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Introduction
Philosophy Begins in Wonder

“First, think. Second, believe. Third, dream. And finally, dare”
—Walt Disney

If you’ve ever experienced the feeling of wonder — if you’ve ever asked
who you are, what your purpose is, or how you might function freely,
happily, and creatively in the circle of life — this book is for you. You
don’t have to take my word for it. For the greatest of all philosophers,
Socrates (470-399 BCE) himself, declared once and for all time: “wonder
is the feeling of a philosopher, and philosophy begins in wonder.”
There is no better place to start the philosophical journey than with
the often animated, indisputably wonder-ful world created for us by
Walt Disney — through television, motion pictures, theme parks, and
much else. Without a doubt, Disney has made the world (parts of it at
least) a “Magic Kingdom,” where time stands still and we can escape,
dream, and (for one tiny moment) be special.

The 27 chapters in this book explore issues that affect each one of
us: freedom, fatalism, friends, family, ethics, identity, disabilities, and
ultimately death. In these pages the great sages of the ages meet Disney
at its cinematic best: from the early days of Mickey Mouse, Goofy, and
Sleeping Beauty, to recent blockbusters such as The Little Mermaid,
Toy Story, Mulan, The Incredibles, Frozen, and more. It’s all here. All
the uncommon wisdom spun out of these wonderful tales — plus, a few
unexpected insights into the philosophy of Disney, its media impact,
and theme parks — is illuminated and explained by 32 of the world’s
most Disney-loving philosophers. You’ll consider the feminist evolu-
tion of Disney princesses from passive, shy, and petite to passionate,
outspoken, and proud. You’ll confront the question of whether those
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“Hidden Mickeys” at Walt Disney World tell us anything about God.
And you’ll journey through Inside Out’s complex inner world of emo-
tions into Finding Dory’s equally challenging outer world of the social
stigmas facing those for whom disability is “part of their world.”

So whether you grew up with The Wonderful World of Disney in
the 1970s, raised your kids in front of Beauty and the Beast and The
Lion King in the 1990s, or (like philosopher Elizabeth Butterfield) are
just getting home from yet another Disney vacation, you’ll want
Disney and Philosophy to help chart your course through the
philosophical world of Disney. All it takes is truth, trust, and a little
bit of pixie dust.
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Unruly Ariel
Not Born but Made a Woman

Megan S. Lloyd

Molly, my five-year-old niece, is going to Disney World soon. Of
course, she’s very excited. But she doesn’t care at all about princesses,
and that disappoints me. After all, Disney is princesses. Beginning
with Snow White (1937), then Cinderella (1950), and Sleeping Beauty
(1959), Disney marketed the favorite fairy tales of days gone by.
Lovely ladies wished that “someday my prince will come” to move
them out of or awaken them from a deathlike existence to live happily
ever after in a new kingdom.

I don’t think for a moment that my five-year-old niece is rejecting
the gender stereotypes of Disney princesses. Molly is just a unique lit-
tle girl who likes what she likes. But if she were concerned about the
way Disney portrays women, she would do well to consider The Little
Mermaid. As we’ll see, Ariel represents a major step forward from
Snow White.

After Sleeping Beauty, Disney experienced a lull in princess traffic.
A long 30years later, after the successes of such classics as One
Hundred and One Dalmatians (1961), The Jungle Book (1967), and
Robin Hood (1973), Disney revisited its princess roots with The Little
Mermaid (1989), giving us a fairy tale with a determined heroine,
ushering in a new kind of princess with a voice. Assertive Ariel clones
followed with Belle from Beauty and the Beast (1991), Pocahontas
(1995), and Mulan (1998). But does Ariel fix Disney’s princess prob-
lem? Probably not. However, she does point the way forward.

Disney and Philosophy: Truth, Trust, and a Little Bit of Pixie Dust, First Edition.
Edited by Richard B. Davis.
© 2020 John Wiley & Sons Ltd. Published 2020 by John Wiley & Sons Ltd.
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Flip the Script

Ariel is a departure from the man-requiring damsel in distress that
made Disney famous. Our favorite mermaid is precocious, curious,
and interested in all the world around her — above and below sea
level. Beyond that, she can take care of herself. In her opening scene,
Ariel swims, surveying the wreckage of a downed galleon with her
friend, Flounder, and disregards the shark that swims nearby. Aristotle
(384-322 BCE) famously said, “All men by nature desire to know.”!
Ariel shows that the philosopher’s observation was too narrow.
Women, including mermaids, have innate curiosity, too. Ariel desires
to know. In fact, everything about the world excites her. To nurture
her curiosity, she collects all she can from beyond. Finding a fork in
the wreckage she gleefully expounds with, “Oh my gosh! Oh my gosh!
Have you ever seen anything so wonderful in your entire life?”
Aristotle would approve of her excitement. After all, he believed that
philosophy begins in wonder.?

Ariel’s treasure trove is full of dinglehoppers and snarfblats, but
once she lays eyes on Prince Eric, the young man is the prize she wants
most. When the Prince’s ship splits, The Little Mermaid flips the
script. Ariel saves her own Prince Charming. Roles continue to be
reversed as Ariel drags him from the sea and gazes on him longingly
as he lies there, unconscious or asleep, reminiscent of other Disney
princesses, Snow White and Sleeping Beauty. Instead of Prince
Charming, it is Princess Ariel who does the ogling. Not only does
Ariel save Eric, but throughout the film she is the hero.

Like the epic heroes of literature, Ariel overcomes naysayers — like
Sebastian; sacrifices part of her self — her voice; ventures into a whole
new world — Eric’s kingdom; and unites both worlds — land and sea.
None of this comes easily, of course. To get what she wants Ariel
makes an unholy alliance. In a nod to the Faustus story — you know
the one where you sell your soul to the devil — Ariel makes a pact with
the sea witch, Ursula. What could possibly go wrong?

Silencing Women and a Mermaid

Under the sea, Ariel has her voice and is even extolled for it. Indeed,
her voice is the best in the kingdom. At the pageant for King Triton,
her sisters sing well. In fact, all Ariel’s sisters have voices, good
voices, but Ariel is the star ... fish. Early in the film, all are gathered
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for the premiere of the newest composition by the distinguished court
composer, Horatio Thelonious Ignatius Crustaceous Sebastian. The
new song will feature the talents of Ariel. Her sisters sing her in with,
“And then there is the youngest in her musical debut, / Our seventh
little sister, we’re presenting her to you, / To sing a song Sebastian
wrote, her voice is like a bell, / She’s our sister, Ar -1 ...” Truly, her
voice is like a bell, but the little mermaid has gone missing.

Ariel is so busy with her pursuit of human artifacts that she misses
the big premiere. It’s not just her singing voice that is strong. She is
outspoken, assertive, doing her own thing, without regard for other
family obligations. She is a young woman with a mind of her own and
a voice of her own — in the best sense. Ariel’s behavior may be negli-
gent as she misses the premiere, but it is not conceited. This youngest
and motherless daughter of King Triton has the strength of character
to know who she is and what she wants. Ariel doesn’t want to be
subject to the rules under the sea. As she sings, Ariel wants to “go
where the people go.” But why?

As Sebastian’s lyrics remind us, “Under the Sea” all is well. In her
father’s kingdom, Ariel could live happily ever after. Sebastian’s
famous song, catchy tune and all, describes a submerged peaceable
kingdom where all forms of sea-life jam together and make beautiful
music, with no hint of a food chain in sight. He describes a happy,
content world with no troubles. No mention of the sharks lurking
nearby, like the one who tries to attack Flounder. Triton’s peaceable
kingdom does not extend beyond the depths. Yet, Ariel is drawn
upward. She should heed Sebastian’s advice: “The seaweed is always
greener / In somebody else’s lake.” Part of her problem with the sea is
teen angst and opposition to her father, as she believes that on land,
people don’t “reprimand their daughters.” Ariel assumes that on land,
they “understand their daughters,” and they acknowledge “bright
young women” like herself, “ready to stand.”

