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Abgtrad: Treating saverd animated films as texts, the andysis of this
particular genre of entetainment is using dructuraist narratology,
which is gpplied to establish a generd grammar of Disney long anima-
tions by reveding the underlying rules governing the tilm narratives.
Discussing the typical characters and actions, the congtruction of
“function”, and the significant actions which shape the story, this sudy
reveds the six actant/roles based on the prescribed characterization,
three basic patterns of how each actant isrelated to one another, and the
twdve sets of basc arangement of functions as the single basic
gructure of dl Disney long animations. This study proves how loyd
and consstent the creators of Disney long animations are toward the
underlying basic sructure of the story.
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Disney animated films have been long assodated with incredible
versons of dasscd sories, and unforgettable warmhearted characters.
Thefilms are usudly packed with sensationd musica ingruments and the
films hit angles are sung by famous artists. The story, the characters, and
the music, are definitdy the man eements of Disney animated
filmmaking. Therefore, it is interesting to discuss "the secret recipe’ that
makes every single Disney animated production a huge success and are
well accepted in any parts of the world. Tregting the animated films as
texts, the andyss of this paticular genre of entertanment is usng
structurdist narratology, "a new poetics which will establish a generd
'grammar of literaure, the underlying rules governing literary practice"
(Sdden, 1993, p. 109).

Structurdist narrative theory has originated from some dements of
linguidtic andlogies. The grammar of sentence sructure, or syntax, is the
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fundamenta of narrative rules, which Todorov, as cited in Sdden (1993)

refersas” narrative syntax”:
The mos dementary syntactic divison of the sentence unit is
between subject and predicate: ‘ The knight (subject) slew the dragon
with his sword (predicate)’. Evidently this sentence could be the
core of an episode or even an entire tdle.  If we subgtitute a name
(Launcdot or Gawain) for ‘the knight’, or ‘axe’ for ‘sword’, we
retain the same essentid structure. ...the whole corpus of taes is
congructed upon the same basic st of functions. A function is the
basic unit of the narraive ‘language and refers to the dgnificant
actionswhich form the narrative (p. 109).

A.J. Greimasin his Semantique Sructurale (1966) has come up with
“ the universd grammar of narrative’ by applying to it asemantic andys's
of sentence structure. He proposes 3 pairs of binary oppositionsthat cover
dl axraes, or ‘actants , Propp's term for the dramétist personae:
Subject/Object
Sender/Recaver
Hel per/Opponent

These pairs describe three basic patterns which usudly occur in dl
narrdives.
1. dedre, search, or am (Subject/Object)
2. communicetion (Sender/Receiver)
3. auxiliary support or hindrance (He per/Opponent) (p. 111)

According to Saussure, “language is the primary sign system
whereby we structure our world.” Thus, language systemis Similar to any
other sgn system of sodd behaviour like fashion, table manners, and
gports (Bresder, 1999, p. 93). All of those are conddered as texts with
underlying systemsthat congtruct them. Like language, these expressons
of socid behaviors generate meaning through a system of signs (p. 93).
Like language, the system of dgns can dso be found in the product of
sodd behaviour, for example film.

Therefore, the purpose of analyzing Disney animated films usng
sructurdis narratology is to retain the shared essentid dtructure in any
Disney animated versons by reveding the single underlying structure that
Is embedded in any Disney animated films as the “secret formuld’ behind
the success of Disney as the mgor animated filmmaker. This sudy is
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going to show how the three pars of ‘actants fal neaily into the three
basic paterns of narraives by identifying the ‘actants of each animaed
films, and how the ‘actants play ther roles in the badc patterns of
naraives. Then, the paterns and the ‘actants are deveoped into
‘functions’ asthe basc unitsof narrative language. ‘ Functions' will reved
theimportant actions that form the story.

Applying structurdigt reading in anayzing Disney long animations
as culturd iconis practicd indeed since “sructurdigs apply the insights
of linguigtics to literature and culture’ (Ryan, 2002, p. 26). Thus,
structurdigt reading of Disney long animations meens tregting animated
films as culturd icon tha has the underlying system. Paandlain Walt
Disney and Fairytales has argued that Disney long animations are indeed
the culturd product of America, involving not only skillful Disney
animators, but aso technicd innovations, which cons gantly make Disney
as the forerunner of animation making. Its products have “underscored
the two-pronged combination of scentific wizardry and artistic craft tha
made Disney a formidable force in American cinema” (para. 1). Usng
farytdes as “the pure escapism’ is nonghdess the reaffirmation of
Disney toward the sodety's trust on its interpretaions on farytaes tha
become gppeding not only for children, but dso for thewhole family:

