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Abstract 

This paper undertakes a comparative, psychoanalytically informed analysis of Disney’s fairytale 

adaptations, examining the complex psychological dimensions encoded in their characters and 

narratives. Using Modern Film Appreciation Theory and psychoanalytic concepts (Freudian drives, 

Jungian archetypes, narrative desire), the essay explores how characters such as Cinderella, Belle, Elsa, 

Rapunzel, and Maleficent embody culturally resonant psychological conflicts. The analysis situates 

these films within broader ideological frameworks, arguing that Disney’s seemingly simple narratives 

mobilize profound anxieties about gender, family, repression, and individuation. Through close readings 

and filmic quotations, the essay demonstrates how animation aesthetic, character alignment, and genre 

convention structure audience identification while naturalizing ideological values about love, selfhood, 

and social order. Ultimately, the study underscores Disney’s fairy-tales not as mere children’s 

entertainment but as potent cultural texts negotiating psychic and social contradictions. 
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Introduction: Disney Fairy-tales as Cultural and Psychological Texts 

Since the 1937 release of Snow White and the Seven Dwarfs, Disney’s fairy-tale films have functioned 

as global cultural touchstones. These animated features transform European folk and literary fairy-tales 

into accessible, commercially appealing stories while shaping generations of viewers’ understandings of 

love, family, gender, and morality. 

Yet beneath their polished surfaces, Disney’s fairy-tales reveal complex psychological textures. As Jack 

Zipes argues, fairy-tales historically function to socialize children by externalizing psychic conflicts in 

narrative form (Zipes 1997, 11). Disney’s adaptations, therefore, are not neutral entertainments but sites 

where cultural anxieties and desires are negotiated through archetypal characters and plots. 

Modern Film Appreciation Theory provides tools to unpack these ideological processes. Animation’s 

stylized aesthetics and narrative conventions encourage audience identification while encoding cultural 

values. Psychoanalytic Film Theory—drawing on Freud and Jung—reveals how these narratives 

externalize repression, desire, and archetypal patterns. This essay adopts a comparative approach to 

analyze the psychological dimensions of Disney’s fairy-tale characters, using filmic quotations and 

theoretical frameworks to demonstrate the richness and complexity of these seemingly “simple” 

narratives. 
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The Innocent and the Wicked: Archetypal Polarity in Snow White and Sleeping 

Beauty 

Disney’s earliest fairy-tales exemplify what Jung calls the archetypal opposition between Innocence and 

Evil. In Snow White (1937), the titular heroine embodies the archetype of the Innocent Child, while the 

Queen represents the devouring Mother archetype. 

Evil Queen: “Magic Mirror on the wall, who is the fairest one of all?” (Snow White, 00:10:25) 

This narcissistic question externalizes the Queen’s destructive envy—a classic Freudian drive rooted in 

the death instinct (Freud 1920). Snow White’s purity triggers the Queen’s rage, dramatizing the 

psychological conflict between ego ideal and destructive desire. 

Similarly, Sleeping Beauty (1959) features Maleficent as the archetype of the Terrible Mother: 

Maleficent: “You poor simple fools, thinking you could defeat me!” (Sleeping Beauty, 01:10:10) 

Maleficent’s curse—death at 16—symbolizes the anxiety of sexual maturation, what Bruno Bettelheim 

calls the fairy-tale’s function to manage developmental fears (Bettelheim 1976, 99). Aurora’s sleep 

represents latency, while Philip’s kiss dramatizes symbolic rebirth into adult sexuality. 

These films’ stylized binaries—innocence vs. wickedness—serve both narrative economy and 

psychological pedagogy, naturalizing cultural ideals of female passivity and male heroism while 

encoding unconscious conflicts. 

Cinderella and the Fantasy of Social Mobility 

Cinderella (1950) offers a different psychological dynamic centered on repression and wish-fulfillment. 