The desire to move beyond one’s place often gets people into trou-
ble. For women, especially, that trouble comes through their voices. In
the Bible, Eve’s tongue was the trap that led humanity to sin. In Greek
mythology, the first woman, Pandora, was sent from the gods as a
punishment to mankind after Prometheus stole fire. Her curiosity
posed a problem for the whole earth. In another myth, Cassandra said
no to the advances of Apollo who cursed her to speak the truth no one
would believe.

A woman’s voice was problematic in medieval times when a
strident female, gossiping or challenging male authority, could be
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labeled a witch. In fact, The Little Mermaid supports the connection
between assertive female behavior and witchcraft. Ariel and the sea
witch herself, Ursula, share some significant things in common. Both
are collectors. Ariel collects what she can from the land and contains
her collection in a treasure trove under the sea. Ursula also collects,
poor unfortunate souls, that she gathers in a cave treasury as well.
Both want the power and the voice to do what they please.

In early modern Europe, the outspoken woman was considered a
shrew to be tamed (as in the play). In Shakespeare’s day, women who
were talkative — and more importantly not following male hierarchy,
like the rules Ariel’s father gives her — were disciplined for their asser-
tiveness. Many of these punishments were physically abusive, such as
the cucking stool, where the shrew was taken to a body of water,
strapped to a chair, and dunked in the water a few times, something
close to waterboarding today. Another punishment was for her to be
led around by the scold’s bridle, a metal contraption put over her
head complete with a barbed bit, as one might use on a horse. Both of
these taming methods targeted the woman’s voice as the source of
evil. Because a woman’s tongue gave way to ideas and potential power,
it had to be restrained.

With this history in mind, we should shudder when Ursula offers to
make Ariel human in exchange for her voice. The deal specifies that if
Eric kisses Ariel before sunset on day three, she will remain human.
Otherwise, Ariel’s soul will belong to Ursula. To lure Ariel into her
trap, Ursula minimizes the value of Ariel’s voice, saying, “I’m not ask-
ing much. Just a token, really, a trifle. You’ll never even miss it. What
I want from you is ... your voice.” But Ursula, of all creatures, under-
stands the power of a woman’s voice. She, herself, a commanding
voice, has been ostracized, cast out and named the sea witch. Ursula
knows that Ariel’s singing voice is what first attracted Eric, and later
Ursula uses Ariel’s voice to lure him to her, the sea witch in disguise.
To coax Ariel further, Ursula sings about how men on land don’t want
a woman with a voice: “The men up there don’t like a lot of blabber
/ They think a girl who gossips is a bore / Yes, on land it’s much pre-
ferred / For ladies not to say a word / And after all, dear, what is idle
prattle for? / Come on, they’re not all that impressed with conversa-
tion / True gentlemen avoid it when they can / But they dote and
swoon and fawn / On a lady who’s withdrawn / It’s she who holds her
tongue who gets her man.” Heading off the objection that without her
voice, Ariel could not procure a kiss from Eric, Ursula reminds her,
“You’ll have your looks! Your pretty face! And don’t underestimate
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the importance of body language! Ha!” Ursula says the prince will
“never” miss her voice — she’s got looks, a pretty face, and body lan-
guage to get the kiss. So when Ursula snatches Ariel’s voice in pay-
ment for legs, the sea witch gives Eric the epitome of stereotypical
male desire — the beautiful silent female.

You Don’t Complete Me

Ursula is right in at least one way, namely that Ariel is drawn to please
the eye. Beginning with Laura Mulvey in 19785, feminist theorists have
criticized the “male gaze” in film, the tendency to depict women in a
way that caters to male desire.? In the case of Ariel, it’s not costuming
and camera angles, but animation that does the trick. She is the sexiest
of the Disney princesses, scantily clad with strategically placed sea
shells. What’s the harm? When my daughter, Kate, was little, around
age five like her cousin Molly is now, I would sometimes find her with
her nightgown pulled down around her shoulders. Asked what she
was doing, Kate would reply “playing princess.” My daughter had
gotten the message from Ariel and others that to be a princess was to
put flesh on display.

As much as I love Disney, this was not a lesson I wanted my daugh-
ter to learn. In fact, it was the kind of thing that led the philosopher
Simone de Beauvoir (1908-1986), one of the mothers of modern fem-
inism, to remark that, “One is not born but becomes a woman.”*
Beauvoir’s message — that biology is not destiny — was radical in 1949.
Really, we owe a debt to those who fought for women’s rights in prior
years, because Beauvoir’s words sound obvious today. A woman does
not have to wear clothes that will attract the eye of a man, and she
does not have to play dumb.

The concept of the male gaze was inspired by “the look,” an inte-
gral part of the philosophy of Jean-Paul Sartre (1905-1980). In
Sartre’s existentialism, we experience the look when another person
objectifies us, seeing us as a thing rather than as a conscious being.
The liberating truth, according to Sartre, is that we are all free. We do
not need to conform to the expectations that “the look” of the other
person places upon us, and we certainly do not need to dress or act in
ways that anticipate those expectations. Indeed, this is what Beauvoir
meant by her famous quote, and she would have approved of Ariel’s
curiosity, sense of adventure, and willingness to defy her father’s
wishes.
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But Beauvoir would not have approved of the little mermaid’s
apparel. Yes, a bathing suit is appropriate for someone who spends so
much time in the water, but come on. There is nothing wrong with a
woman proudly displaying her body, but Ariel the little mermaid is
not Beyoncé the diva. Disney should know better. Ariel was more
modestly attired in Hans Christian Anderson’s original story, and the
animators could have followed suit. Beauvoir would likewise have
disapproved of Ariel’s need for a man and desire to marry, especially
at such a young age. Jerry Maguire sounded romantic when he told
Dorothy Boyd, “You complete me,” but Beauvoir was firmly of the
mind that a woman does not need a man to complete her. Jean-Paul
Sartre and Simone de Beauvoir were romantically involved from the
time of their “dangerous liaison” as students until Sartre’s death in
1980, but they never married. Their relationship would best be
described as “it’s complicated.”

At the beginning of The Little Mermaid, Ariel is inquisitive and
curious about everything the land has to offer. After setting eyes on
Eric, though, she falls prey to love at first sight or to the stereotypical
romantic notions of a traditional patriarchal storyline. No longer is
everything under the sun interesting, only Eric. That’s not to knock
love at first sight, but with Ariel, Disney initially creates a formidable
female role model, a woman who stands up for herself and wants
what she wants. Once the little mermaid sees and falls in love with
Eric, Ariel — and Disney — succumb to the typical format, a princess
searching for a prince charming who will take her away to a life new,
unknown, and exciting to her. When Ariel finds a man, she loses her
voice, both figuratively and literally — the feminist nightmare. Even
though Ariel eventually gets her voice back, it’s a shame that the story
doesn’t follow through with a stronger depiction of the little mer-
maid. Instead, it gives us a heroine that I wouldn’t want my daughter
or niece to emulate fully.

It might be tempting to think that ’'m making too much of Ariel’s
appearance and choice to marry. It’s just a cartoon! Lighten up! But
consider that Disney recognizes they haven’t always done well with
the way they have depicted people. In 1946 Disney released Song of
the South, featuring the stereotypical Uncle Remus speaking in cringe-
worthy black vernacular. If you want to see how bad it is, you can
watch some clips on YouTube, but you can’t watch a tape or DVD.
Disney, to its credit, has never released the movie on video.

