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Abstract:
Since Snow White bit that apple almost a century ago, Disney films have contin-
ued to shape the fairy-tale genre and the gender ideologies it promulgates. Disney’s 
portrayal of masculinity has traditionally been considered rather conservative as it 
promotes stereotypes and heteronormative narratives. However, a more complex 
image of Disney filmography has begun to emerge, revealing elements of a sensi-
tive, family-oriented, and non-violent masculinity. Building on this more nuanced 
direction, this article proposes a new, reparative way of looking at masculinity in 
Disney films. Rather than focusing on Disney’s regressive or progressive inten-
tions, the author argues that we should attend to the cracks and surprising twists 
in the films that allow us to invest them with more forward-thinking, resonant 
interpretations relevant to the needs of today’s society. To illustrate this approach, 
the author uses Hercules by Ron Clements and John Musker (1997) as a case study, 
arguing that it can be read as a critique of hegemonic masculinity – one that ques-
tions the idea of a single, normative model for boys and men, exposes its illusory 
promises, and satirises the way such masculinity is idealised. At the same time, it 
provides a visionary warning against toxic masculinity by illustrating the numer-
ous ways it can manifest and by promoting instead a  sensitive masculinity that 
respects consent and an empowered femininity that resists toxicity. By ascribing 
this newfound significance to Hercules, this article aims to invite the examination 
of older Disney films in a new light – one that enables them to take on a more pro-
gressive and hopeful role in confronting toxic masculinity today.
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Herkules Disneya w nowych ramach. Antidotum 
na hegemoniczną i toksyczną męskość

Abstrakt:
Odkąd 100 lat temu Królewna Śnieżka ugryzła jabłko, filmy Disneya wciąż 
kształtują gatunek baśni oraz związane z nim ideologie płci. Disnejowskie przed-
stawienia męskości były dotąd postrzegane jako dość konserwatywne – oparte 
na stereotypach i heteronormatywnych narracjach. Coraz wyraźniej jednak ry-
suje się bardziej złożony obraz filmografii Disneya, w  którym można dostrzec 
elementy wrażliwej, rodzinnej i  pozbawionej przemocy męskości. Zmierzając 
w  bardziej zniuansowanym kierunku, artykuł proponuje nowe, reparatywne 
czytanie męskości w  filmach Disneya. Zamiast koncentrować się na regresyw-
nych lub progresywnych intencjach Disneya, powinnyśmy raczej przyjrzeć się 
pęknięciom i nieoczywistym przesunięciom, które pozwalają nadać filmom bar-
dziej nowatorskie, aktualne znaczenia odpowiadające potrzebom współczesnego 
społeczeństwa. W artykule wykorzystano film Herkules Rona Clementsa i Johna 
Muskera (1997) jako studium przypadku, dowodząc, że można go odczytywać 
jako krytykę hegemonicznej męskości, która podważa ideę jednego, normatyw-
nego wzorca dla chłopców i mężczyzn, demaskuje złudne obietnice, które za nim 
stoją, a także satyryzuje sposób jego idealizacji. Jednocześnie animacja przestrze-
ga przed toksyczną męskością, przedstawiając jej różne oblicza i promując bar-
dziej wrażliwy model męskości oparty na wzajemnej zgodzie oraz silny wzorzec 
kobiecości odporny na toksyczne schematy. Przypisując Herkulesowi nowe zna-
czenia, artykuł zachęca do reinterpretacji starszych filmów Disneya w  sposób, 
który pozwoli im pełnić bardziej progresywną i wspierającą rolę w przełamywa-
niu toksycznych wzorców męskości.

Słowa kluczowe:
hegemoniczna męskość, Herkules, czytanie reparatywne, kultura gwałtu, toksyczna 
męskość, Walt Disney

Introduction

A s a small-town boy from Greece who deviated from the rigid scripts of 
masculinity in my conservative milieu, I always found solace in Disney 

films. Many of them offered empowering narratives about outcasts who did 
not follow society’s prescribed paths yet still managed to find love and friend-
ship, survive, and thrive. Among them, Hercules (Clements & Musker, 1997) 
was my favourite: a Greek boy who differed from his peers, desperately search-
ing for belonging and pressured to perform a rugged masculinity, only to re-
alise that his true, sensitive self is what makes him special and leads him to 
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genuine happiness. That story spoke to my heart – and not just mine. Grow-
ing up, I often met boys and men who deviated from hegemonic, stereotypical 
norms of masculinity and expressed their love for Hercules.

This is why, a  few years later, I was very surprised to see that the sense 
of empowerment I had felt as a child while watching these films was not re-
flected in the scholarship on them. On the contrary, it has been argued that 
behind their public image of innocence, Disney films function as “teaching 
machines,” encoding ideologies that perpetuate gender stereotypes (Giroux & 
Pollock, 2010, p. 91). The films often revolve around heteronormative narra-
tives, whereby adhering to traditional gender roles is rewarded with the trophy 
of a happy marriage (England et al., 2011). Male characters, in particular, are 
rarely depicted in the domestic sphere and often struggle to control their sexual 
urges (Towbin et al., 2004). Even when the movies reject toxic masculinity, they 
nonetheless tend to promote hegemonic masculinity and gender stereotypes 
(Dosser, 2022). Notably, Hercules has been described as a  “character lacking 
resonance” who combines “stereotypes […] with an anomalous twist on con-
ventional masculinity that may have been too avant-garde at the time of the 
film’s release” (Primo, 2018, p. 1).

