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Set in 1920s New Orleans, Disney’s 2009 The Princess and the Frog release
marks both the studio’s return to hand-drawn animation and the arrival of
their ﬁrst Black princess in a feature-length ﬁlm. Subject to criticism and speculation from the start, the much-anticipated project can be seen to both address
and to erase race in its depiction of a black heroine and an ambiguously “brown”
prince, not to mention the cast of swamp dwelling creatures, the choice of
New Orleans as the setting, and the über-villain voodoo practicing Dr. Facilier.
However, it is both too simplistic and too essentializing to read this ﬁlm as
yet another racist Disney production designed to further extend its $4 billion
a year Princess line through the promotion of Princess Tiana products.1 Instead,
this ﬁlm represents a complex moment in a culture steeped in political correctness and an adherence to the politics of colorblindness.
What this essay will do then is attempt to analyze the ways in which Disney and its audiences negotiate the complexities inherent within the readings
of this ﬁlm by drawing, in part, upon the theories of encoding and decoding
as articulated by Stuart Hall in his seminal 1973 study.2 It is possible to extend
his analysis of production and reception, a central ideological argument in the
ﬁeld of cultural studies that focuses on audience reception, as a means to examine this ﬁlm. Hall argues that “the ‘object’ of production practices and structures in [ﬁlm] is the production of a message: that is, a sign-vehicle, or rather
sign-vehicles of a speciﬁc kind organized, like any other form of communication or language, through the operation of codes, within the syntagmatic chains
of a discourse.”3 Thus while the creators of the message “encode” a particular
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ideology or reading into a text, an ideology that serves to reify the discourse
of the hegemonic culture, there is a moment, the moment of “decoding,” that
enables an alternate reading (either negotiated or oppositional) in opposition
to the dominant reading embedded within the discourse of the text. Dominant
readings and readers fully share in the ideological codes of the text; negotiated
readings and readers partly share the text’s code but have some questions or
reservations, while oppositional or counter-hegemonic readings and readers
understand the intended or dominant reading but reject it.4
The dominant message encoded within this 21st century text is one of
colorblindness, meaning that while Princess Tiana is clearly black, that is not
the point of the text—she is simply a princess who “happens” to have black
skin but is not representational of blackness or racially-prescribed tropes.
Color-blind racism denies difference based on skin color by simply refusing to
see color; therefore, Tiana is “just a princess,” not a black princess. The rhetoric
of color-blind racism enables an adherence to dominant ideologies and institutional practices by negating difference. Jeff Kurtti, author of The Art of the
Princess and the Frog, articulates that desire to not “see” Tiana’s blackness: she
“stands apart from other Disney princesses not simply because of her race, but
also because of her drive. ‘It’s ultimately more about who she is than what she
is” [my emphasis].5 While Kurtti’s “who” signiﬁes Tiana’s drive and work ethic,
it fails to also signify her color, clearly intrinsic to both “who” and “what” she
is; his insistence that her drive displaces her race underscores the pernicious
threat of viewing the world through a color-blind lens.
And yet, race was clearly foremost in Disney’s mind with this project in
that it both demonstrates their more recent intent to diversify their offerings
and it responds to a recognizable paucity of black representation. Thus, Tiana
must be black in the same way that Mulan was Chinese, Jasmine was Arabic,
and Pocahontas was Native American. But, and herein lies the paradoxical
nature of their project, she must also be simply another princess, albeit a more
modern one, in a long line of Disney princesses. Audiences must simultaneously
“see” her blackness and also overlook it in favor of her character and her desire
to access the American dream. Disney’s ability to both market her as their ﬁrst
black princess, and thus appeal to blacks and liberal whites, and use her as a
means to engage a colorblind response to the ﬁlm appeals to a wide-ranging
audience and invites any number of complex readings of the ﬁlm.
