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Many years ago, it seemed like a good idea to offer a course on Disney at the University of Oregon. The course became known by the same title as this book and has covered some of the same territory. Initially, it was an attempt to expand upon a political economic approach to the media, as well as to respond to all those critics who say that political economists are uninterested in texts, audiences, or culture. But it also seemed like it would be a potentially popular course on media – and it has been. Over the years, literally hundreds of students have helped to sort through many of the questions posed in the book, offered their thoughts about the Disney phenomenon, as well as shared their own Disney memories (some of which are included in chapter 7). My thanks to all of them – whether they liked the course or not.
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Figure 1.1: The Alameda Avenue entrance to the Walt Disney Studios in Burbank, California. Photo by Coolcaesar.






1
Introducing the Disney Multiverse



From Mickey to Marvel

Since the early 1930s, the Disney company has manufactured stories, characters, and experiences that have been not only popular but beloved by many around the world. Over the years, Disney films, comics, books, toys, theme parks, and other products have been sources of pleasure for many – if not most – young American children, who learn and have reinforced ideas and values that may last a lifetime. Many adults have joined their children in these forms of leisure, dutifully introducing them to the same stories, characters, values, and ideals, or revisiting these sites on their own, renewing the pleasure and satisfaction experienced as children. Indeed, Disney holds an almost sacred place in the lives of many Americans.

The Disney company started in the late 1920s as a small entrepreneurial enterprise when Walt Disney and his brother Roy Disney began producing Mickey Mouse cartoons. The company grew gradually, sometimes experiencing financial difficulties but eventually establishing itself as an independent production company in Hollywood. Never one of the major studios (in fact, the company relied on other companies to distribute its film products), the Disney brothers built a reputation for quality animation, utilizing cutting-edge technological developments such as sound and color.

Despite the independent status of the Disney company in Hollywood, the popularity of Disney’s products and characters was instantaneous and unmistakable. Indeed, the image of Mickey Mouse was a global phenomenon by the mid-1930s. Thanks to the international distribution of Disney films and the merchandising efforts that accompanied them, the Disney company developed a reputation that was magnified far beyond the relatively small company’s resources.

And that reputation has continued as the company has grown. The aggressive marketing of a multitude of Disney products through a wide range of distribution channels all over the world has contributed to a proliferation of Disney images and characters that could hardly have been imagined in the 1930s. Disney products are almost everywhere.

Disney grew to become a dominant player in the entertainment business as the company successfully diversified far beyond the arena of children’s programming. And, since the turn of the century, the company has expanded its scope even further with key acquisitions of other successful companies, as well as adjusting some of its messages and characters, sometimes even including overt portrayals of violence and sexual content. Yet it still maintains its reputation for producing family entertainment that is safe, wholesome, and entertaining. Thus Disney is able to remain extremely influential, if not dominant, in the marketing of children’s and family entertainment, as well as its other lines of business.



From universe to multiverse

In 1973, in his book Mass-Mediated Culture, Michael Real described the Walt Disney Company as the “Disney universe.”1 He argued that the term was appropriate because: (1) the Disney organization used it; (2) it signified the “universality” of Disney’s products; and (3) the Disney message created “an identifiable universe of semantic meaning.” Following Real’s lead in the previous edition of Understanding Disney, the concept of the Disney universe was defined as “the company, its parks, products, and policies, the individuals who manage and work for the company, as well as Disney characters and images, and the meanings they have for audiences.”

But, as noted above, the Disney company has expanded dramatically since 2000, becoming one of the largest and most dominant media and entertainment corporations in the world. The company has added several key companies and franchises that also have become known as universes – Pixar, Marvel, Lucasfilm, and 21st Century Fox. These are now owned by the Disney corporation, which has become greater than just one universe. We can now refer to something called the “Disney Multiverse.”

The definition of “multiverse” refers to many universes or, more specifically, “a hypothetical collection of potentially diverse observable universes.” Though scientists are not all convinced of the actual existence of multiverses, it is a concept that is often used as a metaphor.

The notion of a Disney Multiverse has received some attention from fans who explore overlapping films and worlds, game designers who have created a few Disney Multiverse games, and so on. The company itself has provided examples of their multiverse, for instance at their theme parks, and most recently in the film, Ralph Breaks the Internet. But, as in the Marvel and Star Wars universes, these examples relate only to narrative universes, or in other words, focus on locations, time periods, stories, and characters from films, television programs, books, and so on.

In this discussion, the Disney Multiverse refers to the totality of Disney, not merely its various narrative universes. It includes all of the previously mentioned components of the Disney corporation – its corporate management, directors, shareholders, and employees; its corporate ethos, policies, and strategies; its divisions, products, services, and properties; its content, values, and meanings; and its audiences, consumers, and fans; as well as the other universes that it owns (Pixar, Marvel, Lucasfilm, and 21st Century Fox) (see Figure 1.2). Not only are we interested in how these universes are different – with their own products, characters, narratives, etc. – but also important are the ways in which they are controlled by the Disney corporation and influenced by its policies and strategies, as well as how these universes may connect/interact as part of the Disney Multiverse. More details about these components and their relationships will be explored in this volume as we seek to understand this immense, multifaceted, and significant entity.


[image: image]
Figure 1.2: The Disney Multiverse

Interestingly, a 2009 episode of the Fox-distributed satirical television show Family Guy was called “Road to the Multiverse.” In the program, Stewie and Brian travel by time machine and at one point visit the “Disney universe,” where they find the characters, dialogue, songs, and settings to be very obviously “Disney-like.”2 In this edition of Understanding Disney, we will be exploring the road to the Disney Multiverse.



Studying Disney

Studying Disney can be challenging in many ways. When it is introduced as a topic for discussion, Disney is most often accepted with unqualified approval, and even reverence, by the American public, as well as by many international audience members. Many feel that the Disney company is somehow unique and different from other corporations, and its products are seen as innocent and pleasurable. There is a general sense that its products are only entertainment, as Walt Disney constantly reminded everyone. It is as though the company and its leaders can do no wrong – after all, they’re making so many people so happy. And they do it so well – how can one not be awed by their success?

There is also some hesitancy to discuss Disney as a business, despite the overwhelming emphasis on stockholder value and corporate goals by the company itself. In some settings, calling Walt Disney a “capitalist” would be considered risky, despite his role as head of a profit-motivated company. Furthermore, taking a critical stance towards the company that has created the happiest places on earth may be considered overly pessimistic, not to say downright un-American. After all, why should it be taken so seriously? As we’re told continuously, it’s just entertainment.

Nevertheless, it is important to consider the Disney phenomenon seriously and to insist that it is a legitimate focal point for cultural and social analysis. It is appropriate not only to look more closely at the Disney company and its products but also to critique their role in our culture. Indeed, with the proliferation of Disney products and the diversification of corporate activities, one must insist that Disney is fair game for serious critical review.

This is not to say that the Disney phenomenon has gone unnoticed. Indeed, the attention that Walt Disney, the Disney company, and Disney products have received in print is staggering. Several books consist mainly of references to Disney material,3 while a search on Amazon’s website in September 2018 resulted in more than 50,000 books listed with “Disney” in the title. (Of course, many of these are Disney products.) To this must be added the constant attention that the company and its products receive in the popular press, which has contributed to the Disney phenomenon.

In some academic circles, the study of Disney in particular, and popular culture in general, has been perceived as an irrelevant, frivolous, “Mickey Mouse” occupation. Nevertheless, Disney has been the focus of study in a wide variety of disciplines, with countless books, essays, and articles on Walt Disney, his contribution to animation, the history of the Disney company, and the analysis of its products and their creators.

In the 1930s, cultural pundits and film critics celebrated Disney as art, while members of the Frankfurt School often used Disney characters such as Mickey Mouse and Donald Duck as examples in their discussions of the culture industry. In addition to Michael Real’s study, the Disney empire attracted the attention of communications scholars in several classic studies in the 1970s, specifically Ariel Dorfman and Armand Mattelart’s How to Read Donald Duck and Herbert Schiller’s The Mind Managers.4

However, in the 1990s, there was a boom in “Disney studies” that attracted the attention of the popular press and others, not always in a favorable way. Numerous scholars continue to direct attention to the phenomenon and have joined in “the fashionable sport of Disney bashing.” Analysis has featured rhetorical, literary, feminist, and psychoanalytic critiques, stressing social issues, such as race and gender representation. Anthropologists, architects, historians, and geographers are still seriously discussing the impact of Disney’s worlds (especially the theme parks), considering their aesthetic, cultural, and social implications.



Why another book (and a second edition) on Disney?

Despite all of the attention and analysis, there is still a need to look at the entire Disney phenomenon from a critical perspective.5 This is especially important in light of the intensification of Disney’s corporate power during the last few decades and its increasingly dominant role in the media/entertainment industry. This book will look at the wide range of perspectives that have been used – and must be used – to understand the Disney Multiverse. The company’s continued expansion and ongoing popularity calls for the deliberate integration of political economic analysis with insights drawn from cultural analysis and audience studies or reception analysis, or, in other words, analysis emphasizing the economic as well as the ideological, or production as well as consumption. In the case of Disney, this approach is expressed in the notion of manufacturing fantasy.

If we are to fully understand the Disney phenomenon, the reception or consumption of Disney products needs to be considered. Though some analysts have attempted to integrate audience responses and reception with textual readings, most of the analyses of Disney texts merely reinforce the subjective nature of these readings. Also, by focusing only on individual texts, the overall output or ideological position represented by Disney is neglected. Herbert Schiller expressed this idea many years ago:

Just as the Disney management finds it profitable to use a systems approach to sell its products, the best way to understand the message it is selling is to adopt a systems analysis approach to the product – that is, to take the Disney machine as an entity, and to examine its many outputs as elements in a totality with some common features.6


Schiller’s call for a “systems approach” echoes the aim of this book, which is to present an integrated approach to understanding Disney. In other words, the analysis of production, distribution, and consumption of Disney texts is necessary to understand their significance. An integrated approach is especially relevant in considering the Disney theme parks, which present Disney ideologies in material form, providing sites of pleasure, fun, and family entertainment but also serving as highly successful businesses.

In 1997, David Buckingham discussed several books on the Disney phenomenon, pointing out how the studies included economic, textual, and (sometimes) audience research, albeit rarely integrating these forms of analysis. He noted: “Of course, it would be asking too much to expect any single book to incorporate all these dimensions.”7 It is even more of a challenge to examine the “whole” of Disney since the turn of the century, with the extensive expansion of the Disney corporation and the continuous academic and popular attention it receives. However, this book still represents an attempt to look at the Disney Multiverse from a systems perspective and contribute to further understanding its significance. Although every detail cannot be discussed thoroughly, an integrated, interdisciplinary approach can help us to further understand the popularity of Disney over the years, as well as Disney’s role as a major contributor to consumer culture in the United States and around the world.

In chapter 2, different versions of Disney’s history will be discussed, as well as the issue of Walt Disney’s contribution to the company’s development. A political economic analysis of the different sectors of the current Disney empire will be presented in chapter 3, followed by a discussion of the company’s strategies and policies in chapter 4. Chapter 5 will review examples of the analysis of Disney content, and chapter 6 will consider how some of the same techniques have been applied to the Disney theme parks. Chapter 7 will discuss the reception of Disney by different types of audiences or Disney fans, as well as presenting examples of how individuals respond to Disney.


Notes


  1  Michael Real, Mass-Mediated Culture (Englewood Cliffs, NJ: Prentice-Hall, 1973).
  2  https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Road_to_the_Multiverse
  3  Kathy Merlock Jackson, Walt Disney: A Bio-Bibliography (Westport, CN: Greenwood Press, 1993); Lynn Gartley and Elizabeth Leebron, Walt Disney: A Guide to References and Resources (Boston, MA: G. K. Hall, 1979).
  4  Ariel Dorfman and Armand Mattelart, How to Read Donald Duck (New York: International General, 1975); Herbert I. Schiller, The Mind Managers (Boston, MA: Beacon Press, 1973).
  5  David Buckingham, “Dissin’ Disney: Critical Perspectives on Children’s Media Culture,” Media, Culture and Society 19(2) (April 1997): 285–93.
  6  Schiller, The Mind Managers, p. 99.
  7  Buckingham, “Dissin’ Disney,” p. 291.
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Figure 2.1: Walt and Mickey statue at Disneyland. Photo by Travis Gergen.





2
Disney History(ies)



In the truest American Tradition, Walt Disney rose from virtual obscurity to become, through his beloved character creations, film-land’s greatest success. . . . by virtue of his unsurpassed imagination, native genius, determination, and resourcefulness, he has utilized all so effectively as to become a world renowned, self-made pioneer in creating highly entertaining, thoroughly delightful, colorful, and educative motion picture spectacles.

Wisdom, 19591


As indicated in the epigraph above, the history of the Disney company has almost always been the story of Walt Disney. From the early 1930s until his death in 1966, Disney received an enormous amount of public attention – probably more than the movie moguls who distributed his cartoons. But the fascination has continued, with numerous biographies appearing since his death, as well as the more expected glorification by the Disney corporation itself. As William McReynolds has observed, there is a “pseudo-religious aura that has come to surround his name before and since his death.”2

Much of the story was deliberately constructed by Walt Disney himself and was carefully repeated over the years by Disney, his family, and the Disney company.3 In fact, the family has created a museum dedicated to Disney, where many of the awards and mementos of his success are on display.4 Another monument to Disney is the Walt Disney Concert Hall in downtown Los Angeles, designed by Frank Gehry and built with a gift from Walt’s wife, Lillian Disney.5

In 1968, Richard Schickel concluded that “Walt Disney’s greatest creation was Walt Disney.”6 Joel Taxel echoed these sentiments: “His success in building an empire based on the animated film and in making his name one of the best known in the world was, to most, far more intriguing than any of the products he created.”7

It may not be surprising that the story of Walt Disney seems to have special, almost sacred, meaning for many Americans, as well as fans and admirers in other countries. Not only does the Disney company actively present him in this special, sacred way, but the legends of Walt and Mickey Mouse have been picked up and repeated endlessly by journalists, historians, and biographers.8 Even the more critically oriented biographies sometimes attempt to psychoanalyze the man and connect that analysis to Disney products but inevitably conclude with consummate praise for Disney’s genius.9

Not only does this perpetuate the “great man” version of history, but this ongoing fascination with Disney and his accomplishments tends to deflect attention away from the corporate nature of his enterprise. For example, Leonard Maltin, one of Disney’s well-known chroniclers, asks: “Why and how did Walt Disney get to the top of the heap and stay there? Most of the answers are to be found in the man himself.”10

To establish a foundation for understanding the Disney phenomenon, it is necessary to sort through the hagiographies of Walt Disney that rely heavily on this “great man” approach and attempt to discover his actual impact on the company and its products. Disney obviously owned and clearly controlled the company during his life, as well as playing a very strong leadership role in the company’s management for most of that time. Thus it is sometimes difficult to separate the history of Disney the man from that of Disney the company. Nevertheless, understanding both these Disney histories is essential.

It is also necessary to establish the social context in which Disney and his company developed. It is thus crucial to study the history of the Disney company through the interweaving of instrumental and structural analysis. In brief, instrumental approaches have been used to understand corporations by focusing on individual capitalists, while structural analysis considers corporate activities within the context of more general economic and political contexts. As Graham Murdock has argued, to understand the full dynamics of media corporations, it is essential to use both approaches, examining “the complex interplay between intentional action and structural constraint at every level of the production process.”11

Drawing on the many biographies and the few corporate histories, this chapter will present an overview of the Disney company during Walt Disney’s life, thus establishing a foundation for understanding the Disney Multiverse in the twenty-first century.



Walt Disney, the man


Once upon a time . . .

Walter Elias Disney was born in Chicago in 1901, the fourth son in a family of five children.12 Struggling to gain financial security, his father moved the family from Chicago to a farm in Missouri (1906), to Kansas City (1910), and then back to Chicago (1917). Later in his life, Disney often referred to his memories of the farm and rural life in Marceline, Missouri. But the irony, pointed out by some biographers, is that the family lived in Marceline only a few years; thus Disney’s rural roots were relatively shallow. Nevertheless, Disney “idealized and romanticized” these memories, which provided the basis for his attachment to small-town America and its values.

When the family moved to Kansas City, Walt and his older brother, Roy, apparently suffered from long hours of hard work delivering newspapers for their father’s new business and were also reportedly subjected to some physical abuse from their straitlaced father. Roy served as an ally and protector of the younger Walt but, upon reaching maturity, left the family as two other older brothers had done previously. Thus, despite his fondness for warm, happy families, Walt Disney’s own family life lacked these qualities. His biographers note that he developed a “creative and lighthearted personality,” an inclination towards commercial activities, an intense desire to succeed, a strong rejection of organized religion, and a loathing of poverty, as well as faith in practical education and experience.13

Disney left home when he was 16 years old, falsifying his age so that he could join the Red Cross Ambulance Corps. Even though World War I had virtually ended, he served as a driver and performed other duties in various locations in France. When he returned to the United States in 1919, he pursued his interest in drawing at a commercial art firm in Kansas City, rather than finishing high school. After dabbling with animation for a few years, he formed his own company, Laugh-O-Gram Films, in 1922, and started producing the Alice’s Wonderland series, which combined animation with live action. It was also the beginning of his collaboration with the talented artist Ub Iwerks, who joined the Disney enterprise and became an important part of Disney’s future success.

Walt joined his brother Roy in Los Angeles in 1923, as an official history distributed by the Disney company explains, “with a lot of hopes but little else.” After failing to gain employment with one of the film studios, Disney started where he had left off in Kansas City by reviving the Alice series. After a New York company agreed to distribute the cartoons, Walt convinced Roy to become his business manager, and the Disney company was officially formed on October 16, 1923. Although at first the company was called the Disney Brothers Cartoon Studio, it soon became the Walt Disney Studio, reflecting the roles that the two brothers would play throughout the history of the company – Walt as the primary, “creative” force, who received the public attention and acclaim, and Roy, who worked behind the scenes, handling finances and tending to the organization.14

While the studio produced 56 Alice shorts, another animated series based on a character called Oswald, the Lucky Rabbit, was created in 1927 for Universal Pictures. However, after brief success with ten Oswald shorts in 1927 and 16 in 1928, the Disney brothers discovered that the rights to the character were actually owned by Universal. In addition, the majority of his animators had been lured away from the Disney company to work for the New York distributor. This story is an oft-repeated one in the Disney legend, as it was said to have taught Walt an important lesson: never lose control of your creations. Any number of events in Walt’s life and in the Disney histories are explained by this one story.



“It all started with a mouse”

What followed the loss of Oswald also became part of the Disney legend: the birth of Mickey Mouse. The most famous version of the story features Disney and his wife (whom he had first employed at his studio and then married in 1925) traveling by train from New York after learning that Oswald had been lost. Disney created Mickey, at first called Mortimer, and returned to Hollywood with the first cartoon in mind. It is amazing how often this story is repeated.

Another version is presented by one of the official histories distributed by the company: “It was at the Hyperion Studio, after the loss of Oswald, that Walt had to come up with a new character, and that character was Mickey Mouse. With his chief animator, Ub Iwerks, Walt designed the famous mouse.”15 The more careful biographies agree that the creation of The Mouse (as he is referred to around the Disney studio) was a collaboration between Disney and Iwerks; however, Disney took the credit in public. Iwerks animated two cartoons featuring the new character, Plane Crazy and Gallopin’ Gaucho. Yet the first Mickey Mouse cartoon released was actually the third film produced. Steamboat Willie appeared in November 1928 after synchronized sound had been added. Many of the Disney histories credit the addition of sound to Walt, after he viewed the first feature film with sound, The Jazz Singer, in 1927. However, another version of the story is that he was “unable to sell (the cartoons) because they were silent films, and sound was revolutionizing the movie industry.”16

What is indisputable is that Mickey Mouse was an instant success, not only with distributors and theater owners but also with the public. In his controversial biography of Disney, Marc Eliot notes that there were more sophisticated animated shorts being made at the time. “However, what set Disney’s films apart was his ability to produce cartoons that not only talked but made lots of money, and that combination made them highly desirable to the industry’s leading distributors.”17 The Disney company was able to secure a distribution contract with Columbia Pictures to produce additional Mickey Mouse cartoons, even though the amount received often did not cover the costs, which by late 1931 had increased from about $5,400 to $13,500 for each cartoon.18

Thus the Disney brothers found that they needed additional revenue to survive and turned to other sources, especially merchandising (Figure 2.2). The first arrangement to produce a Mickey Mouse product was a $300 offer to feature The Mouse on writing tablets in 1929, but it was quickly followed by many more. The first formal merchandising contract was with the George Borgfeldt Company in 1930, although apparently there was also a good deal of unlicensed merchandise, especially in Germany, France, England, Italy, Czechoslovakia, and Spain.19 In 1932, the company hired a dynamic salesman and innovator, Herman “Kay” Kamen, to head the merchandising division, leading to a proliferation of Disney products. An indication of the growing importance of merchandising for the company was the reorganization in late 1929 into four divisions: production, film recording, real estate, and licensing and merchandising (later called Walt Disney Enterprises).20

Early Mickey Mouse products were mostly toys and dolls but subsequently expanded to every imaginable kind of product. Especially popular were watches and clocks produced by the Ingersoll–Waterbury Company. By January 1930, Mickey appeared in a comic strip distributed by King Features. Mickey and his friends were also featured in Mickey Mouse Magazine (from 1933 to 1940) and numerous books, as well as in a newspaper comic strip. Similar publications appeared in other countries, as Mickey was featured as Topolino in Italy and in Le Journal de Mickey in France.

Even before the merchandising efforts, Mickey Mouse Clubs had appeared around the country and the world, organized around Saturday movie matinees for children. The company distributed bulletins to theaters explaining how to start clubs in their towns. By 1932, there were a million members worldwide of the Mickey Mouse Clubs, which also served to promote the Disney cartoons and merchandise.21
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Figure 2.2: Mickey Memorabilia displayed at D23 Expo 2011. Photo from Disney Treasury Archives by Doug Kline.

With the success of Mickey Mouse, the studio began production of the Silly Symphonies, a series of short films that experimented with sound, music, and images to create moods and emotions, rather than humor as in other Disney productions. The first of the Silly Symphonies was The Skeleton Dance in 1929, followed by Frolicking Fish, Monkey Melodies, and Arctic Antics. Disney was one of the first companies to use Technicolor’s color process, producing the first full-color cartoon, Flowers and Trees, a Silly Symphony that won the Academy Award for the Best Cartoon for 1932.22 Another of the Silly Symphonies that attracted special attention was the Disney version of The Three Little Pigs, released in 1933. The film not only grossed approximately $125,000 during its first year of release but also became a national sensation.

Other characters emerged from the company’s films to become part of the Classic Disney stable, including Minnie Mouse, Mickey’s dog Pluto, Goofy, and, to a lesser extent, Clarabelle Cow, Horace Horsecollar, and the villain Pegleg Pete. Donald Duck appeared in one of the Silly Symphonies in 1934 and became one of the company’s most popular characters, with his own line of merchandise, including Donald Duck bread, Donald Duck peanut butter, and Donald Duck orange juice.

By 1934, the company employed about 200 people at its Hyperion Avenue location, which was continually expanding with the addition of offices, stages, and labs. By all accounts, the company had become successful.




Hooray for Hollywood

Only a few of Walt Disney’s biographers attempt to establish any context for the company’s achievements. Indeed, many profiles give him so much credit for animation innovations that one would think that animation originated with Walt Disney.23 But, as Watts suggests:

Disney’s success cannot be understood as an isolated event. It unfolded as part and parcel of much larger cultural changes in the early twentieth century. Shaped by the rise of consumerism in the economic realm, bureaucracy in the social structure, and corporate liberalism in politics, an enormous historical transformation had reworked the meaning of entertainment and the definition of success.24


Indeed, motion pictures in general and Disney in particular represented examples of these changes. The Disney company was part of the growing motion picture business that had emerged in the Los Angeles area from about 1910. What is also overlooked in many of the Disney histories is how small the Disney company actually was by comparison with the corporate giants that controlled the film industry at the time. In the early 1930s, the industry was dominated by five fully integrated corporations – Fox, Paramount, Loew’s, RKO, and Warner Brothers – that produced and distributed motion pictures to their theater chains around the country. Meanwhile, three smaller companies – United Artists, Columbia, and Universal – produced and distributed films in cooperation with the Big Five.25

Although the Disney studio received an enormous amount of public attention and was proclaimed to be an amazing success, it was only a pint-sized midget compared to these other incorporated giants that produced hundreds of films each year and amassed sizable revenues and profits. Under its distribution agreement with United Artists, the Disney company produced between 20 and 25 short films annually, for about $50,000 each, with expected revenues of about $120,000 each. However, distribution costs reduced the ultimate profits for the Disney firm. During the 1930s, the Disneys rarely made a profit of more than $500,000 per year, and this was poured back into production.

Gomery reminds us that the Disney brothers were able to survive for three reasons: (1) distribution deals with some of the major film companies (Columbia, 1929–31, United Artists, 1931–36, and RKO, 1936–54); (2) product differentiation, including short subjects which took advantage of technological innovations such as sound and color; and (3) revenues from merchandising contracts (the company received 2.5 percent royalties on inexpensive products, 5 percent on expensive items).26 For these reasons, the Disneys were able to hang on as a small Hollywood independent in an industry controlled by much larger, integrated corporations.


Hollywood’s Horatio Alger

In spite of the company’s small size, the Disney legend grew to become larger than life. The company’s success was magnified because of the widespread popularity of its products, as well as the abundant praise heaped upon its leader. Bryman describes Walt Disney as one of those rare charismatic leaders “who dream up a vision about the need for a product, attract others to that vision and build the organization into an enthusiastic group of adherents.”27 Bryman further characterizes him as extremely ambitious, with a perpetually positive attitude and a strong belief in hard work and high-quality products.

But even the most laudatory biographies point out that Disney was also authoritative, moody, and demanding. Some of his employees called him a benevolent dictator and reported various scare tactics that he used to get his way. The more critical histories reveal that “Uncle Walt” (as he became known in later years) was extremely controlling and obsessive in various ways.28

There is no doubt, however, that Disney’s attributes included a “remarkable capacity to sell his product and himself.”29 He was especially adept at projecting his own image as someone who had become successful through hard work and perseverance. The press picked up his story and ran with it, repeating endlessly the saga of “the Horatio Alger of the cinema” and the self-made-man image that Disney cultivated. In 1934, Fortune observed that “Enough has been written about Disney’s life and hard times already to stamp the bald, Algeresque outlines of his career as familiarly on the minds of many Americans as the career of Henry Ford or Abraham Lincoln.”30

In spite of his image as a talented artist, Disney actually did little drawing after 1924, when he started working with Ub Iwerks.31 Disney is reported to have been more than a bit frustrated when asked to sign autographs, as he struggled to duplicate the famous Disney signature that the public came to recognize and expect. However, most accounts agree that Disney’s talent was in story editing and development; he seemed to have an innate sense of what would entertain the public and an ability to communicate his ideas to his staff.

Above all, Disney was committed to mass culture. He explained, “I am interested in entertaining people, in bringing pleasure, particularly laughter, to others, rather than being concerned with ‘expressing’ myself or obscure creative impressions.” His attitude, as well as his products, were well-suited to the era described above. For Disney’s products incorporated elements of other commercialized forms of entertainment and mass culture: “music, mischief, dance, comedy and heroic melodrama” drawn from popular music, vaudeville comedy, and dance.32

Disney’s driving passions have been summarized especially well by Watts:

The imperatives of success and mass culture always directed Disney’s path. From the earliest days of his career, he repeatedly confessed the great passions of his life: he was in love with his work and in love with the idea of entertaining a mass audience. His meteoric rise in the 1920s and early 1930s had made him a dynamic success story and a wildly popular entertainer for millions of American consumers.33




Disney’s Folly

The Silly Symphonies set the stage for animated feature films, an innovation that was accompanied with the usual fanfare and praise for Walt’s foresight and ingenuity. As the official history tells us, “Walt Disney was never satisfied with what he had already accomplished.”34

Actual work on Snow White and the Seven Dwarfs, the company’s first animated feature, began in 1936, with an estimated budget of $150,000. By the time it was completed in 1937, the cost was $1.5 million. Before its release, the film was also known as “Disney’s Folly,” as many in the film industry were not convinced that audiences would sit through a feature-length cartoon. Nevertheless, by some accounts, Disney persevered primarily because he was convinced that the introduction of the double bill would eventually squeeze out short cartoons, and that the only profitable future for animation was in features that would attract more revenues.

Snow White was an immediate hit, setting attendance records around the United States, with box-office grosses of $8.5 million within its first three months of release. The film industry was pleased as well, awarding Disney a special Academy Award in 1939. The film was also reissued six times by 1983, with revenues increasing to $47 million. On its fiftieth anniversary release in 1987, the film attracted $40 million in fewer than eight weeks.

The merchandising and tie-in campaigns that accompanied the film may surprise those who think of such activities as a more recent Hollywood phenomenon. As early as 1936, the company granted more than 70 licenses to various companies to produce a wide range of items, including clothing, food, toys, books, phonograph records, and sheet music. Comic books, painting and coloring books, and picture books were sold before the film was released. Also featured were Snow White radios produced by Emerson, Snow White-print corsets, Snow White sliced bread, and Snow White treasure chests for all the Snow White toys. In fact, the merchandising campaign was noted as a “dramatic example of a new force in merchandising.”35 The multitude of products not only brought in revenues but importantly helped to publicize the film and build the Disney reputation.

While continuing to produce several cartoon series based on Mickey Mouse, Donald Duck, Pluto, and Goofy, the studio also worked on new animated features. Pinocchio and Fantasia were both released in 1940, followed by Dumbo (1941), The Reluctant Dragon (1941), and Bambi (1942).




The animation factory

With the success of Snow White, the company grew dramatically. By May 1940, the company’s 1,100 employees had moved into a new $3 million studio in Burbank, with 20 separate buildings for the different stages of the animation process. For instance, the Animation and Story departments were separated from the Camera and Inking and Painting buildings, although all were connected via underground tunnels. The new studio represented not only the success of the company but also the growing rationalization of the animation process. While this specialization was intended to make the operation more efficient, it also increased the bureaucracy at the studio.

Other innovations were incorporated into the animation process, including the pencil test (a method of projecting pencil drawings) and the Leica reel (a method of projecting both completed and uncompleted parts of a project). The studio also adapted the storyboard, a series of drawings used to depict an entire film, rather than just segments. Other technological developments included the multi-plane camera, a device that incorporated multiple layers of animation, thus providing increased depth and contributing to Disney’s constant quest for more realism. The famous artists’ school set up at the studio was another innovative feature that helped to eliminate waste, though it also enforced a kind of “uniform technical mastery” among the animators.

Many of these innovations were attributed to Disney, but it is arguable that others at the studio were more responsible for their development. McReynolds noted that Disney had an “unerring appreciation of technical developments and how to use them for profit.”36 As Schickel pointed out, “Disney’s gift, from the beginning, was not as is commonly supposed a ‘genius’ for artistic expression; if he had any genius at all it was for the exploitation of technological innovation.”37

The company received a good deal of publicity for its new studio, which became known as the “fun factory.” People seemed fascinated with the industrial process that created Disney’s films, apparently finding it hard to believe that fantasy could be manufactured. Much less attention, however, was focused on the commercial orientation of Disney’s fantasy production.

Along with the company’s success, its debts had grown as well. So before completing the move to the new Burbank headquarters, the company issued 155,000 shares of preferred stock and 600,000 shares of common stock. Though the company had incorporated in 1929, until now all its stock remained privately held. In 1938, 45,000 shares were owned by Walt and Lillian Disney, and 30,000 shares by Roy and Edna Disney. While the stock sold quickly and provided needed capital for the company, it diluted the Disneys’ ownership control of the company.38 Yet, by most accounts, Walt was still very much in control of the company’s operations, at least until the dramatic events that started unfolding in the early 1940s.


Conflict in Wonderland

According to many of those involved, the growth of the studio and the move to the new Burbank facilities led to changes in the working conditions at the company. The Disney studios had previously been depicted as a “democratic, collective, creative paradise.”39 Many of the employees agreed that the Disney plant was unique during the 1930s, with a family atmosphere that inspired creativity.

However, the studio began to lose its charm for at least some of its workers. By the end of the 1930s, there was increasing dissatisfaction at the studio, especially due to the inconsistent wage scales, the erratic distribution of bonuses and other forms of compensation. And although the studio was known for its creativity, it was always Walt’s personal visions that prevailed. Furthermore, screen credits were provided only for the company’s feature films, often with “Walt Disney” as the only name attached to the cartoons. The dissatisfaction finally erupted in 1941.

Hollywood had experienced a wave of unionization during the 1930s, with most of the industry’s workers being represented by the end of the decade by labor organizations both from within and outside the film industry.40 The Screen Cartoonists Guild (SCG) had been founded in 1936 to organize the growing number of animators in the industry and, by the early 1940s, had gained contracts at MGM and Schlesinger’s animation unit at Warner Brothers. Meanwhile, at the Disney studio, the Federation of Screen Cartoonists was formed as a company union in 1937.

The SCG started organizing at Disney in late 1940 and, by January 1941, was recognized by the National Labor Relations Board (NLRB) as the bargaining unit for animators, story men, directors, and production workers at the studio. The SCG filed formal charges with the NLRB, charging the company with unfair labor practices (including supporting a company union). After Disney fired a group of union activists, the SCG voted to strike in May 1941. At least one-third of the company’s employees supported the strike, although it has also been claimed that one-half of the company’s workers went out.41

By most accounts, the nine-week strike at the fun factory was no fun. Tension grew as physical and verbal conflicts increased the hostility between workers and management. Disney (who almost became involved in a fist fight with the strikers at one point) accused the union leaders of being communists and “bad seeds.” The conflict became especially bitter when the company called on the assistance of infamous labor racketeer Willie Bioff, who was working with the conservative International Alliance of Theatrical Stage Employees (IATSE) at the time.

After the studio closed down completely for nearly a month, the conflict was finally settled in September with assistance from Labor Department arbitrators. It probably helped that Walt had departed in early August on a government-funded tour of South America, which later served as the basis for several films, including Saludos Amigos (1943) and The Three Caballeros (1945), as well as a wide range of educational films for the Coordinator of Inter-American Affairs.42

In the end, enormous damage was done during the labor conflict. As Watts concludes: “Socially, the strike had destroyed the image of a workers’ paradise. . . . Creatively, the strike exploded the spirit of camaraderie, innovation, and participation that had inspired the wonderful creations of the 1930s. Financially, it blew a large hole in the studio’s profits, as production, already curtailed by the growing world crisis, was further reduced.”43

As labor troubles had surfaced at the studio, so had Disney’s more conservative nature. During the Depression, he had adhered to a type of populism that distrusted bankers and the monopolistic practices of big business. But increasingly, he moved from a sentimental to a more paranoid version of populism, becoming vehemently anti-communist. As Watts explains, he became “a conservative Republican whose intense patriotism, loyalty to the work ethic, suspicion of regulatory government, and support for American individualism had grown steadily more intense.”44

A lesser-known chapter of Walt Disney’s legacy is his role in the formation of the Motion Picture Alliance for the Preservation of American Ideals (MPAPAI), the organization that set the foundation for the Hollywood blacklist. Disney served as the MPAPAI’s first vice-president and was featured prominently in publicity about the organization. The MPAPAI has been acknowledged as the inspiration for the House Un-American Activities Committee (HUAC) investigation of Hollywood, which examined film industry notables on their adherence to the Smith Act of 1940, which made support of certain political parties illegal. The act was declared unconstitutional many years later, but not before the Hollywood Ten (a group of mostly writers who refused to cooperate with the committee) had been sent to prison, and hundreds of Hollywood workers had lost their jobs, sometimes for being “named” by those who chose to cooperate with the committee and the organizers of the blacklist.

Disney testified at the second set of HUAC hearings in 1947, along with other friendly witnesses such as Ronald Reagan, Gary Cooper, and Adolphe Menjou. Disney explained that the strike at his studio had been organized by communists, and “throughout the world all of the Commie groups began smear campaigns against me and my pictures.” He also stated that communism was “an un-American thing” and had infiltrated labor groups especially. The well-known Hollywood blacklist had already been established, but Disney’s testimony was said to have strengthened it. Meanwhile, the MPAPAI served as “the bulwark of anti-communism in Hollywood” through the 1950s, a period in which hundreds of Hollywood workers lost their industry jobs.45

Another aspect of Disney’s life that is neglected by most of his biographers is his collaboration with the FBI from at least the 1950s until the end of his life.46 Disney’s FBI file includes a 1954 memo offering the agency “complete access to the facilities of Disneyland for use in connection with official matters and for recreational purposes.” The file also includes evidence that Disney was on the agency’s Special Correspondents’ list. Watts generally downplays the relationships and explains that this was “a largely honorary designation given to friendly community leaders who were willing to talk with the agency’s special agent in charge for their region.” In other words, he did not serve as a spy but “simply endorsed the agency’s broader agenda of anti-communism during the tense days of the Cold War.”47 Whether or not Disney actively assisted the FBI, his well-documented cooperation with the agency clearly establishes his strong conservative credentials.




World War II: Disney and the US government

The bitter labor strike marked the end of what many have called “Disney’s golden age.”48 Both Pinocchio and Fantasia had entailed high costs and suffered at the box office in 1940 due to the loss of foreign markets because of World War II. Several other feature projects even had to be suspended.

And then the war hit home, for both the United States and the Disney operations. The day after Pearl Harbor, US Army troops took over the Disney lot, using the studio (the only one in Hollywood occupied by the military) as a repair and storage facility over the next eight months.49 But the company also became involved with the war effort via a large number of government films contracted during the conflict. By 1942, more than 93 percent of the studio’s production was devoted to government projects, including a wide range of animated and live-action films produced for at least six branches of the government.

Military training films included a series of aircraft identification films for the Navy, plus other titles such as High-Level Precision Bombing, Glider Training, as well as Dental Care and A Few Quick Facts about Venereal Disease. The studio also produced a number of educational films, such as Food Will Win the War, The Grain that Built a Hemisphere, and The New Spirit (encouraging Americans to pay income tax).50

The company also produced a few propaganda films, primarily satirical pieces such as Education for Death (1943) and Der Fuehrer’s Face (1943). Victory through Air Power (1943) was a full-length feature promoting long-range bombing as a key military strategy. However, it was Donald Duck who became the wartime hero at the studio and who was featured as a loyal, dedicated American citizen in short films such as Commando Duck and Home Defense (1943).51

The studio also released a few features during the war, including the South American films and Bambi (1942); however, the box-office grosses were disappointing. The government work during the war, while ultimately unprofitable, served to keep the studio alive, as well as to diversify the company’s filmmaking activities. The ongoing support from the company’s primary bank, the Bank of America, also helped the studio through these difficult years.52



Postwar period

Disney and his company were shaken by the war, as well as by the damaging labor strife earlier in the decade. In addition, the declining film markets at the end of the 1940s were taking their toll on the entire industry. Watts summarizes the postwar period, observing that “Creativity was blunted, profits disappeared, and the old spirit of joyful innovation nearly evaporated.”53

To gain some quickly needed revenue, the studio released a few “packaged” features, such as Make Mine Music (1946) and Melody Time (1948), consisting of recycled bits from previously released cartoons. Live-action productions also became more profitable than animation, although the first one – Song of the South (1946) – included some animation. Another economic move was the production of nature films in the True-Life Adventures series, beginning with Seal Island (1948), which made as much money at the box office as many of the company’s animated features.

Finally, the studio returned to animated interpretations of fairy tales with Cinderella (1950), the first new animated feature since Bambi in 1942. Other successes followed, with the live-action feature Treasure Island (1950), the first of 63 live-action films produced by Disney over the next 16 years. The late 1940s were a transitional period as the company recovered from the war and made necessary adjustments to a changing entertainment market. The changes that the Disney company made ultimately allowed them not just to survive but to prosper during the next few decades.


Diversification, Disney-style

During the late 1940s, Walt gradually pulled away from the day-to-day management of the studio, relying on his senior animators to develop most of the studio’s films. His enthusiasm was reignited, however, by a few projects that evolved during the early 1950s.

Television was becoming the hot, new medium, with 90 percent of American homes having sets by 1960. At first, the Disney company produced a few Christmas specials, beginning with One Hour in Wonderland, broadcast on NBC in 1950. In October 1954, the weekly series Disneyland appeared on ABC, moving to NBC seven years later as Walt Disney’s Wonderful World of Color.

Disney is often acknowledged as the first executive in Hollywood to recognize the potential of television. The claim is understandable in that many of the studios did not become active initially by producing television programming or selling their films to the new medium. However, some of the film companies were involved with television technology as early as the 1920s, and many attempted to secure television stations in the late 1940s.54 Nevertheless, Disney certainly deserves credit for moving into television when it finally became established in the early 1950s and for recognizing its potential value in promoting and diversifying the film business. Walt explained, “Through television I can reach my audience. I can talk to my audience. They are the audience that wants to see my pictures.”55 The television series also allowed the studio to recycle its already released products, just as it rereleased its animated features in theaters every few years, thus reaping further profits at little additional cost.

But television also proved helpful in several ways for Disney’s most cherished project – an amusement park that would appeal to adults as well as children. The arrangements with ABC for the Disney television series were apparently prompted by Disney’s need for capital to build a theme park called Disneyland, which opened in Anaheim, California, in 1955. ABC invested $500,000 in the park and became a 35 percent owner, as well as guaranteeing loans of up to $4.5 million. Disney apparently received little support from the Disney company itself, but raised the funds from the ABC deal and from loans on the strength of his insurance policies. In 1952, he formed a separate company called Walt Disney Inc., later to become WED Enterprises, to develop the park without involving company funds. Disneyland ultimately cost $17 million, but it was an instant success with one million visitors during its first seven weeks of operation.

In addition to providing financial backing, Disneyland, the television series, became a terrific promotional vehicle for the park, even before it opened. The show was organized around the same four divisions as the park – Fantasyland, Adventureland, Frontierland, and Tomorrowland – and constantly featured updates on the new park. Of course, new content was also developed for the show. For instance, Davy Crockett started as a three-part episode, inspired a national merchandising sensation, and was then recycled as two feature films.56 However, a good deal of the Disneyland program featured the studio’s recycled cartoons and feature films.

In 1955, the company also introduced a daily afternoon television show designed exclusively for children and proclaimed as a “new concept in television programming.” The Mickey Mouse Club featured the mouse-eared singing and dancing Mousketeers, plus other features that often involved Disney’s other products (e.g. Disney cartoons, news about Disneyland). Despite its enormous popularity (at one point, reaching 75 percent of the television sets in the United States and attracting lots of advertising) and the longevity of its theme song, The Mickey Mouse Club lasted only three seasons.

In addition to these developments, the company decided finally to distribute its own films, creating Buena Vista Distribution. The move was attributed to Disney’s deep concern about maintaining control over his own products, again recalling the earlier “Oswald, the Lucky Rabbit” episode. But the move into distribution signaled the Disney company’s transition from a marginal independent film company to one of the Hollywood majors.

Even though the company may have been slow to take control of its own film distribution, it led the way in the diversification that would characterize the industry for the next few decades. As Schickel argues, the Disney company had a head start on the rest of the industry. While the larger, integrated majors were dealing with the rising competitive threat of television, as well as the loss of their theaters due to the Paramount decrees, the Disney company was diversifying its film products as well as its overall business.57 Furthermore, by the beginning of the 1960s, the company was integrating its film, television, theme park, and merchandising businesses, thus laying the foundation for the Disney synergy that blossomed in the 1980s and 1990s. In addition, while the US film industry was also extremely active in international film markets, often dominating the screens in some countries, the Disney company was especially successful at selling and promoting its products globally. By 1954, it was estimated that one-third of the world’s population had seen at least one Disney film.

By the 1960s, the market for short cartoons had diminished, and the company moved much more aggressively into live-action films. Disney established a regular cast of stars who appeared in “wacky comedies” such as The Shaggy Dog (1959), The Absent-Minded Professor (1961), and Follow Me, Boys! (1966), literary adaptations such as Swiss Family Robinson (1960), and animal adventures such as That Darn Cat (1965). However, the most successful film of this period was Mary Poppins (1964), a live-action/animation version of the novel, which made $31 million in the United States, and $45 million worldwide, as well as being nominated for 13 Academy Awards. Animated features also continued with One Hundred and One Dalmatians (1961), The Sword in the Stone (1963), and The Jungle Book (1967).

Walt Disney’s reputation blossomed yet again with the success of Disneyland, the television series, as well as with the continued success of the studio’s animated features. Even before the opening of the park, Time magazine called him “one of the most influential men alive.” Indeed, Uncle Walt’s face and “homespun voice” became especially well known due to his role as weekly host of Disneyland.

Another development around this time was, as the official history notes, “the culmination of all Walt Disney had learned during his long movie-making career.” The company had created its own version of robotics, called Audio-Animatronics, enabling lifelike robots to speak, move, sing, and dance. People could be brought back to life in an Audio-Animatronic production. For instance, Abraham Lincoln could recite the Gettysburg Address again, and do it perfectly a hundred times a day.

The technology made its first appearance at Disneyland with the Enchanted Tiki Room. Disney then made arrangements for exhibits featuring the Audio-Animatronic technology at the New York World Fair in 1964. General Electric, Ford, and Pepsi-Cola agreed to fund exhibits featuring their names, as well as moving them to Disneyland after the fair ended. The corporations gained promotion, but the Disney company gained revenues as well as new attractions for the theme park without the cost of creating them.

By 1965, plans had begun for another Disney theme park. The aim was to build a park that would serve the East Coast but without the physical limitations of the Anaheim site. Using several assumed names, Disney purchased 28,000 acres of land near Orlando, Florida, at approximately $200 per acre – a price that would have been considerably higher had Disney’s involvement been known.

Walt Disney World (WDW) opened in October 1971 with enough space to create not just one park but an expansive “resort destination.” It would eventually include EPCOT, but not in the form originally envisioned by Disney, who imagined the Experimental Prototype Community of Tomorrow as a futuristic city where people would actually live. EPCOT became an exhibit featuring snapshots of different countries in world pavilions and corporate visions of the future at Walt Disney World. However, Walt Disney did not live long enough to see the world that would bear his name.



Genius on ice?

Walt Disney was aged 65 on December 15, 1966 when he died after an acute circulatory collapse following surgery for lung cancer. His death prompted extensive adulation worldwide as the popular press sang his praises once again. Jackson cites Eric Sevareid’s eulogy on CBS Evening News:

He was an original; not just an American original, but an original, period. He was a happy accident; one of the happiest this century has experienced; and judging by the way it’s been behaving in spite of all Disney tried to tell it about laughter, love, children, puppies, and sunrises, the century hardly deserved him. He probably did more to heal or at least to soothe troubled human spirits than all the psychiatrists in the world. There can’t be many adults in the allegedly civilized parts of the globe who did not inhabit Disney’s mind and imagination at least for a few hours and feel better for the visitation.58


The acclaim that Disney received during his life was far-reaching. As reported in one of many biographies of Walt on the company’s website:

A pioneer and innovator and the possessor of one of the most fertile imaginations the world has ever known, Walt Disney, along with members of his staff, received more than 950 honors and citations from every nation in the world, including 48 Academy Awards and seven Emmys in his lifetime. Walt Disney’s personal awards included honorary degrees from Harvard, Yale, the University of Southern California, and UCLA; the Presidential Medal of Freedom; France’s Legion of Honor and Officer d’Académie decorations; Thailand’s Order of the Crown; Brazil’s Order of the Southern Cross; Mexico’s Order of the Aztec Eagle; and the Showman of the World Award from the National Association of Theatre Owners.59


However, certain aspects of Disney’s life have been consistently underemphasized or simply left out of most accounts. As Bryman suggests, there was some “ambiguity about Walt’s status as a businessman”; for instance, in most accounts, the company’s extensive merchandising activities are neglected.60 Yet there is considerable evidence that Walt Disney was interested and involved in the business side of the company, not merely in artistic or other kinds of success. Disney once advised: “Don’t create potboilers. Create masterpieces. There’s such a big market for masterpieces.”61 In 1953, over the objections of his brother Roy, he set up a company to control the rights to his name. Retlaw – Walter spelled backwards – received 5 percent of the income received by the company from merchandising and, by the 1960s, was drawing about $500,000 each year.62 Disney died a rich man.

Jackson writes: “Walt Disney, the man, may be gone. However, the myth he created remains very much alive.” As noted at the beginning of this chapter, many of the myths have been perpetuated through biographies that accept the Disney legacy without question. Given the ongoing predilection for “great-man history,” as well as the growing fascination with celebrity biographies, the pseudo-religious profiles of Walt Disney will probably continue.

As Bryman observes, “‘Walt Disney’ is also in a sense a social construction – a product of his own and others’ efforts at creating a public face and a personal biography that would serve his business’s aims.”63 In other words, the myths associated with Walt Disney benefit the company and will continue to be promoted as such. Previously, the Disney company’s website included the “Walt Disney Family Museum,” with “Walt’s Story,” “Walt’s Thoughts,” a “Family Album,” film clips, a “Walt Disney Dictionary,” more detailed biographical material by historians Katherine and Richard Greene, and other special features (such as a gift shop).

The promotion of the Walt Disney legacy has shifted from this digital version to an actual “Walt Disney Family Museum,” which opened in 2009 in the Presidio area of San Francisco. The museum was created by the Walt Disney Family Foundation, a non-profit organization that was incorporated as a private operating foundation in 1997, “to assemble material, study, teach and preserve, and publish and display material appropriate to communicate the vision and legacy of Walt Disney within a historical context.”64

There has been a fairly widespread rumor that Walt’s body is on ice somewhere, waiting to be revived cryogenically when medical science becomes capable of healing his fatal affliction.65 However, the company and the Disney family report that his ashes were interred at Forest Lawn Memorial Park in Glendale. With the 1,700 robots at the theme parks, one might wonder why there are not Audio-Animatronic versions of Walt Disney, strategically placed at each theme park to greet guests and tell them his version of Disney history.



The Disney corporate legacy

Of course, even without Audio-Animatronic Walts, the Disney legacy, as well as the Disney corporation, lives on. Even though the years immediately following Walt’s death may have been uninspired, the corporation survived. By the late 1960s, the company had established a strong diversified base, distributing its own films and television programming and generating revenues from merchandising and theme parks. By 1965, the company reported profits of $11 million.

However, around this time, only 45 percent of the company’s revenues were from film rentals. By the mid-1970s, the company had become even more reliant on park revenues and was proving to be rather sluggish, both in moving into newly developing distribution technologies (such as cable and home video) and in producing a wider range of media products. Perhaps Walt would have inspired the company to adjust to these changes. Perhaps not.

The aim of this chapter has been to sort out the background of the Disney company that emerges from the inflated and mythical depictions of its namesake. Accordingly, Douglas Gomery’s summary of the Disney company provides fitting closure:

The Disney company has not been a success story from the beginning. Like other capitalist operations it has had its ups and downs, heavily influenced by the uncontrollable factors of technical change, the business cycle, and war.

In the end we need to abandon the “great man” version of history. Walt was no genius, nor is Michael Eisner. We are the fools if we ascribe all the actions and strategies of a company to one man or woman. The Disney company is simply another capitalist enterprise with a history best understood within the changing conditions of twentieth-century America.66


The next chapter discusses how the company established an expanded Disney empire through the end of the twentieth century and adapted and adjusted to the entertainment world in the twenty-first century.
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Figure 3.1: The Disney Store at Serramonte Center in Daly City, California. Photo by Broken Sphere.





3
The Disney Empire



The mission of The Walt Disney Company is to be one of the world’s leading producers and providers of entertainment and information. Using our portfolio of brands to differentiate our content, services and consumer products, we seek to develop the most creative, innovative and profitable entertainment experiences and related products in the world.

“Our Mission,” The Walt Disney Company

Success tends to make you forget what made you successful . . . We have no obligation to make art. We have no obligation to make a statement. To make money is our only objective.

Michael Eisner, CEO, The Walt Disney Company (1985‒2005), 1981 staff memo


To understand the Disney phenomenon, it is crucial to study Disney, the corporation. In other words, to understand Disney’s brand of fantasy, we must understand how it is manufactured and marketed, by whom, and for whose benefit.

The critical study of political economy is one of the approaches that has been used to examine these issues. A few general definitions may be helpful in understanding this approach and how it is used to understand media. In the 1960s, Dallas Smythe argued that the central purpose of studying the political economy of communications was to evaluate the effects of communications agencies in terms of the policies by which they are organized and operated, and to understand the structure and policies of communications institutions in their social settings. Smythe further delineated research questions emanating from policies of production, allocation, or distribution, and capital, organization, and control.1 In the 1970s, Graham Murdock and Peter Golding defined political economy of communications as the study of communication and media as commodities produced by capitalist industries.2 In The Political Economy of Communication, Vincent Mosco has defined this version of political economy as “the study of the social relations, particularly power relations, that mutually constitute the production, distribution and consumption of resources.”3

Although analyzing the political economy of media is not sufficient to fully understand the meanings and impact of cultural products, to many it is an indispensable point of departure. Especially for the production of popular culture, economic factors set limitations and exert pressures on the commodities that are produced (and influence what is not produced), as well as how, where, and to whom these products are (or are not) distributed.

These issues have everything to do with the products manufactured by the Disney corporation. As Michael Eisner once explained to Disney stockholders, “I have always believed that the creative process must be contained in what we call ‘the financial box’ – financial parameters that creative people can work in – but the box is tight, controlled and responsible. Finance has the key to the box.”4

While some of the academic studies of Disney acknowledge the commercial character of the Disney phenomenon, unless the study is primarily oriented to a business audience, less attention is provided to understand the extent of Disney’s empire or its corporate strategies. Grover and Taylor offer detailed financial discussions of the transition period during the 1980s, but their discussions are aimed mostly at the business community. Meanwhile, Gomery and Lewis have presented useful discussions of the corporate characteristics of the company through the early 1990s.5 A few other studies firmly ground their analysis in economic considerations – for instance, Steven Fjellman’s interesting discussion of Disney, commodities, and consumption, and Bryman’s coverage of economic factors in his discussion of Walt Disney World.6 However, these are still relatively rare, as the majority of studies still overlook the business side of the Disney Multiverse.

This chapter will discuss the Disney corporation since the mid-1980s after Walt Disney’s death. The framework for this discussion is drawn from the study of political economy, which sets the stage for analyzing the allure of Disney’s brand of fantasy. The chapter presents an overview of the various types of activity encompassed by the Disney enterprise, as well as reviewing its owners and managers. While there will undoubtedly have been changes since the publication of this book, the discussion here provides an overview of the historical development, ownership, and management, and strategies of this important corporation, as well as serving as an exemplar of the scope and scale of a global media giant.7



The evolution of corporate Disney


In Walt’s shadow

As noted in the last chapter, the Disney company had developed a diversified foundation by the 1960s, with the Disney brand firmly established in a wide range of film products (live action and animation), as well as television, theme parks, and merchandising. The Disney firm also benefited from a policy of rereleasing its popular (already amortized) feature films every few years, thus reaping additional profits with minimal additional expenditures. For instance, Snow White and the Seven Dwarfs was rereleased in 1952, 1958, and 1967, amassing an additional $50 million.

After Walt Disney’s death, Roy Disney, Donn Tatum (previously vice-president of administration), and Card Walker (formerly in marketing) served as the management team until 1971 with some success. Film releases included The Jungle Book (1967), Winnie the Pooh and the Blustery Day (1968) – the beginnings of a franchise that would become especially lucrative during the 1990s – and The Love Bug (1969). Roy Disney saw Walt Disney World open in October 1971, but he died a few months later.

After Roy Disney’s death, Tatum moved into the chairman position, and Walker became president. By that time, however, the company had become even more oriented to recreation and real estate than to entertainment, as exemplified by theme-park expansion and an ambitious plan to develop a mountain resort in Mineral King, California (which eventually failed).

Meanwhile, the film division was turning out mainly box-office duds, such as The Apple Dumpling Gang (1975) and The Unidentified Flying Oddball (1979). More successful films, such as The Black Hole (1979) and Tron (1982), as well as animated features such as The Rescuers (1977) and The Fox and the Hound (1981), still fell far short of previous Disney successes. Part of the reason may have been the attempt to cling to the past, attempting to reproduce successful Disney films and avoid the changes being adopted by the rest of the industry. For instance, the management turned down proposals for Raiders of the Lost Ark and ET: The Extra-Terrestrial – both films that became huge box-office hits. By the early 1980s, Disney’s share of the Hollywood box office was less than 4 percent.

Moreover, the company seemed to be moving into new media outlets at a leisurely pace. By the early 1980s, much of the film industry had started to adjust to the introduction of cable and home video, seeing them as new opportunities for distribution of theatrical motion pictures, as well as opportunities for new investments.8 The Disney company made a few moves in this direction, with the launching of the Disney Channel in April 1983 and an adult-oriented film label, Touchstone, inaugurated in 1984 with the release of Splash. However, by the mid-1980s, most analysts agreed that the company’s management was basically “sitting on its assets,” trying to “do what Walt would have done” and not doing a very good job of it.

Finally, Disney’s uninspired management was challenged by a group of outside high-profile investors. By November 1983, the Disney company appeared to be a likely takeover target because of its weak condition and undervalued stock. Roy Disney Jr, who held 1.1 million shares of the company, made the first move by resigning from the board in March 1984, as well as buying more of the company’s stock. The feeding frenzy was on, as a group of corporate raiders who recognized the value of the enterprise started accumulating huge blocks of Disney stock and jockeying for position to take over the company. In the end, the billionaire Bass brothers of Fort Worth, Texas, invested nearly $500 million in Disney, preventing a hostile takeover and the possible dismantling of the company. Bass Brothers Enterprises ended up with about 25 percent of Disney’s stock, enough to control the company and to appoint their own managers.




Team Disney and the Disney Decade

The new owners installed a new management team, calling on experienced players in the entertainment business to help turn the company around. Most of the new executives, who became known as “Team Disney,” came from either Paramount Pictures or the Marriott Company (representing Bass interests). Michael Eisner, former head of Paramount, was appointed chief executive officer, although other studio heads were reported to have been considered. While some viewed Eisner as a surprising choice, one writer observed that he was “more Walt than Walt Disney.” And, ultimately, he was credited with much of the company’s success from the mid-1980s through the early twenty-first century. (Plenty of details on Eisner’s rise to glory are provided in his highly promoted autobiography, Work in Progress.9)

Team Disney also included former Warner Brothers’ vice-chairman Frank Wells, a Rhodes scholar and lawyer who served as Disney’s president and chief operating officer until his death in 1994. Also from Paramount were Jeffrey Katzenberg, who became head of the Film Division, and Helene Hahn, who took over the Business and Legal Affairs Department.

As major stockholders, the Bass brothers assured these managers that they would receive support for at least five years. And over those five years and beyond, Team Disney (for the most part) did a bang-up job of managing the company for its owners. Immediately after the team was put in place, it broke a strike at Disneyland and fired 400 employees. But the real evidence of Team Disney’s achievements for Disney’s owners was in the value of the company’s stock and its balance sheets. From 1983 to 1987, annual revenues more than doubled, profits nearly quintupled, and the value of Disney’s stock increased from $2 billion to $10 billion. By 1999, the company revenues were more than $23 billion.10

After the new ownership/management team took over in 1984, the Disney empire extended its tentacles more widely and tenaciously than ever before. While drawing on valuable assets and previous policies, Team Disney also introduced new strategies, which must be understood in the context of the entertainment business of the 1990s.11 As with the other major Hollywood companies, Disney’s expansion did not depend solely on motion pictures but on a wide array of business activities in which the new management team aggressively exploited the Disney brand name, as well as diversifying outside the traditional Disney label.

Team Disney rejuvenated the sagging corporation by cutting costs in a variety of ways, including cheaper films and price increases at the theme parks.12 However, Team Disney also emphasized at least four other related policies that the Disney company had already developed. As we shall see, the company still adheres to many of these strategies.