They were basac enough in thar goped to be marketed directly

towards children, but the romance in some of the sories (Slegping

Beauty and Cinderdlla) was dso gopeding to adults. This broad

apped was essentiad for maximum profits, had the Disney films been

soldy "children's entertanment” many parents might have smply
dropped the kids off & the thester while they went to see a different
production. Disney, however, desgned films for the entire family to

enjoy. (para. 12)

Thus, Disney long animaions have a culturd baggage tha
somewha becomes the universd standard for a good and maketable
(American) product for al age.

This study is going to show tha dthough Disney long animated

films are based on various thematic presentations, produced by

different teams of production and at different times, in fact they share
single dructure of narration. Furthermore, using structuraist reading,
this study is paying atention to a character “not because he or she
refers to a particular kind of person with certain human qudlities’,
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but he or sheis“conddered a part in atextud system in which that
character’s function is determined by its rdaions to the other
functiond parts of the system. ... they seek to understand the logic
of the plat, the way it is structured by grammatica rules Smilar to
those of language.” (Ryan, 2002, p. 28) Asseeninthisstudy, Disney
‘actants’ will never come dive without each character’s reldion to
one another. Each character has higher own ‘function’ in contri-
buting meaning to the narrative. Losng one ‘actant’ means missing
one dgnificant dement of the basc dructure of Disney narrdive
rules.

There are 9x Disney animations chosen in order to find the basic
dructure of Disney narrative rules, and the choices are based on the
different types of the main characters, namdy femae, mae, and animad
characters. There are "Mulan” and "Little Mermad" for femae charecter
animations, "Hercules' and "The Hunchback of Notre Dame" for mde
character animations, and "The Lion King" and "A Bug's Life' for fable
animations. As seen from the identified typicd characters and actions, and
the construction of ‘function’, Disney long animations have aways been
based on the quest for sdlf-identity and the fulfillment of persond desire,

Disney animated films have a set of sx typicd ‘actants. Those
typicd characters are the hero, the hero's donors, the hero's lover, the
villain, the villan's hd pers, and the dominant character (an antagoni<t, or
samply parentsdders). The following table shows how each ‘actant’ is
found in dl the chosen Disney animated films:

Titles:/ TheHero TheDonars TheHero's TheVillain TheVillain's The
Actants: Lover Helpers Dominant
Character
"Mulan' Mulan Mushu,Cri- Capt.Lie  ShanYu TheEliteHuns, FaZhou
KeeKhan Shang the Falcon
"TheLittle Avrid Sebadtian, PrinceEric  Ursula Hotsam & Triton
Mermaid" Scuttle, Jetsam
Grimshy
"Hercules' Hercules  Phil, Pegasus Megara Hades Pain& Panic, TheCitizens
the Cydops
"The Quasmodo TheGargoyles Esmearalda JudgeFrollo  Thetroops JudgeFrdlo
Hunchback of
Notre Damge"
"TheLion Smba Timon, Naa Scar TheHyenas  Mufasa
King" Pumbaa, Refiki
"A BugsLife' Hik Thecircus Princess Hoaoper The TheQuean
bugs, Dot Atta grasshoppers
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Mostly the Disney heroes are hopdesdy dependent on ther donors.
The “communication” between “senderdrecavers’, as Gremas mentions
in his "Semantique Structurde’ (Selden, 1993, p. 111) is obvioudy
applied in the rd aionship between the hero/recd ver and the donor/sender.
Mushu, the fast-talking hyperactive guardian dragon, is "illegdly" sent by
Mulan's ancestors to protect Mulan. However, it is obvious that Mulan's
disguise as a man could have been esslly discovered without Mushu's
helps. Without her underwater friends, especidly Sebadtian the crab-
composer and Grimdby the sea lark, Arid would have totdly been
hopdlessin front of Prince Eric without her voice, and unable to stop the
wedding just in time. Zeuss gift, Pegasus, is a great hdp for Hercules in
completing his heroic deeds- and without Phil, the hero trainer, Hercules
would have never been adle to control his extraordinary srength. The
Gargoyles successfully encourage Quasmodo to leave the bl tower for
experiencing "theworld out there'. Timon and Pumbaawith their "hakuna
matata’ are ableto make Smbaput hispast behind, yet Rafiki the monkey
Isthe one who is able to put Smba back to "the circle of life". No matter
how clever Hik is, heis nothing without his drcus bug pds, and especialy
without little Dat, who successfully builds Hik's sdf-confidence back.
Thus, one of Grdmass badc pdtens in nardive, namdy
“communication (Sender/Receiver)”, is proven.