Recognizing the polemic nature of race and racial representation in American culture, Disney consulted representatives from the NAACP and Oprah
during the production of the ﬁlm and, in response to negative feedback,
changed both the original name Maddy to Tiana and her employment from
maid to waitress.6 John Lasseter, Disney’s chief creative ofﬁcer, claims “we
didn’t want to do anything that might hurt anybody so we worked with a lot
of African American leaders.”7 Even EbonyJet’s review of the ﬁlm reiﬁes this
dominant colorblind reading through its claim that “the fact that both char-
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acters [Tiana and Naveen] are frogs underscores the post racial, why-can’twe-get-along attitude that everyone, no matter what color, is exactly the same
underneath—that is green and slimy.”8 Film critic Roger Ebert adroitly exonerates Disney’s racist past with his suggestion that The Princess and the Frog
could have utilized the “innocent” song “Zip-a-dee Doo-Dah” while also celebrating the decision on the part of Disney to erase race in this text, recognizing
tellingly that audiences don’t want to see it:

Copyright © 2014. McFarland & Company, Incorporated Publishers. All rights reserved.

It is notable that this is Disney’s ﬁrst animated feature since Song of the South
(1946) to feature African American characters, and if the studio really never is
going to release that ﬁlm on DVD, which seems more innocent by the day, perhaps they could have lifted “Zip-a-dee Doo-Dah” from it and plugged that song
in here. Though the principal characters are all black (other than the rich man
Big Daddy and the Prince, who is of undetermined ethnicity), race is not an
issue because Disney adroitly sidesteps all the realities of being a poor girl in
New Orleans in the early 1920s. Just as well, I suppose.9

Clearly the colorblind audience ﬂocked to the ﬁlm, resulting in a $25 million
opening weekend in December 2009, and amassing $267,045,765 domestically
as of the 28th of May 2011.10 Interestingly, while CNN.com ran the headline
“Princess and the Frog No. 1 at box ofﬁce,” The New York Times headline the
following day claimed that “Disney’s ‘Princess’ Displays Limited Box Ofﬁce
Magic.”11 Did the more liberal New York Times imagine its readers ﬂocking to
the ﬁlm as a means to demonstrate their liberalism and racial tolerance? As
Angharad N. Valdivia so adroitly recognizes, “to be sure, Disney does not pursue new representational strategies unless it is certain that proﬁts will increase
without alienating the bulk of its audience.”12 If that audience exists in a colorblind world, then Disney’s representational strategy must work to reify that
adherence to what Eduardo Bonilla-Silvi refers to as the “central ideology of
the post civil rights era”—that of color blind racism.13 The ideology of colorblind racism,
which acquired cohesiveness and dominance in the late 1960s, explains contemporary racial inequality as the outcome of nonracial dynamics ... it seems like
“racism lite.” Color-blind racism otherizes softly ... [and] serves today as the
ideological armor for a covert and institutionalized system in the post–Civil
Rights era. And the beauty of this new ideology is that it aids in the maintenance of white privilege without fanfare, without naming those who it subjects
and those who it rewards.14

Thus Big Daddy La Bouff ’s mansion in the Garden Section of New Orleans
is juxtaposed against the Ninth Ward shotgun style home of Tiana and her
parents without questioning or problematizing the socio-economic disparity
or difference encoded within the streetcar journey between the two.15 Moreover,
Tiana’s Horatio Alger, rags-to-riches transformation in the ﬁlm is read as

Diversity in Disney Films : Critical Essays on Race, Ethnicity, Gender, Sexuality and Disability, edited by Johnson Cheu,
McFarland & Company, Incorporated Publishers, 2014. ProQuest Ebook Central, http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/siucarbondale/detail.action?docID=1
Created from siucarbondale on 2018-08-02 15:28:34.

Copyright © 2014. McFarland & Company, Incorporated Publishers. All rights reserved.

86

SECTION I: BEYOND THE FAIREST

indicative of an America where racism and racially coded stereotypes and glass
ceilings are no more, at least in 1920s New Orleans. Look, says the dominant
discourse, here is the story of a successful black girl/woman who, through hard
work and perseverance, now has access to the American Dream; doesn’t that
construction of blackness suggest that America is now color-blind and magnanimously equal? Tiana didn’t need afﬁrmative action to succeed, just a good
work ethic; such a portrayal of blackness appeals to all viewers—no one is
alienated or threatened by Tiana or her gumbo restaurant. Writing for The
New York Times, Manohla Dargis argues that “though the theme [of hard
work] certainly serves the story—like her father, Tiana yearns to open a restaurant—it also displaces race, which the ﬁlm, given the commercial stakes, cannot
engage.”16 And her success re-afﬁrms the dominant ideological tenets of hard
work and capitalism, reifying their integral positioning in dominant American
ideology while at the same time further marginalizing race and its role in that
ideology.