When we’re first introduced to Eric, he is returning from a failed
attempt to secure himself a princess. Later, when Grimbsy continues
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to look for a suitable wife for Eric, he encourages the prince to go
after the beauty that’s in front of him, the voiceless Ariel. “Eric, if I
may say, far better than any dream girl, is one of flesh and blood, one
warm and caring, and right before your eyes.” Thus, the culture sur-
rounding Eric also buys into the “the look.” But Eric, too, subverts
convention. He plays the damsel in distress attracted to his savior,
saying, “A girl — rescued me.... She was — singing ... she had the
most — beautiful voice.” Eric is captivated by her voice — he hears her.
Her. That’s significant. Prince Eric wants more than just a pretty face
and a hot body.

OK, Eric likes Ariel’s voice, her singing voice, and as a sea creature,
her voice makes her a siren that may lure men to their death. Let’s
forget that sea myth. Instead, let’s listen to Ariel’s voice another way.
Eric is interested in her voice and thus is interested in what makes
Ariel who she is. Her voice is the means to her confidence, her outgo-
ing nature, her curiosity, her very self. The outside packaging is a
benefit, but he rejects it in search of something more than what’s on
the outside. Sebastian croons in an attempt to get the prince to “kiss
the girl,” and Eric almost does until Flotsam and Jetsam, Ursula’s
hench eels, land both Eric and Ariel in the water. Despite his amorous
intent, the prince is not some kind of predator. Ariel’s eyes convey
that she wants to be kissed, and the bargain with Ursula precludes
Ariel kissing him.

A Hope for the Future

At the beginning of the movie, under the sea, Ariel is a fish out of
water, so to speak. Like a bell, Ariel’s voice tolls as an injunction for
all to experience the larger world around them. But when she tells her
father that another reality exists, he thunders, “Down HERE is your
home!” Ariel, who has seen beyond and understands another reality,
wants desperately for others, especially her father, to see the world the
way she does. Triton is not an ogre. He is a protective parent, con-
cerned for the well-being of his daughter, setting rules to make sure
she is safe and secure. Luckily for us and for her, Ariel is unruly.
Ultimately her rule-breaking leads not just to her own happiness but
to peace between the worlds of land and sea.

It would be tempting to imagine that Ariel would become the kind
of mother who encourages her daughter to take risks and walk her
own path. But, as I can attest from my own experience, parenthood
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has a way of making us risk-averse. Sure, I don’t want my daughter or
niece to feel like they need to flaunt themselves or follow traditional
paths. But most of all I want them to be safe and happy. Despite
myself, I want to save them from making mistakes even though I
know they need to make their own mistakes to learn who they are
and become strong women.

Ariel, too, succumbs to the rules eventually. In Little Mermaid I1:
Return to the Sea (2000), released straight to DVD, she has become
her father, as children often do, even ones who rebel and alter them-
selves when they first start out in life. Despite her best intentions,
Ariel becomes the purveyor of stereotypes, especially as a protective
parent to her little girl, Melody, not telling her that she is half mer-
maid. Unfortunately, this rings true. It’s much easier to be a rebel and
a critic, than it is to be a caretaker and a creator.

For all her shortcomings from a feminist perspective, unruly Ariel
represents a move in the right direction. The Little Mermaid does not
belong in the hall of shame, like Song of the South. Adolescent Ariel
sings and leads a viewing public into a new, fresh take on Disney prin-
cesses, with a voice reminding everyone to be assertive, speak their
minds, and do what they want to do. Hopefully, in the years to come,
my daughter and niece will have newer, better Disney heroines to dis-
cuss with their own daughters.

Notes
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“True to Your Heart”
Honor and Authenticity in Mulan

George A. Dunn

Disney’s animated Mulan was not a hit in mainland China. Despite
being one of the studio’s most financially successful and critically
acclaimed films, it was a box-office flop in the country where its leg-
endary heroine was born. The movie’s feisty protagonist may have
defeated the Hun army almost single-handedly — aided only by a trio
of cross-dressing male comrades, her wisecracking dragon sidekick,
and a cricket — but, somehow, she failed to conquer the hearts of
mainland Chinese audiences.

That’s not to say that the Chinese public doesn’t love the Mulan of
legend, the brave young woman who disguised herself as a man to
take the place of her aging father when he was called up in the draft.
Making its first appearance in a sixth century poem, Mulan’s story
has been retold countless times in the form of poems, novels, plays,
operas, and, in recent years, nearly a dozen film and television series
from Chinese studios.! It is one of China’s most beloved folktales, yet
Disney’s Mulan was unable to cash in on that love, despite the studio’s
success on the Chinese mainland with such earlier releases as The
Lion King and Toy Story.

To be fair, Mulan’s poor box office wasn’t entirely the movie’s fault.
As Disney’s Mulan learned when bathing in the river near camp, tim-
ing is everything. The movie’s release date in China wasn’t exactly aus-
picious. Because the Chinese government insisted on keeping Mulan
out of theaters until after the Spring Festival (the Chinese New Year),

Disney and Philosophy: Truth, Trust, and a Little Bit of Pixie Dust, First Edition.
Edited by Richard B. Davis.
© 2020 John Wiley & Sons Ltd. Published 2020 by John Wiley & Sons Ltd.
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Disney’s first Chinese heroine didn’t hit the multiplexes until after the
holiday, just as children were returning to school. That’s not unlike
releasing a movie in the United States right after the end of the
Christmas holidays. The year was 1999, the 50th anniversary of the
founding of the People’s Republic of China, and the government
wanted to spotlight its own domestic movie industry during the
prime moviegoing season, rather than cede its screens to the maraud-
ing armies of Hollywood (the cultural equivalent of the Huns). By
the time Mulan finally made it to Chinese theaters, so many pirated
copies were in circulation that not even the luckiest cricket could
undo the damage.

Yet, more may have been in play than just bad timing. Part of the
problem may have been Disney’s depiction of its heroine. The movie
did an impressive job of creating the look of China with its gorgeous
images of the Great Wall, Chinese lanterns, pagodas, calligraphy, fire-
works, a lineage temple, and more. Still, some viewers found Disney’s
Mulan far too Western in her attitudes and behavior. In turns out that
China’s ancient heroine of filial piety and patriotism had, in the pro-
cess of being translated from one culture to another, acquired a new
motivation unknown to the original Mulan. Though she loves her
family and her country no less than the Mulan of Chinese legend,
Disney’s Mulan also has a burning need to express her authentic self,
to break free of the constricting social role she has been assigned by
tradition. As joyfully celebrated in the movie’s theme song, she has an
overriding need to be “true to her heart.”

“Honor to Us All”