A clear discrepancy emerged: on the one hand, my positive affective expe-
rience with these films as a child and teenager – reflecting the significance they 
have held for many marginalised individuals over the decades (Griffin, 2000); 
on the other hand, their rather grim portrayals as carriers of deeply conserva-
tive and problematic ideologies (Zipes, 1995).

As I was trying to find an answer to this discrepancy, I also encoun-
tered a  growing body of literature that paints a  more nuanced portrait of 
masculinity in Disney films, arguing that progressive elements can also be 
found. In Handsome Heroes and Vile Villains, the first comprehensive explo-
ration of masculinity in Disney films over the decades, Amy M. Davis (2013) 
contends that Disney’s portrayal of masculinity “is improving” and “is do-
ing rather better than Western society in general” (p. 251). In Tinker Belles 
and Evil Queens, Sean Griffin (2000) insightfully explores how the studio’s 
history and filmography contain elements that invite queer interpretations. 
Susan Jeffords (1995) traces elements of the “New Man” during the Disney 
Renaissance period (1989–1999), a man willing to forsake rugged and vio-
lent masculinity in favour of a domesticated, family-oriented one. Similarly, 
Ken Gillam and Shannon R. Wooden (2008) explore a model of masculinity 
in Pixar films since the 1990s, one that focuses on the transition from exces-
sive masculinity to embracing one’s feminine side and achieving maturity 
and happiness.
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Using this more optimistic scholarship as a starting point, this paper seeks 
to take this discussion a step further by proposing a new direction for schol-
arly inquiry into Disney and masculinity – one that combines the empowering 
affective potential of Disney films with a  reparative attempt to render them 
useful for the present. Most scholarly work so far asks: “Is Disney conserva-
tive or progressive, are the films diverse enough or not?” These are crucial and 
valid questions that can enrich our understanding of the films and their po-
tential impact on audiences, and we should continue to ask them. But perhaps 
we should also consider a different question: regardless of Disney’s intentions, 
what are some subversive and hopeful ways to reinterpret these films and re-
claim them to serve the needs of today’s society in ways that can empower us?

In revisiting Disney films, I do not intend to argue that they were con-
ceived as radically progressive representations of masculinity. As previously 
noted, a substantial body of scholarship has discussed the regressive elements 
embedded in Disney productions: to a  significant extent, the studio’s filmo
graphy has been influenced by two agendas: the Hays Code with its legacy of 
“moral, upstanding entertainment” for the whole family, and the capitalist 
agenda, which “works tirelessly to maximize profit” (Griffin, 2000, p. xvii).

What I propose, instead, is that by revisiting these texts in this way, we 
can imbue the films with new, more progressive usefulness. This approach 
follows the methodological footsteps of Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick’s (1997) con-
cept of ‘reparative reading’: while ‘paranoid reading’ is usually critical, vigi-
lant, and suspicious, reparative reading is hopeful, optimistic, and open to 
surprising interpretations that can nourish us and heal our traumas. Simi-
larly, Stuart Hall (1980) argues that readers can approach texts in innova-
tive ways that diverge from the text’s prescribed direction. In doing so, they 
“articulate concerns which often go unvoiced within the dominant media” 
(Jenkins, 1992, p. 23). This resonates with Ebony Elizabeth Thomas’s (2019) 
notion of ‘restorying’ texts to make them more racially diverse: “[r]estory-
ing describes the complex ways that contemporary young people narrate the 
word and the world […] and then synthesize and recontextualize a multiplic-
ity of stories in forming new narratives” (p. 159).

By revisiting Disney films through a  hopeful and reparative lens, it 
becomes possible to invest the existing canon with new relevance in the 
current historical moment of the resurfacing of toxic masculinity. Despite 
the advancements in gender equality enabled by feminist movements and 
#MeToo, multiple patriarchal remnants of misogyny persist, as evidenced by 
the popularity of the incel (involuntary celibate) men’s subculture (Anders-
en, 2024). Now more than ever, we need stories that offer an antidote to this 
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toxic masculinity. To adapt Rudine Sims Bishop’s (1990) metaphor, 1 the boys 
of today need both a  window to worlds of non-normative, non-toxic, and 
sensitive masculinities, and a mirror that helps them feel confident in em-
bracing them. While creating new stories is essential to meeting these needs, 
reclaiming older stories for this purpose is equally important, allowing us to 
find such models not only in the present and the future but also in the past, 
thus multiplying the non-hegemonic, diverse voices of resistance. And what 
could possibly be a more suitable, impactful, mass-consumed international 
media product to reclaim than Disney films?

Disney’s Hercules, in particular, serves as an ideal case study for an 
anti-hegemonic reading. The film focuses on the demigod’s journey from an awk-
ward, clumsy teenager to a muscular celebrity hero with an existential void 
in his heart, and eventually into a true hero, with his love interest, Meg, by 
his side. Cassandra Primo (2018) argues that while the film “exemplifies […] 
a relatively early attempt by Disney to reconceive masculinity,” it ultimate-
ly fails due to “manifold examples of gender stereotypes that pervade [it]” 
(pp. 1–2). Indeed, on the surface, the film follows Disney’s stereotypical het-
eronormative plot, where a conventionally masculine hero, at least appear-
ance-wise, gets the girl in the end. The film can also be read as an example 
of Joseph Campbell’s (1949) monomyth – a traditional young hero’s journey 
from a marginal position to maturation – with a few twists that emphasise 
the more modern ideals of hard work and training as prerequisites for success 
(Stierstrofer, 2015, 2016). However, through a reparative reading that centres 
on gender – a hopeful, open interpretation that reads between the lines and 
searches for surprising twists and nourishing elements for today’s viewers – 
a previously unexplored yet crucial aspect of the film can be illuminated: its 
capacity to criticise hegemonic and toxic masculinity and to offer wholesome 
role models for women and men.