The ﬁlm is based upon the classic Grimm brothers fairy tale The Frog
Prince, in which the main character, a prince, is turned into a frog and can
only be returned to human form through the kiss of a beautiful princess. E.D.
Baker re-wrote the story in the 2002 The Frog Princess to incorporate a more
developed female character and it is this version that the Disney ﬁlm loosely
mimics. The ﬁlm opens with a brief glimpse of Tiana as a child who, when
she wishes upon a star, is reminded by her father that stars don’t bring wishes,
hard work does. Fast-forward to Tiana as a young woman working two jobs
in order to save the down payment on the restaurant she dreams of opening.
Juxtaposed against her work ethic is the prince of the tale, Prince Naveen, who
arrives in New Orleans after being disinherited by his parents because of his
absent work ethic. Quickly meeting up with Dr. Facilier, the Shadow Man,
Naveen is turned into a frog, and his manservant is transformed into a replicant
of Naveen who, Facilier hopes, will marry the wealthy Charlotte La Bouff
thus giving Facilier access to her father’s wealth. Naveen mistakes Tiana for
a princess at the La Bouff masquerade ball, convinces her to kiss him, and,
instead of him regaining his body, turns her into a frog as well. The bulk of
the story details their journey to the bayou-dwelling Mama Odie, who, they
believe, can turn them both back into people again.
The opening scene of the ﬁlm works to situate the audience in the realm
of fairy tales, princesses and the dreams of little girls. Charlotte’s room, in the
La Bouff mansion, serves as an homage to previous Disney princesses: there
is a child-size carriage similar to that of Cinderella; an enormous, elaborate
canopy bed echoing Sleeping Beauty; dolls and crowns, tea parties and dresses
by the dozen. Moreover, this scene provides a clever inter-textual reference to
the overarching storyline in that Tiana’s mother Eudora, as voiced by Oprah,
is telling young Tiana and Charlotte the story of The Frog Prince.17 Audiences
see the leather-bound text with the title embossed in gold; this serves to remind
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viewers that this is not Disney’s original story but is instead a re-telling of a
classic fairytale, albeit with a twist, that is, a black princess. What is intriguing
about this scene is the oppositional reactions the two young girls have to the
traditional fairy tale: young Charlotte, with her blond hair, wealthy father,
absent mother and palatial home, embraces the tale, exclaiming “I would kiss
a hundred frogs if it meant I could marry a prince and be a princess.” Tiana,
set up as the antithesis of Charlotte in so many ways, responds that “there is
no way in this whole wide world I would ever, ever, ever, I mean never, kiss
a frog!” On one hand, Charlotte is the classic Disney princess in a slightly less
waif-like form, waiting for her prince to come, but, she brings a level of complexity to that princess role. Audiences recognize traditional Disney princess
tropes in her character and locale, but, as an adult, her somewhat mercenary
approach to ﬁnding her prince adds a level of irony to her desires; at the ball,
she describes her carefully orchestrated conquest of Prince Naveen as going
“back into the fray.” The illustrations in the book from which Eudora is reading
depict the more traditional/classic Disney couple: she is blond and he is white,
a evocation echoed later in the ﬁlm when Dr. Facilier shows Prince Naveen
the marriage card from the tarot deck—that card places Charlotte and her
father in the roles of eligible princess and King. Through such juxtapositions
and illustrations, audiences are reminded again and again that this text, this
princess, is something new and that Disney is working to de-stabilize or at
least question their own princess status quo.