One of the first things we learn about Disney’s Mulan is what a clever
and resourceful young woman she is, a trait she shares with many
Disney princesses. These are the qualities she will draw upon to save
her country from the invading Huns, but when we’re first introduced
to Mulan she’s deploying her wit to save time doing her chores. To
give herself more time to prepare for her visit to the matchmaker, she
has enlisted the help of her canine companion Little Brother,? tying a
bag of chicken feed to his tail and sending him running off in the
direction of the chicken pen. We see more evidence of Mulan’s ample
intelligence as her family hurries her to the dressmaker to be outfitted
for her interview with the matchmaker. Pausing for only a moment to
ponder a game of checkers played by two old men in the public square,
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she transfers a piece from one square to another, making a winning
move. While being ushered to the makeup artist, she also exhibits her
keen sense of fair play, snatching a doll from the hand of a mischie-
vous boy and returning it to the girl from whom he had stolen it.
But these aren’t virtues that matter to the matchmaker. Despite all
of Mulan’s superior brainpower and her earnest desire to honor her
family, she just can’t seem to master the art of performing the role
she’s been assigned by her society. As she laments in the song
“Reflection,”?® she “will never pass for a perfect bride” or even, she
fears, “a perfect daughter.” The measure of such perfection is the list
of traditional feminine virtues that Mulan had scrawled on her arm as
a reminder of how to conduct herself with the matchmaker: “quiet
and demure, graceful, polite, delicate, refined, poised, punctual” — all
of which she fails miserably at exemplifying. To call her meeting with
the matchmaker a disaster would be a massive understatement. “You
are a disgrace!” she screams at Mulan, as our heroine makes her
embarrassed exit after having set the matchmaker’s dress on fire and
then drenched the poor woman in tea to extinguish the flames. “You
may look like a bride, but you will never bring your family honor!”
It’s that failure to bring honor to her family that marks Mulan as a
disgrace according to the standards of her traditional Chinese culture.
The supreme importance of honor is underscored by the song “Honor
to Us AIL”* sung as she’s bathed, dressed, made-up, and marched to
her fate in a procession of other young women, “each a perfect porce-
lain doll.” The influence of Asian culture is more prominent in this
song than in any other musical number in the movie, with its penta-
tonic scales and Chinese instruments used to reinforce the cultural
setting.’ But the lyrics could easily be heard as mocking traditional
Chinese culture and the highly restricted social roles it allots to men
and women. “A girl can bring her family / Great honor in one way /
By striking a good match / And this could be the day / Men want girls
with good taste / Calm, obedient, who work fast-paced / With good
breeding and a tiny waist / You’ll bring honor to us all.” As they sing
this song, the older women set themselves to work at the ultimately
futile task of sculpting Mulan into the ideal image of traditional wom-
anhood. But, as the lyrics remind us, the charming attire and makeup
of a prospective bride primarily serve as outward signs of an impor-
tant set of inner virtues: good taste, good breeding, calmness, obedi-
ence. Mulan fails to exhibit these virtues, no matter how much she
may “look like a bride.” The irony of the song is that most of us in the
modern West would rank these items quite low on our list of cardinal
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virtues, if we would even count them as virtues at all. And the irony is
a bitter one, due to our awareness of Mulan’s other virtues, her intel-
ligence and courage, which are somehow overlooked or discounted
by everyone around her, though most of us would value them much
more highly than superficialities like beauty and grace.

Yet, according to the ethics of the ancient sage Confucius (551-479
BCE), whose thought profoundly shaped Mulan’s society, the beautifi-
cation of the surface of our world through *L’% (liyue), the social
graces and the arts, is what makes civilization possible in the first
place. From a Confucian perspective, knowing how to pour the tea
with what the matchmaker describes as “a sense of dignity and
refinement” is nothing to sneer at. But if the virtues of a woman per-
tain to the surface of human life — adding elegance, refinement, and
some cultural polish to our social interactions — the virtues of a man
are compared to the roiling depths of nature. As Captain Li Shang
instructs his recruits in the song “Make a Man Out of You”: “We
must be swift as the coursing river ... / With all the force of a great
typhoon ... / With all the strength of a raging fire / Mysterious as
the dark side of the moon.” Swift, forceful, strong, mysterious
(stealthy) — these are the virtues that make a man a great warrior and
offer a route to winning honor denied to women, who have their
own prescribed way of supporting the war effort. “Honor to Us All”
outlines this gendered division of labor in a traditional society defined
by the needs of warfare: “We all must serve our emperor / Who
guards us from the Huns / A man by bearing arms /A girl by bearing
sons.” In ancient China, as in most traditional societies, gender roles
were strictly demarcated, with loss of honor being the penalty for fail-
ing to perform them properly. Being literally out step with her peers
as they promenade to the matchmaker’s residence may endear Mulan
to modern audiences, who tend to put a premium on individuality
and quirkiness, but it doesn’t bode well for her future in a society that
has decided in advance what form her contribution to the common
good must take.

No doubt these gender roles strike us today as oppressively rigid,
but almost equally foreign to the modern Western mind is the preoc-
cupation with honor and, in particular, how whatever dishonor you
suffer as an individual can stain your family as well. If Mulan fails to
cultivate the virtues that correspond to her allotted role in her society,
she fears that she might just “uproot the family tree,” not only because
she might fail to find a husband and produce some of those highly
sought-after sons, but also because she will disgrace her family name.
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But to understand how that works, we need first to look at the signifi-
cance of family in traditional honor-based cultures and in traditional
Chinese thought in particular.

“Protect My People”

Later on the same day as the matchmaker debacle, the Emperor’s
trusted advisor Chi Fu rides into Mulan’s village flanked by two sol-
diers hoisting dragon banners to recite a proclamation from the
emperor. To repel the invasion of the Huns, one man from each family
is ordered to report the next day for military service. Why does the
Chinese army obtain its conscripts in this way, requiring each family
to contribute one man, rather than just round up all the able-bodied
men of a certain age?

In the modern West, we tend to think of the individual as the basic
unit of society — or at least of a just society. It’s as individuals, each
with his or her own unique identity, that we’re the bearers of rights
and duties. So, our draft notices are addressed to individuals, each
identified by his or her full proper name. When we cast our ballots in
elections, we follow the rule of one person, one vote. And when jurists
and philosophers in the modern West developed systems of laws and
ethics, they were generally predicated on a belief in the inherent dig-
nity of each individual, seen as autonomous, independent, and one of
a kind. It has become so natural for us to view ourselves in this way
that we may be surprised to learn that these ideas about the sanctity
of the individual emerged from a revolution in thought that dates
back only a few hundred years. From the perspective of traditional
societies like ancient China, this focus on the individual is downright
weird,” as weird as a pocket-sized, wise-cracking Chinese dragon or a
sad-eyed lucky cricket, since everyone knows that a solitary individ-
ual doesn’t exist. To be human is always to be part of something larger
than yourself.

The social psychologist Jonathan Haidt has described how people
in East Asian cultures tend to identify themselves primarily in terms of
their significant relationships and group affiliations:

For example, when asked to write twenty statements beginning with
the words “I am ...,” Americans are likely to list their own internal
psychological characteristics (happy, outgoing, interested in jazz),
whereas East Asians are more likely to list their roles and relationships
(a son, a husband, an employee of Fujitsu).®
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Imagine if Mulan’s father, Fa Zhou, had been asked to write 20 such
statements. He would surely mention his role as a husband and a
father, as well as his distinguished record of service to the emperor as
a soldier. And he would also almost certainly mention his ancestors,
to whom we see him praying at the lineage temple on his estate,
entreating them to please help Mulan. The family to which Fa Zhou
belongs includes those departed spirits, who are still very much pre-
sent for him, looking over him and his loved ones in return for his
obeisance and the offerings he bestows on them.

What holds that extended family together is the virtue of 2 (xiao)
or filial piety, the respect owed to parents, elders, and ancestors. It’s a
cornerstone of traditional Chinese ethics. Fa Zhou’s entire identity is
bound up with that rich network of familial relationships. He’s the
product of a society whose basic building blocks are not solitary indi-
viduals, as in the modern West, but extended families bound together
by mutual obligations. And it’s on these families, rather than on iso-
lated individuals, that the duty to defend against the Huns falls. Since
one always acts as a member of this larger group, one’s actions reflect
on the group.

This way of thinking about the self is graphically represented in the
Chinese character that signifies the acme of human goodness, 1~ (rén).
Being the virtue of the truly humane person who cares for others in
the right way, 1= (rén) combines the character for human being, A
(also pronounced rén), with a character meaning two or another, —
(er), indicating that human beings can achieve the moral perfection
proper to us only by fostering the right kind of relationships with others.
{=. (rén) emphasizes that we are not individuals first and foremost,
possessing the same generic rights as everyone else, but rather mem-
bers of larger groups — families, army units, nations — that prescribe
duties to each of us that correspond to our assigned roles and rela-
tionships to others in the group.

