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Abstract:
This review article discusses Anna Zsubori’s (2024) monograph, Disney Princesses 
and Tween Identity: The Franchise in Illiberal Hungary, with a  particular focus 
on her analysis of the Disney Princess phenomenon among tweens in Hungary – 
a perspective situated at the intersection of children’s media and gender studies. In-
stead of a conventional introduction, the publication opens with a confession about 
the project’s origins, followed by a reflection on the author’s embodied subjectivity 
as a teller-researcher, an overview of scholarship, a description of the research de-
sign, and an account of Hungary’s postsocialist socio-political context. Across 11 
chapters, Zsubori explores how girls aged 7–12 negotiate gender identity in relation 
to the Disney Princess phenomenon. She examines how their conceptualisations 
of princesses (archetypal, fantasised, Disney) may mirror and unsettle dominant 
gender norms in a setting where patriarchal expectations prevail. Zsubori argues 
that these imaginaries illuminate how girls become women in postsocialist and 
postfeminist Hungary and suggests that, although some princesses are associated 
with the pleasures of remaining a child, they can still contest patriarchal norms 
that limit children’s choices. This review article contends that the monograph ad-
vances audience research on children’s media in Central and Eastern Europe and 
encourages scholars to reconsider the potential for empowerment and the struc-
tural constraints of Disney Princess narratives for young girls’ identity formation.
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W stronę autonomii? Rola księżniczek Disneya w procesach 
upodmiotowienia we współczesnych Węgrzech
Zsubori, A. (2024). Disney Princesses and tween identity: The franchise 
in illiberal Hungary. Lexington Books.

Abstrakt:
Niniejszy artykuł recenzyjny omawia monografię Anny Zsubori (2024), Disney 
Princesses and Tween Identity: The Franchise in Illiberal Hungary [Księżniczki 
Disneya i  tożsamość tween. Franczyza w  nieliberalnych Węgrzech], ze szczegól-
nym uwzględnieniem analizy fenomenu Księżniczek Disneya wśród tweens na 
Węgrzech, usytuowanej na przecięciu studiów nad mediami dziecięcymi i gender 
studies. Zamiast typowego wstępu publikacja rozpoczyna się od opisu genezy pro-
jektu, po którym następuje refleksja nad ucieleśnioną podmiotowością autorki jako 
badaczki-narratorki, podsumowanie dotychczasowego stanu badań, przedstawie-
nie metodologii badawczej oraz zarys postsocjalistycznego kontekstu społeczno-
-politycznego Węgier. W 11 rozdziałach Zsubori bada, w  jaki sposób dziewczęta 
w wieku 7–12 lat negocjują tożsamość płciową w odniesieniu do fenomenu księż-
niczek Disneya. Autorka analizuje, jak ich postrzeganie księżniczek (archetypicz-
nych, wyobrażonych, disneyowskich) może odzwierciedlać i jednocześnie podwa-
żać dominujące normy genderowe w świecie podporządkowanym patriarchalnym 
oczekiwaniom. Zsubori dowodzi, że wyobrażenia te ukazują jak dziewczęta wkra-
czają w kobiecość w postsocjalistycznych i postfeministycznych Węgrzech. Autorka 
sugeruje, że choć niektóre księżniczki kojarzone są z przyjemnością pozostawania 
w sferze dzieciństwa, mogą one nadal kwestionować patriarchalny system norm, 
który zawęża wybory dzieci. Artykuł recenzyjny podkreśla, że monografia wnosi 
istotny wkład w badania nad recepcją mediów dziecięcych w Europie Środkowo-
-Wschodniej i  zachęca do ponownego spojrzenia na potencjał upodmiotowienia 
a zarazem strukturalne ograniczenia narracji o Księżniczkach Disneya w procesie 
kształtowania tożsamości młodych dziewcząt.