The opening images also work to locate the ﬁlm historically, ﬁrst in 1912,
and then 1920s New Orleans both by having Eudora working for Big Daddy
La Bouff as a seamstress and then showing the black mother and daughter sitting in the back of the streetcar when they leave. This “princess” lives in a
shotgun style home in the Ninth Ward, where the neighborhood comes
together over gumbo and hush puppies and where her father instills his work
ethic in his young daughter. The coherent and loving family unit enables a
point of identiﬁcation for the audience—there are no wicked stepmothers
here—and the eventual requisite dead parent is explained through a brief shot
of a framed picture of Tiana’s father in uniform, a medal hanging over one
corner of the frame. In this way, patriotism and sacriﬁce subtly enter the ideological discourse of the ﬁlm, again providing a point of connection or alignment for the audience. Grown-up Tiana works two jobs in order to amass the
down payment needed for the abandoned building she has chosen for her
restaurant. Duke’s Café, her day job, is in the French Quarter; here audiences
see a multicultural clientele although Tiana and the cook are black. The cook,
presumably a business owner himself, undermines her dream when he tells her
“you got about as much chance of getting that restaurant as I do of winning
the Kentucky Derby.” Whether his comments are grounded in race or gender
is unclear; however, similar comments voiced by the white realtors, the Fenner
Brothers, call to mind both: after telling her that another bid on the building
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has superseded hers, they tell her “a little woman of your background would’ve
had her hands full ... you’re better off where you’re at.” Whether such statements are grounded in sexism or racism, Tiana’s desires to prove her naysayers
wrong do work to provide a positive role model for many girls, not just black,
and again appeal to a wide audience. However, the conﬂation of racism and
sexism in a sense works again to erase race, to appeal to a colorblind reading
since both black and white men make similar, deprecating comments.
With the release of the DVD version of the ﬁlm comes access to the
deleted scenes, the ﬁrst of which—“Advice from Mama”—reiterates Tiana’s
desire to be her own person, to place hard work over romance. Although only
in storyboard format, the scene locates Tiana in the Horatio Algiers ideology,
not the traditional princess role. Her mother, while using Tiana as a dress
dummy as she works on Charlotte’s elaborate princess dress for the upcoming
ball, deprecates Tiana’s “all work and no romance” lifestyle. In response, Tiana
declares “Mama, I don’t need a prince to sweep me off my feet and take me
away to fairy tale land. I’m making my own fairy tales.” Tiana promises her
mother that she won’t have to make any dresses once she opens her restaurant;
in reply, her mother tells her that she has one more dress she wants to make:
Tiana’s wedding dress. This scene was dropped from the ﬁnal version of the
movie because the producers felt the restaurant scene and Tiana’s ﬁrst song
“Almost There,” a song about overcoming trials and tribulations through hard
work, made such declarations “superﬂuous.”18
While her mother’s desires clearly locate Tiana in the more traditional
princess role, that of romance and marriage, the language of the movie marks
a strong contrast to the rhetorical conventions of previous fairy tale ﬁlms. In
a 2003 study, sociologists Lori Baker-Sperry and Liz Grauerholz analyze the
discourse practices of traditional fairy tales,19 focusing on reprints and retellings
of the classic Grimm brothers stories, including Disney’s.20 Their study concluded that
Messages concerning feminine beauty pervade these fairy tales. Although the
tales are not devoid of references to men’s beauty, or handsomeness, it is
women’s beauty that is emphasized in terms of number of references to beauty,
the ways it is portrayed, and the role feminine beauty plays in moving the story
along.21

However, The Princess and the Frog is almost entirely devoid of references to
Tiana’s physical attributes; with the exception of one comment by Charlotte
after she has dressed Tiana in one of her many princess gowns—describing
her as “prettier than a magnolia in May”—there are no other discursive markers
of feminine beauty until the penultimate scene, the wedding scene in the
swamp, when Mama Odie refers to the now-human again Tiana as Prince
Naveen’s “lovely bride.” Instead, the text references Tiana’s work ethic, often
as a negative attribute: her friends complain that “all you ever do is work;” her
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mother says it is a “shame you’re working so hard;” Tiana herself acknowledges
she “doesn’t have time for dancing;” and, Naveen refers to her as a “stick in
the mud.” Indeed, the only time the audience hears Tiana refer to her physical
self is immediately after she has transformed into a frog; she looks at herself
in the mirror and laments “I’m green and I’m slimy.” In contrast, Naveen frequently makes reference to his physical attributes, reminding Tiana that he is
“charming and handsome” at one point, and then again when he informs Louis,
who at this point has only seen Naveen as frog, that he is “unbelievably handsome.” While a feminist reading of this absence of beauty references would
suggest a positive and progressive shift, thus providing little girls with a role
model more concerned with material success than physical beauty, the absence
becomes more complex when race is introduced.