Because we all have different roles to play, equality is not the norm.
The Emperor of China demands obedience from his subjects, Li Shang
from his troops, and Fa Zhou and Fa Li from their child. But superi-
ors also have duties to those who are in their care. The Emperor
brushes away the suggestion that troops should be deployed to pro-
tect his palace from the Huns, ordering General Li instead to “send
your troops to protect my people”; Li Shang takes seriously his duty
to turn his rag-tag batch of recruits into a formidable fighting
force, as challenging as that task proves to be given what he has to
work with; and Mulan’s father and mother love her deeply and have
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been doing all they can to ensure a good future for her as a bride, as
unpromising as her prospects seem to be. These are all instances of
{=. (rén), a remarkably protean virtue since its form varies depending
on the position or rank of the person exercising it. But whatever form
it takes, its function is always to bind people together to form larger
wholes that can provide their lives with meaning and direction. And a
sense of honor is crucial to making the system work.

“Mulan, You Dishonor Me”

Let’s return to the scene with Chi-Fu reciting the Emperor’s proclama-
tion. As Chi-Fu calls out the name of each family in the village, one
male family member steps forward and proudly accepts the recruit-
ment notice. Hearing his own family name called, Mulan’s father
bravely sets his crutch aside and marches up to receive his notice,
gamely trying to hide a limp that may very well be from an injury he
suffered during his earlier military service. One gets the impression
that Fa Zhou would regard it as dishonorable to plead disability as a
reason to be exempted from the draft. “I am ready to serve the
emperor,” he solemnly declares. But Mulan, who has been watching
clandestinely, will hear nothing of it. She darts out from her hiding
place and thrusts herself between her father and Chi-Fu, crying,
“Father, you can’t go!” “Please, sir, my father has already fought
bravely,” she entreats Chi-Fu, but he cuts her off, demanding her
silence and admonishing Fa Zhou to teach his daughter to “hold her
tongue in a man’s presence.” Fa Zhou is traditional enough to sympa-
thize with Chi-Fu’s indignation at the impropriety of Mulan’s out-
burst. “Mulan, you dishonor me,” he softly groans as he turns his face
away from her.

Honor becomes a topic of discussion at the dinner table that even-
ing, as Mulan once again speaks out of turn, failing to show the defer-
ence to elders required by # (xido), filial piety. Angrily slamming her
tea cup down on the table, she bolts up out of her chair and begins to
remonstrate with her father. Quiet and demure — hardly!

MULAN:  You shouldn’t have to go! ... There are plenty of young men to
fight for China!

FA ZHOU: It is an honor to protect my country and my family.

MULAN:  So, you’ll die for honor.

FA zaou: [ will die doing what’s right. [...] I know my place. It is time you
learned yours.
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Honor demands that Fa Zhou not only know his place and submit
to his superiors, but that he come to see the value of his own life as
negligible compared to the overriding good of protecting his country
and family, the two larger wholes it is his duty to serve. His sense of
honor ennobles and gives meaning to his existence by pressing it into
the service of a greater good. But there’s a downside, as Mulan has-
tens to point out — it’s likely to get him killed.

Mulan is equal parts furious and grief-stricken when her father
resigns himself to the prospect of dying for honor, but honorable con-
duct isn’t something entirely foreign to Mulan, both the Mulan of
legend and the Disney version. After all, she displays the same honor-
able willingness to sacrifice herself when she dons her father’s armor
and rides off in the night to take his place at the army camp, risking
her life to save his. It’s her courage and self-sacrifice that made Mulan
a folk hero to countless generations of Chinese admirers, an exemplar
of honorable conduct, even if it’s not the sort of conduct ordinarily
associated with Chinese womanhood. We see Mulan honorably throw
herself into the path of danger on the battlefield and save the life of
her commanding officer, among other heroic deeds.

And when, after an adoring multitude prostrates itself before her
in reverence and gratitude outside the Emperor’s palace, she at last
returns home bearing “gifts to honor the Fa family,” the sword of
the Hun chieftain Shan-Yu and the Crest of the Emperor, she is fol-
lowed by a handsome suitor. There can be little doubt that she has
brought considerable honor to her family, despite the matchmaker’s
shrill prediction to the contrary. We learn that the chorus in the
opening musical number was wrong when it declared: “A girl can
bring her family / Great honor in one way / By striking a good match
...” Mulan has indeed struck a good match, but she’s also brought
her family great honor in a way that would normally be barred to
someone like her — through her spectacular military success in the
war against the Huns.

“What Do You Mean You’re Not Lucky?”

The idea of Mulan bringing honor or disgrace to her family through
her actions, either matrimonial or military, is hard to square with the
individualistic assumptions of modern Western thought, which leads
to the belief that we can be blamed or praised only for actions we
ourselves have personally performed. How can one person’s actions
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honor or dishonor someone else? Why should Fa Zhou and Fa Li
bask in the glory of Mulan’s accomplishments? And what if things
had gone differently? What if, after Mulan’s ruse had been discovered
and she had been sent home in disgrace, she had not had the opportu-
nity to redeem herself by saving China? Would “Fa Zhou [...] be for-
ever shamed” and would “dishonor [...] come to the family,” as
forecasted by one of the ancestors?

That events took a different turn is fortunate for Mulan and her
family honor, but it also tells us something else about honor cul-
tures that may not sit well with our modern Western moral sensi-
bilities — namely, that whether your actions bring you (or your
family) honor or shame may sometimes depend, at least in part, on
the fickle nature of luck.’ In an early scene, Mulan’s mother, Fa Li,
reports that she’s been praying to the ancestors to bring her daugh-
ter some much needed luck when she meets with the matchmaker.
Grandmother Fa, who’s skeptical that those who bear the misfor-
tune of being dead could possibly bring luck to the living, suggests
that Mulan might be better off trusting her fate to the lucky cricket
Cri-Kee. Neither Cri-Kee nor the ancestors come through for Mulan
with the matchmaker - indeed, the honor-decimating fiasco was
largely Cri-Kee’s fault — though, in due course, the ancestors do end
up sending Mulan some luck in the form of Mushu, who proves
himself useful once or twice, and even Cri-Kee plays a decisive role
in helping Mulan to defeat Shan Yu.

That family honor should depend on something as capricious as
luck is yet another way in which traditional honor cultures run afoul
of modern assumptions. Rightly or wrongly, modern philosophers,
legal theorists, and even ordinary people generally agree that we can
be neither praised nor blamed for things outside our control. It’s not
Mulan’s fault that Cri-Kee leaped into the teacup and then down the
matchmaker’s blouse, and it’s certainly no reflection on Fa Zhou and
Fa Li that their daughter suffered the misfortune of being saddled
with a cricket who turned out to be the opposite of lucky. Yet, as phi-
losopher Tamler Sommers notes, “In honor cultures, you can be
blamed for actions that weren’t intentional, for actions committed by
relatives, ancestors, or other members of your group.”!® The strong
identification with the group found in such cultures tends to under-
write a powerful sense of collective responsibility. But Disney’s Mulan
points to an alternative conception of the self and its relationship to
institutional roles, one that we in the individualistic West are likely to
find much more agreeable.
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“Who is that Girl | See?”

In the traditional legend of Mulan, Mulan’s motivation for joining the
army was completely in line with traditional Chinese values, even if
the ruse she employed was not. She sought to protect her father, which
makes her a model of 2 (xido), filial piety, and her devotion to defeat-
ing the enemies of China underscores her loyalty to the Emperor and
the nation. But Disney’s Mulan confesses to a different motivation,
one quite foreign to traditional Chinese culture, since it implicitly
rejects many of the assumptions about self and society on which that
honor culture rests. Exposed as a woman and abandoned by her for-
mer comrades, Mulan sits despondently in the snow, huddled in a
blanket and openly ruing her decision to leave home. Mushu attempts
to console her, albeit quite artlessly.

MUSHU: Hey, come on. You went to save your father’s life. Who knew
you’d end up shaming him, disgracing your ancestors, and losing
all your friends? [...]