In this light, the paper argues that Hercules contains a plethora of ele-
ments that challenge both hegemonic and toxic masculinities, promoting in-
stead a model grounded in emotional expressiveness and respect for consent. 
The film undermines hegemonic masculinity by showcasing its constructed 

 1	 In her article Mirrors, windows and sliding glass doors, Bishop (1990) argues that literature 
provides us with mirrors that reflect ourselves and promote our self-acceptance, windows 
into the lives of others that enhance empathy, and sliding glass doors that allow us to enter 
different worlds. She advocates for greater diversity in literature so that those who are un-
derrepresented have access to more mirrors and become more confident, while those who 
are overrepresented encounter more windows and become less egocentric.
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and performative character, its illusory promises and hidden perils, and by 
satirising the mechanisms through which it achieves an ascended status in 
society. At the same time, it goes a step further and criticises aspects of what 
would later be termed toxic masculinity, particularly by showing the dire 
consequences of sexually predatory masculinities. As antidotes to these he-
gemonic and toxic masculinities, the film offers a code of masculinity rooted 
in equality, sensitivity, and care, alongside an empowered femininity capable 
of resisting and fighting back.

Synopsis

Everyone on Olympus celebrates the birth of baby Hercules, the son of Zeus 
and Hera – except for Hades, who learns of a prophecy foretelling that the adult 
Hercules will thwart his plan to dethrone Zeus. To prevent this, he orders his 
sidekicks to give Hercules a potion that will render him mortal and kill him. 
Fortunately, Hercules does not drink the last drop, as he is found by a couple 
of mortals who raise him as their own. As a gawky teenager, he is mocked and 
treated as an outcast because his remaining divine strength leads to accidents. 
When Hercules learns that he is adopted, he sets out to return to Olympus by 
proving himself a true hero on Earth. To achieve this goal, he undergoes an in-
tense training programme by the satyr Phil, which leaves him extremely mus-
cular. His first heroic deed is saving Meg from being harassed by the centaur 
Nessus. Meg is a sassy young woman whom Hercules falls for. Unbeknownst to 
him, she once sold her soul to Hades to save her ungrateful ex-boyfriend, who 
later abandoned her, and now she serves Hades as his slave.

Hades sends numerous monsters to kill Hercules, but he manages to de-
feat them all and becomes a celebrity hero. When Hades realises that Hercules 
has feelings for Meg, he blackmails Hercules into relinquishing his strength for 
one day to ensure her safety. Hercules agrees, and Hades seizes the opportu-
nity to launch his attack on Olympus and Earth. Meg sacrifices herself to save 
Hercules from a falling pillar; since she gets hurt, the agreement with Hades 
is cancelled, and Hercules regains his strength. He vanquishes the Titans and 
Hades and ventures into the underworld to rescue Meg. By diving into the well 
of souls, he becomes old and weak, risking his life for her. This act of self-sac-
rifice both saves Meg and proves him to be a true hero, earning him godhood. 
Everyone on Olympus welcomes him back. However, he forsakes his divine 
status and chooses to stay on Earth with Meg, having finally found “where he 
belong[s]” (Clements & Musker, 1997, 1:25:45).
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A Critique of Hegemonic Masculinity

Much like Hercules and the admonition he receives to become a hero, boys 
in our world are also indoctrinated to believe that there are right ways to 
perform masculinity – superior forms they should admire, aspire to embrace, 
and, if they fail, face the consequences of having a ‘lesser’ masculinity. Central 
to this hierarchy is R. W. Connell’s (1987) notion of ‘hegemonic masculinity,’ 
which originally emerged in the 1980s, when gender studies was still taking 
shape as a field, in an attempt to deconstruct the idea of a fixed male gender 
role and offer instead “a model of multiple masculinities and power relations” 
(Connell & Messerschmidt, 2005, p. 830). According to this framework, each 
society idealises a  particular form of masculinity that subordinates other 
masculinities as well as femininities. The notion of ‘hegemony,’ borrowed 
from Antonio Gramsci, is crucial, as it suggests that this subordination is not 
achieved through overt violence but through “cultural consent, discursive 
centrality, institutionalization, and the marginalization or delegitimation of 
alternatives” (p. 846).

The term has often been misused to refer to personality traits and characteris-
tics traditionally associated with masculinity in Western societies, such as muscle 
strength or toughness (Connell & Messerschmidt, 2005). However, this narrower 
use strips the concept of its transformative potential and contextual flexibility. 
Hegemonic masculinity “is not a fixed character type […] [but] a masculinity that 
occupies the hegemonic position in a given pattern of gender relations, a position 
always contestable” (Connell, 2020, p. 76). When used appropriately, the concept 
is relational and relative – not a fixed conglomeration of traits, but something that 
changes as power dynamics shift from one context to another.

The notion of hegemonic masculinity can be a powerful tool in children’s 
media studies, since it reveals how certain forms of masculinity are repre-
sented  as the ideal to which all boys should aspire, an ideal that ultimately 
oppresses and confines them. Raising awareness of these dominant masculini-
ties is a crucial step toward resisting their influence. At the same time, a re-
parative reading can uncover how certain texts challenge this problematic hi-
erarchy of masculinities, offering boys a way to break away from the pressure to 
conform to unrealistic standards of masculinity. Disney’s Hercules is an ideal 
example for such a reparative reading.