Furthermore, each of the ‘actants mentioned in the above table has
higher own "functions' in the gory. Each function has dgnificant
elements, which can be found in any versons. Those ggnificant dements
are 1) the hero's desire, 2) the chaos, 3) the hero's clash with the dominant
character, 4) the hero's falure to recognize his/her identity, 5) "the shdl”,
6) the hero's task, 7) the donor's contribution, 8) punishment and reward,
9) the hero's ability for sdf-identification and the fulfillment of hisher
desire, which leadsto 10) hgppiness.

Thefirg and the second significant d ements areinterchangedbl e, yet
it does not influence the flow of the story. For example, the heroes in
"Mulan", "Little Mermad”, and "Hercules' introduce ther (hidden) desire
after the chaos, while Quasmodo, Hik, and Smba reved their dedre,
dreams, and wishes before they are involved in chaotic dtuaions. Once
agan, another Gramass basi ¢ patternsin narraive, "desre, search, or am
(Subject/Object)”, isfound (p. 111).

Usng beautiful originad score, the hero's hidden desire is usudly
discovered through song, atypicad Disney verson of soliloquy. In terms
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of identifying the "black and white" of the characters, the "evil" origina
scores are eddly arranged for the villains to reved their evil hidden
plans, 0 the audience will eadly identify "the fdse heroes'. The clash of
the hero and the villan, packed with comic battles between the donors of
both gdes, identifies ancther pair of Greémas' badc pattern of "auxiliary
support or hindrance (Helper/Opponent)” (p. 111).

At the end, the narratives will dways end up with the punishment for
the villain, and the reward for the hero. The following list shows the ways
the ‘adants follow a cetan sa of sequences as the same basc
arrangement of ‘functions' of the Disney narrétives:

1. Theherointroduceshigher DESIRE.

2. Theherounintentiondly initiates CHAOS.

3. TheCHAOSIeadsto a CLASH with the dominant character.
4. Thehero FAILS TO RECOGNIZE him/her-SELF

5. TheheroleavesTHE SHELL to completea TASK.

6. Theheromust submit certain CONDITION to completethe TASK.
7. Thedonor CONTRIBUTES the completion of the TASK.

8. TheCOMPLETION of the TASK (by the hero),

9. ThevillainisPUNISHED.

10. TheheroisREWARDED.

11. Thehero AHNDS SELFIDENTITY and FULHLLS DESIRE.
12. TheheroisHAPPY with higher lover.

Disney long animated films dways have the first chaotic, yet comica
dgtuation. This specid scene has many purposes, but it is manly an
introduction to the true nature of the hero (Arid's impulsveness and
obsesson for callecting human's things, Herculess extreordinary strength,
Hik's smart ideas yet mostly done recklesdy), the setting and its cusoms
(Chinese cusom of arranged marriage and the important of family honor
in "Mulan"), and the consequences of bresking the rules (Quasmodo's
terrible humiliation as the King of Fools and the Hyenas attack on
Smba).

However, the chaotic Situation dways brings further implication. The
chaos is so ggnificant tha if it is omitted, the gory will lose its sense.
Following shortly after, is the sense of dienation, and the revelation of
both fase s f-identity and hidden desire. Mulan, for example, is unable
to identify her own reflection; Arid, broken hearted after watching his
father destroyed her collections, feds that no one can understand her
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dreams to be "a part of that world"; after unintentionaly messng up the
city with his strength, Hercules begins to question his origin; Quasmodo's
fase perception of regarding himsdf as amonger; Simba's innocent pride
to bethe next king; and Hik's desire to make things different.

Furthermore, in order to pursue their desre as wdl as complete the
task assigned to them, the heroes have to leave their shells. The "shdls"
are thar places where, with or without their concerns, have been limiting
them to reach "another part of the world", and also to make peace with
themsdves. Mulan, disguised as a young man named A Ping, leaves her
house to subgtitute his old father asawarrior; Arid leaves the Underwater
Kingdom to be "a part of that world", as indicated in her origind score
Hercules leaves his foster parents to find Phil, who will tran him to
become atrue hero; Quasimodo leaves the bdl tower to save Esmerdda;
Simbaleaves his "hakuna matata' world to face the true nature of himsdlf
as a pat of the "crcle of life'; Hik leaves the ant calony to find savage
bugs. Leaving behind the "shdlls’, the heroes, with the hel ps of the donors,
are able to complete the tasks, and in the same time make peace with
themsd ves when they find the missing piece of the“sdf .