MULAN: Maybe I didn’t go for my father. Maybe what I really wanted was
to prove that I could do things right. So, that when I looked in the
mirror, I’d see someone worthwhile.

The reference to viewing herself in the mirror harks back to another
low moment for Mulan, when she returned from her humiliating
meeting with the matchmaker. Having been told she would never
bring honor to her family, a mortified Mulan slinks through the gate
of her family’s estate, still wearing her makeup and elegant costume.
She ducks behind her horse Kahn when she sees her father, so his eyes
won’t fall upon her shame. But she’s not afraid to look at herself, per-
haps because she doesn’t recognize her outward appearance as who
she really is.

After leading Kahn into his corral, she gazes at her own reflection in
the trough and begins singing the wistful song “Reflection”: “Look at
me / T will never pass for a perfect bride or a perfect daughter / Can it
be I’'m not meant to play this part?” As she sings these lines, she slowly
removes her jewelry and gazes off in the distance to spy her parents,
their heads hung low. Sorrow floods over her. But as she continues
singing, we learn that her regret is twofold — she’s pained at having
disappointed her parents, but no less at the necessity of performing a
social role that she feels is false, that doesn’t truly reflect who she is
inside. “Now I see that if were truly to be myself, / I would break
my family’s heart” Crossing a footbridge, she executes a graceful but
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tomboyish leap onto one of its railings, skipping briefly from post to
post as she sings “truly to be myself.” This agile but unladylike move
makes it clear that at least part of the reason her “true self” is such a
poor fit with her society’s expectations has to do with its stifling gen-
der roles. As she continues past the pond that lies at the base of the
path leading up to the family’s lineage temple, her reflection again
appears in its waters. She then proceeds up the hill. “Who is that girl T
see, staring straight back at me? / Why is my reflection someone I don’t
know?” Her “reflection” is her outward self-presentation, but it’s a
fagade or a mask, a costume she dons to conform to the expectations
of others. As such, it’s alien to who she really is.

Multiple reflections appear as she enters the lineage temple, mir-
rored on each of the shiny surfaces of the ancestors’ headstones. It is
a felicitous mise en scéne, underscoring the idea that these images do
not reflect Mulan’s “true self,” but rather expectations handed down
from the (dead) past. Prostrating herself before one of the stones in a
properly filial manner, she finishes the song. “Somehow, I cannot
hide / Who I am, though I’ve tried / When will my reflection show
who I am inside?” As the song concludes, she uses the sleeve of her
garment to wipe away her white makeup, a symbolic abandonment
of the disguise behind which oppressive social expectations had
required her to hide. Multiple images of her unadorned face reflect
back from the gravestones in all their nakedness and melancholy
yearning.

It’s a beautiful song, accompanied by stunning images, and it’s no
doubt highly relatable to many young people, including or especially
those who are gender non-conforming.!! Given Mulan’s later efforts
to disguise herself as a man, it’s interesting that the theme of this song,
as well as many of the early scenes of the movie leading up to it, is the
painful experience of trying to pass yourself off as something you’re
not — and failing miserably at it. If we are to believe Mulan’s confes-
sion to Mushu, she joins the army not just — or even primarily — for
her father, but out of a need to give expression to the yearnings of her
authentic self, which traditional Chinese culture with its rigidly
defined social roles requires her to suppress. Her unique potential lies
within her, independent of her family or her lucky or unlucky external
circumstances. It beckons her to an adventure of self-discovery, in
which the greatest danger is self-betrayal by succumbing to the pres-
sures of outward conformity or by looking outside herself for models
of how to live. And the plaintive question Mulan poses at the end of
the song — “When will my reflection show who I am inside?” — points
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to her need not just to discover and express her authentic self, but to
have it recognized and affirmed by others, for, despite everything,
we’re still social creatures who need to have our worth validated by
those around us.

“Your Heart Knows”

These are sentiments that most of us in the modern West would applaud,
which is surely a big part of the reason Disney’s Mulan was such a box
office success outside of China. But Mulan is an ancient Chinese
woman, the product of a society in which one’s filial relationships and
assigned social roles comprise the most essential parts of one’s identity.
There’s something jarringly anachronistic about this ancient Chinese
woman treating those roles and relationships as not only inessential to
who she is, but indeed even as roadblocks to self-discovery. In the song
that accompanies the closing credits of Mulan, Stevie Wonder gets to
the crux of the matter for those who hold the Romantic view of the self
that emerged in the modern West as the antithesis of the tradition
against which Mulan rebels. “Your heart knows what’s good for you,”
he sings, so “let your heart show you the way,” trusting in “what feels
so right,” rather than external authorities.!? Ignore the promptings of
your heart and imitate others at your own peril.

I began and finished work on this chapter while in China, which
gave me the opportunity to discuss Mulan with a number of Chinese
students. What I discovered may be telling. It turns out that this same
movie that was a box office bomb twenty years ago has found a much
more appreciative audience among the current generation of Chinese
youth, a sign perhaps that our Western ideas of selfhood are going
global. Whether this development is a good or a bad thing may depend
on whether we believe our individualistic conception of selfthood
reflects what human beings really are, as opposed to being just a weird
outlook of the modern West that, like the Huns of Mulan, has scaled
the Great Wall of China with global conquest in its heart.!?

Notes

1. For a good introduction to the sources and history of the legend of
Mulan, see Kwai, S. (ed.) (2010). Mulan: Five Versions of a Classic
Chinese Legend, With Related Texts, xi—xxxii. Indianapolis: Hackett
Publishing Company.
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The Mulan of Chinese legend had an actual little brother, too young to
take his father’s place in the army. In what may be a nod to that legend,
Disney has given Mulan a canine Little Brother.

“Reflection,” music Matthew Wilder, lyrics David Zippel, 1998.
“Honor to Us All,” music Matthew Wilder, lyrics David Zippel, 1998.
Its melody also accompanies the opening credits.

“Make a Man Out of You,” music Matthew Wilder, lyrics David Zippel,
1998.

Social psychologists have coined the acronym WEIRD to describe sub-
jects from societies that are Western, Educated, Industrialized, Rich,
and Democratic. It turns out that the psychology of such subjects — peo-
ple like me and most likely you as well if you’re reading this book — really
is weird compared to the rest of the world, especially when it comes to
how we think about the self. See Haidt, J. (2013). The Righteous Mind:
Why Good People Are Divided by Politics and Religion, 112-114. New
York: Vintage Books.

Haidt, 113.

For an excellent collection of essays on the relationship of luck to eth-
ics, see Statman, D. (ed.) (1999). Moral Luck. Albany: State University
of New York Press.

Sommers, T. (2018). Why Honor Matters, 6. New York: Basic Books.
Some commentators suspect a LGBT subtext in this song’s theme of
hiding who you really are, a suspicion that gains some support from
Mulan’s subsequent cross-dressing (not to mention how her plan to
save the Emperor involved the cross-dressing of her trio of male com-
rades), though there is no other evidence that Mulan is anything but
straight. In ABC-Disney’s television series Once Upon a Time, however,
Mulan is bisexual, in love with Sleeping Beauty princess Aurora. This
theme points to another problem with traditional honor cultures — with
few exceptions, they don’t make a place for LGBT people.

“True to Yourself,” music Matthew Wilder, lyrics David Zippel, 1998.
In the modern West, most of us believe our desires to be authentically
our own, but the social theorist René Girard (1923-2015) has argued
that even today society retains a deep hold on our longings. Though we
imagine our desires springing up spontaneously from some mysterious
place deep within, their true source is often unacknowledged envy of
others. See Girard, R. (1966). Deceit, Desire and the Novel: Self and
Other in Literary Structure. Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press.






Zen and the Art
of Imagineering

Disney’s Escapism Versus
Buddhism’s Liberation

Steve Bein

Syndrome, that self-styled nemesis of Mr. Incredible, has a retirement
plan worthy of Walt Disney himself. Both he and Disney created
products that just about everyone in the world wants to have. While
Disney sold escapism and wonder, Syndrome wants to sell super pow-
ers. As he famously quipped, “Everyone can be super. And when eve-
ryone’s super, no one will be.”