First of all, Hercules destabilises the notion that hegemonic masculinity is 
the normative, natural path for boys and men by depicting it as a social con-
struct, something learned and performed, rather than innate. One of the key 
ways hegemonic masculinity achieves its dominance is through the belief that 
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it is an innate and instinctive state seen as part and parcel of male nature. Her-
cules, however, portrays hegemonic masculinity as a performance designed to 
reap social rewards and elevate status.

Initially, Hercules occupies a marginalised masculine position in his milieu. 
He is awkward, clumsy, and unpopular, primarily because his uncontrollable di-
vine strength causes multiple accidents. Desperately longing for belonging, he is 
willing to “go the distance” and “go almost anywhere” (Clements & Musker, 1997, 
20:30) to achieve this goal. His father, Zeus, tells him that the only way he can re-
turn to Olympus – and earn his approval – is to become a true hero. For his men-
tor, the satyr Phil, becoming a true hero means undergoing a rigorous training 
program designed to teach him to perform a stereotypically heroic masculinity 
(McCallum, 2002). As depicted in the song “One Last Hope,” this process involves 
what Judith Butler (1999) would call a “stylised repetition of acts” (p. 179): doing 
callisthenics, shooting arrows, wielding swords, and rescuing dolls that represent 
damsels in distress. Initially, Hercules fails, but eventually, he executes these rou-
tines flawlessly. Therefore, this sequence suggests that hegemonic masculinity, 
here represented by an idealised version of masculinity conventionally associated 
with sports, physical strength, and male saviour stereotypes, is not an innate state 
but a behavior that requires rigorous training and labour to be acquired (McCal-
lum, 2002). If hegemonic masculinity is learned rather than innate, it automati-
cally loses the biological legitimacy that upholds it as the normative path for boys 
and men. Hercules, like many others, simply strives to acquire it because of the 
elevated status and the promise of power it offers.

But is this a reasonable practice? This question marks the second way in 
which the film problematises hegemonic masculinity: by satirising the absurd-
ity of idealising a single model of masculinity.

After completing his training, Hercules achieves a status of unquestionable 
ascendancy that everyone admires, as captured in the song “Zero to Hero.” He 
becomes “person of the week in every Greek opinion poll” (Clements & Musker, 
1997, 49:24), is immortalised in statues, and embodies the masculine ideal for the 
boys in the film, who aspire to be like him. His immeasurable strength also dom-
inates all the male antagonists, who appear as monsters sent by Hades. In this 
sense, his celebrity heroism becomes the embodiment of hegemonic masculinity.

While the tone of “Zero to Hero” is triumphant, I argue that its aim is not to 
celebrate Hercules’s hegemonic masculinity but to satirise it. The features of sat-
ire can include exaggeration, caricature, distortion, humour, and wit, employed 
to “ironize, debunk, burlesque, and redescribe” (Greenberg, 2018, p. 20). These 
strategies can be traced in “Zero to Hero.” Hercules’s hegemonic status as a celeb-
rity hero is exaggerated to the point of mass hysteria: “[W]hen he smiled, the girls 
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went wild with oohs and ahhs” (Clements & Musker, 1997, 49:48). This exaggera-
tion is wittily invested with anachronistic elements that allude to modern-day 
capitalist Western societies and the hegemonic status of athletes and celebrities. 
For example, Hercules acquires his own store – reminiscent of a Disney store – 
filled with branded merchandise, and he even endorses his own juice and san-
dals. Some critics might point out that this is an ahistorical hodgepodge that 
shows Disney’s disrespect for ancient Greek culture. 2 However, the film’s direc-
tors, John Musker and Ron Clements, conducted in-depth research into Greek 
mythology for the film, and no narrative decision is without purpose (Rodríguez, 
2020). These anachronisms are better read as satire which, apart from its humor-
ous effect, manages to situate contemporary hegemonic masculinities – such as 
the celebrity-athlete model of the 1990s – within an ancient setting. What, then, 
does the film seek to debunk? The idolisation of hegemonic masculinities itself. 
Many people take for granted that certain masculinities, such as those embod-
ied by celebrities, should be considered superior and glorified, and they engage 
in acts of idolisation in their everyday life, from screaming at concerts to buy-
ing merchandise and figurines. By transposing familiar, modern-day reactions 
to hegemonic masculinities into the fictional ancient context of Thebes and ex-
aggerating them, the film enables us to see beyond the veil of habit. It draws 
attention to those very responses and to the mechanisms through which such 
masculinities achieve “ascendancy through culture, institution, and persuasion” 
(Connell & Messerschmidt, 2005, p. 832), prompting us to take a step back and 
reflect on whether this is a sound or imbecile practice. Hercules, therefore, ful-
fills satire’s primary function: “[A] rebellious release from authority” (Greenberg, 
2018, p. 20) – in this case, the patriarchal authority of hegemonic masculinity.

The film satirises more than just hegemonic masculinity: it also targets 
the misguided mentor figures who pass it down to younger people through its 
portrayal of Hercules’s satyr mentor, Phil. It is significant that the figure en-
trusted with the crucial task of training Hercules and educating him on what 
it means to be an ideal male hero is a satyr, a mythological creature tradition-
ally associated with a masculinity marked by unbridled sexuality (Lissarrague, 
1990). Phil retains aspects of this masculinity, as he is unable to restrain him-
self from flirting with female characters; however, this tendency is rendered in 
a satirical light, as he is invariably rejected. Although he has a reputation for 

