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The Context of This Research









Chapter 1

Once Upon a Time

I am going to start this book with a confession. There were several fantastic academics that had significant impacts on my research, and the amazing media scholars Janet Wasko and David Buckingham are among them. While writing on The Walt Disney Company (referred to as Disney hereafter) and child audiences, David Buckingham (1997) rightly observes something that served as an inspiration for this book. He argues that:

it is hard to think of a fairy tale or a “classic” children’s book which children will not now encounter first (and in most cases only) in its “Disneyfied” version. Symbolically—and in many cases legally—Disney now “owns” nearly all the fictional characters who have populated children’s imaginations over the past century, from Sleeping Beauty and Cinderella right through to its most recent acquisitions. (1997, p. 285, emphasis in original)


And while he highlights the significant impact of Disney on children’s media culture, Buckingham also notes that “there is virtually nothing here on reception” (1997, p. 287). Indeed, although—as I argue in this book—Disney Princesses have become since their creation a phenomenon which has made a significant impact on the ways in which people approach princesses, and in fact, the concept of a princess itself, there is hardly any substantive empirical audience research examining these figures. Wasko comes to the same conclusion, stating that “[i]n spite of the numerous studies of children and media, little attention has been paid to audiences for Disney products, despite their ongoing significance for audiences, in general, and children, in particular” (2001a, pp. 11–12)—and, I would add, especially for Central and Eastern European (CEE) child audiences.

This work’s originality is rooted in the academic neglect of Disney Princesses and CEE tweens within the field of empirical audience research. With my book, I make innovative contributions on both a theoretical and a methodological level. In connection with the first, I argue for the complexity of the Princess Phenomenon and the reconceptualization of tweenhood, while warning of the limitations of applying Western concepts in a non-Western context. Concerning my methodological contributions, I offer insights into the researcher’s persona, and the application of a specific ethnographic approach within audience research, in the context of conducting gender-specific fieldwork in an anti-gender environment.

Many of the Disney Princess animations discussed in this book were made during the period of the “Disney Renaissance” (1989–1999), when, it has been asserted, “[p]rincesses and other female protagonists helped lead the 1980s and ’90s revival of the animation unit” (Chmielewski & Eller, 2010, para. 22). In fact, Disney Princess animations constitute “the backbone of Disney’s entertainment legacy” (Seybold & Rondolino, 2018, p. 96), and are of vital importance to the ways in which the company is viewed on a global level. That is to say, these animated features were central to creating the “Disney Renaissance” along with providing the viewers with a definite answer to the question, “who they must be to achieve lasting happiness?” (Seybold & Rondolino, 2018, p. 108). The significance of these animations cannot be disputed, in terms of Disney’s reputation as a company. Nevertheless, since the “Disney Renaissance,” several Disney Princess animations have been produced with more nuanced female leads, and Disney is thought “to have taken significant, important and much welcomed steps towards a more positive and balanced presentation of both male and female central characters” (Hine et al., 2018, p. 14).1


While specifically concentrating on Disney Princess animations, from the “Disney Renaissance” through to the present, it should be noted that the Disney Princess brand was created in 2000 to satisfy market demand (Orenstein, 2006). It unified the existing, and since then, constantly growing corpus of Disney Princess characters under the umbrella of the nostalgic, romantic, and idealized images of a princess, to sell them as products. In the years since the brand’s formation, the “Disney Princess” has become a set of extremely successful international commodities and “a figure of great tension” (Lester, 2019, p. 195), and it is thus conceptualized as a “phenomenon” within this project, similarly to the approaches adopted by the feminist media scholar Robyn Muir. Due to Disney Princesses being a well-known brand—in fact “political,” that is, role models for young people and having significant presence in children’s entertainment and toy markets (Muir, 2023)—as well as an international commodity, with a strong emphasis on the female body and on targeting girls as consumers, on a global level, I argue that the princess characters this work pays particular attention to2 can be seen as the epitome of the Western “youthful feminine consumer citizenship” (McRobbie, 2007, p. 733), that is the Western “figuration of contemporary girlhood for wider international circulation” (McRobbie, 2007, p. 733), within a Western neoliberal “economy of visibility” (Banet-Weiser, 2015). That being said, the “Disney Renaissance” is also the high-water mark of animations representing post-feminist Disney Princesses.3 This period is followed not only by the previously mentioned creation of the Disney Princess brand in 2000 (Orenstein, 2006) but also by changes in popular perceptions of children during the period between 2001 and 2011, labelled as the “tween moment” (Bickford, 2020). During this decade, “a broad swath of the child audience was redefined as between childhood and adolescence” (Bickford, 2020, p. 2, emphasis in original) in the public culture of the United States, and children were approached “as a premier audience demographic, to be catered to with mainstream attention and deference” (Bickford, 2020, p. 2).