Słowa kluczowe:
Księżniczka Disneya, gender, Węgry, neoliberalizm, postsocjalizm, tweenhood

Introduction: Disney at 100 and Zsubori’s Project (Chapters 1–2)

T he year 2023 marked the 100th anniversary of the Disney Brothers Car-
toon Studio’s foundation. Whereas the company invited its audiences to 

join in the Disney 100 Years of Wonder celebration to experience a century of 
magic, scholars across different fields of academia took the opportunity to (re-)
consider the broader impact of the Disney Company’s cultural production. 
Numerous new studies on Disney were published around the centenary year. 
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Many of these specifically address its influence across a range of areas, includ-
ing streaming, representation, fandom, archives, religion, and parks. 1 One such 
publication, framed around the Company’s centenary and located within the 
field of popular culture, is the comprehensive edited collection The Cultural 
Legacy of Disney: A  Century of Magic (Muir, Aguiló-Pérez, Helm, & Rowe, 
2024), which critically examines Disney and its relationship with culture and 
global society. However, it may not be considered as critical as, for example, 
the article which “extends a structural critique of Disney+ to show how ‘clas-
sic’ racist content on the streaming platform of the future constructs a world 
of racism online that exists in perpetuity” (Susca & Alkhallouf, 2024, p. 153).

Such ‘conservative’ cultural criticism of Disney has a  long-established 
tradition, and the “political economy lens informed by Orientalism,” used by 
Margot Susca and Atika Alkhallouf (2024, p. 153) to examine Disney’s im-
pact, is anything but new. From the 1970s onwards, scholarship such as Ariel 
Dorfman and Armand Mattelart’s How to Read Donald Duck (1971/1975), 
and  later feminist, postcolonial, and political economy critiques in the 
1980s  and 1990s (Bell, Haas, & Sells, 1995; Wasko, 1994; Zipes, 1995), ex-
posed Disney’s role in reproducing imperial, racialised, gendered, and capi-
talist ideologies. The centenary thus amplifies rather than inaugurates these 
debates, placing contemporary critiques of Disney’s streaming platforms and 
franchises within a long genealogy of critical engagement with the company’s 
global cultural power.

What is surprising, however, is that within the broad range of issues exam-
ined in the newly published studies, discussions of the significant influence the 
Disney tales may have on children – and on children’s media studies – remain 
somewhat underrepresented. Anna Zsubori (2024) posits that “there is hardly 
any substantive empirical audience research” in children’s media studies (p. 3). 
As David Buckingham (2000, 2008) has argued, this has been a long-standing 
problem. This is indeed startling, since it is difficult – if not impossible – to 
think of a  tale that contemporary young audiences do not first encounter in 
its Disneyfied version. Consequently, this imbalance is what Zsubori’s (2024) 
monograph, Disney Princesses and Tween Identity: The Franchise in Illiberal 

 1	 Within the vast array of works, those which might be seen as approaching the topic from 
an unusual perspective include, for example, Exploring Disney’s Worlds Through Religious 
Studies by Jodi Eichler-Levine (2024), Trans-Spatial Narratives of Disney Imagineering in 
the Society of Explorers and Adventurers by Megan Condis and Bobby Schweizer (2024), 
and All Grown Up at the Most Magical Place on Earth: Refracting the Disney Adult by Bailey 
Apollonio (2023).
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Hungary, published in the same Studies in Disney and Culture series as the 
aforementioned edited collection, seeks to redress. 2

The opening chapter of the monograph, creatively entitled “Once Upon 
a Time,” begins with Zsubori’s (2024) confession about the sources of her in-
spiration, which connects to Buckingham’s (2000, 2008) criticism concerning 
the lack of critical assessment of Disney’s impact on children’s media studies. 3 
What the author seeks to address in particular is “the academic neglect of 
Disney Princesses and CEE tweens within the field of empirical audience re-
search” (Zsubori, 2024, p. 3). Given her country of origin, the objective of the 
publication is to discuss “the identity construction of Hungarian tweens 
through their understanding of princesses,” and thereby to address “the gap 
in scholarly knowledge” concerning “the multiplicity of the Princess Phenom-
enon” (p. 8). Zsubori concentrates on the Disney Princess animations from 
the period of the Disney Renaissance (1989–1999) through to the present. Her 
discussion of Disney suggests that she agrees with the argument that, since 
the period of the Disney Renaissance, the company has taken “significant, 
important and much welcomed steps towards a more positive and balanced 
presentation of […] female central characters” (Hine et al., 2018, p. 14). She 
builds on this argument to claim that the Disney Princesses her book dis-
cusses “can be seen as the epitome” of what Angela McRobbie (2007) calls the 
Western “youthful feminine consumer citizenship,” a “figuration of contem-
porary girlhood for wider international circulation” (p. 733).