The following table shows the fiddity of the Disney animators and
the scriptwriters toward the basic pattern of the films. The numbers used
refer to thetwe veitems of "function” sequences mentioned before:

Titles:/ “Mulan”  “Little “Hercules’ “The “TheLion “ABug's
Functions: Mermaid” Hunch- King” Life’
back of
Notre
Dame”

1. Desire “lwantto “l wantto “| don't “l want just “I just “| want to
keep my beapartof wanttobe oncetobe can'twat make
father that world.” different.”  outthere” tobea things
standing king.” different.”
tall.”

2. Chaos Tryingto  Exploring Helpingan Beinga Exploring  Showing
save Cri-  thewrecked old man part of the the the new
kee, ship, being  with his Festival of Elephant  harvesting
hurting the attacked by  crate, theFools, Graveyard, machine,
Matchmak ashark & ruining the being being plunging
erinstead. exposedto  wholecity humiliated attacked thewhole

thesurface. instead. asa by the harvested

hi deous Hyenas seeds into
creature instead. the pond
instead. instead.
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3. Clash FaZhou's Triton's Citizen's Frolo's Mufasa's Queen's
with the disappoint- disappoint- regectionon disappoint- disappoint- disappoint-
domina menton ment on Hercules' ment on ment on ment on
nt Mulan's Arid’s extraordina Quasi’'s Simba's Flick's
characte failureto  failureto ry strength. failureto  failureto  reckless
rdueto pleasethe stay under stay inside stay away behaviour.
violatio Matchmak water. the bell fromthe
n er. tower. graveyard.

4. ldentity “I will “| want to “Whoam “lamnot “I'mthe  “I'monly a
failure  neverbring know what 17 normal, | murderer  trouble-

honor to it feelslike don't of my maker.”
my walking bdongto father.”
family.” around with this

feet.” world.”

5. The Leaving Leaving her Leaving his Leaving Leaving Leaving the
shell; her family; underwater  family; the bdl theforest; ant colony;
thetask defending world; proving tower; saving looking for

China. lookingfor himsdfa  saving Pride helps
Prince Eric. truehero.  Esmeralda. Land.

6. Disguising Giving up Givingup Leaving Putting his Finding

asaman her voicefor hisstrength thebel fear ‘savage
Conditi  for apair of forMeg's  tower with  behind. bugs.
on substitutin  legs. safety. Phoebus.

g her

father.

7. Donor's Mushu Sebastian Phil trains  Gargoyles Rafiki Dot
contribu  helps helps Aried Hercules encourage  encourages encourages
-tion Mulan survive as heroic Quasi to Simbato  Flikto

survivein  human; skills. put hisfear put hisfear believein

themale Grimsby behind, and behind, himself,

world. discovers leavethe  andreturn and return
thefalse bell tower. tothe to the
hero Pride colony.
(Ursula). Land.

8. Defeating  Defeating Defeating Defeating Defeating Defeating

theHuns, Ursulato Hades, Frollo, Scar, the
Comple saving win Eric, saving savingthe savingthe grasshoppe
-tion China. savingthe  Olympus.  whole Pride rs, saving
Underwater Paris. Land. the ant
Kingdom. colony.

9. Punish- ShanYuis Ursulais Hadesloses Frollois Scar is Hopper is

ment killed. killed. his power.  killed. killedby  eaten by
the the Bird.
Hyenas.

10. Reward Acknowl- Givenan Given Accepted  Acknowl-  Acknowl-
edgedas  eternal pair immortal astheway edgedas edgedas
thehero of of legs. soul. Quasi is, theKing  thehero of
Chinaand acknowl-  of Pride the ant
asthe edged as Land. colony.
Emperor's hero.
consultant.
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11. Self- Identifying Identifying Identifying Identifying Identifying Identifying
identity; herself asa herself as himself asa himself as himsdf as himsdf asa
fulfilled worthy human; son of god; aworthy aworthy  worthy ant;
desire  daughter; livingwith  knowing creature; son; making the

bringing human. why heis  leavingthe becoming ant colony
honor to different. bel tower the “never be
her family. for good. successor  thesame

of Mufasa. again.”