	Corporate partnerships. The company became especially reliant on various kinds of strategic alliances in the 1950s with the construction of Disneyland. As more theme parks and diverse activities were added, more partnerships emerged. Examples abound at the theme parks, especially at EPCOT, where exhibits have been sponsored by AT&T, Exxon, and General Motors. (The company received about $100 million each year for EPCOT alone at the time Team Disney took over.) The company also relied heavily on revenues from licensing their characters to other companies, which might be considered as a kind of corporate alliance. Team Disney milked these partnerships even further, rearranging the EPCOT licenses to add further benefits for the Disney company and moving to more advantageous partnerships when possible. Gomery reports that, within two years, funds from these participatory agreements had doubled.13 Examples included the agreement between Disney and McDonald’s, establishing a ten-year formal relationship. Disney tie-ins became features at McDonald restaurants, which were added to the theme parks. Meanwhile, Delta Airlines became the “official airline of Disney World,” and National Car Rental was Disney’s official car rental company. And while technically not a “strategic alliance,” it is interesting that Disney continued to be involved with the Bank of America, a relationship that had existed since the 1930s.14 The company maintained credit agreements with the bank, and Bank of America was the official bank at the theme parks.

	Limiting exposure. While the Disney company had previously relied on corporate partnerships as a way of limiting investments in some projects, other sources of funding had also been pursued. One example was the US government contracts for film production during World War II. Even though the company may not have made large profits, the work sustained Disney through difficult times. Team Disney implemented an even wider range of strategies to use other people’s money and to limit the company’s exposure. For instance, after the transition period in the late 1980s, the company’s financial experts arranged several schemes for limited partnerships to produce feature films. Another example was the funding of Euro Disney, which was possible with the assistance of the French government.

	Diversified expansion. In Disney’s 1996 Annual Report, Eisner listed the businesses that had been added to Disney’s operation since 1984, providing a good index of the company’s diversification activities during this period.15 Many of these kinds of business were also added by other film and entertainment companies in attempts to take advantage of new and emerging technologies. But Disney was especially active in this diversification process.

	Corporate synergy. Not only did Disney add a wide range of corporate activities, but the company linked these different business endeavors under the Disney brand names. Their aim was clearly stated: to “exploit the most profitable niches and synergies in the franchise.” So, not only was Team Disney busy diversifying, they became masters at business cross-fertilization and perhaps the quintessential masters of synergy, as will be explored in the next chapter.



In these ways, Team Disney rebuilt the Disney company. However, it might also be noted that the management team was able to extend the company’s assets because this was a particularly strong economic period, in which government deregulation allowed new media and entertainment technologies to multiply and prosper. Team Disney was able to take advantage of these factors, building the Mouse House (as the company became known in Hollywood) into a diversified and profitable media and entertainment giant.

When Team Disney boldly proclaimed the 1990s as “the Disney Decade,” some may have scoffed at their effrontery. But who would have guessed what the Mouse House would accomplish in only ten years? During the early years of the Disney Decade, the company continued to expand and prosper, utilizing the strategies noted above. By 1991, the company ranked in the top 200 US corporations in terms of sales and assets and was forty-third in terms of profits. The company’s stock was worth $16 billion.

But despite this success, a shadow fell over the Magic Kingdom in 1994. Wells died in a helicopter accident, Eisner had heart surgery, Euro Disney (which opened in 1992) was suffering huge losses, and a proposal for a new historic theme park was getting hammered by nearly everyone. It looked like the company was running out of magic and the Disney Decade was doomed.

But Disney again rebounded when the company stunned Wall Street and the media with the dramatic $19 billion takeover of Capital Cities/ABC in July 1995. The move greatly enhanced the company’s position in television, sports programming, and international marketing, as well as adding publishing and multimedia to its operations. Thus Disney became – for the first time, but not the last – the world’s largest media company, with $16.5 billion in annual revenues. As a financial analyst noted after the takeover, “Disney is the benchmark that all other entertainment companies are going to have to value themselves off.”16

During the last few years of the Disney Decade, the company continued to expand, adding more online activities and additional features at Walt Disney World, including the Animal Kingdom. The company also sold off most of the publications that had been acquired as part of the Capital Cities deal. And even though a few clouds had appeared by the end of the Disney Decade, the company was quietly confident and looking forward to the new millennium.



The unraveling of Team Disney

Despite the early successes described above, Eisner and his team increasingly encountered serious difficulties.17 There were a number of management clashes, as well as criticism of Eisner for his excessive salary and stock options and for maintaining a crony-heavy board, which was named the worst in America by Business Week. In addition, he was denounced for his micromanagement and mismanagement of the company, which during his tenure had passed on a number of properties that went on to become exceedingly successful, including Lord of the Rings and The Sopranos. Meanwhile, Eisner also was blamed for tense relations with Pixar and being unable to close a deal to purchase the Muppets.

Finally, in November 2003 Eisner tried to get rid of Roy E. Disney, one of the few board members who challenged him. By the end of the month, Disney had left the board and was calling for Eisner’s resignation. Together with Stanley Gold, who also resigned from the board, Disney began a “Save Disney” campaign that sought to oust Eisner.

Perhaps the final blow came with the announcement in January 2004 that Pixar and Disney had ended negotiations for a five-picture deal for Disney to distribute Pixar films. The company’s founder, Apple Computer’s Steve Jobs, had been negotiating the deal after Disney had distributed Toy Story in 1995. Briefly, the deal involved a fifty‒fifty split of costs and profits (including merchandising). While both companies would have benefited from the agreement, Pixar wanted an arrangement that would give them 100 percent of the profits. “After ten months of trying to strike a deal with Disney, we’re moving on,” explained Jobs. “We’ve had a great run together – one of the most successful in Hollywood history – and it’s a shame that Disney won’t be participating in Pixar’s future successes.”18

The Disney brand was suffering, stock prices were down, and Disney’s corporate culture was at a low point. It may not have been surprising that, in February 2004, Comcast made an unsolicited offer to purchase Disney. The bid was for $54 billion and apparently was turned down by Eisner without consulting the board.

Then, at Disney’s annual shareholders’ meeting, a surprising and unprecedented 43 percent of Disney’s shareholders voted to oppose Eisner’s re-election to the company’s board. On September 30, 2005, Eisner resigned both as CEO and as a member of the board of directors, severing all formal ties with the company. The next day, Robert Iger, chief operations officer under Eisner, became CEO of the Walt Disney Company. Clearly, he faced some serious challenges. As noted by one financial writer:

When he became CEO in October 2005, Iger faced a time of extended turmoil. The preceding five years had been marked by a hostile takeover attempt, a shareholder revolt, a board in conflict and years when performance fizzled. The once leading animation department hadn’t had a hit in years. The brand had become somewhat tarnished and employees no longer believed in Disney’s greatness.19




The Iger rejuvenation

As in the past, new leadership brought new fortunes to the Disney company. Robert Iger may not have been a well-known name compared to his predecessor, but he brought fresh ideas, revitalized old ones, and regained confidence in the company in various ways. He identified three “primary strategic priorities” for the company:


	Invest most of our capital in creating high-quality, branded content and experiences.

	Embrace technology and use it aggressively to enhance the quality of our product and thus the consumer experience. Technology had to become a significant middle name for the company.

	Get closer to our customer by becoming more efficient as a company.20



One might argue that none of these strategies were necessarily new for Disney. For instance, the company had historically embraced technology in many ways, as noted in the discussion of the company’s history in chapter 2. However, Iger incorporated new technologies much more deliberately and aggressively. In addition to the shift to computer animation and new forms of distribution, Disney became much more active in producing content for new media formats, including online sites, social media, and mobile phones. And, after a relatively slow start, the company became much more involved in the gaming area. Other examples included incorporating drones in various ways (with cameras to cover football games, for instance), in addition to new ideas for the theme parks (virtual reality and 3D, as well as RFID-enabled wristbands, called “MagicBands,” that make access and purchasing easier for park guests).21

As for efficiency, the new management employed different approaches with the company’s business units, allowing each to create their own strategies as long as they were consistent with the company’s strategic priorities. Other changes pertained to rebuilding the company’s corporate culture (which will be discussed in the next chapter).22 But one of the most notable developments during this period involved the expansion of the Disney brand, which is outlined in the next section.



Expanding the brand

Consistent with Iger’s priorities, the Disney company invested significant capital in enhancing Disney products and, most importantly, adding important and well-established companies. From the turn of the century, the company purchased several well-known companies and the lucrative properties associated with them – the Muppets in 2004, Pixar in 2006, Marvel in 2009, and Lucasfilm in 2012. These acquisitions are discussed briefly here.


Muppets

While technically under Eisner’s reign, the purchase of the rights to the Muppets was the first in a series of moves that expanded the Disney brand to include already successful franchises. The Muppets were created in 1958 by Jim and Jane Henson, but gained notoriety in 1969 when Sesame Street was introduced on US public television, followed by The Muppet Show in 1976. The company’s characters were also featured in movies and other television shows.

The Henson company entered a merger agreement with Disney in 1989, but the deal fell through after founder Jim Henson’s death in 1990. In 2004, after partnering with Disney in various projects, the Jim Henson Company (the Henson family) sold the rights to the Muppets and Bear in the Big Blue House to Disney, but retained Sesame Street, other characters, the program library, and other assets. Disney formed The Muppets Studio, LLC, to manage the use of the Muppets characters and trademarks and serve as the production house for many Muppet projects.23



Pixar

Pixar’s history can be traced back to 1979,24 when Ed Catmull from the New York Institute of Technology was recruited by George Lucas to head Lucasfilm’s computer division, which was working on digital film technology and computer graphics. By 1983, John Lasseter had joined the group and, by 1984, a short film was screened (The Adventures of André & Wally B.), including new digital and computerized elements.

These activities attracted the attention of Apple’s Steve Jobs, who purchased the computer graphics division from George Lucas in 1986 and established an independent company named Pixar. During the same year, the company released Luxo Jr., a short film directed by Lasseter, which became the first three-dimensional computer-animated film to be nominated for an Academy Award for Best Animated Short Film. Pixar continued its progress with creating complex effects and releasing additional short films, one of which (Tin Toy) became the first computer-animated film to receive an Academy Award.

While the company was able to stay afloat mostly by making commercials, an agreement with Disney was finally announced in 1991, “to make and distribute at least one computer-generated animated movie.” After a storied and difficult production, Toy Story was released in 1995 and is claimed to be the world’s first computer-animated feature film. Its success put Pixar on the map, as Toy Story became the highest-grossing film of 1995, attracting $192 million domestically and $362 million worldwide, and numerous Academy Award nominations. Perhaps not surprising was Pixar’s initial public offering of stock in November 1995, which became the largest Intellectual Property Office that year.

The relationship with Disney expanded in 1997 when the two companies announced an agreement to jointly produce five movies over 10 years. The arrangement resulted in a number of successful films during the next decade. In addition, Pixar’s stories and characters began appearing across the Disney Multiverse, including (for instance) “a bug’s land” attraction at Disney California Adventure Park in 2002 and “Turtle Talk with Crush” at Walt Disney World in 2004.

As noted previously, the clash between Jobs and Eisner threatened to ruin this arrangement and was one of the factors contributing to Eisner’s demise at Disney. However, Iger was able to work a deal with Pixar, resulting in the purchase of the company for $7.4 billion in 2006. Ed Catmull was named president and John Lasseter became chief creative officer of Disney and Pixar Animation Studios. Steve Jobs became the largest Disney shareholder and gained a position on Disney’s board.



Marvel

The next Disney acquisition involved an older company with a far more complex history and numerous ownership changes, constant company reorganizations, countless lawsuits, and even bankruptcy.25 Marvel traces its beginnings to 1939 with Timely Publications but by the early 1950s had generally become known as Atlas Comics. As explained in Wikipedia, Marvel’s modern incarnation dates from 1961.26 Marvel Entertainment Group, Inc., the parent company of Marvel Comics and Marvel Productions, was sold in 1986 to New World Pictures. In 1989, Ronald Perelman’s MacAndrews & Forbes Holdings group of companies bought Marvel Entertainment Group from New World for $82.5 million. After the sale, Perelman explained: “It is a mini-Disney in terms of intellectual property. Disney’s got much more highly recognized characters and softer characters, whereas our characters are termed action heroes. But at Marvel we are now in the business of the creation and marketing of characters.”27

However, the business didn’t immediately work out so well and, by the end of 1996, Marvel filed for bankruptcy. The company rather quickly came out of bankruptcy and merged with Toy Biz, a move led by Toy Biz’s co-owner, Ike Perlmutter. A number of other corporate restructuring moves followed until Disney bought Marvel Entertainment, Inc. for $4.64 billion in 2009.

Disney’s move was praised by many in the entertainment industry, and many Marvel fans expressed support: “As long as they don’t ‘Disneyfy’ Marvel, it’s a great win for Marvel fans,” explained one enthusiast.28 Actually, Disney already had deals with Marvel to use some of the company’s action heroes for Disney XD, a cable channel aimed at young boys, as well as for video game content. But the Marvel purchase gave Disney a vast array of opportunities to move beyond its traditional brand and reach new demographic groups or “deepen” its demographic strategies.

In addition, during the previous decade, Marvel had been especially active in featuring its action heroes (Spider-Man, X-Men, The Fantastic Four, The Incredible Hulk, and Iron Man) in a number of relatively successful films. As explained soon after on the Marvel website: “Marvel Entertainment, LLC, a wholly-owned subsidiary of the Walt Disney Company, is one of the world’s most prominent character-based entertainment companies, built on a proven library of over 8,000 characters featured in a variety of media over seventy years. Marvel utilizes its character franchises in entertainment, licensing and publishing.”29

The Marvel operation already included a large number of subsidiaries, representing a wide range of businesses and thus a good deal of diversification. Prominent among the divisions were Marvel Studios, Marvel Television, Marvel Animation, Marvel Internet Productions, Marvel Toys, Marvel Music, Marvel World Wide (publisher of Marvel Comics), a number of intellectual property holding companies, as well as numerous international companies.30 The merger represented opportunities for Disney to further exploit these successful franchises and businesses, plus to develop others. As Iger explained, “We believe that adding Marvel to Disney’s unique portfolio of brands provides significant opportunities for long-term growth and value creation. The acquisition of Marvel offers us a similar opportunity to advance our strategy and to build a business that is stronger than the sum of its parts. [These shows are] right in the wheelhouse for boys.”31

It might be noted that the rights to some of the Marvel characters/film projects were not immediately available to Disney but remained with other Hollywood companies. And the use of some characters and the brand name Marvel was restricted at some theme parks.32 Though Disney had to honor those contracts, the goal was clearly to eventually bring Marvel characters and movies in-house. As Ike Perlmutter (who received about $1.44 billion in cash and Disney stock from the deal) explained, “This is an unparalleled opportunity for Marvel. Disney is the perfect home.”33



Lucasfilm

George Lucas formed Lucasfilm in 1971, the same year that he released his first feature film, THX1138. American Graffiti followed in 1973 and became a financial and critical success (five Academy Award nominations). Two years later, the company expanded to include Industrial Light & Magic, a visual effects company, and Skywalker Sound, a post-production sound design company. The combined 35 Academy Awards they have received indicate the success of these two companies. The first Star Wars film appeared in 1977, breaking box-office records and initiating one of the most successful Hollywood franchises. The Indiana Jones franchise was initiated with Raiders of the Lost Ark in 1981.

Meanwhile, the company expanded, moving into video games with LucasArts, a video game company created in 1982 as Lucasfilm’s Games Division and renamed in 1991. Other films were produced as well – not always box-office blockbusters, but more often smaller, offbeat films. Indeed, the company came to be known as the quintessential independent Hollywood company, with its distance from Hollywood, both physically (headquartered in northern California) and fiscally. Then, in 2012, Disney made the deal to purchase the company from Lucas for $4.06 billion (cash payment of $2.21 billion and about 37.1 million Disney shares). The response was immediate: “In addition to launching two billion-dollar film franchises [Star Wars and Indiana Jones], Lucas has founded industry-leading visual effects, sound effects, gaming and animation divisions within his own company. No wonder Disney, seeing gold in potential merchandising and theme parks (not to mention more Star Wars films), just shelled out more than $4 billion for the company.”34

Lucasfilm had previously collaborated with Disney’s Imagineering division to create theme-park attractions centered on Star Wars and Indiana Jones for several of the theme parks. But under the new deal, Disney acquired ownership of Lucasfilm and its operating businesses in live-action film production, consumer products, video games, animation, visual effects, and audio post-production (including Industrial Light & Magic and Skywalker Sound). Disney also acquired Lucasfilm’s portfolio of entertainment technologies.

In April 2013, the development arm of the LucasArts division was closed down and most of its staff was laid off. However, LucasArts remained open with a skeleton staff of fewer than ten employees so it could retain its function as a video game licensor. Disney then announced an exclusive deal with Electronic Arts to produce Star Wars games for the core gaming market. LucasArts retained the ability to license, and Disney Interactive Studios retained the ability to develop, Star Wars games for the casual gaming market.

After sorting out a number of rights with various parties, the Disney company moved forward to develop Lucasfilm’s franchises. While George Lucas apparently expected to be involved in this activity, it was widely reported in January 2015 that Disney had moved forward without his ideas for the seventh film in the series, Star Wars: The Force Awakens.35

The purchases of the companies mentioned above represent a significant investment in content that expanded the corporation’s scope and established Disney not just as a universe but as a multiverse. As previously noted, the company had extended the Disney brand, for instance, moving into adult-oriented films, news, and sports programming in the late twentieth century. With the addition of Pixar, Marvel, and Lucasfilm, the traditional Disney brand was reinforced (especially with Pixar) but also expanded into various un-Disney type products (e.g. comic book heroes). The franchises (or universes) obtained in these purchases had huge carryover value in the company’s parks and merchandise business, even though these moves may bring into question the Disney company’s dependence on already established (and mostly, successful) franchises, rather than the creation of new characters and stories.



21st Century Fox

No doubt that these acquisitions expanded the company’s size and scope, but the acquisition of 21st Century Fox properties dramatically confirmed these characteristics.

20th Century Fox’s history can be traced back to the 1930s, when it became a successful Hollywood film studio, through to 1984, when it became a part of Rupert Murdoch’s News Corporation. In 2013, the company reorganized its media businesses, creating 21st Century Fox. While Disney announced interest in buying 21st Century Fox in 2017, it wasn’t until 2019 that it officially became a part of the Disney Multiverse.

The transaction included 21st Century Fox’s film and television studios (20th Century Fox, Fox Searchlight Pictures, and Fox 2000 Pictures), television enterprises (20th Century Fox Television, FX Productions, and Fox21); cable entertainment networks (FX); and some of its international TV businesses. Disney also gained a number of valuable franchises and successful brands, including X-Men, Fantastic Four, Avatar, The Simpsons, Family Guy, FX Networks and National Geographic.

The acquisition of Fox was especially significant in expanding Disney’s direct-to-consumer offerings, not only with the addition of 21st Century Fox’s entertainment content, but a controlling interest in Hulu. Disney’s own streaming services include ESPN+ (started in 2018) and Disney+ (launched in 2019), which has become the streaming site for new releases from companies in the Disney Multiverse.36

Overall, then, Iger has succeeded in leading the rebuilding and expansion of the Disney company. In 2014, he was named the Chief Executive of the Year by Chief Executive Magazine. As a fellow CEO serving as a judge for the award explained, “Bob Iger has done a masterful job of laying out a strategy that encompasses strategic acquisitions, cultural transformation and value. He has been able to activate those strategies and drive innovation toward transformation. I think he’s got [a] company that really makes family dreams come true.”37

Before looking more closely at the businesses of the company that claims to make dreams come true, we need to look carefully at the often-neglected question of who owns and controls the Walt Disney Company and how owners and executives (such as Iger) are rewarded.




Owners, directors, and managers

As a rule, Walt Disney and others downplayed his role as a capitalist, presenting him and his company as interested primarily in creating innovative forms of entertainment and in diverting attention away from the Disney company as a profit-motivated enterprise. Although the current company attempts to perpetuate the traditional Disney image, other goals are clearly financial, as illustrated by the statements at the beginning of this chapter, which emphasize shareholder value. But who are these shareholders? Who actually owns and/or controls the Disney company? Who benefits from Disney’s accumulation of wealth? And who actually makes decisions for the company – the owners, the directors, the managers, or the shareholders?


Stock ownership and control

According to a widely accepted myth, corporate America is said to be controlled by millions of individual stockholders. But even though stock ownership may be widely dispersed among a large number of different shareholders, an extremely small group of individuals still owns the bulk of the stock in American corporations. Furthermore, control of specific corporations is often in the hands of those who control the largest blocks of stock.38 Numerous Congressional studies in the 1970s found that control is possible with ownership of as little as 5 percent of the shares of a corporation. Thus the Securities and Exchange Commission (SEC) still requires publicly held corporations to report those stockholders with more than 5 percent shareholdings.

But what about Disney’s shareholders? Who are they? A Disney executive once told a group of potential filmmakers that decisions about Disney films were made to benefit “all of those children who will finance their education through their Disney stock.” It was a touching moment and the audience cheered. Of course, it is possible that many of the approximately 871,300 shareholders (as of September 30, 2017) benefit handsomely from their holdings in the Disney company, even to the point of financing college degrees.39 However, some of Disney’s stockholders benefit more than others, and only a few have the potential for controlling the corporation’s decision-making process due to their ownership of large blocks of stock. These owners often possess far more control than is typically acknowledged by the company, the popular press, or some academic sources. The focus of attention is usually on the company’s managers (especially CEOs), rather than on the owners of large blocks of stock. But this may not be that surprising, as it is often difficult to track stock ownership, even for publicly held corporations.

The Disney company shifted from mostly family ownership in its early years to a publicly traded corporation from the 1950s. The Disney family still held sizable blocks of stock, thus maintaining control of the company. However, this all changed in the mid-1980s. A bit more depth is provided here about this period as it clearly illustrates the potential power of large shareholders.

As noted previously, Bass Brothers Enterprises became the largest shareholder in the company in 1984, controlling approximately 25 percent of Disney’s stock. The family includes four brothers, who used the fortune of their father to invest in oil, casinos, and real estate, as well as for corporate raids on Wall Street companies. In 1997, Forbes reported the family’s net worth as $6 billion, though it has been difficult to identify many of their actual investments because the brothers are obsessively secretive and generally remain out of the limelight (as opposed to the Hollywood crowd, who thrive on it). However, Sid Bass appeared to have been the brother most involved with the family’s Disney interests.

The initial investment in Disney was reported to be $478 million and immediately boosted the Bass fortune. Taylor concluded that the Disney investment turned out to be “the single most lucrative deal they ever put together, and it is undoubtedly one of the most successful financial maneuvers in modern times.”40 In 1991, the Bass holdings were reported to represent 18.6 percent of Disney’s stock, valued at $5.5 billion. The 1995 Disney Proxy Statement reported that the Bass Management Trust owned 6.02 percent of the total common stock, while the following year a SEC 13D document reported that the trust owned 4.6 percent. It is possible that the Bass family was still the largest stockholder in the Disney corporation in early 1999, even though the Proxy Statement claimed that no single person or group was the beneficial owner of more than 5 percent of the company’s stock. This was contradicted by information included in material from Disclosure Inc. (January 31, 1999), which listed one owner with 14.4 percent holdings.

While none of the Bass family served on the board of directors or as a manager of the Disney company, the power they held should not be underestimated. In fact, the Bass brothers’ ownership involvement in the company represented a good example of the allocative control that major stockholders typically hold over corporations. It is clear that the Bass interests approved Eisner and Wells as chief managers of the corporation, as well as receiving continuous reports from Eisner about the company’s activities. Initially, the Bass brothers provided their own representative to the management team when Al Checchi, formerly with the Marriott company, became a Disney executive. Their involvement in decision making was not in the day-to-day operations of the corporation (or operational control), but in major decisions involving mergers, acquisitions, and other key events. For instance, many sources reported that Sid Bass was involved in the decision to take over Capital Cities/ABC in 1995.

Another major stockholder at the time was Warren Buffett, who had a large investment in Capital Cities stock and thus became a major player in Disney after the merger. In late 1998, Buffett’s Berkshire Hathaway Inc. was reported to hold 22.5 million Disney shares. Both Buffett and Sid Bass were powerful enough in December 1997 to be called “ex officio board members” by Eisner, who invited them to attend at least one board meeting that year. Eisner explained: “You have a pretty large shareholder representation there, making sure we do it as good as we can.”41

Bass was forced to sell his Disney holdings in 2001, but major stock ownership changed even more significantly from 2005 when Iger took over as CEO. The former head of Apple Inc., Steve Jobs, acquired Disney stock as part of the Pixar deal described above in 2006. According to Iger:

Steve Jobs may have been Disney’s largest shareholder, but if I ever said to Steve on a call, “You are a member of the board,” or “You are our largest shareholder,” he’d say, “Stop. I do not want to be called either. I want to be thought of by you as a trusted advisor and a friend.” Anytime I mentioned board member or shareholder, he reminded me of that. Finally, I decided to accept him as a trusted advisor and a friend, and he proved to me over time that that’s exactly what he was to me.42


After Jobs died in 2011, the largest block of stock was held by his widow, Laurene Powell Jobs, who owned 138 million shares through the Laurene Powell Jobs Trust. Powell Jobs was not on the Disney board of directors, nor did she appear to be involved in the operation or direct management of the company, and she trimmed her Disney holdings to about 4 percent in late 2016.43

In other deals, George Lucas received just under 37.1 million shares in the sale of Lucasfilm to Disney in 2012. At the time, this represented about 2.2 percent of total Disney shares. Lucas also was not on the Disney board, although he was to have been involved as a creative consultant on future Star Wars films.44 Meanwhile, the deal between Disney and Fox involved the Murdoch family receiving about $12 million in cash and stock; however, none of the Murdochs have been involved with the company.45

Disney shares are also owned by institutional and mutual fund investors, which are difficult to identify but include a wide array of investors. At the end of June 2018, the largest block was held by the Vanguard Group Inc. (more than 103 million shares).



Directors and connections

Technically, a company’s stockholders elect boards of directors that represent them. Yet some stockholders are represented more than others. Major stockholders are often represented on corporate boards, although this is not always the case, as with the Bass brothers at Disney. Similar to many US-based corporations, the Walt Disney Company’s board of directors consists of a range of individuals who make allocative decisions for the company.46 These individuals may represent dominant shareholders, legal firms, or financial organizations. They often are key managers or former executives of other corporations and thus provide corporate interlocks between companies.

The board of directors under Eisner’s reign attracted special attention because of the close personal ties many shared with Eisner. After 13 percent of Disney shareholders voted against the re-election of five directors at their annual meeting, Business Week named the company the worst board of directors in America in its second annual analysis of the state of corporate governance in 1997. The publication cited institutional investors and other experts who noted that the Disney board was a “meek, handpicked group, many of whom have long ties to Eisner or the company.”47

The allegations made about Eisner’s “chosen few” are relevant not only to the question of control and power within the corporation but also to the distribution of corporate profits. These issues have been the focus of attention at annual Disney stockholders’ meetings, as individual shareholders and institutional investors have proposed changes in the board’s composition and have challenged the colossal executive compensation that Disney executives regularly receive.48

Table 3.1 presents the Walt Disney board of directors as it was constituted at the end of 2019. Notable are a number of directors who provided links to companies that were potentially valuable to Disney’s various businesses, for instance, Nike, General Motors, Procter & Gamble, McDonald’s, Mastercard, Apple, and CVS, as well as many banking and government connections. Companies linked by previous board members have included Twitter, Facebook, Blackberry, Sears, and Starbucks. Similar to many other corporations, Disney’s CEO also served on the board.

Table 3.1: Walt Disney Company Board of Directors, 2019





	Director
	Past & Present Positions Held/Director Interlocks





	Susan Arnold
	

	The Carlyle Group (equity investment firm)/operating executive

	Procter & Gamble/President, Global Business Units, & other positions

	McDonalds Corporation/director







	Mary T. Barra
	

	General Motors/Chairman/CEO

	US-China Business Council/board member







	Safra A. Catz
	

	Oracle Corp./Co-Chief Executive Officer







	Francis A. Desouza
	

	Illumina Inc./President/CEO







	Michael Froman
	

	Mastercard Inc./Vice Chair & President

	Citigroup/various positions

	US Trade Representative

	Assistant to President and Deputy National Security Advisor

	Council on Foreign Relations/Distinguished Fellow







	Robert A. Iger
	

	Walt Disney Company/Chairman and CEO

	ABC Group/Chairman

	Walt Disney International/President

	Apple Inc./director







	Maria Elena Lagomasino
	

	WE Family Offices/CEO (“office serving high net worth families”)

	JPMorgan Private Bank, Chairman and CEO

	Council on Foreign Relations/member

	Coca-Cola Co.; Avon Products, Inc./director







	Mark G. Parker
	

	Nike Inc., Chairman/President/CEO, director







	Derica W. Rice
	

	CVS Health/Executive Vice President

	Eli Lilly & Co./various positions

	Target Corporation/director









	Source: http://thewaltdisneycompany.com/about-disney/leadership/board-of-directors








Managers and money

Large stockholders are not the only beneficiaries of the Disney company’s financial success. Like many executives of large corporations these days (especially media corporations49), some of Disney’s managers receive sizable salaries in addition to stock options pegged to improvements in the value of the company’s stock. However, Disney’s executives have received special attention because of the size of their compensations.

For much of his term of employment, Michael Eisner’s salary was $750,000 per year, plus bonuses tied to the company’s net income. The amount that this one executive received was staggering, to say the least. In June 2000, he was cited as the CEO who “gave the least relative to his paycheck,” which amounted to more than $636.9 million over three years.50

Other Disney executives have also received hefty compensations when they left the company. For instance, Michael Ovitz, who served as Disney’s president at a salary of $1 million per year, departed after 14 months, receiving $38 million cash and 3 million stock options (said to be worth more than $200 million in early 1998).

Robert Iger continued this tradition. For the fiscal year that ended in September 2013, Iger’s base salary was $2.5 million, but his total compensation was $34.3 million. This was the first year that Iger’s pay had actually decreased since 2009. This is in addition to the shareholdings and options cited above. In October 2014, Iger signed a two-year contract extension, which included a “performance-based retention bonus” related to the company meeting certain operating income targets. Iger was set up to leave the company in 2018 with a bonus of up to $60 million.51 However, after the Fox deal was announced, Iger agreed to remain as CEO until 2021 and was granted additional shares and a sizable raise.

It is obvious that some of Disney’s executives and large stockholders are richly rewarded. The same may not be said for other workers in the Disney empire, who will be discussed in the next chapter. But, first, what is the basis for all this wealth? What does the Disney company actually produce other than shareholder value and executive wealth?




Dissecting the Disney empire

Since the turn of the century, the company has continued its diversification and synergy strategies, the integration of new technologies, and the expansion of international markets. Under Iger’s leadership, the company’s revenues continued to grow (see Table 3.2). As the company explained on its website, “Disney’s exceptional entertainment experiences, widely diverse content, and unique skill in managing businesses in an integrated manner have led to strong results.”52 In 2018, the company reported more than $59.4 billion in total revenues and nearly $12.6 billion in net income.

Table 3.2: Walt Disney Company revenues, 2005–2018 (in millions)





	 
	Revenues ($)
	Net Income ($)
	Total Assets ($)





	2005
	31,944
	2,460
	53,158



	2006
	34,285
	3,304
	59,998



	2007
	35,510
	4,674
	60,928



	2008
	37,843
	4,427
	62,497



	2009
	36,149
	3,307
	63,117



	2010
	38,063
	4,313
	69,206



	2011
	40,893
	5,258
	72,124



	2012
	42,278
	6,173
	74,898



	2013
	45,041
	6,636
	81,241



	2014
	48,813
	8,004
	84,141



	2015
	52,465
	8.382
	88,182



	2016
	55,632
	9,391
	92,033



	2017
	55,137
	8,980
	95,789



	2018
	59,434
	12, 598
	98,598





	Sources: Walt Disney Company, Annual Reports/Form 10-Ks, at http://thewaltdisneycompany.com






But the Walt Disney Company is not only valuable in terms of revenues; it also ranks highly in other areas. There are a large number of corporation and brand rankings available these days, with different metrics used for various lists. Disney is often well represented in these rankings, with the brand regularly appearing in the top ten of numerous lists. In 2018, Disney was ranked as the world’s leading brand by at least one index.53 A few of the most important or otherwise interesting past rankings are included in Table 3.3.

Table 3.3: Walt Disney Company and Disney brand rankings, 2016





	 
	Position
	Notes





	Brand rankings



	Best Global Brands
By Interbrand
	13
	a combination of financial strength and consumer responses



	BrandZ Top 100 Most Valuable Global Brands
By Millward Brown
	19
	for reputation



	Global Top 100 Brand Corporations
By European Brand Institute
	21
	financial only



	The Authentic 100 Index
By Cohn & Wolf
	1
	“authenticity in the eyes of consumers”



	World’s Most Powerful Brands
Brand Finance
	1
	“founded on its rich history and original creations, however its now dominant position is the result of its many acquisitions and the powerful brands it has brought under its control.”



	Corporation rankings
	 
	 



	Fortune U.S. 500
By Fortune
	53
	highest ranking entertainment company



	Most Reputable Companies
By Forbes
	1
	ranked #1 2006–2016; includes US and global



	America’s Most Admired Companies
By Fortune
	5
	included on list 2009–2016



	World’s Most Respected Company
	6
	included on list 2009–2016





	Source: Ranking the Brands, https://www.rankingthebrands.com/Brand-detail.aspx?brandID=33






The Disney company is undoubtedly one of the major entertainment companies, dominating many of the markets it participates in and sharing dominant positions in other markets. The company encompasses a wide array of domestic and international investments, which overlap and reinforce each other. To understand the company’s diverse activities, as well as the connections between them, it is helpful to look more closely at Disney’s operating segments, as well as the company’s activities and investments in domestic and international markets.

Without a doubt, there will inevitably be future changes in corporate structure and activities as the Disney company adjusts and adapts to various circumstances. Likewise, it is impossible to discuss all of this enormous corporation’s products and businesses. Thus the following discussion provides a snapshot of the corporation in 2018, based on company reports and other sources.

Since the company continuously adds (and sometimes eliminates) new lines of business, the organization of its operating segments changes periodically. For instance, beginning in June 2015, the Walt Disney Company was divided into four segments: Media Networks; Studio Entertainment; Parks and Resorts; and Consumer Products and Interactive Media. In March 2018, with the impending addition of 21st Century Fox, the company again reorganized and renamed its operating segments. Studio Entertainment and Media Networks remained mostly the same, while Direct-to-Consumer and International and Parks, Experiences, and Consumer Products were created. Undoubtedly, this organizational structure will change as well. However, it is still important to provide some detail about these divisions to understand the scope of the company (see Table 3.4).54

Table 3.4: Walt Disney Company business segments’ revenues, 2015–2018 (in millions)





	 
	2015
	2016
	2017
	2018





	Media Networks
	$23,264
	$23,689
	$23,510
	$24,500



	Parks and Resorts
	16,162
	16,974
	18,415
	20,296



	Studio Entertainment
	7,366
	9,441
	8,379
	9.987



	Consumer Products & Interactive Media
	5,673
	5,528
	4,833
	4,651



	TOTAL
	$52,465
	$55,632
	$55,137
	$59,434





	Sources: Walt Disney Company, Annual Reports/Form 10-Ks, at http://thewaltdisneycompany.com








Studio Entertainment

The Studio Entertainment segment produces and acquires live-action and animated motion pictures, direct-to-video content, musical recordings, and live stage plays. Through its distribution arm, Buena Vista, Disney distributes produced and acquired films (including those in its film and television library) in the theatrical, home entertainment, and television markets primarily under the Walt Disney, Pixar, Marvel, Touchstone, and Lucasfilm banners. In addition, Disney distributes live-action motion pictures previously produced by DreamWorks.


Theatrical markets

After the 1984 management shuffle, the Disney company greatly diversified its repertoire of theatrical film releases, expanding into adult-oriented films via Touchstone, Hollywood, and Caravan labels, as well as independent labels such as Miramax and Merchant-Ivory.55 These moves provided opportunities to distribute films not associated with the family-oriented, PG-rated Disney brand. The company also reinvigorated its animated film fare, as well as maintaining the Disney tradition of periodically reissuing classic Disney films. The new animated features, such as The Little Mermaid and The Lion King, added stories and characters to the Disney stable and became wildly successful as theatrical films, home videos, television series, merchandise, theme-park attractions, and Broadway productions.

Under Bob Iger’s leadership, the company added even more diversity with the previously discussed purchases of Pixar, Marvel, and Lucasfilm. The distribution of Marvel and Lucasfilm products were a bit complicated, with various rights remaining with other major studios. However, by 2016 Disney was shattering industry records and setting new benchmarks for annual box-office revenues with a good number of worldwide hits that year.56 During 2016, the company became the fastest studio to hit $2 billion domestically, $3 billion internationally . . . and, by the end of the year, the first studio ever to hit $7 billion globally.57 In 2016, Disney was responsible for six of the highest-grossing ten films of the year domestically, and five of the top ten internationally. And records continued to be shattered: in 2018, Avengers: Infinity War grossed more than $2 billion, while Black Panther pulled in more than $1.3 billion.

Obviously, the company’s acquisition strategy was working. However, Disney owed its success to more than just a return to a galaxy far, far away. As Alan Horn, chairman of Walt Disney Studios, observed, “This historic achievement is possible because all of our film studios are bringing their absolute best to the table, telling great stories of all kinds that resonate with audiences across borders, gender, and generations. These films work because each one has not only something for everyone, but everything for someone.”58



Home entertainment market

The company distributes entertainment products to home entertainment markets under each of its motion picture banners. During takeover discussions in the early 1980s, the value of the Disney film library was estimated to be approximately $400 million, but the same reports observed that, if exploited more aggressively, it would have been worth even more. Team Disney was aggressive, to say the least. Many of the classic (and even not-so-classic) Disney films were pulled from the vaults and released on video, resulting in quick cash for the new management team. Gomery noted that, in 1986 alone, video revenues raised more than $100 million of “pure profit” for the firm.

The company continued to exploit its film library, carefully releasing already amortized products in home video formats, as well as packaging and promoting them in various ways, thus maintaining the stable of classic Disney characters for exploitation throughout the company’s various businesses. Home entertainment releases are sold after theatrical distribution in physical (DVD and Blu-ray) and electronic formats. Physical formats are generally sold to retailers, such as Wal-Mart and Target, and electronic formats are sold through Apple and Amazon, as well as direct-to-consumer streaming video businesses such as Netflix, Hulu, and Disney+ (see more on p. 68).

Buena Vista Home Entertainment manages Disney’s home video business and interactive products around the world and, thanks to the video release of its popular animated features, has consistently been the top video company in the United States. Meanwhile, the list of top-selling titles for many years has been dominated by Disney. The company offers so many releases that video stores and other retailers often set aside special sections for these products – a feature that is unique to the Disney brand. In addition, follow-up, direct-to-video versions of successful animated features have been produced by the company, although they became less common after 2016.

The extent of Disney’s library represents a valuable resource as content is available for release in current and future outlets and platforms. At the end of 2017, Disney reported approximately 1,400 active produced and acquired titles, including 1,000 live-action titles and 400 animated titles, in the domestic home entertainment market and approximately 1,900 active produced and acquired titles, including 1,300 live-action titles and 600 animated titles, in international markets.



Television and other markets

While the revenues garnered from movie theaters often represent a sizable income, further revenues are gained from other markets. After films are released in theaters, the Disney company sells or rents them through home video formats (as noted above), as well as licensing them to cable and broadcast networks, television stations, and other video service providers, which may provide the content to viewers on television or on a variety of internet-connected devices. Thus a film can continue to gather revenues long past its box-office release. Disney films are also sold in international markets in a similar window sequencing, as well as in ancillary markets, such as airlines, hotels, classrooms, prisons, and so on.



Disney Theatrical Group

In 1994, Disney arrived in Times Square with the purchase and renovation of the New Amsterdam Theatre on 42nd Street, where a theatrical version of Beauty and the Beast was staged. Other productions followed, including a stage version of The Lion King which opened in 1997, won six Tony Awards in 1998 and was still attracting large audiences in 2019 in London and on tour.59 The company became an undeniable presence in Manhattan, not only by way of its stage productions at the New Amsterdam Theatre and the massive Disney Store close by, but through extensive real estate holdings, including ABC’s headquarters. The theatrical group is also responsible for licensing Disney properties to Feld Entertainment for Disney on Ice and Marvel Universe Live!



Disney Music Group

Although the company has not developed this area as extensively as other entertainment conglomerates, Disney has a long history of licensing and publishing music, especially works that are associated with their films and cartoons. Audio and musical products offer further opportunities to feature Disney properties and are especially lucrative for animated features, given the importance of music in these films.

The Disney Music Group coordinates Disney’s various music businesses, which include development, production, and distribution of new music, licensing for printed music, records, audio-visual devices, public performances, and digital distribution, in addition to producing live concerts. Generally, the company focuses a good deal on music related to Disney’s other activities, again reinforcing the policy of synergy.




Media Networks

The Media Networks division survived the 2018 reorganization, with the exception of the international Disney Channel operations moving to the Direct-to-Consumer and International business segment, along with management of global advertising sales/technology.

The Disney company has a rich history in television, having been one of the first Hollywood companies to move into the new industry. Before the Capital Cities/ABC takeover in 1995, the Disney company was involved in television mostly through program production. However, with the television, radio, and cable properties acquired in that deal, Disney definitely established a much stronger role as one of the dominant players in the US media industry. In 2018, the Disney company’s Media Networks division included broadcast and cable television networks, television production and distribution, domestic television stations and radio networks and stations. The Media Networks division plays a key role in the company’s success and regularly contributes substantially more revenues than any other company segment.


Cable networks

Disney either fully or partially owns a wide range of cable networks, which consistently make huge contributions to the company’s revenues. In 2018, these included ESPN, over a hundred Disney channels, Freeform (formerly, ABC Family), plus a number of other cable channels in the United States and international markets.

It might be noted here that Disney also provides access to some of its channels through a variety of platforms, which provide a way for subscribers of MVPDs (multichannel video programming distributors) to watch the channels either live or on a delayed basis. As CEO Iger observed in 2014: “In addition to creating quality content, we are committed to experimenting, innovating, and leading the way onto new platforms to put our content within easy reach of viewers wherever they are, whenever they watch, and on whatever new device comes next.”60


ESPN Inc.

While Disney’s cable enterprises are extensive, the ESPN networks and services arguably were the most valuable for many years, contributing more revenue than all of its other properties combined.61 In fact, ESPN has been a widely recognized brand on its own, even without the Disney affiliation. The cable channel began in 1979 with funding from Getty Oil, became part of ABC in 1984, and was obtained by Disney in the Capital Cities/ABC takeover in 1996. ESPN has grown into “a multimedia, multinational sports entertainment company” and promotes itself as “the worldwide leader in sports.” Disney owns 80 percent of ESPN Inc. in partnership with the Hearst Corporation.

The franchise is highly diversified and includes numerous media outlets. In addition, ESPN programs the sports schedule on the ABC Television Network and has extensive international holdings with equity interest in or distribution agreements with international sports networks worldwide.62 ESPN’s reach and popularity is extensive, connecting with millions of consumers around the globe. Indeed, company representatives have even claimed that ESPN is the most valuable media brand in the world. At least in the United States, it is often identified as the most popular cable channel among adults (especially men), while ESPN.com is touted as the most popular sports site on the internet.63

It seems clear that the value of the ESPN enterprise is significant. While there may be minor dips in revenues, especially for years when new contracts are (re)negotiated, the overall financial strength of the brand seems substantial. ESPN’s advantage over other sports media outlets is related to its affiliate fees and ad revenue model that generates huge sums of cash. In addition to the profit generated by the ESPN franchise, successful sports programming is said to be a key to bringing in audiences for other media offerings, thus ESPN serves as a component of Disney’s synergy strategy.

Furthermore, ESPN continues to exploit another one of Iger’s key strategies: “Technology has the potential to be ESPN’s biggest friend in terms of growth. Because ESPN’s mantra or guiding principle is to serve the sports fan anywhere, anytime, technology can give the fan even more access to what the fans are most passionate about.”64 ESPN’s PR arm echoed this sentiment in an article promoting ESPN’s Technology division: “From the early days of ESPN3, to the launch of ESPN 3D, to being one of the first out of the gate with authenticated networks on WatchESPN, embracing emerging platforms long before they have proliferated has been at the core of what ESPN does best ‒ serving fans whenever and wherever they consume content.”65 Actually, ESPN 3D was launched in 2010 and then de-launched in 2013 (apparently due to a dearth of viewers with 3D equipment); however, many of ESPN’s innovations have proven to be wildly successful.66



Disney-branded channels

Disney’s annual report for 2017 reported that the company’s cable holdings included over a hundred channels available in 34 languages in 162 countries/territories. These holdings included Disney Channels, Disney Junior, and Disney XD. Radio Disney and RadioDisney.com are also included as a “Disney Channel,” as well as Freeform (formerly, ABC Family). With the 2018 reorganization, the company’s international channels, including the international Disney Channels, were consolidated into the Direct-to-Consumer business segment.




Broadcasting

Even though its strength has somewhat diminished with the growth of cable and other media outlets/platforms, broadcasting still represents an important investment in the media business and attracts sizable advertising revenues, as well as revenues from retransmission and global content licensing.


Broadcast television

The ABC television network is a valuable asset for Disney, providing opportunities to promote Disney-produced programming and other businesses, as well as exploiting ABC’s more popular programs throughout the rest of the Disney Multiverse. Some claim that there is little influence on ABC content from corporate headquarters. For instance, Paul Lee, head of ABC’s Entertainment group, once stated,

Despite the mantra of synergy at Disney, nobody from the corporate office dictates how Mouse House franchises are worked into ABC’s schedule. Marvel-related programming and Disney icons in ‘Once Upon a Time’ are worked up organically as writers and producers have ideas that fit their shows. . . . Corporate doesn’t come to us and say “Please put Snow White in . . .”67


Nevertheless, Disney references abound on ABC, and it is difficult to believe that they are all “organic.”

It might be noted here that Disney became involved in the news business through its ownership of ABC. In addition to World News Tonight, other news shows have included 20/20, Nightline, and Good Morning America. ABC News also has an agreement to provide news content to Yahoo! News.



Television production and distribution

Disney’s television production is mainly organized under ABC Studios and involves live-action television programming, focusing primarily on half-hour comedies and one-hour dramas produced for prime time and syndication, as well as late-night shows, syndicated, news, game and daytime programming. The company’s productions are distributed worldwide to a variety of broadcast, online, and home entertainment formats. The television sector of the Disney company received a huge boost with the addition of Fox television programming, including The Simpsons and Family Guy.



Domestic television stations

Disney owns and operates eight television stations, which reach approximately 23 percent of the television households in the United States. Six of the Disney stations are in top-ten markets, which means that they attract sizable advertising revenues. Each owned station broadcasts three digital channels: the first includes local, ABC, and syndicated programming; the second is the Live Well Network (a high-definition digital network featuring home, health, and lifestyle programming); and the third is the LAFF Network (a digital multicast network emphasizing comedy-centered programming).



Equity investments

A+E Television Networks includes a range of cable channels that are held by Disney through a joint venture with the Hearst Corporation (50/50). A+E channels and programming are available in more than 200 countries and include A&E, History Channel, and Lifetime. Meanwhile, Disney holds 10 percent direct ownership in Vice Group Holdings, Inc. (or Vice), while A+E owns another 8 percent in the edgy company that began as a government-supported cultural magazine in Canada in 1994. The company moved into a variety of other platforms, expanded its news and current events coverage, attracted investment from Rupert Murdoch’s 21st Century Fox, and eventually started a news channel (Vice News) in 2014. The A&E connection followed, and, in November 2015, Vice and A&E Networks formed a fifty‒fifty partnership in Viceland, a cable network that features Vice-produced content. A+E and Vice represent businesses that are often not commonly connected to the Disney company because the channels aren’t explicitly Disney branded. In this sense, while they may not always overtly contribute to the company’s synergy strategies, these enterprises contribute to Disney’s diversification and to its profits.





Parks, Experiences, and Consumer Products

In the 2018 company reorganization, the Parks, Experiences, and Consumer Products segment was created as “the hub where Disney’s stories, characters and franchises come to life.” The new division included six resort destinations in the United States, Europe, and Asia; Disney Cruise Line; Disney Vacation Club; and Adventures by Disney, plus global consumer products operations, including the world’s leading licensing business across toys, apparel, home goods, and digital games and apps; the world’s largest children’s publisher; Disney store locations around the world; and the shopDisney e-commerce platform.

The company announcement of the reorganization explained: “By uniting Disney’s consumer products business and Disney Parks’ robust retail and e-commerce operations, the company will be able to share resources and best practices to provide consumers with incomparable branded products and retail experiences that only Disney can create.”


Parks and resorts

Currently, there are six Disney theme parks/resort complexes, which are important components of the Disney brand, as well as representing a sizable investment and a hefty share of the company’s overall revenues. These projects have developed as spacious resort areas, including themed parks, hotels, and other recreational and entertainment/tourist activities. The Disney company owns and operates the Walt Disney World Resort in Florida and the Disneyland Resort in California. However, the global parks/resorts in Tokyo, Paris, Hong Kong, and Shanghai are not fully owned by the company and have different ownership/operations configurations. In addition, various attractions, restaurants, and stores are sponsored or operated by other corporations in most of the parks. Detailed discussion of the Disney theme parks will be presented in chapter 6.


Other Disney vacation experiences

The Disney Vacation Club (DVC) offers ownership interests in resort facilities located at the Walt Disney World Resort, Disneyland Resort, Vero Beach, Florida, Hilton Head Island, South Carolina, and Oahu, Hawaii (Aulani). Disney Cruise Line (DCL) operates four ships that offer themed cruise vacations out of ports in North America and Europe. And Adventures by Disney offers all-inclusive guided vacation tour packages at mostly non-Disney sites around the world.

The research and development arm of the company, Walt Disney Imagineering, has a long history with the organization and is also part of this division.68 More discussion of Imagineering and Disney’s technological strategies is presented in chapter 4.




Consumer products

Disney’s merchandising activities are legendary in terms of their historical precedence, as well as ongoing and recent successes. As discussed in the previous chapter, merchandising started almost simultaneously with the success of Mickey Mouse’s Steamboat Willie. Recall that the company was offered $300 to put The Mouse on writing tablets in 1929. And although various histories claim that Walt Disney was not necessarily interested in licensing his characters, these activities still provided needed revenue to continue producing expensive animated films. During the 1930s, the company began to flood the market with Disney products: “Mickey’s likeness soon appeared on everything from soap to ice-cream cones to Cartier diamond bracelets for $1,250.”69

At the height of the Depression, the Disney merchandising bonanza was said to have saved the Lionel Company with the sale of 253,000 Mickey Mouse handcars and the Ingersoll–Waterbury Company with the sale of 2.5 million Mickey Mouse watches. By 1934, annual profits on films and merchandise brought in more than $600,000 for the Disney company. It is claimed that Mickey has been the most popular licensed character in the world. As of 1998, he was said to have appeared on more than 7,500 different items, not including publications. At the time of his eightieth-anniversary celebration in 2008, Time magazine declared Mickey Mouse one of the world’s most recognized characters, even when compared to Santa Claus, and that approximately 40 percent of Disney’s revenues for consumer products were derived from Mickey Mouse merchandise, with revenues peaking in 1997.70

Merchandising activities played a relatively minor role in Hollywood, except for Disney, until the 1970s, when film companies (as well as toy manufacturers) started to realize the value of movie-related merchandise, especially with the enormous success of Star Wars items. Television also joined the bandwagon, increasing merchandise and tie-ins evolving from children’s shows, as well as programs designed around preexisting toys. Media-related merchandise and tie-ins have grown dramatically since the 1980s, and, by 2016, retail sales of licensed merchandise reportedly reached $262.9 billion worldwide, with entertainment/characters representing 45 percent of that total.71

Disney is often claimed to be the largest worldwide licensor of character-based merchandise and is listed as “the perennial No. 1 global licensor” in a survey published annually by License! Global.72 Certainly, it is the foremost merchandising company in Hollywood. Consumer revenues have increased over the years, especially since the purchase of Pixar, Marvel, and Lucasfilm.73

In June 2015, the Disney company merged its Consumer Product and Interactive divisions “in response to changing consumer preferences in a marketplace increasingly influenced by technology. . . . As technology and digital entertainment continue to evolve, a shared innovation strategy will enable this new segment to create unique and engaging products and experiences that exceed consumers’ expectations.”74 As Iger explained: “Our Consumer Products team is also combining next-generation technology with Disney’s creativity to elevate storytelling for a new generation, transforming the merchandising, retail, and publishing industries in the process.” The combined Consumer Products and Interactive Media segment attracted $5.5 billion in revenue in 2016, but this had declined to $4.8 billion by 2017. While it is unclear what products are included in these revenue figures, it is probable that they do not include items that are manufactured and sold without the company’s authorization – in other words, pirated Disney merchandise. Consumer Products and Interactive Media covered a wide range of businesses that will be discussed in following sections.



Merchandising licensing

For the most part, Disney does not manufacture the merchandise that carries its name but licenses “Disney” and Disney characters and content to various manufacturers, game developers, publishers, and retailers around the world. These other companies pay royalties to Disney based on a fixed percentage of the wholesale or retail price of the product. In this sense, the company is no different from other copyright holders of film and television properties. However, the Disney company has been known to require a higher royalty fee than other companies. Consistent with the Disney obsession with control, the company often insists on a demanding process that must be followed by licensees in the development of products, with the Disney company having veto power at every stage.

Disney’s merchandise covers a diverse and nearly endless range of product categories, including ongoing product lines, special themes, and seasonal products. The company has ongoing deals with large toy manufacturers, including Mattel and Hasbro, and continues to be a significant player in the toy industry.

Collecting Disney merchandise has become so popular that trade shows, books, and periodicals are devoted to its display and sale. “Disneyana” is defined as “the zealous collecting of the wide variety of Walt Disney character merchandise manufactured from the 1930s right up to the present era of new ‘instant’ Disney collectibles.”75 The “official” collectors’ organization is the Walt Disney Collectors Society, although there are other organizations not formally associated with the company.



Retail

Disney merchandise is marketed in a multitude of ways, including directly through retail, online, and wholesale businesses. Disney-, Marvel- and Lucasfilm-themed products are sold at retail stores, Disney Stores, and through internet sites, such as shopDisney.com and MarvelStore.com.

In 2018, Disney owned and operated a total of 365 Disney stores, mostly in the United States but also in Europe and Japan. The sites well represent the overriding Disney philosophy, as observed by an industry publication: “The core strategy behind The Walt Disney Co.’s retail endeavor, The Disney Store, is to be both entertainer and merchant.”76 The stores have been called the first example of “retail-tainment,” as they often include Disney characters in costume, videos, animation, and other attractions, carefully coordinated with racks of merchandise, as well as promotions for other Disney businesses. Computer kiosks often allow consumers to connect to the Disney Store online for items not available in the store. In 2017, the company began revamping the stores in various ways to make the stores “a bit more like Disney’s theme parks.” The stores have added large video screens, where live activities at the parks are featured.77

Of course, Disney products are sold at a wide range of retail outlets around the world, sometimes in special “product corners” which feature only Disney merchandise. Very often, new product lines are introduced with special contests and events. In fact, the wide range of products means that it is often difficult to avoid Disney merchandise. A survey of one typical American shopping mall found that more than 90 percent of the retail outlets offered at least one Disney-themed product. And this was a shopping mall that included an official Disney Store.

The Disney company also sells its products through its own outlets, beyond the Disney Stores. The theme parks are jam-packed with gift shops and merchandise kiosks, and Disney’s online sites vigorously promote sales of the merchandise. For many years, millions of copies of The Disney Catalog were mailed monthly, but the company suspended this direct mail process in 2014 and now emphasizes online and social media outlets. As the Disney annual report boasts:

Every day, The Walt Disney Company connects with millions of people around the world through its more than 1,000 social media accounts. In addition to the accounts listed in this online directory, a variety of TV personalities and talent at Disney, ABC, ESPN and Marvel engage with fans through social media. The Walt Disney Company is committed to providing our fans and social communities with exciting new content and experiences, allowing them to connect with their favorite brands, characters and stories anywhere, at any time, on every platform.




Online business

Disney OnLine was started in 1995 to “develop The Walt Disney Company’s presence in the online world,” including creating and distributing content for online services, interactive software, interactive television, and internet websites. The site www.disney.com was launched in February 1996, followed in 1997 by the creation of a web portal called the Go Network (or Go.com), with access to “every form of information and entertainment that Disney offers.” However, rather quickly, Go.com became a Disney “landing page” as search engines became the common route to access the internet. As Wikipedia reports: “Go.com proved to be an expensive failure for its parent company, as web users preferred to use search engines to access content directly, rather than start at a top-level corporate portal. In 2013, the site was transitioned from a portal to a simple landing page.”78

Disney Daily Blast was initiated in April 1997 as an “ad-supported Internet subscription service for kids” on the Microsoft Network. Jake Winebaum, president of Disney Online, explained: “We will be extra sensitive in our ad efforts, since the consumers we’re talking about here are kids.”79 The site included interactive comic strips with sound, online coloring books, games, and “digital toys” to download, all featuring Disney characters, plus news and sports provided by ABC and ESPN. After being blasted by the press, not only for charging a fee for the service but for not immediately making the site compatible with Apple computers, the service became known as a “club,” and was described this way in the D23 A to Z reference guide: “Disney’s Blast Online was introduced in 1997 as Disney’s Daily Blast. This club by Disney Online offered interactive and educational games for kids and families. In 2007, it became Disney Game Kingdom Online; its memberships ended on August 25, 2011.”80

As suggested by these examples, the saga of Disney’s online development since the 1990s has been complex and expensive, involving a number of blind alleys, small company takeovers, and start-ups that folded. But the company has moved along in the general direction of online businesses, developing a digital machine for promoting their properties and marketing their merchandise.

Disney’s website was redesigned in 2007, including a service that allowed users to communicate with each other, as well as various Disney entertainment features and a shopping area. The site gradually changed to represent the expanded Disney Multiverse, with features and products connected to various franchises and brands, and specific films and characters, as well as demographic designations. Meanwhile, other website features include “Oh My Disney,” which offers a combination of news for fans, quizzes, Disney-themed recipes, surrounded by links to shopping sites, and “Disney LOL,” featuring games, videos, and other activities. Thus the redesign also expanded the demographic appeal of the site, with special attention given to adult shoppers. As a company representative explained: “We have been very focused on families and kids. We really want to expand that audience.”81

The Disney website continues to be an extremely popular internet destination. Although the various Disney sites provide information and entertainment, again, the overwhelming emphasis still is brand reinforcement and product marketing.82 While the site receives rave reviews by many, there are also complaints: “Although the site is sleek and impressive to look at, there’s a lot going on – and it can be overwhelming for some kids.”83

Disney also offers a product that also allows parents to monitor their children’s screen time and online content choices. Circle with Disney controls every device in a household, providing content filtering and time limits, for an initial purchase of the hardware plus a monthly fee.84



Games and interactive experiences

Disney’s history with games has also been an ongoing saga. Overall, the biggest issue has been whether to license Disney products to other companies or to develop and publish in-house. The company has shifted back and forth on this question, and the licensing or publishing debate still seems to linger.85

In the early 1990s, Disney actually considered a deal with Microsoft, which would have given digital rights to all Disney games. While that arrangement did not proceed, Disney has worked with other companies over the years, including IBM, Virgin Interactive, Sega, and Nintendo. The company found success with some individual games and the Disney Infinity series (2013‒2016), as well as in the preschool software market. Disney currently (2019) works with third-party game developers on most of their games but also develops and publishes others, mostly for mobile platforms. Games are based on characters, brands/franchises (Star Wars, Marvel), television and cable programs (Descendants, Gravity Falls), genres (arcade, action), and themes (fashion/dress-up, sports, sticker book, car/dog/pet/holiday, etc.). Many of the online games are free, although they are surrounded by advertisements and promotion.

After Disney’s gaming business moved to a licensing-only model in 2016, gaming writer Willie Clark observed:

Over its 30-plus year history, Disney’s game division has gone through many similar shifts as the industry has adapted to technological advancements, shifting audiences and generational changes. . . . The story of Disney’s game division shows a company that many who worked there feel could have been ‒ and should have been ‒ successful in video games, but one that over the years has repeatedly, almost consistently, switched strategies in attempts to bring the Disney magic to games.86




Publishing and digital media

In 2018, Disney’s publishing activities were centered around Disney Publishing Worldwide, formerly known as The Disney Publishing Group and Buena Vista Publishing Group, and became part of the Parks, Experiences and Consumer Products division. Disney’s publishing business includes the creation, distribution, licensing, and publication of a variety of products in multiple countries and languages, and it includes specific companies that focus on the company’s franchises. For instance, Marvel Publishing creates and publishes comic books, and graphic novel collections of comic books, for the Marvel Universe of stories and characters.

