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INTRODUCTION 

Since the beginning of fairy tales, the princess has been depicted as the epitome of female 

beauty.  From classic Cinderella stories from the 1800’s to 1990’s Disney films, the princess has 

remained the most consistent icon of the “perfect girl” with a beautiful exterior, overwhelming 

compliance with male characters, and virtually no depth or character development.  This 

unfavorable depiction of female characters has raised much controversy and conversation among 

scholars from countless fields, and rightfully so.  An abundance of news outlets including the 

New York Times, National Public Radio, and the Washington Post have all highlighted the 

discriminatory, patriarchal themes involved in princess stories in recent years.  Because of this, it 

seems as though every day less and less “traditional” princess tales are being published in 

children’s literature.  All around the world, authors are seeing a need for princess stories that 

break traditional gender roles established by the classics.  

Two countries that have been moving towards more fluid gender roles and stronger 

themes of female empowerment in children’s princess tales are the United States and Argentina. 

I have chosen these countries specifically because of their prosperous children’s literature 

markets and the ways in which their popular children’s stories have become more and more 

focussed around gender equality in recent years.  Both of these countries have seen development 

of the “anti-princess” subgenre, a term I have borrowed from Argentine author Nadia Fink. 

These anti-princess tales are typically stories of females that go against the status quo whether 

through their dress, occupation, or other qualities that do not conform to typical princess 

standards.   Often times these stories also involve characters with some form of queer self 

expression, their queerness being something atypical about their identity that would never be 
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accepted in a traditional story.  Throughout my research, I have focused on the positive and 

negative aspects of these modern day anti-princess narratives in regards to their breaking of 

traditional gender roles.  The two series that I will be focusing on are “The Princess in Black” an 

American chapter book series by Shannon and Dean Hale, and “Colección Antiprincesas” an 

Argentine picture book series by Nadia Fink.  My goal is to analyze the ways these stories break 

the mold of traditional princess tales in positive ways, while also discovering ways for the 

anti-princess subgenre to evolve and improve to be more inclusive.  Additionally, I will look at 

the ways in which these series compare and contrast one another, and how their unique 

characteristics reflect the way gender (and the princess) is seen in the United States and Latin 

America.  

As gender and gender roles will be the main focus of my research, I should first define 

what I mean when discussing gender in this context.  In the book Keywords for Children’s 

Literature Erica Hateley describes how “Within the field of children’s literature studies (...) 

gender in and of itself is rarely the object of critique. Rather, specific constructions of gender 

structure understandings of subjectivity; allow or disallow certain behaviors or experiences on 

the basis of biological sex; and dictate a specific vision of social relations and organization” 

(Hateley 86).  This description of gender in our modern society is also the case for my research. 

Gender itself is not the focus of my critique and analysis, but rather the ways in which gender 

roles are taught to children, in this case through stories about princesses.  I will track the growth 

and transformation of the genre over time to finally arrive at contemporary adaptations. 

In this essay, I will show the ways the princess has been consistently considered a symbol 

of the “perfect girl” and the characteristics that come with this title.  My goal is to then define the 
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modern day “anti-princess” in order to highlight the importance of characters who go against 

expectations to perpetuate the idea that there is no such thing as a “perfect girl”.  I will argue that 

the princess is here to stay as a cultural icon, and therefore must evolve alongside our society to 

reflect a more accurate representation of girlhood. 

 

THE DEVELOPMENT OF THE PRINCESS GENRE 

Historians believe that the first stories for children in South America, including 

Argentina, were told orally.  The were passed down through generations, originating with the 

indigenous people of Latin America.  Ada María Elflein, often credited as being one of the 

pioneers of children’s literature in Argentina, took these original legends and myths of 

indigenous folklore and revived them for children in her widely praised book “Leyendas 

Argentinas” published in 1906.  Enrique Pérez Díaz, contributor to the “International Companion 

Encyclopedia of Children's Literature” says that  “every critic, theorist, essayist and researcher 

interested in the subject agrees that literature specifically for children first appeared in the Latin 

American and Caribbean countries only between the middle of the nineteenth century and the 

beginning of the twentieth” (871).  Although there is evidence of folklore and children’s stories 

originating with the indigenous people of Latin America, after the devastation of colonization 

and the genocide of these indigenous people, the actual production of children’s literature did not 

begin until this time. 

However, the major “boom” of children’s literature in Argentina is widely accepted as 

occurring between 1880 and 1920.  During this time, many publishing houses were established, 

resulting in a variety of books being made specifically for children.  Because this was also during 
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the boom of modernism and realism, works by legendary authors like Jorge Luis Borges and José 

Sebastián Tallón were being adapted for children during these years as well.  (Díaz 873) 

As for princesses, there are many original fairy tales involving princess characters that 

originated in Argentina.  “Cuentos de Hadas Argentinos - Relatos Tradicionales” (translated to 

“Argentine Fairy Tale Stories - Traditional Tales”), published as having an anonymous author, 

tells some of these first princess stories that have remained as relics of early Argentine culture, as 

well as transformed over time.  The description of this book says that these stories embody the 

“purity and freshness” of children’s literature, and that they are perfect to enjoy with a child or to 

bring out the child within.  One of the four stories involving princesses in the book is titled 