To substantiate this claim and argue that the Disney Princesses figure as 
a postfeminist concept enabling tweens’ identity formation in ‘illiberal’ Hun-
gary, Zsubori adopts a cultural studies approach, which is often understood to 
allow the examination of “the relationships between particular practices and 
broader processes of social power” (Buckingham, 2008, p.  220). Apart from 
acknowledging the use of the cultural studies perspective, this chapter out-
lines the applied research methodology and briefly explains why Zsubori chose 
to forgo psychoanalytical approaches, despite the project’s focus on children’s 
identity formation. Zsubori (2024, p. 7) supports this decision using David Mor-
ley’s (1992, pp. 41–47, 53–54) argument about the hypodermic needle theory 

 2	 One of the recent publications related to the topic of Zsubori’s monograph the readers 
might be interested in is the study Re-Imaging Empowered Princesshood Against the Rise 
of Fourth-Wave Feminism: A Thematic Study of Disney’s Princess Live-Action Remakes by 
Caroline Yiqian Wang (2025).

 3	 The detailed discussion of this can be found in the relevant sections of Dazzled by Disney? 
The Global Disney Audiences Project by Janet Wasko, Mark Phillips, and Eileen R. Meehan 
(2001).
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of effects. Nevertheless, had she read her findings alongside relevant psycho-
logical studies (for example, Bussey & Bandura, 1999; Carver et al., 2003), her 
claims about these outcomes might have been framed as an argument rather 
than a reading. The cultural studies approach also explains why the inform-
ants of Zsubori’s project are referred to as tweens, and why it was advantageous 
for the author to work with this category. Indeed, it can be assumed that this 
perspective was selected as it views tweens’ consumer choice as a form of em-
powerment, which correlates with Zsubori’s manner of re-telling the tale, that 
is, her line of argument (see below). 4

A tween is a child in the stage in-between childhood and adolescence, with 
age ranges varying by field: most academic sources cluster around 9–12 years of 
age (Tolbert & Drogos, 2019), while some marketing and media studies extend 
this span to 7–15 years (Cook & Kaiser, 2004). While tweenhood is assumed 
by some to be a natural category of childhood, its invention is, in fact, inti-
mately linked to the emergence of the youth market. The tween – understood 
as a child consumer – is a product of youth-oriented media industries, “carved 
out of the transitory space between childhood and adolescence” (publisher’s 
description of Coulter 2014). 5 Tweens are “constantly invited to join this expe-
rience of what it means to be young through a behavioral conduct prescribed to 
them by means of consumption of material and symbolic goods” (Tomaz, 2014, 
p. 178). The sheer abundance of such goods has, as Anne Sutherland and Beth 
Thompson (2001) argue, added up “to a generation of media-conscious kids” 
(p. 71). Moreover, freedom of choice and its availability are seen as factors shap-
ing how children “learn early on how to interpret and react to a society that is 
falling over itself to cater to them” (p. 71). Children might not be immune to 
marketing, but they are seen as “discerning,” and the fact that they “[have] so 
much choice” is viewed as something that has “contributed” to it (p. 71).

Rather than offering a general treatise on tweenhood, Zsubori mobilises 
these debates to clarify what is distinctive in her material: how tweens’ un-
derstandings of the Disney Princesses condense anxieties about class mobil-
ity, national belonging, and ‘proper’ femininity in contemporary Hungary. 

 4	 In what follows, the article draws selectively on work by Daniel T. Cook (2007) and other 
scholars of childhood, consumption, and media not as co-objects of this review, but as 
conceptual lenses through which to clarify the originality and stakes of Zsubori’s mono-
graph.