Cinderella’s submission to her stepmother and stepsisters reflects internalized social hierarchy: 

Stepmother: “You shall do your duties without complaint.” (Cinderella, 00:12:40) 

This enforced obedience encodes what Freud describes as repression: Cinderella suppresses anger and 

sexuality in favor of docility. The Fairy Godmother serves as the return of the repressed, enabling 

Cinderella’s wish to surface: 

Fairy Godmother: “Even miracles take a little time.” (Cinderella, 00:32:50) 

The transformation sequence literalizes wish-fulfillment, combining Freudian dream logic with 

cinematic spectacle. Paul Wells notes that animation’s plasticity excels at realizing such psychological 

fantasies (Wells 1998, 77). 

Yet the narrative ultimately rewards Cinderella’s passivity with marriage, reinforcing conservative 

gender roles. Robert Stam argues that classical Hollywood narratives “resolve” psychological conflicts 

in ideologically acceptable forms (Stam 2000, 135). Cinderella’s fantasy of upward mobility thus 

naturalizes social hierarchy through romance. 

Belle and the Beast: Desire, Monstrosity, and Recognition 

Beauty and the Beast (1991) offers one of Disney’s richest psychological allegories. Belle’s intellectual 

curiosity and longing for “adventure in the great wide somewhere” (00:11:15) signal dissatisfaction with 

domestic confinement which also suggests repressed desire. 

The Beast, with his monstrous exterior and vulnerable interior, externalizes the Freudian split between 

ego and id: 
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Beast: “You came back!” (Beauty and the Beast, 01:14:50) 

Their romance stages a process of mutual recognition, echoing Jessica Benjamin’s theory of 

intersubjectivity: love as the meeting of two subjects who recognize each other’s vulnerability 

(Benjamin 1988, 33). 

Moreover, the enchanted castle represents Belle’s unconscious—a site of danger, desire, and 

transformation. Gaston, by contrast, embodies the shadow: brute masculinity, narcissism, and 

aggression: 

Gaston: “It’s not right for a woman to read. Soon she starts getting ideas, and thinking.” (Beauty and the 

Beast, 00:14:30) 

This line crystallizes cultural anxieties about female autonomy, which the narrative both critiques and 

contains by channeling Belle’s desire into heterosexual union. 

Rapunzel in Tangled: Individuation and the Maternal Complex 

Tangled (2010) reimagines the Rapunzel story with pronounced psychoanalytic subtext. Mother Gothel 

embodies the devouring Mother, using manipulation to keep Rapunzel infantilized: 

Mother Gothel: “Mother knows the best.” (Tangled, 00:24:50) 

This refrain functions as psychic injunction, suppressing Rapunzel’s individuation. Jungian theory 

describes individuation as the process of integrating unconscious contents and achieving mature 

selfhood (Jung 1953, 128). Rapunzel’s journey beyond the tower symbolizes this psychological 

development. 

Rapunzel: “I want to see the floating lights.” (Tangled, 00:14:10) 

The floating lights become a symbolic telos, representing both lost heritage and self-realization. The 

film’s lush animation style underscores this psychic landscape, using expressive mise-en-scène to render 

emotional states. 

Rapunzel’s eventual union with Flynn Rider stages mutual recognition, reinforcing the Disney romance 

formula while allowing for a more balanced model of partnership. 

Elsa in Frozen: Repression, Anxiety, and Self-Acceptance 

Frozen (2013) offers perhaps Disney’s most explicit psychoanalytic allegory of repression and 

sublimation. Elsa’s powers literalize forbidden desire and anxiety: 

Elsa: “Conceal, don’t feel, don’t let them know.” (Frozen, 00:21:00) 

This line distills the superego’s demand to repress unacceptable impulses. Elsa’s withdrawal into the ice 

palace dramatizes isolation as a defense mechanism, consistent with Freud’s account of anxiety neurosis 

(Freud 1926, 82). 