Although Directors John Musker and Ron Clements describe the ﬁlm as
“a kind of gumbo as well, mixing ingredients of the traditional Disney fairy
tale with the rich fabric” of New Orleans,22 those traditional elements do not
incorporate race, or at least a way to talk about race in a culture steeped in colorblind racism. Jeff Kurtti’s The Art of The Princess and the Frog is an amalgamation of quotations, storyboard sketches and explanations detailing the
evolution of each character in the ﬁlm. The artists and animators responsible
for what audiences eventually see in the movie provide commentary and
insights about the process. Thus, Charlotte is described as “Daddy’s Little
Princess,” his “blonde, blue-eyed dear one.”23 Color styling supervisor Maria
Gonzales effuses: “I love Charlotte. She’s just got a lot of character to her—
and the look that we’ve been able to get. We kind of went over the top when
she’s in her princess dress ... and that’s intentional. We just wanted her to
glow”24 [original emphasis].
Frog Naveen is described as “pretty good-looking for a frog” while Prince
Naveen is said to have “an irresistible charm and joie de vivre” in a “handsome
and suave” physicality.25 Even Ray, the Cajun ﬁreﬂy, is described in terms of
the physical: a “lumpy, gap-toothed, goofy-looking little guy.”26 The rhetoric
used to describe Tiana is fascinating in its avoidance of all things physical:
moreover, she is described only in relation to other Disney “maidens”—in a
279 word “introduction” to Tiana in Kurtti’s book, a mere seventy-seven words
apply directly to Tiana, and of those words, the only adjectives are “vulnerable,
interesting, and sympathetic.”27 When my class of university students was
asked to describe a typical Disney princess, their list of adjectives included
blond, beautiful, elegant, wealthy, stupid, busty, light-skinned, of European
descent, having a “normal” American look. If this is their collective experience
of Disney princesses, a fairly representative experience for contemporary Disney
audiences, where in that rhetoric can Tiana be inscribed? Why can’t Disney’s
discursive practices articulate black beauty and the black body? No mention
is made of her appearance in Kurtti’s book; unlike Charlotte, whose hair and
eyes are described, or Naveen or Ray, both of whom are grounded in physical
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rhetoric, Tiana seems to exist in a world where her corporeality and her race
are non-existent.
Many critics have pointed to the fact that Tiana in human form actually
takes up very little screen time; the more prevalent image of Tiana and Naveen
is as frogs.28 In fact, human Tiana is only on the screen for the ﬁrst twentynine minutes; frog Tiana takes up the next ﬁfty-nine minutes, leaving only
the ﬁnal three and a half minutes for Tiana and Naveen to reappear in human
form: “They say it ain’t easy bein’ green, but it’s certainly a hell of a lot easier
than being black.”29 The black female body evokes socially and historically
constructed tropes of black women as either mammies or hyper-sexualized
ﬁgures, tropes with which Disney cannot engage without seeming to participate
in the dominant ideology that “others” difference as a means to reify the hegemonic culture.30 Negotiating among these tropes explains Disney’s studious
avoidance of any rhetoric of the body and demonstrates once again their adherence to the politics of colorblindness. The most overt illustration of Disney’s
desires to encode a colorblind ideology in the ﬁlm can be found in Mama
Odie’s song “Dig a Little Deeper:” Tiana and Naveen, and by extension the
audience, are told that it doesn’t matter what you look like or what you are.
Once again, race, and physiognomy, don’t matter; Tiana’s blackness and
Naveen’s brownness are effectively erased, allowing the audience to focus
instead on other aspects of the ﬁlm such as her dream of the restaurant.