Disney’s publishing involves traditional as well as digital publishing, including a digital media network that covers mobile, video, short-form content, and micro-content. Books, magazines, comic books, graphic novel collections, learning products, storytelling apps, and so on are created and published both vertically in-house and through extensive worldwide licensing. The company’s imprints include Disney Editions, Hyperion Books for Children, Disney Press, Kingswell, and Freeform.

Disney Publishing Worldwide claims to be the world’s largest publisher of children’s books and magazines, and says it is “committed to the educational development of children around the world.”87 One of the activities is called Disney Learning, which includes Disney English and other Disney-themed learning products, as well as books, magazines, and digital products in 68 countries in more than 45 languages. Disney English offers an English language learning curriculum for Chinese children using Disney content in 27 learning centers in six cities across China.




Direct-to-Consumer and International

A new division was created in the 2018 reorganization to develop and oversee the company’s direct-to-consumer services, or as the company explained, “global, multiplatform media, technology and distribution organization for world-class content created by Disney’s Studio Entertainment and Media Networks groups.”88

Direct-to-consumer business includes Hulu, in which Disney was previously involved with Fox, Comcast, and Time Warner. Hulu distributes film and television content from these companies and others, as well as producing original content. The Disney-branded direct-to-consumer streaming service, Disney+, began in late 2019 as the exclusive home for subscription video-on-demand for the newest live-action and animated movies from Disney, Pixar, Marvel, and Lucasfilm, as well as original and exclusive series and movie programming, along with thousands of titles from the Disney film and television libraries. ESPN+, the streaming service for ESPN, is also included in this division. The company has developed its streaming platforms through BAMTech, a content management and distribution business, in which Disney purchased an interest in 2016 and renamed Disney Streaming Services in 2018.

The division also includes management of global advertising sales for ESPN, ABC, and other channels, and syndicated television sales. In addition, advertising technology operations across Disney’s media properties are managed under the new segment.

The new division is also involved with Disney’s program-sales operations, including global distribution of film and television content to the Disney-branded direct-to-consumer streaming services and other third-party platforms and channels, as well as Movies Anywhere, a cloud-based digital locker operated by Disney.

International activities such as the Disney Channels and other international channels are also included in this new business segment. The company emphasizes that both “universally appealing and locally relevant” content is offered on their international channels, which includes the production of localized content. As CEO Iger observed in 2014: “Disney Channel is a powerful daily touchstone for the Disney brand in hundreds of millions of homes worldwide.”89



Mickey Inc.

Disney represents a dominant player in the media and entertainment business – a sector that, at least in the United States, has become increasingly more concentrated over the last few decades as corporations have moved or converged across industry lines to form diversified, multinational conglomerates. According to a study at the end of 1998, a mere nine corporations owned the major US broadcast television networks, controlled the production and distribution of theatrical motion pictures, produced, co-produced, or had financial interests in more than 95 percent of prime-time television programming, and owned or had financial interests in more than 95 percent of the cable channels.90

Following this study, CBS was taken over by Viacom, thus eliminating one of the nine companies. Thus we still have a handful of extremely large corporations forming an unprecedented media and entertainment oligopoly. The Disney company must be seen and understood within the context of this media oligopoly. Although these companies may compete in some ways, they represent an incredible concentration of commercial control over the information and communication resources of the country and a major contributor to media and consumer culture around the world.

The Walt Disney Company is similar to other corporations in that it is organized to earn income for its stockholders. The company may add business lines or sell certain holdings over the years, and managers may come and go, depending on their success in contributing to the company’s income. It might also be noted here that the company doesn’t always succeed, and some projects may fail for various reasons (Disney Infinity is only one example).

In this chapter, we have outlined the Disney corporation as it looked in 2019. It will change in various ways as it adjusts to political, economic, technological, and cultural shifts. However, many guiding principles and ongoing tendencies may continue. While it is clear that the company is diversified and global, one might still wonder how the company actually operates. What policies are implemented to assure continued shareholder value? The next chapter will provide some examples of specific strategies and tactics employed by the Disney company. In other words, we will examine corporate Disney in action.
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Figure 4.1: D23 Expo 2011, Marvel Panel: A Universe within a Universe. Photo by Doug Kline.





4
Corporate Disney in Action



While corporations such as Disney are motivated fundamentally by profit, there are different strategies and policies that are used to achieve this goal. It is not adequate to merely describe the extent of a corporation’s holdings or to report earnings/profits. It is also necessary to discuss the way that the corporation works and the consequences of its actions. Having described the Disney corporation, this chapter will explore some of the ways that this far-flung enterprise operates.

Brief mention was made of Robert Iger’s “strategic priorities” in the last chapter, including building the Disney brand, using technology, and improving efficiency. This chapter will give more attention to the company’s strategies and plans of action by exploring: (1) synergy (with several case studies); (2) brand/franchise expansion, and deepening demographic appeal; (3) controlling the Multiverse (including copyright enforcement, labor policies, and tough tactics; (4) global expansion; (5) technology; (6) marketing; and (7) corporate social responsibility.

Again, corporations like Disney are constantly adjusting and responding to various economic, technological, political, and cultural shifts. While the underlying motivation – the profit motive – endures, many factors can affect success, as the company consistently acknowledges in its annual report to the Securities and Exchange Commission.1 It might be wise to keep in mind these points as we consider the company’s strategies and tactics, taking into account their successes and failures.



Working together: synergy in action

Director of Synergy: Corporate, New York. Coordinate all synergy between Capital Cities/ABC Divisions and also with Division of the Walt Disney Company. Must be able to interact well with all levels of management. Reports to Executive VP.

“Job Listing” from an internal memorandum, Capital Cities/ABC, Inc., April 1, 1996


The major media/entertainment companies have long been diversified, with business divisions spread across film, broadcasting, print, and so on. These companies realize the benefits of promoting their activities across a wide range of outlets, creating synergy between individual units and producing immediately recognizable brands.

Synergy is not simply a business concept but has many definitions. For instance, the term is defined in the Oxford English Dictionary as:


	Joint action, cooperation; esp. (Theol.) cooperation between human will and divine grace in the work of regeneration;

	Combined and coordinated action (by muscles, other organs, types of cell, etc.) in the performance of a specific movement or function;

	Any interaction or cooperation, which is mutually reinforcing; a dynamic, productive, or profitable affinity, association, or link.



Synergy as a business concept has been popularized by practices employed by diversified entertainment companies but especially by the Disney company. The Economist described the relationship between brands and synergy for entertainment companies:

The brand is a lump of content. . . which can be exploited through film, broadcast and cable television, publishing, theme parks, music, the Internet and merchandising. . . . Such a strategy is not so much vertical or horizontal integration, but a wheel, with the brand at the hub and each of the spokes a means of exploiting it. Exploitation produces both a stream of revenue and further strengthens the brand.2


This is nothing new for the Disney company. From its inception, Disney created strong brands and characters that were marketed in various forms (mostly through films and merchandise) throughout the world. The company’s synergistic strategies accelerated dramatically in the 1950s, when the company opened Disneyland, the theme park that used previously created stories, characters, and images as the basis for its attractions. In addition, the television program Disneyland was introduced on ABC, providing further opportunities to promote the theme park along with Disney’s other products.

The Disney company had a clear sense of the value of cross-promoting its businesses in the 1950s, as represented in Figure 4.2 from 1957. This scheme illustrates the central role of theatrical films in this process, which for the most part is true today. As John August points out: “The company makes money in many ways, but feature films are still the key drivers.”3 However, the possibilities for synergy have expanded dramatically, with the addition of cable, home video, internet, social media, and many other new outlets. Indeed, the Disney company has developed the strategy so well that it represents the quintessential example of synergy in the media/entertainment industry. In fact, “Disney synergy” is the phrase typically used to describe the ultimate in cross-promotional activities. As one executive explained:

It’s a unique attribute of the Disney company, the ability to create synergy between divisions, whether it’s interactive games, Buena Vista television, or the Disney Channel. We all work together and we do it on a year-round basis and we do it aggressively. The success of those ongoing roles makes everything in the company work better. We actually have people in every division that are responsible for the synergy relationships of the company and every division has that. We take it very seriously.4



[image: image]
Figure 4.2: Disney synergy, 1957

An interesting account of this process is presented by Lorraine Santoli in Inside the Disney Marketing Machine – In the Era of Michael Eisner and Frank Wells. Santoli served as director of corporate synergy for the company and makes the case that Eisner and Wells were “the first Hollywood executives (only after Walt Disney himself) to aggressively cross-promote from within using synergy in addition to employing traditional marketing strategies.”5 Santoli also quotes Michael Eisner as saying: “At Disney 1 + 1 = 3. That’s synergy.”6

Despite the Disney company’s expertise with synergistic strategies, there are still variations as to how the synergy process unfolds, as well as in the actual success of these efforts. The next sections will discuss two examples: Frozen (2013), which was accompanied by relatively little pre-release promotion, but opened well at the box office, prompting extensive post-release activities; and Star Wars: The Force Awakens (2015), which was built on an established franchise, received over-the-top pre-release promotion and was hugely successful.


Case study: Frozen (2013)


Pre-release strategies

Disney’s promotion of Frozen received a good deal of attention, not only because of how little there was but also due to the focus of the campaign. A “teaser trailer” was released on Weather.com in mid-June, and one of the film’s new songs, “Let it Go,” was introduced at D23 (the Disney fan expo) in August. The official trailers followed in September, and posters began appearing around that time.

The promotions featured the main characters but mostly focused on the comedic roles in the film (Olaf, the snowman, especially) and downplayed the film’s music. The audience segment that was targeted seemed to be young boys, who were assumed to be uninterested in musicals about princesses.

It wasn’t until early November that Disney announced product lines for Frozen under the Disney brand and as collaborations with major manufacturers. The film was also featured in a few events at the theme parks in November and a few promotions on the Disney Channel and online sites. The lack of intensity of these promotions did not go unnoticed, as a reporter observed: “Disney’s sluggish reaction to Frozen demand, including long-sold-out merchandise at Disney Stores and a lack of character presence in its theme parks. After all, the boys they tricked into seeing the movie wouldn’t want an Elsa costume or to wait in line at Disneyland for Princess Anna to stamp their autograph book.”7

In addition, some rather quirky publicity stunts also drew attention. For instance, a 12-city Frozen hash-brown giveaway was sponsored by Ore-Ida. As reported in one fan magazine: “Nothing says ‘I can’t wait to see Frozen!’ like free potatoes! Disney and Ore-Ida launch this weekend a multi-city event dubbed the Frozen Fun Tour. Each stop includes giveaways like hash browns, french fries, and lunch boxes, as well as the opportunity to participate in Frozen arts and crafts.”8 However, most coverage focused on the targeted marketing campaign. The strategy was called “the false under-sell”: “You build word-of-mouth by allowing the audience to ‘discover’ the film’s quality for themselves. The ‘false sell’ doesn’t always work, because you need a film that absolutely delivers when audiences show up. But Disney knew it had the goods, so it concentrated its marketing campaign on the audience that doesn’t read reviews.”9

And the strategy seemed to work: the New York Times reported that around 43 percent of the audience for the opening weekend was male.10 Another publication observed: “It also deepened a trend where Disney marketed its movies based on what it thought audiences would pay to see, rather than what the movie was actually about.”11



Film release

Frozen was released in the United States in November 2013, opening in competition with The Hunger Games: Catching Fire. The movie had a strong, but not record-breaking, $67 million domestic opening weekend. But as the film was released in international markets over the next 10 months, its popularity snowballed, breaking box-office records in many locations. By the end of March 2014, the film had amassed a worldwide gross of $1.7 billion, with domestic receipts at $400.7 million, and became the highest-grossing animated film of all time.

The film also became Disney’s first billion-dollar film, as well as the fastest-selling digital release of all time after it was made available on digital HD and digital 3D in late February. The film’s music also sold well, as the soundtrack was at the top of the Billboard 200 chart for six consecutive weeks. Meanwhile, Frozen won two Academy Awards, one for best animated film and the other for best original song.

An indication of how unexpected this success was for the Disney company was indicated in Bob Iger’s comments in May 2014, as he reported a 27 percent increase in the company’s second-quarter profits, largely due to the film: “I think this is going to be. . . . well, beyond what we ever even imagined . . . This is definitely up there in terms of our top, probably, five franchises . . . So you can expect us to take full advantage of that over the next at least five years.”12



Post-release promotion/activities

Despite the tepid pre-release promotional efforts, Frozen became a huge hit. As one online site noted: “It didn’t become one because of a snowman. The male-friendly, music-free marketing probably helped the opening weekend grosses, but Frozen is a phenomenon because of its music and the compelling female-centric storyline. You know, the stuff Disney didn’t think would sell tickets in the first place.”13

And while the film itself attracted audiences and initiated word-of-mouth, Disney vigorously fueled the film’s continuing popularity after its initial release with additional products and heavy promotion. The Frozen phenomenon clearly accelerated with DVD and digital downloads in spring 2014, as well as widespread promotion of the music.14 Beyond the DVD/digital releases, other examples of content included a sing-a-long subtitled version of the movie released to theaters in January 2014, a karaoke app released in May, and additional content such as quizzes on Anna’s and Elsa’s fashion style or stylized photos from a Frozen-inspired wedding, which ran daily on Disney’s official blogs and social media. Frozen merchandise, in particular, flooded the market, with $500 million in toy sales alone in 2014, and Frozen apparel, with other licensed products adding a similar amount for an estimated total of more than one billion dollars in merchandise.15

Promotional activities continued well after the film’s release, with elaborate examples, such as this one in London during the 2014 Christmas season:

The collaborative karaoke event at The Royal Albert Hall boasted a star-studded guest list including Amanda Holden, reindeers, and of course, mini Elsa and Anna look-a-likes. Guests could pet reindeers and be photographed on the icy blue carpet on arrival. . . . A truly magical 5000-strong sing-along followed with an on-stage choir leading the audience in all of the film’s hits such as “Do You Want to Build a snowman?,” “Love is an Open Door,” and the globally popular “Let It Go.” When the event came to a close, simulated snow fell from the ceiling adding to the gloriously Christmassy atmosphere.16


It is notable that this event sounds more like a pre-release promotion rather than one occurring more than a year after the film’s release. But not surprising to anyone paying attention, the initial film has been followed by sequels, Frozen on Broadway, Frozen on Ice, Frozen rides at Disney theme parks, LEGO versions, and on and on . . .

Assessments in the popular press of Disney’s handling of the film and its unexpected popularity were common. For instance, one newspaper reporter concluded: “While everyone inside Disney’s marketing sweatshop will try to take credit for the movie’s billion-dollar haul, in reality the studio simply lucked out.”17 Perhaps. But it wasn’t luck that sustained the Frozen franchise. As explained by the head of Disney’s merchandising in Europe, Middle East, and Africa explained: “What is great about a franchise like Frozen is when something hits like that it doesn’t just go away because Disney is a machine that is able to utilize all its different components to sustain a franchise.”18

In other words, Disney synergy.




Case study: Star Wars: The Force Awakens (2015)

A different approach to promotion and marketing was used with Star Wars: The Force Awakens (2015). The seventh Star Wars film (the first produced and distributed by Disney) included unprecedented pre-release promotion involving massive synergistic efforts that built an already established franchise into an even more prosperous one.


Pre-release promotion

The promotion for Star Wars: The Force Awakens began when Bob Iger referred to “Star Wars Episode VII” during the announcement of Disney’s purchase of Lucasfilm in 2012. What followed was a myriad of marketing strategies leading to the film’s opening in December 2015. As one Star Wars enthusiast wrote in his blog: “[t]he way they have drip fed information about the film and built excitement over the past couple of years is arguably one of the best examples of content marketing of ALL TIME.”19 Another comment came from Marketing Week before the film opened: “Disney, with its huge corporate machine and retail network, has proved adept at steadily building excitement around The Force Awakens in the three years since it acquired Lucasfilm. . . . It is also likely The Force Awakens will represent the biggest promotional marketing campaign in the history of cinema.”20

After Iger’s announcement, strategic announcements and unofficial (or were they?) “leaks” about the movie emerged. Carefully chosen production photos were gradually released, the announcement of the cast was made, and a few other announcements (and/or leaks) followed. Finally, the first teaser trailer was released on November 28, 2014 – and the internet went crazy as the 90-second teaser trailer attracted 58.2 million US views on YouTube during the first week.21

A classic Star Wars Celebration was organized in Anaheim in April 2015, and a second teaser trailer was released featuring Harrison Ford as Han Solo saying three simple words: “Chewie, we’re home.” The expression swept the internet and immediately started appearing on T-shirts, door mats, jewelry, and so on with a limited-edition collector pin released at the Disney parks later in the year. The two-minute teaser trailer recorded 30.7 million US views on YouTube during the first 24 hours and attracted an audience of 88 million when StarWars.com and theater screenings were included.22

Disney then took advantage of the excitement around the film at the 2015 Comic Con in San Diego, California, in July, with a live blog of the event on the official Star Wars website, a behind-the-scenes featurette, and a panel with original cast members. The event was followed in August with the launch of an “expansive, historic promotional campaign,” as Disney announced seven “global partners”23 (see Table 4.1). All of these companies – plus many others – created campaigns that included advertising, video content, and special promotions and giveaways.

Table 4.1: Star Wars: The Force Awakens selected promotional partners and products





	Procter & Gamble
	CoverGirl, Max Factor
	

	Star Wars-themed make-up







	Duracell
	 
	

	batteries







	FCA US
(Fiat Chrysler Automobiles)
	Dodge
	

	partnered with Uber to offer free rides in Stormtrooper-wrapped Chargers in Manhattan – a triple-cross with Mattel, which gave riders special Stormtrooper-wrapped Hot Wheels cars.

	displayed a custom-painted Fiat 500e stormtrooper at the LA Auto Show.







	General Mills
	Lucky Charms
	

	marshmallows shaped like spaceships, lightsabers, Yoda, R2-D2, stormtroopers







	HP
	 
	

	promotional campaign asking artists to create and submit Star Wars-related art for a chance to have their work shown in a professional show and win a laptop.

	special edition laptops and sleeves







	Subway
	 
	

	kids meal, w/messenger bag and glow stick “lightsaber”







	Verizon
	 
	

	live-stream of the red carpet for the world premiere event in Los Angeles devoted a whole channel on FiOS to the stream












Force Friday

Moving closer to the film’s opening, the company organized an event dubbed “Force Friday,” September 3‒4, 2015. It was promoted as “the world’s first global live toy unboxing event” – an 18-hour live stream of performers and fans unboxing Star Wars merchandise on YouTube.

Unboxing videos feature the unpacking of a wide range of merchandise and is said to have originated in 2006 with a Nokia cell phone. The phenomenon grew rapidly, and by 2014 had become a popular and relatively lucrative genre. At that time, about 20 percent of the top-100 most-viewed YouTube channels worldwide were dedicated to toys and toy unboxings and, by mid-2017, more than 65 million YouTube videos included “unboxing” in the title. Meanwhile, unboxers were being paid up to $4 per 1,000 views.24

The Disney Star Wars unboxing marathon started on September 3 in Sydney, Australia, and continued through Asia, Europe, North America, and South America. Retailers around the globe opened their door at midnight on September 4 to sell the new Star Wars merchandise. The event was also streamed on Disney-owned ABC’s website and mobile app. Good Morning America also broadcast the unboxing live from New York. The Force Friday event concluded in San Francisco at Lucasfilm. Well-known “unboxing” stars, as well as Star Wars fans from around the world, were featured.25

Force Friday also included events and special deals at Disney theme parks and Disney Stores, as well as at partner retailers such as Toys R Us, Target, and Walmart in the United States, and Smyths and Forbidden Planet in the United Kingdom. And there were plenty of products available and purchased – the total amount of merchandise sales for that day alone was close to a billion dollars.26 The event also attracted 6,000 stories in the media, and 12 billion digital impressions.27



Merchandise madness

Indeed, Force Friday began a two-month frenzy of Star Wars merchandising madness, for instance, with special Star Wars clothing designed by fashion leaders from Halston and Diane von Furstenberg to Cynthia Rowley and Rag & Bone. The amount of available merchandise before The Force Awakens was already beyond comprehension, with total sales estimated to have exceeded $32 billion from the debut of the first Star Wars film in 1977. The franchise has received credit for “practically inventing modern licensing,” with merchandising sales increasing by at least $1.5 billion per year. Other lucrative franchises pale in comparison.28

The Disney company reported in February 2016 that the franchise’s toys had generated more than $700 million.29 However, the Disney company does not reveal details of its licensing deals. Experts have reported that the company receives a higher percentage than typical merchandising arrangements, often 10 percent rather than 7‒8 percent of sales. For The Force Awakens, the Disney company also loosened up on standardization of products associated with the film, allowing for specific markets to tailorize merchandise for specific markets. The company also expanded the targeted consumers for Star Wars products (traditionally, boys and men) and aimed products at girls and women as well. In addition to items available through Disney and other retailers, entire websites were devoted to the online sales of Star Wars merchandise.30



Final pre-release events

In a classic example of synergy, the “official trailer” for The Force Awakens was released during halftime of NFL Monday Night on ESPN, October 18, 2015, the same day that the theatrical poster appeared on the Star Wars website. Other Disney media outlets featured the film over the following weeks and, by November, the sale of advance tickets was growing. On December 15, Variety reported: “Star Wars: The Force Awakens didn’t just break pre-sales records, it eviscerated them. The seventh film in the science-fiction franchise has sold more than $100 million worth of tickets.”31 The promotion was paying off, and even Iger appeared overwhelmed. Two days before the opening, he issued a “thank you letter” to Disney employees, gushing over the “unprecedented excitement” and calling it “one of the proudest and most exciting moments in our Company’s history.” But the emphasis seemed not so much on the film itself as on the film’s launch: “It’s been thrilling to see the remarkable level of teamwork behind this effort ‒ every single business unit across the Company has been part of launching this movie and building the future of this franchise, ensuring it will generate value for our Company for generations to come.”32

In other words, thanks for the synergy.



Film release and beyond

Star Wars: The Force Awakens was a spectacular success at box offices. As of August 2016, the worldwide gross was more than $2 billion. According to Box Office Mojo, the film broke a total of 41 all-time records, including highest domestic box office ($936 million).33 Other revenues included pay TV and television at approximately $165 million, disc and digital sales at $276 million, and consumer products for a minimum of $500 million (additional merchandise revenues flowed to other parts of the Disney company). After estimated expenses (estimated at $350 million), the Disney’s profits were estimated at $1.3 billion.34

But this was only the beginning of the Star Wars treasure trove, which included theme-park attractions, cable programs, and more Star Wars merchandise and films (including the first “standalone” episode, Rogue One: A Star Wars Story in December 2016). Star Wars: The Force Awakens was touted as a grand success – or at least, a financial success – demonstrating Disney’s mastery of synergistic marketing. As Advertising Age concluded: “The Force Awakens has been credited with some of the best – if not the best – movie marketing. Through its extensive marketing push, Walt Disney Studios, parent of Lucasfilm, successfully created a new generation of ‘Star Wars’ fans, while keeping loyalists happy.”35




Beyond case studies: other examples of synergy

These case studies demonstrate how most of Disney’s corporate divisions become involved in promoting a brand/product/franchise/film, and also some of the possible variations. Other examples of synergy can be seen beyond film releases/products and involve various components of the Disney Multiverse. Indeed, cross-promotion or referencing of Disney properties increased dramatically after Disney’s takeover of ABC and ESPN in the mid-1990s, and again with the addition of Pixar, Marvel, Lucas, and Fox. The examples are endless and, again, planned deliberately by Disney’s synergy experts.

While promotion of entertainment products across divisions and crossover talent are probably predictable business strategies, coverage of news and public affairs is another matter. The issue of corporate censorship or influence of news coverage has been addressed over the years by numerous communications scholars.36 When Disney took over the reins at ABC, and thus ABC News, there was a good deal of attention to the Mouse House’s involvement in the news business. While the company claimed that it would institute a hands-off approach to news production, there have nevertheless been instances of corporate meddling.

One of the most notable examples involved the ABC’s news magazine program, 20/20. ABC News was accused of canceling a story about theme-park security, which included claims that Disney World does not administer the kind of security checks to potential employees that would identify sex offenders. Apparently, network executives had arranged to use research from the book Disney: The Mouse Betrayed but rejected drafts of a script for the story. Of course, company spokespersons claimed that the chairman of ABC News made the decision “on his own without direction from network or Disney executives.”37

This certainly may be true. However, as Leo Bogart points out, the process of influencing news coverage works in subtle and indirect ways. “Few media overlords are so crude as to give direct orders to kill or slant stories. They do not have to do that in order to let it be known what their views are and where their interests lie. Almost imperceptible Pavlovian cues reinforce desired behavior and inhibit what is unwelcome.”38 While claims of direct censorship can often be denied or possibly substantiated in some situations, it is still difficult to separate editorial policies from ownership connections, no matter who makes the decisions.




Expanding the Multiverse: building the brand, maintaining franchises, and deepening the demographics

“When it comes to brands, there’s Disney and then there’s everyone else.”39


Since its inception, the Disney company has continuously extended its brand, from cartoons to features to television to theme parks to adult-oriented films to news/sports programming, and on and on. With the addition of Pixar, Marvel, Lucasfilm, and 21st Century Fox, the traditional Disney brand has been reinforced (especially with Pixar), but also expanded into various un-Disney type products (e.g. comic book heroes and satirical television programming). The franchises obtained in these purchases have huge carryover value for the company’s parks and merchandise business. If it is the case that brands are in decline, with studies showing that customers are less loyal to companies and quicker to try something new, then Disney appears impervious to the trend.

The strategies that Disney has employed to achieve such success, however, have proved an interesting topic. One observation is that the company is not selling products based on quality of craftsmanship but on the quality of its stories.40 The company has also been questioned for its dependence on already established (and mostly successful) franchises that have been purchased, rather than the creation of new characters and stories. Although new characters and stories still emerge, such moves seem contradictory to the ongoing Disney reputation and claim of creativity and innovation.

Disney has also renewed its focus on synergy with the concept of shared universes or mega-franchises, which has been well developed by Marvel. One commentator has noted, “A lot of these superhero characters were just being left there to gather dust. Disney has proved that this [approach and genre] can be a gold mine.”41 As a Hollywood Reporter journalist explained,

the key differences between a regular franchise . . . and a shared universe is the amount of planning and interweaving that goes into each individual film. It’s all too easy to make a film that exists solely for the purpose of setting up future installments and expanding a world, rather than a film that stands on its own merits while deftly hinting or winking at its place in the larger mythos. In that, the MCU [Marvel Cinematic Universe] has flourished.42


Marvel has delivered the demographics that Disney was hoping for – and more. As Iger suggested, Marvel is a “treasure trove” of property that “transcends gender, age, culture and geographical barriers.”43 And, as he assured investors, the company would not meddle with Marvel or try to rebrand it, as was done with Disney/Pixar.44 And that strategy seemed to work well.45

Indeed, the expansion led by Iger has been especially helpful in broadening and deepening the attraction of the company’s products and services to a wider demographic array of consumers. The addition of Pixar gave Disney control of a company that had already proven to be popular for families with young children. The subsequent acquisitions of Marvel and Lucasfilm brought already established characters that appeal to a male audience. Meanwhile, the addition of the cable channel, Disney XD, was directed towards boys while the Princess line of products strengthened the already strong appeal to young girls (see more details p. 86).

Disney has also expanded multicultural representations in their films (examples include Mulan, Moana, and Black Panther), perhaps taking into account previous critiques but undoubtedly recognizing growing multicultural audiences/consumers. The company has received popular attention for these moves: “[I]n the years since the uber-feminist megahit Frozen, Disney has entered into its third golden age, one in which progressivism and a commitment to inclusion are not only powerful artistic decisions but profitable business ones.”46 Whether these moves are actually progressive is debatable. But, undoubtedly, the success of films like Frozen and Black Panther have contributed to revised assessments of Disney’s classic representations, which will be discussed in chapter 5. Overall, however, the company continues to succeed at building its brands and widening demographics.


The Disney Princess franchise

The Disney Princess franchise is an example of the company deepening demographics, and was initiated by Andy Mooney, a former Nike employee, who was hired by Disney Consumer Products in 1999. Apparently, he was inspired by a visit to the Disney on Ice show, where young girls were dressed as princesses, but not Disney princesses. The franchise was launched in January 2000 as the first attempt to package and market the princesses together, separate from their original films.47 One report cited Roy E. Disney as opposed to the move, noting that it would “weaken the individual mythologies.”48 Thus the decision was made to avoid eye contact between the princesses when featured together. As Peggy Orenstein notes: “[Each] stares off in a slightly different direction as if unaware of the others’ presence.”49

The franchise initially featured nine princesses, with three others added later.50 Orenstein reported that, by 2006, the company had licensed more than 25,000 products and, by 2012, the franchise was reportedly earning $3 billion in global sales. By 2014, it was approximately $4 billion, about the same as Mickey Mouse,51 which doesn’t include Frozen, which came out in 2013 and which Disney measures separately.

The Disney Princess franchise features media products, such as music, books, and videos, and a wide array of other products, including (but not limited to) dolls, toys, clothes, jewelry, shoes, luggage, dishware, furniture, cosmetics, bath products, party supplies, educational products, wedding products, bandages, snack bags, and wall paint. The franchise has relied on marketing partners, such as Target and Harrod, to promote the Princess products, as well as licensing the brand to a wide range of other companies, as with other Disney merchandise. An interesting move in 2014 involved the company shifting its lucrative doll-making license for the Disney Princess line brand from Mattel to Hasbro, which offered Disney the opportunity to move the franchise towards “empowered heroines,” rather than homogeneous, passive damsels.52 Actually, the differences between the Mattel and Hasbro versions of the princesses are “subtle,” and the story of the shift to Hasbro is a bit more complicated (as explained by a Businessweek cover story in 2015).

For some, however, the claim of the merchandise representing “empowered heroines” is still problematic. As John Wills observes: “Disney sold ‘girl power’ as princess power. . . . The intense commercialization of the Disney princess revealed some of the problems and ambiguities of Disney role models.”53 He notes that the films may have represented more nuanced portrayals, whereas the merchandise drew on the princess stereotype developed in the earlier films. For some, this represented only a “narrow version of femininity.”54 Amy Davis notes that “the marketing of ‘The Princess Collection’ seems to be an attempt by Disney to reconstruct its image as a friend and supporter of women’s solidarity, even going so far as to group the various villainesses together as a sort of ‘evil alternative’ to the Princess Collection.”55

Despite these reservations, Mooney, the creator of the franchise, reflects on its success: “I had no idea the princesses would grow into this. . . . The phase when little girls play dress-up is a brief moment in time. But it’s a brief moment in time when they spend a lot of money.”56




Controlling the Multiverse

Disney’s obsessive control is a theme that runs throughout discussions of the company, whether in academic studies or in the popular or trade press. We will be returning to this issue as it relates to Disney texts and theme parks, but, for now, we focus on the company’s strategies to control its properties through copyright, labor relations, and tough tactics.


Controlling intellectual property

Copyright: The exclusive legal right, given to an originator or an assignee to print, publish, perform, film, or record literary, artistic, or musical material, and to authorize others to do the same.

Trademark: A symbol, word, or words legally registered or established by use as representing a company or product.

Oxford English Dictionary57


The protection and enforcement of intellectual property rights has been a vital issue for media and entertainment companies, especially in light of the proliferation of branded products, as well as the increased global marketing of products. For instance, American film companies have elicited the assistance of an army of lawyers and even the FBI to enforce their property rights in the United States, as well as the State Department and Interpol in foreign markets. Piracy remains a thorn in the side of the Hollywood majors, which claim that billions of dollars are lost each year from unauthorized use and sale of their products.58

The company’s concern with intellectual property rights became crystal clear when Congress faced the issue of extending copyright protection in 1998. Of course, the Copyright Act had been changed numerous times since it was first enacted in the United States, when the duration of a copyright was only 14 years. A major overhaul of copyright laws in 1976 provided a maximum term of 75 years for already-published works. This meant that Disney’s rights to Mickey Mouse – copyrighted in 1928 – would expire in 2003 when it would become part of the public domain.

Michael Eisner and the Disney company led a successful lobbying campaign to convince Congress to pass legislation extending copyrights, representing a classic example of how Hollywood clout can influence the legislative process. The bill, initially introduced by singer/actor turned Congressman Sonny Bono (and thus named the Sonny Bono Copyright Term Extension Act), proposed changes in the copyright law to allow corporations to have exclusive rights over their copyrighted properties for 95 years rather than the 75 years allowed in the existing law. Also, copyrights held by individuals were to be extended to a total of 70 years after death, rather than 50 years.

While proponents argued that the extension was necessary to match the European Union’s recent copyright extension, some legal experts pointed out that the bill represented a “wealth transfer” benefiting large entertainment and publishing corporations. While supporters of the bill who held that it was noncontroversial were able to keep it out of public debate, opponents argued that the bill was not in the public’s interest. “Making money isn’t what copyright law is about,” said Adam Eisgrau of the American Libraries Association. “The purpose of the law is to provide a sufficient incentive to authors and inventors to create information, not because there is a constitutional entitlement to compensation but because the information created was regarded as a public good.”59

Corporate copyright holders, such as Disney, lobbied Congress directly, as well as calling on their pals at the Motion Picture Association of America (MPAA), which used “its own heavyweight lobbyist: its president, Jack Valenti, who called on his own decades-long contacts with legislators to move the bill.”60 But the legislation was apparently too important to rely only on face-to-face lobbying tactics. Disney provided campaign contributions to ten of the thirteen initial sponsors of the House bill and eight of the twelve sponsors of the Senate bill.

The significance of the legislation was revealed in press coverage of the eventual success of the campaign, which pointed out that Disney’s copyright on Mickey Mouse was scheduled to expire in 2003, on Pluto in 2005, on Goofy in 2007, and on Donald Duck in 2009. The changes in copyright law in 1998, thanks to Disney and friends, meant that Mickey was securely in the hands of Disney until 2023.61 Figure 4.3 represents what has been called the “Mickey Mouse Curve,” indicating how copyright duration has changed close to each time that the rights to Mickey Mouse were about to expire.


[image: image]
Figure 4.3: Copyright duration and the Mickey Mouse curve. Source: Tom W. Bell

Disney has long been known for its tough enforcement of intellectual property rights and has a rich history of litigation against and/or harassment of potential copyright violators. Early examples of Disney’s copyright enforcement cases included the well-known suit against a group of underground artists called the Air Pirates for using Disney characters in a series of un-Disney or anti-Disney comic books in the late 1960s. In a 10-year lawsuit that had important implications for the culture industry, Disney finally prevailed with the use of the characters declared to be not a fair use in 1978.62

When Team Disney took command in the mid-1980s, the campaign to enforce copyrights accelerated to the point that the company declared a “war on merchandise pirates.” In 1988. Paul Pressler, vice-president of Disney’s merchandise licensing, declared: “This anti-piracy program continues as one of our top priorities. Our characters are the foundation of our business and project the image of our company, so it’s imperative that we control who uses them and how they are used.”63

There has been no shortage of examples of Disney’s obsession with copyright enforcement. For instance, between 1986 and 1991, the company filed 28 suits against more than 1,322 defendants. One of the largest actions was in 1991, when Disney filed against 123 Californian companies and 99 Oregon companies for unauthorized use of characters in various types of merchandise.64

While the company regularly pursues such cases, some incidents have received more attention than others. For instance, in 1989, Disney threatened to sue three Florida day-care centers for unauthorized use of their characters in murals. The day-care centers removed the figures and replaced them with characters from Universal and Hanna-Barbera cartoons, which were provided at no expense. The incident was widely reported and is often used as a classic example of Disney’s obsession with controlling its characters.

Also in 1989, Disney sued the Academy of Motion Pictures Arts and Sciences when performers dressed as Snow White characters were used in the Academy Awards presentation without Disney’s permission. The case was withdrawn, but many in Hollywood were amazed at Disney’s pettiness.

While the corporation may be within its rights in protecting its properties, the company’s public responses are often brash and arrogant. To cite an instance, British papers reported early in 1998 that the Disney company was closely watching the development of the Millennium Dome in Greenwich after visits to Orlando, Florida, by British Secretary of State for Trade and Industry Peter Mandelson. One journalist pointed out that the Disney company is “famously protective of its copyright” and cited a Disney executive: “He [Mandelson] may be a minister of the British Government, but we are the Walt Disney Corporation and we don’t roll over for anyone.”65

Yet another case was the refusal of the company to provide royalty-free use of Disney characters for US postage stamps celebrating American animation in the 1990s. Warner Brothers agreed to participate, however, Disney held out for many years, demanding that the postal service pay royalties for the right to depict their stable of characters on US stamps.66 Since this incident, the postal service has released several sets of postage stamps with Disney characters, including Disney villains (in July 2017). It might be noted that since the late 1970s, Disney characters have been licensed for use on stamps from many other countries and have become popular with collectors.67

These are only a few of the cases representing Disney’s obsession with enforcing copyright. However, the company has been forced to adapt its strategies due to the widespread use of the internet and social media to circulate and remix copyrighted material. As Lawrence Lessig has pointed out, “Mix is the idea of taking ideas, expressions, putting them together and making something. Remix is the practice by which others take that [mix] and re-express it. Culture is remix. Knowledge is remix. Politics is remix. Everyone in the life of producing and creating engages in this practice of remix.”68 As Lessig and others have observed, the growth of exclusive copyright restrictions has had a “chilling effect” on remixing and other creative activities.69 Some of Disney’s actions related to copyright enforcement are good examples.

But, again, Disney and other companies have been adapting to the digital revolution. An obvious example of Disney’s adjustment was the popularity of Frozen, as detailed above, which led to an avalanche of fan-made versions of the film’s featured song, “Let It Go.” In May 2014, the Wall Street Journal reported that about 60,000 fan-made versions of the song had been watched more than 60 million times, while the authorized film clip featuring the song had been viewed more than 147 million times.70 Obviously, the company would have had difficulty policing any copyright violations, and it thus yielded to the phenomenon, which became another promotional advantage for the film. As a Salon reporter observed: “Disney’s expertise in nurturing, co-opting and, most of all, not cracking down on the many ways fans have embraced ‘Frozen’ online is a template for how to thrive in a digital, copy-promiscuous, consumer-empowered environment. Disney, long one of the fiercest and most powerful defenders of strict intellectual property control, has learned how to let copyright go.”71

But despite the lack of enforcement related to Frozen, the company has continued its antipiracy campaign, for instance, with the creation of the Disney Antipiracy Group, which continued to pursue violators: “Disney takes the enforcement of these rights very seriously. We protect these rights so that we can continue to provide quality entertainment that measures up to the standards that our audience has come to love and expect. We welcome reports of suspected infringement of any of these rights.”72

In June 2017, Disney also joined with other entertainment companies to form the Alliance for Creativity and Entertainment, a worldwide coalition to fight piracy. The Alliance works with the MPAA and law enforcement to reduce online piracy through various strategies, including “voluntary agreements with responsible parties across the internet ecosystem.”73


Case study: the Oregon Duck

An interesting example of how Disney manages its properties and its relationships is the case of “the Oregon Duck.” The University of Oregon’s mascot is a duck: a “fighting” duck – a duck that is a version of Disney’s Donald Duck. The University of Oregon is the only university that currently uses a Disney character as a mascot, and the story of the university’s relationship with Disney is an interesting example of the company’s strategies of control.

The university has used a duck as its mascot since the 1920s but adopted a version of Donald around 1947, when the Disney company contacted the university about its use. In 1948, Walt Disney agreed to permit the university to use Donald as the model for the Oregon Duck, but evidently no written record was produced. A photo exists of Walt in a University of Oregon jacket posing with university representatives, and that photo has been used for years as the basis for the university’s argument that Walt sanctioned the use of Donald’s image.

In 1974, the agreement was formalized with a written license arrangement that allowed non-exclusive rights to use the character on a royalty-free basis. The Oregon Fighting Duck (or, as it is referred to around Oregon, “the Duck”) was distinguished from Donald Duck in various ways, and an “Afro” duck was developed as well.

By 1978, requests from non-university businesses for use of the Duck on merchandise prompted closer scrutiny of the agreement. However, the university’s request to add sub-licensing arrangements was denied by the Disney company in 1979.

In 1991, a new and more detailed licensing agreement again authorized the university’s “character use” of the Oregon Duck primarily for athletic events but also provided for sub-licensing arrangements. While the university can sub-license the Duck with Disney’s trademark to manufacturers, the contract required a licensing fee of 12 percent, half of which goes to the Disney company. The university would typically charge 7.5 percent on licensed products and thus lost 1.5 percent when the Duck is involved.

The amount that the Disney company receives varies from as much as $30,000‒$85,000 each year, depending on how much Duck merchandise is sold. “The money that we send them probably doesn’t seem like a lot in the whole scheme of the Disney enterprise,” said Matt Dyste, former director of Merchandise Marketing and Licensing at the university. “Walt said that we could use the Duck, and that probably is the only reason that Disney signed the [1991] contract with us. It seemed apparent that they would rather we were not involved in licensing their character.”74

Another stipulation in the contract was that the Duck be used “in a good manner” and not portrayed in a “negative light.” The contract does not provide any further detail but apparently assumes that university officials will be familiar enough with the Disney image to interpret this provision. “They assume that their culture is so seeped into you, that you know what that means,” Dyste explained. “Most people have traditionally thought of Disney as wholesome, family, as entertainment of a good quality.”

In addition, the 1991 contract forbade the university from selling any products with the Duck image outside of the Eugene and Portland (Oregon) areas, which was a real handicap for the University of Oregon since colleges and universities increasingly sell their merchandise across the country for additional financial revenue. In addition, a more burdensome approval process for new Duck merchandise involved three stages and five production samples to be sent to the Disney company.

Eventually, the Disney company lightened up a bit on the University of Oregon’s deal. By 2002, a new, more flexible deal was negotiated, allowing the university to market its mascot across the country. And, in 2010, Disney and the university reached an agreement based on the assumption that the Oregon Duck “is not substantially similar to Disney’s Donald Duck character” and removed the costumed Oregon Duck mascot from its association with the Donald trademark. This allowed the Oregon Duck to make more public appearances, such as at college mascot competitions. However, Disney still maintained the right (and royalties) to products that feature the graphic version of the mascot.75

There have been various attempts over the years to replace or supplement the Oregon Duck. In 1978, “Mallard Drake” was created by a cartoonist for a student newspaper, but the students voted two-to-one for the Donald version. And in 2002, a leaner, meaner, more athletic version was created (with Nike’s assistance). Although it was supposed to be called “Mandrake,” it was more often referred to as Roboduck, Duck Vader, or Nike Duck. It disappeared by the end of the season.

So, why does the University of Oregon stick with the Duck Who Is Not Donald, which is still tied in some ways to Disney? Dyste explained: “We love the character, and the value that the Duck has to the University of Oregon is more than anything that we could generate off licensing revenues if we owned our own character. The history, the character, the alumni. It all fits together. When you think of the Duck, you think of the Oregon Duck.” Thus it seems likely that the Duck will endure as the university’s mascot.




Controlling labor: working for the Mouse House

Another element in Disney’s exercise of control is its relationship with its employees. In 2018, the company reported employing approximately 201,000 people, including a wide assortment of workers in its diverse businesses. The Disney name is sometimes an attraction for potential employees, who may have dreamed all their lives about working at the studio or one of the theme parks. Indeed, in 2016, Fortune named Disney as the company that Americans want to work for most.76 In 2017, the company was ranked No. 2 Most Admired Employer in a survey by Morning Consult that included three age groups (millennials, gen-Xers, and baby boomers).77 Disney was also said to be one of “the Best Places to Launch a Career” by BusinessWeek magazine every year from 2006 to 2010.

It appears that many Disney employees are quite pleased with their work environment, as reported in a “company snapshot” from VaultReports.com, a website that includes information on corporations for prospective employees. Based on interviews and surveys, the report noted that employees feel that working for Disney is a boost to their career, and that the perks offered them are seldom matched by other companies (theme-park admission, merchandise discounts, etc.).

Still, the allure of the Magic Kingdom can be deceptive. Another survey of the best US companies to work for ranked Disney forty-first on the list, and all four branches of the US military ranked higher than Disney.78 And the Vault Reports study also found that salaries are typically below industry standards and that the company’s bureaucracy can be discouraging if employee expectations are too high. The report warns prospective workers, “Despite the warm and fuzzy material it produces, at its core Disney is a rigid corporate bureaucracy.” As a seasoned Disney worker explained, new employees become “disillusioned because they envision the Walt Disney Company as a Magic Kingdom kind of place which is a fairytale land devoid of bureaucracy, politics, and other unsavory things like financial analysis. No such place exists.”79

The company promotes itself as a “community,” in which employees share in decision making, and promotions are made from within the company. The informal familiarity at Disney is well known, symbolized by everyone being addressed by their first name. However, different sectors of the company represent different conditions and specific ways that employees are controlled. The next two sections discuss workers at the studio and at the theme parks.


Studio workers/animation

At Walt Disney Animation Studios, an extraordinary group of innovative and acclaimed filmmakers, artists, engineers and developers work in harmony to create the magic of animation. Bring your unique talents, passions and ideas to our team, and prepare to play in a creative, artist-friendly filmmaking environment. Together, we will tell timeless stories, bring memorable characters to life, and invent fantastic worlds that inspire and entertain audiences around the world.

https://www.disneyanimation.com/careers


Historically, the employees who have attracted the most attention at Disney have been those involved with animation. As John Lent explains, American animation was founded on labor exploitation, not only at Disney but at most of the Hollywood animation companies, where “talented animators worked extremely long hours at grueling, tedious jobs for low wages and with virtually no credit.”80

As noted in chapter 2, the labor strife in the early 1940s was not at all surprising, considering the low pay and lack of recognition at the Disney studio. Salaries were reported to be the lowest in the film industry, with inkers and in-betweeners at Disney receiving between $17 and $26 a week in the 1930s into the 1940s. Long hours and quotas were common, and animators were sometimes forced to take work home. But the loss of control over their work also frustrated some Disney employees. Whatever was produced by employees while at the studio belonged to the company, and, as discussed in chapter 2, Walt Disney controlled virtually the entire animation process. Consequently, many have argued that the Disney style of animation that developed left little room for experimentation and individual creative touches.81

Overall, Disney built a labor-intensive cel-animation factory in the 1930s that became the focal point of the company. Training classes for animators were organized to remove personal styles and the labor process was divided and subdivided into an assembly-line approach. Some have argued that Disney developed the most rigid model of labor control in animation production.

During the 1960s, Disney joined other companies in sending work overseas, where it could be done more cheaply. The 1990s renaissance in animation was due in part to Team Disney’s revival of the Classic Disney animated features, but also new television and cable channels featuring cartoons and animated series. This meant more work for animators in Hollywood, but also more animation work abroad, especially in the growing offshore animation centers in Japan, Taiwan, South Korea, Canada, and Australia. Typically, pre- and post-production activities were done in the United States, while cel drawing, coloring (by hand), inking, painting, and camera work were done abroad.82

Although it is claimed that there was a shortage of animators in the United States during this animation boom, there is ample evidence that producers looked to offshore animation workers to save money. As one non-Disney producer explained, “If we had to do animation here, it would cost a million dollars instead of $100,000 to $150,000 to produce a half hour, and nobody could afford to do it except for Disney.”83

Yet Disney also has sent its animation work overseas, either to its own companies or as the sole client of other companies. India became a popular location in the early 2000s, as explained here:

The main reason why foreign entertainment firms are flocking to India is the cost advantage the country offers. As an example, American animators can cost about $125 an hour; in India, they cost $25 an hour. The total cost for making a full-length animated film in America is estimated to be $100 million to $175 million. In India, it can be made for $15 million to $25 million. Studios in India are also able to provide a large supply of low-cost, high-quality software engineers, even going so far as to establish studios outfitted with state-of-the-art hardware and software to carry out production overseas.84


Meanwhile, computer animation has been introduced across the industry, offering new systems of production but also eliminating jobs. Wan-Wen Day has noted that more than 1,400 jobs were eliminated in animation across the US film industry from 2002 to 2007, and wages of traditional animators were reduced by as much as 50 percent. While costs are typically lower, revenues for computer-animated films are considerably higher.85 Disney followed this trend with lay-offs of hand-drawn animators in April 2013, and lay-offs at Pixar in November 2013. Around the same time, LucasArts (game publishing) was closed, eliminating in the region of 150 employees and other units of the company were hit with lay-offs, which were attributed to “rapidly changing technologies.”86 In July 2018, Disneytoon Studios was closed, with 75 animators and staff laid off.



Theme-park workers

The “happiest places on earth” are renowned for their happy and helpful employees. But this doesn’t happen automatically, and, by some accounts, working at the Magic Kingdom is not always so magical.87 After a two-year study of Walt Disney World, Jane Kuenz concluded that “Disney’s control of its labor force is apparently near total; the workers themselves certainly perceive it as such.”88 Despite the company policy requiring employees to waive their right to write about their work experiences, Kuenz found employees who were more than anxious to talk about their jobs at the Magic Kingdom.

As noted above, the chance of working at one of the Disney parks is an alluring fantasy for some people. Thus the Disney company seems to have no problem in finding plenty of interested workers for its parks and resorts. It’s a question of whether these potential employees fit (or are willing to fit) the Disney mold. One of the ways that Disney actively recruits young, eager workers is through the Walt Disney World College Program, which is said to attract more than 3,000 students from the United States and other countries each year. The program includes seminars that encompass work and classroom experiences. While a job at the park may not necessarily follow, students who complete the program are awarded mock degrees, a “Mousters” or a “Ductorate.”

Employee training is a common practice for many American corporations, but Disney’s training of theme-park employees is legendary. With the opening of Disneyland in the 1950s, the company created its own training program called “the Disney University,” which now operates “campuses” at each of the theme parks and at the Disney studio in Burbank.89 The training program includes teaching future employees (“cast members”) the company history and philosophy in a two-day course called “Traditions,” which has been cited by management experts as one of the “best indoctrination programs” in the world.90 It is here that new employees learn to accept the control of the company. Eva Zibart explains it as “a mix of company legend, behavioral guidelines, and psycho-social bonding. ‘You come out totally believing in “The Disney Way,”’ said a five-year veteran. ‘It’s almost like Walt is alive and well. . . . We call it getting doused with pixie dust. It lasts about a year – and of course some people have to go through it again.’”91

During the course, new employees learn about “the Disney culture” – defined in company literature as “the values, myths, heroes and symbols that have a significant meaning to the employees . . . Ours is a culture that is so strong it has withstood the test of time and is recognized all over the world.” Most importantly, park workers learn about the Disney approach to serving the public and “preserving the integrity of the show.” Employees are required to smile, to make eye contact, to display appropriate body language, and to seek out guests. Some analysts have referred to this as “emotional labor,” defined as “expressing socially desired emotions during service transactions.”92 There is also a long list of taboos, including: never embarrass a guest; never be out of character; never improvise with scripts; never fraternize with other workers; and never wear costumes anywhere but in the assigned area. Employees who learn well and exhibit exemplary service are called Guest Service Fanatics, as outlined in Box 4.1.



Box 4.1: Guidelines for a “Guest Service Fanatic”


	Service

	Always makes eye contact and smiles

	Exceeds guest expectations and seeks out guest contact

	Always gives outstanding quality service

	Greets and welcomes each and every guest

	Maintains a high personal standard of quality in their work

	Teamwork

	Goes “beyond the call of duty”

	Demonstrates strong team initiative

	Communicates aggressively with guests and fellow Cast Members

	Preserves the “magical” guest experience

	Attitude

	100% Performance

	Extremely courteous and friendly

	Displays appropriate body language at all times

	Exemplifies the Disney Look

	Says “Thank You” to each and every guest

	Recovery

	Provides immediate service recovery

	Aggressively seeks opportunities to fully satisfy our guests

	Solves guest problems before they become dissatisfied

	Demonstrates patience and honesty in handling complaints

	Always preserves the integrity of our show

	Emphasizes safety, courtesy, show quality, and efficiency!



Source: Material distributed by the Walt Disney Company




Training also includes specific guidelines on what to do in emergency situations, as the Disney company is notorious for keeping these situations under their control. For instance, safety guidelines instruct workers never to use “panic words” – fire, car accident, ambulance, and evacuation – but to use “Disney terminology” – Signal 25, Signal 4, Alpha Unit, and Exiting. Employees are carefully instructed on how to deal with these situations to avoid upsetting guests, as well as to control the potentially damaging publicity that may follow.93

After the Disney indoctrination, all “cast members” are on probationary status for a specific period of time, while their “leader” (or just “lead”) monitors their performance. Seasonal cast members are on continuous probationary status and are thus advised by the company to “pay particular attention to our policies and procedures.”94

In addition to wearing specific “costumes,” “cast members” must also adhere to a strict grooming code. In other words, the uniform, “squeaky-clean” look of employees at the parks is not automatic or natural, but the result of strict enforcement of the “Disney Look.” Some of the specifications of the code, drawn from a company brochure entitled the “Disney Look,” include the following:

For hosts – neat, natural haircuts “tapered . . . so that it does not extend beyond or cover any part of your ears.” [Illustrations in the “Disney Look” manual provide examples of acceptable and unacceptable haircuts.] No mustaches or beards are allowed; however, deodorant is required.

For hostesses – no “extremes” in hair styles; confinement of long hair by acceptable accessories, . . . a plain barrette, comb or headband in gold, silver, or tortoiseshell without ornamentation of any kind including bows. No more than two barrettes or combs; only natural makeup is permitted, and only clear or flesh-toned fingernail polish. Polishes that are dark red, frosted, gold or silver toned are not considered part of the “Disney Look.” Fingernails should not exceed one-fourth of an inch beyond the fingertip.


More recently, the restrictions have been expanded to include no shaved heads, no visible tattoos, no nose or other piercing, except the ear lobe, where two are allowed for women only. The “Disney Look” is serious business. According to the employee (or “cast member”) handbook, “continued violation” of the appearance policy is grounds for dismissal.

There are lots of other reasons why theme-park employees may be “fired on the spot” – especially those workers who wear the famed Disney character costumes around the park and hotels or for special appearances. Most importantly, they are never, ever, ever allowed to remove their character’s head in front of park guests, even if they are ill or unconscious, which apparently is quite often. With no peripheral vision, navigating in the awkward and sometimes dangerous outfits can be tricky, although the workers inside them must always stay in character. The costumes are so hot and heavy that those inside them often become sick to their stomachs or pass out.95 Preserving the “magical” guest experience apparently is more important than workers’ welfare.

In addition to staying in character, maintaining the show, and serving guests, park employees must also be aware that they are being watched or monitored. Employees report an obsession with getting people through the rides as quickly as possible, with time‒motion experts monitoring the “hourly operational ride capacity.” A former employee explains, “At Big Thunder Mountain, I’m supposed to handle 2,000 visitors an hour. It’s just like a factory with assembly-line production, only this is a fun factory.”96

Furthermore, the workers who Kuenz interviewed suggested that everyone is spying on everyone else at the theme parks. “Foxes” are disguised employees (dressed as tourists with cameras), who spy on guests, attempting to prevent various kinds of mischief, including shoplifting and theft in the park. Meanwhile, “shoppers” – also disguised as tourists – monitor and test employees to make sure they are adhering to the Disney rules of behavior. Kuenz concludes:

The collective paranoia inculcated in Disney workers from the get go – manifested in the suspicion that there is always another rule one can be found breaking – and which results in their feeling that they are always expected to perform the frequently irritating role of “Disney cast member,” is a function of both the tight control that the company exercises over its dominions and a segmented and hierarchical system of relations between management and labor and within labor itself.97


It also might be noted that employees are carefully instructed about how to handle emergencies in precise ways. For instance, the company goes to extreme lengths to avoid reporting any deaths in the park. One employee claimed that the medical staff must wait until they are off of the company’s property to pronounce a person dead. Thus the official line has been that no one has ever died in the parks.98



The rewards: salaries, promotions, perks

Although the workers at the parks are subject to a particular kind of control, other policies apply to all employees of the company. The Vault Report cited earlier notes, “The Disney pay scale, unfortunately, doesn’t match the high sheen of the Disney name.” Prospective employees are warned that the company’s pay scale is 10–15 percent below the market, and raises are slow and erratic. Another employee explains that “in a way, you’re paid just with the Disney name.” The report concludes, “This works to Disney’s advantage, but can be a trap [for employees].”99

Moreover, Disney workers are certainly well aware of the “exorbitant executive salaries” discussed in chapter 3. Disney’s CEOs have been especially well compensated and are regularly in the top ranks of executive compensation lists at major corporations (similar to other CEOs in the communication and media industries).100 Meanwhile, the lowliest of Worker Mice at the Disney theme parks often work for minimum wage101 and can be eliminated easily during budget cuts or reorganization.102

The issue of salaries at the theme parks publicly erupted in 2017, when Disneyland workers organized protests at Disneyland over homelessness and low pay. According to unions, about 85 percent of the 17,000 Disneyland employees who were part of unions were paid less than $15 an hour, which made it difficult, if not impossible, to afford the high-priced housing in the area and other living expenses. The workers’ situation had attracted attention with the death of a homeless Disneyland worker, whose body was found in her car in December 2016.103 Even more coverage of Disney workers’ plight appeared with US Senator Bernie Sanders’s support for their cause.104 In addition, a survey of thousands of Disney workers released in 2018 found that nearly three-quarters of those included reported that they did not earn enough to pay for basic monthly expenses.105 The study also called attention to Iger’s salary and the ticket prices and financial success of the park. From 2007 to 2016, Disneyland’s attendance had grown 21%, ticket prices went up 59%, and revenue 98%; since 2000, the average hourly wage for workers in real dollars dropped 15%, from $15.80 to $13.36.106

Despite the rhetoric of equal opportunity and promotion from within, employees claim that “to move into a higher position, they had to be favored by someone above them, which usually requires them to be obsequious, not make problems, not complain.”107 For instance, promotions at the theme parks are often made to the position of “lead” – a sub-management job that is not actually considered that of a supervisor or a manager. However, leads are still the “first line of supervision,” although they have little power and, contrary to company rhetoric, do not often move subsequently into actual supervisory positions.108 The hierarchical system at the parks divides the workforce into specialized units with separate managers, who are “all working earnestly at their one task, the left hand oblivious to the right.” As Kuenz notes, it’s the model for work in the new world order: “This is a world in which all social planning has been replaced – as every attraction at EPCOT’s Future World predicts and hopes it will be – by corporate planning, every advance in social coordination conforming to and confirming the logic of the company’s needs.”109

Contributing to this “brave new world” scenario, many employees are exceptionally devoted to the Disney company, which is claimed to have an unusually low employee-turnover rate (although there are contradictory claims of a relatively high worker turnover).110 One explanation is that the company “fosters both a sense of responsibility and a sense of fun.”111 It’s a company where “cast members” make people from all over the world happy, where employees receive free passes to the parks, where apparently there is an endless supply of pixie dust. As a former custodial employee exclaims, “I absolutely loved (x100000) the time I had there, although I was working minimum wage, because obviously I’m at the most magical place on Earth.”112



Mickey as Teamster

Disney deals with a number of trade union organizations, as do other Hollywood corporations.113 Generally, union representation for the film and entertainment industries has become increasingly more diversified as the different types of businesses incorporated by Hollywood companies have involved further differentiation of labor, often making it difficult for workers to form a united front against one corporation. For instance, workers employed by Disney include animators at the Disney studio, janitors and gardeners at Disneyland, and costumed characters at Walt Disney World.

The differentiation of labor is especially apparent at the theme parks, where workers are represented by a wide array of labor organizations, many unrelated to those active in the film industry. Over a dozen labor organizations have contracts with Disney World, where unions have formed trade councils to negotiate contracts.114 For instance, the Service Trades Council Union (STCU) is a coalition of six unions that represents around 39,000 workers at Walt Disney World. Meanwhile, at Disneyland Resort, 31 unions represent about 17,000 of its 22,000 cast members. A group of five unions negotiates a master agreement (Master Services Council) for about 3,000 employees.

The company continually states that they have good relations with these trade unions. For instance, in a statement about labor relations at Disneyland Resort, the company stated that it “is proud of its long-standing history of positive relationships with its unions, which started prior to 1955.”115

However, as indicated by the company’s history, this relationship has sometimes been tense and agreements over new contracts are not always smooth, as indicated by a few conflicts that took place during 2017‒18. During the long negotiations over contract renewals at both parks (focused especially on establishing at least $15 per hour minimum wage rates), the company announced that union members would not receive the $1,000 bonus that they were awarding to other employees (thanks to a corporate tax cut) unless the unions accepted the most recent offers. Unfair labor practices lawsuits were filed by unions at both parks, however, thanks to a National Labor Relations Board that was unsympathetic to the labor positions, the company prevailed.116

Ultimately, the contract negotiations were settled and the $15 minimum wage per hour was accepted by the company. However, the settlement followed a good deal of press coverage of working conditions and pay rates at Disney’s theme parks (discussed above), and after a petition was filed in June 2018 by a coalition of unions that prompted the Anaheim City Council’s decision to add a ballot measure to the November election requiring larger Anaheim employers that receive city subsidies to pay workers at least $15 per hour.