 5	 Some view the child consumer as “a rhetorical figure,” “an assemblage of qualities, beliefs 
and conjectures concerning the ‘nature’ and motivation of children regarding commercial 
goods and meanings” (Cook, 2007, pp. 37, 38), one that is produced according to the needs 
and logics of the cultural industries of young people (Coulter, 2014).
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Regarding the alleged empowerment gained through choice, Zsubori, simi-
larly to Dale Kunkel and Donald Roberts (1991), maintains that children are 
to be perceived as knowledgeable, active consumers and audience members 
who exercise choice and, more importantly, are discerning in the decisions 
they make. 6 Based on what is communicated about this topic throughout the 
rest of the monograph, it seems that the cultural studies approach is a well-
suited framework, as it allows Zsubori to argue for the respondents’ increas-
ing agency, achieved through their exercise of choice and their use of critical 
thinking skills. Yet the question of whether Zsubori’s informants have at-
tained actual empowerment remains open.

Indeed, the child consumer might stand “both for corporate exploita-
tion and individual autonomy” (Cook, 2007, p.  37). Daniel T.  Cook, profes-
sor of childhood studies, warns that “social critics from across the political 
spectrum” have decried “the dangers in cartoon narratives, breakfast cereal 
bowls and video games” (p. 37). His article Disempowering Empowerment of 
Children’s Consumer ‘Choice’’ “offers a cautionary tale about the power of capi-
tal to produce and deploy social meaning” (p.  37). 7 There are more studies, 
however, that explore how producers, marketers, and advertisers “rhetorically 
frame children’s consumption in terms of personal empowerment,” claiming 
their allegiance is to children because children “come first” (pp. 38, 39). 8 While 
some might perceive this undertaking as benign, or even compassionate, others 
see the establishment of the model of the child consumer as “a victory for those 
who espouse the ideologies of neo-liberalism and market populism over and 
against those who seek to keep children at a distance from marketing and ad-
vertising influences” (p. 42). 9 Whichever of the two perspectives one might fa-

 6	 This perspective echoes Anne Sutherland and Beth Thompson’s (2001) claims about the 
child consumer which have been deemed to “typify neo-liberal attitude that market choice 
stands as the foundation of other key forms of action and knowledge regardless, it seems, of 
age, cognitive ability, income or culture” (Cook, 2007, p. 43).

 7	 Cook’s (2007) study explores “how discourses of children’s empowerment through goods 
have emerged and function as a key narrative among many children’s commercial indus-
tries, particularly in the USA and Canada” (p. 37). Due to Zsubori’s focus on Disney, Cook’s 
work constitutes a valuable source to be read alongside her monograph.

 8	 See, for example, studies by Sarah Banet-Weiser (2004), Heather Hendershot (2004), or Ju-
liet B. Schor (2004). Empowerment, however, “renders direct marketing to children a mor-
ally defensible, ethically palatable and thus commercially actionable undertaking” (Cook, 
2007, pp. 43–44).

 9	 In fact, Thomas Frank (2000), in his assessment of the neoliberalist attitude, labelled its 
claim that the market benefits all and thus should not be challenged but considered a moral 
force as “market populism” (p. xiv).
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vour, the problem is that children/tweens, “when addressed as consumers and 
audiences for commercial media and messages […] pose a fundamental chal-
lenge to the model of the economic actor that underlies neo-classical theory 
precisely because their ability to make informed and rational decisions remains 
in question” (p. 41). 10

An extensive overview of the theoretical framework, including a discus-
sion of several key concepts (for example multiculturalism, neoliberalism, 
postfeminism, tweenhood, etc.), follows in Chapter 2 titled “Long Ago.” This 
chapter, similarly to the preceding one, opens with a kind of revelation. During 
her fieldwork, one of the respondents told Zsubori (2024, p. 13) that her efforts 
reminded her of a tale being collected and retold. This comparison had a pro-
found impact on the author, who decided to write the text “as if it were indeed 
a tale, only, a more academic one, from the perspective of a researcher inter-
preting events and constructing meanings” (p. 13). The titles of the chapters 
and sub-chapters suggest that the book adopts the structure of a (fairy) tale, 
illustrated by the two already mentioned headings, “Once Upon a Time” and 
“Long Ago.” Zsubori’s use of such a narrative strategy, however, is not only aes-
thetic – it also affects the composition of the monograph. 11