While Disney no doubt encoded a message of color-blindness for an audience willing to embrace the notion, oppositional readings abound in the decoding process, which is itself informed by a multiplicity of lenses and ideologies
including race, class, sex, sexual orientation, age, and politics. Decoding is an
active process, more an act of communication than of simple reception,31 and
so, the decoding of this ﬁlm entails a moment of engagement and critical
analysis for those who read the ﬁlm through an oppositional perspective. One
such oppositional reading comes from Scott Foundas, ﬁlm editor and critic for
LA Weekly, writing for the Village Voice: in his article “Disney’s Princess and the
Frog Can’t Escape the Ghetto,” Foundas criticizes the lack of historical speciﬁcity or contextualization in the ﬁlm. He refers to the anti-miscegenation laws
of 1920s Louisiana as well as the ﬁlm’s failure to acknowledge just exactly what
period of the Jazz Age it reﬂects, asking whether it is “before or after the Mississippi River ﬂood of 1927 that burst Louisiana’s infamous levees and stranded
hundreds of thousands of blacks in refuge camps?”32 While no one expects a
children’s ﬁlm to address such issues as miscegenation, his reading of the ﬁlm
stands in stark contrast to the message of the ﬁlm that evokes a colorblind
reading. This criticism, and his evocation of the obvious parallels to the devastation wreaked both by Katrina and the lackadaisical response to the crisis,
can be read as a direct reply to those who want to read the ﬁlm and Disney’s
choice to locate it in New Orleans as a sign of New Orleans’ rebirth. This is
made evident in the lyrics of the ﬁlm’s opening song in the lines that refer to
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the dreams of both rich and poor people, dreams that reach fruition in New
Orleans. Anika Noni Rose, the voice of Tiana, explains the choice of New
Orleans as the perfect setting because of the devastation: “Where else do
[African-American] children need to see themselves as progressive and strong
and having the ability to make their dreams come true?”33 Sergio A. Mims,
writing for EbonyJet, seemingly in response to oppositional readings such as
Foundas, extols his readers to “remember, however, that we’re talking about a
Disney cartoon aimed at children, not a Michael Moore documentary or a
Spike Lee ﬁlm. What Disney cartoon [he asks], or live action ﬁlm for that
matter, has ever dealt with real social or political concerns?”34 An oppositional
reading would respond with the question why not then locate the ﬁlm in contemporary America, in the age of Obamerica,35 moving it out of the “big
house” of Charlotte’s father Eli “Big Daddy” La Bouff, and away from the age
of Jim Crow laws that place Tiana and her mother literally at the back of the
streetcar? Disney’s 2007 Cinderella story Enchanted, with its white princess
played by Amy Adams, takes place in 21st century New York City; the classic
yet contemporary Cinderella story, a mix of animation and live action, appealed
to audiences who made it number one at the box ofﬁce its opening weekend
and ultimately earning over $340 million worldwide.36
In ﬁlm and television studies, representation is deﬁned as being either
mimetic or simulacral, the former referring to representations that reﬂect a
cultural or social reality (i.e., life as it is) and the latter referring to representations that create an inaccurate portrayal that can be seen to effect change or
improve conditions but can also be seen as having the ability to displace the
actual reality. While it is true that Tiana as an aspiring and ultimately actual
business owner does reﬂect the social reality of black entrepreneurs and a black
middle class, her character’s success becomes more complex and potentially
problematic when read as one point on a spectrum of black depictions that
also includes The Blind Side and Precious, both also released in 2009.37 This is
not to suggest that her capitalistic aspirations are in any way problematic or
inaccurate; rather, when viewed through the lens of a color-blind ideology,
her success works to further disenfranchise other minorities who have yet to
attain that success because that ideology posits that hard work allows everyone
to access the American Dream while ignoring social, economic, educational,
or political inequities that might actually limit that access. So, according to a
color-blind ideology, race has nothing to do with success or failure; those who
fail to succeed do so at the level of the individual, thus exonerating the hegemonic culture. The happy Disney ending of The Princess and the Frog is thus
both mimetic and simulacral: Tiana represents middle-class black America
while also suggesting that this is a universally attainable position. In the end,
Tiana and Naveen defeat the villain, return to human form, marry and open
her restaurant. How is that anything but a positive message? But, is she too
Black or not Black enough?