Despite the acrimonious negotiations, and especially the insulting policy involving bonuses mentioned above, the company still was able to boast:

Disneyland Resort has long taken pride in providing an exceptional employee experience, and this agreement sets a new bar with minimum wages that are among the highest in the country. Our unprecedented offer shows our commitment and care for our cast members and is the largest increase in our history. Our cast members are at the heart of making guests’ dreams come true and this meaningful pay increase reflects the valuable roles they play at the resort.117


Despite this minor victory by some of the Disney unions, the trend towards diversification generally has contributed to weakening trade unions’ power as well as to a lack of unity among workers across company businesses. As Los Angeles Times labor reporter Harry Bernstein once observed, “These days, corporate tycoons own conglomerates that include businesses other than studios and networks. They may enjoy movie-making, but money seems to be their primary goal. So if production is stopped by a film industry strike, their income may be slowed, but money can still roll in from other sources.”118

Thus the Disney company attempts in various ways to maintain control over its workers throughout its diverse business endeavors. And, despite the techniques that some employees use to find their own pleasures and satisfaction in their work, the company usually gets what it wants. As a Disney insider quoted in the Vault Report advises those considering working for The Mouse, “It’s important not to lose sight of the fact that Disney is a huge company which is in business for the sake of our stockholders – owners who want to make money by growing the company’s value.”119




Controlling through tough tactics

Beyond the labor market, Disney has become notorious for its tough and sometimes unscrupulous style of dealing with other companies as well as with its employees. After Team Disney took over, the company’s “formula for success” was “talk tough, talk cheap, and keep total control.”120 In addition to the cost-cutting measures discussed in chapter 3, the company stepped on numerous toes in the industry to get what it wanted. Examples abound, but one of the most often cited is the lucrative licensing arrangement for the Disney–MGM Studios, which Disney was able to negotiate for a pittance with MGM’s lawyers and refused to reconsider. The park’s construction also became controversial when Disney’s supporters helped convince the Florida legislature not to support a similar plan by MCA/Universal. To add to the drama, the very idea of a studio theme park in Florida was claimed to have been lifted by Eisner, while he was at Paramount, during a meeting with the head of Universal.121

Disney’s tactics have led to a plethora of lawsuits, not only over copyright issues, as discussed previously, but over a wide range of business deals. One lawyer observed that tangling with the Disney company was “like suing God in the Vatican.”122 The company is known for not paying bills, withholding royalty payments, insisting on its own terms with theater owners, and so on. Lewis notes that in 1987 Disney was involved in 17 major lawsuits involving 700 defendants in the United States and 78 others overseas.123 As one industry observer noted, “Disney’s critics say doing business with the company means facing teams of lawyers who will stake out extreme positions on virtually every negotiating point and often return to try to reargue issues later if Disney isn’t pleased. Mickey Mouse may be the soul of this company, but you’ll find the heart somewhere over in the legal department.”124 It is no wonder, then, that the Disney studio is known around Hollywood as “Mousewitz,” and Team Disney as “the Rat Pack.”

It might be noted that Disney’s quest for control does not always succeed, although most examples remain behind the veil of corporate secrecy. One publicized example occurred a few days after the special-operations mission that killed Osama bin Laden was announced in 2011. The Disney company filed an application with the US Patent and Trademark Office for the rights to “SEAL Team Six,” the Navy’s unit that conducted the raid. The application apparently sought exclusive rights for use of the name “from handheld videogames to snow globes” on various types of merchandise items, presumably everything from video games to toys and backpacks. The reaction from the public and the press, however, was enough to convince Disney to withdraw the application “out of deference to the Navy.”125

Then, in May 2013 the company filed another application with the US Patent and Trademark Office to trademark the Mexican celebration called Día de los Muertos, or Day of the Dead. The aim was to produce a film using the title, in addition to creating and selling themed merchandise. (The film, Coco, was released in 2017, as discussed in the next chapter.) The outcry from the Latino community was immediate and strong. As Mexican-American artist Lalo Alcarez commented: “How could Disney allow such a blunder?”126 He also created an editorial cartoon, titled Muerto Mouse, and a petition started circulating. It took the Disney company about a week to withdraw their application.127 Although these efforts may not have been successful, they indicate an attitude of possession and control that seem to guide Disney’s corporate strategies.128




Conquering the world: Disney’s globalization

Despite some of these challenges, Disney has succeeded in rebuilding and expanding the company’s holdings, not only in the United States but also internationally. In 1989, Fortune magazine claimed that “the company has become the archetypal American corporation for the 1990s: a creative company that can move with agility to exploit international opportunities in industries where the United States has a competitive advantage.”129 Of course, the company’s success in foreign markets does not happen automatically, nor necessarily because Disney’s products are universally demanded. The next two sections of this chapter will discuss some of the ways that the company clears the way for its products in foreign markets, as well as taking advantage of global opportunities made possible through the exploitation of international labor.


Global agility: political persuasion

A complete analysis of any corporation needs to pay attention to relationships with the State. These include various ways that companies try to influence government activities, as well as government support of corporate activity.

One common practice of corporations in the United States is to contribute to political campaigns, political parties, and Congressional committees so that politicians and government officials will feel favorably disposed to support the company’s activities, especially their interests in foreign markets.130 Disney contributed more than $11.1 million to miscellaneous campaigns in 2016, and contributions went to both Democratic and Republican parties.131

The company directly hires a number of lobbying organizations and spent approximately $3.55 million on lobbying in 2017.132 But lobbying for the Disney company is also accomplished through the Motion Picture Association of America (MPAA), a trade organization that serves the six major Hollywood studios in various ways. The organization was formed in 1922 and has a wide range of functions. Domestic lobbying is achieved through various strategies, including campaign and political party contributions and personal influence (the MPAA head has always been a Washington “insider”).

Interestingly, the MPAA (and perhaps the industry as a whole) has shifted recently from mostly supporting the Democratic Party and candidates to reaching out to Republican Party and conservative forces. In fact, one of Disney’s own lobbyists organized a group called “Entertaining Republicans,” to encourage Hollywood companies to support more conservative legislators, an effort that apparently helped pass the 20-year extension of copyright terms in 1998.133

Some of the activities of Disney’s CEO, Robert Iger, are also illustrative of the company’s political connections. In June 2010, President Barack Obama appointed him to the President’s Export Council, which advises the president on how to promote US exports, jobs, and growth. He has been a board member of the US‒China Business Council since June 2011. Mr Iger is also a member of the Partnership for a New American Economy, a coalition of mayors and business leaders from across the United States that supports comprehensive immigration reform.134 Iger also served on President Trump’s Strategic and Policy Forum; however, he resigned in June 2017 after Trump’s withdrawal from the Paris Climate Agreement.

The Disney company, like many other US-based multinationals, “move[s] with agility” in foreign markets not only because of its own activities but with assistance from the US government. The company’s activities are supported, whenever and wherever necessary, by the State Department’s efforts to enforce copyright claims and break down national policies that inhibit US companies’ “agile moves.”135 For instance, the company joins with other US-based media corporations in insisting on copyright protection for their products in foreign markets and relies on the US government to enforce these rights using whatever means are necessary.136

Though the Disney company is similar to other multinational companies, it is also notable for eliciting assistance from foreign governments on its own, especially in the construction of its parks and resorts, in ways that other companies probably only dream about. While there are numerous examples that could be cited, one example was the support received from the French government in the construction of Disneyland Paris. To attract the Disney company and the estimated 30,000 jobs that would be provided by the park, the French government assisted in various ways, including cut-rate land deals, low-interest loans, tax breaks, infrastructure improvements, and other investments.137 Agreements were also made with the Hong Kong government, in support of Hong Kong Disneyland and with the Chinese government for the construction of the Shanghai theme park.138



Global opportunities: exploiting labor

Not only is Disney generally able to move with agility in global settings, but the company also succeeds by “exploiting international opportunities.” Like other multinational companies, Disney takes advantage of chances to produce its products outside the United States, where labor is cheaper and operational costs are lower. Film and television production are arranged where labor is cheap or tax advantages are lucrative, which for animation production, as discussed previously, often means countries outside the United States.

But Disney’s extensive merchandising activities also benefit from the globalization of labor that has accelerated over the last few decades.139 Like many other American companies, Disney often designs its own products, then licenses the actual manufacture to independent subcontractors, mostly in Third World countries. The company obviously benefits from controlling the design of products, which can then be produced at lower costs and sold at higher profit margins. But the company also benefits from a global division of labor that perpetuates the deskilling and devaluation of labor in the process.140

The company licenses the rights to its intellectual property to contractors at relatively high rates, thus subcontractors seek to manufacture products at the lowest possible cost. For products that depend on manual labor (clothing and toys, for instance), this often means that products are manufactured where labor costs are low, meaning American sweatshops or factories located in developing countries.

One source claimed that Disney-licensed products were manufactured at an estimated three thousand factories worldwide, often in Third World countries where workers are paid poverty-level wages and often work in inhumane conditions.141 And several studies have looked specifically at wages and conditions in Haiti and Bangladesh, while more recent reports have focused on conditions at factories in China.142 After two deadly accidents occurred in Bangladesh in 2012 and 2013, the company announced that it would move Disney production out of Bangladesh, Pakistan, Belarus, Ecuador, and Venezuela. A workers’ group in Washington, DC responded by stating that they considered “‘cutting and running’ from a factory as a serious abrogation of a licensee’s responsibilities.”143 And in a New York Times op-ed piece, leaders from the International Labor Rights Forum called the move “shameful,” and the company’s attempts to avoid compensating workers “appalling.” “We continue to invite Disney to help the workers in Bangladesh through paying its fair share into the victims’ fund and by making a real commitment to being socially responsible.”144

For instance, in August 2017, the minimum wage for workers in Haiti was 57¢ an hour, which equals $5 a day, or $1429 a year. If a worker is paid on a piece-rate system, it is possible to receive around $7.50 per day, which is still not enough to pay for a family’s food for one day. Human rights groups have called attention to these conditions, calling for a living wage for Haitian workers.

In addition, as James Tracy has argued, products manufactured in these countries are sold at prices set as if they were manufactured in industrialized countries, making it difficult for workers to purchase the products they make. Tracy argues that, “While the labor of developing countries produces these articles, the laborers are excluded from consuming their products. Further, surplus value created by underpayment is embodied in the products. When Disney prices the product as if it were manufactured in an industrialized country, Disney profits from that surplus value.”145

Though Disney is not the only multinational company to take advantage of globalization trends, the international prominence of the Disney brand, as well as the emphasis on products for children, should draw special attention to these business practices. While the Disney company doesn’t always get its way with governments around the world, or even in the United States, its ability to do so in many situations provides it with important advantages in foreign markets, and thus the Disney brand continues to cross international borders, and Disney products continue to be interpreted as “universal.”




Making the magic: technology

“We keep moving forward – opening up new doors and doing new things – because we’re curious. And curiosity keeps leading us down new paths. We’re always exploring and experimenting.”

Walt Disney Quotes, http://www.mywaltdisneyquotes.com/business-quotes


Technology has been an integral part of the Disney company since its inception and has been fundamental for most, if not all, of the company’s businesses. The heart of Disney’s technologies has historically been motion pictures, but the expansion of the company has led to diversified technological development in other areas, especially since the 1950s and again in the first decades of the twenty-first century.

J. P. Telotte offers an interesting overview of Disney’s historical use of film and media technologies and argues that they became fundamental to the company’s identity. He traces Disney’s use of sound, color, and various techniques to create “the illusion of life” through animation, as well as Disney’s experiences with Cinemascope, television, theme parks, gaming, and digital technologies. Drawing on Virilio’s notion of “the vision machine,”146 which relates technology and perception, Telotte argues that “Disney has also, like no other American cultural institution, always been invested in the technological, and . . . has effectively made the technological seem like a natural or complementary element of our world.”147

The Disney company has moved much more aggressively into technological innovation as Bob Iger explained: “Technology had to become a significant middle name for the company.”148 Just a few areas will be mentioned here.


Media content

As with other entertainment companies, Disney has been involved with new media technologies, such as computer animation and new forms of digital distribution. The company also has become more active in producing content for new media formats, including games, online sites, social media, and mobile phones. Technology has also been emphasized with various ESPN projects as well. The addition of Pixar in 2006 also enhanced the company’s creative and technological assets, with expertise in computer graphics and a strong culture of research. The company claims that the Pixar acquisition was a source of inspiration for the formation of Disney Research (see p. 111).149



Theme parks

The Disney theme parks continue to incorporate technologies that present Disney’s cinematic worlds as “real” worlds or, as one film scholar has called them, “inhabitable texts.”150 As previously mentioned, the theme-park concept developed in sync with Disney’s television business in the 1950s in an intense synergistic relationship that explored and linked these emerging entertainment technologies.

Again, Iger has highlighted the role of technology and the parks: “The powerful combination of technology and creativity has always been integral to Disney Parks and Resorts, allowing us to create immersive experiences that bring guests into their favorite stories.”151 Some additions to the parks have featured attractions based on cutting-edge technologies, such as virtual reality and 3D. Attractions that have emphasized notable technological developments include Pandora at Walt Disney World and the Tron ride at Shanghai Disneyland.

New developments have also been introduced that “enhance the guest experience,” such as MyMagic+, a series of technology-based tools that include the My Disney Experience app and website, RFID-enabled wristbands (“MagicBands”) that make access and purchasing easier for park guests, and FastPass+, a reservation system for attractions and entertainment experiences. (More discussion of these developments is offered in chapter 6.)



Consumer products

Another indication of the integration of Disney businesses and technology was the merging of Disney Consumer Products and Disney Interactive in June 2015. The primary motivation for the move: to respond to “changing consumer preferences in a marketplace increasingly influenced by technology.” Iger further explains this technological emphasis: “Our Consumer Products team is also combining next-generation technology with Disney’s creativity to elevate storytelling for a new generation, transforming the merchandising, retail, and publishing industries in the process.”



Disney research

Disney’s technological development during the early years was integrated into the company’s filmmaking activities. However, more deliberate attention to technological development beyond cinema was acknowledged when Disney Imagineering was created in 1952 to oversee the creation of Disneyland. Since then, more than two thousand “Imagineers” have been involved with everything from designing new theme parks, to renovating Anaheim Stadium, to developing a “visionary community” (Celebration), as well as continuing additions and updates to the existing parks and hotel complexes.

More recently, Disney Research was created to expand the company’s research activities, and “to drive value for The Walt Disney Company by delivering scientific and technological innovation Company-wide.” As the company’s website explains, “Disney Research combines the best of academia and industry, by doing both basic and application-driven research.”152 A variety of research areas are included, such as computer graphics, video processing, computer vision, robotics, wireless communication and mobile computing, human–computer interaction, behavioral sciences, materials research, machine learning, and optimization.153 Projects also involve technologies related to rendering, imaging and video, augmenting reality, personalized artifacts, animation, capture, haptics, and analytics.




Marketing The Mouse

Disney’s popularity and success are not automatic but a result of the strategies that have already been discussed, as well as deliberate and coordinated marketing, advertising, and promotional activities. Advertising and publicity campaigns organized by the company, as well as carefully planned tie-ins with other companies, continue to serve the company well, as exemplified by the case studies described earlier in this chapter.

The company spends a substantial amount of funds each year on advertising for its businesses, reported as around $2.8 billion in 2018.154 While this is a sizable amount, it represents only approximately half of the expenditures spent by a few other companies in 2016 (for instance, Comcast spent $5.62 billion, and Procter & Gamble spent $4.31 billion).155

Disney’s advertising messages are employed especially for feature-film releases, merchandise, and theme parks, but the company also sometimes relies on other companies to promote their products, as indicated in the case studies above. Campaigns employ typical advertising tactics but often emphasize themes associated with the Disney brand (for instance, memories, family, creativity, fantasy, and magic).

In addition to advertising, the Disney company uses a variety of publicity and public relations strategies to promote the company and their products and services. Traditional publicity and public relations involve press releases that result in coverage of Disney events, corporate finances, new products, and so on. The Disney parks also feature elaborate and well-publicized holiday events and merchandise, such as Christmas and New Year.

But the company does not depend on holidays to plan special events, as Disney never misses a chance to celebrate an anniversary of its characters, films, parks, and other company businesses (for instance, the Disney Stores).156 These celebrations often include special theme-park events and promotions, television specials, and a wide array of merchandise, and they also draw on consumers’ nostalgia and memories. Press coverage of these promotional activities is not left to chance, as the company publicizes them in various ways. For instance, Disney is well known for “schmoozing” journalists, treating them to expense-paid trips to the theme parks (especially for major anniversary celebrations and new projects) and showering them with gifts. The results are often glowing “news” reports about the company’s activities.157

A similar kind of partnership is fostered with travel agents, who help promote the Disney theme parks as ideal family-vacation destinations. The company has organized its own training program for travel agents (“the College of Disney Knowledge”), awarding “degrees” for successful completion of the program. One can easily see how these efforts contribute to attendance at the parks, although it is more difficult to assess exactly how much.

Disney also employs the internet, Facebook, Instagram, and other social media platforms/outlets to share information and to sell its products. Advertisements are sprinkled around the Disney website, but the site itself might actually be considered an advertisement.

While many, many examples could be cited, the point is that the Disney company maintains its popularity with conscious, deliberate, and extensive advertising and promotion. It does not merely advertise its products; it publicizes and promotes the Disney brand through a multitude of highly calculated and coordinated strategies and schemes, both in the United States and in foreign markets.



Playing nice: corporate social responsibility

Corporate social responsibility (sometimes called self-regulation) has become a popular strategy for many corporations, and Disney is not alone in focusing on its image.158 According to some of the company reports, “Giving back to communities is one of Disney’s founding principles.”159 Often in these reports, the Walt Disney Company’s “legacy of charitable giving” has been connected to its founders, Walt and Roy Disney, who formed relationships with the Boys Clubs of America, now known as the Boys and Girls Clubs of America, as well as the US Marine Corps’ Toys for Tots program. Walt Disney also contributed to St Joseph’s Hospital, across the street from the studio, where he eventually died.160

However, in the 1990s, the company was often criticized as being excessively fixated on profits and serving only its shareholders. After Eisner’s departure, it seemed clear to many that Disney’s public image and corporate culture needed serious attention. Thus, over the last decade or so, the company has significantly improved its corporate image, with deliberate efforts that are often attributed to CEO Iger, who has built Disney into “a company that believed in itself again.”161

The company has directed special attention to promoting ethical corporate behavior, developing what they call “Disney ethics” or “Disney citizenship.”

[o]ur continuing commitment to be among the most admired companies in the world – a recognition of both the integrity of our people and the quality of our entertainment experiences. This guides our actions as a company and our efforts to promote the happiness and well-being of kids and families by inspiring them to join us in creating a brighter tomorrow.162


They further specified areas that they feel are involved in acting responsibly or in an ethical manner: Ethical Conduct, Responsible Content, Environmental Stewardship, Civic Engagement, Respectful Workplaces, and Responsible Supply Chain. Disney has been criticized in these areas over the years and thus it is interesting to see how the twenty-first century Disney company is deliberately attempting to change that image.163

One indication of the company’s revitalized commitment to its public image was the creation of a new position of senior vice president for Corporate Responsibility in November 2006.164 Then, in 2008, Disney’s first comprehensive corporate responsibility report was released, paying special attention to environmental goals. Iger still felt the need to link these activities to the company’s primary motivation: “Disney’s enhanced corporate responsibility efforts make our brands and products more attractive, strengthen our bonds with consumers, make the company a more desirable place to work and build goodwill in the communities we operate. All of this contributes to shareholder value”165 (italics added).

In only a few years, the company has been able to change its image and has received a number of accolades in the areas of ethics, corporate citizenship, governance, and workplace practices.166 By 2013, Disney was ranked alongside Microsoft, Google, and BMW as one of the “the most socially responsible companies” by consumers who participated in a survey conducted by the Reputation Institute (a private consulting firm) in 15 countries.167

The company’s reported social responsibility focuses on a wide variety of projects related to philanthropy and the environment. However, only a few examples will be discussed here to conclude this chapter.


Philanthropy

The Disney company is involved with philanthropic activities related to their stated commitment to citizenship. While more attention and information has been dedicated by the company to these activities, it is still sometimes difficult to sort out the nature of the projects, the claims of impact, and the amount of gifts, as well as whether contributions have been made by the company or by its employees.168 Most often, charitable giving incorporates and promotes the Disney company name/brand and, sometimes, specific products. For instance, the company worked with Target to produce a special fashion line based on Rogue One: A Star Wars Story, with donations from sales contributed to the US Fund for UNICEF.169

Volunteering is another emphasis, and the company boasted that in 2016 employees contributed more than 542,800 volunteer hours through VoluntEARS, a program that developed at Disneyland in 1983. It is now a corporate-wide program: “Our mission is to develop opportunities . . . to contribute personal time, expertise and effort to make a positive impact on our community while furthering the ideals of The Walt Disney Company.”170 While many worthy community projects are involved, employees participate on their own time, without pay, “furthering the ideals” of the company and providing valuable promotional potential.

Disney’s citizenship campaign has also focused on health and nutrition, encouraging families and kids to adopt healthier lifestyles by promoting Disney-branded nutritional guidelines and foods.171 In addition, the company has gathered a variety of promotions under the theme “Think Creatively,” which links Disney with schools and educational projects. In addition, the company promotes creativity through a variety of educational programs. “One focus of our philanthropy is nurturing creative thinking skills in kids through imagination, play and story telling.”172



Environment

At Disney, we are committed to using resources wisely and protecting the planet as we operate and grow our business. We conserve nature and inspire kids and families to join us in caring for our planet.173


Disney citizenship’s second major theme is the environment, which is not new, according to some company officials and some authors. In 2008, Disney senior executive vice president and CFO Thomas O. Staggs stated, “While Disney has always been a leader in environmental stewardship, we are taking ambitious steps to help preserve our planet for future generations.”174 Despite these declarations, Disney has not always been recognized as an environmentally conscious company, with criticism ranging from theme-park policies to the promotion of consumerism.175 But, similar to other corporations, Disney has adopted well-publicized environmental themes and policies (corporate “greening”) that have apparently contributed to their improved image. “Environmental stewardship is a pillar of Disney’s vision to be the most admired company in the world. As part of the mission to conduct our business and create our products in an ethical manner, our commitment to environmental stewardship focuses on using resources wisely and protecting the planet as we operate and grow our business.”176

Disney has adopted greening policies and messages across their company businesses and has even trademarked the concept of EnvironmentalityTM – to think and act environmentally – which is used in some of its projects and promotions.177 Some of Disney’s recent policies are concerned with environmental impact, specifically including “long-term goals and targets” related to reducing emissions, waste diversion, and ecosystem and water conservation. Other policy statements pertain to healthy cleaning, merchandise bag recycling, paper, chemicals, and “smart packaging.” More specific examples of EnvironmentalityTM at the Disneyland Resort are promoted on the Disneyland Public Affairs website.178 An interesting project that was enthusiastically publicized by the company in April 2016 and widely picked up around the country by the popular press and internet sites featured a Mickey-shaped five-megawatt, 20-acre solar facility located immediately outside of Walt Disney World. As a Fox/Orlando Sentinel reporter gushed at the end of a story about the facility: “Disney is really stepping up their energy conservation game,” despite the comment by another reporter that the amount of energy produced by the new Mickey facility was not very significant compared to the amount of power that Disney uses overall.179

Some of the projects already mentioned have been supported by the Disney Conservation Fund, founded in 1995 as a “key pillar” in the company’s conservation effort. A summary of the fund’s activity is provided on its website: “the study of wildlife; the protection of habitats; the development of community conservation and education programs in critical ecosystems; and experiences that connect kids to nature across the globe.”180

In 2016, the company reported that since 2012, the Disney Conservation Fund had awarded $65 million, connected more than 52 million kids and families with nature experiences through grants to nonprofit organizations, as well as offering guest experiences at Walt Disney Parks and Resorts, and helping to protect 400+ species.181 A Rapid Response Fund is also offered to organizations working in communities preparing for or responding to disasters or conservation emergencies, as well as naming Disney Conservation Heroes every year.

In addition to these activities, other projects have been introduced to encourage environmental education. One example is the Jiminy Cricket’s EnvironmentalityTM Challenge, first launched in 1994 through a partnership between the Disney company and the California Environmental Education Interagency Network. The contest encouraged students to develop action projects that target real-world environmental challenges. By 2005, more than 680,000 children had participated in the project, with top award winners receiving all-expense-paid trips to the Disneyland Resort.182



Summary: corporate responsibility = public relations

While these efforts may have philanthropic or socially beneficial motivations, as well as some positive impact in various ways, it has also been noted that they serve as promotion for the company and are accompanied by extensive publicity efforts, which often feature Disney characters and products. Advertising links to Disney products are sprinkled throughout the Disney Citizenship online pages. Winners of tournaments and campaigns are typically rewarded with Disney products or theme-park passes, which not only promote the company but reinforce certain values and behavior (increased consumption, for instance).

Environmental passion may be impressive to some but can represent “greenwashing” (the act of misleading consumers regarding the environmental practices of a company or the environmental benefits of a product or service) or what has been called an “environmental veneer.”183 In addition, it also might be noted that potential tax benefits are connected to many of these donations and projects. Again, the bottom line is fundamental.




Conclusion: the bottom line, after all

The activities and policies of the Disney company – as any corporation – are difficult to summarize in complete detail. However, one of the aims of the last two chapters has been to emphasize that Disney operates as a corporation with the same goals as any profit-motivated company. Some corporate policies and strategies may differ; for instance, the Disney company may be more emphatic about control over its properties than other companies, as well as being dedicated to positive family and social values. Nevertheless, the goal ultimately is to accumulate profits for the company’s shareholders. In addition to its social and environmental consciousness, the company consistently reminds us of that fundamental objective.

Although the company has been enormously successful in these efforts over the years, to the point that company representatives guarantee annual growth and specific returns on investment, the Disney company is not infallible or exempt from the usual business trends. Despite the image of Disney as a special, magical domain, business exigencies still apply to the Disney Multiverse.

It’s also important to note that corporations often change and try to adapt to various trends, forces, and situations that affect their survival and prosperity. In the early twenty-first century, the Disney company has shown its ability to do so, especially with their corporate image and other policies, as discussed in this chapter. This has included some adjustment in its messages and representation in their products, as will be considered in the next two chapters, which focus on analyses of Disney films and theme parks.
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Figure 5.1: Disney Princesses at Merida’s coronation at Walt Disney World, May 17, 2013. Photo by Candace Lindemann.





5
Analyzing the World According to Disney



We make the pictures and then let the professors tell us what they mean.

Walt Disney

For more than 90 years, The Walt Disney Company has been home to some of the world’s most beloved characters and cherished stories. Disney holds a special place in the hearts of millions of people because our themes and characters are universal, relatable and relevant to everyone.1 [Emphasis added]


The unique characteristics attributed to and/or claimed by the Disney company make it especially important to look carefully at what is actually produced and what meanings may be associated with these cultural artifacts. The previous chapters have discussed the evolution of the Disney company and some of the strategies that the company uses to pursue its primary objective of creating shareholder value. In this chapter and the next, we will look more closely at the approaches that have been used to understand the content and meanings of Disney products and parks, as well as how the company’s primary objective might influence them.



Approaches and methods of studying media content

Popular cultural products continue to be analyzed in many different ways beyond their monetary significance, including approaches that consider form and those that focus on content. As prominent examples of popular culture, the products distributed by the Disney company have been interpreted in these ways, as well. Since the first Mickey Mouse cartoons were released, Disney films have been analyzed in the popular press by film critics and other analysts.2 But Disney has attracted increased attention from critics, academics, and others as both the company and media analysis have expanded.

As the academic study of communications and media has grown over the years, a wide range of approaches to analyzing Disney content have emerged, especially since the early 1990s when a “Disney Studies” phenomenon emerged. In addition to film, media, and cultural studies, analysis of Disney’s products has been carried out by a variety of disciplines, including (for instance) education, geography, anthropology, psychology, history, and architecture.3 Thus to thoroughly review the extensive amount of writing and research focused on the Disney company and its products is a daunting, if not impossible, task.

In general, the academic/scholarly analysis of media content or texts has used several techniques. Content has often been studied utilizing quantitative methods (mostly, content analysis). However, until recently these techniques have not often been used to study Disney products. More often, Disney has been analyzed through qualitative methods, especially interpretive forms of textual analysis used in literary studies, film/media studies, cultural studies, and feminist perspectives.4

This chapter will discuss the analysis of Disney’s products over several eras of the company’s history, reviewing different approaches to understanding the content of Disney products, especially focusing on the animated films, which are typically the basis for the Disney brand and key to most people’s identification of Disney. The discussion will provide examples of aesthetic, feminist, folklorist, and Marxist analysis, as well as specific issues or areas that have been repeatedly analyzed, including the reinterpretation of children’s literature, the character of Mickey Mouse, and the representation of gender, race, and nature.



What is Disney?

The Disney company has produced a wide range of (mostly) entertainment products and a variety of motion pictures over the years. However, the company is still typically known for a specific set of attributes, characteristics, styles, values, and ideologies that represent the Disney brand. The brand has been deliberately built and promoted by the company, but other characteristics have emerged from the repetitive content of the company’s products, contributing to a common understanding of “Disney” by critical analysts and the general public.

In other words, to say or write the term “Disney” generally invokes specific meanings. Some analysts have referred to this as “Disney Culture.” Chris Rojek describes it as “a specific moral order which is heavily moralistic and which presents ‘The American Way.’”5 More recently, John Wills expanded the notion of Disney Culture to embrace the company as a whole: “It includes all Disney products, corporate and work practices, education, slogans, media, and advertising.”6 This is close to what was identified in chapter 1 as the Disney Multiverse and, with the addition of audiences/consumers/fans, is the subject of this book.

Despite the expansion into other forms of media and entertainment, Disney is often still identified by its animated films and cartoons. And from around 1932 through the end of the 1980s, it was possible to identify a generally recognized package of styles, themes, and values, as well as a standard formula for stories and characters, which will be called the “Classic Disney” model and are discussed further below.7

But it is important to stress that not all Disney’s products during that period included all of the Classic Disney characteristics or values. The company has consistently expanded its range of products, including some that may not always be identified with Disney, much less Classic Disney. For instance, early live-action productions included such films as 20,000 Leagues Under the Sea, The Absent-Minded Professor, and The Love Bug, as well as television programs such as Davy Crockett and Zorro.

Later in its history, the company distributed live-action films oriented to nonfamily audiences that certainly did not have the “Disney Look” or feel, or even the Disney name, and thus would not be considered “Classic Disney” (for instance, Pulp Fiction, Armageddon, Scream, and Jackie Brown). There are other Disney-produced or -distributed products that may not immediately come to mind as “Disney,” such as a wide range of television and cable programming. It also may be necessary to distinguish Disney comic books from the animated features, although the comics still retain some of the Classic Disney characteristics.

More recently, however, most observers would agree that the Classic Disney model has been revised, especially since the 1990s, as the company has adapted to societal changes and other developments. Revisions have been made that prompt some analysts and fans to say that Disney has become more progressive, heterogeneous, “politically correct,” and so on. Changes have been observed particularly in the representation of women and multicultural characters, and the increased number of environmental messages, while other changes have been introduced with the addition of Pixar, Marvel, Lucasfilm, and Fox.

But it is also possible to argue that many of the elements associated with the Classic Disney model are still relevant. Thus the concept of a “Revised Classic Disney” will be offered here to describe the model represented in Disney’s animated features since the 1990s and to show that Disney as a whole still represents a variable package of mainstream American values, reinforcing dominant themes of the political and cultural context in which they were created. In addition, there is strong and effective reinforcement of this package through the successful synergistic activities of the company. Overall, the Disney Multiverse continues to represent a complex array of values and ideas as it expands and adapts to new economic, technological, and cultural conditions.



The Classic Disney model

The Classic Disney model emerged after Disney’s first few cartoons in the late 1920s and early 1930s.8 Robert Sklar observed that initially, Disney cartoons were imaginative, magical, and open-ended, without obvious points and with no fixed, logical order.9 However, after 1932, there were more closed fantasies with distinct beginnings and usually happy endings. The more structured story lines became moral tales with overt values represented. The changes became especially obvious in some of the Silly Symphonies, which served to help develop the Classic Disney model, as well as experiments in technology (sound, color) and aesthetics (animation techniques, movement, etc.).

The Classic Disney style came to be typified by light entertainment, punctuated with a good deal of music and humor which revolved mostly around physical gags and slapstick, relying heavily on anthropomorphized (human-like), neotenized (childlike) animal characters. Indeed, animators were told to “keep it cute” when it came to creating characters, as the description of each Disney character reveals. Perhaps not so coincidentally, this helped sell merchandise, as well as films.

The first Silly Symphony, The Skeleton Dance (1928–9), is an example of the very early period during which Disney produced imaginative and open-ended animation. The film was relatively unstructured and even a bit grotesque. Set in a cemetery at night, several skeletons rise from graves and perform various dances set to appropriate music, finally returning to their graves at dawn.

By contrast, only a few years later, Flowers and Trees (1932) presented a moralistic story with a distinct beginning and ending, anthropomorphized characters, and good triumphing over evil. The story involves a male and a female tree falling in love, fighting the dark, evil tree (with the help of other forest friends), and ultimately marrying.

Another good example of emerging Classic Disney was The Three Little Pigs (1933). The cartoon based on the Grimms’ tale became the most famous of the Silly Symphony series and was extremely popular in the United States and elsewhere. Its theme song (“Who’s Afraid of the Big Bad Wolf?”) became a “national anthem” that was said to provide optimism in the midst of one of the worst depressions in US history. Numerous critics have offered interpretations of the film’s appeal, emphasizing the historical context of its release and claiming that the pigs’ story had a strong impact on a Depression-weary American public, encouraging citizens to work hard and maintain an optimistic attitude. Schickel observed that “philosophically the message is Hooverian, stressing self-reliance, the old virtues of solid, conservative building and of keeping one’s house in order.”10

Despite Disney’s reported astonishment at these interpretations, The Three Little Pigs clearly revealed some of the values and ideals that contributed to establishing the Classic Disney model that characterized future films. The popularity of The Pigs also meant that it was enormously profitable, grossing $125,000 during its first year of release and “twice that before its run was finished.”11 In addition, a major merchandising campaign accompanied the film, with numerous items featuring the Big Bad Wolf and the pigs.


Characteristics of Classic Disney

There is no doubt that Classic Disney was influenced in its early years by Walt Disney, but others at the studio also contributed to the model.12 Classic Disney developed as a specific type of story with a predictable plot featuring a collection of formulaic characters. In addition, the themes emphasized in Disney productions came to represent specific values and a fairly well-defined ideology.

Many writers have attempted to capture the essence of the Disney style or model, with references to the common traits and characteristics of Disney products. As noted in the first chapter, Real identifies a Disney universe,13 while Jackson refers to the Disney vision, including the way that Disney markets its products.14 As noted above, other writers have developed the idea of Disney culture,15 while some analysts refer to typical characteristics of Disney products without using a specific label. Meanwhile, Pallant suggests that Disney Formalism is a better description than Classic Disney for the company’s early aesthetic style.16

One of the most compelling assessments of the Disney style is that by Steven Watts, who argues that Disney drew from modernism modified by realism, or an aesthetic hybrid that he calls “sentimental modernism.” His description is worth quoting in detail, as it incorporates many of the commonly ascribed characteristics of Classic Disney.

First, it blended the real and unreal, naturalism and fantasy, and manipulated each in an attempt to illuminate the other.

Second, it secured nonlinear, irrational, quasi-abstract modernist explorations comfortably on the cultural map by utilizing certain tropes from the Victorian past – an exaggerated sentimentality, clearly defined moralism, disarming cuteness – as familiar artistic signposts.

Third, it willingly dug down through layers of consciousness to engage the fluidity of action, but always returned to embrace rationality.

Fourth, it animated the world – literally – by ascribing intention, consciousness, and emotion to living and inanimate objects alike, but did so in such a way as to downplay the presence of evil and tragedy.

Fifth and finally, it good-naturedly satirized the pretensions of high culture and sought to invigorate it with the vitality of popular cultural expression.17



Watts considers Fantasia the best example of Disney’s sentimental modernism, although his formulation fits most of Classic Disney and touches on many of the themes that other critics and analysts have identified over the years. Watts’s delineation of the Disney style can be expanded by looking at the types of stories, characters, themes, and values that have been continually represented in Classic Disney. Again, it is important to emphasize that there are exceptions and variations, as not all of the characteristics have been included in every product, text, or character (see Box 5.1). And keep in mind that a revised version of Classic Disney has emerged, as noted previously, and will be discussed in the following sections. But, first, let’s explore more details related to Classic Disney.



Box 5.1: The Classic Disney

Style

light entertainment

music

humor (usually physical gags and slapstick)

Story

often revised fairy tales or folklore

classic Hollywood cinema model

Characters

anthropomorphized, neotenized animal characters

formulaic heroines, heroes, villains, sidekicks

stereotypical representations of gender and ethnicity

Themes/Values

mainstream American values

individualism

work ethic

optimism

escape, fantasy, magic, imagination

innocence

romance, happiness

good over evil






Classic Disney stories


Reinventing folk tales

Disney often used, and still often relies on, classic folk and fairy tales as the basis for feature films and even shorter cartoons. Indeed, Disney’s versions of some of these stories are sometimes better known than the originals, especially in the United States. As many critics have noted, stories and characters typically go through a process of Disneyfication, which involves sanitization and Americanization. These critiques will be discussed later in this chapter.



Narrative style

Classic Disney films represent commercial, Hollywood cinema and thus have employed familiar narrative elements. In fact, Disney fits rather well into Bordwell, Staiger, and Thompson’s well-known model of “Classic Hollywood Cinema,” which is described as follows:


	Though occasional memories, fantasies, dreams or other mental states may be rendered, the narrative is mainly set in a present, external world.

	Individual (not group) characters with clear motives cause the narrative’s actions and consequences.

	The main characters have a goal.

	The main characters must confront various antagonists or problems to reach the goal.

	The main characters succeed in reaching the goal (happy endings), and the film has closure, not unresolved plot lines.

	The emphasis is on clear causes and effects of actions.

	Continuity editing and other filmmaking techniques assure clear, linear development.18



It is interesting that the Disney formula has adhered so closely to this model, especially in that animation provides the potential for illimitable innovative and creative possibilities. Some have argued that many other animators developed more radical and inventive approaches, while Disney typically followed this traditional narrative style.19

In addition, Disney animated films have almost always revolved around a love story, in one way or another, and many rely heavily on music. In fact, most recently Disney animated features have drawn on Broadway talent for music and lyrics and thus have been converted rather easily into actual Broadway musicals, as in the case of Beauty and the Beast and The Lion King. As Hahn explains, “Songs are important because they express the major turning points in the story. In the development of an animated film, the songwriters are an essential part of the storytelling team.”20




Classic Disney characters

Classic Disney includes characters that are usually quite predictable, including heroes or heroines who are strikingly handsome/beautiful, with upper-class or aristocratic backgrounds. There is nearly always a villain, who is typically the opposite of the hero/heroine, often ugly, extremely fat, or extremely thin, with exaggerated facial features. In addition, humorous sidekicks are usually provided for the main characters.

Identifying the Disney formula for stock characters in its animated features is not just an academic exercise – these characteristics can be perceived without any deep readings or semiotic analyses. Early in 1998, Entertainment Weekly rated Disney characters according to how well they fulfilled the standard “job description” in the Disney formula. Their descriptions and the top ratings were as follows:

Hero/Heroine: Embody nascent all-American sex appeal, mope around, sing at scenic viewpoints, heed call of duty, leave home. Top rating: Belle, in Beauty and the Beast.


Love Interest: Incite villain’s lust, have great hair, start as perceived enemy of hero/heroine, be an individual (females only). Top rating: Esmeralda, in Hunchback.


Sidekick: Behave like hero/heroine’s naughty younger sibling, eat anything in sight, provide comic relief. Top rating: Cogsworth, Lumiere, and Mrs. Potts in Beauty and the Beast.


Mentor: Be reluctantly pressed into service by hero/heroine’s worthiness, come across as ethnic, pour tea (Mrs. Potts only). Top rating: Genie, in Aladdin.


Villain: Crave control of universe, keep nose in air, be either huge or emaciated, collect mortal souls, perish by falling. Top rating: Frollo, in Hunchback.


Henchman: Get clonked on the head, spar with sidekick, furnish ineffectual support that sinks villain’s plan, escape scot-free. Top rating: Flotsam and Jetsam, in The Little Mermaid.21




Classic Disney themes and values

It is often assumed that the values represented in early Disney products were influenced initially by Walt Disney’s own Midwest conservatism. But it might also be argued that Classic Disney evolved from what Walt Disney and others at the studio perceived an audience would accept and enjoy, or, in other words, how they could entertain and amuse audiences through their animated productions.

From the mid-1930s, Disney films were increasingly interpreted (usually positively) by critics, despite Disney’s reluctance to acknowledge anything other than their entertainment value. This sentiment is represented in the epigraph at the beginning of this chapter about professors’ interpretations, which Disney apparently repeated often in various ways. As Schickel notes, “If an idea did not stem from his conscious mind or receive acknowledgment from it, it simply did not exist for him.”22

Nevertheless, the products manufactured by the Disney company are laden with meaning and values, some deliberately encoded and others that may not have been intended. A reading of the themes and ideas presented in all of the products manufactured by Disney is certainly not possible here or perhaps anywhere else. But some of the dominant themes and values that were represented in Classic Disney are presented in the following discussion, as well as how those themes and values have been revised since the early 1990s.


Individualism and optimism

Taxel describes the Disney value system as consistent with the basic American package: “individualism, advancement through self-help, strict adherence to the work ethic, and the supreme optimism in the possibility of the ultimate improvement of society through the progressive improvement in humankind.”23 Historically, certain Disney cartoons have strongly reinforced these values. The Three Little Pigs immediately comes to mind, as well as scenes from Snow White, as the dwarfs dutifully sing and whistle as they work. Not only hard work but individual solutions are consistently represented when Mickey Mouse and other characters confront evil characters and difficult situations. Similar sentiments are expressed in more recent Disney fare; for instance, Ariel takes matters into her own hands so that she can become a human. While Disney may not have been alone in reinforcing these values in the popular cultural sphere, the characters and stories represented in Classic Disney provide unmistakable models for a dominant all-American ideology.



Escape, fantasy, magic, imagination

Many Disney plots revolve around characters wishing to escape from their current setting or situation. The examples are plentiful, from Snow White (her theme song, “I’m Wishing”) and Gioppetto (his wish for Pinocchio to be a real boy), to Ariel (who yearns to be human), and Aladdin (his theme song, “A Whole New World”). And, of course, the wish is most often granted or made possible by a fairy or magical being, not necessarily by the actions of the character. Certainly, this is an attractive fantasy – to be able to escape without any effort from one’s current life or world to another more appealing one. The fantasy and escapist themes are stressed in the emphasis on magic, for example, the magic kingdom. But this is not a world of fantasy or magic run amok. Fantasy is carefully controlled, and little is left to the imagination, as will be discussed in chapter 6.



Innocence

The worlds created in Classic Disney represent a wholesomeness and innocence that somehow seem foreign to the world in which we actually live. And while many argue that this quality is healthy for children, the Disney world is not created only for children. Walt once explained: “I do not make films primarily for children. Call the child innocence. The worst of us is not without innocence, although buried deeply it might be. In my work, I try to reach and speak to that innocence.”24 Another view is that Disney’s productions were actually aimed at adults and utilized “obvious symbols of the adult world.” Yet another critic explains that “everything is so sweet, so saccharine, so without any conflict except the obvious one of violence.”25 Meanwhile, Henry Giroux calls Disney a “pedagogy of innocence,” teaching children specific lessons through beguiling and pleasurable entertainment.26 Another theme related to innocence is the coming of age of the typical Disney hero or heroine, which often ties together the themes of individualism and absent parents. Numerous analysts have commented on the predominance of nontraditional families.27



Romance and happiness

Leading characters often fall in love at first sight, and stories revolve around their quest for love. While Disney is not alone in stressing romantic aspects of life, the films often concentrate on them to the extreme. Most of the “problems” which preoccupy Disney characters are of a personal, very often romantic, variety. And, of course, there are always happy endings.



Good triumphing over evil

The moralism is clear and overt. Good is rewarded, evil is punished. Characters are clearly either good or evil, with little ambiguity or complexity. And good always triumphs; dealing with defeat, failure, or injustice is typically not explored in the Disney world. Everything always works out for the good guys.





Revised Classic Disney

As noted above, the values, meanings, and representations in Disney animated films have changed over the years, and thus some of the elements of the Classic Disney model have been revised. This correlates in some ways with the attempts to identify and label Disney animated-film eras. There are many versions of these eras, which are represented (with their most commonly used names) in Table 5.1.

Table 5.1: Walt Disney Company animated film eras





	Eras
	Dates
	Representative Films





	The Silent Era
	1923-1928
	Alice Comedies (1923-1927); Oswald the Lucky Rabbit (1927)



	The Classic/Golden Era
	1928-1942
	Steamboat Willie (1929); Silly Symphonies; Snow White (1937); Pinocchio (1940); Fantasia (1940); Bambi (1942)



	The Package/War time
	1942-1949
	Saludos Amigos (1942); Make Mine Music! (1946); The Adventures of Ichabod and Mister Toad (1949)



	The Silver Era
	1950-1969
	Cinderella (1950); Sleeping Beauty (1959); Peter Pan (1953); 101 Dalmatians (1961); Mary Poppins (1964)



	The Bronze/Dark/ Restoration Era
	1970-1988
	The Aristocats (1970); The Rescuers (1977); The Black Cauldron (1985); Oliver & Company (1988)



	The Renaissance/ Golden Age/Bronze Age
	1989-1999
	The Little Mermaid (1989); Beauty and the Beast (1991); The Lion King (1994); Tarzan (1999)



	The Post Renaissance/ Millennial Era
	1999-2008
	Fantasia 2000 (1999); The Emperor’s New Groove (2000); Lilo & Stitch (2002); Chicken Little (2005); Bolt (2008)



	The New Renaissance/New Revival Era
	2009-present
	The Princess and the Frog (2009); Tangled (2010); Frozen (2013); Zootopia (2016); Moana (2016)





	Source: Paul Astell, “Understanding the Disney Eras,” Feeling Animated: Celebrating the Art of Animation, May 9, 2017. https://feelinganimatedblog.wordpress.com/2017/05/09/understanding-the-disney-eras/






Many analysts have observed that Disney adjusted in various ways during the Renaissance and Revival periods.28 The Renaissance era refers to the period mostly in the 1990s when Disney reemerged as the dominant animation company and produced films “that Walt would have made.” After a short lull, the company reestablished their leadership in the Revival period with films that represented the Revised Classic Disney.

The most notable change was the representation of gender and race, as Disney characters were adapted to contemporary society (or at least, many contemporary societies). Stronger, more empowered heroines were featured, from Ariel to Belle to Elsa and Anna, who are described as less innocent and not as focused on romance as previous princesses. However, some still feel that Disney’s “new” gender representations are still problematic, as will be discussed later in this chapter.

In addition, much of the style, story, and other Classic Disney characteristics still prevail for Disney’s animated features. Music often tells the story and reveals emotions, humorous sidekicks entertain, anthropomorphized and neotenized animal characters are often included, and common themes involve fantasy, magic, imagination, and good conquering evil ‒ and happy endings prevail. It is more difficult to identify changes in values. Certainly, some elements of mainstream American values (individualism, the work ethic, and optimism) may still be read into the most recent Disney features. But how those values relate to political positions is tricky indeed.29

Again, it is important to note that not all of Disney’s films adhere as perfectly to the Classic or Revised Classic model. It also must be noted that some notable Disney films have combined animation and live action in “hybrid” films that have not always fully fitted the Classic Disney model (Song of the South [1946], Mary Poppins [1964], Tron [1982], etc.). It might also be noted that, beginning with Cinderella in 2015, the company has produced live-action versions of some of its classic animated films, for instance, The Jungle Book (2016) and Beauty and the Beast (2017). (See the Appendix for a historical overview of Disney’s animated and hybrid films.)

Meanwhile, Pallant discusses a neo-Disney period, beginning in 1999 through 2004, when the company produced a number of “stylistically progressive” animated feature films. Pallant argues that, during this phase, “feature animation diverged, both artistically and narratologically” from the traditional Disney style, and thus “the studio’s feature animation is more heterogeneous and progressive than received notions of Disney allow for.”30

Regardless of the specific designations of different eras, the analysis of Disney texts has been a popular exercise among critics, academics, and fans. The remainder of this chapter will discuss several different approaches to studying Disney content, as well as looking more closely at some of Disney’s films, characters, and franchises.



Disney as art: aesthetic analysis

One way in which cultural products are often discussed is in terms of aesthetics or as objects of art. Aesthetics has been defined as “the branch of philosophy concerned with the nature and appreciation of art, beauty and good taste.” It has also been defined as “critical reflection on art, culture, and nature.” The word “aesthetics” derives from the Greek aisthetikos, meaning “of sense perception.” Problems have been raised by aesthetic analysis, including the attempt to transcend historical context and a propensity towards subjectivity, as well as tendencies that perpetuate a hierarchy of high/low culture.31 It may not be surprising that there has been considerable discussion of Walt Disney as an artist and Disney animation as art.


Walt Disney, the artist, the auteur

As noted in chapter 2, Walt Disney is often praised as an artistic genius. Throughout the 1930s and 1940s, a host of art critics sang the praises of “Disney, the artist,” comparing him to da Vinci, Michelangelo, Brueghel, Rembrandt, and Picasso, among others.32 The academic world joined the art world with exhibitions and awards of honorary degrees to Walt Disney by Harvard, Yale, and the University of Southern California.

While praise of individual filmmakers is not uncommon, Langer notes that animation producers have been treated as individual artists more often than other filmmakers: “Until recent years, there has been a tradition of analyzing animated cartoons by attributing their characteristic features to the particular achievements of an individual, paralleling auteur methodology in the study of live action film.”33 Auteur theory, an approach that credits one person (usually a director) with the creative inspiration behind a film, has been a popular form of film analysis over the years. However, the attention that Walt Disney has attracted goes far beyond that of any other animation producer and many film directors. Finch, for instance, praises Disney as “one of the most vigorous and innovative filmmakers in the entire history of the cinema.”34

This attention may not be so surprising, as Disney typically grabbed most of the glory associated with the company’s success for himself, not even giving credit to animators in early productions, as discussed in chapter 2. It also helped that the Walt Disney story fitted so well with “the American dream” of individual success.

However, it is a mistake to focus attention only on Walt as the creative genius behind the Disney phenomenon. As noted previously, Walt may have been a major force in the studio’s development, but he was not the only one responsible for the success of the company’s films. Commercial filmmaking in general, and especially animation, is a collective art form. As simply explained in a “behind-the-scenes” book published (perhaps ironically) by the Disney company, “Animation is a team sport. Yes, there are leaders and followers, but for the most part, an animated film is created by a team of very creative people.”35

Walt Disney’s actual contribution to “Disney art” is difficult to assess, as the rhetoric of his artistic genius is so pervasive and deeply enmeshed within these discussions. Most of his biographers have qualified their discussions of Disney’s talents, pointing out that he was not a great artist, didn’t contribute a single drawing to any of his cartoons after 1926, and even had difficulty duplicating his famed signature. He was much more of a producer, story editor, and designer, with a strong sense of story line, timing, and character. While Walt was the guiding force at the studio in the early years, Roy Disney also contributed greatly to the company’s success, as did many others at the studio. In other words, Walt relied on other artists and managers to do the studio’s work and to create “Disney art.” It might also be noted that while Walt Disney’s interests in the later part of his life turned to other projects, the Disney style of animation continued to develop long past his direct involvement, refined by key animators at the studio and reinvigorated with technological developments and changes in the Classic Disney model.

After Walt’s death, more attention was focused on the animation process itself and on some of “the real animators.” The Disney style of animation has been thoroughly documented and dissected in countless books and articles, which discuss the rationalized production process and the control and training of artists, as well as the technology the studio used in attempting to create realistic animation (examples include the development of the multi-plane camera, the use of the rotoscope, and live models).36 A number of works have focused on Disney animators, who have recently obtained a kind of fame of their own.37



Disney as art

Walt Disney usually avoided discussing his work as art, at one point explaining, “[W]e are not artists but only moving picture producers trying to offer entertainment.”38 Further, he noted, “I’ve never called my work an ‘art.’ It’s show business, the business of building entertainment.”39 Nevertheless, the notion of Disney as art has been common in much of the discussion of Disney films since the 1930s. Indeed, art and film critics were enamored by the Disney studio’s work in the 1930s, praising the stylistic innovations and the populist themes represented in the animated films. Many filmmakers expressed their awe of Disney, including the Russian filmmaker Sergei Eisenstein, who was especially fond of the studio’s cartoons and Snow White.40

Although Jackson claims that it was not until the release of Snow White in 1937 that Disney’s work was taken seriously as an art form, Watts cites countless examples from the early 1930s, pointing to major debates about whether or not Disney represented art.41 As early as 1933, work by Disney began to appear in art galleries and to become the focus of articles comparing Disney animation to ballet, and so on. While some debated whether or not Disney products actually represented art, others had no doubt, as evidenced by the numerous books and articles entitled “The Art of Walt Disney.”42 In 1942, Robert Feild exclaimed that Disney animation was “perhaps the most potent form of artistic expression ever devised.”43

While Disney attracted attention from art and film critics during the 1930s and 1940s, the theoretical analysis of animation in general was relatively neglected by the emerging field of film studies in the 1950s and 1960s.44As Jayne Pilling explains:

Few film critics or theorists seem to feel equipped to deal with an aesthetic that often relates more to the graphic and plastic arts than to conventional film fiction narrative grounded in photo-realism and psychologism. When writing about live action, reference to genre, shooting style, performance modes, lighting or editing can be used as shortcut descriptions or points of comparison, so that even if the reader hasn’t seen the film under discussion, they can follow the writer’s argument. Such descriptive analysis is more difficult with animation.45


Although animation became more of a focus for at least some film scholars in the 1960s, their attention was mostly directed at independent, experimental, or “high art” animation. It was not until the 1970s that Hollywood or commercial (or “low art”) animation, represented by Disney, the Warner Bros, and others, became a legitimate focus of intellectual discussion. Langer argues that “the growing acceptance of animation by the institutions of high culture coincided with its acceptance by more broadly based social institutions. Certain areas of animation have been validated by mainstream culture as something other than simpleminded entertainment directed toward a juvenile audience.”46 Indeed, some have argued that commercial animation, and especially Disney, still often dominate discussions of animation.47

Despite the boom in commercial animated films in the early years of the twenty-first century, many would agree that Disney (including its subsidiaries such as Pixar) still maintains its leadership in popular animation trends, as well as at the box office. While the aesthetic analysis of Disney products continues, other forms of analysis have proliferated. The next sections look at specific case studies that exemplify other approaches to studying Classic Disney and its various revisions.




Analyzing Mickey Mouse

“I only hope that we never lose sight of one thing – that it all started with a mouse.”

Walt Disney, What is Disneyland television program, October 27, 1954


One obvious place to begin an interpretation of Disney is with the character who has come to represent the Disney empire. Mickey Mouse has evolved to mean something far beyond the role that an animated mouse plays in cartoons produced by the Walt Disney Company. The Mouse is an immediately recognizable, and possibly the most widely recognized, cultural icon in the world.

The Mouse represents a fascinating interweaving of culture, politics, and economics: a symbol of just about everything American, as is the Disney company. He is part of the American popular culture package: Cadillacs, Elvis Presley, Marilyn Monroe, and Mickey Mouse.48 Indeed, the term “Mickey Mouse” has developed its own “dictionary” meaning: lightweight, unimportant, cheap, and foolish. But The Mouse also represents fantasy, pleasure, and escape for audiences around the world.

Mickey has been the subject of much analysis over the years.49 For instance, Walter Benjamin used the “globe-orbiting” Mouse as an example of “a figure of the collective dream.” Others have interpreted Mickey in Jungian terms, as a circular symbol representing ultimate wholeness; he has also been identified as the “archetypal mouse.” Meanwhile, Erich Fromm thought that audiences identified with Mickey because he was close to their own lives as individuals pitted against the larger society.50

Mickey was claimed to be the first cartoon character with a distinct personality. While this may or may not be true, it is clear that The Mouse has changed over the years – from definitely a rodent (long nose, small eyes, skinny limbs) to something more cuddly, with big eyes and round features. It has been noted that there was some economy in redesigning the character this way as circles facilitated faster drawing.51

As noted previously, many of Disney’s characters emphasize two processes: anthropomorphization and neotenization. Robert Brockway has discussed the neotenization process for Mickey, arguing that the character represents a state of constant youth and incomplete development (represented by four fingers, rather than five).52 In fact, Elizabeth Lawrence argues that Mickey’s youthful characteristics serve to take people back to their childhood.53

Schickel and others have contrasted Mickey’s development with Walt’s personality and the role he played in the company. Not only was Walt’s voice used for Mickey, but both seemed to advance through several similar stages: (1) cruel but playful character; (2) straight man; (3) supporting player; (4) corporate symbol. While Walt’s biographies reveal these various stages in his life, Mickey’s evolution is represented by specific cartoon examples: (1) the youthful, playful Mickey: Mickey’s Orphans (1931); (2) Mickey, the hero and straight man: The Mail Pilot (1933); (3) the more mature Mickey: The Band Concert (1935) and The Brave Little Tailor (1938). More recently, Mickey has made appearances in films, television series, and video games, as well as a brief stint in his former mischievous and heroic persona in the Epic Mickey platform game (introduced in 2010 but abandoned in 2016).

Although Mickey retains some of the meanings associated with these various stages, his primary role today is still as the corporate logo of the company. In other words, The Mouse serves primarily as a signifier of the entire Disney Multiverse. Thus it is not surprising to read Eisner’s interpretation of the symbolic nature of the character in Disney’s 1993 Annual Report:

Mickey, like the rest of the classic Disney characters, does not live in the temporal world of mortals. Instead, he and his Disney counterparts live in the hearts, memories and minds of people everywhere. He is renewed with each generation, which means that Mickey at 65 . . . or 165 . . . will remain eternally young, eternally optimistic, eternally plucky.




Critique of Disney’s interpretation of children’s literature

As noted previously, critics during the 1930s and 1940s were mostly positive about, and typically gushed over, Walt Disney’s products, praising his artistic development. However, after World War II, harsher criticism emerged. Some argued that, in the quest for realism, Disney had become conventional, static, and less exciting than other studios’ animated productions. But the criticism also went beyond aesthetics and sometimes focused on Disney’s interpretation of classic children’s literature and folklore, which were the sources of many cartoons and most of the animated features.

Disney’s manipulation of children’s stories typically entailed profound changes in the original theme and characters, as well as the cultural and geographic settings. The Disneyfication of fairy tales and children’s stories prompted condemnation from folklorists, children’s literature experts, and educators, who argued that the changes tended to sanitize the stories and deny the essence and motivation of the original tales. Furthermore, critics claimed that the narrative structure and balance in the Disney versions overemphasized some parts of a story or certain characters for entertainment purposes and thus distorted the original intent of the tales.

One particularly damning assault was launched in 1965 by a well-known children’s literature expert and librarian, Frances Clarke Sayers. Her initial comments were in response to Max Rafferty, Superintendent of Public Instruction in California, who claimed that Disney’s films were “lone sanctuaries of decency and health in the jungle of sex, sadism and pornography created by the Hollywood producers.” Sayers responded by saying that Disney falsifies life. “He misplaces the sweetness and misplaces the violence, and the result is like soap opera, not really related to the great truths of life.”54

Sayers called on Walt Disney personally “to account for his debasement of the traditional literature of childhood, in films and in the books he publishes.” Further, Sayers argued that Disney manipulated and vulgarized everything “for his own ends. His treatment of folklore is without regard for its anthropological, spiritual, or psychological truths. Every story is sacrificed to the ‘gimmick’ of animation.”