The first exposition of her tale, that is, the second chapter, is somewhat 
dense with multiplicity of concepts from a wide range of fields. It is also quite 
extensive, given the number of different determinants, which raises the ques-
tion of whether this approach might affect the overall reach and impact of the 
publication. As an imprint of Lexington Books, the monograph is meant for 
a  specific readership, and those interested in the various theories applied in 
the study will, of course, be able to navigate all the information and data pre-
sented. However, if one were to adopt an approach similar to the one Zsubori 
used in her monograph to describe readers’ experience with this academic text, 
one could say that they might feel as they were reading J. R. R. Tolkien’s (1977) 
The Silmarillion. This comparison suggests that, for some, it might be an over-
whelming experience arising from extensive engagement with a text regarded 

 10	 Cook (2007) argues that “a young child’s ability to comprehend the value of goods, the val-
ue of money and the intent and nature of commercial messages remains problematic after 
over a quarter century of scholarly research” (p. 41). He lists several studies that illustrate 
this claim, for example, Schor’s (2004) or Susan Linn’s (2004).

 11	 It is difficult to apply any traditional story structure to the composition of Zsubori’s mono-
graph. However, if one were to assign elements of a tale to individual sections of the book 
based on what the author does in them, the sequence might be as follows: prologue (Chapter 
one), exposition one (Chapter 2), exposition two (Chapters 3 to 6), climax (Chapters 7 to 10), 
and resolution (Chapter 11).
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as essential for understanding the writer’s perspective(s) and works, yet one 
that also remains highly complex.

Another attribute that adds to this complexity relates to Zsubori’s (2024) 
academic background and professional training, which the author comments 
on in the sub-chapters titled “There Was a Princess” (pp. 13–15) and “Writing 
a  Tale” (pp.  15–19). In these self-reflective sections of the monograph, read-
ers gain more information about the teller-researcher’s inspiration, as Zsubori 
felt obliged to list the sources she relied on. For this reason, “the numerous 
personal and professional factors and significant writing which inspired this 
research and influenced the aims embodied in its research questions” (p. 15) 
are outlined in these two sections (and then discussed in the subsequent sub-
chapters). Two factors listed in this meticulous overview are particularly worth 
noting, as they help readers understand both the substantive content of the 
monograph and its meticulousness. 12

Zsubori (2024, p. 15) discloses she is an aca-fan, and her understanding of 
Disney cultural production is therefore informed by her own participation in Dis-
ney fan culture. 13 She admits having to consider the possibility that her subjectiv-
ity might influence the narrative. In fact, the particularity of the chapter “Long 
Ago” shows that she asked herself the following question: How can one reconcile 
critical distance with being integrated within a given fan community? Her ac-
count of the inspirations behind the monograph echoes this reflection. This is in 
accordance with the requirement that aca-fans, in order to be – or be perceived 
as – objective, need to be transparent about their position and document their de-
cisions. Unfortunately, although the list of inspirations is vast, the text sometimes 
does not acknowledge or discuss counterarguments to the claims being made. 
More than a fleeting mention of what Zsubori perceives as ‘condemnatory’ stud-
ies that criticise Disney or the concept of the Disney Princess (p. 22) would be re-
quired to maintain a considerable degree of authority throughout the publication.

It might be true that “there are so many, often antithetical and/or preju-
diced, opinions about these mainstream media texts” (p. 22). Yet it is not enough 
simply to state that “princess characters are a favored target of analysis” (p. 22) 
when these critical perspectives are not thoroughly discussed, especially given 

 12	 A third factor, which might explain why the author feels obliged to list all the sources of 
inspiration, is mentioned already in the “Acknowledgements” and could be added to this 
list, namely the fact that the monograph comes out of the author’s PhD thesis (Zsubori, 
2024, p. xi).