“Zapatos Voladores” (or “Flying Shoes” in English).  This story is a traditional princess story 

from Argentina that has been transformed into multiple children’s picture books over time.  This 

story exhibits the hopelessness and cluelessness that women, specifically princesses, were 

depicted as possessing in traditional Latin American literature.  In the story,  the king of Chile 

and Calfucir, the king of Argentina, are sworn enemies.  The king of Chile, Rayén, is in love 

with Calfucir’s beautiful daughter, Ocrida.  Calfucir says he would rather his daughter die than 

live with his enemy, but that does not stop Rayén.  Rayén attacks Argentina and kidnaps the 

princess, taking her back to his land for them to live together forever.  Many people try to get 

back the princess, but all fail and lose their lives at the hands of the mountainous landscape and 

Rayén’s army.  The only way that Ocrida is finally saved is by a man with flying shoes who is 

able to soar above Rayén’s troops, fly her out of captivity, and bring her home to safety. 

This story is a depiction of the types of princess stories that are considered traditional and 

“classics” in Argentina.  In this story, the only words that the princess actually speaks are when 
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she is thanking her savior for helping her escape captivity.  Besides this, despite the fact that 

there would not be a plot without her presence, the princess has no other dialogue.  The only 

information that the reader is given about her is that she is beautiful, her characterization as a 

victim, and her need for a male savior.  Not only is the princess used as a pawn in a feud between 

the leaders, but she is given no depth or strong qualities.  Moreover, there is a lack of sympathy 

for her suffering.  Only the suffering of her father is highlighted in the story.  

As many stories like these continue to be told as traditional stories over time, new stories 

also begin to arise.  Even though Disney is an American company, its impact has spanned 

worldwide, including Argentina.  The way the princess is thought of in Argentina is largely 

influenced by the Disney princess.  As exhibited in the traditional tales, the princess continues to 

be thought of as aesthetically beautiful and essentially hopeless without a male savior, but 

through Disney stories the idea of the princess is also refined past these stereotypes. 

Before discussing the Disney princess and the period when the idea of the princess from 

the United States and Argentina collide, I should first outline the early development of 

Anglo-American fairy tales as well.  Classic Disney princesses had their beginnings very early 

on through small chapbooks and oral tales (for example Cinderella chapbooks were published as 

early as 1814), but many of the most popular Anglo-American written fairy tales did not exist 

until later on in the 19th century.  For example, fairy tale author George MacDonald is regarded 

by The Norton Anthology of Children’s Literature as “one of the first innovators of the fairy tale 

during the Golden Age of children’s literature in England” (Zipes 221).  In the mid 1800’s, 

Macdonald took princess tales that were already well known such as “Sleeping Beauty” and 

“Rapunzel” and made them into further developed stories for both children and adults.  He is 
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considered an innovator for his reimagination of the princess through these stories as well as his 

most popular story “The Light Princess” published in 1864, commonly thought of as inspired by 

the tale of “Sleeping Beauty”.  While this story was considered to be an act of “mocking” 

traditional tales and an instance of “questioning traditional sex roles” this rebellion is on a much 

smaller scale than the anti-princesses we see today. (Zipes 2005)  While the “Light Princess” 

may have been  revolutionary at the time, it still relies on the tropes of women being pitted 

against each other and the reliance on a male savior.  This story is about a girl who receives a 

curse from her evil and jealous aunt that makes her constantly suspended in the air.  The princess 

discovers that she can be on the ground while swimming, and therefore swims and stays in the 

water constantly.  However, it is only the prince and the couple’s true love that will allow her to 

be released from the curse.  While the princess is depicted as clever in combating the curse 

placed upon her, she still must rely on a prince to ultimately save her from her life of suffering 

and propel her into relief and happiness: a patriarchal theme all too common in Anglo-American 

fairy tales. 

Similar to “The Light Princess,” many stories in the 20th century continued to be praised 

for “breaking expectations and traditions”, however looking back these books still relied heavily 

on traditions of male dominance and a beautiful physical appearances.  An example of this is 

“The Practical Princess” by Jay Williams, published  in 1969, nearly a century later than the 

publication of “The Light Princess.”  Feisty and ingenuitive main character Princess Bedelia is 

praised by male characters in the story for her cleverness and “practicality” in finding her way 

out of various situations.  As I began to read this story I was shocked by its ambition in breaking 

gender roles and empowerment of the female main character.  Because of this I was thoroughly 
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disappointed to find it ending in a way that gives all credibility once again to the male savior 

figure, Prince Perian.  Despite her success in saving the prince from captivity, he is the one that 

is praised by the town for killing the enemy.  The last page of the story reads “In the great city, 

the prince was greeted with cheers of joy (...) And of course, since Bedelia had rescued him from 

captivity, she married him.  First, however, she made him get a haircut and a shave so that she 

could see what he really looked like.  For she was always practical.” (Williams 44).  Through 

these last lines, most agency is given to the male prince.  Even though her act of “making” the 

prince get a haircut puts her in a position of power over him, she uses her power for the pursuit 

of superficial beauty.  All of her cleverness and accomplishments led to the most traditional 

ending of all: all importance placed on the male character’s successes and physical beauty. 

