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 Sociolinguists in the 21st century are just beginning to explore applications of linguistic 
analysis to the popular media (e.g. Richardson 2010).  This paper begins with the premise that 
sociolinguistic analysis, particularly variationist analysis, can provide a crucial scientific tool 
for assessing and evaluating media representations, particularly the representation of ethnic, 
gendered, and other social identities.    
  This project applies sociolinguistic methods to the analysis of the Disney "Princess" 
films.  In an attempt to reach a more diverse audience, modern day versions of the Disney 
Princesses are intended to represent cultures and ethnicities beyond the original European-
American ones that dominated earlier films.  But do "brown" heroines like Princess Jasmine, 
Mulan, Pocahontas, and most recently Tiana from The Princess and the Frog bring linguistic 
diversity to the screen?  Or are they just Valley Girls in "brownface"?  
  Using a combination of qualitative and quantitative methods, I evaluate Disney's 
portrayals of ethnic identity in two of these newer heroines: Pocahontas (a Native-American 
character) and Tiana (an African-American character).  I focus on discourse features that have 
been studied by linguists in "real" communities like those that the characters supposedly 
represent (e.g. Basso 1979, Philips 1983, Goodwin 1990, Morgan 2002).  The features analyzed 
include directives, questions, terms of address, and signifying.  
  The preliminary results reveal that 1) while both movies feature some linguistic 
stereotypes, these are more prevalent in Pocahontas than in The Princess and the Frog, 2) Tiana 
is more consistent with language use in "real" communities than Pocahontas, and 3) Pocahontas 
generally follows the discourse norms of white, middle-class U.S. culture, with no indicators of 
Native-American discourse patterns.   The results have serious implications for the perpetuation 
of stereotypes in children's entertainment.  In addition, the advantages of using combined 
qualitative and quantitative methods will be discussed.  
  
 