Sayers echoed other critics when she observed:

Disney takes a great masterpiece and telescopes it. He reduces it to ridiculous lengths, and in order to do this he has to make everything very obvious. It all happens very quickly and is expressed in very ordinary language. There is nothing to make a child think or feel or imagine. . . . I think Mr. Disney is basically interested in the market. He sees this all as a means of reaching a wider audience.55


Other commentaries also tied Disney’s reworking of classic children’s literature to the marketplace. Jill May points to Disney’s “total merchandising” concept, noting that the Americanization of classic (mostly) European literature was tied to the marketing of a wide range of products.56 Folklorist Jack Zipes goes further, arguing that Disney “violated” the literary versions of fairy tales and packaged his name through merchandising.57

Meanwhile, using a slightly different approach, Colin Sparks has looked more carefully at the Disneyfication of Winnie the Pooh, arguing that changes were made for overtly economic reasons.58 His analysis contrasts the Milne version (the classic Pooh) with the Disney Pooh, identifying changes in appearance, sound, location, language, narrative, and character. Sparks argues that the classic Pooh was transformed to fit American expectations, even though the character was to be packaged and sold internationally: “Disney transforms the products it acquires, not into global products, but into American products. It is American products that it sells around the world.” Thus Sparks’s Pooh analysis and discussion are as much about the nature of globalization as they are about Disney’s transformation of children’s literature.

Other critics have commented on the changes in meaning and values represented by Disney versions. Rather than Disney’s tales providing children with positive, constructive values, Dorfman and Mattelart observed that the messages are much more problematic. “Beneath all the charm of the sweet little creatures of Disney . . . lurks the law of the jungle: envy, ruthlessness, cruelty, terror, blackmail, exploitation of the weak. Lacking vehicles for their natural affection, children learn through Disney fear and hatred.”59

Further, Zipes has asserted that Disney has achieved a kind of “spell” over fairy tales, revolutionizing them through animation, and he discusses Disney’s adaptations within the context of the evolution of the fairy tales themselves, tracing the oral tradition of storytelling through literary versions at the end of the seventeenth century. By the end of the nineteenth century, fairy tales were often read by parents to their children or shared in school. Furthermore, the illustrations in fairy-tale books were usually anonymous and served to enrich and deepen the story; in other words, they were subservient to the text.

The changes that ensued when fairy tales were interpreted cinematically, however, were even more profound. Zipes concludes that Disney’s adaptation of the literary fairy tale to the screen has led to significant changes in the genre, including technique taking precedence over story, stereotypical characters, and so on. “The diversion of the Disney fairy tale is geared toward non-reflective viewing. Everything is on the surface, one-dimensional, and we are to delight in one-dimensional portrayal and thinking, for it is adorable, easy, and comforting in its simplicity.”60

With these changes, it has been argued that the cultural industry in general, and Disney in particular, have erased much of the potential empowerment once offered by fairy tales in particular and fantasy in general. In other words, fantasy à la Disney has been commodified and instrumentalized in much the way that the Frankfurt School analysts observed in the 1930s. Whether or not there is room for alternative or subversive readings, however, is another question that will be posed in chapter 7, where Disney audiences are discussed.

The critique of Disney’s films by folklorists and other literary analysts is likely to continue as long as the company continues to adapt and rework classic stories and folk tales according to the Disney recipe.61 Analyses of Disney’s version of Snow White provide further insights into this process.


Snow White and the Seven Dwarfs

Snow White has been identified as the film that established the model for Disney’s reinterpretation of children’s literature. The film has attracted a good deal of critical attention from different perspectives, but, most importantly, it represents a prime example of Classic Disney. Even though the story had already been produced as an animated film (Betty Boop was featured as Snow White by Max Fleischer in 1933), Disney considered Snow White to be the perfect narrative, replete with humor, romance, and pathos. According to Zipes, Snow White and the Seven Dwarfs was the first definitive animated fairy-tale film and has defined the genre.62

Most analysts agree that Disney adapted the story of Snow White to suit an American audience, incorporating numerous changes from the printed Grimm brothers’ tale (see Box 5.2). While some analysts have found these changes problematic, Kay Stone reminds us that the Grimms’ version was itself a revision of the original oral versions of the Snow White tale, which were altered and adapted according to who was telling the story.63 Stone notes that textual and contextual sacrifices are inevitable when shifting from oral to printed to filmic forms, but concludes that the film version represents the most rigid and manipulative interpretation of the story. The Disney film “isolates creators and receivers, and offers them even less possibility of interaction since it furnishes sights, sounds, and motivations. The filmed text thus provides the narrowest bridge of all, with the most closed text and context. There is only one Snow White and the Seven Dwarfs.”64



Box 5.2: Comparison of Grimms and Disney versions of Snow White





	Grimms’ version
	Disney’s version





	

	mother dies/father is alive

	Snow White does not work

	Prince has “negligible role”

	Queen: —

	Animals: —

	Dwarfs have anonymous, humble roles

	Queen visits three times

	Queen is punished by dancing in hot iron shoes at Snow White’s wedding

	Snow White returns to life when dwarf stumbles while carrying coffin




	

	no parents

	Snow White works as a maid, cleans the castle

	Prince featured at beginning of film

	Queen is jealous of Snow White

	Animals are Snow White’s friends/ protectors

	Dwarfs: have names, personalities, starring roles

	Queen visits only once

	Queen is killed while trying to kill dwarfs

	Snow White returns to life kissed by prince










Source: Drawn from Jack Zipes, “Breaking the Disney Spell,” in Elizabeth Bell, Lynda Haas, and Laura Sells (eds), From Mouse to Mermaid: The Politics of Film, Gender, and Culture (Bloomington, IN: Indiana University Press, 1995)




There have been many other discussions of Disney’s version of Snow White, focusing on how Disney used romantic elements to emulate love, sentiment, and romance,65 and examining themes of beauty.66 However, we turn now to how Snow White combined these various elements and exemplified Classic Disney, as outlined above.


Classic Disney and Snow White

Disney presented an Americanized Snow White, which might be said to have fully established the Classic Disney formula. Above all, the film was entertaining, with emphasis on the dwarfs and their comic escapades. One technical reason for this change had to do with the limitations of animation at the time since humans didn’t animate especially well. The more cartoonish dwarfs provided comic relief by way of gags, mostly physical and slapstick, and thus actually dominated much of the film.

The film also features music throughout, a characteristic shared by most Classic Disney films. The characters are revealed through the music; themes are set up and developed by it. Again, Disney adds anthropomorphized animal characters, although the animals do not play as large a role as in other Disney productions. Childlike behavior is featured, as cute characters abound, including Snow White herself, the animals, and the dwarfs.

The work ethic is emphasized in the Disney version of the story, as the dwarfs sing and whistle as they dutifully go off to work, and Snow White is industrious and hard-working, as evidenced in the first scene in which she is seen cleaning at the palace, as well as housekeeping sequences at the dwarfs’ cottage.

Snow White’s theme song (“I’m Wishing”) sets the stage for the theme of escape and fantasy. Other scenes include the magic wishing apple and especially Snow White praying for her dreams to come true. Innocence is represented overtly by Snow White’s name but also by her character. She trusts the dwarfs but also trusts the witch. There is an emphasis on hygiene, as Snow White seems for ever to be cleaning. The dwarfs’ washing sequence also stresses cleanliness and purity.

Classic Disney is emphatic in its depiction of good triumphing over evil. The Queen/witch is obviously evil and therefore is punished eventually with death. Snow White is innocent and good and is therefore rewarded. Ultimately, she finds fulfillment through a romantic relationship with a prince. Optimism and happiness prevail, “With a smile and a song.” The essence of the story is romance, and, as usual, it’s love at first sight. “Someday my prince will come.” And he does. They exit to the castle and we are told, “They lived happily ever after.”





Feminist analysis of Disney products

It is not surprising to find that a good deal of analysis of Disney films focuses on gender issues, especially the female portrayals, which provide rich texts for analysis.67 Some link the Disney portrayal of women directly to Walt, who was once reported to have said, reflecting on his youth, “Girls bored me. They still do.” 68 But, again, we should be cautious about giving individuals full credit for popular cultural products. Indeed, the representation of women in Disney may not differ very much from other popular cultural depictions. However, the proliferation of female heroines in the Disney Multiverse, as well as their popularity with children, demands that we take a closer look at the patterns of representation in Disney products.


Introducing a feminist analysis of popular culture

The history of the modern western feminist movements has been described as having at least three waves that focus on different approaches and issues. The first wave of feminism is associated with the nineteenth- and early twentieth-century quest for the right to vote and equal rights. The second wave, beginning in the 1960s, went beyond suffrage and was more focused on social, cultural, and political inequalities. The third wave, beginning in the 1990s, has been described as a continuation and reaction to the second wave and is often distinguished for stressing issues of sexuality, challenging female heterosexuality, and celebrating sexuality as a means of female empowerment. Third-wave feminists also typically resist second-wave “gender essentialism,” with strict definitions of femininity (identified sometimes with middle-class white women). A fourth wave is sometimes identified as starting in about 2008, but its definition is still debated, although often connected with “intersectionality,” the term that denotes a wide range of multiple identities.

A feminist critique of popular culture has evolved with the growth of feminist theory. Early approaches to media from a feminist perspective focused on the absence, marginalization, or trivialization of women in media products, or what Gaye Tuchman referred to as a process of “symbolic annihilation.”69 Feminists have also drawn attention to the relatively few women in cultural production, as well as the disregard of women audience members. Feminists argue that it is not surprising that media stereotypes reflect dominant social values in that media producers are influenced by these stereotypes.70 More recently, feminists have argued that, while media images of women may be more prevalent, they still reflect sexist conceptualizations of women and their roles in society.71 Further discussion has revolved around the representation of patriarchy, as well as issues dealing with ideology. In addition, feminists have called attention to the relative exclusion of gender issues in the academic study of popular culture.



Women in Classic Disney

The Classic Disney films have been critiqued by many analysts for their problematic representation of women. Drawing on feminism, as well as the critique of the Disneyfication of children’s literature, Stone reviewed the heroines in stories by the Grimm brothers and the Disney versions. She observes that while the Grimms’ heroines are relatively uninspiring, “those of Walt Disney seem barely alive. In fact, two of them hardly manage to stay awake.” Stone criticizes Disney’s portrayal of women as stereotypically bad or good and contrasts Disney’s heroines with his heroes. She concludes that the heroes succeed, not because of how they look or what they wish for but because of what they do. “The only tests of most heroines require nothing beyond what they are born with: a beautiful face, tiny feet, or a pleasing temperament. At least that is what we learn from the translations of the Grimm tales, and especially from Walt Disney.”72

Disney heroines are always beautiful, shapely, and often sexually attractive, while female villains are typically ugly and either extremely thin (Cruella) or grossly fat (Ursula), thus perpetuating norms of physical beauty prevalent in mainstream American culture. The Classic Disney heroine is represented especially well by the first one, Snow White, who was innocent, naive, passive, beautiful, domestic, and submissive.

Disney women also seem to be alienated from other female characters, as represented, for instance, by the absence of any interaction between Ariel and her sisters. Another recurring theme is the absence of mothers (and sometimes parents in general) in Classic Disney stories. For instance, Ariel, Jasmine, and Belle have fathers but no mothers. While “the sanctity of the family” is said to be a dominant theme in Disney features, ironically, few complete families are represented.

Some recent work using quantitative content analysis has confirmed some of these qualitative assessments. In 1996, Keisha Hoerrner reviewed Disney films from Snow White to The Lion King and found that women are portrayed as weak, pristine, and incapable of independent action. The study found that males account for 57 percent of the characters in these films, while females represent only 21 percent. In addition, male characters are far more assertive and forceful, with 47 percent of their actions consisting of physical aggression.73

Another study by family therapy researchers examined the representation of gender, race, age, and sexual orientation in 26 Disney animated films. Mia Towbin et al. concluded that “gender, racial, and cultural stereotypes have persisted over time in Disney films. Few examples of positive portrayals emerged, but were increasingly common in later films. Marginalized groups were portrayed negatively, rarely, or not at all.”74

Some analysts and commentators have defended Disney’s portrayal of women/princesses from the Classic Disney era, arguing that Disney actually offered a range of female characters during this period. For instance, Gwendolyn Hofmann states that “Disney does not provide images of women as stereotypical and passive, but rather, critics impose these values upon the heroines . . . seeking out female victimization.”75 Meanwhile, Belinda Stott presents “Cinderella the Strong, a paradigm of female strength and endurance,” and argues that Cinderella used her victim position to good effect and offers readers/viewers “empowerment strategies” to move away from victim roles in the real world.76

Hofmann joins others in arguing that Disney heroines reflect the eras during which they are created. For instance, Amy Davis argues strongly that Disney’s representation of women must be seen in its historical context. In her book, Good Girls and Wicked Witches, she points out that “in their representations of femininity, Disney films reflected the attitudes of the wider society from which they emerged, and . . . their enduring popularity is evidence that the depictions they contain would continue to resonate as the films were re-released in later decades.”77



Women in Revised Classic Disney

Most agree that Disney heroines started changing with The Little Mermaid in 1989. Disney heroines from this point on have been found to be generally more independent and thus more empowered than in Classic Disney films. However, there are still distinct disagreements about whether these changes represent a truly “progressive” portrayal. Most analysts agree that the situation is far more complex.78

Wills links the changes to developments in feminism: “New Disney princesses no longer needed men to save or endorse them. They appeared part of third-wave feminism, supporting the reintroduction of romance, privilege, and femininity into the movement. Disney seemed the home of the empowered princess.”79 Orenstein seems to agree: “Maybe princesses are in fact a sign of progress, an indication that girls can embrace their predilection for pink without compromising strength or ambition.”80

Meanwhile, some analysis focuses on changes in the new princesses’ motivations. Rebecca-Anne Do Rozario argues that the world may not have changed, but Disney princesses have: “The Disney kingdom may still seem a man’s world, but it is a man’s world dependent on a princess.” And the new princess has become “progressively proactive. . . . Her tasks are her own tasks, her own choice.”81

Lauren Dundes points to other motivations and looks at Pocahontas, who is “touted as a new type of protagonist differing from her predecessors whose lives revolve around men.” Romance is subordinate to her role in “protecting the social fabric of her village.” In other words, the community’s needs come before her own desires. Dundes points out that this “fulfills societal expectations of today wherein young women are supposed to progress from selfish absorption in relationships to selfless dedication nurturing others.”82

But most analysts point to the complexity often embraced by these films. For instance, Sharon Downey argues that a film like Beauty and the Beast “develops two contrasting narratives ‒ female and male ‒ through a blending of discursive and nondiscursive elements . . . and opens the film to multiple interpretations, including a potentially empowering one for female viewers.”83

In their examination of five Disney films, from Cinderella to Pocahontas, Jill Henke and colleagues ask questions about selfhood, relationships, power, and voice. They conclude: “Although heroines have expressed voice and selfhood in some of the later films, Disney’s interpretations of children’s literature and history remain those of a white, middle-class, patriarchal society.”84

In 2011, Dawn England and colleagues used content analysis to assess gender role depictions of princesses and princes in nine Disney films in different eras, from Snow White to The Princess and the Frog. Their analysis of character behavior and characteristics depicted in the films found that roles changed over time, “though their depiction has become more complex over the years, reflecting changing gender roles and expectations in American society.”85

Linguistic scholars Carmen Fought and Karen Eisenhauer also used quantitative analysis to study how often characters speak in Disney and Pixar films. They found that male characters outnumbered female characters and dominated talking time, and that women actually spoke less in the newer films than in the Classic Disney tales.86 Overall, male characters in Disney films had 61% of total speech; in the Pixar movies, it was 76%. The researchers also studied compliments and found that female characters in Disney films were more likely to receive a compliment on their appearance than on their skills (35% vs 29%), while for male characters the trend was reversed. As a Washington Post article concluded, “Fought and Eisenhauer’s research reminds us that it’s not just how the princesses are portrayed. It’s also important to consider the kinds of worlds these princesses inhabit, who rules these worlds, who has the power ‒ and even who gets to open their mouths. In a large number of cases, the princesses are outspoken by men in their own movies.”87 In addition, research by Hanah Anderson and Matt Daniels, which analyzed 2,000 screenplays overall, reinforced these findings for 30 Disney films.88

Beyond academic studies, examining changes in Disney’s new princesses has been a popular exercise by the press. For instance, Sean Randall introduced the notion of “feminisney” in a series of articles (“When Disney Meets Feminism”) in which he examined female representation in Disney’s films according to a list of specific criteria, including the Bechdel test.89 Named for cartoonist Alison Bechdel, this assessment has become a common method used by critics and film bodies to “test” for feminism in films and literature since its inception in 1985. It is comprised of three parts: whether the text features more than one woman; whether the two women speak to each other; and whether they speak to each other about something other than a man.90

With these thoughts in mind, it may be helpful to look more closely at two key examples of the “new” Disney princess films: The Little Mermaid (1989) from the Disney Renaissance era, and Frozen (2012) from the Disney Revival era.



The Little Mermaid (1989)

While The Little Mermaid prompted a flurry of feminist analyses of Disney products, the interpretations have been conflicting. The Little Mermaid was the first “classic” animated feature since Disney’s death. Roy Disney Jr explained that it was “[t]he kind of movie Walt would have made.” The film was three years in production, with a $23 million budget, and brought in $84 million at the box office during its first release. The film and its heroine proved to be especially popular with young girls and were developed as a television series, as well as released on video and rereleased in theaters. During the first video release, nine million cassettes of The Little Mermaid were sold. Merchandising efforts included 40 licensees and attracted $25 million during the first year alone.

The Hans Christian Andersen tale Lille Havfrue was molded into a Classic Disney formula with numerous changes in both the story and the characters. In the original tale, the mermaid wants an immortal soul, not necessarily to be human or to marry a prince. To prove herself, she is given human form and must win the prince’s love, but her primary aim is immortality. The transition from mermaid to human is quite painful, and eventually she fails and dies, although subsequently she finds that she can acquire a soul by performing good deeds. Meanwhile, the prince marries another woman, who receives the sympathy of the mermaid.

In the Disney version, Ariel (Anderson’s “little mermaid”) first longs to be human because of “all of the neat things” that humans produce. But, after rescuing Prince Eric, she becomes fixated on becoming human and marrying him. She succeeds, of course, but only with the assistance of other characters added to the story, especially Sebastian and Flounder.

The changes in the story and characters in The Little Mermaid are consistent with much of Classic Disney, as described previously. The film displays Disney’s ability to produce technically impressive animation, especially in many of the underwater sequences. Colors have been carefully coordinated, with luscious settings and attractive, seductive characters. Above all, the film is entertaining. Humor and music are emphasized throughout. Indeed, the characters are again revealed through music, as are the main themes of the story, and anthropomorphized animal characters are common.

For many, the film represented an updated and modernized Disney, especially as reflected by the female heroine. Ariel is a sensual, aggressive, mischievous, adventurous, savvy, independent teenager, in contrast to Snow White, who is shy, obedient, hesitant, naive, innocent, and motherly. However, both are princesses surrounded by male characters, are dissatisfied with their current lives, and wish to marry a prince. Some things obviously did not change. As Zipes points out, “There is nothing but the ‘eternal return of the same’ . . . that makes for enjoyable viewing and delight in techniques of these films as commodities, but nothing new in the exploration of narration, animation, and signification.”91

Ariel has been viewed as a more positive role model than other Disney heroines. However, she still exemplifies the beauty that characterizes all Disney heroines, with an extremely trim, shapely, even sensual figure. One author has compared her to a slightly anorexic Barbie Doll.92 On the other hand, the female villain, Ursula, is ugly, fat, and, most definitely, evil. Roberta Trites draws attention to these differences, noting that Disney started to represent the cultural preoccupation with weight in the 1970s. She argues that “the movie’s portrayal of good as fairer and thinner than evil presents a bigoted distortion of the human body.”93

In Disney’s version, other female characters play only minor roles and seem to be of little interest to Ariel. In fact, she seems to be alienated from them, especially her sisters. She receives advice and wisdom from her male companions, whereas the original mermaid in Andersen’s tale looked to her grandmother for advice and was assisted by her sisters. As Trites notes in discussing the original story, “The grandmother, the enchantress [Ursula, in the Disney version], the princess, the sisters, and the daughters of the air are all strong, beautiful, supportive, and feminine. But by changing their gender, by making their motivations anti-feminine, or by editing their functions from the story, Disney destroys all of these characters.”94 And, again, there is no mother.

Meanwhile, Laura Sells considered the film in the context of the feminist debate over the definition of “woman”:

The Little Mermaid reflects some of the tensions in American feminism between reformist demands for access, which leave in place the fixed and complementary definitions of masculine and feminine gender identities, and radical refigurings of gender that assert symbolic change as preliminary to social change. In this context, then, the mermaid figure becomes both an icon of bourgeois feminism and the sign of the stakes in reinventing the category of “woman,” or reimagining women as speaking subjects.95


Sells discusses the challenges of autonomy and independence and the costs of entering the “white male system,” but also notes that Disney obscures these issues through “sanitizing maneuvers,” such as shifting Ariel’s “fascination with the human world” to love for Prince Eric, “easing the pain of access by sanitizing the physical, bodily pain of Ariel’s self-mutilation when she trades her fins for feet,” and sacrificing Ariel’s connection to the feminine in the “matricide of Ursula, the only other strong female character in the film.” Sells admits that the film is difficult to subject to a “feminist resistant reading.” Although Ariel eventually gets her voice back, the film still “teaches us that we can achieve access and mobility in the white male system if we remain silent, and if we sacrifice our connection to ‘the feminine.’”96

If one asks where power ultimately lies in society, unquestionably it is with the males in these stories. Both of the worlds represented in Disney’s version of The Little Mermaid are patriarchies and dominated by men. But the film also presents “male power as positive and female power as negative.”97 Not only does Prince Eric kill Ursula, but Triton is ultimately responsible for Ariel becoming human and marrying Prince Eric. While Andersen’s tale presented a society that was close to being matriarchal, Disney eliminates many of the female characters and undermines feminine power.98



Frozen (2013)

As discussed in the previous chapter, Frozen was a surprise hit for the Disney company and has attracted a good deal of attention from film critics and other analysts.99 Although its huge success has been attributed to a variety of factors, one of the common claims has been the representation of the lead characters as empowered women.

The film is very loosely based on another Hans Christian Andersen story, The Snow Queen. The Disney version is even less faithful to the original than The Little Mermaid and another example of Disneyfication of classic fairy/folk tales. The story revolves around two princesses, one (Elsa) who has magical powers that are hidden from her sister (Anna) and the rest of the kingdom. Elsa is protected by her parents (especially her father) and separated from Anna as her powers grow. The parents die in a storm at sea, and Elsa comes out of seclusion to become queen of the kingdom. Anna is smitten by visiting Prince Hans during the coronation festivities and agrees to marry him after one night. Elsa becomes flustered, can’t control her powers, and runs away leaving the kingdom frozen. She creates an ice palace away from the kingdom, where she can be herself and control her powers (prompting the song, “Let it Go”). Anna searches for Elsa, meets Kristoff (an ice dealer) and his reindeer, Sven. Elsa can’t control her emotions again, and injures Anna. Meanwhile, the visiting Prince has made plans to take over the kingdom, captures Elsa and plans for Anna’s demise. Anna sacrifices herself to save Elsa, who realizes that love will melt the ice and save the kingdom. She comes to grips with her powers, opens the castle, and happily skates around an ice rink with Anna.

Frozen presents many changes to the Classic Disney model, and numerous critics have praised the film. A New York Times critic describes “significant departures from tradition in a film that shakes up the hyper-romantic ‘princess’ formula that has stood Disney in good stead for decades and that has grown stale. Treacly, kissy-kissy endings are not enough anymore. Nowadays, a princess has to show her mettle and earn her happily-ever-after stripes.”100 Meanwhile, Wills says, “Frozen showed progressive, modern Disney at its best,” and that the film’s hit song, “Let It Go,” is a “liberation anthem for all.”101

However, the film might also be said to be a perfect example of Revised Classic Disney, with many elements still echoing Classic Disney characteristics. Frozen shares many story elements with other Disney films; for instance, the main characters are royalty, and a comic-relief character (Olaf) has a key role. Elsa and Anna are attractive, shapely princesses who, like many other Disney heroines, have lost one or both of their parents. Even though they are not obsessed with finding princes, Anna still falls in love at first sight with Prince Hans (who eventually turns out to be a villain), and then falls for Kristoff (the ice dealer), after developing a relationship with him while they attempt to find Elsa. In addition, some critics identified themes that also link directly with Classic Disney. For instance, Madeline Streiff and Lauren Dundes conclude: “Regardless of the need for novel female characters, Elsa is just a variation on the archetypal power-hungry female villain whose lust for power replaces lust for any person.”102

Streiff and Dundes also point out that Elsa avoids male suitors because of her father’s protection and cannot balance power and romance. They argue that, even though the story reflects changing gender dynamics, male dominance still prevails. “In the end, Frozen serves as a cautionary tale about the dangers inherent in an unattached female as the ultimate potentate.”103 Victoria Amador concludes, “While this tale of courage is uplifting and motivating and very sweet, it is retro-post-feminist,” and lacks the female agency represented by a film such as Brave.104 As observed in a New York Times review: “Frozen, for all its innovations, is not fundamentally revolutionary. Its animated characters are the same familiar, blank-faced, big-eyed storybook figures. But they are a little more psychologically complex than their Disney forerunners. Its princesses may gaze at a glass ceiling, but most are not ready to shatter it.”105

It might also be noted that Frozen prompted overtly negative responses from some conservatives and religious spokespeople in the United States, who claimed that the film promoted homosexuality and that “Let It Go” is “Satan’s rebellion anthem.”106 It is likely that Frozen will continue to attract analysts who interpret its characters and messages from different perspectives, especially as the Disney company adds new versions to the lucrative franchise.



Progressive Disney or Revised Classic Disney?

Disney’s representation of women in feature-length animated films has certainly evolved over time, responding to changes in society and (perhaps) to ongoing critical analysis. Thus it is not surprising that some fans, film critics, and analysts have praised Disney as “progressive” and “modern.” Some argue that even some of the early women characters were empowered in some ways. (Wills offers Mary Poppins as an example.)107 But recent films have received more praise than others as representing truly post-feminist, progressive female characters (most often Brave, Tangled, and Moana).108

However, critics also argue that many of Disney’s female characters are still narrowly construed. While they may display far more intelligence and independence than Snow White, Cinderella, or Sleeping Beauty, the modern Disney heroines (Ariel, Jasmine, and Belle, for instance) still live in male-dominated worlds, and many of them still ultimately find fulfillment through their romantic relationships with “Prince Charmings.” (Feminists who have agreed with this reading include Pamela O’Brien [1996] and Marina Warner [1992].)109

In their content analysis of Princess films mentioned above, England et al. found changes in Disney princesses but concluded that “male characters exhibit more androgyny throughout and less change in their gender role portrayals.” In addition, their study pointed out that the films presented a “more balanced portrayal of relationship formation. However, a heterosexual romance is inevitable and often a central conclusion of the movie.”110 While Sarah Wilde finds “a lot to celebrate about these new heroines,” including complex characters with “their own agenda, dreams or quests,” her final analysis is that there are still similarities with the traditional princesses and ultimately the latest Disney heroines (with the exception of Merida in Brave) do not fully attain post-feminist ideals.111




Disney’s representation of race

While the representation of race has been an ever-present issue in popular entertainment, during the last few decades increased attention has been focused on racial stereotypes in general, as well as on Disney’s portrayals of race in particular. As Clint Wilson and Félix Gutiérrez observe, stereotyping (a formulaic and usually oversimplified concept, opinion, or belief) has been used as a device since the beginning of literature and drama. While stereotypes can provide shortcuts to character development, they become problematic when used with prejudice and within historically specific contexts.112

The visual arts are particularly challenging. As one reviewer has noted, “given the highly visual nature of film, it may be impossible to strip away the potential for problems,” while animation offers even further challenges.113 In certain historical cases, representatives of the Disney company have responded to criticism by explaining that they did not intend to misrepresent minorities. The problem is that even though creators of popular cultural products may have admirable, nonracist goals, nevertheless, we are left with their creations, not their intentions. And those creations, when they are accompanied by the Disney name, become even more significant because of their prominence, as well as their special appeal to young audiences. As Russell Means, a Native American activist who participated in the production of Disney’s Pocahontas, explained: “Because it’s Disney, millions of children forever are going to see this in their most formative years, and it’s going to affect how they see my people and our culture all the way through their lives.”114

One of the earliest cases of problematic racial representation in Disney films was the caricature of the wolf in The Three Little Pigs. One of the disguises adopted by the villain was that of a Jewish peddler, which Schickel linked to Disney’s supposed anti-Semitism. “Disney appears to have shared . . . the anti-Semitism that was common to his generation and place of origin. His studio was notably lacking in Jewish employees, and at least once he presented a fairly vicious caricature of the Jew on screen.”115 However, Thomas St John argues that the cartoon was far more complex, and brought “brilliantly to life an entire range of Indian, black, and Jewish stereotypes.”116 Even though most interpretations pointed to the symbolism of the Big Bad Wolf as the Depression and the Practical Pig as the hardworking American public (as discussed briefly in chapter 2), St John argues that the right-wing message of the cartoon was actually the “specter of impending racial rebellion” that haunted the country.

While these stereotypical representations and others were included in some of Disney’s early films, the issue became more critical in the 1940s with the small, dark-skinned centaur (Sunflower), who was portrayed as a servant to the larger blonde centaurs in the original version of Fantasia (1940), and the depiction of a group of crows, reminiscent of Amos ’n’ Andy characters, in Dumbo (1941). Even more problematic was the interpretation of the Uncle Remus tales in Song of the South (1946). Created by Joel Chandler Harris, the Uncle Remus stories were significantly distorted in the Disney version, which was highly selective in recreating only a few of the more than a hundred original stories. Some of the scenes were found to be “sickening both in [their] patronizing racial sentiment and [their] sentimentality.”117 Whereas the original character of Uncle Remus was a storyteller of dignity, many claimed that Disney turned him into a racist stereotype or another Uncle Tom.118 Apparently, some at the company agreed, as the film was withdrawn from circulation in the late 1950s; however, it has since been rereleased on video.119

During the 1950s and 1960s, there were further problematic representations in Disney features, especially featuring Native Americans. Even studio representatives admit that “all the Indians were caricatures” in Peter Pan (1953), while depictions of Native Americans in Davy Crockett have been (mostly) overlooked.120 Meanwhile, Lady and the Tramp (1955) included a set of evil Siamese cats and a chihuahua that spoke with a stereotypical Mexican accent,121 while The Jungle Book’s (1967) racial depictions have often been critiqued.122

Despite the claims that Disney started becoming more progressive in the 1990s, Disney’s animated features prompted a renewed round of criticism and a good deal of scholarly analysis.123 For instance, Celeste Lacroix observed that “an increasing emphasis on sexuality and the exotic is evident in the construction of the female heroines in these films, particularly in the female characters of color.”124

In 1992, Disney’s version of Aladdin attracted immediate attention from Arab-American groups, who denounced some of the images and musical lyrics. The protests led to a change in the lyrics of one of the songs for the video version, but the offensive images of certain Arab characters remained.125 For many, further reading of the film revealed “a bigoted and quite traditional European reading/writing of the medieval Persian story.”126 Erin Addison points to the “naive” individualism, represented by the main characters’ goals of freedom, and “a deeply racist film.”127

Disney was not the first film interpretation of the Aladdin story; Sharman explains that other feature and cartoon versions have displayed similar visual elements and ideological leanings.128 However, the Disney company was breaking new ground with The Lion King (1994), which one might have thought to be unproblematic in terms of racial representation. Problems were observed, however, with the portrayal of three “hooligan hyenas,” definitely recognizable as black and Hispanic characters lurking about in a jungle version of a ghetto.129 In addition, some cultural analysts found the film’s homophobic, racist, and sexist ideologies, reinforcing hierarchical and conservative values, to be problematic.130

Meanwhile, the filmmakers responsible for Pocahontas (1995) explained that they consciously intended to respond to the criticism that other Disney films had attracted because of racial stereotypes – an admirable idea, especially since the film was to be based on actual historical figures. As with most Disney features, the creators did extensive research before writing the screenplay and designing the characters. In this case, they visited the site of the original Jamestown colony, as well as talking with historians, academics, and descendants of Pocahontas. They also hired Native Americans as consultants, to make sure that they “got it right.”131 However, the visually stunning film presents an inaccurate historical account, as well as resorting to many Classic Disney elements. As Gary Edgerton and Kathy Jackson note, “The filmmakers at Disney never really intended Pocahontas to be historically accurate, despite all the sentimental rhetoric; they were producing yet another animated film after all.”132

To begin with, there is the image of Pocahontas herself. Rather than a 12-year-old girl, which she actually was during her first encounter with John Smith, she is portrayed as a much more mature “Native American Barbie.” The film’s supervising animator was said to have looked at paintings of Pocahontas and decided to “improve” on her looks, adding Asian eyes, a thin waist, and incredibly long legs – “less American Indian than fashionably exotic.” More than one male (including Mel Gibson, the voice of John Smith) has proclaimed, “She’s a babe.”133

The story exaggerates some episodes of Pocahontas’s life and fabricates others, while passing over some of the more unpleasant aspects of the original story. As in most Classic Disney stories, the film revolves around a love affair, although in actuality Pocahontas and John Smith were never lovers. The Disneyfied story excludes Pocahontas’s kidnapping by the English, her conversion to Christianity, her marriage to an English aristocrat, and her death from tuberculosis when she was 21. Edgerton and Jackson further argue that the final scene ultimately reinforces yet another stereotype, casting Pocahontas in the role of mediator. “The film’s final impression, therefore, is that, with Ratcliffe bound, gagged, and headed back to England, American Indians and Europeans are now free to coexist peacefully. Race is a dramatic or stylistic device, but the more profound consequences of institutional racism are never allowed even momentarily to invade the audience’s comfort zone.”134

The film has also been interpreted as exemplifying neocolonialism, or, in other words, legitimating colonialism and racism by its representation of Jamestown as a land of savages.135 And Jacquelyn Kilpatrick argues that the depiction of Native American culture and the colonial English are both one-dimensional.136

In the end, Pocahontas attracted mixed responses from critics and audiences.137 Some reviewers praised the film, noting that it was a “sharp revision of the classic Disney fairy tale formula” and calling Pocahontas Disney’s “most subversive heroine.” Some of the Native American participants also applauded the film (for instance, Means called it “the single finest work ever done on American Indians by Hollywood”), while others were distressed by the rewriting of history. Edgerton and Jackson conclude:

Whether “subversive” or sexist, “daring” or reactionary, Pocahontas is a deeply conflicted text. . . . Inherently fraught with contradictions, Disney’s Pocahontas sends an abundance of mixed messages, which probably underscores the limits of reconstructing the native American image at Disney or, perhaps, any other major Hollywood studio that operates first and foremost as a marketer of conventional dreams and a seller of related consumer products.138


Since the turn of the century, Disney has continued to present a diverse array of characters in their animated films. As noted by Cheu: “Whether or not Disney intended from the start a more multicultural outlook and representation in its films and ads is debatable . . . Disney is, in fact, becoming more multicultural in its filmic fare and its image.”139 An obvious example was The Princess and the Frog (2009), which Disney offered as an inversion of the traditional fairy tale by turning the “princess” (Tiana) into a frog after she kisses the frog prince. As one critic noted, “This has the regrettable side effect of having the first African-American Disney princess spend a good half of the film as a small frog.”140 It has also been pointed out that the film generally downplayed racial identity, similar to other recent Disney films. Eve Benhamou argued that “the apparent messages of tolerance and promotion of multiculturalism were accompanied and slowly replaced by a colour-blind erasure of race.”141 Many praised the portrayal of an independent, intelligent woman, who is extremely hardworking. However, the setting of the story (New Orleans), the choice of a non-black prince, and a specific focus on food were criticized.142 Fabio Parasecoli observed that Tiana is identified with food, and specific cuisine that is “vaguely exotic, non-intimidating, and less racially recognizable that soul food because shared by many non-black characters.”143 Finally, some critics focused on the motivations of the company, linking the film with “Disney’s attempt to cash in on [the] denial of its racist past and its use of The Princess and the Frog as reconciliation.”144

A few years later, Disney seems to have fared somewhat better in a few films that highlighted multicultural characters and stories. After a controversial beginning (discussed in chapter 4), Coco (2017) received numerous awards (including an Academy Award for Best Animated Feature) and elicited widespread critical praise. The Latinx “cultural advisors” that the company employed may have had an influence on the film becoming what was called by one reviewer a “loving tribute to Mexican culture.”145

Meanwhile, Black Panther (2018) was released by Marvel/Disney and attracted huge box-office revenues, as well as favorable reviews lauding its strong black characters and actors. Widespread support for the film was represented by the diverse audiences at theaters but also praise by commentators, one of whom called it “a defining moment for Black America.”146 Nevertheless, disapproval was launched by many African and African-American critics, who found that the film presented “the same destructive myths,” with the secluded Wakanda dominated by a wealthy elite that relies on violence in efforts to colonize the West.147

Overall, discussions of Disney films during the most recent period often recognize that racial and gender representations, while not without problems, are still far more complex than in earlier Disney films. Some analysts argue that Disney representation of gender and race reflects the time periods during which it was produced and released. However, other scholars are careful to address this issue by looking critically at these films within their historical context. For instance, Lacroix describes her work thus: “Using a critical lens, I interrogate the unity of images regarding gender and race that these Disney texts offer and the ways in which these meanings operate within the larger socio-historical framework regarding women of color and the notion of Whiteness.”148 Again, with increased attention to multicultural issues and the expansion of the Disney Multiverse, these discussions will no doubt continue.



Marxist analysis/the imperialist Disney

Some of the interpretive approaches referred to already have drawn in some ways on what might be called a Marxist approach to analyzing culture. While a thorough discussion of Marxist cultural analysis in all its variations is not possible here, an overview offered by Donald Lazere may be helpful: “Applied to any aspect of culture, Marxist method seeks to explicate the manifest and latent or coded reflections of modes of material production, ideological values, class relations and structures of social power – racial or sexual as well as politico-economic – or the state of consciousness of people in a precise historical or socio-economic situation.”149

Probably the best-known example of this approach as applied to Disney is the short study called How to Read Donald Duck. Ariel Dorfman and Armand Mattelart presented their critique of Disney comics in 1971, while the democratically elected Popular Unity government was attempting to build a socialist society in Chile. However, as David Kunzle explained in his introduction to the English edition, “it proved easier to nationalize copper than to free the mass media from US influence.”150 Even after the Allende government was in place, much of Chile’s television programming and 80 percent of the films shown in cinemas were from the United States, as well as there being many US-owned newspapers and magazines. Thus Dorfman and Mattelart’s critique was originally written to encourage the Chilean people to resist these foreign cultural products. It is not surprising, therefore, that after the US-backed counterrevolution in Chile in September 1973, the book was banned there. In addition, the US Customs Bureau initially seized shipments of the book coming into the United States, citing “infringement” of Disney’s copyrights.151 The book has since emerged in countries all over the world.

As Kunzle observes, How to Read Donald Duck is “an enraged, satirical and politically impassioned book.”152 But it also encompasses a combination of approaches, basically drawing on a Marxist critique of “Disney ideology,” which incorporates class analysis, as well as semiotic and psychoanalytic approaches. The analysis draws upon a sample of a hundred Disney comic books that were distributed in Chile in the 1970s. The comic books feature mostly the Disney ducks – Donald and his nephews, Huey, Dewey, and Louie, and Uncle Scrooge – but also a few other characters, including Mickey, Minnie, and Pluto. The authors dissect the comic book texts, directing attention to some of the common characteristics of Disney ideology but also highlighting the notion of cultural imperialism – a concept that was hotly debated in the 1970s and 1980s. While there are a number of analysts who have looked into Disney’s representation of foreign cultures,153 Dorfman and Mattelart’s study had the most dramatic impact on this debate.

One of the primary themes they identified was the portrayal of people of the Third World as “the noble savage[s].” Specific nationalities are stereotypically represented, especially of Third World countries where people are presented as backwards, primitive, savage, and/or ignorant. “Disney did not, of course, invent the inhabitants of these lands; he merely forced them into the proper mold . . . According to Disney, underdeveloped peoples are like children, to be treated as such. . . .”154

Typically, the Duck stories featured a quest for fortune, which is revealed and produced magically, there being little evidence of work or production in the lands portrayed in the comics. “In the world of Disney, no one has to work in order to produce. There is a constant round of buying, selling and consuming, but to all appearances, none of the products involved has required any effort whatsoever to make. All employment is a means of consumption rather than production.”155 The emphasis on consumption is evidenced by the Disney characters’ constant quest for money. It is “a carousel of consumerism. Money is the goal everyone strives for because it manages to embody all the qualities of their world.”156

Many Americans may not find the ideological messages presented in Disney at all problematic or troubling, as they may indeed share those values. However, these same messages become far more problematic when imported to other countries. As David Kunzle has observed:

If important sectors of the intelligentsia in the US have been lulled into silent complicity with Disney, it can only be because they share his basic values and see the broad public as enjoying the same cultural privileges; but this complicity becomes positively criminal when their common ideology is imposed upon non-capitalist, underdeveloped countries, ignoring the grotesque disparity between the Disney dream of wealth and leisure, and the real needs in the Third World.157



A note on Disney comics

Generally, there have been fewer studies of Disney’s comics than of Classic Disney films, and this is one reason why they have been somewhat neglected in this discussion. Apparently, Walt Disney was not very interested in the company’s line of comic books, not least because they were not perceived to be as profitable as other products. Thus the artists who were responsible for the comics were said to have been able to work outside of Walt’s control, which may explain why the Disney comics sometimes represent something of a departure from the animated features.

However, the comics are still tremendously popular in many international markets, even though they generate less interest in the United States these days, as noted in chapter 3.158 Whereas Dorfman and Mattelart dissected some of the themes in the Disney comics distributed in Chile during a specific time period, other analysts have considered the Disney comics from other vantage points.159 It is clear that much more attention to these products is still needed.




Disney’s representation of the natural world

It was inevitable that Disney’s representation of nature would be a theme identified by critics, for the depiction of animals and the natural world has been an important part of the Disney legacy over the years. While animation allows the opportunity to use animals as characters, the extent of Disney’s anthropomorphization in cartoons and feature films has been an issue for some critics. But the company went even further in the 1950s in its production of documentary films with more explicit depictions of the natural world.

According to Walt Disney, the studio’s foray into documentary nature films started with the production of Bambi (1942), when real animals were brought into the studio to help artists with their depictions of animated animals. However, Disney apparently wanted even more realism and arranged for footage of animals in natural settings. The result was several documentary series, beginning in 1949. They included True-Life Adventures, People and Places, and True Life Fantasy, and moved the studio more deliberately into the realm of educational media. Schickel reported that from 1952 Buena Vista rented 16 mm versions of these films to schools and other organizations.

The studio previously had developed its nonfiction prowess during World War II with the production of government films, as discussed in chapter 2. After the war, the company continued producing educational films for schools, churches, and civic clubs, including more than 15 filmstrips for the Encyclopaedia Britannica. During the 1960s, Disney offered schools more than two hundred short films (1–4 minutes), accompanied by a simple, portable projector. Often these filmstrips were taken directly from previous Disney releases, especially the nature films, and prominently featured the Disney name. As Schickel observed in 1968, “the studio reaps promotional benefits as well as more conventional profits and the advantages of a foothold in the growth industry of educational technology.”160

There might have been even more involvement in educational media, but it was reported that the studio encountered too many restrictions from educators (yet another example of the Disney pursuit of control). Nevertheless, many of the nature documentaries, plus a few other educational shorts, became “staples on the school circuit” and are still used in schools and educational settings in the United States and other countries. The next section will look more closely at the True-Life Adventures series, drawing on the few studies of these films.


True-Life Adventures

On the surface, the company’s nature films do not necessarily reflect Classic Disney, which typically applies to Disney’s works of fiction. However, it is instructive to see how these films actually do fit the Disney formula in some ways.

Sometime in the late 1940s, Disney arranged for amateur photographers Al and Elma Milotte to gather documentary footage in Alaska, resulting in the True-Life Adventures series, beginning with Seal Island in 1949. Initially, the film was difficult to book in theaters. However, it became a box-office success after receiving an Academy Award for best short subject.

And that success translated into tidy profits for the Disney company. Although the company’s best equipment and supplies were used in production, the costs for the nature films were far lower than for animated features. For instance, The Living Desert was released in 1953 for $400,000 – almost half the cost of a typical Hollywood feature at the time – and earned ten times that amount. While Seal Island’s budget was reported to be $300,000, and Beaver Valley was budgeted at $400,000, the two films brought in nearly $9 million. Thirteen True-Life Adventures were produced between 1948 and 1960, six of which were feature films and became the studio’s “cash cows” during that time.161

The films not only received numerous Academy Awards, but also built Walt Disney’s reputation as a documentarian and educator, as evidenced by the following awards:


	a citation from the Photographers Association of America “for his documentary moving pictures of nature,” in 1955;

	the Audubon Society Medal for “distinguished service to conservation,” awarded in 1955;

	appointment to the President’s Committee on Higher Education in 1956;

	commendation of Disney as “a superb teacher of natural history, geography and history” by the National Geographic Society, in 1963.



Despite the praise and adulation, Disney himself denied the educational significance of the company’s productions, explaining at one point, “I’m not an educator. My primary purpose is to entertain – though if people want to read education into my work, that’s fine with me.”162

The True-Life films were praised for introducing nature and nonfiction films to a wide audience, for high-quality cinematography, for “presenting forbidding and physically repulsive forms of wildlife,” and for innovative story treatment and cinematic technique applied to the documentary form.163 As Margaret King notes, “This is nature, but a very special kind: not an ecosystem, but an ego-system – one viewed through a self-referential human lens: anthropomorphized, sentimentalized, and moralized. Critics of this approach called it sensationalizing and patronizing. Those who saw in this new breed of documentary an innovative and positive appreciation of nature called it subjective, approachable, and humanizing.”164

Schickel acknowledged that critiquing the nature films was exceedingly challenging, noting that the unique productions were certainly of high quality, bringing unseen scenes from the natural world to the screen for the first time. However, the Disneyfication of the natural world was still disturbing.

One can get a sense of some of the critical issues with the films by contrasting the studio’s own descriptions. On the one hand, the promotional material from the company explained:

Factual honesty in essence as well as in detail is the distinguishing hallmark of the True-Life Adventures films. The theme of a Disney factual is usually elemental – often it is the fight for survival. The tempo of the telling must be leisurely. The tone must be respectful – no ridicule. No condescension, particularly when dealing with the wisdom of the ages and the tales of the master story-teller.165


On the other hand, Walt Disney himself explained the aim of the films thus: “Anything carrying the Disney name was going to mean entertainment – this I insisted upon. We’d have authenticity, of course, but we’d also have drama and laughs and music. Our intent is not formal education in natural science. Our main purpose is to bring interesting and delightful entertainment to the theater.”166

To begin with, the films were sometimes not factual or authentic, for inaccurate depictions and staged scenes were often included. Even some of Disney’s strong supporters have acknowledged these difficulties: “Although Disney’s purpose in the True-Life Adventures was to share with audiences his own awe and enthusiasm for nature, his commitment to a story tradition invariably results in some fanciful elements and inaccuracies in the explanation of natural phenomena.”167 There are numerous examples, but the best-known involves a scene from White Wilderness in which lemmings throw themselves into the ocean, “a staged mass suicide that contradicts what scientists claim happens in real life.”168 As an expert in photofakery notes, “[T]hanks to Disney, several generations of Americans believe that lemmings do [commit suicide].”169

Moreover, nature is inevitably distorted through the filmic process, especially through the use of time-lapse photography and telephoto lenses, but also through the editing process that reduces the natural world to a tabloid version of nature featuring only the most dramatic shots. Of course, as King points out, Disney’s films are not the only ones to display these effects, even though for many Americans, the Disney version of “tabloid nature” may have been their first exposure to the natural world.

Above all, the Disney nature films emphasized entertainment, as Walt insisted, and it is perhaps not surprising to find that the films incorporated many of the same techniques and values that were used for fictional films in the Classic Disney model. For instance, music and humor are used throughout the True-Life Adventures. In addition to the emotional interpretation and humanization provided by the continual music, the narrator deliberately guides the viewer with explanations and judgments of the animals’ behavior and even their thoughts, as well as instructing the viewer on how to respond.

In general, the nature films relied heavily on anthropomorphism, as have many of Disney’s other films. While possibly more acceptable in fiction films, the extent to which Disney “humanized” animals was far more problematic in nature films and sometimes even went beyond accurate representations of the “true” nature of some animals. Names were often given to specific creatures, emphasizing their characters and establishing whether they were to be considered heroes or villains.

Throughout the films, animal behavior was interpreted in human or homocentric terms. In other words, a moral hierarchy was established, with explicit human attributes, values, and morals ascribed to animals. We are introduced to “heartless mothers,” “devoted mothers,” and “kindly nature.” As Schickel concluded, “The tone of a Disney nature film is nearly always patronizing.”170

Critics further pointed out how Disney represented animals not only in human form but primarily to serve human needs. The ultimate value of animals, according to the Disney perspective, is similar to the attitude that some people have towards pets, keeping them for personal gratification or for entertainment. In other words, the meanings and values in Disney’s depiction of the animal world come directly from the human world.

So, rather than being “true life,” nature was subjected to the Classic Disney version of entertainment. As film critic Bosley Crowther observed, there is a “playful disposition to edit and arrange . . . so that it appears the wildlife . . . is behaving in human and civilized ways . . . all very humorous and beguiling. But it isn’t true to life.”171


The Living Desert

A closer look at one of the True-Life Adventures better illustrates these critical comments. The Living Desert was the first feature-length True-Life film and won an academy award in the documentary category in 1953. The film has been cited as an example of Disney’s innovative cinematographic techniques and of the bold step of personalizing relatively inaccessible and unfamiliar animals.

At the beginning of the film, we are introduced to the desert – and told that it is a strange, unusual, and mysterious world, where “life is on the grim side.” True to Disney style, we are treated to music and humor throughout the film to interpret the “mysteries” of the desert.

In addition to many inaccuracies (a flash flood and many other scenes were staged), there are numerous examples of anthropomorphization and condescension towards the desert creatures. The most frequently cited scene involves a group of scorpions who appear to be square dancing, thanks to the accompanying music and the narrator’s calls at “the stingeree.” In other scenes, we encounter a roadrunner who is described as “odd,” “nosey,” and a “joker”; a “bashful” tortoise; and “Skinny, the squirrel,” who later becomes the film’s hero. Meanwhile, a Gila monster, tarantulas, and various kinds of snakes are identified as villains.

In other scenes, the narrator introduces us to Mrs Tarantula (a “lethal lady” who tends to swoon), Mrs Rat (“Mother’s work is never done”), and the “chivalrous” tortoises, who fight over a female tortoise, who is called “the lady fair” and “gives the males the run-around.” It doesn’t take much to see that stereotypical gender roles are also ascribed to the animal world. What also seems striking throughout the film is the use of human (mostly American) clichés. For instance, the notion of “home sweet home” is accompanied by the music for “There’s No Place Like Home.”




Disney as a model for nature films

The True-Life Adventures series established Disney as a significant contributor to the evolution of nature films and became the model for many future nature documentaries. In addition, many writers argued that Disney’s influence on the public’s attitude towards the natural world was profound, especially because of the increasing distance from nature experienced by most Americans who live in urban and suburban locations. As King points out: “Our reliance for nature’s image and context shifted from first-hand experience to the novel, western-school painting, and nature photography, culminating with the film and television versions that were shaped, and continue to be influenced by, The Walt Disney Company’s animated films and its live-action True-Life Adventures series of the late 1940s.”172

Disney’s early nature films are credited with drawing attention to the relationship between humans and nature far more successfully than other sources and thus were “humanistically correct” in providing the groundwork for the growth of environmentalism. As King further observes:

The implications of film drama featuring animal rather than human stars hold the key to understanding not only the human/nature face-off as a cultural problem, but the power of film to temper, guide, and shape that relationship. Disney films, which reached millions of children and their parents in theaters and on television, as well as in the classroom, exerted a cultural influence far wider than Rachel Carson’s Silent Spring or the Sierra Club. They taught Americans to think of nature in terms of “courageous” ants, “playboy” fiddler crabs, “industrious” bees, and even “successful” wild oats.173


Meanwhile, scholars slowly started to acknowledge the significance of wildlife/nature films as a specific film genre, often citing Disney as making important contributions, not only through the True-Life Adventures series, but also via their animated features.174 Many claim that the Disney nature films had a great effect on subsequent animal films and that techniques still used in contemporary nature programs, such as plot structure, anthropomorphism, animal biography, species hierarchy, and stock technical effects, are considered “offshoots” of the Disney formula.175

The style of nature films has also been analyzed, including the use of close-ups and continuity editing. As Derek Bousé argues, “The close-up shot creates a false intimacy between the human audience and the animal subjects, and among the dangerous results of the technique is the impression that animals have human-like thoughts and emotional responses.”176 Peter Steinhart cites Disney films as “a revolution of intimacy in wildlife filming,” noting the company’s use of cameramen with studio-quality equipment to film close-ups.177 In addition, Christopher Parsons observed that the use of continuity editing focused attention on the action and story, drawing away from the artificial construction created by editing.178

These various techniques are discussed by Bousé as the realist style of filmmaking “which has dominated the wildlife genre in the 50 years since the emergence of Disney’s True-Life Adventures,” and established “the formal devices for conventional narrative and character construction as essential elements in wildlife films, and in the process helped codify them as a coherent and definable film genre.”

It is also important to keep in mind the profitability of Disney’s films and how they were integrated into the company’s other businesses. Not only were they recycled for the Disneyland television series on ABC during the 1950s and 1960s, they provided themes for Disneyland attractions, which, in return, reinforced the popularity of the nature films. Thus it also is clear that Disney firmly established a commercial model for nature/wildlife films.



Disneynature

After the 1960s, the Disney company did not produce any notable wildlife/nature films until the first decade of the twenty-first century. In 2008, the company returned to the nature film market with the founding of Disneynature, a French-based company inspired by the success of March of the Penguins (2005). As Bob Iger explained: “After that came out, a lightbulb went off and we said that should have been a Disney film worldwide. That’s part of the Disney heritage.” No doubt, the profitability of the film was also a factor, as Penguins was produced for $8 million and attracted a lifetime gross of more than $77.4 million.179

The announcement of Disneynature included an initial list of seven films, as well as references to Disney’s “environmental credentials.” Walt Disney Studios chairman Dick Cook anticipated that the nature films would inspire “opportunities in publishing, merchandising and theme-park attractions.”180 However, no plans were announced initially to donate profits from the films to environmental causes.

Disneynature reinvigorated the company’s nature film legacy with 12 features from 2008 through 2018. While there are notable differences between the True-Life Adventures series and Disneynature films, there are also some obvious similarities. The more recent films benefit tremendously from technological developments in filmmaking, including stunning footage shot in remote locations.

The first Disneynature film, Earth, is described here on amazon.com: “Earth (2007): ‘Filmed with spectacular clarity and beauty, EARTH is both majestic and intimate as it captures rare footage of nature’s wildest and most elusive animals. From the landmark Disneynature collection, EARTH is an astonishing and heartwarming film filled with adventure, suspense and humor that will take your breath away.’”

And while the Disneynature films are indeed spectacular and beautiful, they also build on traditions established in the True-Life series, including a commercial orientation, an emphasis on entertainment and drama, anthropomorphism, and specific ideological characteristics.

Disneynature films are narrated by well-known celebrities (see Table 5.2) and utilize music throughout to signal appropriate emotions and moods. Anthropomorphism and “false intimacy” are often included through naming animals and providing them with dialogue and human emotions through the narration, as well as continuity editing and extensive use of close-ups. Above all, it’s the story (not the science) that is emphasized in these “nonfiction” films.

Table 5.2: Disneynature films and narrators





	Film
	Narrator (US)





	Earth (North American distribution rights, 2007/2009?)

The Crimson Wing: Mystery of the Flamingos (2008/home media)

Oceans (North American distribution rights, 2009/2010?)

Wings of Life (2011/home media)

African Cats (2011)

Chimpanzee (2012)

Bears (2014)

Monkey Kingdom (2015)

Growing Up Wild (2016/streaming/compilation)

March of the Penguins 2: The Call (French distribution rights, 2017)

Born in China (2017)

Ghost of the Mountains (2017/streaming)

Expedition China (2017)

Dolphins (2018)

Penguins (2019)
	James Earl Jones

Mariella Frostrup

Pierce Brosnan

Meryl Streep

Samuel L. Jackson

Tim Allen

John C. Reilly

Tina Fey

Daveed Diggs

Morgan Freeman

John Krasinski

Antoine Fuqua

Maggie Q

Owen Wilson

Cyrill Geshev





	Source: Disneynature, Wikipedia, https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Disneynature






Some of the films have received harsh criticism for these techniques as, for instance, in a review of Bears that called attention to unnecessary narration, “painfully cheesy jokes,” and “schmaltzy music.” As the reviewer states: “We do not need to know names, we do not need to be presented with fake crises that lead nowhere. What the makers of Bears needed to presume was that the visuals were enough. The images here are beautiful, but the people who delivered those images don’t trust us to get the message.”181

As in the True-Life series, Disneynature films emphasize dramatic stories, often with footage that features survival moments – or, as nature filmmakers call it, “red, tooth and claw.” While these dramatic moments are actually captured on film, they are also enhanced through editing techniques mentioned above (see Bousé). Editing scenes to tighten the action contribute significantly to the dramatic impact, as do slow-motion and time-lapse photography.

Much attention has also been given to what is left out of nature films. Disney’s emphasis on “happy” family films implies that unpleasant or difficult parts of some stories are omitted. Interestingly, when an animal’s death is included in a Disneynature film, a good deal of fanfare typically follows. One example is the way that the death of the snow leopard was handled in Born in China, which attracted attention not only from the public but also from filmmakers.

While Disney and other nature filmmakers have sometimes been accused of recreating or faking scenes, this is not the only way that “nature” can be falsified. Paul Baribault, VP of Disneynature, declares: “Part of the logic of Disneynature is about being pure to the nature, about being true to what we witness out there.”182 It seems clear that the “truth” is often altered and/or enhanced in various ways in these films, as it was in the True-Life series.

Despite the claims that Disney’s nature films (as well as other nature/wildlife films) are “objective,” ideological positions are often explicitly represented. Both the True-Life and Disneynature films too often feature traditional middle-class American values, gender stereotypes, and heroic violence. Again, animals and nature are interpreted and understood according to human values. Scott Macdonald draws on postcolonial theory when he points to the “relentless” narration and interpretive music and the absence of the creatures’ own voices: “the creatures are treated like colonial subjects, subjects that are fully understood by the experts who have come to record them and whose exotic lives must and can be explained to the viewer. Further, the creatures are understood within a set of stereotypes supplied by those who have come to document their lives . . .”183

More recent attention has been given to some of these issues in light of the increased academic work on environmentalism, generally, as well as the representation of nature, human‒nature, and human‒animal relationships (or the “Animal Turn”).184

The creation of Disneynature coincides with the intensification of greening policies by the Disney company, discussed in chapter 4. The films themselves are signals of interest in nature and the environment, with some attention to ecological concerns included in a few of them. Other strategies include releasing many of the films on Earth Day, donating funds from box-office releases to environmental causes, and linking Disneynature films and environmental issues in educational materials.185




Reading the Disney Multiverse

This chapter has considered a variety of approaches to interpreting Disney’s animated films and cartoons. As noted at the beginning of the chapter, it is important to study the images, meanings, and ideas that are represented in Disney products, and I have looked at an assortment of these textual readings. While there are variations in approaches to Disney texts, there is still a good deal of consistency in the interpretations, similar to what we will find in the analysis of Disney theme parks in the next chapter.

It might be argued that this agreement has to do with the company’s careful adherence to its brand, or what I have called “Classic/Revised Classic Disney.” In other words, Disney products are carefully constructed and manufactured to be recognized as Disney products. While this point may seem obvious and redundant, it is often either neglected or underplayed by textual analysts. Unless the corporate context in which Disney operates is taken into consideration, we are left with readings of individual Disney texts that mostly just apply the latest method of textual analysis to a wider range of products.186
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Figure 6.1: Believe in Holiday Magic Fireworks over Sleeping Beauty Castle, Disneyland. Photo by Hurricanefreak.
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Dissecting Disney’s Worlds



To all who come to this happy place: Welcome. Disneyland is your land. Here age relives fond memories of the past . . . and here youth may savor the challenge and promise of the future.