As princess stories began to emerge and become a prevalent part of children’s literature, 

it was in the 20th century that the Disney corporation began to transform some of these tales into 

the stories we know today through animated movies.  These films first began with “Snow White” 

in 1937, “Cinderella” in 1950, and “Sleeping Beauty” premiering in 1959.  Later on, “The Little 

Mermaid” came out in 1989, “Beauty and the Beast” in 1992, “Pocahontas” in 1995, and 

“Mulan” in 1998.  (Rothschild 2 )  Although these films do not fall into the category of literature, 

they were created with origins of written stories and greatly affected the way people around the 

world think about princesses today.  When discussing these films, Sarah Rothschild, author of 

“Princess Story : Modeling the Feminine in Twentieth-Century American Fiction and Film”, 

says “the princesses are beautiful and passive, rewarded for their submission by romance and 

rescue” (Rothschild 2).  Not only did these movies continue traditional themes of submission and 

passivity in women, but the visual representation of these women also further solidified the need 
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for physical beauty.  Princess story expert and author of the popular book “Cinderella Ate my 

Daughter” Peggy Orenstein says “Let’s review: princesses avoid female bonding.  Their goals 

are to be saved by a prince, get married, (...) and be taken care of for the rest of their lives.  Their 

value derives largely from their appearance.  They are rabid materialists” (Orenstein 23).  She 

sees Disney as one of the main culprits of creating such a disempowering view of princesses. 

Continuing with her theme of materialism, Orenstein argues that our idea of the modern 

princess is largely derived not only from these movies and stories, but the commercialization of 

these tales.  The merchandise created based off of these movies is what helped turn Disney into 

the multi-billion dollar corporation it is today.  Within a year of first beginning to release Disney 

princess merchandise sales reached $300 million, then later soaring to $4 billion by 2009.  By 

2011 there were over 26,000 items of Disney princess merchandise available for purchase. 

(Orenstein 14)  With this absurd amount of popularity and profit, it is no surprise that the Disney 

princess expanded her reach worldwide to countries all over the world, including Argentina. 

Currently, Disney has a Latin American branch called Disney Latino which produces television 

series and Spanish language versions of Disney movies, and also puts on live action Disney 

shows in Argentina and other destinations throughout Latin America. 

 During the 20th and 21st centuries children’s literature had become extremely popular, 

as well as wildly profitable.  Tunnel and Jacobs, the authors of “The Origins and History of 

American Children's Literature”, discuss this growth by saying “as children’s books became 

more profitable, the number of titles published annually in the United States rose from 

approximately 2,500 in 1975 (Miele & Prakkan, 1975) to about 4,500 in the mid-1990s (Bogart, 

1997) and then up to 5,000 in 1999 (Bogart, 2001). (...) Toward the end of the new millennium’s 
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first decade, the number of children’s and young adult hardcover titles published in the United 

States grew to about 14,000 annually” (85).  With this growth of the genre, the variety of 

princess stories published also continued to grow.  Through this explosion of popularity of 

children’s literature in the United States, many ingenuitive adaptations of the princess story 

began to be created.  Many of these adaptations were so unique, I would even consider them to 

be “anti-princess” stories.  All of the main characters in these stories that I will discuss 

acknowledge the traditions they are expected to fulfill, and then use their queerness and 

non-traditional portrayal of femininity to break all expectations. 

 

THE PAPER BAG PRINCESS AND FEMINISM 

The story that I consider the beginning of the anti-princess genre in the United States is 

“The Paper Bag Princess” by Robert N. Munsch.  This book was published in 1980 and defies 

many of the previously mentioned princess expectations.  The story begins with the elegantly 

dressed Princess Elizabeth looking longingly at her husband-to-be, Prince Ronald.  Suddenly, a 

dragon captures her prince and burns all of her clothes, leaving her with no choice but to adorn 

herself in a paper bag as she sets off on her journey to save Ronald.  When reaching the prince’s 

place of imprisonment guarded by the dragon, Elizabeth is able to manipulate and outsmart the 

dragon to save her prince.  Unfortunately, when she finally saves Ronald, he is ungrateful and 

tells her “come back when you are dressed like a real princess” (Munsch 21).  Rather than letting 

this comment bother her, Princess Elizabeth simply tells Ronald that he is a “bum” and runs 

gleefully off into the sunset by herself.  The last line of the story informs the reader that “they 

didn’t get married after all” (23).  
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While this story begins as most traditional princess tales do, with a princess hopelessly 

enamored with a prince, Elizabeth soon turns these expectations of her role as a female and a 

princess upside down.  In the dissertation “Deconstructing Gender in Revised Feminist Fairy 

Tales”, Linda Mcandrew describes Elizabeth’s growth throughout the story by saying “Princess 

Elizabeth is in the role of colluder or victim; however, she transitions from observing and being a 

victim to exhibiting power over the dragon and even over Ronald” (Mcandrew 65).  At the 

beginning of the story (on pages one through three) there is no substance given to Elizabeth by 

the author.  Everything we know about her either has to do with her appearance, her position in 

relation to a man, and her characterization as a victim of the dragon. 

   

As Mcandrew describes in her quote, Elizabeth then transitions into a character of 

intelligence and complexity through her victory over the dragon, along with her newfound 

independence and self-confidence at the end of the story.  I believe that this book is not only an 

excellent first representation of the anti-princess, but can also act as an allegory for the growth of 

the princess genre after this point.  While Argentina’s growth from traditional to “anti” took 

place at a later time than in the United States, the stories of both regions went through this same 
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transition that Elizabeth goes through in the story.  Princesses were hollowed out and seen as 

nothing more than a beautiful appearance with nothing under the surface, until later on authors 

gave complexity to these characters and these female main characters were represented as strong 

and intelligent women. 