Strangely enough, Syndrome’s decree lines up with a basic tenet of
Zen Buddhism. Zen says all beings possess something called “buddha-
nature,” the intrinsic potential to become a buddha - that is, an
enlightened being, a paragon of wisdom and compassion. Zen says
enlightenment is latent in buddha-nature itself, so in effect everyone is
super. The trick is just figuring out how that’s true.

Obviously that’s not what Syndrome had in mind. Originally his
decree was probably just a commentary about the modern parenting
ideal that every child is equally special. (The Incredibles itself is the
extended commentary.) But the keen philosophical ear detects a
deeper message, one that resonates in so many of Disney’s most endur-
ing films. It’s the dream that any kid can be a hero. One trait many
Disney heroes have in common is that they’re children, and whether
they’re royalty or just ordinary schmoes, they don’t really get to be
heroes until they escape the fetters of adult supervision. (Sane parents
don’t allow their children to sail off alone to Te Fiti or shack up in the
woods with seven short-statured strangers.) The characters resonate
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especially well with children because all of us dreamed — and some of
us still do — of what epic adventures we’d have if only we weren’t held
back by all the adults.

This, too, bears a certain similarity to a fundamental teaching of
Zen Buddhism. Zen advocates returning to a childlike state of mind,
unburdened by the conceptual baggage that marks what we typically
call “adult” and “mature” thinking — baggage that includes concepts
of the self, of the future, and of hoarding worldly goods so your future
self will live comfortably. Just as Mulan and Moana become heroes
only after escaping the constraints placed on them by adults, so the
childlike mind has its best chance to understand buddha-nature only
after freeing itself of worldly assumptions.

Disney says, “Hey, kid, you can be a hero,” while Zen says, “Hey,
kid, you can be a buddha.” But though they might not seem that way,
those two maxims are actually direct opposites of one another.
Escapism is the very opposite of liberation. To see how that’s true — and
to see why you might prefer one over the other — let’s begin with a Zen
master whose own life story is worthy of a Disney movie. His name is
Dogen Kigen.

When You Wish upon a Bodhi Tree

Like Elsa, Ariel, and Tarzan, Dogen was of noble birth. (The year was
1200, and he was born near Kyoto, Japan. His parents were aristo-
crats with links to the Imperial house.) Like Bambi, Cinderella, and
Belle, he lost his mother at a young age. (That was c. 1208,! and leg-
end has it he got his first inkling of the impermanence of all things
while watching the smoke rise from the incense at her funeral.) Like
Wall-E and Moana, he boarded a ship on an epic voyage that would
ultimately reshape the history of his homeland. Unlike any of those
characters, you can’t buy pajamas with Dogen’s face on them, but like
them, he did inspire some catchy tunes. (He was an accomplished
poet, and various musicians have put his poems to song.)

If we wanted to tell the story of Dogen as a Disney character, we’d
start with his fateful choice at the tender age of 12 or 13: he had to
decide whether to become the wealthy heir of his aristocratic uncle or
to fulfill his mother’s dying wish and become a monk. Then we’d take
Dogen through his formative years in the monastery, where he might
break into a musical number about the people he saw violating their
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monastic vows. He’d sing about the monks who, after taking their
vow of poverty, built secret cubbyholes in the walls to hide their
riches. Then comes a verse about the vow of nonviolence, and the
private armies that some of these monasteries mustered to defend
their growing wealth. Then a verse about the vow of temperance, and
about the debauchery and drunkenness and even orgies Dogen saw in
the temples. (On second thought, to keep our movie rated G maybe
we’ll leave out the orgies.)

The musical number would end with a dramatic verse about want-
ing to seek out the Buddha’s teachings as they were really meant to be.
So after he sings his big solo, young Dogen joins a Zen temple that
emphasizes seated meditation, following the practice of the historical
Buddha himself.? In this temple he meets the Raffiki of our movie, a
wizened Zen master named Myodzen who tells him he’ll find what he
seeks in China. Braving storms that would challenge even Moana and
Maui, Dogen and Myozen cross the sea together, and Dogen ulti-
mately comes to study at the feet of another great Zen master named
Rujing. In our movie it will be Rujing who opens young Dogen’s eyes
to what Buddhism is really all about.

Let’s start with the basics. The Buddha said everything in existence
has three qualities in common: it’s empty, it’s impermanent, and it’s
frustrating. These are the so-called Three Marks of Existence, and
Mickey Mouse himself happens to be a perfect illustration of them.

Mickey became famous in Steamboat Willie, the first of Walt
Disney’s cartoons to feature synchronized sound. Mickey® spends
most of his time making music. In the opening sequence he’s whis-
tling to himself, and by the end he and his girlfriend Minnie play
music by tormenting various farm animals. (We might interpret this
as the first instance of Disney’s animal abuse, presaging the infamous
incident with the lemmings.) But of course we know Mickey himself
makes no sound at all. His whistling is just an illusion; the whistles
come from a speaker, not the black-and-white figure on the screen.
Even that figure is just an illusion. He looks like he’s tapping his foot
and whistling, but in fact he never moves at all. There isn’t even a be;
there’s only a series of images, each one perfectly still, run through a
projector so fast that there appears to be a mouse rocking out on a
steamboat.

The Buddha says you’re just like Mickey. What we think of as you
is really just a bundle of mental and physical processes, not so differ-
ent from still images running past a projector bulb, except that yours
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are a lot more complex and they change a lot faster than twenty-four
frames per second.* Neither your molecules nor your thoughts are the
exactly same as they were when you opened this book. Memories
don’t stay constant either — if they did, you’d never forget any-
thing — and as for a soul or spirit that lives in the body and goes some-
where after death, the Buddha said he looked for one but couldn’t
find it. He thinks this is good news; if you don’t have one of these
things, you don’t have to worry about taking care of it.

Now notice two important facts about you and Mickey, according
to this view. First, you’re empty. There’s no self, no unchanging core
that all of these ever-changing processes happen to; you yourself are
nothing other than the processes all bundled together. Second, you’re
impermanent. In fact, you’re so impermanent that the you who started
reading this sentence is already gone by the time you finish it. A little
while ago, there was a you who began reading this paragraph in what
was then the present moment. That you is gone, just as that moment
is gone; they exist now only as memories of the current you.
Except — whoops! — now we’ve lost that you too. Dead and gone.

Depressed yet? It gets worse. Because everything you love in this
world is just as empty and impermanent as you are. And for that rea-
son, everything is frustrating. 1t’s all dubkha, to use the Sanskrit term,
which is sometimes translated as suffering. Our lives are frustrating
through and through, because even the most supercalifragilisticexpia-
lidocious parts still don’t last. According to the Buddha, everything
that exists is characterized by these three marks of existence — empti-
ness, impermanence, and frustration — and until we make peace with
that fact, we’re bound to be miserable.

Under the Sea or Part of your World?

So how do you make peace with that? One really popular approach is
to just pretend it isn’t true. That’s what the drunken bacchanals in the
monasteries were for. If that’s not your style, you could try ... well,
pretty much everything the Walt Disney Company sticks its label on.
Movies, toys, theme parks, video games, entire TV channels, all per-
fectly calibrated for you to distract yourself from the here and now.
We can’t single out Disney, of course. The fact is, day-to-day living in
the modern world is mostly directed at seeking temporary distractions
from the present moment. Disney is just one storefront in the distraction
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mega-mall. There’s more to be said on this later, but for now let’s just
note that keeping yourself distracted from the here and now isn’t just a
twenty-first century pastime; Dogen saw plenty of it in his day too.

