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Gender Stereotypes in Disney’s Cinderella 

In almost every culture around the world children are exposed to fairy tales and folk 

stories starting from a very young age.  The purpose of these stories vary depending on the tale 

itself but a many of them have some type of moral or ethical lesson that they are trying to get 

across to the reader, but is that the only thing they are teaching?  Many of these stories also teach 

kids long held gender stereotypes and expectations about men and women and may cause them 

to form certain social opinions about people.  Perhaps one of the most well known and popular 

fairy tales that has been told repeatedly throughout the years and has been adapted in variety 

ways while still maintaining the same basic premise is Cinderella.  This story is filled with 

archetypical characters that reinforce many typical gender stereotypes through their actions and 

involvement in the story  

For example in the Disney version of Cinderella, which is the name of the main 

character, lives with her evil step-mother and two evil step-sisters who treat her badly by making 

her do the all of the house and talk down to her while attending to their every need.  One day the 

King holds a Royal Ball to find his son, Prince Charming, a wife since he has shown that he has 

no intentions of being marrying and invites all of the women of the land to attend.  This news 

greatly excites the step-mother and sisters but saddens Cinderella knowing that she will not get a 

chance to attend as she has no clothes to wear to such an occasion.  Then, through a series of 

magical events involving Cinderella’s Fairy Godmother she is able to attend to the ball where 



     

she meets the Prince and they fall in love with each other at first sight even though they don’t 

even know each other’s name.  When she has to leave the party suddenly because the magic is 

wearing off Cinderella loses one of her glass slippers which is found by the Grand Duke as he 

chases after her as the Prince is stopped by others wishing to meet him.  The Grand Duke 

explains to the King the situation and that the Prince is determined to find the maiden to which it 

belongs so he can marry her.  Upon hearing this King proclaims every maiden in the kingdom 

must try on the shoe and if it fits MUST marry the Prince by his command.  Eventually the 

Grand Duke finds Cinderella who confirms who she.  As the movie closes we see Cinderella and 

Prince Charming exiting their wedding heading for a carriage getting ready to start their happily 

ever after (Disney & Geronimi). 

So what gender roles and stereotypes are expressed in this tale of romance?  Generally 

gender stereotypes are commonly accepted beliefs and judgments about people according to their 

perceived gender and/or sex.  There are many types of gender stereotypes but they can generally 

be broken into four categories: personality traits, domestic behaviors, occupations, and physical 

appearance (Gender Identity).  Each of these categories can be used to evaluate the main 

characters in the story of Cinderella and the message that may be perceived by viewers.  For 

example some of the most common female stereotypes that fall into these categories are things 

such as women being submissive, performing domestic duties, be a damsel in distress and are to 

be looked at as an object rather than a person.   Each of these categories can be used to evaluate 

the main characters in the story of Cinderella and the message that may be perceived by viewers  

(Brewer). 

Cinderella as the main female character in the film exhibits many of the gender 

stereotypes listed above throughout the film.  For example, Cinderella is pretty hopeless 



     

throughout much of the movie having to bow down to her step-mother and sisters while 

performing domestic housework and waiting on them as if she was a maid instead of a family 

member.  Cinderella is also very concerned about the way she looks and it is implied that looking 

plain is no way to impress the Prince and instead wishes to look the best at the ball as she knows 

meeting the Prince maybe the only way out of her current situation.   Even in the end as she finds 

her love with the Prince she is treated more as an object by the King as he is the one to proclaim 

that whoever fits the slipper will marry his son by royal decree so Cinderella really had no choice 

in the matter (Disney & Geronimi). 

Cinderella isn’t the only female character that fell into some common stereotypes though 

as her step-mother and sisters also filled their share.  For example there exists a stereotype that 

women are jealous of other women because of their beauty, status, or love life and this is shown 

in the film by the sisters’ treatment of Cinderella who falls into a more stereotypical idea of 

beauty as opposed to themselves.  In the movie you can also see the extremes that the step-

mother is willing to go to ensure that her daughters, not her step-daughter, have the most 

advantages when it comes to marrying the Prince, going so far as to have Cinderella’s dress 

destroyed before the ball and locking her up in a room when the Grand Duke comes around to try 

on the lost slipper (Disney & Geronimi). 

Some of the stereotypes being expressed in the film can be viewed in a negative light and 

may influence some people’s, children mainly, ideas of how women are suppose to act.  In the 

article “Gender Role Portrayal and the Disney Princess” the authors examined the stereotypical 

gender roles portrayed in movies like Cinderella and how they did not keep up with current 

societal thought about women and portrayed more traditional gender roles.  It is suggested that 

the viewing of “gendered content, such as that in the Disney Princess movies, may influence a 



     

child’s gender development.”  They do feel however that there can be an understanding about the 

content within the movies that can be used to positively influence kids as they continue to 

develop (England, Descartes, & Collier Meek, 2011, 566).   

The movie Disney movie version of Cinderella is just one of many examples of how fairy 

tales are used to perpetuate gender stereotypes in modern culture. However, fairy tales have 

evolved over time with different values and morals created by each generation, much like there 

are many variations of the Cinderella story.  Perhaps there is value in the continued use of fairy 

tales to teach lessons so that older gender stereotypes can be changed along the way so they fit a 

more ideal and equal representation of the characters.  
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