CMS 3340 National Cinemas
Deconstructing Disney/Bonner

The Little Mermaid (Roger Clements and John Musker, 1989; 83 minutes)

Adapted from the story by Hans Christian Andersen.

Cast:

Ariel (Jodi Benson) 

Eric (Christopher Daniel Barnes) 

Ursula (Pat Carroll) 

Flounder (Jason Marin) 

Sebastian (Samuel E. Wright) 

Triton (Kenneth Mars)

Scuttle (Buddy Hackett)

Abstract (Adapted from box cover):

Mermaids are supposed to stay under the sea, but Ariel, a headstrong teenager, longs to be part of the magical world on land—much to the dismay of her father, King Triton. When she falls in love with a human prince, Ariel seeks help from Ursula, a divinely diabolical sea witch, who makes Ariel human in exchange for her golden voice. With the help of her friends, Ariel must win her prince’s love in a thrilling race against time. Winner of two Oscars for Best Score and Best Song.
Questions for Discussion:

1.  How are femininity and masculinity constructed in The Little Mermaid? Consider especially this week’s readings and the concepts of both gender and gender-bending discussed there. Give some examples from the film, and explain how your examples illustrate the roles expected of females and males.

2.  How are race and class constructed in The Little Mermaid? Give some examples from the film, and explain how your examples illustrate the roles expected of differing races and classes.

3.  Why is Ariel’s voice so important? Pay attention to how and when she uses it in the film.

4.  Consider the theme of rebellion and independence in The Little Mermaid. Is this a common theme among the Disney princesses? How does it compare to other films we’ve seen this term? Give examples from the films to support your observations.
5.  What does The Little Mermaid teach audiences about romance and love? Give some examples from the film, and explain how your examples illustrate it.

6.  What was the historical context in which The Little Mermaid was made? What are the major historical events that might influence plot, characters, etc? Consider especially the original story on which this film was based and what Disney chose to alter. How might these contexts resonate with contemporary audiences in 1989? Or today?

7.  What are some possible “positive” readings of this film? What “good” lessons does the film teach? Give examples and explain why.