Within this book, similarly to David Buckingham (2008a) and most directly informed by his work, I take a cultural studies approach (Barker, 2006; Fiske & Hartley, 1978; Fiske, 1986; Hall, 1973; Hall, 2001; Morley, 1986; Morley, 1992; Morley & Robins, 1995; Morley, 2009) that is concerned “with the relationships between particular practices and broader processes of social power” (Buckingham, 2008a, p. 220). I also rely heavily on diverse concepts and insights drawn from feminist media and film studies, as well as from psychology, sociology, and other disciplines, resulting in an interdisciplinary theoretical framework.4 Having said that, it is important to note that according to cultural studies tradition, “there is an emphasis on the diversity of childhoods (in the plural), not least in terms of social class, gender and ethnicity. From this perspective, what it means to be a child is not something fixed or given, but something that is socially constructed and negotiated” (Buckingham, 2008a, p. 222, emphasis in original). Since this research specifically focuses on tweens, however, a brief discussion of tweenhood is required.5 Throughout this book, tween—short for tweenager—is considered as a complex, fluid term for “that in-between age-group between childhood and adolescence” (Valdivia, 2008, p. 270, my emphasis), that is, young people between the ages of seven and fourteen (Cook & Kaiser, 2004). Boys and girls in this age group “no longer even think of themselves as children” (Hymowitz, 1998, para. 7), and usually form very strong opinions when it comes to consumption of media, beauty, and fashion products (Pilcher, 2013). In fact, they enjoy “designer-label tastes” (Donnally, 1999). They feel rather unsafe and anxious about their image, however, and possess “an even more wobbly sense of themselves than adolescents” (Hymowitz, 1998, para. 5). They are therefore in need of role models, which they can often find in popular culture—such as Disney animations. With all that being said, in this research tweenhood is approached not only as a defined age group (Gerding & Signorielli, 2014) but as a concept that is constructed by culture and marketing, impacted by race and gender (Bickford, 2020; Kennedy, 2019), at the same time acknowledging the significant role of Disney itself in the construction of tweens as consumers (Kennedy, 2019). Furthermore, it is important to note that in Hungary, the expressions “tweenager” or “tween” are not commonly used in either everyday or academic (e.g., educational, media studies, psychological) discourses.6 Instead, the terms “kisiskoláskor” (“middle childhood”) or simply “gyerekek” (“children”) are employed referring to the age group between six and twelve. This is the case both in Hungarian and Western child developmental and pedagogical scholarly works (Collins, 1984; Nagy, 2008), and even in the very few audience studies examining Hungarian young people of this age (Kassay, 2016, 2019). The rationale behind my choice to use “tweenhood,” the Western label, rather than the Hungarian phrase “kisiskoláskor,” in this book is twofold. Firstly, by referring to these Hungarian children as “tweens,” I want to underline their in-betweener characteristics. Secondly, I aim to make my research more comprehensible within the Western scholarly framework, and to position it within this area of media scholarship, especially contemplating Disney’s impact on the conceptualization of the term, as well as effectively to contribute to discussions therein.

