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Abstract 
 

The implications of Disney portraying its unique, but not entirely accurate view of the world 

could result in millions of people having strong or even grave misunderstandings of cultures other than 

their own. An online survey discussing three Disney movies: Tarzan, Mulan and Pocahontas, asked 

participants how they think the portrayal of these cultures has influenced their views on those cultures. 

According to the survey results, it was found that (1) there is no correlation between a person’s country of 

origin and their perceptions of other countries and cultures, however (2) there is evidence that there is a 

correlation between people’s perception of these places across cultures. Further implications of these 

findings are that Disney’s inaccurate cultural portrayals can skew viewer’s perceptions of cultures not 

their own.  

Introduction 

A major export for the United States today is pop culture. Not only is its presence seen in the 

average American home, or even the average college dorm, its influence can be seen in other parts of the 

world as well. One major contributor of American pop culture is no other than Disney, whose “Mickey 

Mouse” symbol can be identified almost anywhere you go. As time goes by, Disney had molded itself to 

the constant shifts and turns of American values and ideas throughout the decades. However, it might be 

worth further examining the relationship that Disney has with American culture, and even the 

international community. Does Disney derive its values and moral messages from pre-existing American 

ideals, or is Disney the one that shapes the modern pop culture landscape? Even in a global perspective, 

what is Disney’s role in other countries abroad and how does it affect American’s perspectives of the 

international community? 

 



Literature Review 

Walt Disney’s success can be attributed to his creation of the character Mickey Mouse that 

provided the foundation for his cultural empire. Mickey Mouse, formerly known as Mortimer Mouse, was 

created in 1928 during Disney’s trip to New York City. The character represents ‘a stereotypical vision of 

the everyday American’ that ‘often overcame incredible odds through persistence, bravery and 

imagination1, manifesting the American dream that one looks up to. Following Mickey Mouse’s footstep, 

Disney and his animators started to develop a series of supporting animated actors that are known as ‘the 

Fab five’. The fab five includes Minnie Mouse, the American girl that provides the romance element, 

Pluto, Mickey’s loyal dog that represents a man’s best friend, Goofy, a jokester that ‘provided much of 

the nonsensical humor’, and finally, Donald Duck that represents the feisty side of American culture. 

Anthropomorphism is the idea that people often attribute human characteristics to non-human 

beings. This includes everything from animals to inanimate objects. When one anthropomorphizes 

something, they not only assume that the object has human intentions, but also has a human mind 

entirely. There is a range of different factors that determines one’s propensity to anthropomorphize. 

Besides genetic factors, one stage of development can also determine the frequency in which they 

attribute human characteristics to non-humans. Most interestingly, children in their early developmental 

stage tend to anthropomorphize other objects more frequently because they are just learning about 

different perspectives. When a parent informs their child to stand in “someone else’s shoes,” a kid might 

be more likely to use that lessons for other objects around him/her as well. "Who Sees Human?: The 

Stability and Importance of Individual Differences in Anthropomorphism."2  

 When it comes to Disney, it may be more than a startling coincidence that many of its characters 

are non-human and that its main demographic is to younger children. Since Disney is a manifestation of 

American culture and values, it can be used as a medium to transfer these ideas into the minds of kids 

during development. However, it could also be said that Disney can still influence the mind of the adult, 

since Disney’s main ideas and values can hide behind the facade of the non-threatening and warm Disney 

characters. 



 Disney is able to influence children by using the model of social learning theory. The theory that 

suggests that a person is more likely to imitate a modeled behavior if the person who first modeled the 

behavior is similar to them, is rewarded, has admired status and the behavior has a functional value. Many 

of the princess movies exhibit these qualities; for example, in The Little Mermaid, in order for Ariel to be 

with the man she loves she has to change almost her whole identity. This modeled behavior of a girl 

changing who she is in order to fulfill the role of girlfriend/wife can appeal to other girls that watch the 

movie because the behavior is rewarded, Ariel has admired status and the behavior has a functional value. 