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The Princess and the Frog was one of ﬁve ﬁlms nominated in the animation
category at the 82nd Annual Academy Awards, while two other “race” ﬁlms
also received nominations this year: The Blind Side and Precious, both of which
garnered Oscars for either the lead or supporting female. However, what is
intriguing is not the nomination for The Princess and the Frog itself but the
mode of its introduction to the Oscars’ vast viewing audience. While each of
the other four ﬁlms in the animation category had its respective lead character
appear in a brief monologue, the producers of the Academy Awards chose to
have Prince Naveen and the jazz-playing alligator Louis be the spokespeople
for the ﬁlm. So, while audiences were either introduced to or reminded of Mr.
Fox from the ﬁlm Fantastic Mr. Fox (voiced by George Clooney), the eponymous Coraline (with the voice talents of Dakota Fanning), the curmudgeonly
Carl Fredricksen and his talking dog Dug from Up (voiced by Ed Asner and
Robert Peterson), and the fairy Aisling from The Secret of Kells (voiced by
Christen Mooney), Princess Tiana was visibly absent and silenced, replaced
instead by the frog form of Naveen and the minstrel-like Louis (voiced by
Brazilian Bruno Campos and Michael-Leon Wooley), who “inadvertently”
sits on Naveen, thus providing comedic relief while erasing the racialized aspect
of the ﬁlm. Given the money and time invested in the creation of this ﬁlm,
and Disney’s desire to “get it right,” Tiana’s absence becomes even more complex.
Clearly aware of the body of criticism addressing Disney’s reliance on
racial tropes and racist representations in both classic Disney ﬁlms and more
recent attempts to create ﬁlms that incorporate diversity (see Giroux et al),
the producers of this ﬁlm sought to create a new heroine, one who does not
embody either literally or ﬁguratively the previous princesses of color. In a
study of Disney’s previous multi-cultural princesses, Pocahontas (1995), Ariel
from The Little Mermaid (1985), Esmeralda from The Hunchback of Notre Dame
(1996), and Jasmine from Aladdin (1993), Celeste Lacroix points out that “there
appears here ... to be an increasing focus on the body in the characters of color.
Whereas the costuming of these characters reﬂects stereotypical images of
each woman’s ethnicity, the overall effect, taken with the increasing voluptuousness of the characters, works to ... [associate] the women of color with
the exotic and the sexual.”38 Lacroix’s reading of these princesses foregrounds
the problems and criticisms leveled against Disney’s earlier women of color;
their bodies, costumes, hair, and facial features are indicative of difference and
Otherness. Princess Tiana marks a break from this normalizing sense of whiteness in that she is the embodiment of both intellect and a conservative physicality, as made evident in both bodies—waitress and frog. Never does Tiana
appear in midriff baring or off-the-shoulder clothing, nor is her physicality
displayed through the cliff diving of Pocahontas or the gypsy dancing of Esmeralda. She is neither exoticized nor overtly sexualized; instead, she is, according
to Manohla Dargis, “something of a drudge and a bore [who doesn’t] have
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time for dancing.”39 However, the New Republic’s advance for the ﬁlm claims
that “Disney gets it right—Black American-ness has rarely been captured in
animation in worthy fashion ... this [publicity] still reveals one of the deftest,
most soulfully accurate renditions of a Black American in the history of animation.”40 Essence magazine’s Demetria Lucas happily proclaimed “Disney’s
much- anticipated The Princess and the Frog is ﬁnally here and our Black
Princess doesn’t disappoint—in fact, she exceeds our expectation.”41
Classic Disney clearly imagined an audience that was white and that
shared the ideologies of the hegemonic culture; Jungle Book, The Lion King,
Song of the South, and Aladdin, for example, all illustrate Disney’s recognition
of the social and racial positioning of its audience, a positioning that would
recognize tropes of blackness or racial representation but that would not problematize the use of those tropes in any way. However, more recent Disney
ﬁlms and television shows have attempted to widen that audience base, but in
such a way as to not alienate the core audience that is white. Juxtaposing readings such as Dargis and the New Republic’s, a “drudge and a bore” versus “soulfully accurate,” underscores the complexity of Disney’s project to incorporate