In this work, identity is thought of as a socially framed, multilayered concept originated in language (Jenkins, 2014), although I acknowledge the ambiguity and complexity of identity as a term, particularly in terms of the differences between the psychological and sociological approaches to defining the concept of identity. Moreover, the cultural studies tradition that is employed within this book “looks at how cultural meanings and pleasures are produced and circulated within society, at how individuals and social groups use and interpret cultural texts and at the role of cultural practices in the construction of people’s social identities” (Buckingham, 2008a, p. 220). With that being said, I approach identity from the perspective of cultural studies, and broadly speaking I consider identity as both a production and a process, impacted by various factors, and at the same time contradictory, incomplete, and relational. To be specific, identity is a production “which is never complete, always in process, and always constituted within, not outside, representation” (Hall, 1994, p. 222), and “a temporary and unstable effect of relations which define identities by marking differences” (Grossberg, 1996, p. 89). Or, as David Buckingham so nicely put it, “[o]n one level, I am the product of my unique personal biography. Yet who I am (or who I think I am) varies according to who I am with, the social situations in which I find myself, and the motivations I may have at the time, although I am by no means entirely free to choose who I am defined” (2008b, p. 1). Regarding child audiences specifically, cultural studies “seeks to explore the social experiences of children, not least as these are constructed through the operation of other dimensions of social power, such as social class, gender and ethnicity” (Buckingham, 2008a, p. 221, emphasis in original). As the analytical sections will reveal, my work pays specific attention to these dimensions of social power.

With that being said, although I consider myself to be a media sociologist, due to my cultural studies approach as well as the focus of this research, which excludes the analysis of Hungarian tweens’ unconscious drives, it would not be constructive to employ psychoanalytical literature and simplistic notions of identification, especially bearing in mind the participants’ modality7 judgements, which are discussed in the analytical chapters. In fact it would be misleading and would impose limitations. As David Buckingham has noted, the concept of identification has “little scientific validity”’ (1993, p. 216), and young people liking specific characters “does not necessarily imply identification” (1993, p. 201), while the presence of modality in children’s discussions of diverse media texts “undermines simple assertations about ‘identification’” (1993, p. 191). On this basis, I agree with media sociologist David Morley, that “the psychoanalytically based work has ultimately mobilized what can be seen as another version of the hypodermic theory of effects” (1992, p. 55) while it “also serves to isolate the encounter of texts and reader from all social and historical structures and from other texts” (1992, p. 56, emphasis in original). For these reasons, I forego the use of psychoanalytical approaches.8

Within this research, focused (Knoblauch, 2005), micro- (Wolcott, 1990), and short-term (Pink & Morgan, 2013) ethnographic approaches were employed. There were nineteen conversations conducted with thirty-eight white Hungarian tweens aged seven to ten, and the children were also provided with the opportunity to express their ideas in more nuanced ways through drawings and/or building blocks. To see how tweens negotiate their identities through media texts, the informants were first asked about their hypothetical “three wishes”—a popular and fruitful technique when researching this age group (O’Reilly & Dogra, 2017)—and then about diverse princesses.

To examine whether Hungarian tweens see princesses as a heterogeneous group or not, I defined three concepts of princesses—the “Generic” princess, the “Ideal” princess, and the “Disney” princess—and asked the informants about them. There were multiple reasons behind studying children’s opinions regarding princesses categorized in this way. For one thing, I sought to explore how tweens approach the princess in a generic sense first, without focusing on any specific character. Then, when offered the opportunity to describe the Ideal princess, children were empowered to create their own, quintessential princess. Finally, to reveal the attributes that tweens attach to particular Disney Princesses, the last step was to talk specifically about these animated characters. As the later chapters illustrate, while discussing Disney Princesses, Hungarian tweens often described these characters with reference to their appearance, social relationships, and wealth, alongside debating their gendered behavior. In light of this, I should highlight that the children’s interests in the various themes are reflected in the length of each chapter, that is, certain chapters are longer than others. Moreover, the informants not only depicted the princesses in conversations and drawings, but they often used them as reference points when talking about themselves, their negotiations of identity, their everyday lives in urban or rural Hungarian environments, and their knowledge of the surrounding world.