Ariel is rewarded with a boyfriend/husband and has the admired status of being in a relationship, and the 

functional value of changing her identity is that she gains a significant other. Disney uses this technique to 

their advantage by creating characters that young children will believe are the ‘ideal’ types of people, and 

because at a young age children are very impressionable it can be difficult for them to distinguish reality 

from fantasy. 

Developmental psychology is the study of behavioral changes in human beings over the course of 

life, especially concerned with adolescence, infants and children. It studies how a person's psychological 

aspects evolve over a lifetime. Children have different capacities, knowledge and needs; therefore, they 

see the world in a different way. Jean Piaget was one of the first scientists who developed a theory 

focused on children's psychology3. A special portion of theory of developmental psychology is the 

Preoperational stage, which occurs for children ages 2-7. It is interesting to focus on a specific age group 

according to the stages defined by Piaget in order to make more realistic predictions and compare results 

of literature on the field. 

During this stage of cognitive development children cannot thoroughly understand concrete logic, 

mentally manipulate information, and understand views of other people, which he termed egocentrism. 

They also become increasingly skilled at using symbols, because of the increase in playing, pretending 

and sometimes television3. 

Disney movies from the so called Renaissance era (1989 – 1999) are mostly popular among 

young kids because of the fantasy themes and plots4. Disney movies appeal to the preoperational stage 



special learning abilities by using mostly primary colors and shapes on its characters. Music and songs are 

also common features in Disney movies, and it is easier for children learning codes to relate to these 

sounds and associate those with a specific movie, scene or character. It is also observed in Disney movies 

from the Renaissance era that dominant characteristics divide characters into simplistic categories and 

outweigh other possible elements of characters’ personality. An example of such is how the attractive 

person is usually good. Children in that age are highly susceptible to some specific features and it seems 

that most Disney movies take advantage of it to reach to the younger generation and train them to absorb 

the Disney message. Disney took advantage of this by producing movies, aimed at this particular age 

group, striking interest in these children. By striking interest in these children, teaching them about other 

cultures and other societal perceptions and norms. 

As one of the largest global media companies in the world, Disney has a profound influence to 

the pop culture. Disney produces animated characters which have incomparable access to people all over 

the world. American culture and values are presented though the anthropomorphic characters, such as 

Mickey Mouse. These characters could be intriguing and educational as well, especially to the children. 

Children are more vulnerable of believing and adopting the values presented and later changing their own 

behaviors as well. Movies from the Disney Renaissance era (1989-1999), are the most influential ones 

since they are fairly popular among young children. Disney uses various ways of attracting young 

children and teaching them about other cultures and societal issues. Young children’s perspectives and 

values are greatly shaped by Disney. 

Methods 

 The hope of our action component was to create a response pool that could effectively support the 

idea that Disney strongly influences stereotypes and assumptions of other cultures. In order to do this our 

collaborative group created an online survey and asked fellow members of Global Scholars Program and 

other University of Michigan students to participate. The survey consisted of a series of questions about 

the individual’s personal feelings, experiences and opinions, as well as specifically asking about the 

movies Mulan, Tarzan and Pocahontas. Qualitative questions were used with the hope that responses 



would be able to accurately represent how the majority of Disney viewers are affected by the cultural 

portrayals. We also asked several demographic questions - age, sex, and race - in order to gauge how 

people from different backgrounds can have different experiences with watching Disney movies.  

Results 

24 students, aged 18 - 21, answered the survey. The majority of students were female 

(75%) and US citizens (62.6%). Other countries of citizenship were Japan (4.2%), China (8.3%), 

Taiwan (8.3%), India (8.3%) and Australia (8.3%). Almost half of the students declared to be 

Caucasian (46%), a third declared to be Asians and the others declared to be mixed race, Indian 

or Latino. 

The following chart summarizes data collected from the survey.  

 

Discussion 

The data from the surveys shows that there is no correlation between a person’s country of origin 

and their perceptions of other countries and cultures. When describing characteristics of the United States, 

even Americans all had different descriptions: responses ranged from “ignorant, foolish, and gullible” to 

“independence, democracy, and capitalism.” When people were asked to describe other countries other 

than their country of origin, the responses varied as well. When Chinese students described Africa, the 

responses focused on socioeconomic factors saying “poor, torrid, unstable” while students from other 

nationalities focused on the nature aspects of the continent, and said “lions, tribes, and wild.” In general, 

individual responses from each individual varied greatly, regardless of the culture they grew up in. 

