bookmark: _GoBack]One of the main themes that runs through virtually all of Disney’s animated films is the theme of Gender roles and stereotypes. The world we live today has a wide range of cultural beliefs that place men and women in totally different positions within the society. Disney’s animated films go a long way in portraying the different stereotypes that the society has over men and women. The society as well is structured in a manner that assigns different roles and duties to men and women, something that Disney’s animated films have done a great deal of effort in bringing out. The Disney’s animated films place the female gender in a position lower than that of the male gender, something that negatively stereotypes the female gender within the society.
One of Disney’s animated films in which the theme of gender roles and stereotypes is extensively explored is the “Mulan.” The animated Disney’s “Mulan” is a film that features Mullan as the main character. In this film, and according to an article by Soren Hough (2016), women are considered to be damsels and only existing so that men can fight over them or struggle to bail them out of different kinds of danger. A good example of this very negative gender stereotype towards women in the society is seen in Disney’s animated “Cinderella” of 1950. In this film, a young and pretty girl is turned into a servant by her cruel step mother and step sisters who are envious of her natural beauty. With such a cruel family, Cinderella’s main duties revolve around cooking and scrubbing the floor. The end of this kind of slavery and mistreatment that Cinderella is subjected to will only be ended by Prince Charming when she finally finds him (Nandini Maity). By this kind of stereotyping, women are seen as very week beings who have to remain dependent on their male counterparts at all time of their lives. Considering women to be in existence for the sole reason of men to fight over them has a very negative implication on the female gender as it gives the impression that women have no any other role in the society rather than to be used by men to fulfil their pleasures. 
Right from the beginning of the “Mulan” animated film, the value of women is tied to their external beauty and the ability of such beauty to attract men to them. For this reason, young women are trained to be submissive to men so that they can win husbands to themselves. “Honor to Us All” is “Mulan’s” first song in which other women are busy bathing and clothing her all in the name of preparing her and enhancing her beauty to match that of a doll. As other women are doing this to her, the only advice they are giving to Mulan is that her beautiful appearance and good manners will win her a very nice husband, something that will not only be good to herself, but which will also bring such a big honor to her entire film. A similar stereotype is seen in an article by Peggy Orenstein (2006) when a mother takes her daughter to a dentist. The dentist is amazed by the young girl’s beauty and quickly brands her a “princess.” On hearing this, the mother gets angry as she knows the title “princess” is only but an expression of men’s admiration of beauty and this is why she even raises her voice at the dentist. In this way, females are given the role of enticing men in the society. The life a woman is tied around of that of a man, implying that man is the reason why a woman exists. This is seen in another Disney’s animated film, “The Little Mermaid” in which Ariel is unable to realize her desire of remaining a human on her own without being helped by Eric’s kiss after sacrificing her melodious voice for her legs (Nandini Maity). 
However, despite showing this kind of negative stereotype towards women in the society, Disney’s “Mulan” goes a long way to challenge this kind of gender role and succeeds in tainting a totally different picture of women within the society. In Disney’s “Mulan,” men are considered to be the strongest individuals in the society who can engage in such masculine roles as wars to protect their communities from enemies. In this animated film, women who are brave enough to perform roles considered to be for men are taken to be imitators of male physicality. However, Mulan goes against this kind of social construction about gender roles and stereotypes when she decides to join the army in her father’s stead. For taking this kind of decision, other women in the society view Mulan as a defiant figure who has gone against the social tenets of their community.
Despite Mulan challenging existing negative stereotypes towards the female gender in the society by taking the decision to join the army, this decision is only considered as a replacement of her father’s place in the army and not a transformation of her own identity. Instead, a change of her identity is still dependent on whether or not she will be able to succeed in proving that she can perform the duty of men in the army. This is seen when Mulan is frequently confronted with disguise and contempt from her male counterparts within the army camp. This kind of confrontation reiterates what Juliane Fung (2010) refers in her article as the society’s expectation of feminine roles being only about cooking, looking gorgeous, and stroking men’s ego but not to be brave and intelligent. However, Mulan stands out to be such a strong character and overcomes all these kinds of trials and tribulations as she manages to endure all the hardships she encounters in her training. In Disney’s “Mulan” animated film, a new definition of a soldier emerges. Soldiers are considered to be refined fighting machines with the ability to fulfil their masculine promises (Soren Hough, 2016). Deciding to join the army was like making a masculine promise to Mulan. Mulan goes ahead to fulfil this promise by successfully training and becoming a fighting machine. This is seen when Shang’s army faces Shan-Yu’s enemy in a war. In this fight, Shang’s army is outmatched but Mulan’s ingenuity comes their rescue and brings them victory when she causes an avalanche by targeting the snowbank using a rocket, something that manages to bury their enemies.
Watching Mulan embrace her fellow male soldiers after the fight does a great job in transforming her role as woman in the society. This kind of scene creates the impression that human power is not measured by physical strength alone, but also by the brain. Mulan’s input in the war undercuts the value of masculine traits and physical strength that the society bestows upon men. Mulan brings a positive change in the negative female gender roles and stereotypes as being existent only as objects of pleasure to men. By Mulan’s success in the army and in the war, women are given a new face and identity in the society. Women become intelligent characters who cannot only do the duties men do, but also with the ability to perform such duties even better than how men do them.
In conclusion, the Disney’s animated films place the female gender in a position lower than that of the male gender, something that negatively stereotypes the female gender within the society. in these films, women are considered to be objects of pleasure whose beauty is meant to be enjoyed by men. The Disney’s animated films seem to reiterate the society’s perception of women which considers them as brainless and passive individuals who have no ability to perform the roles and duties that men perform in the society. The main roles given to the female gender by the Disney films include cooking, looking nice, and stocking men’s ego. The films portray women as people who entirely depend on men for any kind of success in their lives. However, Mulan stands out as the biggest challenger to this kind of negative stereotyping of female gender roles. She does this by joining the army, successfully training as a soldier, and becoming the mastermind of the victory that her army get in a war with their enemies. By achieving this magnitude of success, Mulan proves beyond reasonable doubt that men and women should be treated equally and without prejudice or contempt within the society. 
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