 2	 Despite the enduring popularity of the film in Greece, many media outlets initially re-
sponded with indignation at its departure from mythological origins. The Greek newspa-
per Adesmeftos Typos, for example, argues that “this is another case of foreigners distorting 
our history and culture just to suit their commercial interests” (Byrne & Smith, 1997, C1).
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training heroes, all his previous trainees failed – a point humorously illustrated 
when a statue of Achilles he touches breaks at its heel. This may suggest that 
enacting the hegemonic masculinity Phil advocates is not only meaningless but 
also perilous. Let us not forget that in the original myth of Heracles, Philoctetes 
played an even more fatal role: he was the man who helped Heracles light the 
pyre that burned him alive in an attempt to save himself from the extreme tor-
ture he suffered while wearing the shirt of Nessus, a poisoned piece of clothing 
that cooked him alive. In this way, Philoctetes played a role in both Heracles’s 
death and his subsequent ascension to immortality. In the film, while Phil is 
training Hercules to become immortal, his training contributes to a symbolic 
death of Hercules’s former self. However, this training only transforms him 
into a celebrity hero. It is Hercules’s sensitivity and self-sacrifice – the authen-
tic core of his personality present from the very beginning and untouched by 
Phil’s teachings – that ultimately enables him to achieve apotheosis as a true 
hero and find genuine happiness.

This distinction between a celebrity hero and a  true hero is crucial in 
the film. Despite its unquestionable importance within the narrative, the sta-
tus of a celebrity hero does not carry the same weight as that of a true hero. 
While it provides Hercules with glory and riches, it proves insufficient, as 
Zeus notes, “being famous isn’t the same as being a  true hero” (Clements 
& Musker, 1997, 54:47). Later, when Hercules enters the well of souls of the 
dead to save Meg and is “willing to sacrifice [his] life” (1:24:38), he performs 
an act of true heroism and becomes a god. Essentially, this marks the apex of 
hegemonic masculinity in the world of gods and mortals, as Hercules is about 
to receive the ultimate institutional ascended status according to the film’s 
standards. This moment is visually captured in his thread of life, which turns 
gold through a mysterious unknown force far greater than the gods them-
selves, rendering it uncuttable by the Fates as he becomes immortal.

Nevertheless, the film suggests that even this hegemonic masculinity is 
hollow and advocates gender equality instead. Hercules rejects this position 
of hegemonic masculinity within the pantheon because “a life without Meg” 
in Olympus “would be empty” (Clements & Musker, 1997, 1:25:30). This ad-
mission is crucial, as it explicitly stresses the idea that performing hegemonic 
masculinity may ultimately be meaningless. Despite the wealth, fame, and 
divine status it brings him, Hercules never feels truly content while enact-
ing it. Instead, he finds happiness in choosing a life on Earth where he can 
stand as Meg’s equal. This choice can be interpreted as an encouragement in 
favour of gender equality – a conclusion also supported by Primo (2018). It is 
also a nod to a transitional phase in gender hierarchies, which Connell and 
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James W. Messerschmidt (2005) describe as ‘positive’ hegemonic masculin-
ity: a dominant yet non-domineering type of masculinity, “open to equality 
with women,” and serving as a precursor to “democratizing gender relations 
[and] of abolishing power differentials” (p. 853).

Overall, Hercules disrupts hegemonic masculinity in three significant 
ways: it depicts it as something that must be learnt rather than innate, it ques-
tions its validity through satire, and it exposes its hollowness, especially in 
comparison to masculinities that prioritise gender equality.

This attempt to disrupt hegemonic masculinity is in line with the emer-
gence of the ‘New Man’ in 1990s Hollywood filmography (Jeffords, 1993). While 
many male protagonists of the 1980s, such as Rambo, Indiana Jones, or Super-
man, glorified a  rugged, heroic masculinity associated with hypermuscular 
bodies, the 1990s saw a shift towards portraying masculinity as a curse, a bur-
den that traps men in unrealistic expectations and prevents them from leading 
happy family lives (Jeffords, 1993). In these films, best exemplified by Disney’s 
Beauty and the Beast (1991), male protagonists begin with a stereotypical, rug-
ged form of masculinity, but then undergo an ethical and sometimes physical 
transformation into ‘New Men,’ embracing a  more sensitive and caring type 
of masculinity, usually thanks to the influence of a woman, a family, or both 
(Jeffords, 1995). This development in male representation can be linked to the 
advancements of second-wave feminism and the reduced need for militaristic 
masculinities in the early post-Cold War period (Jeffords, 1995). Even though 
Hercules was released in 1997, it still reflects some of these elements: he is a sen-
sitive New Man, “seiz[ing] us with kindness” (Jeffords, 1993, p. 198); his hyper-
masculine body betrays him, as it is not sufficient to bring him apotheosis or 
true happiness; and he chooses a life with the woman he loves (and the prospect 
of a family) over a glorified yet hollow position of hegemonic masculinity.

At the same time, however, Hercules takes the idea of the New Man a step 
further. The protagonist is not a rugged man that learns to be better, but a sensi-
tive boy who learns to accept himself exactly as he is. Hercules begins as a mar-
ginalised young man who emulates the hypermasculine physique exemplified 
by the heroes of the 1980s – almost in a  parodic fashion – through intense 
workout regimens designed to build his muscles and teach him how to rescue 
damsels in distress. He believes that this bodily transformation will grant him 
an ascended status – and bring him a sense of belonging and acceptance, in 
part due to the misguided teachings of Phil. However, by the end of the film, he 
realises that the key to true heroism and genuine happiness was within him all 
along: “[T]he strength of his heart” (Clements & Musker, 1997, 1:24:48). In this 
light, the film does not depict the transformation of a problematic masculinity 
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into a more functional one; instead, it advocates for embracing one’s marginal-
ised masculinity and places it at the very center of the narrative.