12. Happi- Winning Marrying Marrying  Uniting Marrying  Winning

nessand Capt.Lie PrinceEric. Meg. Esmeralda Nala Princess
love Shang's and Capt. Atta's
heart. Phoebus. heart.

All the hero's taks are becoming more virtuous during the
devdopment of the story. While saving his father, Mulan finds hersdf
saving the whole kingdom of Chinafrom the savage Huns. Arid, thinking
her father can never understand her, leaves him to the surface to pursue
her persond satisfaction, yet she ends up saving his father's life and the
whole undewater Kingdom from the dutch of Ursula Hercules and
Quas are only planning to save thar sweethearts, yet they dso end up
deding with peoplées livesin thair heroic deeds. Smba and Hik are dso
able to restore order in their habitats. The completion of the task becomes
a whole lot more meaningful and sgnificant for public affairs than
persond sdtisfaction.

Furthermore, throughout the devel opment of the sory, the hero dso
experiences aquest for asdf-identity and fulfillment of his’her degre. Itis
like watching a process of metamorphogs, the hero begins with the
inability to see onesdf, and while pursuing and completing the task, the
hero finds the missang piece of the sdf a the end, jus like Shakespearean
comedy, the stories end in love and marriage, a typicd happy-ending
classcd gory. The hero successfully makes peace with him/hersdf, and
reveds more virtuous deeds. As an example, Hercules is hurt by Meg
since he bdieves she has betrayed him. Neverthdess, heis ill willing to
surrender his soul as a subgtitute of Meg'slife. His sacrifice, on the other
hand, is percaived by gods as the genuine act of a hero; thus, he is
rewarded animmortd life.

Upon the completion of the task, the hero dso achieves higher
persond dreams and wishes. Bath persond and public affarsare settled in
one place, and everybody is hgopy. As seen from “Hercules’, the hero has
succesfully put Olympus back in order (public) as wdl as achieved his
dream to marry Meg (persond), dthough it means he has to sacrifice his
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immorta life since an immorta god does not bd ong to the world of the
mortds, the world of Meg. However, no one complans, especidly the
young audience in thegters, because it is the best ending for Hercules and
Meg.

Although it seems that dl Disney animated films are only made to
sl happiness and dreams, the world is not dways pictured as swvest and
full of beautiful colors. In fact, Mulan, unlike her “older sges’, isafar
cry from the passve versons of Snow White and Cinderdla.  Thus,
Mulan's characterization is* geared toward the older audience, making the
film as one of the good examples of anon-condescending family film”. It
IS one of the best crafted animated stories, decked with drong character
moativation, and wrapped in cyclica nature of journeys and adventures
(Patandla, 1998, para. 2)

However, Paandlain Walt Disney and Fairytales has aso admitted
that Mulan’s older Sgters are not eadly replaced by Mulan since Disney
animations have somewha moulded the stereotypes of ided American
women as evidencead in both characterization and the original scores:

The Disney heroines were not the preteens of traditiond farytaes

but young women who were both beautiful and contaned a muted

sexudity; this would get the Disney company in trouble in the
feminist era, but it aso crested an idedized verson of women that
was unlike any depiction in any other type of film. True, thisformula

a0 resulted in a string of bland, too-good-to-be-true Princes, but a

the same time it was respondble for a series of wdl-written

sentimenta songs that continues to this day with “A Whole New

World” and “Can You Fed The LoveTonight?’ (para. 13)

Thus, when the animaions are wdl-digributed throughout nations, the
portrayd of stereotypica ided women are dso embedded and totaly
consumed by young (femde) audience..

Nevertheless, generdly speeking the adult audience always percave
Disney animaions ‘fin€ for children. Through the struggle of the
protagonigs and the comic dements packed in atypica set of story-telling
formula, the audience, epecidly little ones, begin to learn an early lesson
of the basic philosophicd idea of life in an entertaining way. They begin
to redize that they live in a tough world; however, as long as they are
honest and bdieve in themsdves, they can survive, and dso have some
fun.
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When dl the‘actants fal inthar placesin the Disney grammar, the
audience will never redize tha actudly they have seen the same structure
agan and again under the typica basic paterns of narrdive. With new
characters, different settings of time and place, and catchy origind scores,
old legends like Hercules and Mulan have become vibrant, and sold wdll.
After dl these years, the entertaining power of Disney's ‘secret formula
still works, and sellswell enough.
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