However, there is evidence that there is a correlation between people’s perception of these places 

across cultures. When developing a “word cloud” for the descriptions of each country, we were able to 



find common words used to describe these places cross-culturally. For instance, in the Tarzan cloud, 

words like “wild,” “dangerous” and “jungle” were very prominent descriptions, regardless of one’s 

cultural background. Also, an individual’s description of a place differed from his/her description of the 

setting in the corresponding movie. When asked to describe China, people said it was “populous, 

economic powerhouse, and communist” but when asked to describe the setting of Mulan, people said 

“traditional, mystical, and beautiful.” Interestingly, when analyzing the descriptions the students had for 

the US [check the others] the responses encompassed different aspects of the United States, including 

politics, socio-economic perspectives, the environment, and generic cultural references, which increased 

the variance in the answers. This does suggest that Disney creates a view of a country that does not 

exactly correlate with the generally accepted and modern view of it in the real world. 

Limitations  

During our Project we did encounter some issues that have limited the extended success of the 

project. As with all research projects there are always limitations and room for improvement. For our 

particular project, we were not allotted a decent amount of time to complete the action the way we 

intended to do so. This led to a lack of demographic diversity for the data we collected. Since we only had 

students who were in the Global Scholars Program complete the survey, we did not receive much 

diversity among the various answers. As well as a lack of diversity in answers, we also encountered a 

small sample size, which could have been caused by the time constraints. Moreover it could have been a 

result of the type and/or the context of the questions asked. After reviewing the answers to the questions, 

we concluded that some questions were too broad and because they were open-ended it was difficult to 

analyze honest answers and answers that did not even make sense. We also found that because some 

movies were not shown, and for someone who had not seen the movies, watching the trailers provided did 

not encompass the entire movie, which could have also skewed the data collected. Overall, even though 

we were not able to complete the project as intended, we did receive a decent amount of responses that 

led to an insightful analysis.  

 



Conclusion  

Through surveying a group of diverse individuals, it was suggested that while Disney movies do 

not influence an individual's perception of their own country, they can alter perceptions of cultures other 

than their own. These findings are important because Disney’s larger than life portrayals of different 

cultures can cause other cultures to possibly make negative assumptions about these cultures. 

Furthermore, since Disney’s key demographic is young children who tend to be more impressionable than 

older audiences, these effects are likely to be exacerbated. Therefore, further research should be done to 

enhance our knowledge of the effects of cultural representations in Disney films in order to improve the 

way children view cultures from all over the World.  

  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Works Cited 
 
1. Padilla, S. (2003). Disney’s defense for American culture. Retrieved from 

  http://www.academia.edu/1006642/Walt_Disneys_Defense_of_American_Culture 

 
2. Waytz, A., J. Cacioppo, and N. Epley. "Who Sees Human?: The Stability and Importance of Individual  
 
 Differences in Anthropomorphism." Perspectives on Psychological Science 5.3 (2010): 219-32.  
 
 Print. 
 
3. Lilienfeld, S. O.; Lynn, S. J.; Namy, L. L.; Woolf, N. J. (2011). Psychology: From Inquiry to  
  
 Understanding. 2nd, a la carte edition.  Boston: Pearson/Allyn Bacon.  ISBN-10: 0205001750 |  
 
 ISBN-13: 9780205001750. pp 241-245 
 
4. Lemish, D., K. Drotner, T. Liebes, E. Maigret, and G. Stald. "Global Culture in Practice: A Look at  
 
 Children and Adolescents in Denmark, France and Israel." European Journal of Communication  
 
 13.4 (1998): 539-56. Web 
 
5. Metz, Walter C. "A Great Artist can Come from Anywhere: Globalization in the Pixar Animated  
 
 Feature." Forum for World Literature Studies 3 (2011): 15-24. Gale Academic OneFile.  Web. 
 
 

http://www.academia.edu/1006642/Walt_Disneys_Defense_of_American_Culture