“The Paper Bag Princess” was published during the end of the second wave feminist 

movement in the United States, which began in the 1960’s and lasted until the early 1980’s. 

During this movement, “major works of literature began to question perceived traditional gender 

roles and exposed social problems created by such roles on women,” according to Micaela 

Valadez in her article for Daily History.  Gender roles apply to those of all ages, even young 

children, therefore I believe Elizabeth’s defiance of her gender role in this story could classify 

this as a second wave feminist (and first “anti-princess”) story.  In Abigail Feely’s book “The 

History Teacher” she also talks about the impact of feminism on the publication of “The Paper 

Bag Princess” and other stories by saying  “Children's books published during and after the 

second-wave feminist movement provide unique clues into the gradual normalization of feminist 

rhetoric into the broader cultural context” (Feely 591).  By 1980 when this book was published, 

the feminist movement was already a largely popular and vibrant movement in the United States. 

This makes me wonder: why did it take this long to introduce these empowering ideas to 

children, and why was Munsch the one to do this?  What does this say about the genre of 

children’s literature as a whole?  

Feely explains the rich history of “The Paper Bag Princess” and the phases of its creation 

in the chapter of her book titled “Picturing an Alternate Ending: Teaching Feminism and Social 

Change with The Paper Bag Princess.”  She recounts that this story actually began in 1973 when 
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Robert Munsch was orally telling stories of dragons to children at his wife’s child care center in 

Oregon.  In his stories, he always followed the classical narrative format of the princess being 

saved by the prince, giving all power and authority to male figures in the stories.  This was the 

case until his wife noticed that most of the children at the center didn’t have heroic male figures 

to look up to in their own lives, and questioned Munsch about why the roles were never reversed 

to have the princess save her prince.  Munsch then revamped the story to make what we know 

today as the Paper Bag Princess.  “It became ‘a story that the MOTHERS liked,’ explained 

Munsch, ‘and it stopped changing and became a story that was asked for again and again’” 

(Feely 591).  When the story was finally written down, Publishers Annick Press quickly 

recognized it as a revolutionary book.  Therefore, even though Munsch is the one who is praised 

for the creation of the “first feminist fairytale” this story’s evolution actually began with a 

woman’s critique and the prominent need for inclusion. 

While the first evidence of a quality anti-princess in the United States occurred seemingly 

delayed in the late 1970’s with this story, Argentine progress has surely been even slower.  The 

“antiprincesa” series that I am going to focus on later on in this essay is seemingly the first 

instance of rejecting traditional expectations of the princess tale.  The series has received a large 

amount of positive press and attention surrounding it since its publication in 2016 because of its 

feminist and empowering theme, which is fairly new and ingenuitive for an Argentine 

publication.  I believe this later development can be attributed partially to the slower 

development of the feminist movement in Argentina.  I would consider the protagonists of these 

stories from both the United States and Argentina to be the first anti-princesses in their region for 

the reason that they combat the notion that there is only one type of ideal-girl.  They go against 
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expectations on the basis of gender to increase diversity in the princess genre, creating a more 

accurate representation of girlhood. 

While the American anti-princess emerged from the rapidly growing feminist movement 

during the 1970’s, feminism in Argentina has been seeing exponential growth much more 

recently.  Throughout history, Argentine women have been able to accomplish impactful 

victories towards gender equality and the empowerment of women, but high rates of femicides, 

deep rooted gender-based inequalities, and strict gender roles have remained steadily prominent 

in Argentina and many other Latin American countries.  However, in 2015 the campaign 

“#NiUnaMenos” (#NotOneLess) began in Latin America, specifically gaining an incredible 

amount of support and importance in Argentina.  This campaign focuses on raising awareness to 

the gender violence epidemic in Argentina.  Marches and protests involving tens of thousands of 

Argentine citizens have sparked a rejuvenation of the feminist movement and the fight for 

equality among genders in Argentina.  With this strong revival of the feminist movement, it is no 

surprise that the empowerment of women has become a part of children’s literature as well.  All 

of the empowering, feminist “anti-princess” stories that I will analyze and discuss in this essay 

have been published no earlier than 2015 (when the #NiUnaMenos movement first began). 

Hopefully this development towards gender equality and the empowerment of women in 

Argentina continues to steadily progress both in the world of children’s literature and the lives of 

Latin American women. 

 

 

 

 



 
15 

THE AMERICAN ANTI-PRINCESS 

To continue the chronological sequence of the publication of princess stories, I will first 

discuss the American anti-princess because of its earlier development than the Argentine titles I 

will be focussing on.  The most popular, recent development of a female empowerment based 

anti-princess story in the United States has been the “Princess in Black” series by Shannon and 

Dean Hale and illustrated by LeUyen Pham.  I have chosen this series because of the abundance 

of praise it has received, as well as the way it has been marketed to parents and children.  The 

series’ main character is characterized through advertisements as “not your average girl” with the 

slogan “Who says princesses can’t wear black?”.  Through this marketing, the Princess in Black 

seems like the perfect anti-princess.  She defies her role as a girl by wearing black, and people 

absolutely love it.  Further solidifying her position as the most prominent anti-princess on the 

current American market, the first book of the series has spent 10 weeks on the New York Times 

bestseller list for children’s literature.  The children’s chapter book series is about Princess 

Magnolia, a little girl who loves pink dresses and everything sweet, but the princess also 

possesses a secret that she must hide from the rest of her princess friends.  Princess Magnolia is 

also the Princess in Black, a monster-fighting hero who must save the town from evil monsters 

every time her monster alarm rings.  