Elsa: “Let it go!” (Frozen, 00:51:40) 

This song functions as both liberation and dangerous indulgence: Elsa embraces her power but at the 

cost of relationality. Anna’s quest to reconnect symbolizes the need to integrate desire with 

responsibility. 
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Jungian archetypes are evident throughout: Elsa as the Ice Queen, Anna as the Innocent Fool, Kristoff as 

the Hero’s helper. Their interactions reflect a process of psychic integration. The film’s refusal to make 

romance the final solution marks a subtle subversion of Disney’s traditional closures. 

Maleficent: Rewriting the Villain’s Psyche 

Maleficent (2014) offers a revisionist psychological reading of the classic villain rather than an 

embodiment of pure evil, Maleficent is granted a traumatic backstory: 

Maleficent: “I had wings once. They were stolen from me.” (Maleficent, 00:36:10) 

This violation evokes rape trauma, reframing her curse as vengeance for patriarchal betrayal. Such 

narrative revision engages in what Linda Hutcheon calls “historiographic metafiction”—rewriting 

canonical stories to expose suppressed histories (Hutcheon 1988, 5). 

Maleficent’s eventual forgiveness stages a psychoanalytic working-through, transforming vengeance 

into maternal care: 

Maleficent: “I revoke my curse.” (Maleficent, 01:23:50) 

This moral complexity challenges earlier Disney binaries of good and evil, suggesting the psychological 

origins of aggression in trauma and betrayal. 

Visual Style and Expressive Aesthetics 

Modern Film Appreciation Theory emphasizes that animation’s aesthetic form is not secondary but 

integral to its meaning. As Paul Wells argues, animation’s “expressive potential” lies in its ability to 

render psychological states visible (Wells 1998, 92). 

Disney’s use of color, design, and movement externalizes internal states: Elsa’s icy blues signal 

repression; the Beast’s Gothic castle evokes the unconscious; Gothel’s warm colors hide cold 

manipulation. 

Musical sequences function as psychic outpourings. “Let It Go” in Frozen, “I See the Light” in Tangled, 

and “Beauty and the Beast” in its eponymous film all deploy song as narrative desire made manifest, 

inviting audience identification through affective spectacle. 

These formal strategies underscore cinema’s power to align viewers with character subjectivity while 

naturalizing ideological values. 

Ideological Critique and Cultural Pedagogy 

While Disney’s fairy-tales explore deep psychological conflicts, they also function as ideological 

apparatuses. Robert Stam notes that classical narratives resolve contradictions in ways that reinforce 

dominant cultural values (Stam 2000, 135). 

Despite moments of subversion—Elsa’s rejection of romance, Belle’s intellectual autonomy—Disney 

films often culminate in heteronormative closures, restoring social order. Cinderella’s wish-fulfillment 

naturalizes class hierarchy; Aurora’s awakening reasserts patriarchal control. 

Yet contemporary films complicate these resolutions. Frozen prioritizes sisterhood over romance; 

Maleficent challenges villainy’s moral simplicity. Such contradictions reveal Disney’s negotiation with 

changing cultural expectations, reflecting the unstable terrain of contemporary gender ideology. 
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Conclusion: Disney Fairy-tales as Psychological and Cultural Texts 

Disney’s fairy-tales are far more than children’s entertainment. Through stylized animation, archetypal 

characters, and emotionally charged narratives, they externalize complex psychological conflicts while 

teaching cultural values. 

By applying Modern Film Appreciation Theory and Psychoanalytic Film Theory, this essay has 

demonstrated how characters such as Cinderella, Belle, Elsa, Rapunzel, and Maleficent embody and 

negotiate anxieties about repression, desire, individuation, and trauma. 

Ultimately, Disney’s fairy-tales function as cultural pedagogy, shaping collective understandings of 

love, gender, family, and selfhood. They offer fantasies of resolution while revealing the contradictions 

inherent in cultural ideology. As such, they merit sustained critical attention as richly layered 

psychological and cultural texts. 
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