Dedication plaque at Disneyland

I’m going to Disneyland.1


In 1967, Schickel observed that the “aesthetic content of Disneyland has been endlessly debated by intellectuals.”2 Since then, a deluge of studies has attempted to interpret not only the aesthetics of the Disney theme parks, but their meanings and significance as sites of contemporary American culture. As Wilson observes, “Among Walt Disney’s many contributions to American popular culture, his theme parks call for special attention, because they form the landscape against which Disney’s visions met the historical and political realities of America.”3

While many would agree with Wilson, the company and its supporters are typically defensive about any kind of interpretations of the park other than the obvious one of family entertainment. However, in spite of official intent, the result of Disney’s efforts is a value-laden environment, which extends and expands the Disney Multiverse into a material or physical existence, as well as providing a strong dose of all-American ideology.

Disney scholarship that has focused on the theme parks has presented a plethora of approaches and interpretations. This chapter will not offer yet another guided tour of the parks4 but will present an overview of the approaches that have been used to understand how Disney’s worlds have contributed to the Disney phenomenon, as well as to American and global culture in general. The historical development of the Disney parks will be followed by a summary of the major themes identified by park analysts, and an overview of Disney’s global theme parks.



History of Disney’s worlds

The creation of the first Disney world – Disneyland – is often identified as the beginning of the concept of theme parks. However, the historical precedents can be seen in popular amusement parks or urban resorts, such as Coney Island in the United States and Tivoli Gardens in Denmark. In the early years of the twentieth century, such amusement sites provided recreation and pleasure for throngs of workers, immigrants, and young people. Judith Adams reports between 1,500 and 2,000 amusement parks in the United States by 1919. Following a decline during the Depression, amusement parks again became popular in the post-World War II period, when American families with higher incomes discovered leisure-time activities.5

Disneyland was also especially reminiscent of world fairs, which have also combined a celebration of the past with visions of the future. Bryman describes the Disney parks’ uniqueness as “the combination of the transformation of themed attractions into one of themed environments with the transformation of the world’s fair/exposition concept into a permanent site.”6 Susan Davis argues that Disney’s important contribution was the concept of a fully designed themed environment, or “land,” with all services provided in-house.7

The popular story of Disneyland’s conception is part of the constructed Disney history and connected closely with the image of Walt Disney as a creative genius, as well as a loving and devoted parent. Most often the story involves Walt’s dream of building for his daughters a clean and safe amusement park that adults would also enjoy. However, it appears that plans for a back-lot tour of the Disney studio, featuring a train ride and specific themed areas, were discussed at the company as early as the 1930s and especially during the 1940s. Furthermore, in the early 1950s, Walt worked on a project that included miniaturized scenes or tableaus with automated characters that extolled America’s past and which was called Disneylandia.8 At the time, he was involved much less in the studio’s filmmaking and more with his own projects, especially his railroading hobby.9 In fact, Karal Marling presents an interesting account of how Walt Disney’s plans for Disneyland were influenced specifically by the 1948 Chicago Railroad Fair, which featured dramatizations of the past and future of railroading, themed restaurants, and so on.10

Thus Disney’s motivations for building Disneyland were undoubtedly much more complex than the simple paternal urges implied in the official story. As Stephen Mills speculates:

Disney recognized a novel opportunity to create not just a profitable enterprise but an heroic agency to promote US values far beyond the limitations inherent in the movies. He saw a window of opportunity to create not a sterile monument to American values but a dynamic agency by which he could promote them, helping to resolve what he saw as a crisis in US society. Whereas the Depression had been resolved by the collectivist activities of mass mobilization, Disney sought to write both the cure and the disease out of the public memory by re-establishing popular faith in both the individualist myths of the past and the technological possibilities of the future.11


The parks also gave Disney the opportunity to expand upon Classic Disney themes and to emphasize and promote American values, or at least those that Disney believed in. Furthermore, Disneyland was designed to recycle existing Disney stories and characters in another commodified form. While the company embellished its later parks with a multitude of vacation and resort attractions (especially at Walt Disney World), Disneyland, as the first Disney park, exemplified the essential philosophy, as well as establishing most of the specific themes for the Disney worlds that followed.



Current overview

The Disney company states that its theme parks are “the most attended in the world” – a claim that is difficult to challenge. According to data released by the Themed Entertainment Association, Disney theme parks across the globe brought in 137,902,000 visitors in 2015.12 In the same study, eight Disney parks were listed in the top-ten most-visited theme parks in the world.

The parks continually update rides and attractions, as well as adding features and characters, often based on new films. The parks also represent more examples of Disney’s core strategies, as explained by Iger in his 2014 letter to shareholders: “The powerful combination of technology and creativity has always been integral to Disney Parks and Resorts, allowing us to create immersive experiences that bring guests into their favorite stories.”13


Disneyland Resort

The first Disney theme park in Anaheim, California, has changed over the years, constantly adding and renovating rides and attractions. The resort is spread over 486 acres and now includes two theme parks, hotels, and a retail, dining, and entertainment complex.

Disneyland Park consists of the original themed areas, Adventureland, Fantasyland, Frontierland, Main Street USA, and Tomorrowland, plus three areas added over the years, New Orleans Square, Mickey’s Toontown, and Critter Country. These areas feature themed attractions, shows, restaurants, merchandise shops, and refreshment stands. Additionally, Disneyland offers daily parades and a nighttime entertainment spectacular, Fantasmic! The latest addition to Disneyland is Star Wars: Galaxy’s Edge, which opened in 2019. The second park, Disney California Adventure, was added in February 2001 and represented a major expansion for the Disneyland Resort. The park includes eight themed districts, other themed attractions and shops, as well as a nighttime water spectacular, World of Color. Disneyland Resort includes three Disney hotels, plus additional entertainment, dining, and shopping opportunities at Downtown Disney.



Walt Disney World Resort

Opened in 1971, Walt Disney World provided the company with more space to expand than offered by the Anaheim Park. The complex is located on 25,000 acres of land near Orlando, Florida, and makes a major contribution to the local economy. The company claims that the Magic Kingdom at WDW is the best-attended theme park in the world. As the company’s 10-K report notes, the park’s facilities are “designed to attract visitors for an extended stay.” The complex is continuously growing and/or rebuilding, but at the beginning of 2019 included four theme parks – the Magic Kingdom, Epcot, Disney’s Hollywood Studios, and Disney’s Animal Kingdom14 – 18 hotels, plus meeting spaces and other types of accommodations, Disney Springs (retail, dining, and entertainment activities), ESPN Wide World of Sports, and a wide range of sports and leisure time activities.

WDW not only attracts millions of tourists, but represents the second most popular destination in the United States for corporate meetings, as well as offering “personal enrichment programs” at the Disney Institute.



Tokyo Disneyland Resort

Tokyo Disneyland (opened in April 1983) is built on 494 acres of landfill in Tokyo Bay, six miles east of downtown Tokyo, Japan. The park has been a tremendous success and sometimes exceeds attendance at the original Disneyland. The park is owned by the Oriental Land Company, Ltd., a Japanese company, while the Disney company collects only licensing fees (about 10 percent of admissions, 5 percent of food and merchandise sales, and 10 percent of corporate sponsorships).

Tokyo Disneyland was the first Disney theme park outside the United States and consists of seven themed areas: Adventureland; Critter Country; Fantasyland; Tomorrowland; Toontown; Westernland; and World Bazaar. The second theme park, Tokyo DisneySea, is divided into seven “ports of call,” including American Waterfront, Arabian Coast, Lost River Delta, and Mediterranean Harbor. The resort includes four Disney-branded hotels and six independently operated hotels. The Disney Resort Line monorail links the theme parks and resort hotels with Ikspiari, a retail, dining, and entertainment complex, and Bon Voyage, a Disney-themed merchandise location.



Disneyland Paris

The second Disney park to open outside the United States was Euro Disney in April 1992. Disney arranged a lucrative deal with the French government, which offered approximately 5,000 acres of land, located approximately 20 miles east of Paris, at “rock-bottom price.” In addition, the government upgraded the highway system and suburban rail line and offered reduced interest rates on $1 billion in loans. Disney maneuvered a 49 percent interest in Euro Disney for an equity investment of only $250 million, arranging sizable management fees, royalties, and a small share of the profits.

During its first year, the park reported a loss of $87.7 million, prompting a major debt restructuring, which eventually cost Disney in the region of $750 million and increased the company’s financial commitment. Despite the early problems that plagued the park, which changed its name to Disneyland Paris in 1994, the company has claimed that it has become Europe’s number-one tourist destination. While other sources would disagree with this ranking, the park has indeed become more popular. By the end of 2016, Disney had an 81 percent effective ownership interest.15

Disneyland Paris includes two theme parks (Disneyland Park and Walt Disney Studios Park); seven themed hotels; two convention centers; Disney Village, a shopping, dining, and entertainment complex; and a 27-hole golf facility. Another interesting development is Val d’Europe, a planned community near Disneyland Paris, in which Disney is a joint-venture partner.



Hong Kong Disneyland Resort

Hong Kong is the site of the smallest Disney theme park/resort, located on 310 acres on Lantau Island and close to the Hong Kong International Airport. Again, the Disney company does not own the entire park but holds a 47 percent interest, while the Hong Kong government owns a 53 percent majority interest. Disney also receives royalties and management fees based on the resort’s operating performance.

Hong Kong Disneyland Resort includes one theme park, two themed hotels, and seven themed areas (including Toy Story Land, which represents that franchise’s special appeal in Hong Kong). Also, the park was one of the first to integrate the Marvel franchise with a themed area based on Iron Man (2017). All of these areas feature shows, restaurants, merchandise shops, and refreshment stands, plus there are daily parades and nighttime fireworks.



Shanghai Disneyland Resort

Disney joined with the state-owned Shanghai Shendi (Group) Co., Ltd. to build Shanghai Disney Resort, which opened in June 2016 on 1,000-acres in the Pudong district of Shanghai, China, for a cost of approximately $5.5 billion. Disney owns 43 percent of the resort, with Shendi owning 57 percent. Disney also collects management fees.

The resort includes the Shanghai Disneyland theme park; two themed hotels, retail, dining and entertainment facilities; and an outdoor recreational area. Interestingly, while many of the rides and attractions are similar to other Disneyland parks, Shanghai Disneyland also includes many unique and locally inspired features, as will be discussed at the end of this chapter.

The significance of the Shanghai complex has not been lost on Robert Iger, who explained:

In terms of the company’s future, it is the most exciting. You’re looking at the most populous city in the most populous country in the world. [It’s] a market that Disney is known in, but one in which we haven’t really penetrated deeply [until now] for a variety of reasons. It has the potential to ground our brand or build a foundation for our brand in China that could pay off for generations to come. In terms of global growth, it’s just huge.16





Analyzing Disney worlds

Since visits to the Disney worlds often are commonplace, the following discussion assumes some familiarity with the parks by readers, while offering apologies to others who may have escaped or avoided the experience. Further, the discussion will be directed mostly to Disney’s theme parks, not the more recent resort facilities, as most of the analytical commentary has focused on the parks.17

Over the years, the Disney worlds have attracted criticism as well as praise from the intellectual world. One of the first critiques, by novelist Julian Halévy in 1958, is often cited as an example of the condescending tone of Disney critics.18 Halévy compared Disneyland with Las Vegas, concluding that Disneyland offered “cheap formulas packaged to sell,” and that even Las Vegas was a more reasonable source of satisfaction.19 Of course, Schickel’s well-known study of Disney in the late 1960s also included some less than flattering commentary on Disneyland, and especially strong objections to the Audio-Animatronic version of Abraham Lincoln.20

In 1973, media scholars Herbert Schiller and Michael Real both focused on Disneyland in their broader investigations of mass media’s role in society.21 A few other pieces appeared during the 1980s, including an entire issue of the Journal of Popular Culture devoted to the parks, plus brief commentaries by Umberto Eco and Jean Baudrillard, setting the pattern for further postmodern musings during the 1990s.22

The company’s theme-park expansion during the Disney Decade prompted a deluge of academic studies (which continued into the twenty-first century) from a variety of disciplines, including anthropology, art, architecture, business, ethnic studies, film and media studies, cultural studies, gender studies, geography, history, marketing, political science, popular culture, rhetoric, and urban planning.23 It is not possible here to explore all the issues presented in these wide-ranging studies; however, some of the common themes should be helpful in understanding how Disney theme parks have been analyzed.

Bryman presented a commendable discussion of the many textually based studies of the Disney worlds, noting that the approaches range from Marxist analysis to postmodern critiques. Despite the diversity, he points out that analysts seem to agree on what the parks represent, as noted in the introductory comments to his study:

although quite a wide range of themes have been extracted in the analysis to be presented here, writers have often contributed to each theme independently of their theoretical positions or of their individual projects when examining the parks. This commonality is interesting in itself since it means that writers working within frameworks as diverse as Marxism and semiotics can generate conclusions which are consistent, if not almost identical. Perhaps the power of “theming” exerts greater influence over writers than they or we as readers are aware.24


The discussion that follows draws on Bryman’s organization but especially emphasizes themes that express the interaction of economic and ideological characteristics represented by the parks. While there are a variety of textually oriented studies, it is essential to understand the parks within the context of their role as key components of the Disney Multiverse. In other words, the theme parks represent a lucrative business for the Disney company, as well as supporting conservative, corporate, and consumerist ideologies. To appreciate this interweaving of the economic and the ideological, it is helpful to first recall how the theme parks actually work and why they are so important to Disney’s primary corporate mission. Therefore, the discussion will begin with the themes or motifs that seem most closely related to the economic dimensions of the parks and then move on to other prevalent themes identified by theme-park analysts.



Themes from a theme park


Synergy

In the mid-1950s, the combination of Disneyland, the theme park, and Disneyland, the television program, was a model of media cross-promotion.25 As noted in chapter 2, ABC bought stock in Disneyland, Inc., and Disney agreed to produce a weekly television program on the network. The park was featured prominently on the one-hour program, which also included episodes corresponding to the various lands (Frontierland, Tomorrowland, etc.), thus further promoting the theme park.

These arrangements are examples of Disney synergy, with the theme parks perhaps representing the ultimate synergy as they bring together a range of characters, stories, and merchandising at one site. Davis explains that theme parks are major vehicles for merchandising, and “the potential of the theme park industry to sell and support licensed products is central to synergy.”26 Disney theme parks and resort activities contribute significantly to overall corporate goals, providing ongoing revenues and promotion for other parts of the corporate empire. Indeed, it is difficult to think about the Disney brand without reference to the theme parks.



Commodification/consumption

The Disney parks can be described as a careful integration of entertainment and fun with commodification and consumption. For Fjellman, this is the fundamental description of Disney’s overall business: “The Company – especially at its theme parks – produces, packages and sells experiences and memories as commodities.”27

The “experiences” and “memories” of visits to the Disney worlds are ultimately wrapped up with consumption. First of all, the parks are commodities themselves, amassing sizable revenues just from entrance fees. While it is difficult to obtain accurate figures on revenues from admissions, Davis estimated in 1996 that 50 percent of theme-park revenues were from admission fees.28 Overall revenues from the Disney Theme Parks and Resorts Division were $20.3 billion in 2018.

Visitors are encouraged to stay longer at the parks because of entrance fee pricing, thus boosting revenues from hotel and other resort activities, as well as from additional food and merchandise purchases. Further consumption beyond the admission price is difficult to avoid because of the basic design of the parks, which are skillfully arranged to constantly lead visitors to gift shops and kiosks featuring a wide range of appropriately themed Disney merchandise. As Schickel observes, “The park’s general design further enhances one’s willingness to contribute to its economic well-being. The layout encourages a sense of discovery that, in turn, encourages impulse buying.”29

In his 1992 study, Fjellman prepared “the Mall Register” – a list of the 204 stores at WDW, not including restaurants or other food concessions (see Table 6.1). Not only do the theme parks provide opportunities to sell merchandise based on continuing and new characters and stories, but the parks themselves generate merchandise, such as T-shirts, hats, and publications, identified with specific areas of the park or the park as a whole. Susan Willis notes that there are even shops that feature Disney villains for those who want to avoid the typical Disney consumerism. In the end, Scar plush figures and Ursula dolls still contribute to the company’s proceeds.30

Table 6.1: Disney theme parks: Admissions and worldwide rankings





	Park
	Admissions, 2017
	Ranking





	Magic Kingdom at Walt Disney World
	20,450,000
	1



	Disneyland
	18,300,000
	2



	Tokyo Disneyland
	16,600,000
	3



	Tokyo Disneysea
	13,500,000
	5



	Disney’s Animal Kingdom at Walt Disney World
	12,500,000
	6



	Shanghai Disneyland
	11,00,000
	8



	Disney’s Hollywood Studios at Walt Disney World
	10,722,000
	9



	Disneyland Park at Disneyland Paris
	9,660,000
	12



	Disneyland California Adventure
	9,574,000
	13



	Hong Kong Disneyland
	6,200,000
	18



	Walt Disney Studios Park at Disneyland Paris
	5,200 000
	22





	*Rankings according to admissions for top 25 parks worldwide.
Source: “Top 25 Amusement/Theme Parks Worldwide,” Theme Index and Museum Index 2017, TEA/AECOM (Themed Entertainment Association and the Economics practice at AECOM), 2018. http://www.teaconnect.org/images/files/TEA_268_653730_180517.pdf






Indeed, some observers have pointed out that certain attractions at the parks are mostly about consuming. For instance, the World Showcase might better be named the World Shopping Mall, with 52 stores included in the 11 international pavilions in 1991.31 Main Street USA also is a kind of mall, with most of the individual shops connected. As Bryman notes, “consumption is presented as an aspect of the fun and fantasy. To become a full participant, the visitor needs to consume.”32

Many of the theme-park commentators have discussed this interweaving of consumption and entertainment, sometimes “called dedifferentation,” or “a tendency for shopping, eating, hotel accommodation and theme park visiting to become inextricably interwoven.”33 Wilson calls it: “An Architecture of Merchandising . . . the fullest representation of commodified space we have in North America. . . . [It] organizes public space according to the market; it understands private space as an architectural adjunct of individual consumption.”34



Commercialization/corporatism

Long before the notion of “strategic alliances” came into vogue, Disney enlisted other corporations as its partners. The original Disneyland involved 32 companies that sponsored exhibits or restaurants at the park, including Carnation, General Electric, and Monsanto. And, of course, visitors’ impressions were better remembered if captured at the designated Kodak memory spots around the park.

Corporate involvement continues throughout the parks, especially at EPCOT, where attractions have been sponsored by AT&T, Coca-Cola, General Motors, Hewlett Packard, IBM, McDonald’s, and Kodak, and the World Showcase pavilions feature international companies, such as Kirin Breweries and Bass Beer. The involvement of outside corporations lessens the risk for the Disney company and also promotes and reinforces corporate ideals and values. Indeed, the very essence of EPCOT is to promote these values. In the company literature, EPCOT is described as “a community of ideas and nations and a testing ground where free enterprise can explore and demonstrate and showcase new ideas that relate to man’s hopes and dreams.” While Disney has added corporate partners, it states that sponsors are strategically integrated to “complement” attractions.35 However, Fjellman concludes, “WDW is the teaching shrine for the corporate world of commodities.”36

Many other examples of corporatism have been referred to by park analysts, but a favorite one is the Carousel of Progress sponsored by General Electric. The original Carousel debuted at the 1964 New York World’s Fair, moved to Disneyland with General Electric as the sponsor, and then to WDW (with some updating) in 1975. The exhibit portrays the “improvements in American life that have resulted from the use of electricity” and depicts four scenes featuring a “middle-class robot family” from around 1900, the 1920s, the 1940s, and the present. The family members celebrate the various labor-saving devices in each scene, looking forward to even further improvements, thanks to “those research people at General Electric.”

While the exhibit is no longer sponsored by General Electric, it was of interest beyond its promotion of GE. As Wallace points out, the Carousel is a “paean to Progress – defined as the availability of emancipatory consumer goods.”37As with many of the EPCOT attractions, the exhibit blatantly promotes corporate ideals but also links them strongly to other park themes, especially those relating to representations of the past. It is no wonder that the sponsors (and other corporate partners) were pleased with the results of these efforts. As a GE representative remarked, “the Disney organization is absolutely superb in interpreting our company dramatically, memorably and favorably to the public.”38

So not only are the Disney worlds cultural products in themselves, they actively promote and legitimize the capitalist system as a whole. As Fjellman explains, “As the commodity form becomes a central part of culture, so culture becomes available for use in the interest of commodification as particular cultural items, as a source of commercial arguments, and as symbolic legitimation for the entire system. Culture and the commodity form become dialectically intertwined.”39



“I’m going to Disneyland”

Who goes to the Disney theme parks and why? Although the Disney company does not release attendance figures, estimates are often based on a theme-park index produced by the Themed Entertainment Association. According to the 2017 rankings, Walt Disney attractions is the highest-ranking theme-park group worldwide, with attendance at more than 150 million – well over twice as high as the second-place group, and the Magic Kingdom at WDW is the most visited amusement/theme park in the world.40

As Adams points out, Disneyland’s initial success was possible to some extent because of the baby boom after World War II. The popularity of theme parks also grew with the increase in disposable income for leisure activities and the growth of tourism, as well as advances in transportation.41 By 1989, it was claimed that 70 percent of all Americans had visited either Walt Disney World or Disneyland.42

Even when the number of children decreased, adults (or, “nonfamily guests,” as they are called behind the scenes) became more prevalent than children at the parks by a ratio of four to one.43 The company has continued to add features specifically aimed at attracting adults, for instance, expanding the number of resort-type attractions, such as Pleasure Island (a profusion of recreational and spectator sports activities), and adding other types of activities, such as the Disney Institute (offering educational workshops for elderly tourists).44

Nonetheless, the Disney parks still revolve around the theme of families. Promotional and advertising material feature families, and they are depicted in various ways throughout the parks (for instance, the robot families mentioned above in the Carousel of Progress). More specifically, the families portrayed are middle class for, as most analysts point out, the ideals and values depicted in the parks are decidedly middle class.

However, the cost of engaging in the Disney park experience is increasingly leaving the middle class behind. By 2015, entrance fees for Walt Disney World were at least $100 and had been raised 41 times since the park opened in 1971.45 Early in 2018, these were increased again. With entrance fees, plus transportation and other expenses, proving barriers for some families, it has been reported that three-quarters of WDW adult visitors are professionals, technical personnel, or managers, with only 2 percent representing laborers. And despite their frequent representation in Disney’s advertising campaigns, only 3 percent of WDW visitors are black and only 2 percent are Hispanic.

Despite the inability of some families to visit the park, Fjellman argued in 1992 that Walt Disney World “is the major middle-class pilgrimage center in the United States.”46 The idea that visits to Disney worlds are family pilgrimages is a major focus for park analysts in that the parks have become “sacred centers” that people feel compelled to visit, involving rituals in which pilgrims encounter liminal states in unfamiliar and unstructured settings.47 Although Alexander Moore and others contend that a pilgrimage to one of the Disney worlds has become a pseudo-religious experience, Bryman suggests that the pilgrimage metaphor is limited by the controlled nature of the park experience. He contends that park visitors return home not with a new sense of reality, but with “a renewed sense of their roots.”48 Meanwhile, Adams uses the pilgrimage metaphor to emphasize some of the key themes discussed previously:

Just as a journey to Mecca, Canterbury, Lourdes, or Rome represents a rite of passage that sanctifies a pilgrim as a member of a holy community, a visit to Walt Disney World ratifies the values of corporate culture and allows the twentieth-century pilgrim to reaffirm faith in capitalist scriptures of progress through technology, control through managerial hierarchy, and consumerism.49




“Backstage magic”

For some visitors, the appeal of the Disney parks is experiencing the amazing creations that have been designed by those crafty Imagineers and trying to figure out how it all works. Other visitors appreciate the parks’ cleanliness, efficiency, and organization.50

Numerous writers have commented on the meticulous planning that contributes to this distinct aesthetic appearance, including carefully concealed utilities and service entrances, as well as a complete underground complex at Disney World that includes power facilities, employee transportation, and storage. The underground system is called the Utilidor (or utility corridor) and includes a mile of tunnels, which provide easy access for employees, as well as concealing the “non-magical” aspects of the park, including garbage collection, wiring, utilities, vents, fiber-optic lines, and computer operations.51

Park operations are impressive, state-of-the-art technology. For instance, trash is collected on the surface and transported via pneumatic tubes directly to garbage trucks in the basement. The park is operated with the assistance of computers, which monitor and control energy consumption, refrigeration, reservations at the park and resorts, and sound systems. Maintenance is a nightly activity and involves not simply sweeping the streets and tidying up the grounds but repainting and refurbishing countless features around the parks. For example, Birnbaum’s guidebook to WDW introduces Main Street USA as follows:

Inside and outside, maintenance and housekeeping are superb. White-suited sanitation workers patrol the street to pick up litter and quickly shovel up any droppings from the horses who pull the trolley cars from Town Square to the Hub. The pavement, like all in the Magic Kingdom, is washed down every night with fire hoses. There’s one crew of maintenance workers whose sole job is to change the little white lights around the roofs; another crew devotes itself to keeping the woodwork painted. As soon as these people have worked their way as far as the Hub, they start all over again at Town Square. The greenish, horse-shaped cast-iron hitching posts are repainted 20 times a year on the average – and totally scraped down each time. . . .52


The overall management and operation of the park have been acclaimed by experts over the years. In fact, the Disney company is so well known for its managerial expertise that the company now offers its own brand of business and management programs at the Disney Institute, including courses focusing on people management, leadership, customer loyalty, quality service, creativity and innovation, and human relations management. Walt Disney World serves as a model, or “living laboratory,” for the courses, as well as an enticement for potential students. (Theme-park admission is included in the program fees.53)

The strict management of the parks is consistent with a number of themes identified by park analysts and represents a clear example of the control issue (discussed on p. ••). As a Disney representative once explained: “The cleanliness of the park, the safety of the park, is far more a search for excellence and quality on our part in entertaining people than some ivory-tower, ideological exercise.”54 Nevertheless, the obsession with cleanliness just happens to be one of those Classic Disney themes, epitomized by the look of the parks and their appeal to visitors. As Pauline Hunt and Ronald Frankenberg conclude, linking this issue to park guests, “Disneyland provides good clean fun for good clean families. Trash, literally, and in terms of undesirable people, is excluded.”55



Predictability and expectations

The design and organization of the parks have led to a kind of predictability that people have come to expect based on the company’s promotion, visitors’ previous experiences, and the reputation that the parks have built over the years. Commentators have pointed to the safety and reliability of the Disney experience, which is designed to avoid the usual dangers and concerns of everyday life in the real world. As Carl Hiassen observes:

[N]obody provides a safer, more closely supervised brand of carefree than Team Rodent. Whether you’re on a Disney ocean liner or a Disney log flume or the eighteenth fairway of a Disney golf course, you can be pretty sure nobody’s going to sneak up and stick a real .45 in your back. That’s not just a perception, it’s a fact – and one reason that Disney’s image as a benign enchanter-protector is now embedded in the collective parental psyche.56


There are therefore expectations that involve the themes represented by the parks. Visitors come to expect that they will have a happy time in this magical place, that all of the “cast members” will be courteous and polite, that the streets will be clean and unlittered, that the themes and the fantasies will be complete and consistent.

There are numerous stories that illustrate these expectations. For instance, during an interview, a business reporter recalled a visit to Disneyland where she observed one of the costumed characters being assaulted by unruly teenagers. The incident attracted the attention of the crowds, as well as park officials, as the character finally started slugging back. Later that day, while visiting the main desk at the park, the reporter witnessed a number of guests demanding their money back because the slugging episode had ruined their expectations of the park as “the happiest place on earth.”

In a more publicized incident, a former Mouseketeer sued Disney in a 1995 incident which involved an armed robbery of her and her grandchildren in the Disneyland parking lot. She was not as upset at the attackers as she was at the Disney employees after the incident, when “the children were rudely disillusioned” upon encountering a few of the disassembled characters backstage. The suit alleged that the company exposed the children to “the reality that Disney characters, were, in fact, make-believe.”57




Control, control, control

The predictability of a Disney park visit is possible because of the vigorous control exercised in managing it. In fact, nearly all park analysts have identified control in one way or another as one of the fundamental traits of the Disney worlds.58 While Thibaut Clément discusses research that analyzes the “locus of control” for the meaning, design, and operations of Disney theme parks,59 Bryman’s six levels of control at the parks will be used to organize the numerous references to this concept.60


Control of the theme-park experience

The park layouts, as well as most rides and exhibits, are designed to control visitors’ activities and experiences – an observation that is nearly unanimous among theme-park analysts. It begins with the obligatory stroll down Main Street USA – the only entrance to the Magic Kingdom. Carefully landscaped paths lead visitors to specific destinations and Kodak Memories spots. Appropriate sound effects, music, and even aromas are carefully manipulated throughout the park.61 The attractions and rides are usually “programmed shows,” with visitors transported in cars, boats, or trams through prearranged, unchangeable views, and carefully planned sounds and movements. As Bryman notes, “Each person will see the same as everyone else so that the experience of many theme-park attractions is controlled and thereby standardized.”62

More recently, many WDW visitors have experienced “a new dimension of Disney Magic” with the introduction of My Magic+ technologies, which are promoted by the company as offering “unprecedented control” of guests’ experiences. As mentioned in chapter 4, MyMagic+ is a series of technology-based tools that include the My Disney Experience app and website, RFID-enabled wristbands (“MagicBands”) that make access and purchasing easier for park guests, and FastPass+, a reservation system for attractions and entertainment experiences. MyMagic+ provides opportunities for consumers to construct their visit and other conveniences while visiting the park/resort. However, the choices and specific experiences are still ultimately controlled by Disney. In addition, these technologies allow surveillance of park guests and access to personal information that may be useful to the company. Gabriel Huddleston and colleagues discuss this phenomenon as “controlled leisure,” which involves issues of privacy, controlled behavior, and prosumption (involving the consumer in the production of value). However, they conclude that the popularity and success of MyMagic+ “suggest that Walt Disney World visitors are increasingly willing and even eager to relinquish personal privacy for the conveniences of controlled leisure.”63



Control over imaginations

But it is not only visitors’ movements and experiences that are controlled. An irony not often overlooked by theme-park analysts is the passivity that is involved in most of the parks’ activities, thus undermining the imagination motif that is prominently promoted in the company literature. Eco states it bluntly: “An allegory of the consumer society, a place of absolute iconism, Disneyland is also a place of total passivity. Its visitors must agree to behave like its robots.”64

As Tom Carson, an LA Weekly journalist, writes:

I love pop most for the democratic way it enlists its fans as collaborators. But Disneyland forbids this. Disneyland is unilateral, literally a control freak’s paradise. It can’t be experienced in any way, or yield any meanings, other than those Walt meant it to. If Walt had really wanted our imaginations to soar, he would have given us wings, not mouse ears.65


Many critics have expanded on this premise, noting that activities and even thoughts are “channeled” and “controlled.” As Hunt and Frankenberg explain:

Disneyland operates through controlled imaging aimed at controlling controlled imaginations. . . . Ours is but to laugh at the jokes and to marvel at the genuine technical achievements of modellers and engineers. We too are reduced to the “ideal” child-like condition of being acted upon rather than acting. The excitements of reading (or being read to) have truly been doubly translated and betrayed.66


Meanwhile, Steve Nelson offers the following critique:

In an age where the manufacture of concretized fantasy has reached new heights, Disney is certainly in the forefront. Films such as Roger Rabbit and Indiana Jones and parks like Disney–MGM Studios simulate the actuality of movie fantasies with great precision. But somehow they do it too well, leaving little room for the visitor’s own imagination and personal sense of fantasy.67


For many years, there were few opportunities for real play either – no slides, swings, or other facilities that allowed children (and others) to play independently or spontaneously. These days, there are some options, but still limited and often tied into or themed with other, more controlled attractions. Hunt and Frankenberg conclude: “Here forms of play are, for both economic and ideological reasons, inseparably combined, served up prepackaged, timed, priced, and valued.”68



Control as a motif

Many of the park’s attractions emphasize the theme of control as well, and there is sometimes little subtlety in these presentations. One of the attractions frequently cited to exemplify this point is Living with the Land, sponsored by Chiquita Brands International (formerly by Nestlé, and prior to that, as Listen to the Land, sponsored by Kraft Foods). Visitors are treated to a boat ride through displays that demonstrate how “difficult” nature can be unless tamed by technology and science. In discussing the attraction, Fjellman observes, “The land is to be manipulated, tricked and beaten into submission, told what to be, and certainly not listened to.”69

The control motif can be seen plainly at other sites around the parks, including the taming of the American West in Frontierland and the subjugation of the rest of the world in Adventureland. Bryman concludes his discussion of control as a motif by noting how it connects quite well with other park themes, such as corporatism and technological progress.70



Control over the appearance and behavior of employees

Disney’s control of employees was discussed in chapter 4. However, it is worth recalling the company’s near obsession with theme-park employees’ appearance and behavior. It is clear that the “Disney Look” and Disney behavior contribute to the predictability that visitors expect, as well as reinforcing other themes represented at the parks.71



Control over the environment

As Kuenz observes, the company policy is to “let nothing enter or exit the property unregulated or uncontrolled.”72 But the parks and resorts themselves represent the company’s ability to control the land by “creating fantasy worlds out of orange groves or swamp lands.”73 Details about the construction of the parks and their attractions have been presented by many writers, as well as by the company itself. In particular, the construction of impossible or unnatural landscapes is a distinct feature of the parks and part of their appeal to visitors. An example is the Animal Kingdom, where unnatural environments for nonnative animals have been constructed and then promoted as natural, as in this early promotional piece: “Celebrating man’s enduring fascination with animals of all kinds, the new park provides natural habitats for more than 1,000 animals. . . . Rare and wonderful creatures, native to far-off lands . . . roaming freely. Natural barriers for safety are nearly invisible.”74

Its Animal Kingdom also represents another opportunity for Disney to promote its commitment to the environment, with careful attention to how the park cares for the animals and reminders about the company’s contributions to saving endangered animals. Some have labeled these efforts “false environmentalism.” As Scott Hermanson argues, “The consumerist project of Walt Disney World . . . is part of the larger systematic destruction of habitat for the animals it claims to preserve.”75

Even those features that are indigenous receive special treatment to maintain the appropriate image. For instance, Hiassen explains how Disney World’s Bay Lake was an inappropriate tea color because of the bark from surrounding cypress trees. The company removed the trees, replaced the muck with imported sand, and refilled the lake with the bluish water that tourists expect.76 More widely reported was the black buzzard incident in 1988, when the company was accused of killing the federally protected birds because their (natural) behavior was inappropriate for the desired Disney ambience. The company handled the resulting public relations fiasco by donating funds to Florida’s game commission.77

Part of the allure of the Disney worlds is the carefully controlled environments that separate visitors from the “real world.” But the company’s control also extends far beyond the park gates, especially at WDW. The limitations of the original size of Disneyland alerted the company to the need to control much more than just the land for the Florida park, so the company managed to purchase 24,000 acres for the Disney World complex, which now includes a wide range of hotels and other resort attractions. The connection between the hotels and the parks is fundamentally financial but also contributes to the control of the basic appearance of the entire area, as well as controlling Disney’s competition.



Control over its destiny

Generally, the Disney company has been successful at getting what it wants from governments, whether local, state, or national. As discussed in chapter 4, efforts are made to influence political decisions to favor the company’s businesses in areas such as copyright protection, import quotas, or tax exemptions. As noted previously, Disney has also been able to convince governments to contribute to the construction of its parks and the improvement of transportation links.

However, the Reedy Creek Improvement District is the most appropriate symbol of the company’s ability to control its own affairs. In 1967, the Florida legislature gave the Disney company “special treatment” through the creation of Reedy Creek, which meant that the company no longer needed to obtain building permits or pay certain government fees but could maintain its own utilities, create its own building codes, and even levy taxes. In essence, Reedy Creek represents the company’s ability to set up a private government. The company owns its own water supply, telecommunications facilities, fire department, and could even operate its own nuclear energy facility, if desired. Overt control over the facilities is provided by a security force of eight hundred uniformed “hosts” and “hostesses,” otherwise known as security guards.78

While theme-park analysts are quite perceptive in their discussions of various ways in which control is exemplified at the parks, they most often underplay the point that control is a recurring theme throughout the Disney empire. Though Wilson makes this connection, he is still referring mostly to the parks: “The organizing principle of the Disney Universe is control. . . . This sort of thematic and directed space is a common one in our society [shopping malls, supermarkets], though seldom is it so systematically applied.”79 It needs to be stressed more emphatically that the control visible at the parks is also characteristic of other aspects of the Disney Multiverse.




Classic Disney and beyond

Many commentators have observed that the Disney parks are organized around narratives with distinct cinematic characteristics.80 Thus it is not surprising that the parks recycle the stories and characters in Classic and Revised Classic Disney entertainment products, especially the animated films, contributing in important ways to the synergy discussed previously. Stories and characters are recreated at the parks in new formats, such as rides, costumed characters, and parades, adding even further dimensions to Disney themes and values. As Fjellman notes: “The ideological messages [at WDW] are wide-ranging and intricately woven and cross-referenced.”81

A park visit itself is yet another representation of Classic Disney themes, as the following description of WDW from the company’s website stresses:

Welcome to the most magical place on earth! Here in this incredible fantasy world, imagination takes flight and spirits soar as your favorite characters and lands of make-believe come alive just for you. Wondrous attractions thrust you into enchanting adventures. Lavish parades and shows leave you laughing along with characters from your favorite Disney classics. It’s a kingdom where once upon a time is now, and a place to create cherished memories that last forever.


Many of the Classic Disney themes are celebrated here – fantasy, magic, escape, happiness, fun. The happiness theme is reiterated and expanded and, as noted above, becomes part of the parks’ predictability. As Hunt and Frankenberg observe: “You have seen the films, are familiar with the cartoon characters, and know that their trials and tribulations are humorous, and will eventually resolve into happy endings. You expect (and know that an omnipresent but unobtrusive management intends) a similar ending from the thrills and spills of your own visit.”82

Still other themes are incorporated in attractions throughout the parks. For instance, many observers note that the parks celebrate the notion of individualism – overtly in the American Journeys and American Adventure attractions but also by implication in the spirit of Frontierland and Tomorrowland. Adams observes that everything is designed to promote a sense of optimism, “a belief in progressive improvement toward perfection.”83(Recall the previous discussion of the Carousel of Progress.)

The theme of escape is strongly accentuated at the parks, where one is encouraged to forget everyday cares and worries. As Lawrence Taylor, a former defensive linebacker for the New York Giants, once commented, explaining his well-known problems with drugs: “We’d all like to go through life without any trials or tribulations, but we don’t live in Disneyland.”84 This kind of remark is often part of everyday conversation, as Disneyland has come to represent something that is unreal, escapist, or overly romantic.

Above all, as in Classic Disney films, the messages incorporated in the parks are straightforward. “Its images, however complex the network of representation and illusion involved, are clear cut and self-explanatory living up to Disney’s own continuing advice: ‘Make it read!’ meaning, making the action distinct and recognizable. No contradictions, no ambiguities.”85 For Hunt and Frankenberg, this means:

A good time can be had because all the visitors, courting couples, parents and their children are out of time: out of the routine, demands and conflicts of the daily timetable. What goes on here is not really serious; it does not count in the workaday world. At the same time, like other leisure activities, it carries a more or less concealed philosophical socialization for the family and for the ethnocentric white Anglo-Saxon tradition which masquerades as American values.86


While Classic Disney themes are evident at the parks, certain Disney ideals and values have been accentuated and expanded, especially those that pertain to the representation of the past and the future, explored below.



The past: Walt Disney’s America

The original, overarching theme of Disneyland – as expressed in the dedication plaque quoted in the first epigraph to this chapter – is the celebration of the past and the promise of the future. The past is strongly emphasized in many attractions in the Magic Kingdom, including Main Street USA, Liberty Square, Frontierland, and Adventureland. Meanwhile, EPCOT’s Future World and American Adventure feature explicit views of the past, even though they are often included in exhibits that are meant to be about the future.

The nostalgic appeal of the parks is highlighted by most writers, who often point out that Disney’s version of the past never really existed. And, indeed, park designers agree. As one Imagineer explained, “What we create is a ‘Disney Realism,’ sort of utopian in nature, where we carefully program out all the negative, unwanted elements and program in the positive elements.”87


So, the Disney “past” is clean, happy, and, above all, organized. This is especially emphasized in discussions of Main Street USA, which is said to represent Walt Disney’s turn-of-the-century hometown of Marceline, Missouri. Despite the irony that Walt’s boyhood was apparently not so happy, Main Street USA represents the essence of small-town America that grounded his overall philosophy.

Some writers connect the presentation of the past directly with another major theme at the parks, namely, consumption. As Bryman explains, “The past is subject to heavy doses of nostalgia which not only results in a skewed account of the past, but also serves to link the warm feelings inspired by nostalgia to consumption.” And Eco observes: “The Main Street facades are presented to us as toy houses and invite us to enter them, but their interior is always a disguised supermarket, where you buy obsessively, believing that you are still playing.”88

Other commentators note that the parks’ presentation of the past is typically portrayed in a comical, lighthearted, and, above all, entertaining manner, similar to Disney films and television programs. But in other ways the historical detail in Disney’s presentation is meticulous, as the company goes to extreme lengths to “get it right.” For instance, for American Adventure, historians were consulted on how historical figures actually spoke, costumes for the robot impersonators were made in the exact manner as the originals, and the precise size of cannonballs was calculated. The Imagineers’ technology is employed to bring history to life.

However, the most common critique of the Disney version of history – which both Wallace and Fjellman call “Distory” – pertains to what is not presented. Bryman categorizes these omissions as those that deal with (1) problems created by industry and corporations; (2) issues pertaining to class, race, and gender; and (3) situations involving conflict. Wallace points out how Disney’s “selective reconstruction of the past” is reminiscent of other forms of historical representation found in nineteenth-century wax museums and industrial expositions, where science and industry were hailed as the keys to progress.89 Furthermore, the various Disney exhibits have been influenced by specific historical contexts. The attractions created in the 1950s and 1960s (specifically, the Carousel of Progress and the Hall of the Presidents) represent a kind of corporate boosterism and patriotic fervor that was less acceptable in the 1970s, when EPCOT was built. The latter’s attractions (especially Future World) actually acknowledge a few problems in the past (mostly relating to the environment), but find that the answers have been – and will continue to be – provided by corporations and technology. Thus Disney embraces modernization to assure its middle-class visitors that all is well.

Wallace argues that by the 1980s, changes in public opinion influenced the presentation of EPCOT’s American Adventure, where Frederick Douglas, Chief Joseph, and Susan Anthony are represented among the 35 Audio-Animatronic robots. The 29-minute presentation is explained in Birnbaum’s guidebook:

The idea is to recall episodes in history, both negative and positive, which most contributed to the growth of the spirit of America, either by engendering “a new burst of creativity” (in the designers’ words) “or a better understanding of ourselves as partners in the American experience.” The presentation is hardly comprehensive; instead, it’s “a hundred-yard dash capturing the spirit of the country at specific moments in time.”90


Nevertheless, as Wallace explains, it is still Disney history, which reinforces some of the Classic Disney values. It is upbeat, positive, optimistic, and relies on individualist explanations. Martin Luther King, for instance, is acknowledged “as an icon, not spokesman for a movement.”91 And the omissions are still glaring, including those social movements that are difficult to depict without attention to collective efforts (the labor movement) and those wars that cannot be portrayed optimistically (Vietnam). As Michael Smith notes, it is “decontextualized history” that reduces reality to nostalgia and magic.92

For some critics, it is not that education (specifically, history) cannot and should not be conducted in more interesting and entertaining ways, as Wallace observes; but it becomes especially problematic when the past is presented selectively and unrealistically for the sake of entertainment. Perhaps it is more understandable now why many intellectuals and others were skeptical of Disney’s proposal to create a park specifically designed to represent American history, as discussed in chapter 3.



Back to the future?

In addition to the nostalgic past, the Disney worlds claim to offer “the challenge and promise of the future.” Tomorrowland has included fantasy adventures, such as Space Mountain, as well as attractions, such as the Carousel of Progress, The Timekeeper, and Dreamflight. At EPCOT’s Future World, Disney and its corporate partners have presented visions of the future in pavilions focusing on agriculture, communications, the ocean, energy, health, and the imagination.

Many Disney analysts have pointed out that these attractions are reminiscent of world fairs, with unimaginative presentation that rarely compares to the fantasies and vision that science fiction writers regularly capture in their written work. The difficulty in presenting the future at a relatively permanent site is the obvious one of needing to constantly keep ahead of the present. And, for the most part, Disney’s efforts have not been all that successful. One of the main problems has been the collaboration with corporations that sponsor the exhibits. While the Imagineers are responsible for the design, analysts have observed that the visions of the future are firmly tied to the sponsors’ current products. Thus the exhibits suggest that citizens of tomorrow can count on technological solutions that corporate America will provide. As Kuenz observes, “[T]he future is simply presented; the social mechanisms producing it and the social consequences thereof are not.”93

Most of the theme-park analysts suggest that the future seems mainly to reflect the past, or Disney’s version of the past, and thus celebrates a reification of existing social relations and the status quo, or, in other words, the present. Indeed, a conservative message seems clear and unmistakable. Although visitors do not actually confront the present at the parks, the representation of the past and the future serves as confirmation – more specifically, a class confirmation – of the way things are. As Bryman concludes, “the suppression of the present has the effect of making visitors feel better about the world that they currently live in. By presenting rosy pictures of the past and the future, the problems of the present can be played down.”94 Again, it is an entertaining escape to an optimistic, comfortable future – a future that reaffirms the status quo.



Mobility/transportation

One of the less obvious themes of the Disney parks revolves around movement and transportation. As Sorkin notes, “movement is ubiquitous and central” at Disneyland and Disney World, which are called travel “destinations” but which also feature a wide range of thematic transport systems (trains, monorails, gondolas, etc.).95 “The visitor travels in order to travel,” as most of the attractions move visitors through them as rides, rather than walk-through or staged events. Marling argues that Disneyland actually represents a critique of the auto-driven metropolis:

In a society in which the ticket to adulthood was the driver’s license, the Disneyland transportation system permitted regression to childhood through the simple expedient of inviting grown-ups to become passengers. And the destinations were no longer the office, the shopping center, or some sleazy, little amusement park. Disney’s boats and trains went instead to the places of the heart, to a happy past, to memories or dreams of a perfect childhood.96




Postmodern analysis and synthetic experiences

A number of writers have discussed the Disney worlds as sites of postmodernism. In fact, Fjellman concludes his extensive study with ten basic theses, one of which states without any qualification that WDW is postmodern: “It is a seemingly endless mélange of discreet, bounded informational packets plopped down next to each other willynilly – Liberty next to Fantasy, Japan next to Morocco. It is so rife with differences and strange borders that the very concept of difference is obliterated.”97

Although there is great variation and even confusion over the concept, Bryman, in a very un-postmodern style, identifies a few postmodern themes that are relevant to the Disney worlds, including an emphasis on pastiche and image, the dedifferentiation trend, and the notion of hyperreality.98

The Disney worlds are one of the most common references for the postmodern notion of pastiche. For example, in one of the more sensible discussions of postmodernism, David Harvey discusses the time‒space compression evident at the Disney parks.99 It is easy to think of examples from the Disney worlds, where one can shift within minutes from a visit to the American Wild West to an adventure in space or back to Europe during the Middle Ages. Bryman observes, however, that this may not necessarily represent a peculiarly postmodern phenomenon, as late nineteenth-century exhibits and parks displayed similar tendencies. Nevertheless, it is worth noting the Disney parks’ perfection of pastiche and that they are among the most common contemporary references to the concept.

The tendency of boundaries between institutional settings to collapse is called “dedifferentiation” by postmodernists and is represented in several ways by the Disney parks. The merging of theme parks with shopping has already been mentioned, but it is also evident in the other direction, with the increased theming of shopping malls. Other examples are the distinct themes that characterize the Disney hotels, especially at WDW. Analysts have noted that Las Vegas represents a similar dedifferentiation between hotels, casinos, and theme parks.

Further instances of dedifferentiation are the merging of work/play, actor/audience, and entertainment/education. Perhaps the most fitting example is the dedifferentiation of reality and unreality, or representation, which has attracted a good deal of attention from Disney analysts. Harvey cites the Disney worlds as instances of experiencing the world as a simulacrum, while Baudrillard describes Disneyland as “a perfect model of all the entangled orders of simulation.”100 In this sense, Disney worlds aptly exemplify Jameson’s characterization of postmodern culture as a breaking down of the signifying chain, or the relation between the signifier and the signified.101 As Bryman observes: “There are real trees and flowers. There are real entertainers. But in the main, it is the unreal, the fabricated, that tends to be the most memorable.”102 The title of Fjellman’s study – Vinyl Leaves – refers to the fabricated tree that (before 1999) held the Swiss Family Island Treehouse and was covered with 800,000 vinyl leaves. For Fjellman, then, reality/non-reality is a key theme of the Disney worlds.

Other analysts have pointed to the Disney parks as synthetic experiences, representing what Eco and others have called “hyperreality.” Baudrillard writes that “Disneyland is presented as imaginary in order to make us believe that the rest is real, when in fact all of Los Angeles and the America surrounding it are no longer real.”103 Bryman argues that this has been postmodernism’s greatest contribution to understanding the parks, contributing “a sense of models as standing for themselves rather than for a reality that prompted them into being.”104

Postmodern discussions of the theme parks also refer to “Disneyfication,” a term that has been applied both to literary works subjected to the Disney treatment (as discussed in chapter 5) and to an approach to urban planning.105 While Arata Isozaki notes that theme parks provide some of the only possibilities left for community planning,106 there are others who claim that Disney represents “the person who has most influenced America’s urban landscape. Disney and Disney-inspired design have moved out of the bounds of the theme park and planned community to take on the real city.”107

Accordingly, Bryman and others have offered a more expansive frame of reference called “Disneyization”: “the process by which the principles of the Disney theme parks are coming to dominate more and more sectors of American society as well as the rest of the world.”108 Bryman identifies four dimensions of Disneyization – theming, dedifferentiation of consumption, merchandising, and emotional labor – all themes that have been discussed in this or previous chapters. He explores numerous examples of the applicability and prevalence of these themes, noting that the Disneyization trend is growing and may become even more significant in the future.



Celebration: living in a Disney world?

One of Walt Disney’s dreams in the 1960s was a perfect community – the Experimental Prototype Community of Tomorrow. “EPCOT will be an experimental prototype community of tomorrow that will take its cue from the new ideas and new technologies that are now emerging from the creative centers of American industry.” The futuristic community would have been home to 20,000 residents, and included high-speed trains and even a massive umbrella to protect residents from inclement weather. However, plans for the project were dropped after Walt’s death, and another version of EPCOT became part of WDW.

But the idea of a perfect community reemerged in the early 1990s when the town of Celebration opened on July 4, 1996. Located on 4,900 acres, five miles from WDW, 1,500 people were living in the community by the end of 1997, with a planned population of 20,000, as Walt originally envisioned. The town received a good amount of attention, representing perhaps the quintessential example of Disneyization. However, the company sold its interests in Celebration in 2004.

Celebration was an example of New Urbanism, a planning movement that attempted to rediscover the “lessons of Main Street” as solutions to the problems of the suburbs. It included a state-of-the-art school, pedestrian-friendly streets, attractive public spaces, and a convenient downtown. The choices of living accommodations included different types of homes and apartments, with prices reported to be 25–40 percent above comparable real estate in the area.109

Disney’s publicized goal was to create a community, but another goal was attributed to lucrative real-estate sales. Celebration was also claimed to be tied to Disney’s government relations in Florida, providing taxpayers for the state in lieu of the company’s meager tax contributions to Osceola County, where WDW is located.

After the town opened, Disney reported that “residents are reveling in the town’s combination of leading-edge health, education and technology systems with a comfortable sense of community.” However, some “citizens” found Disney’s control rather stifling and cited a number of issues.


	Architectural and horticultural requirements: Rules were spelled out in “Covenants, Codes and Restrictions,” including specific architectural features, curtain colors, plant selection, acceptable lawn-sign sizes, and so on. No wonder that one journalist observed that the town “felt packaged, less than real, somewhat more like a theme park than a town.”110

	Political control: The Disney company held control of the town’s operations, especially through their domination of the homeowners’ association. As a lawyer and home-owners’ association expert explained: “It is absolute top-down control. The homeowners are powerless against the association and the association is powerless against Disney. I can’t imagine anything more undemocratic.”111

	Privatized municipal services: Commercial services included garbage pickup, recreational facilities, “public” safety, and lighting. The town hall was privately owned by Disney. In other words, rather than being citizens of Celebration, residents are more like Celebration consumers. As Michael Pollan concluded: “It may be Disney’s boldest innovation at Celebration to have established a rather novel form of democracy, one that is based on consumerist, rather than republican, principles.”112

	School issues: While promoted as “a school of tomorrow” and “a model for education into the next century,” Celebration’s school proved problematic for some residents in areas such as curriculum, multi-age classrooms, narrative assessments rather than grades, and few exams.113 Some claimed that the company was uninterested in the school and only concerned with selling real estate. By 1997, it was reported that 16 percent of the children had withdrawn and enrolled in private schools in Orlando.



Nevertheless, many residents had only positive things to say about Celebration and found the town an exciting place to live.114 Other inhabitants became disillusioned and moved out, complaining about building problems and the lack of suitable shops and amenities. For some, the utopian vision of a perfect community definitely faded: “Celebration has indeed become a community: a messy, ever-changing and inevitably political town where some residents complain that the Disney company has failed to keep its promises and runs its settlement like a benign dictatorship.”115

Overall, it is not clear if the company ever understood any of the residents’ problems. To many observers, the defections and dissension seemed to accentuate the differences between consumers and citizens, as well as Disney’s inability to manage reality. In other words, Disney may be able to create fantasy, but it is far more complex to create community.116



Disney parks outside the United States

Disney’s global expansion is an important issue to explore if we want to fully understand the Disney Multiverse. As noted previously, the company has consistently distributed its products around the world and is one of the leading global brands. Thus it is not too surprising that Disney theme parks have also been created in countries outside the United States.

The “offshore” parks have mostly followed a formula that incorporates “a central fairytale castle to lure guests in with a turn-of-the-century style street leading up to it and differently themed lands surrounding it.”117 Rides and shows are based on Disney films, Disney characters roam around the parks, and Disney merchandise is sold everywhere. The Disney model also includes corporate sponsors, merchandise, most of the control mechanisms, and Classic Disney features. We might call this the “Disneyland model.”

Of course, there are differences, as not all of the elements of the US parks have been included, while other features have been added. Over the years, the company has also become (somewhat) more aware of cultural differences in other parts of the world and has “tweaked” some of the traditional features, especially those that are heavily American-based or may be culturally insensitive. As Iger explained, “We know if we’re too US-centric, the products won’t be too relevant to those markets.”118

The global parks have received attention from academics who seek to understand their significance and meanings using a wide variety of approaches. Scholars from a number of disciplines have employed critical concepts, such as cultural imperialism and cultural homogenization, while others have found examples of contestation, resistance, and contextualization, with “different forces of power intersect[ing] in different contexts and periods of time.”119 Choi and others have employed the concept of “glocalization” – the process of global companies recognizing and integrating local cultural elements in their products and services – to explain Disney’s approach to cultural adaptations at their offshore parks.120 To assess these interpretations, it is useful to look briefly at the evolution of each of these parks



Tokyo Disneyland

Tokyo Disneyland (opened in 1983) was the first offshore park and was deliberately designed to follow the Disneyland model. According to Mary Yoko Brannen:

Though The Walt Disney Company wished to diversify its first foreign theme park by including some home-country attractions such as a “samurai land” or a show based on a Japanese children’s tale like “Little Peach Boy,” the Japanese owners of Tokyo Disneyland, the Oriental Land Company, insisted that as near an exact copy of the original as possible be constructed.121


As a public relations spokesperson from Tokyo Disneyland stated to Brannen: “We really tried to avoid creating a Japanese version of Disneyland. We wanted the Japanese visitors to feel they were taking a foreign vacation by coming here, and to us Disneyland represents the best that America has to offer” (see Figure 6.2).122

Indeed, much of Tokyo Disney (or Dizuniirando) may appear to follow the Disney model. But the obvious differences and similarities may not tell the entire story. Despite the aim to make a copy of the original, there are many ways that the owners have shaped the park for Japanese consumers. Brannen points out that “the commodified cultural artifacts of Disneyland are recontextualized in Japanese terms at Tokyo Disneyland.” She discusses this recontextualization in terms of making the exotic familiar and keeping the exotic exotic (although she also notes that much of Disneyland is already familiar to the Japanese). Aviad Raz explains this phenomenon as a continuous blurring of America and Japan at the Tokyo park.123


[image: image]
Figure 6.2: “Mice in Tokyo.” (2014) Photo by Ryo Fukasawa.

So a number of adjustments to the Disneyland model were made at Tokyo Disneyland. One example is Main Street, which is called the World Bazaar and puts heavy emphasis on consuming. Instead of the nostalgic emphasis of Main Street, the World Bazaar highlights traditional Japanese gift-giving, with higher quality items identified clearly as originating from the park. In this sense, as Choi observes, Tokyo Disneyland represents a “remake of the American consumption system.”124

In another part of the park, Westernland is substituted for Frontierland. Brannen explains, “We could identify with the Old West, but not with the idea of a frontier.” Similarly, the Golden Horseshoe Revue is called the Diamond Horseshoe Revue, again renaming and recontextualizing the nostalgic American themes and romantic narratives. In addition, Tokyo Disney offers more live audience-participation shows, which are especially popular with Japanese audiences. There are also subtle differences in some of the rides, as narrations are adapted by ride operators and tour guides, who ad-lib with Japan-specific puns, jokes, and explanations.

Tokyo Disney also includes specific Japanese features that aren’t part of the Disneyland model, including a 16-minute film called Meet the World, that is not actually about the world but a version of Japanese history and identity. Also, Cinderella’s Castle includes an exhibit of some of the evil themes and sinister characters from Disney films, who speak in Japanese but with a foreign (gaijin) accent. As Brannen points out, “Evil is represented as foreign.” While the park includes western (gaijin) employees, their treatment is said to be complex, and they are kept apart from the other Japanese employees.

Brannen questions whether Disney has colonized or subordinated the Japanese at Tokyo Disneyland, but stresses that the situation is far more complex. She argues that these examples

demonstrate not that the Japanese are being dominated by Western ideologies, but that they differentiate their identity from the West in a way that reinforces their sense of their own cultural superiority, or what we might call Japanese hegemony. . . . By preserving the experience of Tokyo Disneyland as a “foreign vacation,” the Japanese owners attempt strategically to ward off any threat from the West to their identity.125


Brannen notes how Aviad Raz further complexifies this interpretation:

Previous studies have seen Disneyland as a “black ship” ‒ an exported, hegemonic model of American leisure and pop culture ‒ that “conquered” Japan. By concentrating on the Japanese point of view, Raz shows that it is much more an example of successful domestication and that it has succeeded precisely because it has become Japanese even while marketing itself as foreign. Rather than being an agent of Americanization, Tokyo Disneyland is a simulated “America” showcased by and for the Japanese.126


Certainly, Disney still benefits from Tokyo Disney in many ways, not only financially but also in its overall corporate strategies. A good example might be Duffy the Disney Bear, a lesser-known character that was never actually featured in a film. However, he emerged as a marketing sensation at Tokyo DisneySea as a walk-around character and popular merchandise item and has since been introduced at other parks. This example reflects two key Disney business strategies that relate to their theme parks:

the “One Disney” theme-park initiative to share content between parks; and a broader, corporate goal to identify company-owned intellectual property, regardless of the medium in which it was created, that can be exploited across more platforms. (The ultimate example: Pirates of the Caribbean, the venerable theme-park ride that has since spawned a multibillion-dollar movie and merchandise franchise.)127




Disneyland Paris

The second Disney offshore park was not as easily accepted as the first one. Plans for Euro Disney (as it was initially named) immediately attracted negative reactions (eggs were thrown at officials when the deal was announced in Paris), and the park was dubbed a “cultural Chernobyl” by one critic when it opened in 1992.128 Interestingly, visitors to the park were greeted with a replica of the Statue of Liberty, which had been a gift from France to America in 1886. However, many French citizens did not view Euro Disney as a reciprocal gift to the French from America. It didn’t help that the site appropriated for the project included important farmland and thus incited protests from French farmers.129

Nevertheless, the park moved ahead with a version of the Disneyland model. There were some differences and concessions in the park’s original design: a covered Main Street, Discovery Land (rather than Tomorrowland), which included the Leonardo da Vinci Orbitron attraction and Jules Verne Les Mystères du Nautilus, as well as a Ratatouille ride. Also, some original park features were not included, such as Tom Sawyer’s Island. Nevertheless, much of the park still seemed too much like the American version. It was called “plastic,” a “cultural wasteland,” and, “the exemplification of all that is wrong with American culture: size, money, and Hollywood.” In other words, “too American, too cowboy, and too simplistic.”130

Other issues that related to American puritanical values included: a ban on alcohol and not enough “proper” restaurants for midday meals, offering, instead, American-style snacking (or “grazing”); a failed attempt to celebrate Halloween;131 and Mickey Mouse portrayed as virtuous, puritan, and bland, not smart and cunning as in the French version. Critics found too many tacky, glittery recreations and not enough authentic features. The management style and employee dissatisfaction also became serious problems. With all of these issues, it may not have been surprising that the park experienced serious financial problems from low attendance and weak consumer spending.