Similar to the Paperbag Princess, Princess Magnolia acknowledges the standards she is 

expected to abide by, and then consciously rejects these expectations.  But while this story 

teaches young girls that they can be their true powerful selves, it also tells them that they must do 

so in private.  Although the narrative is progressive with its intentions of female empowerment 

through the creation of a strong female lead, it can also be seen in a different light through a 
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queer reading.   Before changing into the princess in black, Magnolia is the epitome of female 1

beauty with pink dresses and tiaras.  After she alters this appearance during her transition to the 

princess in black, she suddenly must hide her identity from her friends to maintain her reputation 

as the perfect princess (and therefore the perfect girl).  In the second book of the series while the 

Princess in Black was making her escape, the narrator says “She hoped they wouldn’t look up. 

No one knew that prim and perfect Princess Magnolia was also the Princess in Black” (Hale 10). 

This makes her identity as a strong, monster-fighting girl depicted as otherness, or queerness, 

through the narrative.  Framing the Princess in Black as the opposite of “prim and perfect” also 

gives this queerness a negative connotation. 

We can consider the princess to be “in the closet” during her time as the Princess in 

Black because of this fear of exposure for who she truly is.  In addition to this, the closet 

narrative is perpetuated further by the fact that Princess Magnolia enters a literal, physical closet 

to change her identity into the princess in black.  “Princess Magnolia ducked into the broom 

closet.  She took off her favorite fluffy dress.  She slipped off her glass slippers.  Underneath, she 

was dressed in all black.  She fastened on her mask” (Hale 6).  While Magnolia’s “double life” 

could have been a point of empowerment for child readers who feel like they have a part of 

themselves that they need to hide, the Princess in Black’s closet narrative has the opposite effect 

by “glamorizing” this secrecy.  Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick discusses the idea of the closet in 

thorough detail in her work “Epistemology of the Closet”. 

 

1 Queerness can be very simply defined as “otherness”.  This otherness is caused by breaking 
expectations, making acceptance and encouragement of queerness an essential part of an anti-princess 
narrative.  Additionally, with feminism being wholly based on equality of the genders, queerness of 
gender expression must be accepted to create a feminist story. 
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“There are risks in making salient the continuity and centrality of the closet, in a 

historical narrative that does not have as a fulcrum a saving vision - whether located in 

past or future - of its apocalyptic rupture.  A meditation that lacks that particular utopian 

organization will risk glamorizing the closet itself, if only by default; will risk presenting 

as inevitable or somehow valuable its exactions, its deformations, its disempowerment 

and sheer pain” (Sedgwick 69).  

 

In this quote, Sedgwick discusses the risk of “glamorizing” the closet, when in reality the 

secrecy and anxiety of being closeted is not a state that should be celebrated.  This is related to 

the Princess in Black because despite the fact that she cannot show the world her true identity, 

this secrecy is celebrated or “glamorized” in the book.  Through illustrations of Princess 

Magnolia smiling at successfully hiding her identity and the completion of elaborate schemes to 

go unrecognized, the reader is expected to encourage this life undercover.  

 

Shannon Hale on an interview with Desert News says “One thing that was important for 

me with her is that she is equally comfortable being Princess Magnolia as she is the Princess in 

Black,”(Rappleye 1).  This implies that Hale intended to make Magnolia comfortable in her 
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queerness and atypical performance of girlhood.  She recognized that it would be damaging for 

this rebel-girl to be rejected for breaking gender norms and that this would take away from her 

goals of  female-empowerment.  Although this was Hale’s goal when writing, I do not believe 

this idea truly came to fruition in the execution of the book.  Instead of Magnolia being 

comfortable in herself, in reality she is forced into constant discomfort through her closetedness, 

and therefore is unable to be totally authentic around others no matter what identity she is 

assuming in the moment.  

The issue I see in this closeted narrative is that at the end of the story, the princess is 

never able to actually “come out of her closet.”  Her transformation from the typical, passive, 

hollowed-out princess to the strong, independent Princess in Black is never praised by the other 

characters at any point in the series.  I commend Shannon and Dean Hale for their ambition and 

carefulness in creating such a strong female lead that defies many expectations.  Magnolia’s 

queerness through her breaking of expectations is valuable in the story because of the way it puts 

a female in a position of power in the book.  However, it is also important for this “otherness” to 

be fully accepted to portray the message that going against the status quo and defying 

expectations is a good thing for young girls.  I understand the appeal of adding the secrecy to the 

narrative: the secrecy adds suspense and excitement to the story, making the reader constantly 

question whether the princess will be able to keep her secret.  The princess’s double life also 

maintains the “girly and frilly” parts of the story, which will appeal to a wider range of children 

who may not prefer action-based stories.  Despite these benefits, I do not believe these 