diversity in twenty-ﬁrst century America. If, as Robert Gooding-Williams
argues, “American culture lives and breathes by racial representations, relentlessly relying on them to make sense of American history, society, and politics,”42 then Disney is not going to seriously challenge those tropes of blackness,
regardless of their recognition that “every little girl, no matter her color, represents a new marketing opportunity.”43 And yet, consumers are buying into
Princess Tiana in record numbers; Disney launched its line of movie-related
products months before the actual debut of the ﬁlm in theatres and these items
have been “ﬂy[ing] off the shelves.”44 According to Variety’s Marc Graser, The
Princess and the Frog merchandise, including Princess Tiana dresses and bedding, is “outselling other Disney-branded items ... more than 45,000 [Princess
Tiana] character dolls have sold in less than a month.”45
Cultural critic David Roediger uses the term “racial inbetweenness” to
describe the collapsing of racial categories that both embraced recent European
immigrants as “white” and kept them separate because of their perceived and
constructed differences.46 Such inbetweenness creates a racial middleground,
a portrayal of color that is “safe and sanitized”—these racial representations
thus both appeal to a minority audience while at the same time retain a white
viewership that is able to identify with the middleground these characters
occupy. This inclusivity or middleground status appeals to a larger viewership;
rather that creating a culturally or country-speciﬁc character and therefore
demographic, Disney conﬂates cultures and customs in such a way as to demonstrate a commitment to diversity without loss of viewers. In The Princess and
the Frog, Prince Naveen occupies this middleground position. He is from the
ﬁctional country of Maldonia, is voiced by Brazilian actor Bruno Campos, and
is “not Black, but he’s not White either.”47 Indeed, Disney’s John Lasseter
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refers to the “wavy-haired, tan-skinned prince as a ‘person of color’ ”48 in a way
that both locates Naveen outside racial discourses of black and white and works
to exclude race through his very depiction as a racialized character.49
Despite Disney’s intent to redress a wrong, namely the absence of black
princesses, theories of encoding and decoding illustrate the malleability of the
message on the part of the viewer whose perspective is either one of negotiated
or oppositional meaning: “in many ways [the ﬁlm is] a can’t win situation. An
African American lead character will be seen by some as an extension of
Obama-style progress, and by others as catering to a racial targeting strategy
that is no longer relevant because of Obama. For some it will be too Black,
for others not Black enough.”50 It is this very question of blackness, whether
too much or not enough, that locates this ﬁlm in this complex cultural moment.
While race does resonate in the ﬁlm, it is sublimated, not foregrounded; adherents of a politics of colorblindness would argue that this sublimation is good,
that culturally, we are in a moment “beyond” race, but it is this very sense of
being “beyond” race that is so problematic. With a black man in the White
House and a black princess on the silver [read white] screen, viewers might
be lulled (or led) into an inﬂated sense of black progress; indeed, the 2010 Pew
Report ﬁnds that “economic measures have shown that black households, after
steady income gains in previous decades, have lost ground to whites after
2000.”
While Disney is at least addressing the need for inclusivity in its representational strategies, the complexities that surround discourses of race in this
country guarantee that whatever message Disney desired to encode will be
read through multiple lenses and ideological perspectives.51 In 1951, W.E.B.
DuBois explained that “[p]ictures of colored people were an innovation,” ...
at that time it was the rule of most white papers never to publish a picture
of a colored person except as a criminal.”52 Six decades later, in an era when
audiences have a black president as a reference point, seemingly, it is a question
of representation again. If in fact there has been a paucity of positive representation of blackness, then is this somewhat historically accurate portrayal
a positive step? Good hair notwithstanding, in an era when animals, toys
and aliens seem to be the fodder of children’s entertainment, with this ﬁlm
Disney is at least engaging with the complex nature of race in 21st century
America.
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