Over time, however, the company implemented a number of changes that eventually won back the hearts of many previously skeptical Europeans. A new management team adopted a different style and improved worker relations through more flexible policies. The park also added more European features, such as French names for some character and park features (for instance, Sleeping Beauty’s castle is Le Chateau de la Belle au Bois Dormant), and more sit-down restaurants that serve alcohol (especially wine). Overall, there was an attempt at “[f]actoring in French culture and minimizing American culture.”132 Thus Jonathan Matusitz and other analysts have interpreted the adaptations at Disneyland Paris as an example of glocalization. Interestingly, the park also often serves as a case in tourism, leisure, and management studies for the various cultural challenges related to globalization.133



Hong Kong Disneyland

Disney opened its third offshore theme park in Hong Kong in 2005. The park was funded through a joint venture between Disney and the Hong Kong government and was promoted as “the Millennium Dream comes true!” when the contract was signed in 1999.

At first, it was seen as a boost for Hong Kong, following the lead of other “global cities,” such as Tokyo and Paris. However, by the time the park opened, negative reactions had emerged. The park was considered too small, operations were chaotic, the management behaved in a “high-handed” manner, and signs of Americanism were evident.134 An environmental assessment and other regulations were overlooked, while the unequal partnership deal with the government was criticized for a lack of transparency. At the opening of the park, demonstrations were held by Disney Hunter, a group opposed to the sale of merchandise produced in Chinese sweatshop factories.135

The Disney company did make some effort to pay attention to local concerns in the building and operation of the park. They consulted local experts on feng shui and changed the park orientation and other features to improve the park’s “positive energy.” Special attention has been given to Chinese traditions: for instance, superstitions about numbers have guided some event dates and other numbering decisions; no clocks or watches are sold in the gift shops; and the color green is avoided in favor of red. Services are provided not only in English, but in two forms of Chinese, and Asian food is served (although sometimes adapted to Disney themes, such as dumplings, steamed buns, and pancakes in the shape of Disney characters, etc.).

While the organization and operation of the park has followed the Disney style, park visitors “consume the park in a local way that Disneyland management finds difficult to control; local people produce and circulate the changed meanings of ‘Disney’ and change certain Disney management policies.”136 Examples have included guests bringing their own water bottles and filling them with free drinking water; using their own cameras rather than Disney-produced photos; treating the Disney stores as playgrounds, buying nothing but playing with the merchandise; queue jumping (sometimes resulting in fights/brawls); and avoiding use of toilets. As Choi concludes: “Since Disney fantasy needs to be produced in a strictly controlled environment, HKDL visitors’ creative consumption practices simultaneously confirm and disrupt Disney’s spatial, structural and institutional control . . . and sometimes negatively resignify Disneyland’s meaning through improvisation and disruption.”137

Meanwhile, Anthony Fung and Micky Lee argue that one of the primary purposes of Hong Kong Disneyland was to prepare Mainland Chinese to be global consumers, possibly with the unintended result that the park experience provided an “alternative, creative counterforce” to the “state-controlled and manufactured culture” in Mainland China at the time.138 They point to numerous examples at the park where there has been no accommodation for non-English-speaking guests and a lack of cultural accommodation. They also say that these practices may have reinforced the experience of “difference” and the appeal of becoming a global consumer. Overall, Choi concludes that Hong Kong Disneyland represents a kind of “‘superficial’ consumerist popular culture and the Disney brand of ‘world city’ imagination.”139



Shanghai Disney

After years of careful negotiations and personal efforts by Robert Iger, an agreement was finally announced in November 2009 for a Disney park in Mainland China, specifically, Shanghai.140 The deal was a coup for the Disney company, which looked forward to huge profits from China’s massive population.

After previous experiences at offshore theme parks, the company indicated that they understood the importance of considering the cultural implications, with Iger often repeating this message. As Iger explained: “We didn’t just build Disneyland in China; we built China’s Disneyland. We want the people who visit here to feel welcome and comfortable. To have a sense that this is their park, imagined, designed and created just for them, from the ground up.”141 Shortly after, he elaborated: “We are taking everything we’ve learned from our six decades of exceeding expectations ‒ along with our relentless innovation and famous creativity ‒ to create a truly magical place that is both authentically Disney and distinctly Chinese.”142 That message was repeated at the Opening Ceremony in June 2016, with homage to Walt Disney from the opening of the first Disneyland:

To all who come to this happy place, welcome. Shanghai Disneyland is your land. Here you leave today and discover imaginative worlds of fantasy, romance, and adventure that ignite the magical dreams within all of us. Shanghai Disneyland is authentically Disney and distinctly Chinese. It was created for everyone, bringing to life timeless characters and stories in a magical place that will be a source of joy, inspiration, and memories for generations to come.143 (italics added)


As indicated here, “authentically Disney and distinctly Chinese” is a phrase that Iger has often used when he talks about Shanghai Disney, and thus it has been picked up and repeated by the press, critics, and academics. Marty Sklar, who had a key position during the construction of Euro Disney, commented on this approach: “I think that will make a big difference. They are trying to become part of the culture instead of trying to interpret the culture.”144

To incorporate Chinese cultural elements, Disney hired Chinese architects and designers and sent teams around China to do research. While the park generally fits the Disneyland model, many elements were redesigned, while others are absent. For instance, Main Street became Mickey Avenue, and Adventureland is Adventure Isle, while the steam railroad, Monorail, Frontierland, Space Mountain, Star Tours, Jungle Cruise, and It’s a Small World were omitted.

New and unique features have included Gardens of Imagination, an expanded Pirates of the Caribbean (called Treasure Cove), and Tron Lightcycle Power Run and roller coaster. Also added were the Enchanted Storybook Castle, with additional Princess features and a walkway called the Garden of the 12 Friends, with mosaics featuring characters like Hamm the pig from Toy Story and Tigger from Winnie the Pooh representing the 12 Chinese zodiac animals. Other adjustments included many reconceived live shows (or “soft attractions”), designed by Chinese artists and featuring Chinese performers, and restaurants serving mostly Chinese food with more seating for longer meals and picnic areas adapted to extended families.

The company was also strategic in promoting the new park in China. Chelsea Galvez analyzed Disney’s “brand narrative” in several commercials distributed before and after the park opened, as well as responses to Shanghai Disney on social media. Galvez found that the company emphasized harmonic balance, collective identity, and family relationships. She concludes that the company was able to “strategically emphasize certain aspects of their existing American brand narrative (such as intergenerational relationships and dreaming together) to enter the Chinese market while allaying concerns about the Disney organization disrupting Chinese culture and society. All they needed to be was ‘authentically Disney, and distinctly Chinese.’”145

The involvement of the Chinese government in the design and building of Shanghai Disney also was significant.146 “From the outset, Disney has catered to Chinese officials, who had to approve the park’s roster of rides and who were especially keen to have a large-scale park that would appeal to adults as well as children.”147

Overall, the park seems to have avoided serious criticism, except for complaints about high prices. But whether the generally positive reviews are because of cultural adaptations is another question. German theme-park expert Stefan Zwanzger notes:

There’s more of a Chinese feel to it than to Hong Kong Disney, that’s for sure. But again, it’s not a Chinese Disneyland; it’s a Disney park with Chinese elements here and there. The castle is not Chinese; Pirates of the Caribbean is not Chinese. The park is not 50% Chinese and 50% American style, it’s 80% Disney and 20% Chinese, or maybe even 90% to 10%, and that’s just fine. Chinese visitors will like it, and so will international travelers.148


And, apparently, at least some of the guests don’t want so many local features and are looking for difference. As one visitor explained: “We know it’s an American theme park, so we don’t expect to experience much that’s Chinese here. If we want a Chinese experience, we won’t come to Disney. For those of us who have never been to the United States, this is our chance to have a taste of American culture.”149

In other words, Shanghai Disney may be similar to Tokyo Disney in terms of its representation of difference with local adaptations. But the Disney company claims that it will continue to learn and adapt quickly to assure the park’s success. As Iger explained: “The Disney magic and China have to blend. It’s not just about bringing Mickey Mouse to China. It’s about looking at China today and seeing what’s popular and figuring out a way that we can have a commercial relationship with that product, that intellectual property, so that we can offer it to the people who visit.”150



Understanding Disney’s worlds

Disney’s theme parks are key components of the Disney Multiverse, contributing sizable income and providing notable synergistic opportunities. The parks also echo themes that are found elsewhere in the corporation, especially in the various manifestations of control. However, the company also has learned from their offshore theme-park endeavors, as they have made cultural adaptations as well as economic decisions. But even though adaptations such as glocalization have been made, the commercial orientation that is at the heart of the Disney theme-park model still prevails.
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Figure 7.1: Banksy’s Dismaland, 2015. Photo by Byrion Smith.





7
Disney and the World



An adult cannot become a child again, or he becomes childish. But does the naiveté of the child not give him pleasure, and does he himself not endeavor to reproduce the child’s veracity on a higher level?

Karl Marx1

Truly all ages – from children to the elderly, all nationalities, all races and all types of social systems – are intoxicated by him with the same delight, surrender with the same fervor to his charm, with the same ecstasy allow themselves to be carried away by Disney’s living drawings.

Sergei Eisenstein2


It has been claimed that “Disney is a primary force in the expression and formation of American mass consciousness,” and that Disney characters “have a universal appeal.”3 While these and other claims may be broadly accepted, we still need to consider a range of questions related to responses to Disney’s products and messages. What is the audience for Disney products? What do people actually think about the Disney Multiverse? What do these products mean to consumers? And why are Disney products and characters still popular after all these years?

This chapter will consider some of these questions, first by attempting to define the Disney audience and then by discussing the ways in which Disney audiences have been studied. A set of Disney audience archetypes will be proposed, as well as an overview of the appropriation of Disney by artists, professionals, and fans.



Defining Disney audiences/consumers

Just as it is difficult to generalize about the reach of the Disney empire, so is it difficult to assess the audiences for, and thus the effects of, Disney products/messages. In considering the notion of a Disney audience, we must ask what we mean by “Disney,” as well as what we mean by “audiences.”


The Disney brand

As previously noted, the Disney Multiverse covers an extremely wide range of media/entertainment activities, from traditional television and film viewing to digital gaming and theme-park visits. While audience reactions to specific examples of Disney products have been studied, it is also necessary to look at Disney as a brand and what meanings people associate with it.

Indeed, “Disney” represents an example of the kind of brand that has been formed around media and entertainment products – that is, multidimensional products that cut across media platforms and other forms of entertainment. Recall the quote from The Economist, cited in chapter 4. “The brand is a lump of content . . . which can be exploited through film, broadcast and cable television publishing, theme parks, music, the internet and merchandising.”4 Nike and Coca-Cola may have explicit (or even covert) meanings attached to their products and/or their brand, which are promoted through their advertising and public relations efforts. However, it might be argued that brands based on media products, such as Disney, present far more overt and often more complex values and forms of signification than these non-media-related brands.

It is also generally agreed that Disney is one of the most immediately recognized media brands. So, while audience reactions to specific Disney products or characters are certainly worth examining, it is also important to understand what audiences think about Disney – the brand, the whole Disney, or the Disney Multiverse.



Audiences or consumers?

The concept of “audience” has been challenged by Vincent Mosco and Lewis Kaye, who pointed out that the notion is directly related to marketing research and should be used carefully, especially by critical researchers.5 The relevance of their argument notwithstanding, how do we discuss the people who experience and consume Disney products and services? While the term “audience” will be used in this discussion, it is perhaps more appropriate to refer to “consumers.” It is almost always the case that individuals experience Disney via the consumption process, whether they are being bought and sold as audiences for advertising or directly purchasing Disney products/services as consumers.



“Children of all ages”

So who are Disney consumers? When we refer to “Disney,” the association is ordinarily with those clearly labeled Disney products aimed at the family market. For instance, when Iger explained the goal for Disney’s new streaming service, he emphasized that, “Our first priority is going to be reaching our core Disney fan.”6 In other words, the focus would be on content that is suitable for all ages, keeping with the family-friendly theme of most Disney products.

But targeting families means attempting to appeal to different age groups, not just children. While exposure to Disney products is typically strong during childhood, some of the same products are still enjoyed by adults, while other products are specifically designed for adults. The company’s diversified products are consumed by, and thus potentially influence, a much wider audience or number of consumers than the family audience.

So, despite the oft-cited emphasis on children, Disney’s products cut across age groups in assorted ways and thus may have multiple meanings. It is generally recognized that the theme parks, in particular, were designed not only for children but, to a great extent, for adults, as indicated by the wide range of attractions offered at the parks. The industry publication Brandweek explains: “Disney has started hosting events to try to appeal to everyone from empty nesters and senior citizens to honeymooners and post-college singles.”7

In summary, then, to understand “Disney audiences,” it is necessary to consider the highly promoted image of Disney as a brand, the widespread availability and unique exposure to Disney products at different periods of people’s lives, especially, but not only, during childhood, as well as other audience differences, including class, gender, race, and nationality. In light of these considerations, it may not be surprising to find that audience research that analyzes the Disney phenomenon in its entirety has been relatively rare. The next sections will briefly discuss examples of different approaches to studying Disney audiences/consumers.




Studying Disney audiences


Disney’s market research

Not surprisingly, the Disney company has been interested in the consumers of its products and has employed various ways to study them over the years. Several observers have noted that Walt Disney was sensitive to the reactions of audiences and was “willing to change a film based on audience response,” whereas other studios were less willing to do so.8

Susan Ohmer documented the history of Disney’s audience research, from the informal studio previews in the 1930s, through the use of George Gallup’s Audience Research Institute (ARI) beginning in the early 1940s.9 In reviewing the ARI files at the Disney studio archives, Ohmer found that research was used in every studio project from 1946 to 1957. The purpose (as stated in annual reports) was to control production costs, allocate resources efficiently, and maximize income, and this entailed giving studio screenings and questionnaires to the company’s own employees, who were thought to mirror the average American film viewer. The questionnaires led to the development of an “enjoyment rating” that was used in various ways during the production process. Ohmer concluded that these efforts “not only expose the work behind his [Walt Disney’s] seemingly ‘instinctive’ understanding of audiences, but can also make us more conscious of current efforts to manage viewer response” – or, as Ohmer calls it, “measuring desires.”10

The current Disney company uses a range of marketing research, similar to other media companies.11 Disney decision makers rely on data from their own research, in addition to that of other companies such as commercial measurement companies, which provide broadcasting and cable ratings, purchasing surveys, and so on. Before the company releases a product, introduces new media or entertainment outlets, or adds to its existing businesses, market research attempts to predict consumer responses. An example is the creation of Radio Disney. In the early 1990s, Disney hired Statistical Research, Inc. to conduct audience research in test markets and found that 60 percent of children between ages five and nine had radios in their rooms and often decided which station the radio in the family car is tuned to. In focus groups, children reported that they wanted “a station that was totally their own.” Enter Radio Disney in October 1997. Disney developed Radio Disney as “the only 24-hour radio network devoted to families,” and its Radio Disney’s Top 40 playlist was reported to be “a select group of mainstream radio stations tracked by Billboard and Mediabase music panels.”12

Radio Disney began with around 28 stations, with plans to expand. However, the company also used research to follow listening patterns and found that the majority of its audience was shifting to satellite radio and other digital platforms, rather than terrestrial AM/FM radio. The company eventually sold all except one of its stations and announced in August 2014 that it would focus on network programming, co-branded events, and digital outlets, such as internet radio.

Another example of Disney’s consumer research is represented by the story of market researcher Kelly Peña, or “the kid whisperer,” as she is sometimes called. Peña was a senior vice president for Disney Channels Worldwide from 2002 to 2016 and led “a cross-functional research team that identifie[d] consumer trends, develop[ed] brand strategies, and provide[d] insights to inform content development, programming, marketing and digital media strategies.”13 One of Peña’s projects was to find out more about the entertainment preferences of boys, ages 6 to 14, especially pertaining to program changes for Disney XD. Peña and her team of anthropologists spent 18 months digging through boys’ bedroom closets and drawers, walking through the rest of their houses, and shopping with the boys and their mothers. Interviews were also conducted with individual boys and groups. As a New York Times reporter explains:

The subjects, who are randomly selected by a market research company, are never told that Disney is the one studying them. The children are paid $75. . . . Fearful of coming off as too manipulative, youth-centric media companies rarely discuss this kind of field research. Disney is so proud of its new “headquarters for boys,” however, that it has made an exception, offering a rare window onto the emotional hooks that are carefully embedded in children’s entertainment.14


Another research project involved Maarten Bos and his team of behavioral scientists, who conducted a series of studies on how people react to images and ways that information might be used in Disney advertising. Bos explained:

What we are doing is looking at whether we can predict what kind of person likes what kind of image. I’m talking about personality type. An introverted person or an extroverted person, what kind of image might they like? When I say what kind of image, we analyze images with over 200 features like contrast or the content of the image itself. We use some automated methods to extract all those features. Then we try to map those things onto each other. We try to map each personality onto image features. If we know your personality, we can then tailor a marketing message to you with the image that we want to send to you. We had a lot of users online rate their preferences for certain images ‒ from more than 1,000 images. We get their preferences, measure their personality, and then extract the features automatically and make a model of all of that.15


Another project that received a good deal of press coverage in 2017 involved Disney Research’s announcement of a new neural net technology, called factorized variational autoencoders, or FVAEs (basically, a pattern recognition technique), which predicts a viewer’s facial expressions for an entire movie after observing an audience member for only a few minutes. The research team reported applying FVAEs to 150 showings of nine movies in a theater equipped with infrared cameras to monitor faces, resulting in a dataset of 3,179 audience members and 16 million facial records to be evaluated.16

Disney also invests in companies that develop new methods of audience research through its “Disney Accelerator” program. An example is Samba TV – “a data and analytics company providing essential television insights by leveraging a source of real-time, opt-in viewership data across broadcast, cable TV, OTT, and digital media. Through software integrations with smart TV manufacturers, Samba recognizes content and associated viewership patterns making TV audiences more addressable and measurable while helping marketers activate cross-screen campaigns and maximize their impact.”17 Another group of Disney researchers developed methods for assessing audience behavior through facial and body motions captured by a single video stream to predict audience members’ crowd-sourced ratings (such as Rotten Tomatoes).18

Other research efforts have focused on how to produce content that will be appealing or acceptable to specific audiences/consumers. For instance, the company studied fathers in several European countries and in December 2017 announced that they would change their representation of dads to avoid stereotypical portrayals. Disney representatives explained: “We’ve often looked at the mums and the female leads in our films. But actually when you look at characters like [the Lion King’s] Mufasa, and Parr, and even Darth Vader, who has some very questionable parenting skills . . . it shows the great influence that fathers have in our stories.”19

Besides continuous efforts to predict market behavior, Disney also engages in audience research that attempts to assess media effects. For instance, the company commissioned a study released in 1998 claiming that the use of VCRs actually made children more, rather than less, sociable. Based on a poll of 300 parents in Britain, an Oxford clinical psychologist reported that children played games and drew pictures of scenes and characters after watching a film.20 The findings were widely publicized in the press to assure parents that media consumption was safe for their children.

As exemplified by this last study and the formation of the Disney Research unit in 2008, Disney increasingly has been looking to academics and universities for research assistance.21 The company has enhanced its “University Outreach” through “Strategic Partnerships,” in addition to Disney Research labs that are “strategically co-located with universities, giving The Walt Disney Company an academic and innovative edge.” Outreach also includes the following types of “Collaboration & Programs”:


	Faculty Awards Program: “We support the work of outstanding academics in several fields, by contributing to their research program.”

	Internship Program: “We attract talent from nearby universities as well as from all over the world.”

	Academic Consultants: “We cannot hire all of the great minds of our generation, but through our academic consulting program we try to work with as many of them as possible.”22



In other words, some academic researchers don’t just study Disney – they work for Disney.23



Academic audience research

The study of media audiences has been the focus of an enormous amount of academic research over the years. In a collection on audience research approaches, Dickinson and colleagues note: “All research which takes media processes as central to its analysis stems from an interest or concern with the consequences of the media for society, communities, publics, readers, listeners, viewers, consumers – audiences. The difference between approaches is, essentially, to do with the scale of analysis or the length of focus – micro or macro – chosen by the researchers in question.”24

From early efforts to study the direct effects of propaganda to attempts to identify the uses and gratifications that media serve for individual audience members, the study of audiences has been a major stronghold of mainstream communications research, especially in the United States but also in other countries.25

The analysis of audiences is also a central theme in cultural studies, much of which is influenced by Stuart Hall’s encoding/decoding model that uses different kinds of readings decoded by audiences.26 These notions were expanded with discussions of active audiences constructing their own liberating meanings from polysemic, open texts.27

Fan studies has also blossomed during the last decade or so, attracting scholars from a wide range of disciplines, especially cultural/media/film studies, folklore, and anthropology.28 However, as David Giles has observed: “As fandom studies are becoming more popular and important, one fandom yet remains largely unstudied: the fandom surrounding Disneyland.”29 This observation might be extended to the entire Disney Multiverse.

Fan studies is complicated by the tendency of academics who study fans to also be fans, or what has become known as aca-fans.30 And when fan-studies scholars focus on Disney fans, it is not too surprising we find many examples of fan-scholars.31 Another issue is the proliferation of Disney studies that feature only textual analysis. As noted by Buckingham, “The underlying question here, of course, is the extent to which any of the covert ideological messages allegedly revealed by this kind of analysis – be they ‘positive’ or ‘negative’ – actually connect with what might be going on for the children who represent their primary audience.”32

Actually, there is no dearth of research on children and media, which has been a major area of academic audience research over the years. In particular, there is a considerable body of research that has been directed at children and television, even though some of that work may be flawed in various ways.33 But, despite the numerous studies of children and media, there has been less attention than one might expect paid to Disney as a major and ongoing force.

While Buckingham bemoans the lack of attention to Disney’s “primary audience,” it might also be argued that the entire Disney audience has been neglected. Although the academic study of Disney has increased, there have been few attempts to study the broad range of responses to the Disney Multiverse.



Early academic research on Disney audiences

One of the earliest academic studies of Disney audiences was included in Michael Real’s Mass-Mediated Culture in 1973.34 Real administered questionnaires to two hundred individuals (primarily students) from southern California, who generally had high exposure to Disneyland and a wide range of other Disney products. In addition to their exposure, respondents were asked about the values represented by Disney (“vices and virtues”), as well as its perceived influence. While there was some ambivalence in assessing influence, the identification of values represented by Disney was unequivocal. Respondents mentioned many of the values that have been included in the Classic Disney model, such as happiness, friendliness, honesty, innocence, industriousness, and cleanliness. On the other hand, most respondents agreed that Disney did not approve of sex, violence, greed, laziness, un-American activities, or leftist politics.

Real identified the Disney universe as an example of mass-mediated culture, in which meaning is structured as a semiological system, “fixing reality both by receiving and transmitting dominant patterns of perception, structures of feeling, cognitive maps and cultural norms.” His study confirmed two major hypotheses: “that Disney attracts participants into mass-mediated utopian typifications and that Disney instructs through morality plays that structure personal values and ideology.”35 Above all, Real’s research contributed to the argument that entertainment media have definite effects on individuals and the social system, and, more specifically, Disney is not value free.

In another study in the early 1980s, Jill May asked students at Purdue University about their favorite “family” film experience and found that students preferred Disney films four to one, and animated films three to one.36 May also reported that Disney was favored by both young men and women, who admitted that they wanted to expose their future children to Disney’s versions of classic stories and mostly enjoyed watching a Disney film more than reading the story in book form.

Further attempts to look more closely at Disney audiences have sometimes replicated these studies. For instance, at the University of Oregon, a questionnaire was given to students enrolled in a journalism and communication course in 1994.37 More than 82 percent of the 45 respondents were white, 25 were female and 20 male, and the median age was 21. Many of the questions were based on Real’s survey, including those pertaining to respondents’ past and future experiences with Disney products and their impressions of Disney’s influence. A mixture of prompted and unprompted questions was used.

Participants were asked to identify their exposure to Disney products and then, later in the survey, asked whether they had been exposed to specific products. Comparing these prompted and unprompted answers revealed that the respondents seriously underestimated their exposure to the Disney products – even the theme parks, which one would expect to be particularly memorable. Many were reluctant to admit that Disney currently had any effect on them.

The findings were most likely related to the specific audience surveyed – university students, with a median age of 21. Within this age range, Disney is often assumed to be childish, as indicated by one respondent: “I’ve grown up and Disney is no longer appropriate.” Although these young adults generally disavowed any influence that Disney may have had on them, they were unanimous in their assessment that any influence was positive. Similarly contradictory attitudes were revealed in many respondents’ interpretations of the general effects of Disney. Indeed, both positive and negative interpretations could be found, even in the responses of the same person.

Overall, the strongest results related to exposure to Disney products. While respondents claimed that current interactions were low, their responses indicated that they still had significant exposure and planned on continuing exposure, both for themselves and for future generations (their own children, nieces, nephews, etc.).



Studying Disney, gender, and audiences

It might be possible to say that researchers who study Disney audiences have given the most attention to issues related to gender. In her study of heroines in 1975, Kay Stone interviewed 40 women of different ages in three cities.38 She found that many of the women admitted that they were influenced by fairy tales, but mostly the Grimms’ translations and Disney films. However, at least some of the women were not very impressed with the passive heroines in these stories and would have appreciated more active heroines, or at least more diversity.

More recently, Sarah Coyne and colleagues examined the level of engagement with Disney Princess media/products as they relate to gender-stereotypical behavior, body esteem/image, and prosocial behavior during early childhood. Their study involved 198 children, with data gathered from parent and teacher reports, and child observations over a one-year period. They found that Disney Princess engagement was associated with more female gender-stereotypical behavior after a year and that parental mediation strengthened associations between princess engagement and adherence to female gender-stereotypical behavior for both girls and boys, and between body esteem and prosocial behavior for boys only.39

Another study by Karen Wohlwend used mediated discourse analysis to examine children’s videotaped writing and play interactions with princess dolls and stories. The three-year study focused on young girls who were avid Disney Princess fans and on how they addressed the gendered identities and discourses related to the popular films and toys.40 The researchers used the idea of “productive consumption” to describe how the girls used familiar media narratives and Disney princess identities but also produced counter-narratives involving improvised characters and story lines.



Other Disney audience studies

Meanwhile, James Mason’s work looks at the Disney film genre and adult audiences, arguing that “there are two Disney genres, one based on the films produced by Disney and one based on audience perceptions of Disney, and these genres need to be understood in order to appreciate adult audiences’ relationships with Disney films.”41 The first “Disney genre” identified by Mason is represented by the feature films produced by the Disney company (the “Tangible Disney Genre”), the majority of which have not been animation. To assess the second “Disney genre” (or “Fantasy Disney Genre”), Mason used a survey and focus groups, gathering data from more than 3,500 participants, probably representing one of the largest Disney audience studies. Interestingly, 92 percent of survey respondents indicated that animation was the “genre” they associated with Disney films. Thus the “shared audience perception” of Disney is associated with the company’s animated films. Further, by comparing these two concepts of a Disney genre, along with interviews and “autoethnographic experiences of the author,” Mason found that adult audiences appear to negotiate or renegotiate their relationships with Disney films.

Tasha Ausman and Linda Radford analyzed submissions to waltdisneyconfessions@tumblr – an anonymous “confessions” thread on Tumblr that allows adult Disney fans to “reveal their secret desires, wishes, hopes, disappointments, and dreams about living, working, and becoming Disney as either cheerful spectators, employees (especially ‘face characters’), students in the Disney College Program (DCP), or in some cases, adoring devotees who fantasize about becoming ‘real’ Disney princes and princesses someday.”42

A few researchers argue that more attention should be given to Disney fandom and the theme parks. Giles, who studied Disney fan culture at Disneyland, argues that “unlike many other companies in similar positions, Disney seeks to put boundaries on fan participation and to discourage or stamp out behaviors it deems unacceptable. And yet, in spite of this official meddling, the fandom continues to thrive.” Giles uses Disney’s own rhetoric to explain why:

that is, fans’ recognition of a unique emotional experience inherent in visiting the park, composed of a mix of nostalgia, immersion in the park experience, and the unique Disney atmosphere, all of which is often described using quasi-spiritual language. I posit that the Magic is what keeps fans coming back: they feel that something is special about the park, and seek to engage with it more deeply through various fan activities.43


Rebecca Williams argues that there is little work on theme-park fans, and even less on individual rides or fans of specific attractions. She therefore studied fan responses to the closure of favorite rides, focusing on the replacement of the popular Maelstrom ride at Walt Disney World’s EPCOT park, which was removed from the Norway pavilion in the World Showcase section of the park and replaced with attractions based on the animated film, Frozen. Williams studied online discussions and found that fans’ opposition was expressed “in terms of the importance of ‘classic attractions’ to the park’s history and Disney’s brand, a desire to remain ‘true to’ EPCOT’s original emphasis upon education and representing real countries in World Showcase,” as well as their own attachments to the deleted attraction. Williams noted that the study went “beyond the realm of texts and into the context of fan places and spaces,” thus contributing to fan studies.44



Global Disney/international audiences

With growing attention to Disney’s global expansion, the Global Disney Audiences Project presented an analysis of the reception of Disney products internationally.45 The project involved researchers in 18 countries participating in a three-pronged research design: (1) subject questionnaires and interviews; (2) individual country market analysis; and (3) cross-cultural analysis.

The audience research portion of this study utilized two main research instruments: standardized questionnaires and in-depth interviews. The questionnaires were designed to ascertain respondents’ level of contact with Disney and attitudes towards Disney at various ages (pre-teen, teen, and adult), the types and number of Disney products with which each respondent had come into contact, the values that respondents attached to Disney, and the perspective from which Disney makes its offerings (American? Western? Global?). Volunteers from among those responding to the questionnaires were recruited to participate in in-depth interviews that explored the topics touched upon in the questionnaire.

The research was designed to examine the proliferation of Disney globally and to identify patterns of expansion. While the study did not claim statistical representativeness, it was still possible to glean interesting insights across cultures as the same sample frame was used in each country. The study hypothesized that while Disney may individualize certain product offerings to specific countries, the values represented by the company were remarkably consistent across cultures and that consumers viewed Disney as essentially benign, but tended to underestimate their own level of exposure to Disney. Thus parents tend to view Disney as appropriate for their children without fully realizing the effects the company may have had on their own development. Interestingly, the results of the study generally affirmed these hypotheses.

The widespread exposure to Disney products was evident in the survey and interviews. The average respondent reported first being exposed to Disney when under five years of age. Less than 1 percent of respondents reported having no contact with Disney. Conversely, more than 99 percent of respondents had seen a Disney film.

Furthermore, certain core values represented by Disney were found to be consistently received and understood across cultures. For example, when asked if Disney promotes or discourages such values or themes as family, imagination, good over evil, happiness, magic, and fun, more than 85 percent of respondents agreed. Thus, despite cultural and language differences and certain individualized product offerings, Disney has been amazingly successful in consistently communicating specific values.

In-depth interviews indicated a growing awareness of Disney as a corporate entity. That is, respondents recognized that Disney is a business and that, as a business, its first priority is to earn profits. While expressing some distaste for Disney the corporation – such terms as greed, cultural imperialism, manipulation, and monopoly were often used – respondents seemed to be able to compartmentalize their approach to Disney-as-business versus Disney-as-entertainment. While certain aspects of Disney-as-business were reported to be objectionable, Disney-as-entertainment was still considered to be wholesome, safe, and most of all fun.

Other contradictory or conflicting attitudes about Disney emerged in the research, especially during the interviews. Disney was often viewed as typically American, which carried both positive and negative connotations. On the other hand, some interviewees interpreted Disney messages or characters as representing their own culture. For instance, one of the Danish participants suggested that “Donald is so Danish.” Others echoed the view that Disney is universal. A Greek respondent unquestionably confirmed this belief: “Disney is universal. It belongs to (and promotes) the little souls of the children of the world. It cannot be put in borders. . . . It promotes the imagination and the sensitivity of children and all the people who stay children until they are 100 years old.”

The results of the Global Disney Audience Project need to be qualified as the study was intended as a preliminary look at the international reception of Disney products. Nonetheless, the research drew attention to the pervasiveness of the Disney brand as well as the variations and complexity involved in interpreting its meaning for different audience members. More work on global Disney audiences is needed.46



Disney confessions

Another ongoing project has involved an assignment given to students at the beginning of a course on Disney at the University of Oregon in Eugene, Oregon. Before reading the course material or listening to lectures, students were asked to write brief personal histories about their interest, experiences, and/or impressions of Disney and/or Disney products.

Again, these students represented a specific type of Disney audience. Many were avid Disney fans; all of them had at least a passing interest in Disney, as the course was not mandatory. Yet the comments provide insights into the reception of Disney products, many of the accounts echoing and elaborating some of the issues discussed in previous chapters.47

Most identified strong memories of Disney as children, recalling their first encounters with Disney products, their favorite characters, and their first trip to one of the theme parks. Other common narratives included praise for “the genius” behind it all (Walt Disney), as well as awe for the company’s success. Many of the students also made clear that though they were not into Disney at the moment, they looked forward to introducing their future families to Disney experiences. The students often recalled Disney memories and experiences very closely connected with their families.

My exposure to “Disney” began when I was a small child. Disney has always been a source of entertainment and fun to both myself and my family. I see Disney as a world of fantasy that both children and adults can enjoy. The adventure and excitement of Disney movies allows the viewer to escape into a world of imagination and fulfillment.


Disney’s universal appeal was echoed in other accounts, which emphasized that Disney products and parks are cherished by literally everyone.

Disney. When I hear this word I think of fun. I think of everything that Disney is a part of, and to me that means something that makes people happy. I don’t think I have ever heard anyone say they hate Disneyland. How could you? It is a fun and happy place which generates a good feeling inside of a person. This feeling is what everything Disney is involved with is supposed to and does generate.


Very often, respondents’ memories of Disney experiences as children were quite vivid and strong. The following accounts represent recollections from childhood, as well as echoing some Classic Disney themes.

As a shy, only child growing up in a big city, watching Disney films gave me the power and imagination to believe. By watching Disney’s animated feature-length movies, Disney instilled in me a belief that I could do anything I wanted. I never thought of Disney as anything more than that “magic” that happened when I watched a movie. I didn’t think about the products, or have very much desire to go to the theme parks, because what I wanted were the fantasies. And I believed with all my heart that I could have them. The bright lively characters on the screen told me that I could be as happy as them if I could only dream as they do. And through catchy sing-along songs, the characters made sure I knew to believe in myself in order to make my dreams come true. Therefore, believing in myself, I wished on a star every night, knowing that if I wished hard enough my wishes would someday come true. Undoubtedly, Disney had cast its spell on me.

A dream is a wish your heart makes is a phrase that will forever remain in my heart. As a young child and into adulthood, the imagination that Disney has encouraged me (and others) to obtain is enlightening. Disney is the very essence of imagination and dreams. Though it may not be reality, it is an escape into fairy tale and illusion that one can engage in without the ridicule of others for being childlike. Disney represents the “family.” It has created a place for families to spend time with each other, and share laughter. Adults and children combined can feel comfortable in Disney’s world. There are not races, or classes within the Disney kingdom. Everyone can feel the comfort of a dream!


Again, while these memories are from a specific age group, it is still possible to glean insights into the appeal of Disney for many consumers. The association with childhood and family, as well as the attraction of escaping to fun-filled fantasy worlds, are compelling themes that still appeal to these young adults and are not simply promotional slogans asserted by the Disney company. However, we need to look more carefully at a wider range of reactions to the Disney Multiverse. The next section will discuss different audience types and propose a scheme to categorize Disney audiences.




Disney archetypes

“We are all fans. . . . fandom is not unusual, but rather a universal subculture.”

Jonathan Gray, Cornel Sandvoss, and C. Lee Harrington 201748



Based on previous studies, it is possible to categorize many, if not most, people’s positions vis-à-vis Disney and suggest a range of archetypes. The proposed categories apply mostly to Americans, although there may be similarities in other countries. Because virtually every American has experienced or heard of Disney in some way, at some time, an attempt has been made to categorize or represent the entire population, not just those who are consumers or fans. In this sense, the notion of “Disney audience” may be deceptive here, as some of these categories are not part of the Disney audience. In other words, contrary to the quote above from Gray and colleagues, we are not all fans, and we are not all Disney fans.

The focus here is on people’s attitudes or positions on “Disney.” While some fans favor certain characters or stories, this is an attempt to assess the meanings and relationships people have with the Disney Multiverse as a whole, which has been mostly neglected by fan analysts:

Fandom is hardly an obscure phenomenon, now that the Whedonites, Trekkies, Cumberbitches, and a zillion other subgroups have broken out into the mainstream consciousness. But Disney fans have largely gone ignored, even though the company may have the largest sect of hardcore adherents within its sizeable ranks of casual admirers. Other fandoms celebrate specific artists or franchises; Disney, on the other hand, has created an entire world to celebrate. Their fans are not loyal to just one actor or TV series, but an entire behemoth of a corporation.49


As indicated from the research discussed previously, it seems that people’s relationship with Disney typically changes during their lifetime. For instance, as we have seen, many children are extremely positive about Disney but sometimes lose interest as they mature. It is also important to note that there are often crossovers or merging of types, as well as variations in intensity within categories. And without extensive research, it is difficult, if not impossible, to estimate the number or type of people in each category.50 However, it is still important to at least describe these various categories, if only to establish a system of differentiating responses to Disney (see Table 7.1). It might be noted that some Disney researchers and writers have resisted the use of these terms for various reasons. However, it must be emphasized that these descriptions are not intended to be judgmental, negative, or dismissive, and they are suggested only for analytical purposes.51

Table 7.1: Disney audience archetypes





	Fanatic
	Fan
	Consumer
	Cynic
	Disinterested
	Resister
	Antagonist



	 
	 
	– enthusiastic
– admiring
– reluctant
	 
	 
	 
	 







Disney fanatics

First, we can identify extreme, fanatical, or zealous Disney fans, who strongly, sometimes obsessively, adore anything Disney and arrange their lives accordingly. They have been profoundly affected by Disney and proclaim their allegiance to The Mouse in numerous ways, from body adornments and lifestyle choices to club membership and online activities. Disney fanatics are big consumers of Disney products and services and organize their important life events around Disney products and activities.

A few Disney analysts have found the use of “fanatic” problematic, arguing (for instance) that the term has “pejorative connotations that suggest mania, addiction, or uncritical enthusiasm for a subject.”52 However, the definition of fanatic isn’t always so negative – a person who is “extremely enthusiastic about and devoted to some interest or activity.” Also, a good number of Disney fans identify themselves as Disney fanatics, freaks, addicts, Disneyphiles, and so on – perhaps jokingly, but still deliberately distinguishing themselves from ordinary or regular fans. Thus the term “fanatic” is used here as a category that seems appropriate for analysis.

The Disney company has its own designation for Disney fanatics and features an “Ultimate Disney Fan” on its website each month. For instance, Ultimate Disney Fan for July 1999 was Carol Thompson, who lived in her “Disneyfied home” in Tumwater, Washington, with two dogs that are often dressed in Mickey ears and Mickey T-shirts with their names on them.53 The company also offers a list of characteristics for Ultimate Disney Fans, including:


	You Keep A Disney CD (Or Five) In Your Car at All Times.

	You Never Have Difficulty Coming Up With a Halloween Costume.

	You Explain Any Life Situation with a Disney Metaphor.

	You Compare Your Friends to Different Genie Manifestations.

	You Use Disney Characters to Spell Out a Confirmation Code.

	You Have Named (or Are Planning to Name) Your Child or Pet After a Disney Character.

	You Have Celebrated Some Major Life Event at a Disney Park.54



This specific list might be considered “lightweight” by many Disney fanatics, who may regularly compare themselves to those who are often featured on fanatic/fan websites.55 There are endless examples of Disney fanatics’ activities, some of which are reviewed below. But an important point to remember is that most Disney fanatics are involved with not just one but many of these activities.


Disney lifestyle

As one fanatic explains: it’s a “Disney-infused life!”56 And there are many lifestyle choices and activities that may define a Disney fanatic, including visiting the parks often, owning huge collections of Disney memorabilia, and using Disney themes to decorate rooms, homes, apartments, and offices. For instance, Todd Parker of Tustin, California, claims to have visited Disneyland over a thousand times and owns more than a thousand Fantasia items. Meanwhile, in Paris, Didier Ghez claims to own more than three thousand Disney comics and books.

Activities also may include binge-watching Disney Multiverse films – including Marvel, Lucas, and Pixar products. For instance, Jim Braden won a Star Wars: The Force Awakens marathon in 2015 by spending 46 hours watching the film. As one of his friends reported, “He’s not just a fan. He’s a legitimate fanatic.”57

Other characteristics include often wearing Disney-themed clothes, including versions of Disney characters as in “Disneybounding,” or dressing like a Disney character in everyday life.58 Brock interviewed adult fans who participate in this activity, who explained that they were attempting to connect with their childhood Disney memories.59

Other lifestyle choices may include adorning one’s body with Disney tattoos. One would have to say that George Reiger is (or, at least, was) a Disney fanatic with more than two thousand Disney tattoos. Besides the tattoos, Reiger’s long list of self-proclaimed credentials as the number-one Disney fan included hundreds of visits to Disney theme parks, a home that featured thousands of Disney collectible items, and instructions in his will that his ashes were to be spread in the Seven Seas Lagoon, WDW.60 Another tattooed Disney fanatic, Jim Jones, barely competed with Reiger with a mere 57 Disney images adorning his body, but still declared: “I’m a Disney freak. This is my personal tribute to Walt. This is my way of being a fan. I want to take this to the grave.”61

Other Disney fanatics have made actual moves to be closer to one of the theme parks. For instance,

Hi there, I’m Serena and I’m a life-long Disney fan. I lived in Virginia until 2015 when I moved to Orlando, Florida. Now I live next door to Walt Disney World. When we moved I started this site [Living By Disney] to document my move to Orlando as well as share all the Disney magic that I experience everyday living right next-door to the mouse. Disney is all about dreams. We all know that Walt had the courage to pursue his dreams. So I’m taking a page from his book.62




Disney birthdays

As noted above, Disney fanatics typically integrate Disney into important moments in their lives, including births, birthdays, and weddings. There are hundreds of products and endless ideas for Disney-themed birthday parties, whether celebrated at one of the theme parks or another location.63 Suggestions and ideas are abundant online, such as the following:

964+ best Disney birthday party images on Pinterest


Everything you need to create a magical Disney Birthday party: themes based on favorite Disney movies and characters, fantastic cakes, yummy cookies, snacks, decorations, favors, invitations, and other printables! And for more fun food ideas, check out our “Fun Disney Food” board.64


Numerous offers for hiring Disney characters for birthday parties are also advertised online and feature a wide range of possibilities, from Mickey to princesses and superheroes to Descendants characters. And Disney birthdays are not just for kids, as reported in an article about adults obsessed with Disney:

“I still vividly remember my Beauty and the Beast birthday party, seeing The Lion King and Mulan in theaters, and opening the light-up Minnie Mouse doll I wanted so badly when I was little,” explained Tara Block, 30, who writes about Disney for POPSUGAR. “Now I have new memories with my husband, family, and best friends celebrating everything from my wedding, thirtieth birthday, and other memorable events at Disneyland, Disney World, and Tokyo Disney.”65




Disney weddings

Many extreme fans celebrate their weddings either by designing their weddings around Disney themes (including music and wedding vows based on Disney films), or planning their wedding and/or honeymoons at one of the Disney theme parks. With the Classic Disney emphasis on romance, it may not be surprising that devotees (as well as less intense fans) have often arranged honeymoons at one of the Disney theme parks. WDW has been claimed to be the number-one honeymoon destination in the United States.

Since 1991, it has been possible not only to honeymoon at one of the theme parks but also to arrange wedding ceremonies at WDW, Disneyland, Hong Kong Disney, or the Disney Cruise Line. The Disney’s Fairy Tale Weddings & Honeymoons program now operates within the company’s Parks, Experiences and Consumer Products division of the company. The company reports that every year more than two thousand couples pay to have their marriage vows conferred at various locations around the parks, including a special wedding pavilion, “surrounded by sparkling water and an unforgettable view of Cinderella’s Castle.” As of 2018, fifty thousand weddings had been hosted at WDW.66

There are various options and settings for these events from an “intimate wedding,” starting at $2,500, to a customized affair beginning at $12,500, complete with Cinderella’s horse-drawn carriage and trumpeters.67 Also available is a line of wedding dresses based on the Disney Princesses and a wide array of merchandise to prepare for the perfect wedding. The average expenditure is $19,000, although the cost can be as high as $250,000. Special honeymoon packages are available, featuring “the enchantment of the Walt Disney World Resort with the romance of a sea voyage” on the Disney Cruise Line.68

According to Disney, more than five thousand proposals take place at WDW alone every year. Thus Disney now offers proposal or engagement packages, such as Disneyland’s “Romantic Dinner at the Blue Bayou”: “Dine on dishes with a New Orleans flair at the Blue Bayou while pirate boats drift by in a perpetually moonlit plantation setting. After your meal, order the crème brulée for dessert, and your beloved will find a pre-arranged engagement ring!” There is also a “glass slipper” option (it involves a light-up shoe on a pillow) or the “engagement sketch” package, which enlists the help of a sketch artist.69

Beginning in September 2017, a television series on Freeform, called Disney’s Fairy Tale Weddings, presented examples of Disney weddings, documenting everything from the proposal to the honeymoon.70



Disney collecting/Disneyana

Buying and selling Disney merchandise has developed as a major activity for many collectors around the world and is a typical preoccupation of Disney fanatics. Collectors may not necessarily be Disney fanatics but may collect for investment purposes. However, most collectors are at least Disney fans.

In a volume published by Disney’s Hyperion Press, the author explains, “The use of the term Disneyana, a play on Americana, as a catch-word has come to be equated with the zealous collecting of the wide variety of Walt Disney character merchandise manufactured from the 1930s right up to the present era of new ‘instant’ Disney collectibles.”71 Some have traced the “Mickey fashion trend” to the 1960s and the “youth revolution,” when Mickey Mouse watches accounted for more than $7 million in sales in 1970 alone. In 1975, Disneyana became a “standout antiques investment,” exemplified by the sale of a German Mickey Mouse windup for $3,105, a record price for a Mickey toy at that time. The same toy sold for $18,700 in 1993.72

The Disneyana Fan Club was started in 1984 “by a small group of Disneyana enthusiasts who wanted to share their love of Disney with others.” It claims to be the oldest existing Disney fan or collector’s club and reported around 7,500 members in 1999. The group includes 25 chapters in the United States, Canada, Japan, and Australia and organizes conventions and other gatherings.73

An extreme example of a Disney collector is Richard Kraft, a Hollywood talent agent, who (with his son, Nicky) collected Disneyland items for more than 25 years. And not typical Disney merchandise. The collection comprised more than eight hundred items, including 15 Disneyland ride vehicles, such as a 700-pound Dumbo for which Kraft paid $35,000 and had to purchase a new house (where Dumbo was suspended from the living room ceiling). There is no doubt that Kraft is a Disney fanatic. As he explains: “There’s a Betty Ford Center for other types of addictions, but with this one I’m on my own.”74

But in August 2018, Kraft decided to sell his collection. He explained that, “After 25 years of hoarding artifacts from Disneyland in my home, office, and countless storage facilities, I’m swinging open the doors to my collection and throwing a bon voyage party for everyone who shares fond memories of Disneyland. This FREE exhibit is my way of saying goodbye to my beloved treasures from the Happiest Place on Earth.” 75 The “free pop-up exhibit” at the warehouse where the items were stored became known as “That’s from Disneyland,” and attracted thousands of visitors and enormous press attention. The auction that followed amassed $8.3 million.



Disney fan clubs

In the past, Disney fan clubs have been organized by the company, as well as by fanatics and fans. Mickey Mouse Clubs appeared as early as 1930, with club meetings arranged around Saturday matinees at local movie theaters. As Richard deCordova reports, the growth of the clubs was substantial, with estimates of more than a million members by 1932.76

More recently, the company created D23: The Official Disney Fan Club, Disney’s “official fan club,” which organizes a biennial event called D23 Expo, as well as other activities. The first expo followed the San Diego Comic-con in 2009, with subsequent D23 expos at the Anaheim Convention Center. Additional events were held in Tokyo Disney Japan (D23 Expo Japan) in 2013, 2015, and 2018, plus alternate-year events called Destination D offered since 2010. These various events include a wide array of features, such as special ceremonies and presentations, celebrity appearances, exhibits, contests, and opportunities for purchasing (sometimes exclusive) Disney merchandise.

D23 expo – which “brings together the company’s extensive entertainment, merchandise and theme parks portfolio under one roof”77– attracts thousands of fans, although Disney does not release attendance data. Estimates for the 2013 event were around 65,000 attendees, with ticket prices in 2015 between $53 and $81. D23 offers free general membership online: “Love all things Disney, Pixar, Star Wars, and Marvel? Join the club!”78 Members are treated to exclusive advance screenings, behind-the-scenes information and experiences, and announcements of future Disney projects. Paid-membership options provide access to exclusive D23 events, VIP studio tours, and numerous special discounts and offers.79

While D23 appears to be a success, some Disney superfans have not been impressed and are more than willing to share their criticism with reporters or through online commentary. They argue that D23 doesn’t provide very many benefits for the membership fee and may actually be detrimental to fan-organized clubs.80

Examples of these clubs, beyond the Disneyana club mentioned above, include the “social clubs” that are organized by Disney fans who visit Disneyland in groups, wearing matching jackets or vests with distinctive patches identifying each group. Mostly, they seem to be “harmless groups of friends, family, and children gathering at the theme parks to have fun, enjoy each other’s company, and to share a geeky enthusiasm for all things Disney.”81 Other than some minor friction between a few of them in 2017, the groups follow park rules and are respectful of the park.

There are also associations outside the United States (where the Duck comics are immensely popular) organized around the Disney Ducks or Carl Barks, with members calling themselves “Donaldists.”82 For instance, in Germany, there is the Deutsche Organisation nichtkommerzieller Anhänger des lauteren Donaldismus (D.O.N.A.L.D.), and in Sweden the National Donaldist Society of Sweden.



Disney publications

Some fans express their devotion to Disney through print-based media, and, more recently, using a wide range of online and digital techniques dedicated to sharing news, information, advice, and experiences related to Disney. (Fan-generated/-created content will be discussed in the next section.) These forms of communication are not only used by Disney fanatics, but the time and work devoted to preparing and sharing this material indicate a strong devotion to Disney, beyond just regular fans.

Only a few print-based magazines continue to be published in the United States these days, including The Duckburg Times, The “E” Ticket, The Duck Hunter, and The Barks Collector.83 Publications outside the United States are Carl Barks & Co. (in Denmark); NAFS(K)uriren (in Sweden); Donaldisten, Duckmite, and Carl Barks and the Old Master’s Secret (in Norway); and Der Donaldist (in Germany).

However, a huge amount of fan activity related to Disney takes place online. As one fan observes, “The changing air of technology has not only changed the way we vacation, but also how we communicate with fellow Disney enthusiasts. Technology has brought the Disney community closer, and now we feel fully connected.”84 Disney fanatics and fans produce and/or use websites, blogs, chat sites, and newsgroups, as well as vlogs and podcasts. These sources are often duplicated on social media, i.e. Facebook, YouTube, Pinterest, Twitter, Instagram, etc. Online activities can be roughly characterized. General sites cover anything and everything related to Disney, with names sometimes indicating “fanatical” devotion. DIS boards feature a wide range of topics and claim to receive a quarter of a million visitors each week.

A good deal of activity is focused on the theme parks and tourism (providing advice and personal experiences), while other sites offer information (and misinformation85) about the company, favorite characters, history, and merchandise. These online activities provide fascinating insights into Disney fanaticism. For instance, MouseMingle is a Disney dating site:

MouseMingle: . . . the place for people to connect who love Disney, Star Wars, Pixar, Marvel, and all things Disney ‒ who want that same magic in their relationships. MouseMingle.com is dedicated to fans of all things Disney. Traditional internet dating sites don’t understand the passion people have for all things Disney. But we do! MouseMingle: Find your Mickey or Minnie . . .


Some websites include descriptions of Disney fanatics’ initial attraction and motivations:

The Disney Driven Life: Welcome to the Disney Driven Life, a community for Community for Neurotic Disney People! If your lifestyle revolves around incorporating the Disney brand into all aspects of your life, then you are leading a Disney Driven Life . . . Back in January 2009, JeniLynn Knopp wrote a trip report about her family’s first vacation as Disney Vacation Club members. It was written much like a novel with the story centering around her own character (which she affectionately dubbed the Neurotic Disney Mom). It described the rituals that she had her family conduct during their vacation as well as chronicled the hilarious incidents that took place when all her best laid plans went awry. Unexpectedly, many contacted JeniLynn to declare that they, too, participated in the very same rituals and could be described as a “Neurotic Disney Person.” It was then that the Neurotic Disney Community was born and The Disney Driven Life was launched.


Meanwhile, others explain their attraction to Disney or a specific character as “addiction.” For instance, Arielholics Anonymous is a group that formed on the internet around 1993:

Are you an Arielholic? Well, what’s an Arielholic? An Arielholic is more than a fan of Ariel, Disney’s Little Mermaid. To an Arielholic, Ariel is a way of life, more than an incurable fascination with the redheaded heroine of the 1989 film and its subsequent TV series and other products. Arielholics are aware of their predicament, but choose to do nothing about it, lest they unwillingly become cured. . . . many fans of Ariel have come out of the woodwork. Some of them choose to remain anonymous, but many of us are proud of our “affliction” and continue to search for new members to incorporate into the global network of Poor Unfortunate Souls.86


Overall, fanatics have clearly accepted the intended or encoded messages in Disney’s products. From these various accounts, it also seems clear that Disney fanatics exemplify the concepts of audience or fan labor – they go far beyond the passive audience category and participate and even work at their Disney experiences.87 (More on fan labor later in this chapter.)




Disney fans

It may be tricky to distinguish between fans and fanatics, as there is sometimes a fine line between the two categories. While fans may not be as fanatical about devoting their entire lives to Disney, they still participate in some of the activities discussed above, although typically not as many or as often as fanatics. Disney fans may wear T-shirts and other clothing emblazoned with Disney characters, visit the parks often, regularly view Disney audio-visual products, read fan blogs, websites, and magazines, and enthusiastically consume Disney merchandise.

Fans explain their love of Disney in various ways: “Yoo Hoo! I love Walt Disney. I think it’s the best company ever. I have been collecting Disney stuff for a while now. I love all Walt Disney movies. I get them as soon as they come out. My children and my husband and I are big fans.” Another fan reported her involvement with Disney:

From the time I was born up until now, Disney has been a significant factor in my life. The first movie I ever saw in a theater was Pinocchio, and I have been hooked on Disney animation ever since. I have seen just about every Disney movie. No other set of characters has impressed me the way Disney’s have. This runs in my family; my mother is a huge fan of Disneyland and has been there at least once a year since she was 16 years old. Subsequently, I have been there every year of my life. While I know Disney is far more than a park and magnificent animation, I still see it as magic. . . . I believe there is a Disney character to match almost every real person I have ever met. . . . I know in my family each member’s favorite character reminds me of them. This may sound far-fetched, but I really think of Disney as a metaphor for life.


Disney fans typically defend the Disney image as sacred and untouchable, expressing their attraction to specific characters and admiration for the Disney company’s success. As one fan declared, “I am a bit of a Disney champion. Not everybody is, but I can respect that. I will almost always defend Disney.”



Disney consumers

There are many different types of consumers for Disney products, some more enthusiastic than others. Three types will be identified and discussed here.


Enthusiastic consumers

Literally millions of Americans accept Disney as a distinct and attractive brand, regularly attend films or buy Disney products, and have visited at least one of the theme parks. In fact, for many Americans, it is assumed that it is “normal” to grow up with Disney experiences, including at least one visit to a theme park. “I always felt like I was a deprived child because I have never been to Disneyland, Disney World or any other Disney magical dreamland. I still have visions of what it must be like. Today, it doesn’t bother me – I’m almost proud of the fact. I guess just because it makes me a little unique.”

Another consumer who has seen many of the films and visited two theme parks explains: “While I know there are peers out there who are much greater fans of Disney than myself, there are those out there who care a whole lot less than myself. I think I would put myself right in the middle of the Disney influence scale, when it comes to your average kid growing up in 1970s and 1980s America.”

Disney consumers typically feel that Disney is a special brand and use descriptions that are frequently drawn directly from the company’s advertising:

I went to Disneyland for the first time when I was 17 years old with my family. I enjoyed my recent visit at the age of 23 much more than my first visit. I not only realized what Disney means to me, but I was amazed by the great appreciation and sense of awe I felt for Disney and the culture it embodies. Disney has become a symbol of wholesomeness, innocence, and fantasy that is virtually untainted by the trappings of the outside world. It seems to embody all that is good, after all, it is the happiest place on earth . . . the name Disney has become synonymous with the idea of family. Disney’s products appeal to such a wide audience, and it is one of the few things left in our society that is suitable for the whole family to enjoy.


As noted in the above account, adults are often fond of Disney for nostalgic reasons, recalling memories from childhood, and especially family visits to the parks. It is also significant that Disney has deliberately incorporated these nostalgic elements into its products and their promotion.

Among Disney patrons are parents who choose to expose their children to Disney products because they are perceived as “safer” and less problematic than other media fare. In other words, the Disney brand is predictable for parents.

Taking the kids to WDW (and DL, for that matter) when they were little always seemed worth it for a couple of reasons. The main one was that you knew what you were going to get, and it was worth the money. I’d compare it to going to McDonald’s – you know what to expect, and they deliver it. It’s extremely unlikely that there are going to be any unpleasant surprises. It’s going to be a safe place to take the kids. The other is that it meets the kids’ expectations, given the amount of hype it gets from advertising, entertainment tie-ins, word of mouth, etc. Even when the kids were preschoolers, they knew “Disney.” You get a sort of parental satisfaction that you’re meeting the kids’ expectations, even if you’re hassling with crowds and lines and pressures to consume food and souvenirs.




Admiring consumers

There are also those who become consumers because of their admiration of Disney products for aesthetic or creative reasons. For instance, many people are in awe of, or even express reverence for, the quality of Disney’s animation, or the creativity and organization of the theme parks, and thus become consumers because of their admiration of these qualities. They may be less enthusiastic about the sentiments or values expressed in Disney products, as the following account reveals:

I’ve never cared much for Disney plots (well, maybe Pinocchio) – but I love the animation. I’m a fan of illustration and animation as a form of moving illustration. For me, Disney’s animation has an amazing quality. It makes things look real without them looking real. It’s professional because it replicates life without duplicating it. But I really don’t care about the plots or messages.




Reluctant consumers

The prevalence and popularity of Disney products sometimes means that people who may not necessarily be interested in consuming Disney products find themselves compelled to do so. This is particularly the case for parents, who may feel pressured to plan a family visit to one of the theme parks or that it is difficult to avoid Disney products. As one reluctant parent reported:

The books, clothes, movies, videos that surround us are largely Disneyfied. For example, the hand-me-down clothes we received from my sister for our two-year-old son have Disney monograms with Mickey Mouse as the most prominent. When people greet him on the days he is wearing the shorts with the Mickey Mouse monogram, they say “Oh, you are wearing Mickey Mouse.” Our five-year-old son hears about the newest Disney movie at preschool and asks if I will take him. Our public library carries all the Disneyfied classics, which have become occasional visitors to our house.





