
Mulan (1998) - A Screenwriter's Breakdown for Educators 
Written by Rita Hsiao, Mulan (1998) adapts the Chinese legend into a Disney hero’s journey. 
Blending honor, humor, identity, and action, the screenplay breaks convention while reinforcing 
powerful themes about self-worth, family, and societal expectation. 

 

Key Themes for Screenwriters and Educators: 

1. Classic Structure, Cultural Heart: 

Mulan’s arc follows the Hero’s Journey while honoring Chinese tradition. Structure and story are 
woven with cultural specificity. 

Screenwriting Takeaway: 

- Familiar arcs gain new depth through authentic context. 

- Let universal structure serve a personal or cultural story. 

 

2. A Heroine with Internal Stakes: 

Mulan’s central conflict is with her identity, not just the enemy. Her victory is emotional as much 
as it is strategic. 

Screenwriting Takeaway: 

- Internal stakes build character-driven plots. 

- Identity struggles create high emotional engagement. 

 

3. Sidekicks with Purpose: 

Mushu, Cri-Kee, and even Khan the horse reflect and challenge Mulan. They serve story, not just 
comedy. 

Screenwriting Takeaway: 

- Give comic relief depth and narrative function. 

- Supporting roles should echo the protagonist’s arc. 

4. Montage That Matters: 



“I’ll Make a Man Out of You” is more than a catchy sequence. It delivers transformation, conflict, 
and unity in minutes. 

Screenwriting Takeaway: 

- Use montage to compress time without losing development. 

- Sync visuals, music, and story for emotional impact. 

 

5. A Twist on Gender and Power: 

Mulan doesn’t succeed by being masculine—she wins by being herself. Her authenticity is her 
superpower. 

Screenwriting Takeaway: 

- Subvert tropes for stronger, more original messages. 

- Let empowerment come from truth, not imitation. 

 

Legacy: 

Mulan redefined the animated hero by leading with emotion, intelligence, and courage. The 
screenplay remains a benchmark for character-first storytelling, cultural respect, and female-
driven narratives. 
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