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Tweedle-Dee and Tweedle-Dum: Turning Feminist 

Disney Critique on its Head 

By Christine Gordon 

There have been numerous feminist critiques and analysis of 
the effects of Disney films on girls and how they can influence that 
shaping of girlhood in American culture. I will examine the Disney 
film, Alice Adventures in Wonderland and how this specific film can 
have a positive influence on girls and girlhood. The film serves as 
an "anti-princess" Disney movie that inspires girls to have their 
own adventures which contributes to the development of a healthy 
self-esteem and sense of adventure. By exploring and arguing the 
positive influences of Alice in Wonderland, I will elaborate on how 
it differs from other Disney "princess" movies and their negative 
effect on girls and girlhood. I will then explain how girls are 
socialized to a certain way and how Alice in Wonderland serves as a 
counter-point to the "typical" notions of girlhood. 

In order to fully understand how Alice in Wonderland 
encourages girls to explore and follow their curiosities, the 
harmfulness of other Disney "princess" movies must be examined. 
Disney princesses are often over-sexualized, married at a young 
age and her entire existence is revolved around a prince. Every 
motivation she has i.s to find man who will love her, how she will 
get a man to fall iri love with her, or her entire desires and goals in 
life are to achieve a "happy ending." This perpetual "Disney Loop" 
meaning the leading female princess characters are extremely 
similar and have similar story lines. This perpetual loop is based 
solely on romance, finding and maintaining a romance by the 
princess. Her decision making process is fully engulfed in hetero­
normative behaviors and attitudes. Girls see movie, after movie 
displaying the same images of how a "true" woman would find 
everlasting love. The Disney Loop has created a culture in which 
it has become acceptable for a strange man to approach a sixteen 
year old girl in the woods, sing to her for a while, and they are 
instantly in love. This man then rules the girls every thought and 
action. Her only thought is of him and what she can do to be with 
him or finally succumbs to his persistent advances. 

The Disney Loop has created specific ideals and notions 
about girlhood sexuality, femininity, and beauty. Almost all of the 
Disney Princesses are underage and the majority of them are only 
sixteen, like in the case of Sleeping Beauty and Ariel from The 
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Little Mermaid. Both of these girls are appear to be fully developed 
and have developed through puberty enough to have developed 
secondary sex characteristics, the development of breasts and the 
idealized "hour glass shape" of the female form. Young girls grow 
up watching Disney princesses and are impressed with the vision of 
the "true female form." Girls then have the expectation that these 
princesses embody how a girl of sixteen is meant to be shaped. 
This encourages girls to mature, emotionally, at a younger age. 
They have been watching Disney princesses get married and begin 
to start a family as young as sixteen, this could then be immolated 
in their own real lives. 

The romance in the Disney Loop also serves another purpose, 
usually a greater purpose. Romance does not happen, just because 
of romance. It only occurs when the kingdom needs a new princess 
or queen, there has to be an alliance between nations or cultures, 
or due to thwarting a greater evil of some kind. The princesses 
love and romance is a function for another individual or for another 
purpose, it is not allowed to be her own. ,She has no agency over 
her own feelings and emotions; she canriot love just to love but 
must have an ulterior motive. The princesses' lack of power, even 
over her own love, desires, and dreams, is a testament to how 
traditional Disney princesses are constructed to be vulnerable, 
powerless, and even na·ive. Girls watching the princesses are 

. affected by the Disney Loop and morph these examples into a 
"script" for them to follow in their own lives. Ideas about femininity 
and womanhood is constructed in this "script" and only by abiding 
by this script is a girl able to find "true love" and a "happily ever 
after." Disney princesses serve as models and training tools for girls 
to express their own femininity and bodies. Girls are socialized to 
follow societal ideals of girlhood, which develops into womanhood, 
and proper expressions of femininity. 

The Disney Loop is broken in Alice Adventures in Wonderland, 
for the benefit of girls. The story of Alice serves as an "anti­
princess" narrative. The story is centered on Alice and her curiosity 
and sense of adventure rather than romance and the quest for 
love. Alice goes on a journey of self-discovery through trial and 
error in a world of mystery and intrigue. She must discover her 
own path while attempting to navigate this strange world she 
does not understand. She does not give up, and goes, to use a 
metaphor from the film, further "down the rabbit hole" into this 
Wonderland. Alice faces several barriers along the way and must 
overcome different challenges that force her to make certain 
choices or decisions but none of these dilemmas involve a man or a 
love interest. Alice is a young girl in the film and is kept as such. Of 
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course one could argue that she upholds normative, stereotypical 
gender roles based on her appearance and dress; however, my 
research is focused on her adventurous attitude and the positive 
aspects of girlhood inquisitiveness and curiosity. 

Alice is a young girl that is fond of day-dreaming and her own 
imagination rather than the repetitive rhetoric of her instructors. 
Once in Wonderland, after following a rabbit dressed in a waist 
coat and a watch down a hole, she finds herself in a few critical 
situations. There are several scenes in which I will elaborate on and 
use to demonstrate how Alice goes against the Disney Loop and 
"princess narrative." By highlighting key scenes, I will illustrate how 
Alice undergoes challenges and interactions that will aid her in her 
own personal growth and sense of self. 

