
the little mermaid analysis

The Little Mermaid is a timeless tale that has captured the hearts and imaginations of audiences for
generations. Originally penned by Hans Christian Andersen in 1837, the story has undergone various
adaptations, the most famous being Disney's animated film released in 1989. This article will delve into a
thorough analysis of The Little Mermaid, exploring its themes, characters, cultural implications, and the
differences between the original story and its modern adaptations.

Overview of the Narrative

The story of The Little Mermaid follows a young mermaid princess named Ariel who dreams of living on land and
experiencing life as a human. Compelled by her fascination with the human world, Ariel makes a Faustian bargain
with the sea witch Ursula, trading her voice for legs. The narrative unfolds as Ariel navigates the
complexities of her decision, ultimately leading to themes of sacrifice, identity, and the pursuit of love.

Plot Summary

1. Introduction to Ariel: The narrative begins in the underwater kingdom of Atlantica, where Ariel is depicted as
a curious and adventurous mermaid, often found collecting human artifacts.

2. The Storm and the Prince: Ariel's life changes dramatically when she witnesses a shipwreck and rescues Prince
Eric, igniting her desire to become human.

3. The Deal with Ursula: In her quest to win Eric's heart, Ariel visits Ursula, who offers her a chance to
become human for three days in exchange for her beautiful voice.

4. Life on Land: Ariel experiences the joys and struggles of being human, befriending Eric but also facing the
consequences of her deal, as Ursula plots to reclaim Ariel's voice.

5. Climax and Resolution: The climax occurs during the confrontation with Ursula, leading to a battle that
ultimately results in Ariel's victory and her transformation into a human permanently with the blessing of her
father, King Triton.

Thematic Exploration

The Little Mermaid is rich in themes that resonate with various aspects of human experience. Here are some of the
primary themes explored in the story:

1. Sacrifice and Desire

Ariel's journey is driven by her desire to belong to a world different from her own. She sacrifices her voice—an
integral part of her identity—in pursuit of love and acceptance. This theme raises questions about what
individuals are willing to sacrifice for their desires and the consequences that follow.

- Identity Loss: The loss of her voice symbolizes Ariel's struggle with her identity. In many ways, it reflects the
loss of one's ability to express oneself, which can lead to feelings of isolation.
- Desire vs. Reality: Ariel's longing for the human world contrasts with the reality of the challenges she faces.
This theme illustrates the often painful gap between dreams and reality.



2. The Quest for Identity

The quest for identity is central to Ariel's character arc. She battles societal expectations and familial
pressures to discover who she truly is.

- Rebellion Against Authority: Ariel's defiance of her father's wishes signifies a rebellious spirit common in
adolescents. Her longing for freedom and self-discovery reflects a natural desire to break away from parental
constraints.
- Transformation: Ariel's transformation from mermaid to human represents a coming-of-age journey, emphasizing
the importance of self-discovery in the transition to adulthood.

3. Love and Relationships

Ariel's love for Prince Eric is a driving force in the narrative, but it also represents a broader exploration of
love and relationships.

- Romantic Idealism: Ariel's infatuation with Eric embodies the idea of romantic idealism, where love is portrayed
as the ultimate goal. This can lead to unrealistic expectations and the potential for heartbreak.
- Friendship and Loyalty: The relationships Ariel has with her friends, such as Flounder and Sebastian, highlight
the importance of loyalty and support in one's journey.

Character Analysis

The characters in The Little Mermaid are richly developed and serve to enhance the story's themes. Here’s a
deeper look at the main characters:

Ariel

- Curiosity and Boldness: Ariel’s character is defined by her insatiable curiosity and boldness. Her willingness
to challenge the status quo makes her a relatable and inspiring figure.
- Complex Motivations: Ariel’s motivations go beyond mere attraction to Eric; they encompass a deeper desire
for self-actualization and understanding her place in the world.

Prince Eric

- The Object of Desire: Eric represents the idealized version of love that Ariel yearns for. However, his
character lacks depth in the original narrative, serving more as a catalyst for Ariel's transformation than a
fully fleshed-out character.
- Heroic Qualities: In adaptations like Disney's, Eric is given more heroic qualities, making him a more active
participant in the story.