 13	 One could argue she is what has been termed a Disney adult, since she has been a devoted 
Disney fan since her childhood (Zsubori, 2024, pp. ix–x, 13–16).
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the monograph’s overarching claim that the Disney Princesses might play 
a role in fostering empowerment. There are several reasons why more atten-
tion should have been devoted to the discussion of Disney and empowerment. 
Cook (2007), when examining the political-ideological uses of empowerment, 
warns us that empowerment involves “a kind of self-empowerment for those 
who make the realization of power possible for others” (p. 44). Therefore, to 
claim that Disney empowers children is to attribute to the Disney Company 
“a higher ability to impart the exercise of power to others” (p. 44).

Main Story: Disney Princesses, Tweens, and Illiberal Hungary 
(Chapters 3–9)

The second exposition section of the monograph (Chapters 3 to 6) describes 
the outcomes of the three wishes technique that Zsubori (2024) used with 
her informants to elicit the children’s priorities, hopes, and concerns. This 
simple, minimally structured method was applied by Zsubori to establish 
a working relationship with her informants and to give them an opportunity 
to speak for themselves. While this method was “initially intended to be em-
ployed ‘only’ as an icebreaking practice during the fieldwork,” Zsubori claims 
it “turned out to be a remarkably fruitful modus operandi,” one she came to 
view as a  tool “for understanding the link between people’s fantasies and 
their real-life practices” (pp. 79, 80). Compared to the results of other stud-
ies with the same age group, the replies Zsubori gathered do not seem to 
differ significantly. Overall, they can be seen as universal to this age group. 
The informants “expressed longing for happy life with their relatives (family), 
performing better in school (education), having financial security in a form 
of a (bigger) house (estate), and peace” (p. 80).

Regarding local childhood identity constructions, the responses concern-
ing peace are the most revealing, as they reflect the Hungarian government’s 
anti-immigration propaganda campaign and its impact on children. 14 In her 
contextualisation of this theme, Zsubori (2024, pp. 109–110) provides insight 
into how  this propaganda has affected the educational environment, noting 
that it found its way even into the curriculum, which explains how some official 
textbooks now contain stigmatising portrayals of immigration. Given that the 

 14	 This aligns with studies that discuss the 2015–2016 blue, anti-immigration billboard cam-
paign and indicate that the over-saturation of public space with such messages has affected 
public opinion (see, for example, Hackwill, 2015).
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billboard campaign ahead of the elections was omnipresent during the fieldwork, 
the author interestingly points out that this “theme came up in only one con-
versation with two children” (p. 101) who live in a village close to the country’s 
southern border. Whether the responses truly illuminate “the local culture and 
to the current socio-political circumstances of postsocialist Hungary, and its au-
thoritarian regime,” as Zsubori suggests (p. 112), remains questionable.

The subsequent section of the monograph (Chapters 7 to 10) could be 
described as the climax of Zsubori’s tale, as it discusses the informants’ value 
systems in connection with their identity formation and the possibility of the 
eponymous empowerment via identification with the discussed Disney Princess-
es. To learn about these systems, Zsubori asked the children about the archetyp-
al, fantasised, and Disney Princesses. Their answers were then classified into four 
key dimensions through which, Zsubori argues, the concept of the princess can 
be understood (p.  113). These dimensions are: “dress (appearance), friendship 
(social capital), wealth (economic capital), and gender” (p. 113). When examining 
the possibility of empowerment through the notion of the princess, the dimen-
sions of dress and gender seem to be crucial to discuss.