This reparative reading indicates that the film has the potential to disrupt 
the scripts many boys and men are inundated with, according to which there 
are ‘normal’ and ‘natural’ ways of being male. On the contrary, it can show boys 
around the world, especially through a global medium like Disney movies, that 
the masculine norm is not always desirable, should not be equated with success 
or happiness, and can often lead down a pernicious path, both for the self and 
for others. While mainstream discussions of this path, now widely recognised 
as ‘toxic masculinity,’ surged in the 2010s, Hercules appears to anticipate it, of-
fering a warning against toxic masculinity as early as since the 1990s.

A Warning Against Toxic Masculinity

Toxic masculinity was first employed by Shepherd Bliss in the 1980s as part of 
the Mythopoetic Men’s Movement to “characterize his father’s militant, author-
itarian masculinity” (Harrington, 2021, p. 3) and advocate for the rediscovery 
of an idealised past masculinity of “benevolent patriarch[s]” (De Boise, 2019, 
p.  147). Subsequently, the term acquired new significance in feminist stud-
ies, where it was used to describe the aggressive behavioural shifts observed 
in Vietnam War veterans (Karner, 1996). Over the last decade, the #MeToo 
movement ushered in a remarkable surge in its usage, both in social media and 
in feminist academic works (Harrington, 2021). In its most recent iteration, 
toxic masculinity can be defined as a pernicious type of masculinity charac-
terised by a plethora of harmful practices: “the need to aggressively compete 
and dominate others” (Kupers, 2005, p. 713), “predatory heterosexual behav-
ior,” and “the suppression of men’s emotions” (Waling, 2019, p. 366). This code 
of masculinity has a detrimental impact on men’s health, leading to excessive 
risk-taking and substance addiction (Kirby, 2019), higher suicide rates (King et 
al., 2018), and an increased likelihood of developing depression (Iwamoto et al., 
2018). It has even been linked to rape culture (McGinley, 2018), mass shootings 
(Blair, 2016), environmental pollution (Voyles, 2020), and a lack of bystander 
intervention in school bullying (Ingram et al., 2019). In this light, it is evident 
that toxic masculinity poses a threat to individuals and to society, making it 
vital to pursue research on ways to resist and challenge it.

Toxic masculinity should not be confused with hegemonic masculini-
ty. Toxic masculinity refers to a pernicious and damaging version of masculinity, 
marked by specific characteristics that emerge from adhering too rigidly to 
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harmful stereotypes about manliness. Hegemonic masculinity is the preferred 
and dominant type of masculinity within a given social setting. It is not a fixed 
set of traits but rather a flexible concept based on what a community idealises. 
While toxic masculinity often involves physical violence, hegemonic masculin-
ity achieves dominance primarily by emerging as an ideal. The harm caused by 
toxic masculinity falls directly on the man who suppresses his emotions and 
the people he directs his violence against. Hegemonic masculinity, on the other 
hand, produces structural harm by creating a hierarchy in which one form of 
masculinity is dominant and all other ways of being male or female are consid-
ered inferior and marginalised. While exploring hegemonic masculinity can 
reveal how a certain form of masculinity is presented as the normative, ideal 
path for boys in children’s films, exploring toxic masculinity can illuminate 
how pernicious traits – such as violence and sexually predatory behaviour – are 
portrayed and challenged in the very same films.

It is important to note that the term ‘toxic masculinity’ has stirred sub-
stantial controversy and criticism. On the more conservative end of the spec-
trum, it has been criticised for disparaging men and demonising aspects of 
masculinity (Harrington, 2021). Conversely, many feminist scholars argue that 
toxic masculinity is an essentialist term, as it presents a  series of individual 
traits as culprits for complex societal problems, often concealing the intricate 
interplay of patriarchal systemic structures and sociohistorical factors (De 
Boise, 2019). Similarly, toxic masculinity may ignore men’s active agency in 
embracing, rejecting, or reproducing such behaviours (Waling, 2019). With re-
gards to Disney films in particular, Max Dosser (2022) claims that using toxic 
masculinity as an analytical tool may hinder a more nuanced exploration of the 
gender ideologies they promote. In this light, scholars might have to be more 
reserved about employing the term in academic contexts (Harrington, 2021).

While these limitations are valid, there are also significant reasons to em-
brace the use of the term in children’s media scholarship. First, the idea of a del-
eterious version of masculinity, and the attempt to replace it with a healthier al-
ternative, permeates many children’s texts (Nodelman, 2002), including Disney 
films. Focusing on this recurrent theme can help offer a deeper understanding 
of the gender ideologies that these texts promote and move beyond epidermic 
discussions of stereotype presence or absence. Second, it is important for chil-
dren’s media studies to address toxic masculinity in the aftermath of #MeToo. 
Debates on toxic masculinity are prevalent in social media and across the 
globe, inviting men and boys to engage in dismantling rape culture, denounce 
aggression, and embrace vulnerability (PettyJohn et al., 2019). There is value in 
using the momentum of this term – and the power of its medical imagery – to 
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explore its intersection with Disney films such as Hercules, especially since ani-
mated films are important agents of gender socialisation (Madej, 2020). I do 
agree with Dosser (2022) that a discussion focusing solely on toxic masculinity 
and whether it is healed might conceal other aspects of the film’s treatment of 
masculinity. This is why I have sought to enrich the discussion by examining 
both hegemonic and toxic masculinities in Hercules, illustrating that these two 
terms are not interchangeable but can be used together to provide a more nu-
anced analysis of the film’s gender ideologies.