Disney cynics

During the 1990s, especially, there was a definite backlash against Disney’s intense expansion, as some consumers came to view the Disney company as behaving in an overtly greedy and materialistic manner. Also, attention to the analysis of Disney’s products may have led some to be more critical of the company’s influence, particularly on children. This category is still viable, as there are people who are cynical about the Disney company and critical of some of its products.88

Disney cynics may still be involved as consumers of Disney products but are critical of the increases in theme-park prices and of the intense marketing and merchandising efforts. While they may still enjoy Disney and its products, they describe the company as having gone past the point of good corporate behavior. As one Oregon student wrote:

Our frequent trips south to see my grandparents and other family members [in California] resulted in mandatory trips to Disneyland. I believed that if you did not go Mickey Mouse and Scrooge McDuck would meet you at the airport and beat you with Pluto’s leash. As one can see, I do have much cynicism directed towards the Disney corporation. I find it amusing that the name Disney is associated with wholesomeness and true American values when the company employs sweatshop workers to make their products. . . . While what I call the business aspect of Disney makes me somehow leery of the company, I must admit that I am enchanted with Disney movies and products.


Many say that they didn’t notice such intense commercial practices when they were children or that the Disney company has become much more commercialized. However, many still express awe of Walt Disney and the Classic Disney era. As a cynic explained:

Walt Disney has always intrigued me. . . . I love that he was not a greedy man and the whole reason he created The Magical [sic] Kingdom was because he was a loving father who wanted to create the ultimate family-oriented theme park for his kids. . . . One only has to look at the Disney enterprise now, which I feel is run by many money hungry people who are not just out for the families of the world, a lot of them are just out for themselves. Walt Disney had never run his company in this manner and I think he would turn over in his grave if he saw some of the decisions made these days.


Cynics may also be critical of certain aspects of Disney’s products:

I have grown up and have become a fairly cynical person and this might be the reason behind my questioning of Disney’s motives. I have always wanted to believe in Disney but they keep coming up with unusual movie choices, like Pocahontas and The Lion King. The unrealistic drawings and story line of Pocahontas does not socially enrich children, but instead creates untrue stereotypes of the past. How can Disney be so nonchalant about a historical event as to manipulate it to their own desires? . . . They must realize the power they have over children. Why aren’t they more careful with it?




Disney disinterested

Is it possible that there are Americans who have been unaffected or untouched by Disney? Indeed, there are those who are detached, disengaged, or dispassionate about the Disney phenomenon. They are often uninterested in or unable to distinguish products or characters as “Disney” and have never been to any of the theme parks.

It is far more difficult to find information about Disney nonpartisans than about Disney fanatics, who (as we have seen) are often quite public about their “addiction.” Rather, the “Disney uninterested” would rather not talk about Disney and have very little to say when they do.89 For instance, the following respondent was much more interested in talking about the non-Disney experiences in his life:

I am one of those rare citizens who lived 18 years in Southern California and never went to Disneyland. And I also must admit that I have never had an inkling to go to the Magic Kingdom. I have done some considerable world traveling. I have seen the Eiffel Tower, the Houses of Parliament in London, I have walked the Stroget in Copenhagen and I have sailed under the Golden Gate Bridge. But I have never been to the Mouse House. Not once did I go to Disneyland for a simple reason. I never had the inclination.


Some of the negative responses to Disney have strong ties to elitist cultural attitudes, as Disney is associated with popular and mass culture. This attitude is represented in a comment contrasting Mexican and American culture by a Mexican-American woman who has been a teacher in South Texas for more than 20 years: “Mexican culture has a rich, historical legacy in the Aztec, Mayan and Toltec civilizations. What I’m saying is that Mexico has ancient pyramids – what does the US have? Disneyland.”

It may also be important to distinguish between those who are aware and uninterested from those who are unaware that they are actually being exposed to Disney products. “I own a few shares in the Disney company, so I’m interested in the company doing well. But I’m really not very interested in any of the Disney products – although I didn’t realize until recently that Disney owned ESPN or ABC, and I watch a lot of sports on television.”

This category might also be appropriate for many people in countries outside of the United States. For despite the global distribution of Disney products and the company’s global expansion, Disney is not universally beloved or even recognized in many parts of the world.



Disney resisters

This group includes those who prefer other products or brands, or have grown out of Disney and its “magic spell” and now basically reject Disney and its products (as opposed to Disney cynics, who still consume Disney products). Again, it is difficult to estimate the numbers here, as Disney rejecters are far less visible and vocal than Disney fanatics and fans. However, it is important to pay attention to this group, as some researchers have argued in their critiques of the tendency of fan-studies scholars to prioritize some forms of active audience engagement over others.90

The concept of “anti-fans,” used by some fan-studies researchers, might be considered here. As observed by Jonathan Gray, “Opposed and yet in some ways similar to the fan is the anti-fan: he/she who actively and vocally hates or dislikes a given text, personality, or genre.”91 Thus this category could also be called “anti-Disney fans.” However, the term “Disney resisters” is specifically used here because Disney resisters dislike and resist Disney as a whole, rather than just a specific text or character.92

Again, people resist Disney for a variety of reasons, including preference for other brands:

In my mind, Bugs Bunny would win over Mickey Mouse any day. Disney cartoons lack several characteristics I admired in cartoons. For example, I found the shenanigans of Bugs Bunny and Elmer Fudd to be entertaining because of the violence. In Disney films, everything is fantasy. There is never the combination of violence and comedy as there are in Warner Bros. cartoons. Instead, the jokes and gags are “clean.” Secondly, I never found Warner Bros. cartoons attempting to impose any kind of values or morals. Every Disney film and many of the cartoons end with some kind of lesson. Of course, this was Walt Disney’s idea. I have to confess that I’m a diehard Bugs Bunny fan. I much prefer the mischief, sarcasm and slapstick of the Warner Bros. characters over the sweetness and innocence of Disney’s.


Then there are the former fans who have been disillusioned by the company’s greed, such as this newlywed, who spent her honeymoon at Disneyland:

I can’t say that I didn’t have a good time there. . . . But I don’t know that I can say I felt I was in “the Happiest Place on Earth.” I’m sure my credit card company will be happy with the money I spent there, but I’m a bit disillusioned personally. . . . I am discontented mostly because of the fact that our tickets lied to us. On the tickets it says, “Where everyone can be a kid again.” Disneyland is not a place for children. It’s a place for their parents to feed into the great big Disney profit machine.


Others may have experienced Disney during their childhood but now reject most of what it stands for:

In terms of what the word “Disney” now invokes, I tend to think of forced wholesomeness and sanitized imagination. In the world of Disney (and Disneyland), everything is clean, litter-free, and clearly marked. Good is represented by youth, purity, beauty, determination, seriousness, and conformity. . . . For me, the childhood cloud of idealism that surrounded Disney is quite gone and I do not miss it.


I think I am too jaded to be fully touched by the Disney phenomenon. I’ve gone to sleep too many times without being awakened and changed by a kiss; I’ve wished on too many stars without my dreams coming true. Next to the biting satire of The Simpsons, Disney cartoons seem like they are trying to pull a fast one on me and make me believe in something that doesn’t exist. Not to say that I don’t believe in magic. I do very much. I just doubt that magic can be created and sustained by a corporate entity that insists on depicting life in terms of cuteness and perfection.




Disney antagonists

There are also individuals or groups who actually work against or actively oppose the company, its products, and its policies. They do not simply ignore or reject Disney but are openly antagonistic or actively hostile. For instance, Brian Martin and Brian Yecies studied and categorized anti-Disney websites, finding that the majority identified with Christian or labor rights organizations. They observe that:

For some groups, such as churches and labour rights organisers, the Web provides a convenient tool but does not introduce any qualitatively new dimension to their activities: the Web is used mainly as a supplementary medium of communication. For others, though, the Web makes possible the expression of opposition that previously would have remained limited or unexpressed. It is cheap and easy to set up a Web site, the main requirements being time and energy.93


Although websites are only one sort of platform for those who oppose Disney, we can begin discussing Disney antagonists by considering some of these examples. In Martin and Yecies’s study, Christian sites were found to be the most prominent and are typically critical of Disney’s alleged promotion of a homosexual agenda and integration of sex and violence in filmed entertainment. One specific concern is Disney’s refusal to ban the annual “Gay and Lesbian Day” parade held at WDW. Some religious communities and other organizations, such as the American Family Association, the Catholic League for Religious and Civil Rights, and the Christian Action Network, use websites to publicize their complaints against Disney, send letters to management, and boycott Disney films, videos, and theme parks.

In August 1996, the Assemblies of God began urging their 2.5 million members to boycott the Disney products and theme parks for “abandoning the commitment to strong moral values.” This was followed by the Southern Baptist Convention’s call for a nationwide boycott of Disney and its subsidiaries. The Southern Baptists were joined by other groups in condemning Disney’s policy of extending benefits to domestic partners of its gay and lesbian employees, allowing gays to visit and hold events at the theme parks, and featuring a gay character on its network television series, Ellen.94 More issues and more groups were added, with the “Official Disney Boycott Site” describing Disney as anti-religion, anti-family, anti-union, violent, racist, pro-abortion, as well as promoting paganism, witchcraft, a homosexual agenda, corporate greed, sex in children’s films, sweatshops, and media control.95

The Southern Baptists ended their boycott in June 2005, with differing claims about its effectiveness. Then, in 2017, reactions to the inclusion of a gay character in Beauty and the Beast prompted conservative Christian leaders to call for another boycott. Franklin Graham, son of famed evangelist Billy Graham, explained that Disney has the right to control the content of its cartoons, but Christians “also have the right to not support the company.”96

Disney antagonists also include groups that are opposed to the Disney company because of their labor policies, especially sweatshops where low wages are common for workers producing Disney garments and toys. Other antagonists include those who actually work (or have worked) for the company (for example, unionized workers who have grievances or demand higher salaries). Their campaigns include distributing material that emphasizes a range of issues. Likewise, there are a number of exposés written by people who have worked at the theme parks, revealing elements of the parks’ management that are not all that innocent.

Disenchantment with Disney from the left can be seen as part of a more general critique of media corporations and their promotion of consumerism. An example was the December 1998 issue of the New Internationalist, which focused on Disney and the spread of global culture.97 While the editor confessed to being a “former Disney addict” in the issue’s preface, the collection of articles tore apart the company and its products, critiquing everything from Disney’s animated heroines to the Disneyfication of urban environments and the corruption of global culture. Websites exemplifying some of these critiques included in Martin and Yecies’s study were the Society of Disney Haters, the Unauthorized Anti-Disney Page, People for the Understanding of Disney is Evil, Losing Nemo, and a few others.

Among Disney antagonists are organizations that work to protect consumers’ interests. Public interest groups, such as the Center for Media Education, Action for Children’s Television, and the Media Education Foundation, are active in critiquing the corporate domination of children’s media through lobbying, press releases, educational videos, and research reports. While Disney has not necessarily been a major focus of these groups, the company is sometimes included as one of their corporate targets.

Other antagonists might be the hundreds of individuals who have actually filed lawsuits against the Disney company. In 2015, David Koenig offered a review of about 1,300 cases since the mid-1950s involving charges related to Disneyland alone: theme-park accidents, ticket scams, employee attacks on “guests,” and disgruntled former employees. For the record, 238 cases (about 20 percent) made it to trial and Disney won 231.98 Although one might assume that these cases involve antagonism towards Disney, this may not always be so. For instance, an attorney cited by Koenig offered this advice: “Don’t make the case yourself vs. Disney. . . . Make it about you protecting Disney. We all love the mouse. No one wants to see unfortunate incidents. I always delivered the subtle message: we want to make this place safer for everyone – including Disney” (italics in the original).99
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[Ukraine.Gracon] Mickey Mouse graffiti from Ivano-Frankivsk, Ukraine (2017). Photo by David Gracon.

[Poland.Becker] Minnie Mouse “Welcome” graffiti from a small village in the Polish province of Prusy Wschodnie (1996). Photo by Ulli Becker.

[London.Murdock] Mickey and Minnie street performers in Trafalgar Square, London, UK. (2010) Photo by Graham Murdock.

[Mexico City.Gomez -- # 1 or #2] A neighborhood procession in Barrio del Niño Jesús, Coyoacán, México City, featuring a “Niño Jesus” statue in a replica of one of Disney’s Cars. (2018) Photo by Rodrigo Gómez.

[Madrid.Wasko] Mickey and Minnie street performers in Puerto del Sol, Madrid, Spain. (2016) Photo by Janet Wasko.

[Yemen.Waddington] Street art in Sana’a, Yemen (2013). Photo by Rod Waddington.
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Appropriating The Mouse

As we have seen, there are many kinds of reactions to Disney, from those who are devoted to the company and its products to those who hate it. These reactions are sometimes expressed through creative content inspired by Disney characters/stories/style and include art, fiction, films/videos, music, games, and websites. The appropriation of Disney involves professional artists and writers, fans, fanatics, resisters and antagonists, as well as those within the media industry. These appropriations may be direct copying or poaching, intertextual references, affectionate homages or tributes, or major reworking or remixes involving parody or satire. Appropriation is not necessarily for monetary purposes or to critique the company.

Appropriation in general is not new and has been acknowledged as a common practice: “as readers, spectators, and critics, we also need to recognize that adaptation and appropriation are fundamental to the practice and, indeed, to the enjoyment of literature and the arts more generally.”100 And, while appropriation of Disney material/texts is not new, neither is appropriation by Disney. As we have seen, the company has often adapted or appropriated existing texts, especially fairy tales, folklore, and popular stories.101

One might wonder why there has been so much appropriation of Disney, especially in light of the company’s reputation as a strong enforcer of intellectual property rights. Maybe because it’s been around for such a long time? Perhaps because its message, style, and formula is so identifiable? Or perhaps because “It’s absolutely everywhere. Apparently, there are hundreds of artists stroking their chins over new and pointed angles regarding the whole reimagining of Disney thing. Why? Well, because art that critiques or alters Disney is popular. It generates hits and therefore is a virtual hot commodity.”102

Academics and media analysts who discuss these activities have employed an abundance of concepts, which have proliferated with the increase in fan-generated content via digital/social media. The last section of this chapter will review various kinds of appropriation of Disney, drawing on basic definitions for the most commonly used concepts.



“Professional” appropriation of Disney


Artists

Since the company started, non-Disney artists have used Disney imagery in their work, sometimes appropriating similar meanings, sometimes reinterpreting the stories and characters, and sometimes deliberately subverting the Disney ideology and style. A good number of professional or established artists have featured Disney characters in their work, including art, literature, film, and installations/theme parks, often featuring Mickey Mouse. This may not be surprising as The Mouse is one of the most popular American icons and has been called “one of the most recognized faces in modern history.”103

An interesting study by Holly Crawford found more than 80 artists who had used images of Mickey, Donald Duck, or other Disney characters or images.104 Crawford presents an historical overview of these activities, noting that even though Mickey was widely recognized from films, merchandising, and advertisements, artists did not integrate Disney images into their work until the late 1940s.105 Pop artists represented a “feisty” Mickey in their work in the 1950s, rather than the increasingly corporate version, which artists often overtly critiqued in the 1960s. Crawford found that artists from all over the world have appropriated Disney characters, using a variety of media, including collage, painting, drawing, printmaking, sculpture, photography, performance, video, textile, and mixed-media techniques and materials.106

In addition to Crawford’s work, there have been numerous exhibitions that gathered artists’ work inspired by Disney. For instance, “Once Upon a Time – Walt Disney: The Sources of Inspiration for the Disney Studios,” featured “some thirty works based on Disney characters, created by a diverse group of modern and contemporary artists that includes Gary Baseman, Christian Boltanski, Gottfried Helnwein, Bertrand Lavier, Roy Lichtenstein, Claes Oldenburg, Peter Saul, and Andy Warhol.”107

It has also been noted that, “The better-known artists who have incorporated Disney characters into their works of art – Roy Lichtenstein, Andy Warhol, and Keith Haring, for instance – avoided these legal obstacles by purchasing licenses from the company.”108 One of these artists, Keith Haring, explained how he came to adopt/adapt Mickey:

The Mickey Mouse figure came out of drawing Mickey Mouse a lot when I was little. I’ve appreciated this anew because the drawings I’m doing now have more to do with what I drew in high school than with anything I did in art school. I did it partly because I could draw it so well and partly because it’s such a loaded image. It’s ultimately a symbol of America more than anything else.109


As noted above, some artists in the 1960s incorporated a kind of social commentary, representing counterculture values in their art pieces which appropriated Disney images, in essence critiquing Disney’s all-American ideology. A classic example of Disney subversion was “the Disneyland Memorial Orgy” poster, published in The Realist magazine and depicting Disney characters in very un-Disney-like situations (smoking dope, engaging in sex, etc.).110 Another poster, “Ain’t Gonna Work on Dizzy’s Farm,” featured Mickey, Goofy, and Donald Duck smoking from a large hookah. Similarly, Swedish Charlie Christensen’s Arne Anka was a takeoff of Kalle Anka (Donald Duck in Sweden) but smokes, drinks, and enjoys other less-than-wholesome activities.111

Meanwhile, a group of cartoonists created two issues of an underground comic called Air Pirates Funnies in 1971, which led to a lawsuit by the Disney company. The original Air Pirates were villains in early Mickey Mouse cartoons, but the cartoonists saw Mickey as “a symbol of conformist hypocrisy in American culture, and therefore a ripe target for satire.” The Disney suit went on for many years but was finally settled in 1980, when the artists agreed to stop publishing material that included Disney images.112

Artists have continued to appropriate Disney in works that represent social and political critique, sometimes employing heavy parody and satire. For instance, Austrian-Irish artist Gottfried Helnwein, who is known for his provocative work, has included distinctive images of Mickey and Donald, as well as a series of photos featuring Marilyn Manson with Mickey Mouse ears (“The Golden Age of Grotesque,” 2003).

When I was five years old, I saw my first Donald Duck comic book. We didn’t have comic books in Austria. We didn’t have television. There were no movies. My father brought me a bunch of the first German-language Mickey Mouse books. This was the only comic that, in Europe, existed at the time. Opening that was a culture shock. Donald Duck became a symbol for a completely different world. It was the first time that I realized there was something like color. I’d never experienced color before. And all the creatures were strange and beautiful to me.113


However, Helnwein’s view of America changed. He has explained that the works in an exhibition called “Dark Side of the Mouse” (2014) “are a subtle but deliberate commentary about the state of America and the state of the world. . . . America is not that innocent anymore. . . . My pictures of Donald Duck changed. There’s still something likable about them. But at the same time, they also have something scary and threatening about them ‒ an air of monstrosity.”

Another artist who has integrated Disney into social and political critique is Banksy, described in Wikipedia as “an anonymous England-based street artist, vandal, political activist, and film director.” Best known for street graffiti, Banksy started using Disney images in 2003, with Mickey as a commentary on western consumerism and US imperialism. One example was Mickey Mouse and Ronald McDonald holding hands with a Vietnamese napalm victim. Then, in September 2006, his installation at Disneyland made a statement about Guantanamo Bay:

Banksy’s work has always come with political bite, but he took a real chomp out of international politics with a stunt he pulled at Disneyland back in September 2006. The artist snuck in an inflatable doll dressed like a Guantanamo Bay detainment camp prisoner (complete with an orange jumpsuit, black hood, and handcuffs), and then managed to blow up the thing and place it within the confines of the Big Thunder Mountain Railroad ride. The piece stayed up for over an hour, until the ride had to be shut down to remove it. Most people can’t even sneak outside drinks into Disneyland.114


This sequence was included in Banksy’s first film, Exit Through the Gift Shop (2010), which included more context for the event (although it was not the main focus of the film) and received an Academy Award nomination.115

But the work that received even more attention was Banksy’s Dismaland, a “critical theme park” or theme-park parody, created in the seaside town of Weston-super-Mare in England (see Figure 7.2). The site, which opened on August 15, 2015 and closed on September 27, 2015, included multimedia artwork, installations, and performances by 58 established artists, in addition to Banksy. Many Disney features were incorporated but in a “dilapidated and disheveled” condition. One analyst argued that the event was not specifically aimed at Disney (Banksy agreed), but theme parks and the politics of theming. However, “Disneyland and Disney are omnipresent at Dismaland.”116 The site also included themes that are avoided by typical theme parks, such as environmental destruction, social movements, immigration, and war. In other words, “politics, conflict, war, violence, death and destruction all feature prominently at Dismaland.”117

Florian Freitag further observes that Dismaland combined the oppositional and rebellious nature of graffiti with the more conservative presentations of typical theme parks: “Despite the antithetical relationship between the two art forms or media, Dismaland manages to creatively combine and fuse elements from both, and it is this unique combination that make Dismaland a critical theme park.”118 The work has also been identified as antagonistic social art practice, which typically highlights unequal power relationships underlying social problems. National and international media actively reported on the event. However, the work was especially popular with the online world: “six million hits a minute on the Dismaland website when it launched; fifth most photographed UK place in 2015 on Instagram – and it was only open for five weeks!”119

Another example of Disney-inspired social critique is called “Disasterland” – not a theme park but a set of images by Mexican artist José Rodolfo Loaiza Ontiveros, who envisions classic Disney characters in decidedly adult situations. The work is described as a:

tribute to pop culture, fashion, animation, horror films and the undeniable attraction of celebrity. . . . With his sharp and characteristic black humor Loaiza captures images once morbidly circulated by the media, and proposes a novel way of reviewing them. In Disasterland heterosexual happy endings have been discarded; outdated. In this story, discriminated minorities will finally achieve the resolution they’ve yearned for, beyond any bias or phobia.120


Meanwhile, many artists have used art to critique or satirize the Disney princesses. In “Fallen Princesses,” artist Dina Goldstein presents the “darker side” of fairy-tale princesses,121 while in a more comical vein, Laura Cooper interpreted the princesses as raptors.122Alessandro Conti has looked deeper into Disney characters, literally deeper, by portraying them without skin and muscles,123 somewhat similar to the style of Netherlands artist Stefan Thelen (aka Super A), who “unwinds” popular culture characters to reveal their inner identities.124 In addition, artists have placed Disney characters in well-known, classic works of art,125 as well as portraying them as other popular culture figures.126



Popular media

Disney has also inspired creative responses from other media, including film/video, magazines, newspapers, and books. With the proliferation of Disney products, along with the repetitive and easily recognizable elements of Classic/Revised Classic Disney, a wide range of such appropriation has emerged. Only a brief overview of these practices and limited examples can be offered here.


Film/video/television

As previously noted, the Warner Bros. studio often produced cartoon parodies of Disney stories and characters. Examples included Bugs Bunny in a version of the Tortoise and the Hare and the banned Warner Bros. cartoon Coal Black and de Sebben Dwarfs (1943). Recent examples of films or television include Shrek and Disenchantment.

In addition, a few films/videos have been shot in the theme parks without the company’s permission. Escape from Tomorrow (2013) is the story of an unemployed father having increasingly bizarre experiences and disturbing visions on the last day of a family vacation at WDW. Another interesting example is the short video produced by Australian John Safran at Disneyland, calling attention to specific negative elements that are avoided at the park, as well as asking some tough questions during face-to-face encounters with Disney workers.127

The Florida Project (2017) takes place at a motel (called “The Magic Castle”) near Walt Disney World, where a young girl celebrates childhood, while her mother struggles to support them. The director, Sean Baker, explained that the film was not intended to deride Disney, but the general economic conditions that led to the situation portrayed in the film. The final scene was shot in the Magic Kingdom, but without permission from the Disney company.128

The appropriation and intertextual references to Disney seem endless and are incorporated into texts to provide additional layers of meaning, based on readers’ prior knowledge and understanding. The prevalence of allusions to Disney in popular media have prompted online lists of intertextual references. One of these lists (on the Fandom site) includes citations from advertisements, animated shorts, comics, games, magazines, films, television shows, literature, anime/manga, web videos, music, radio, toys, and websites.129 Other lists focus on specific programs, such as The Simpsons, Family Guy, American Dad, and South Park.130

Some of these examples take the form of longer sequences or ongoing references. For example, The Simpsons’ episode “Itchy & Scratchy Land” is a homage to Tom and Jerry but also a reference to the history of the Walt Disney Company, Walt Disney, and Mickey Mouse. As mentioned previously, in Family Guy’s “Road to the Multiverse” (2009), the Disney universe was the eighth universe visited by Stewie and Brian, where the setting and characters were very obviously “Disney-like.” Mickey Mouse became a major character in South Park’s episode “The Ring” (2009) and has subsequently appeared in other episodes. The amazing episode “Obama Wins” (2012) features Disney’s takeover of Star Wars and has (among other things) Mickey scheming with Eric Cartman to get Mitt Romney elected US president.131

Other less well-known references might include a vacation spot called the Disney Planet incorporated into the Babylon 5 series, and a comment on Ally McBeal that blamed Disney for American women’s belief that they must get married and be saved from life’s rigors by a man.132



Magazines/popular press/books

Disney has been a focus of publications or sites that specialize in satire or of satirical pieces in many other publications. A classic example is Mad magazine, which has offered numerous Disney parodies over the years, including a series called “Mickey Rodent” by Walt Dizzy (created by Will Elder). Cracked magazine also produced Disney parodies, including videos such as “Return of Jafart.”

More recently, The Onion has offered many parodies, including “New Disney Ride Simulates Disney‒ABC Merger” (called “Whirly Merge”), “Disney CEO Figures They’ve Built Up Enough Goodwill to Do a Real Sexist One”, and “Disney World Opens New Ordeal Kingdom for Family Meltdowns.” The Verge presented “The Abridged History of Disney, 2015–2040 AD,” with Disney Creamzoids (“genetically engineered half-human, half-animal race of iconic Disney characters”) taking over everything in 2040.133 Another future scenario was offered by Spy magazine: Jamie Malanowski’s “When Disney Ran America: A Speculative History of the Near Future.”134

Other interesting instances have included Peter David’s piece in Comic Buyer’s Guide, called “Transcript of the Disney Heroine Round Table,” set in King Stefan’s Banquet Hall at Disney World, with Snow White moderating (Ariel: “It’s exciting to meet you, Snow.” Snow: “Thank you. Uhm, you’re dripping on my clean floor.”)135 And The Babylon Bee (“Christian News Satire”) presented “Disney Buys Rights to the Bible, Plans 37 Sequels.”136

An outlet that presents far fewer examples of Disney appropriation has been books. Amazon has published a list of 36 fiction books (adult and youth) that are set in or feature scenes in Disney theme parks.137 Others include Down and Out in the Magic Kingdom by Cory Doctorow, Disneylanders by Kate Abbott, Dream Factory by Brad Barkley and Heather Hepler, The Mystery at Disney World by Carol Marsh, and Our Kingdom of Dust by Leonard Kinsey. Independent/freelance writers who have been inspired by Disney include Greg Triggs (a former cast member), The Next Happiest Place on Earth and A. Antonio, who has written Twisted Disney: Satire and Shenanigans (“some of the craziest Disney satire ever”), plus a series of mysteries.138




Disney films/self-references

As noted previously, Disney has consistently appropriated fairy tales/folktales for its films, and there are constant claims that other sources have been used without permission. Claims of Disney appropriating others’ ideas have been made for The Lion King, Frozen, Toy Story, Aladdin, Monsters, Inc., Finding Nemo, Coco, and others. (Of course, Disney’s films are consistently appropriated by other filmmakers, often leading to legal confrontations.)

The Disney company has increasingly included intertextual references (also referred to as “tributes”) to its own films and characters in its own films, especially following the addition of the Pixar, Marvel, and Lucas properties. Pixar films often include references to their own films,139 while the Marvel Universe is inherently intertextual.140 Often-cited Disney examples include Robin Williams’s genie in Aladdin and numerous references in Zootopia.

Another obvious example is Enchanted (2007), a “musical fantasy romantic comedy” produced by Disney. The film’s director noted that the script pays tribute to “thousands” of animated and live-action Disney films, in addition including actors from earlier Disney films.141 Thus the film serves both as homage and self-parody, as well as the first feature-length Disney live-action/traditional animation hybrid since Who Framed Roger Rabbit? in 1988.

A few other examples of the Disney company directing attention to itself are Saving Mr. Banks (2013), a Disney film about the creation of a Disney film,142 and Tomorrowland (2015), a sci-fi saga which mostly draws on the themed land’s name and style.

More recently, Ralph Wrecks the Internet (2018) featured several “tributes,” including updated versions of the Disney princesses, perhaps responding to the multitude of fan representations that will be discussed in the next section. As one commentator observed:

the studio’s corporate tentacles do allow it to throw in Star Wars’ stormtroopers, Iron Man’s gauntlet and even the balloon-hoisted house from Up as Easter eggs for the eagle-eyed. And then there are the Disney princesses. . . . While referencing its own inglorious past will not undo the best part of a century’s worth of gender stereotyping, at least Disney now has the courage to own its historical sexism.143





Fan appropriation of Disney

Fans celebrate the Disney Multiverse by participating in various creative activities, such as written works (fan fiction or fanzines), fan art, fan music, or fan films. These endeavors have been called “fan labor.”

Although fans invest significant time creating their products, and fan-created products are “often crafted with production values as high as any in the official culture,” most fans provide their creative works as amateurs, for others to enjoy without requiring or requesting monetary compensation. Fans respect their gift economy culture and are often also fearful that charging other fans for products of their creativity will somehow fundamentally change the fan‒fan relationship, as well as attract unwanted legal attention from copyright holders.144


The term “user-generated content” has also been employed to describe content that is created by users of online systems or services, including activities such as blogs, wikis, discussion forums, posts, chats, tweets, podcasts, digital images, video, audio files, advertisements, and other forms of media.145 While most fan-created work is shared online, other forms of expression are also used.

These kinds of activities have become so widespread and prevalent that an organization has been established to serve the interests of fan creators. The Organization for Transformative Works (OTW) is a nonprofit organization, established by fans in 2007 to provide access to and preserve the history of fanworks and fan culture in its myriad forms. The organizers state: “We believe that fanworks are transformative and that transformative works are legitimate.” The organization gathers online fan fiction on a site called “Archive of our Own.”


Disney fan creations

There is a long history of fans who appropriate Disney characters and stories for use in their own creations. However, it seems that there is less attention given to these fans’ work by scholars who study fan culture. I have already discussed some of the websites and online activities of Disney fans/fanatics, and will now briefly look at other fan activities, such as fan fiction, art, film/video, music, and games.


Fan fiction

Fan fiction is an increasingly popular form of fan labor, especially with the proliferation of the internet. Some Disney fanatics/fans actively participate in mimicking or imitating Disney through fan fiction that appropriates the Disney style, images, or meanings, sometimes reworking them in new ways.146 As explained by a fan:

Fanfiction is, essentially, a transformative work. It is written by fans, not for profit and based on characters and fictional worlds belonging to others. The works are principally written for other fans to read and enjoy. Usually, it is written purely for pleasure: it allows the author to fill in the gaps, take established characters on journeys into other realms and expand upon ended canon universes. It is written because people enjoy the characters and is a compliment to the creators – because these characters have wormed their ways into other peoples’ [sic] minds.147


A multitude of online sites gather Disney fan fiction, mostly as sections of general fan fiction sites. Examples include fanfictionnet (1,330 Disney story entries; 11,500 Star Wars story entries; 7,044 Marvel story entries, on August 28, 2018). OTW’s Archive of Our Own results in nearly 38,000 entries for Disney, more than 79,000 for Star Wars, 762 for Pixar, and 293,900 for Marvel when accessed in August 2018.148 Other work can be found on Tumblr, Wattpad, and Inkitt,149 and numerous sites provide discussion and recommendations.

One of the major sites is Fandom, created in January 2016 by Wikia. Fandom features a wide array of fan material and claims to be the world’s largest entertainment fan site – “The Fan-trusted Source in Entertainment.” It “has a global audience of 200 million monthly uniques [unique visitors] and represents more than 400 thousand communities.”150 Fandom also produces research to study its users and entice advertisers.151 By September 2016, Wikia had become “Fandom powered by Wikia” and changed its domain name to fandom.com in early 2019. Fandom is now the site for the Disney Fan Fiction Wiki, although it is somewhat difficult to find actual fan fiction.

Fan fiction is typically written “as a compliment to the creators” or as affectionate appropriation, whether extending stories or transforming characters. But there are examples of Disney fan fiction that may not be seen as “complimentary” to the company’s stated family orientation. The amount of fan fiction that incorporates explicitly sexual, violent, and other “offensive” content has grown significantly, again thanks to the internet.



Fan art

Artists who regularly incorporate Disney images into their work, or actually into their play, are the millions of children who use Disney characters in their own drawings, as discussed by Willis.152 Thus Disney fan art is not new but has exploded since the internet has made it possible to share work with a wider audience. As one Disney fan artist explains: “Having grown up watching the same films that we did and still do today, artists take their love for all things Disney and try their hand at creating some pretty incredible pieces of fan art. They are vastly different from anything Disney created, but at the same time, they have elements that stay true to the original design.”153

It would be difficult to summarize the different styles, themes, or interpretations represented by Disney fan art, but, to get a sense of the variety, one can find hundreds of items for sale by their creators on the Etsy site.154

While Mickey and Donald have probably dominated fan art in the past, the creation of the Disney Princesses line has inspired a great deal of fan art recently: “The art community of course is getting the most out of this trend through various fan artworks re-imagining the Disney Princesses in almost every other fictional universes [sic] or combined with other pop culture trends. . . . It can be through fan art, drawing, photography, animation, typography and even cosplay and memes.”155

One example of fan versions of Disney princesses is Dina Goldstein’s photo series, “Fallen Princesses,” which first appeared on the internet in 2009. The work received global attention for its commentary on the portrayal of Disney versions of women’s lives. Sarah Partlow argued that Goldstein’s art “encourages perspective by incongruity in audiences by depicting Disney princesses as live women inserted into bleak situations. Such images create incongruity by using shifts in depictions of race, class, and gendered appearances of princesses.”156

As noted, Disney fan art covers a wide range of work beyond the princesses and includes complimentary images, as well as “darker” or “deviant” works. Numerous online sites feature these images, as well as erotic or “dirty” interpretations of Disney characters and stories. While these may be shocking/disturbing to some fans (and other people), they also may serve a purpose, as Laura Scheriau observes here:

One may contend that some of those artists have taken it a step too far, perverted the image too much to be of any value for society. But in the end we are talking about art. And art should evoke an emotional reaction in us, be it positive or negative, hate or love. As long as we’re processing what we’ve seen, forming an opinion, and applying the thoughts to aspects of our lives, the image is successful.

By making those perfect characters display weaknesses or undesired traits, artists hope to achieve consciousness in society for the acceptance of “weirdness” and for tolerance of “alternative” ideas. Disney princesses are, after all, known to almost every child in modern societies, much to the dislike of more active parents who wouldn’t like their daughters to take some of the weaker princesses as role models. . . .

To all those artists out there who are making amazing transformations of our beloved Disney characters, I say: keep going, we need this!157




Fan films/videos/music

Disney fans also are involved in creating film, video, and music that is related to Disney. With the advent of YouTube, such creations are easy to find and embrace a number of different categories:


	full-length films (examples: Return to Zootopia 1 and Return to Zootopia 2);

	short videos (example: Frozen, starring kittens and narrated by a young girl158);

	music videos/parodies (examples: Deadpool the Musical 2 – Ultimate Disney Parody [2018]; Deadpool the Musical ‒ Beauty & the Beast Gaston Parody [2017];159 A Frozen Father and various Let It Go parodies by mothers);160

	fans performing Disney music (example: Peter Hollens and Alex G. Medley);161

	video clips of theme-park visits (example: Barcroft TV: “Disney Obsessed Family Visit Disneyland EVERY Week”);162

	mashups and medleys (example: “Fan.tasia”)163



Some Disney fans have become YouTube celebrities with their ongoing posts that feature Disney content. One example is Maxwell Glick, MrCheezyPop, an actor and hugely enthusiastic Disney fan, who keeps Disney fans entertained and informed about Disney on his online channel, “Adventures in Happiness.” Most of the content is related to Disney: “Disney Videos! Disney Food! Disney News! Disney Reactions! How 2 Disney! NEW VIDEOS ALMOST DAILY from Maxwell Glick!” MrCheezyPop has nearly 58,000 subscribers.

Another example is Jonathan Charles Cozart (better known as Paint), described as an American YouTube personality, musician, and comedian, who had more than 4.4 million subscribers in June 2018. One of his most popular creations has been “After Ever After,” which has attracted 83 million views. Kylie Shroeder looked closely at Cozart’s work and observed that “the artist combines characters and melodies that have become culturally ubiquitous since the media domination of the Disney Corporation with an interpretation of the material that tries to make sense of the world in which it exists.” Cozart parodies four animated princesses in songs that explain how they deal with environmental destruction, racism, colonialism, and other real-life issues. Shroeder concluded, “While far from being a new phenomenon, [Cozart’s] reinterpretation of fairy tales takes on content and a form that reflects the increasingly globalized and digitized world.”164



Fan games

Though the quality of fan games has always been variable, recent advances in computer technology and open-source software have made creating high-quality games easier. Disney’s lack of success with video games may also have influenced the number of fan-generated Disney games.165

An interesting case of Disney fan activity has been related to Toontown Online or Toontown, the 3D “massively multiplayer online” (MMO) role-playing game based on a cartoon world (loosely based on Who Framed Roger Rabbit?), developed by Disney’s Virtual Reality Studio and Schell Games. The game was launched by Disney in June 2003 and shut down in September 2013. Even though it seemed to be popular (about a million users), the company explained that it would be “shifting its focus to other online and mobile play experiences, such as Club Penguin and a growing selection of mobile apps.”166 The response from some fans was to resurrect the game.

The most popular version has been Toontown Rewritten, which appeared immediately after the original game closed. The group of fans who recreated the game provided the following explanation, which gives some insight into a certain kind of Disney fan labor:

Toontown Rewritten is not affiliated with the Walt Disney Company and/or the Disney Interactive Media Group. Toontown Rewritten is an entirely free game, funded out of pocket by its staff members. This game contains no subscriptions, advertisements, donations, or any other forms of revenue. . . . For years, Toontown Rewritten has been run by a team of passionate and creative volunteers who keep up with the many duties of running a MMO. Every single member of the team started out as a player who wanted to help Toontown in any way they could ‒ and if you’re reading this page, we bet that you have the same vision. We are always searching for talent to expand our team, and make Toontown bigger and better every day! . . . Toontown Rewritten is a volunteer effort. All expenses are paid out of pocket by staff member donations to keep the game online, and no money is collected in any form from the players. Although the game is funded by the Toontown Rewritten team, no staff member is required to donate or pay for any sort of expenses. The game is funded entirely out of kindness!167


Another example of a game maker that appropriated Disney was the satirical and critical Los Disneys (www.losdisneys.com), a website that was created in about 1997 and updated in 2007. It features a first-person shooter video game that is set in 2015:

Steeped in national debt, the United States reluctantly allows the Walt Disney Company to purchase the entire peninsula of Florida in the largest geographic acquisition since the Louisiana Purchase. Under its new president, formerly ousted CEO Michael Eisner, the newly-sovereign state is renamed Los Disneys. Your job is to infiltrate the Magic Kingdom, blasting your way through animatronic pirates, holographic ghosts, tourists, security guards and even Mickey himself in an attempt to seek and destroy the frozen head of Walt Disney. However, doing so inadvertently triggers Eisner’s doomsday device . . . unless you can stop it.168


The updated Los Disneys site also offers “subversive” Disney-related videos, literary references, downloadable “souvenirs,” a gallery of artist-depicted scenes from the game, and Disney World Babylon, “a discussion forum for disgruntled tourists and employees of the Magic Kingdom.”

These two examples represent the two poles of fan labor: affectionate appropriation (Toontown Rewritten fans reinvigorating an abandoned Disney product “out of kindness”) and antagonistic appropriation (Los Disneys recreating a subversive, critical game site). While the Disney company, fan activities, and fan studies all continue to grow, more research on Disney fan labor might be helpful to provide more insights into the motivation and effects of these kind of fan activities on individual fans, and, perhaps more importantly, on society in general.





Disney’s response to appropriation

Digital technologies for the distribution of content have led to changes in attitudes about the appropriation and sharing of creative content. With so much fan-generated content, the assumption is sometimes made that corporations are not important or significant players in this process. For instance, some academics have argued: “The days of corporate control over media content and its distribution have been replaced by the age of what the digital media industries have called ‘user-generated content.’”169

As noted previously, Disney’s response to the appropriation of its content has sometimes been a legal one, thus their reputation influenced professional artists as well as fans. Most fan creations are potentially in violation of copyright unless the work is a parody or criticizes the source material. Much fan work is affectionate appropriation and doesn’t involve criticism, and thus is not eligible for fair-use protection. And, as discussed in chapter 4, there is increasing recognition that intellectual property rights are far too restrictive and limit creativity.

In recent years, media conglomerates have become more aware of how fan labor can add to and affect media product development, marketing, advertising, promotional activities, and distribution. However, sometimes their reactions have been contradictory, wanting to use fans to help participate in creating products and advertising, but also seeking legal action for what the companies see as illegal and unfair use of their intellectual properties. As noted in chapter 4, copyright restrictions are continuously being questioned by many individuals and organizations, including fandom-rights groups such as the Organization for Transformative Works, which maintains that fan-labor products are transformative and therefore legal.170

The Disney company has responded in different ways to increased fan activity, for instance with the creation of an “official fan club” (D23). But the company also continues to expand its own online activities, especially with services such as “Oh My Disney,” which highlights a range of fan-oriented features, such as quizzes, Disney art (“Sketchbook”) and how-to-draw lessons, DIY projects, food and clothing tips, and more. The company has also created contests that might be seen as attempts to control (or at least manage) Disney fan activities. Recent examples would include the Disney Princess Art Contest and the Dream Big, Princess campaign, “empowering young women to make short films.”171

Other examples of this strategy are the efforts to deal with multitudes of Marvel and Star Wars fans by co-opting their efforts. Perhaps the best examples are the mind-boggling number of Star Wars fans. Research cited by the Disney company in August 2016 claimed that fans had posted more than 838,000 pieces of Star Wars-related content on YouTube during the previous year (that’s around 2,296 per day and nearly 96 per hour). During the same period, Star Wars fan-generated content attracted more than 16.3 billion views.172 As one tech writer noted, “Star Wars enjoys what may well be the biggest franchise fanbase ever. Part of that fanbase is so fanatical that they want to take part in the fun, sharing with one another their own creations and extensions of the Star Wars story. Many believe it’s this same enthusiasm that has built up the Star Wars brand to such an amazing degree.”173

Interestingly, the response from Star Wars fans to Disney’s takeover of the franchise was reportedly mixed. William Proctor’s study of fans’ reactions found that there was concern over the new owners but also excitement over the potential for new episodes.174 However, Star Wars fans had also come to appreciate the attention that Lucas and his company paid to fan fiction and films. As Geigner noted, “Lucasfilm to a great extent embraced fan fiction, even going so far as to hold contests for such content. The fact that Lucasfilm gained rights ownership of those fan-made films led to some criticism, but at least the company wasn’t suing the Jedi tunics off of its own fans.”175

Indeed, Lucas did organize awards for fan fictions, such as the Lucasfilm’s Official Star Wars Fan Film Awards, which included fan fiction. So Disney used similar strategies to entice Star Wars’ fans. In August 2016, the company made the following announcement:

A team of Star Wars superfans today revealed the new toy line for the highly anticipated Rogue One: A Star Wars Story movie via a series of fan-made animated shorts launching on the Star Wars YouTube channel. As part of a competition in collaboration with the creative network Tongal, a team was assembled to write, direct and produce original, fan-made stop-motion shorts starring key toys from the new line to kick off a global UGC contest that asks fans to share their own “Rogue Stories.”

“These fan-created shorts are a tribute to the incredible content that the Star Wars community posts online every day,” said Jimmy Pitaro, Chairman, Disney Consumer Products and Interactive Media. “The Go Rogue campaign was designed with Star Wars fans in mind – we want them to be front and center in the run up to Rogue One by imagining and creating their own Rogue Stories.”176


The Star Wars “superfans” were not only used to promote the new line of toys, but the contest that followed seemed to be designed to lure fans into the Disney domain. And, of course, many fans did not resist.



Disney fans and foes

This chapter has explored the concept of a Disney audience and presented a wide array of responses to the Disney phenomenon, ranging from the obsessions of Disney fanatics to the repulsion of those who oppose Disney. From this discussion, plus from the few studies that have been carried out, it may be possible to conclude that responses to the Disney Multiverse are certainly not automatic, mechanical, or ubiquitous, but complex, somewhat diverse, and often contradictory.

Yet, despite this variation, one of the most amazing aspects of the Disney phenomenon is the consistently uniform understandings of the essence of “Disney.” There seems to be an almost universal awareness of what “Disney” means, as well as a recognition of the many basic characteristics of Classic Disney – even though people may differ as to whether or not they agree with or embrace these meanings or values, or to what extent they may engage in Disney experiences.

But this may not be too surprising, either, as these characteristics are those that the Disney company consistently and emphatically insists upon in its own self-definition and in its incessant promotion and marketing. The company repeats endlessly that it is about “family,” “magic,” “happiness,” and “fun.” And, over and over, people refer to Disney as “family,” “magic,” “happiness,” and “fun.” People’s similar understandings of Disney suggest that there is relatively little room for active or alternative readings of texts like Disney’s, which are carefully coded and controlled, and not polysemic and open.177 Certainly, much more work is needed in analyzing Disney audiences, especially in identifying examples of resistance, which are often far more difficult to find than examples of Disney fanatics and fans, who not only accept Disney messages as intended but embrace them as a way of life.

The final chapter will summarize some of the major points that have been covered and consider whether these discussions have moved us any further along in understanding the Disney Multiverse.
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Figure 8.1: “Another Long Day for Mouse #1” or “I Smell Tourists.” Mickey Mouse statue at Disneyland Hotel, Anaheim, California, June 2010. Photo by Alan Levine.
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Living Happily Ever After?



The study of popular culture generally, and Disney specifically, can no longer be considered a Mickey Mouse enterprise but is an important component of our understanding of the world today. Despite what company officials and some audience members may say, Disney is not merely entertainment – the manufacture of fantasy by a company like the Disney corporation has implications for the creation and reinforcement of societal norms and values, as well as implications for other important social issues. Trying to understand how this process works, however, can be a complex matter. In fact, in the process of examining the Disney Multiverse, more questions may have been raised than have actually been answered.



Understanding Disney in review

This book has attempted to cover different, yet overlapping, approaches to understanding Disney. While it has not been possible to present the depth that some scholars have provided in more targeted studies, the aim has been to look at Disney in its totality, from production to consumption, the historical as well as the current status of the company.

Chapter 2 discussed some of the numerous historical studies of Walt Disney and the foundation and evolution of the Disney company. Although most of the histories of the Disney company focus on the genius of Walt Disney, it is important to go beyond a “great man” theory of history to understand the Disney phenomenon. Even though Walt Disney contributed greatly to the success of the Disney enterprise, it is nevertheless important to distinguish the company’s achievements from the legend that surrounds the individual.

There is little disagreement on the immediate popularity of Disney’s products after the introduction of Mickey Mouse cartoons in the early 1930s. The company was able to build and maintain its reputation for quality animation and cutting-edge techniques, including sound, color, and animated features. And though it didn’t achieve major status in the film industry until late in the twentieth century, looking more closely at the company’s history helps to explain how a globalized, diversified empire was built. In many ways, the groundwork was laid with the establishment and maintenance of the Disney brand over the years, as well as the company’s diversification into merchandising, television, theme parks, and other projects.

The current Disney corporation was explored in chapters 3 and 4, providing the basis for understanding not only what businesses Disney controls, but how the company operates and who benefits from its activities. It is not enough to observe that corporations such as Disney are motivated by profit, as there are different strategies and policies that are used to achieve that goal. To understand a corporation, it is necessary to look at how it works, not just what it owns and how much money is accumulated.

The Disney company must be viewed in relation to the rest of the media and entertainment industry, which represents a concentrated, overlapping, profitable sphere. Disney has been able to build on its established, diversified activities, as noted above, and has joined other media conglomerates in exploiting new entertainment and communication technologies, both in the United States and in other countries. The Disney company, however, represents one of the best examples of the synergy that takes place through the cross-ownership of media and entertainment outlets and the recycling of products across these businesses.

In addition, the company has worked to establish control over its empire in various ways, including strong copyright enforcement, enlisting state support for its businesses, strict employment policies, and creative promotional and marketing techniques in both domestic and foreign markets. Additional strategies that the company developed during the first decades of the twenty-first century included expanding the Disney Multiverse, exploiting technological development, and promoting social responsibility activities. These moves have provided additional revenue, deepened the demographic appeal of Disney products, and reestablished a positive corporate image.

Chapters 5 and 6 explored various interpretations of Disney products, especially the animated feature films and theme parks. The concept of Classic Disney was presented, which included a specific set of aesthetic, stylistic, and thematic characteristics that are generally recognized and identified with Disney, as well as relatively recent changes that have prompted the idea of a Revised Classic Disney. While Disney content has been studied from different interpretive perspectives and some analysts continue to find problems with some Disney texts, the company has made specific attempts to improve its representation of women and multicultural characters. Many critics and fans praise the company for these efforts; however, others have had mixed responses.

Finally, chapter 7 considered different types of audiences for and reactions to Disney products and services. A growing amount of audience research has been done on Disney audiences/consumers and has found that there is often general agreement about what Disney represents to audiences, not only in the United States but also in other countries. Nevertheless, there are different types of responses to the Disney phenomenon – those who have adopted Disney lifestyles and others who have resisted, rejected, or attempted to subvert Disney. Overall, a huge number of Americans seem to accept Disney unquestioningly, participate as consumers and fans, and generally embrace the ideology promoted by Disney products.



So what have we learned about Disney?


The universal Disney

It is generally assumed that there is universal recognition of what Disney represents. There is an assumption – by the company and by those who support it – that Disney and Mickey Mouse are not only recognized but beloved around the world. In considering this claim, one might recall an explanation that was provided by Walt Disney:

Disney is a thing, an image in the public mind. Disney is something they think of as a kind of entertainment, a kind of family thing, and it’s all wrapped up in the name Disney. If we start pulling that apart by calling it “A Bill Walsh Production for Walt Disney” or “A Jim Algar True-Life Adventure for Walt Disney,” then the name Disney won’t mean as much any more. We’d be cutting away at what we’ve built up in the public mind over the years. You see, I’m not Disney any more. I used to be Disney, but now Disney is something we’ve built up in the public mind over the years.


It stands for something, and you don’t have to explain what it is to the public. They know what Disney is when they hear about our films or go to Disneyland. They know they’re gonna get a certain quality, a certain kind of entertainment. And that’s what Disney is.1 [Emphasis added]


This explanation reveals one of the keys to Disney’s presumed universality: “what we’ve built up in the public mind over the years.” The Disney brand has been carefully nurtured and controlled, as well as marketed and promoted globally. Thus, if Mickey Mouse lives in the hearts and minds of people all over the world, then it is because Mickey and other Disney characters have been carefully manufactured and effectively distributed to reach the public mind.

The Disney company has grown by vigilantly controlling its products, characters, and images and developing its reputation as a company that produces positive, wholesome, family, and children’s entertainment. It continues to promote that image, even with the addition of products and product lines that may not always exactly fit that traditional Disney mold.

The Disney company takes advantage of its reputation by presenting the corporation as special and different. Its brand recognition has been built and zealously protected, allowing the company to expand into whatever new areas develop, drawing on its strong reputation. As Eisner once boasted, “It doesn’t matter whether it comes in by cable, telephone lines, computer, or satellite. Everyone’s going to have to deal with Disney.”2 The company has been built on a strong historical base, taking advantage of global trade opportunities that have expanded its empire far and wide, to the point where it is possible for company representatives and others to claim that Disney and Mickey Mouse are universal. But we again need to remember that this “universality” is neither automatic nor natural but has been – and continues to be – deliberately manufactured and carefully controlled.



The Disney Multiverse

But Disney is not the universe. Not everyone loves Disney – and some have no interest in it at all. And not all media are dominated or owned by Disney. As was noted in the first chapter, the Disney Multiverse can be identified as the company, its parks, products, and policies, the individuals who manage and work for the company, as well as Disney characters, stories, and images, and the values and meanings they have for audiences, consumers, and fans.

The Disney Multiverse has continued to expand, with significant acquisitions since the dawn of the twenty-first century that have moved the company beyond just the multimedia, global conglomerate that prompted analysts to identify a “Disney universe” at the end of the twentieth century. What exists now is a mega-corporation that dominates much of the entertainment industry and has expanded into a much wider range of products that attracts far more consumers/fans and profits.3



Disney endurance?

The Walt Disney Company has endured for nearly a century, providing an example of how some corporations in advanced capitalism have proven to be amazingly flexible and agile in their destructive domination of culture. The Disney corporation is a prime example of the commodification and commercialization of culture, with endless examples of how profit is squeezed from entertainment, play, and pleasure; stories, images, and characters; imagination, innovation, and creativity. The company is representative of the tendencies of capitalism to centralize, and dominate and control culture, despite participatory forms of digital culture. The company is a key contributor to the perpetuation of wasteful consumption in a myriad of ways, and thus a contributor to the environmental crisis, despite greening efforts that serve mostly as public relations. The company is a major influence on popular culture, with messages that are designed to appeal to diverse audiences and that perpetuate conservative, patriotic ideology.

The Walt Disney Company is held together not only by its managers, shareholders, and employees, but also by specific strategies, policies, and traditions. The company survives through strategies such as synergy and policies such as strict copyright enforcement. And it thrives through the constant, intense promotion of Disney traditions, such as family/memories; magic/fantasy/imagination; and entertainment/fun/happiness. And, the company remains dominant in the entertainment field with the support, cooperation, and devotion of its consumers and fans.



The sacred Disney

But how has Disney developed and maintained such a sacred aura that prevents many from questioning the company in any way? Often it is argued that the key is the link to childhood and innocence. In one form or another, Disney products typically become part of most children’s lives in the United States and beyond. Thus the company is often strongly associated with childhood and family, retaining a special place in people’s memories. As Susan Davis has suggested:

It is interesting how deeply one company and all its products have penetrated and defined the experience of childhood. There is almost universal agreement that this company’s products mean wholesome, mentally healthy, happy childhood, America, conflict free, conflict resolution, closeness, togetherness, family bonds . . . on and on. What other company has ever accomplished this? The amazing thing is the thoroughness with which everyday life has been penetrated by these overlapping products.4


So, is this why adults also enjoy Disney products? Are the products popular with adults because of their associations with childhood memories, or because they have come to represent fun, happiness, and pleasure? Are Disney products deliberately aimed at “the child in everyone”? And, if we are experiencing “the disappearance of childhood” (along the lines that Neil Postman suggested),5 why is Disney still popular?

The meaning of Disney is also often tied to the notion of fantasy and imagination. Indeed, some media analysts and others have argued that the role of pleasure is a natural and important element in human nature. Thus, if we have an inclination to seek enjoyment and escape and to look for utopian experiences, the Disney brand of fantasy is a ready-made, highly promoted, and powerfully seductive option, often assumed to be one of the few “acceptable” options available for children and families.

However, the problem with Disney’s version of fantasy, imagination, and pleasure is the direct connection with a specific set of values. In other words, the products are hardly “innocent” – whether one is considering the proliferation of Disney products in our consumer culture or the mainstream American values represented by those products. Disney’s fantasies are offered as commodities, produced and manufactured in accordance with specific commercial parameters. While this is never forgotten by those who control the Disney company, the consumers who experience the pleasure, fun, and magic often overlook these motivations. Increasingly, our lives revolve around the accumulation of an enormous array of commodities and engagement in commercial activities that come to signify basic human relations – hence the association of warm family memories with visits to Disneyland, and the fond recollections of Disney characters and products. Clearly, pleasures and memories have become associated with activities that have lost their connection to their original motivation or their inherent commercial nature.

Furthermore, definite and often unmistakable themes and values are represented in Classic Disney, and Revised Classic Disney products. As noted in chapters 5 and 6, Classic Disney fantasies are anything but open-ended and imaginative; rather, they have been neatly tied into a specific vision of the world and are linked directly with consumer culture. Indeed, the legacy of Walt Disney and the Disney company itself have been especially adept at representing America: business, progress, individual initiative. Disney has incorporated the American personality as fun-loving, innocent, optimistic, and with a sense of fair play and of what is right. In addition, the success of the Disney company has come to represent American ingenuity and cleverness.

The problem is that these attributes also form the basis of many American values that have either been mythologized or are not necessarily embraced by everyone. Indeed, Disney values have also been associated in the past with such all-American traits as conservatism, homophobia, manifest destiny, ethnocentricity, cultural insensitivity, superficiality, and lack of culture. Disney did not create these traits and sometimes moves away from these values. But it is possible to argue (as do many analysts cited in this book) that Disney ultimately helps to perpetuate many of them. Is it the only company that does so? Of course not. But it does this very well and (at least for many) in an appealing, seductive, and enjoyable way.

Many analysts have pointed out that the themes emphasized by Disney culture are reminiscent of a past America and may have less to do with the reality of America today. As we have seen, those able to take a trip to Disneyland or see a Disney film are able to escape from an everyday reality that is not always pleasurable or fun and that may well pose challenging dilemmas. In real life, not every story has a happy ending. In other words, Disneyland is not just further down the freeway from the inner-city reality of south-central Los Angeles – it’s a world away. Even at Disneyland, where workers have found the company reluctant to provide decent wages, signs of “the happiest place on earth” may need to be qualified.



The vulnerable Disney?

When we look more closely at the company, its history, and its products, we see that Disney is ripe with tensions and contradictions. Disney is seen as a major component of children’s culture, yet adults are important consumers of Disney products. While some celebrate Disney’s unique successes, others celebrate its failures.6 As we learned in chapter 7, even though multitudes of consumers still idolize the Disney company and its products, many former Disney fans are disillusioned by the “new” Disney (post Walt) and the perceived overcommercialization promoted by the company. Furthermore, even though there is a good deal of acceptance of the Disney ideology, there is also ambiguity, contradiction, and sometimes outright rejection.

To some Disney defenders, it may seem that everywhere one turns these days, Disney is being dissected, deflowered, and deconstructed. Indeed, the company’s products continue to attract the attention of some academics, who insist that Disney is an enduring and significant part of our media and cultural landscape. However, much of this analysis still has focused on Disney texts and on identity and representation. An argument can be made that more work is needed on how textual interpretations may link with corporate and commercial imperatives, as well as assessing how Classic Disney and Revised Classic Disney themes are received, accepted, and/or reworked by consumers or audiences.

The most stinging assaults on the Disney company (from both conservative and liberal critics) often advocate a knee-jerk rejection of the company’s products and themes. Some analysts argue that the real challenge is to use Disney products as pedagogical tools to further understand the culture in which they are embedded. Critics such as Henry Giroux have argued persuasively along these lines, suggesting that, “Challenging the ideological underpinnings of Disney’s construction of common sense is the first step in understanding the ways in which corporate culture has refashioned the relationship between education and entertainment, on the one hand, and institutional power and cultural politics, on the other.”7 In other words, a critical understanding of Disney must be seen as part of a more general critique of corporate and consumer culture. In the quest to understand Disney, it must be emphasized that the corporation may not continue to expand or even to succeed. A constantly expanding Disney Multiverse is not inevitable.

Finally, the study of Disney provides an opportunity to analyze an entire popular cultural phenomenon from various perspectives, using a range of cultural and critical analytic tools. While this volume may not have fully developed all the possible approaches, answered all the questions, or addressed all the issues that emerge from this one cultural phenomenon, it may contribute to an understanding of the Disney Multiverse, as well as other cultural products and their significance.



Notes


  1  Quoted, without source, in Kathy Merlock Jackson, Walt Disney: A Bio-Bibliography (Westport, CN: Greenwood Press, 1993).
  2  Cited in the New Internationalist, December 1998, p. 11.
  3  Note that the metaphor of a “multiverse” can also be used for analyzing other corporate media giants, as well as for the film industry as a whole.
  4  Susan G. Davis, personal correspondence.
  5  Neil Postman, The Disappearance of Childhood (New York: Vintage Books, 1994).
  6  Carl Hiassen, Team Rodent: How Disney Devours the World (New York: Ballantine, 1998) is an especially good example of a work that acknowledges the company’s scope and power, while celebrating its failures.
  7  Henry A. Giroux, The Mouse that Roared: Disney and the End of Innocence (Lanham, MD: Rowman & Littlefield, 1999), p. 170.
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