The informants, Zsubori (2024) observes, regarded the princesses’ dress 
as “a signifier of particular importance,” which is why Chapter 7 “engages with 
discussions around clothing and identity” (p. 116). The chapter reviews “studies 
about dresses, female beauty, and tomboyish clothing, because of the inform-
ants’ preferences in connection with leisurewear” (p. 116, emphasis added). 15 
Zsubori’s reading of the informants’ perceptions seems to align with the view 
that tomboys are pioneers of socially accepted gender-nonconformity. 16 Al-
though many girls may call themselves tomboys, little is known about the con-
sequences of these self-perceptions, as demonstrated in a study on tomboyism 
by Sheana Ahlqvist, May Ling Halim, Faith K. Greulich, Leah E. Lurye, and 
Diane Ruble (2013). It has been argued, however, that girls who “identified as 
tomboys showed more negative facets of gender identification – specifically, 
feeling less like a typical girl and being less content with their gender – relative 
to ‘traditional’ girls” (p. 563).

 15	 In fact, “the tomboy look,” as Nancy MacDonell (2012) notes, “has been enjoying unprec-
edented appeal of late” (n.p.).

 16	 The term ‘tomboy,’ however, is currently regarded as a culturally and politically contested 
label that has historically relied on binary understandings of gender, one that can obscure 
transgender, non-binary, and other complex gender experiences. Recent discussions, such 
as the one in Joseph (2024), underline how contemporary debates increasingly seek to fore-
ground tomboy voices and acknowledge more diverse gender trajectories. See also studies 
by Jack Halberstam (1998, 2004).
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What Zsubori argues about the informants’ perspective echoes the find-
ings of the study by Ahlqvist et al. (2013): “When tomboys thought about 
what being a tomboy meant to them, they seldom mentioned sexual aspects 
but rather a preference for the interests and activities our culture assigns to 
boys and to define their tomboyism as giving them increased flexibility, ‘not 
as outcasts of their gender, but as girls with options’” (p. 576). 17 In contem-
porary society, with growing awareness of gender diversity, tomboyism is in-
creasingly recognised not as a  tomboy-to-be-fixed, but as one valid way of 
being a girl – one that challenges us to broaden our definitions of gender and 
to allow each child the space to be, and become, themselves. As girls grow, 
however, they encounter increasing pressure to conform to traditional femi-
ninity, which may reveal how deeply ingrained gender expectations still are. 
Scholars from the fields of sociology and education (for example, Reay, 2001; 
Renold, 2005; Paechter, 2010) emphasise the role of peer culture and school 
contexts in either reinforcing or undermining gender binaries (Ahlqvist et 
al., 2013), which is an aspect that Zsubori’s monograph does not discuss. 18

The informants also attached significant importance to the depiction of 
the princesses’ gender characteristics, which likely explains why this dimension 
constitutes the most extensive chapter of this section. In Chapter 10, Zsubori 
(2024) examines a  variety of aspects she deems important to analyse: affili-
ation of Disney Princesses “with nature,” “representation of feminist women 
within contemporary Hungarian media,” comparison of “present-day Hungar-
ian tweens’ views of gender roles to those of American children in the sixties 
and seventies,” and “observations regarding the emergence of natural, authen-
tic protagonists in popular, post-feminist, tween media culture” (p.  117). As 
Cook (2007) observes, “[t]he tie between empowerment and children’s popular 
culture apparently was introduced through the ‘girl power’” (p. 44), understood 
as a form of empowerment and freedom for young girls and women from gen-
der stereotyping. Girl power has been conceptualised as a  transitive form of 

 17	 Masculinity grants power and prestige in a way that girl-typed behaviour rarely does among 
boys (Ahlqvist et al., 2013).

 18	 Gender identity formation in tomboyish children is an interactive process that involves 
personal agency (the child’s choices and sense of self), social feedback (how others respond 
to a girl in boys’ clothes), and the broader cultural narrative about what girls are expected to 
be. It would therefore be necessary to contextualise Zsubori’s findings in relation to social 
feedback as well as the overarching cultural narrative. See, for example, West and Zim-
merman (1987) for the description of tomboyish gender identity as an ongoing, relational 
process rather than an inner essence; or Davies (1989) for the discussion of how children’s 
subjectivities are formed through engagement with gendered stories and discourses.
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empowerment, described by Cook as “something of a liberatory action – a free-
dom from certain kinds of feminine stereotypes” (p. 44). 19