Taking into account Henry A. Giroux and Grace Pollock’s (2010) assertion 
that Disney movies are “teaching machines” for millions of children worldwide 
(p. 91), I argue that it is vital to explore how these texts can contribute to the 
contemporary discourse on toxic masculinity as constructive pedagogical tools, 
especially in the context of raising boys in the post-#MeToo world and amid in-
cel subcultures. In this light, the following paragraphs will discuss how Hercules 
incorporates elements that can be read as a visionary warning against what we 
would today call toxic masculinity – particularly sexually predatory behaviour – 
while promoting a model of sensitive, respectful, and consensual masculinity.

Almost two decades before #MeToo, Hercules did not shy away from criti-
cising toxic masculinity, particularly predatory sexual behaviour and rape cul-
ture. Rape culture denotes that it is primarily “patriarchal laws, practices and 
ideologies” as well as a  “desire to prove [one’s] masculinity and control 
and  dominate women,” which lead to rape, rather than individual mental 
conditions (Peters & Besley, 2019, p. 460). Toxic masculinity has been linked to 
encouraging such practices (Posadas, 2017). Despite criticism that Disney oper-
ates under a façade of innocence (Giroux & Pollock, 2010), it is clear that Her-
cules does not hesitate to approach this sensitive issue directly. When Hercules 
first encounters Meg, she is being assaulted by the centaur Nessus, who holds 
her in his clutch and exclaims that he “like[s] ‘em fiery” (Clements & Musker, 
1997, 32:51). Later, Meg decries this behaviour, suggesting that this is not an 
isolated incident, but a common patriarchal practice of disregarding consent: 
“You know how men are […] they think no means yes and get lost means take 
me, I’m yours” (35:51). The movie does not stop there but goes even further to 
expose how rape culture has been structurally entrenched in the patriarchal 
lineage of the West. During the song “I Won’t Say I’m In Love,” which encapsu-
lates Meg’s struggle between being hurt by men in the past and falling for Her-
cules in the present, she confesses that “[she] thought [her] heart had learned its 
lesson” (1:02:19). The long shot accompanying these lines momentarily shows 
Meg surrounded by statues depicting famous sexual assault scenes from Greek 
mythology. This subtle allusion illuminates how rape culture lies at the cradle 
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of Western (pre)history, always a shadow that finds its way into the present. The 
toxic tendency to harass women can be traced even in non-antagonistic charac-
ters like Phil, Hercules’s mentor, who – true to the unrestrained sexuality of his 
mythological origin as a satyr, voyeuristically uses his male gaze to spy on the 
nymphs while they are bathing. This tendency is satirised, as he never achieves 
any success with women. The movie, therefore, serves as a useful pedagogical 
tool in highlighting the myriad ways in which rape culture manifests itself and 
remains entrenched within patriarchal heritage.

At the same time, the film explores more nuanced ways in which toxic 
masculinity manifests in the face of its villain, Hades. The god of the Under-
world does not violate consent in an explicitly sexual manner but in a more 
roundabout yet vexing way. Hades controls Meg because she sold her soul to 
him to save her ex-boyfriend. When he appears after Meg’s date with Hercules, 
he shouts in flames to her: “I own you” (Clements & Musker, 1997, 1:04:14). This 
outburst resembles abusive husbands who treat their wives as their possessions. 
He seeks to control every aspect of her life: “If I say ‘Sing,’ you say, ‘Hey, name 
that tune’” (1:04:23). Hades forces Meg to use her sexual charm to win over the 
centaur Nessus so that he can recruit him in the fight against Zeus. In this way, 
he not only violates her consent but is also complicit in – and responsible for – 
her repeated harassment by other male characters. The film thus links villainy 
to the violation of consent and to rape culture, two key components of toxic 
masculinity – an almost didactic, moralistic means by which Disney films can 
be seen to challenge abusive forms of masculinity.

On the contrary, heroism is associated with sensitivity and respect for sex-
ual boundaries. In a setting where toxic masculinity and rape culture prevail, 
Hercules emerges as a role model in opposition to them, representing instead 
a sensitive masculinity grounded in respect for consent. Hercules pursues his 
romantic interest in Meg in a very reserved and timid manner, almost resem-
bling the behaviour of the first three Disney princesses: Snow White, Cinderel-
la, and Aurora. A close analysis of body language during his first date with Meg 
reveals that she assumes an assertive role and tries to seduce him in numerous 
ways: by displaying her ankles in front of his face, by touching his knees while 
flirting, and by almost cornering him on a bench. However, Hercules responds 
diffidently, repeatedly withdrawing into the corner, trying to avoid her gaze, 
and raising his leg to occupy as little space as possible so that they do not touch. 
In this way, he takes on the shy, reserved role traditionally given to the early 
Disney princesses when the princes tried to flirt with them. By putting the 
shoulder strap of Meg’s dress back on, Hercules demonstrates that he can ex-
ercise restraint and control his sexual urges. However, while he restrains his 
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sexual urges, his emotions remain unrestrained: he tells Meg that “when [he’s] 
with [her], [he doesn’t] feel so alone” (Clements & Musker, 1997, 59:52), and, 
noticing that she is reflecting on her past traumas, he approaches her, holds her 
hands, and promises that “[he] would never, ever hurt [her]” (1:00:00). While 
toxic masculinity usually involves an unwillingness to vocalise emotions, Her-
cules is unafraid to go beyond the façade of the celebrity hero and express his 
true feelings. In this way, Hercules exemplifies a  masculinity that stands in 
direct contrast to the toxic and sexually predatory: one that is respectful, em-
pathetic, and considerate toward the woman he is interested in.

