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A Comparative Analysis of Gender Representation in Disney’s The Little

Mermaid and Ghibli’s Ponyo on the Cliff by the Sea
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In Disney’ s adaptation of Andersen’ s story of a passive
mermaid, the addition of the final wedding scene has further
incurred the wrath of feminists who see it as an insidious
contribution of a patriarchal conspiracy to keep woman
enslaved. The Little Mermaid is initially controlled by her
father Triton, the king of the sea, who eventually hands her
over to her husband Prince Eric. Never really free, Ariel is
allowed only to transfer her allegiance and abode from one
male to another. (Dundes and Dundes 120)
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Andersen is given credit or rather blame for transforming the
traditional seductive, aggressive mermaid figure into a passive
selfeffacing heroine who sacrifices her own goals and
fulfillment for the sake of the happiness of an unattainable
male prince. (Dundes and Dundes 119)
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A gender critique of this act understands that, in the
Mermaid s quest to move from the matriarchal mer—society to
the patriarchal land-society, our protagonist is forced to
undergo mutilation, and arrives in the company of man having
been disabled and subjugated. This could be seen as indicative
of female submission to males, suggestive of female
disenfranchisement. (Meyers 2)
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Feminists further complain, again with good reason, that
Disney has continued the tradition begun by Andersen by making
the alleged ‘heroine’ of his film a very passive creature who
relies on the assistance of a number of animal allies, all of
whom are male. (Dundes and Dundens120)
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There you see her
Sitting there across the way
She don’ t got a lot to say
But there’s something about her
And you don’ t know why
But you’ re dying to try
You wanna kiss the girl
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What strikes one, too, is that Triton talks in the “King s
English, usually from on high” stressing his importance and
also the importance of the things he says so that Ariel should
actually listen to him. (Stoll 22)
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Eric will “treat” her to the joys of colonial assimilation,
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This story is secondary, and if there is a major change in the
plot, it centers on the power of the prince, the only one who
can save Snow White, and he becomes the focal point by the end
of the story. (Zipes 350)
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In Disney’s ‘The Little Mermaid,’ the mother substitute to be
defeated is clearly Ursula, the sea witch. When Ariel feels
thwarted by her father in her quest to pursue Prince Eric, she
goes behind her father’s back, turning to the mother
substitute for assistance, just as children often turn to the
other parent when the first one refuses to help. (Dundes and
Dundes 123)
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Ursla already summarizes the expected behavior of woman
towards men quite good by saying that men do not like if woman
talk but that body language is much more important. (Stoll 26)
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As a parent, Gran Mamare is little concerned with issues of
control in any case; her childrearing philosophy is more
focused on promoting love and growth and therefore on respect
for her child’s will. (Ross 24)
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Though American audiences might be shocked to see a mother
walk away from two five-year-olds in a flood, we are clearly
meant to see her action not as abandonment but as faith in the
children’s own strength. (Ross 25)
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