characteristics of the narrative outweigh the negative message that the princess’s closeted 

identity conveys.  
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To propose a more inclusive storyline, I believe there are ways to keep the positive 

aspects of the current plot without the closet element.  Had the Princess in Black been able to 

live in harmony with other princesses, her otherness would not be excluded, but rather seen as 

accepted by those different than her.  In addition to this inclusion that is missing from the 

original story, this would still maintain some of the the pink, girly, traditional princess tropes that 

many young children enjoy, while still offering an alternative for the children who prefer a more 

action packed narrative.  As for the suspense in the original story, I believe that could be 

accomplished through the actual action-packed scenes themselves.  It is possible that if there was 

more suspense and excitement built through scenes where Princess in Black is actually fighting 

the goat-gobbling monsters that constantly reappear throughout the series, this element of the 

story would not be lost.  If the reader was put into a position of doubt, wondering if the princess 

would be victorious against a more challenging monster, the excitement of the story could still 

live on.  Through this proposition of a revised plot, I am not suggesting that this would be the 

perfect story.  I am trying simply to highlight that despite the feminist elements that this story 

embodies, there is still room in the anti-princess subgenre to grow to include and support a 

diverse audience of children with varied interests and forms of gender expression. 

However, an element of the Princess in Black that I believe does work towards 

inclusivity and breaking gender norms is the classic idea of the male savior and the role the Duff 

plays in the series.  Throughout the series, Duff is the only male character represented.  He is the 

one who tends to the goats that the Princess in Black is constantly saving from monsters, but 

later on he also decides to test out another identity as “Goat Avenger” in book 4 of the series. 
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While in traditional princess tales the female princess is the helpless one that needs to be rescued 

by a male savior, roles are drastically reversed in the Princes in Black series.  In book four “The 

Princess in Black Takes a Vacation”, Duff tries to disguise himself and become the “Goat 

Avenger” in order to protect the goats while Princess in Black takes a vacation away from her 

life of fighting crime.  But rather than Duff saving the Princess in Black, she is his savior in 

many ways.  When monsters strike, Duff is unable to stop them and it is the princess’s job to 

save the day once again.  Duff is portrayed in the series similar to the way that most women are 

portrayed in the first princess tales.  He is characterized by an innocence and naievity that 

requires help from a stronger character.  I appreciate this part of the narrative because it is similar 

to “The Paper Bag Princess” in that it acknowledges the classic princess storyline, and then is 

edited and flipped upside down.  There is still the savior narrative that is so classic and ingrained 

into our idea of the princess, but instead it puts the female lead in the position of power and 

agency. 

However, one question that could be raised by maintaining this role reversal is the 

potential negative effect that this narrative can have on young boys and those who identify with 

Duff reading the series.  While these roles are reversed and maintained the same in many ways, I 
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don’t believe it has the same degrading effect as traditional male-savior narratives.  While Duff 

is depicted as needing rescue, this doesn’t characterize him as helpless like it does for female 

characters.  Rather than waiting around for the princess to save him, he does in fact try to save 

himself by becoming the “Goat Avenger.”  While this attempt doesn’t work and leaves his 

actions ineffective when the monsters escape to the beach past his homemade monster-alarm 

device, Duff still uses ingenuity and cleverness to try and solve his problem.  Because of this, he 

is not seen as totally passive and helpless like traditional Disney princesses.  Moreover, this role 

reversal and his mistakes makes Duff seen as silly and comical rather than pathetic or helpless. 

His failed attempts, like accidentally finding a squirrel instead of a goat-eating monster, make 

him a goofy and loveable character.  The idea of a savior is maintained enough that it 

acknowledges the harmful tradition, but is also edited enough that it does not continue to convey 

damaging messages to readers. 

 

 

THE ARGENTINE ANTI-PRINCESS 

While in the United States there are many new fictional stories being created to rebel 

against patriarchal fairytales,  Argentina’s most popular anti-princess series uses the stories of 

real life women to contradict these traditions.  This strategy of using real Latin American women 

not only breaks gender stereotypes, but also celebrates the rich history and culture of Latin 

America. “Collección Antiprincesas” written by Nadia Fink and illustrated by Pitu Saá has 

received high praise for its ambition in breaking gender stereotypes and creating stories that can 

be enjoyed by all.  The characters in these books are very separate from traditional fairytales, but 
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are self-proclaimed anti-princesses by Fink.  The series of nonfiction picture books are short, 

beautifully illustrated biographies of Latin American icons such as painter Frida Kahlo, military 

leader Juana Azurduy and musician Violeta Parra intended for children ages 6 through 12. 

Although the plots of these stories do not uphold the traditions of classic fairy tales through 

narrative content like the “Princess in Black” does, the characters still break gender expectations 

as any good anti-princess does.  