In the case of Meg, on the other hand, the film presents a female role model 
who has been traumatised by toxic masculinity and yet decides to resist it. Meg 
sold her soul to free her beloved from the underworld, only to realise that he 
had used and betrayed her. She then must endure being used for the nefarious 
plans of Hades that repeatedly violate her consent, since he uses her as sexual 
bait for creatures he wants to recruit and even for Hercules. During her first date 
with Hercules, Meg relinquishes the visage of the seductress and contemplates 
her past, as her deep mistrust and disillusionment emerge when she claims that 
everyone is “petty and dishonest” and that “it’s better to be alone” because “no-
body can hurt you” (Clements & Musker, 1997, 59:45). Meg is deeply traumatised, 
cynical, and unwilling to open her heart to another man, fearing that all men 
who enter her life will abuse her. While one could claim that her journey follows 
a stereotypical heterosexual plot, it is also the journey of an abuse survivor – of 
overcoming trauma and learning to trust and love again. And she succeeds: she 
sighs, smiling, “at least out loud I won’t say I’m in love” (1:03:00), and refuses to 
keep working for Hades, even at the cost of her life. Eventually, this resistance to 
toxic masculinity and the deliberate effort to heal from it are rewarded with her 
freedom and a functional, respectful relationship with Hercules.

In this light, it is clear that the film contains more than an implicit cri-
tique of toxic masculinity and even suggests ways to resist its impact on both 
men and women. One might wonder how this is possible, given that the film 
was produced before the notion of toxic masculinity became widespread. An 
answer can be found in Perry Nodelman’s (2002) argument that children’s 
literature tends to advocate and idealise pro-social traits for children. Threat-
ening both the individual and society, toxic masculinity encourages delin-
quent practices and destructive traits that stand in direct opposition to this 
tendency. Therefore, even before the term became prevalent, texts for chil-
dren likely contained elements that countered it. In Disney’s case specifically, 
encouraging toxic masculinity would contradict the company’s heritage and 
brand identity of wholesome family entertainment (Davis, 2013) and would 
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likely not be profitable at all. In turn, this pro-social, pro-family orientation 
gives rise to an avant-garde critique of toxic masculinity, whereby – under 
the guise of a comical animated film – Hercules tactfully and insightfully ap-
proaches key ideas surrounding toxic masculinity, rape culture, and consent, 
promulgating instead a sensitive and respectful code of masculinity that re-
mains as pertinent as ever for today’s viewers.

Conclusion: Breaking the Spell by Repairing the Film

When Sedgwick (1997) discussed the idea of paranoid and reparative readings, 
she argued that theory itself, examining something academically in the hu-
manities, has been equated with a paranoid reading, a suspicious reading that 
anticipates most texts as carriers of problematic ideologies the scholar must ex-
pose. It is often forgotten that this is only one way of approaching a text among 
many others.

Something similar seems to have been the case in Disney studies, as for 
many years, the only acceptable way of studying Disney films was to demon-
strate how problematic they invariably are. However, this tendency has begun 
to change, as more and more scholars attempt nuanced portraits of the gender 
ideologies in the films, unafraid to admit that, in some cases, Disney films are 
“doing rather better than Western society in general” (Davis, 2013, p. 251).

Following this direction and thinking along the lines of Sedgwick’s (1997) 
idea of a reparative reading, this paper has proposed an approach to reading 
Disney films that does not rely primarily on the company’s conservative or pro-
gressive intentions but instead aims to read against the grain and trace surpris-
ing twists and instances that can help reframe older Disney films and invest 
them with new usefulness in the struggle against toxic masculinity.

Using Hercules as a case study for this approach, I have illustrated that the 
film can be read as a critique of hegemonic masculinity – the idea that there 
exists a superior version of masculinity that subordinates other masculinities 
and femininities – by exposing its constructedness, its hollowness, and its ab-
surdity through satire. At the same time, it also serves as a warning against 
rape culture, promoting instead a masculinity of sensitivity, emotional expres-
siveness, and respect for consent, and demonstrating that it is possible to heal 
from the trauma of abuse and thrive. In this way, the film evolves the idea of 
the New Man of the 1990s into a celebration of marginalised masculinities and 
an early attempt to sensitise boys and men to toxic masculinity, many years 
before #MeToo and the widespread discussion of the term. Using the approach 
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illustrated here as an example, future studies could investigate how other films 
of the Disney Renaissance, such as The Hunchback of Notre Dame (1996) or 
Mulan (1998), also develop the idea of the New Man and make early attempts 
to subvert toxic masculinity.

This approach does not mean that the film does not reproduce stereotypes 
or heteronormative plots. Rather, it signifies a shift in perspective. While de-
constructing Disney films and keeping a critical perspective remain important, 
it might be equally useful to reconstruct them – to show how the broken shards 
can be reassembled to create new interpretations that could heal and nourish 
today’s viewers. Would this amount to Walt-washing and erasing the problem-
atic aspects of the studio, or would it represent an empowering way of relating 
to these old films and reappropriating them for more progressive needs?

Jack Zipes (1995) claims that “Walt Disney cast a spell on the fairy tale, 
and he has held it captive ever since” (p. 21), filling the genre with a conserva-
tive, capitalist ideology. To an extent, this may be true, but perhaps the best 
and most subversive way to break the spell is not to criticise its existence, but to 
seek out the cracks in it – the surprising ways in which more radically progres-
sive ideas can emerge from beneath this enchantment. Even if this approach 
may not be as powerful as a true love’s kiss and may not fully break the spell, 
perhaps this playful and imaginative gaze can bring something from the awe-
inspired child that once found solace in these films back into our scholarly 
endeavors. And perhaps this hope is the most subversive thing one can do in 
a world that is becoming increasingly cynical and hopeless.
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