Cook (2007) identifies two “basic modes of empowerment, transitive and 
intransitive, which refer to the extent or coverage that choices exercised or the 
voices realized can effect” (p. 44). Intransitive empowerment “refers back to it-
self and to its original context; in a sense, it goes nowhere” (p. 44). For Zsubori, 
Cook’s distinction between transitive and intransitive empowerment is ulti-
mately valuable insofar as it helps to read the girls’ own narratives. Her inter-
views show that what might appear, in Cook’s terms, as merely “intransitive” 
enjoyment of princess commodities often coexists with small, situated acts of 
negotiation and refusal specific to an illiberal, postsocialist context. Yet some 
might object that, however real these acts may seem, such empowerment nev-
ertheless remains circumscribed and somewhat contained and could thus still 
be labelled as intransitive.

The tween girl, both as a biographical person and as a commercial per-
sona constructed through market discourses, resides in an unstable cultural 
space where ambiguities of social identity invite, even tolerate, polysemous and 
polyvalent renderings of who ‘she’ is (Cook & Kaiser, 2004, p. 205). While, as 
Fiona MacDonald (2016) argues, tweens’ consumption relates to their desires 
for independence, this does not mean they are necessarily able to challenge 
the norms set by those who seem to stall their efforts. Social personhood, as 
Cook (2007) argues, “requires recognition by structures, or aspects of struc-
tures” (p. 47). However, it is debatable whether the altered conceptualisations 
of gender by female tweens in illiberal Hungary are, or even could be, recog-
nised. Consequently, it is questionable how much social power they have actu-
ally gained thanks to their supposedly empowering role models, the Disney 
Princesses. The assumed fluidity of the neo-liberal princesses does not seem 
to be as empowering, since the construction of identity in contemporary socie-
ties has itself become limitless. As Douglas Kellner (1995) argues, “[t]he over-
whelming variety of possibilities for identity in an affluent image culture no 
doubt creates highly unstable identities while constantly providing new open-
ings to restructure one’s identity” (p. 257). Indeed, as Renata Tomaz (2014) ob-
serves, “personal choices on how to live take the place of traditional ways of 
living, giving to individuals the chance to play new roles, to assume new identi-
ties, formulated and transmitted by modern institutions” (p. 183).

 19	 This view has been articulated in numerous studies, see, for example, Angela McRobbie 
(1991) or Hains (2012). A useful counterweight to such studies is Banet-Weiser’s Empowered 
(2018).
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Summary and Evaluation: The Contribution of Zsubori’s Monograph 
(Chapters 10–11)

The monograph’s denouement, titled “A Mouse Did Run, My Tale Now Is Done,” 
discusses the contribution of Zsubori’s (2024) research. One of the book’s mer-
its – as it initially seems from the author’s own remarks in the opening pages – is 
that it offers “innovative contributions on both a theoretical and a methodologi-
cal level” within the field of cultural studies (p. 3). Despite its limits, it makes an 
invaluable addition to media and reception studies thanks to its discussion of the 
global Princess phenomenon among tween audiences in Hungary. Regardless of 
the local flavour, which seems somewhat inconsequential except in Chapter 6, 
“Thus Peace Was Made”, the publication offers valuable insight into the ways in 
which children “negotiate their conceptions, including their desires and anxieties 
about the surrounding world and their place within it” (p. 213).

Although it might be argued that Zsubori’s discussion of the assumed em-
powerment through the Disney Princess phenomenon would need to engage 
with critical studies to a greater extent in order to be more balanced, it can 
still be regarded as a  substantive input to Disney studies. While this article 
has briefly mobilised the work of Cook and other scholars to situate the study 
within the fields of childhood and youth, consumer culture, cultural, and gen-
der studies, its central aim has been to elucidate the specific contribution of the 
Disney Princesses and tween identity to children’s media research. Zsubori’s 
monograph stands out precisely because it grounds long-standing critiques of 
Disney and consumer culture in a rich, context-sensitive account of how real 
tweens in illiberal Hungary make sense of Princess narratives. In this sense, it 
not only joins but significantly extends the existing critical tradition, and it is 
this extension that the present review article has sought to foreground.
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