In my analysis, I will be focusing on the first (and most popular) book of the series about 

Mexican icon Frida Kahlo, published in 2015.  On the first page of the book, Fink outlines her 

mission and intentions with this series through illustration and a short blurb to her readers.  The 

small illustration on the first page demonstrates just what these books are “anti,” or rebelling 

against.  The picture is of Disney princess Snow White running off the page saying the hashtag 

“#chaumevoy ”, meaning “goodbye, I’m leaving”.  This small detail shows readers that Fink’s 2

intention of rebellion through this book is specifically geared towards counteracting some of the 

messages portrayed by princesses from the Disney corporation.  In her message to the reader, she 

further defines what these qualities are that she wants to contradict and explains the 

characteristics that she believes an anti-princess possesses.  Fink describes how through this 

collection she wants to highlight the important, unique, strong women of Latin America who 

overcame any obstacles put in their way.  The blurb talks about how in this collection, she aims 

to highlight the stories of women who “let themselves get dirty in order to grow”, and therefore 

did not conform to typical prim and proper princess narratives.  At the top of the page, the quote 

“Para jugar hay que ensuciarse…” is in a large font.  This quote in English can be understood as 

2 All quotes in Spanish have been translated into English by myself. 
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“To play you must get dirty…”, implying that a main characteristic of this “anti-princess” 

rebellion is against the idea that a woman must stay prim and perfect to be an important, talked 

about figure such as a princess.  She wants to break down the idea of women behaving in the 

way that is expected of them, and encourages girls to “look at the world in a different way” and 

not be afraid to take risks. (Fink 1) Through the first book, Fink portrays Frida as a woman who 

is unabashedly herself.  She embodies the anti-princess through her clothing, social justice work, 

art, and every other sector of her life.  Frida in no way embodies qualities of the Disney princess, 

but through the creation of her own unique identity, became a woman of honor and nobility in 

the eyes of Nadia Fink and many others around the world. 

 

A major risk this book takes in rebelling against the standard Disney princess is the way 

gender and sexuality are portrayed to a childhood audience.  While Disney and other princess 

stories are classically heteronormative and marketed exclusively towards females, this book 

breaks both of these expectations.  At the bottom of the front cover, “for girls and boys” (para 

chicas y chicos) is written on each book.  While classic Disney princess stories are marketed for 

a primarily female audience, reinforced through female gendered clothing and merchandise, Fink 

defines her books as being for children of any gender.  In addition to this, Fink also does not 

allow her collection to conform to the heteronormativity of Disney stories.  In her first book, she 

addresses Frida Kahlo’s bisexuality and has been praised for not shying away from this part of 
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Frida’s identity.  Fink writes, “...para Frida, el amor se reflejaba en hombres y mujeres” (Fink 

14).  In English, this quote translates to “for Frida, her love was reflected in both men and 

women.”   By saying that her “love was reflected” in different types of people rather than trying 

to define bisexuality for a childhood audience, this normalizes queerness and makes it something 

easily understood and accepted.  In the American article “The Typical Princess Story Just Got 

An Awesome Latina Makeover”, reporter Taylor Pittman states “Fink told HuffPost she tries not 

to ‘underestimate children’ by introducing them to some of these topics (including Kahlo’s 

bisexuality, according to Remezcla) and pushing them to learn more” (Pittman 1).  As I 

addressed previously, the feminist movement in Argentina is progressing slower compared to the 

US in many ways, as strict gender roles and heteronormativity are still a major concern for many 

Argentine activists.  Opening up about a Latin American woman’s fluid sexuality in a book for 

children makes a path for other Latinx authors to follow in breaking these boundaries that are so 

deeply ingrained in Latin American culture.  

I appreciate the way that Frida’s queerness is talked about in this book, not only her 

bisexuality, but also her exploration with crossdressing and embracing her more masculine 

features.  Fink says that although boys would make fun of her for wearing male clothes, later on 

they began to think of her as “fun, inventive, intelligent, and rebellious” (Fink 6).  The passage 

about her cross-dressing also mentions the fact that Frida’s mother did not approve of her 

gender-play.  I appreciate the way Fink does not overlook the struggles Frida endured in openly 

playing with her gender expression, while continuing to portray her as the brilliant, strong 

Mexican icon that she was.  She does not diminish the obstacles Frida had to face in her lifetime, 

but also does not let these struggles define her or the complexities of her character.  Additionally, 

 

http://remezcla.com/culture/these-anti-princess-books-give-young-girls-badass-latina-heroines-to-look-up-to/
http://remezcla.com/culture/these-anti-princess-books-give-young-girls-badass-latina-heroines-to-look-up-to/
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on the last page of the book Fink talks about Frida’s “bigotes” (her mustache).  Fink writes in a 

blurb next to a full-body illustration of Frida that she would paint her mustache much darker than 

it was in real life because she believed her mustache was her most distinguishing feature, “and 

[her husband] Diego also really liked the way it looked” (Fink 24).  Through this, Fink is 

normalizing a woman’s celebration of a her masculine features, while also showing that gender 

expression does not confound with sexuality.  Frida still had relationships with men despite her 

acceptance and pride in her often masculine gender expression. 

Despite the potential risk of including queerness in a Latin American series where these 

themes aren’t as widely accepted in the United States, this collection has received a large amount 

of praise from multiple countries for its feminist themes.  An article from “The Bubble,” a news 

outlet based in Buenos Aires, says that “When the first book came out, around the same time as 

the #NiUnaMenos movement, it received immediate success” (cite).  This quote’s reference to 

the #NiUnaMenos movement shows that this series was received as a prominent feminist work in 

Argentina.  Not only has this series gained popularity in Argentina, but it has even been talked 

about in Europe and the United States as well for its dissemblance of the standards set by Disney 

princess stories.  News services such as “El Comercio” in Peru,  “The Bubble” in Buenos Aires, 

“Agencia EFE” in Spain, and “HuffPost” in the United States have all released articles about 

Nadia Fink and her anti-princess revolution.  