In this work, I seek to address the gap in scholarly knowledge regarding both the multiplicity of the Princess Phenomenon, and the identity construction of Hungarian tweens through their understanding of princesses, and I do so in the context of the assertation that while media do not form identity, “they are undoubtedly a major resource in the process whereby children define and negotiate their own subjectivity” (Buckingham, 1993, p. 291). The responses of the informants themselves employed the ambiguities intrinsic to the Princess Phenomenon, and their opinions are also revealing considering their young age, and the ways in which contemporary Hungarian political discourse favors patriarchal and misogynistic views of gender roles, as well as demonstrating anti-immigrant attitudes. As David Buckingham also argued, while discussing diverse media texts, “we are inevitably ‘positioning’ ourselves—although these positions are likely to be multiple and contradictory. From this perspective, the ‘self’ is not a singular entity, whose ‘true nature’ can be revealed or kept hidden” (1993, p. 73). It is thus important to remember that the children’s remarks analyzed in this research cannot be viewed as “simply a reflection” (Buckingham, 1993, p. 269) of young people’s identities and social relationships, as they are partly yet “actively constructed and negotiated, defined and redefined, in the process of talk” (Buckingham, 1993, p. 268). This research demonstrates that the informants both internalize and critique the often-contradictory ideas represented through diverse media texts—notions illustrating how these dynamic and distinct discourses are manifested and struggled over by the children, in this specific Hungarian context.


Based on the factors previously discussed, the structure of this book is as follows: section I: The Context of This Research includes the first two chapters, with chapter 1 being the “Once Upon a Time.” Chapter 2, “Long Ago,”9 provides the interdisciplinary overview of several key concepts (such as multiculturalism, post-feminism, neoliberalism, tweenhood, and so on) while also outlining methodological considerations. This part of the book also contains a detailed description of how the fieldwork was carried out, including reflections on the changes made to the methodology based on the experience of the pilot study and on the ethical issues which arose during the research process. Chapters 3–10 comprise this book’s analytical sections, with section II and section III focusing respectively on children’s expressed wishes and on the values they attached to princesses. The section which engages with the informants’ Wishes investigates their desires through examining their responses to the “three wishes” segment within the initial part of the conversations. Based on my findings, this part is divided into four main discussions—“Living Happily Ever After,” “Learn the Lesson,” “Rags to Riches,” and “Thus Peace Was Made”—connected to the themes of family, education, estate, and peace. The remaining analytical chapters explore the values surrounding the identifiers on the basis of which these children define their ideas of princesses, discussing the broader themes of “Dress,” “Friendship,” “Wealth,” and “Gender,” which emerged from the conversational data with the informants. Although all of these chapters discuss distinct identifiers of princesses, each of them is split into three parts based on the ways the informants described Ideal, Generic, and specific Disney Princesses.10 In these chapters, it will be demonstrated that while the children did not shy away from expressing their critical opinions, and were rather disapproving of princesses in general, nevertheless, for the Hungarian tweens I spoke to, certain features of the Disney Princesses are very close to the characteristics of the idealized princess. Section IV: The Contribution of This Research delineates the main conclusions of this work by suggesting that both the informants’ wishes and values are specific to these children’s cultural, historical, social, and political environment, and that they do reflect their everyday lives. The concluding part of this book also argues that the complexity of the Princess Phenomenon has been underestimated by certain scholars thus far, and that Disney Princesses are not necessarily the ones to be blamed for the negative associations attendant on the concept of the princess. These factors also imply that in a CEE context there are severe limitations to the applicability and relevance of certain anglophone theories, meaning that de-westernization is needed. Disney’s global hegemony in children’s media culture cannot be disputed—indeed, especially in the specific case of princess culture, the landscape is dominated and largely defined by the Disney brand. This does not mean, however, that other media texts specific to a given culture (and here I mean audiences’ lived culture) are not influential at all, or that children are passive consumers of the media texts which surround them.

In this research, I demonstrate that both princesshood and those in-betweener tweens’ negotiations of identity are discursively constructed and context-specific. While doing so, I also take into account both my own in-betweener position as a Hungarian-British researcher-ordinary person, and that Hungary is itself an in-betweener region with “confused value systems” (Tóth, 2004, p. 130), as a result of the parallel presence of both traditional—or even traditionalist (Dupcsik & Tóth, 2014)—and modern, liberal values. In other words, this book is ultimately a tale of an in-betweener adult conducting research with in-betweener children in an in-betweener country.


Notes

1. According to a study undertaken among eight- and nine-year-old UK children about their perceptions of Disney animated features, although the participants were able to recognize
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