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Thesis Statement

This research asserts that Disney’s Aladdin (1992) employs the unique affordances of 

animation, specifically through exaggerated caricature in character design, contrasting kinetic 

profiles in movement, and a fantastically hybrid mise-en-scène, to construct an Orientalist 

vision of the Middle East that codes its world as exotic, morally ambiguous, and subordinate 

to an implicit Western norm.

Abstract

Disney’s Aladdin (1992) serves as a compelling case study in how animation’s formal 

qualities perpetuate Orientalist discourse. Moving beyond narrative analysis, this study 

examines how the film’s visual language, specifically character design, movement, and 

setting, constructs a reductive and exoticized vision of the Middle East. Through a visual 

semiotic analysis, it argues that the plasticity of animation allows protagonists Aladdin and 

Jasmine to be designed with relatable, Western-coded features, while antagonists and 

secondary characters are grotesquely caricatured. Furthermore, kinetic profiling assigns fluid, 

heroic motion to the leads, contrasting with the slinking, chaotic movements of villains and 

crowds. Lastly, the spatial construction of Agrabah synthesizes disparate cultural elements 

into a fantastical, timeless “Orient,” framed through exotic color palettes and labyrinthine 

layouts. By employing Edward Said’s postcolonial framework, this research demonstrates 

how these combined techniques visually code the film’s world as mysterious, morally 

ambiguous, and subordinate to an implicit Western norm. The project ultimately reveals how 
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the “innocent” medium of animation naturalizes complex geopolitical hierarchies, making 

Orientalist tropes palatable and memorable for a global audience.

Methodology

This study employs a qualitative visual semiotic analysis to deconstruct 

how Aladdin uses animated form to convey ideology. The methodology is structured in three 

sequential phases, each focusing on a specific affordance of animation.

First, character design and plasticity are analyzed by comparing the physical 

representation of protagonists (Aladdin, Jasmine) against antagonists (Jafar) and background 

characters. This involves examining how exaggerated features (e.g., angular faces, hooked 

noses) versus normalized proportions visually correlate with moral alignment and 

“otherness.”

Second, the deconstruction of motion analyzes the assigned kinetic profiles of 

different characters. Using scene comparisons, the study documents how fluid, athletic 

movement is associated with heroism, while stiff, slinking, or erratic motion is linked to 

villainy or undifferentiated crowds, translating behavioral stereotypes into visual 

performance.

Third, spatial analysis examines Agrabah’s mise-en-scène. This includes cataloging 

architectural hybridity, color symbolism (e.g., dusty markets vs. mystical blues), and spatial 

organization to demonstrate how the setting itself constructs a fantastical, subordinate Orient. 

Throughout, Edward Said’s Orientalism provides theoretical lens, ensuring the semiotic 

findings are framed within the critique of Western representational hegemony.
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animation and bridges Said's foundational theory and the advertising visual affordances of 
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Lee, Josephine. "THE RACIAL REFASHIONING OF Aladdin". Oriental, Black, and 

White, University of North Carolina Press, 2022. [id:6]Lee places Aladdin into one aspect of 

the continuum of what might be called "racial refashioning" in American theater practices, 

tying the construction of characters into a set of historically based racial habits. This will be 
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paper on Disney's Aladdin, as it frames how animation's unique affordances, exaggerated 

caricatures in villain designs, fluid protagonist motion versus slinking antagonist kinetics, and 

Agrabah's fantastical mise-en-scène, perpetuate Orientalist binaries. Westernized heroes like 

Aladdin and Jasmine embody civilized norms, while secondary characters signal moral 

ambiguity through grotesque features, aligning with Said's discourse of subordination. My 

visual semiotic methodology operationalizes this theory to reveal how children's media 

normalize geopolitical hierarchies. 
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consumerism. This text will assist section 2.3 by focusing on and analyzing Orientalism to a 

shift 21st-century media frames of the "Other" from the literary. Schmidt’s work extends the 

Orientalist frame by arguing that media frames the "Other" in a way that commodifies them 

as a product, which is instrumental in discussing the commodification of Middle Eastern 

culture through Disney’s branding efforts. The notion of the framed subject highlights the 

methodological framework for how both films framed visual signifiers that, in effect, 

instantiated a static, magical past that denied to its audience the contemporary condition of 
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emphasizing that while classical Orientalism demonstrated multi-layered meanings, 

contemporary Islamophobia tends to exist as an omnipresent, one-dimensional hostile 

hostility to Muslims (Skenderovic). This source will be key to an investigation of Aladdin 

because it connects exoticized spaces to racialized caricatures. What is important is that the 

reference to old tropes to justify contemporary threats helps provide a framework to argue 

that Disney's visual coding of the populations it depicts is reflective of a systematic 

realignment toward structural anti-Muslim sentiment in Western media and culture.



 8

Whitley, David. “Learning with Disney: Children’s Animation and the Politics of 

Innocence.” Journal of Educational Media, Memory & Society, vol. 5, no. 2, 2013, 
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‌  Whitley demonstrates that children's animation engages with "politics of innocence," 

implying that its innocent or purportedly innocent content has a pedagogical function. He 

further argues that the innocence of children's media operates as a cover for a host of 

ideological narratives while using innocence as a shield from the critical eye of adults 

(Whitley). This framework will be essential in deconstructing the ways in which Aladdin uses 

animation to produce and normalize Orientalist stereotypes. Disney frames Aladdin as 

innocent fun, reducing adults' cognitive resistance and allowing troubling representations to 

be internalized as common-sense universal truths, all under the guise of childhood innocence 

and playful, apolitical storytelling.