Ursula

- The Antagonist: Ursula is a powerful and complex villain, representing the darker aspects of desire and
ambition. Her character explores themes of betrayal and manipulation.
- The Sea Witch Archetype: As a sea witch, Ursula embodies the archetype of the misunderstood villain, adding
layers to the narrative by showcasing the consequences of pursuing one's desires without regard for others.



King Triton

- Authority and Control: As Ariel's father, King Triton symbolizes authority and the protective nature of
parental love. His character arc reflects the struggle between protecting one's children and allowing them the
freedom to explore.
- Transformation: Triton’s eventual acceptance of Ariel’s choices underscores the theme of growth and
understanding within familial relationships.

Cultural Impact and Adaptations

The Little Mermaid has had a profound impact on popular culture, influencing various forms of media and
sparking discussions about its themes and characters.

1. Disney's Adaptation

Disney's animated version of The Little Mermaid is perhaps the most recognized adaptation and has become a
cultural phenomenon.

- Musical Elements: The film's memorable songs, such as "Part of Your World" and "Under the Sea," have
become iconic, enhancing the emotional depth of Ariel's journey.
- Visual Storytelling: The animation brings the underwater world to life, making it visually stunning and
captivating for audiences.

2. Feminist Perspectives

The story has been analyzed from feminist perspectives, questioning Ariel's agency in the context of her
sacrifices for love.

- Critique of Gender Roles: Some interpretations highlight the reinforcement of traditional gender roles,
suggesting that Ariel's journey is driven by her desire to attract a man.
- Empowerment vs. Objectification: While Ariel’s character can be seen as empowered through her choices, critics
argue that her ultimate goal is to win Eric's love, leading to discussions about the portrayal of female
agency in fairy tales.

3. Modern Retellings

Recent retellings of The Little Mermaid continue to explore its themes in contemporary contexts.

- Diverse Adaptations: Various adaptations, including novels and films, have reimagined Ariel's story, often
focusing on themes of empowerment and identity in new ways.
- Cultural Relevance: As society evolves, the story's themes of love, identity, and sacrifice resonate with new
generations, making it a relevant tale in today's world.

Conclusion

The Little Mermaid serves as a rich tapestry of themes and character dynamics, exploring the complexities of
desire, identity, and sacrifice. Its enduring appeal lies not only in its enchanting narrative but also in its ability



to provoke thought and evoke emotion. As adaptations continue to emerge, the story remains a vital part of
cultural discourse, inviting audiences to reflect on their own journeys of self-discovery and the sacrifices
they are willing to make in pursuit of their dreams. Through Ariel's tale, we are reminded of the delicate balance
between desire and identity, and the importance of finding one's voice in a world that often seeks to silence it.

Frequently Asked Questions

What are the key themes explored in 'The Little Mermaid'?

Key themes include the struggle for identity, the sacrifices made for love, the consequences of desire, and the
quest for autonomy.

How does 'The Little Mermaid' portray the concept of sacrifice?

The narrative highlights Ariel's willingness to sacrifice her voice and her place in the ocean to pursue her love
for Prince Eric, illustrating the extremes one might go to for love.

In what ways does the character of Ursula serve as a foil to Ariel?

Ursula represents the darker side of ambition and manipulation, contrasting Ariel's innocent longing for freedom
and love, thereby emphasizing the moral complexities of their choices.

What role does the ocean play in Ariel's journey?

The ocean symbolizes both a place of comfort and the constraints of Ariel's identity, representing her longing
for exploration and the conflict between her underwater heritage and her desire for the human world.

How does the ending of 'The Little Mermaid' reflect on themes of
transformation?

The ending signifies Ariel's transformation not only into a human but also into an individual who must
confront the realities of her choices, highlighting growth and the balance between dreams and responsibility.

What is the significance of Ariel's voice in the story?

Ariel's voice symbolizes her agency and self-expression; losing it represents the loss of her identity, which is
central to her struggle and ultimately her journey towards self-realization.
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