The first scene I wish to discuss is one in which Alice meets 
"Mr. Caterpillar" Mr. Caterpillar is perpetually smoking a hookah 
and blowing smoke in Alice's face. He speaks in riddles to her 
in a way that she does not understand. She has been taught 
certain ways of introducing oneself and those customs are either 
unknown or ignored in Wonderland. Mr. Caterpillar asks "Who are 
you?" repeatedly to Alice, even interrupting her when she begins 
to answer him. Alice is so confused by the interaction the only 
"sensible" thing Alice could conceive of, "I hardly know, I am not 
myself, it's not clear to me." This seems like a "sensible" thing to 
say to her because she seems so out of place and uncomfortable. 
The question posed to Alice required inner reflection and analysis 
of oneself and also one's place in the world of Wonderland. A 
question like this would not have been posed in the Disney Loop or 
the "princess narrative." Those female characters were not meant 
to have inner reflection or analysis but Alice does. She wants to 
find out who she is, once she has been confronted with the fact 
that she is lost in this world and needs to find her own way out, 
there is no "knight in shining armor," like in the other stories, 
to come and rescue her. She must use her own cleverness and 
self-determination to continue through Wonderland. This scene 
takes place about one-third of the way through the movie, so her 
journey must continue on. Alice's journey influences her beliefs 
and attitudes about herself. She must discover who she is and her 
"true" self. What does she really want? This scene introduces the 
importance of agency and Alice's control over her own thoughts 
and actions. This also stands in contrast to the "princess narrative." 
Those female characters must rely on others to ultimately make 
decisions for them instead of making judgments or decisions for 
themselves. Alice's agency over her own thoughts and identity will 
have an impact on girl viewers. Girls will watch this scene and think 

80 



New Views on Gender 2014 

to themselves, "Who am I? What would I say to Mr. Caterpillar?" 
Thus, creating an internal dialogue within herself about her own 
identity. 

The next scene that demonstrates Alice's adventurous spirit 
and self-determination is one in which Alice is on trial for her life 
by the Red Queen after an embarrassing incident. The Queen 
blames Alice for her own embarrassment but Alice speaks up about 
her innocence; she does not rely on others to speak for her but 
must do so on her own. The Red Queen is the one that regulates 
all behaviors in Wonderland, "All ways are the Queen's ways." All 
of the other characters are terrified of the Red Queen since she 
is quick to shout "Off with their head!" She acts as the "standard" 
to which all other behaviors are compared to. She is the symbolic 
societal "norm" that everyone must ascribe to. However, Alice 
does not. She realizes and is vocal at the trial that the ways of 
the Queen are "nonsense" The Red Queen continuously attempts 
to correct Alice's behavior and expressions of femininity. She 
repeatedly tells Alice to curtsey after everything she says, tells 
Alice to "stop twiddling her fingers," and to "act like a lady." Alice 
resists all these "corrections" and continues to act however she 
pleases. This is also an "anti-princess narrative." Alice's expressions 
of femininity and girlhood do not "match" with society, personified 
in the Red Queen1 and acts how she feels. This is yet another 
example of how Alice is self-confident and even though she is on 
trial for her life, she refuses to acknowledge the validity of the 
"nonsense" the Red Queen is accusing her of. 

Girls watch Disney movies and absorb the messages about 
femininity, girlhood and how they ought to express themselves. The 
author of "Articulating Adolescent Girls' Resistance to Patriarchal 
Discourse in Popular Media," proposes the framework of "cultural 
confinement" this is argued to be the "repression of imagination." 
There is a certain script that girls are expected to follow based on 
the Disney Loop and the "princess narratives" they are exposed to. 
Girls live in a media-centric society where everything is available at 
any time. These media representations are potentially damaging 
to girls and how femininity is being projected upon them. Girls are 
bombarded from many different media sources, but one media 
source is hardly as long-reaching as the corporation of Disney. 
"Girls would benefit substantially from making clear-cut decisions 
to live without subscribing or aspiring to the unrealistic norms 
prescribed by the dominant patriarchal ideology" (Durham 212). 
Patriarchal norms and expectations are perpetuated by Disney and 
the "princess narrative." 
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In other Disney princess stories, the "heroine's fantasies/ 
dreams reveal desires ... some of these desires are ridiculed, other 
respected; some are fulfilled, other surrendered" (Ross 54). Alice 
does not require or rely upon others to validate her desires or 
curiosities in Wonderland. The dream world of Wonderland is more 
to reality than other settings in the Disney Loop. In Wonderland, 
Alice faces realistic issues in an unrealistic manner. She must 
negotiate this world through trial and error, mirroring our own 
reality. There is no script or narrative to follow in the real world. 
The majority of the time, we learn through trial and error, the same 
thing happens to Alice. By creating a fantasy world of Wonderland, 
Alice can explore her own abilities and simulate life in the real 
world. In the Disney Loop, there is almost always some form of 
"destiny intervention" or a "prophecy" that must be fulfilled by the 
end of the film. However, in Alice in Wonderland, Alice ends her 
journey on her own, she does not rely on some outside source 
or divine power to rescue her. Fantasy actually mirrors reality but 
in an unrealistic way. Girls watching this movie can take comfort 
in knowing or seeing an example of a girl making mistakes and 
learning from them. This Disney movie can act more as a guide 
than as a "script" like so many of the "princess narrative" story 
lines. Girls should be encouraged to watch Alice in Wonderland and 
could potentially learn to develop their own identity through self­
reflection, self-determination and trial and error through their own 
journeys in their lives. 
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