Despite the fact that this series is very different from the “Princess in Black” series 

discussed earlier, they are both united by one similar goal.  They both aim to defy the traditional 

princess in order to add diversity to children’s literature and create a more accurate 

representation of girlhood.  “Collección Antiprincesa” succeeds in doing so by showing that not 
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only do women have a wider range of gender expression than the Disney princesses, but also a 

wider range of skin tones and ethnic backgrounds.  By explicitly contradicting Disney 

princesses, as shown through the image of Snow White on page one, Fink is also embracing 

Latin American culture by rejecting an American standard.  The use of explicitly Latin American 

women instead of American and European women can also be accepted as an act of 

anti-imperialism.  European values have been integrated so deeply into Latin American culture 

through systematic domination beginning with colonization, by not accepting an American 

company’s character as the symbol of a perfect girlhood Fink is celebrating the strength, 

richness, and resiliency of Latin American culture. 

In regards to gender however, Fink has also continued her mission towards equality with 

a second collection “Collección Antihéroes” about prominent male figures in Latin American 

history.  This collection contains three books about writers Julio Cortázar and Eduardo Galeano 

as well as revolutionary Che Guevara.  While this divide perpetuates a gender binary and slightly 

contradicts the subtitle on each book of both collections “para chicos y chicas” by separating 

male and female characters into separate collections, I believe this negative aspect is outweighed 

by the positive.  This series works to dissemble toxic masculinity and machismo  for children. 3

On the first page of the first book about Julio Cortázar, Fink describes how there have been 

powerful men in Latin American history that did not need super strength or masculine super 

powers to create an impact.  She uses Cortázar as an example of a man whose power derived 

from his creativity and ability to create universes simply through his words. (Fink 1)  

3  Encyclopedia Britannica describes this phenomena as “exaggerated pride in masculinity, perceived as 
power” as well as “a denigration of characteristics associated with the feminine”.  The value placed on 
masculinity and using any means necessary to achieve a task has been a pillar of Latin American culture 
since the formation of the region post-colonization. 
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BOYS AND PRINCESSES 

If the anti-princess is about breaking all gender expectations, what about young boys 

reading these books?  Fink has created a new collection to create a more inclusive view of 

boyhood, but can the idea of the princess also be used to liberate young boys and help them to 

feel comfortable living as their most honest selves as well?  While the protagonists of the 

majority of these anti-princess tales are girls, boys are beginning to find their own representation 

as well in the world of the princess.  In the United States, Cheryl Kilodavis wrote and 

self-published the book “My Princess Boy” in 2009 about her experience raising her son who 

loved to wear dresses.  The book is a true story and talks about the unconditional love her family 

gives to her son despite the backlash he has received from others for not following traditional 

gender norms.  In the story, his princess identity is portrayed through his dresses and his affinity 

for pink, sparkly things.  Although these are classic princess qualities, it is his gender identity as 

a boy, independence, and confidence in his uniqueness that makes the nameless main character 

an anti-princess.  Kilodavis uses his story to carefully break down toxic masculinity by 

reiterating that the the male figures in the princess-boy’s life also support him and his gender 

expression, not only the female characters.  

While this story fits into my definition of the anti-princess in that it uses the princess to 

defy gender expectations, it is also very different from the others I have discussed.  While the 

other stories are praised for the ability of their main characters to be something other than a 

traditional princess, “My Princess Boy” takes pride in upholding princess norms.  All of these 

stories previously mentioned want to defy the tradition of the princess, but the core of 

Kilodavis’s book is deeply rooted in these traditions.  This raises the question: what is it about 
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the princess and its characteristics that we hold onto so relentlessly?  How can children’s 

literature be so progressive while clinging to an idea that is so regressive?  We have come so far 

since first princess stories in dissembling expectations and norms based on gender, why must we 

hold onto this idea of the princess at all?  

I believe “My Princess Boy” exemplifies the impact princess stories have made on us as a 

society and why they are so essential.  The princess triumphs time and time again as our 

strongest symbol of the “ideal girl” in every way.  “My Princess Boy” is not about a boy wanting 

to be any princess in particular, rather wanting to be the perfect girl.  While the word 

“transgender” was never mentioned in the story, this is widely accepted as a trans-positive tale 

implying that princess is being used as a synonym for girl.  This explains why the princess 

cannot simply be forgotten as we progress towards a more feminist society: princess has become 

synonymous with “perfect girl.”  

As society began to change to accept women as strong individuals and even expect that 

of them, the princess adapted to this change.  The princess is a mirror of what is expected and 

craved about girlhood over time.  The anti-princess is not the defiance of the girly-girl, it is the 

defiance of an exclusive view of girlhood.  The anti-princess represents the ability to succeed and 

flourish in ones girlishness, no matter what form that girlishness takes.  This is why these 

princess stories are so important, when children read about princesses they are reading what 

society is expecting them to strive to be.  This is why it is so crucial for authors to feel this 

responsibility and understand the long term affects their words and images may have on real 

children.  This is why we need to keep talking about these stories, and expanding representation 
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within this genre on all levels including gender.  When the anti-princess triumphs, all girls 

triumph.  
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