He sailed to China to get away from it, and there, under Rujing’s
tutelage, he devoted himself day and night to seated meditation. This,
he says, is the key to making peace with the empty, impermanent,
frustrating nature of everything: you look right at it, you accept it for
what it is, and you stop wanting it to be different. The problem isn’t
that you’re impermanent, it’s that you don’t want to be. So you can
either satisfy that want (by becoming immortal) or stop wanting it
(which is a whole lot easier by comparison).

Ditto for those other two marks of existence, emptiness and frus-
tration. It’s perfectly natural to want an independent, blissful exist-
ence, just as it’s natural to want that existence to endure indefinitely.
But that’s about as practical as wanting to become a mermaid. It’s a
pleasant fantasy, but by clinging to such fantasies you only set your-
self up for disappointment. In Disney’s version of The Little Mermaid,
Ariel gets off light; in the original fairy tale from Hans Christian
Andersen, her new human feet bleed terribly. She’s doomed to feel like
she’s walking on knives for the rest of her life. She doesn’t even get to
marry her prince.

Dogen would say Ariel ought to listen to her little crustacean
buddy, Sebastian. Instead of wishing to be part of another world,
accept the world you’re in. It sounds paradoxical, but by embracing
the idea that everything’s frustrating, you’re less likely to feel frus-
trated. (Maybe you’ve had this experience. If I go to the Department
of Motor Vehicles expecting it’ll take forever, I’'m pleasantly surprised
when it only takes 10 minutes. If I go expecting I’ll get out lickety-
split, 10 minutes feels like forever.) Similarly, by accepting that every-
thing is impermanent, you’re better able to make the most of every
moment. And by accepting that nothing has independent existence,
you’re better at noticing the interdependence and interconnections
between everything and everything else.

And that’s pretty cool, because when you fully embrace these ideas
you arrive at a new understanding of yourself. As a complex bundle
of ever-changing processes, you realize that you’re inextricably inter-
twined with the processes of others. For instance, you and I are bound
up with each other right now. You’ve got my words bouncing around
in your head, but as I'm choosing these words I’ve got you, my future
reader, foremost in mind. Even Walt Disney and Hans Christian
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Andersen are bound up in us, as creators of the ideas we’ve just been
thinking about. The upshot of all of this is that there’s a meaningful
sense in which I am you — or at least part of me is. The rest of me is
bound up in all the other people, animals, objects, and ideas I interact
with. ’'m one with all of it, and so are you.

If that’s how you think of yourself, then compassion should come
pretty easily to you. You become like Tramp, whose immediate instinct
when he sees Lady upset is to make her feel better. Or like Woody and
Buzz and the rest of Andy’s toys, who think nothing of self-sacrifice so
long as they can make their boy happy. In a moment like that, a
moment of perfect selflessness, you may catch your first glimpse of
your own buddha-nature. Hey kid, you can be a buddha.

Daogen says that if you spend long enough in this mode of selfless
awareness, a couple of things become clear. First, acquiring more stuff
doesn’t really make people happier. Second, being attached to your you
is just as toxic as being attached to your stuff. In fact, those two things
are closely connected. It’s a short leap from “you” to “yours” — that is,
from self to property — and once we start thinking in terms of “mine”
and “yours” we invite misery. On the smallest scale it’s picking some-
one’s pocket; on the largest scale it’s conquering someone’s country.

Dogen said the best way to protect yourself from robbers is to
simply not own anything, and the best way to protect yourself from
murderers is to not mind being killed.’ This is the ultimate libera-
tion: to shed all sense of self and fully grasp your interconnected
interdependence with all things. If you can do that, you realize your
buddha-nature and voila, you’re a buddha. And if you can do that,
then you can lead a life like one of Disney’s most recent acquisi-
tions: Yoda.

May the Cash Be with You

Yoda, shortest and coolest of all the Jedi Masters, was originally a
Buddhist master. His home planet, Dagobah, is named for a type of
Buddhist shrine called a pagoda, the Tibetan spelling for which is
dagoba. (Yoda’s creator, George Lucas, was on an eastern philoso-
phy kick while he was writing The Empire Strikes Back.) When we
first encounter Yoda, he lives a life of peace and contentment on
his planet-sized pagoda, as far from the materialistic life as he can
possibly get. He’s quite impish, even childish, for he’s overthrown
many of those “mature,” “adult” assumptions that everyone else
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in the movie takes as bedrock. (He tries to pass the childlike mind
on to Luke Skywalker: “Unlearn what you have learned.”) Yoda
has no interest in political power or material things, just as Dogen
himself claimed to have no interest in them; when he returned to
Japan Dogen ultimately founded his temple deep in the mountains.®
The great irony of Yoda’s life is that he’s quite literally the puppet
of people who used him to make billions of dollars.

Lucas caught lightning in a bottle with Szar Wars, but his real genius
lay in merchandising. Star Wars films smashed one box office record
after the next, but it’s toys, not tickets, that created the world’s most
valuable movie franchise. Toy sales have roughly doubled ticket sales,
and that’s to say nothing of the other merch, everything from area
rugs to zipper-lock bags. All told, for every dollar generated at the
box office there’s another four dollars in sales of Star Wars loot.” To a
company like Disney this ratio made a lot of sense — it too built an
empire on its brand, not just its film studio — and so in 2012 it bought
Lucasfilm for just over $4 billion. That drew a giant collective incred-
ulous gasp at the time, but Disney had a plan: make Star Wars an
annual event. No more three-year waits between films; Disney’s ambi-
tion was to make one or two Star Wars movies every year. And it’s
working. By 2017 the new Star Wars movies had already surpassed $4
billion in ticket sales alone.

This was no wish upon a star. Disney simply applied its time-tested
formula: if it makes money, make a sequel. Almost all of Disney’s
animated films get a sequel or two. Some of these make it to the big
screen, but there are dozens more that even many diehard Disney fans
have never heard of. These aren’t big-budget films but the direct-
to-video efforts of Walt Disney Studios Home Entertainment. They’re
produced quickly and on the cheap, and audiences aren’t fooled. They
know the difference between a Toy Story 3 and a Cinderella I11. (Wait,
there’s a Cinderella I11?) But the filmmakers aren’t #rying to fool the
audience. Everyone’s in on the scheme: it’s a cash grab, plain and sim-
ple, but if it keeps the audience entertained everyone’s happy.

This, of course, is the opposite of everything a countercultural mini-
malist like Yoda stands for. He’s more a Baloo sort of guy, seeking
contentment in the bare necessities. Dogen agrees with Yoda and
Baloo. In fact, he said money is akin to poison, and he once praised a
wealthy Chinese layman for throwing all his riches into the sea. When
asked why he didn’t give everything to the poor, the man said, “I threw
it all away because I knew it was harmful. Why would I give some-
thing to another person if I knew it to be harmful?”®
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Compare this attitude to the mission statement of the Walt Disney
Company: “to be one of the world’s leading producers and providers
of entertainment and information.” Dogen would object to every part
of that. Being a producer and provider of entertainment is already
objectionable, if the primary function of such entertainment is to
distract people from more important concerns. Being one of the
world’s leading producers is even worse; the goal should be detach-
ment from self, not self-aggrandizement through victory in the mar-
ketplace. Put another way, the ideal goal is to be “at one with,” not
to be number one.

Now maybe all of this sounds high-minded to you. Maybe you’re
thinking Dogen would have made a really bad capitalist. I'd agree
with you on both counts. But as a counterpoint I’d ask what we the
audience might think of a Disney character whose behavior was mod-
eled on the marketplace behavior of the Walt Disney Company. Being
the biggest wouldn’t be enough; the character’s central motivation
would be to keep getting bigger. It wouldn’t be content to grow by its
own efforts; it would seek out other characters to gobble up. The
character does this over and over, no matter how big it gets.’

It’s not hard to imagine such a character, but it’s impossible to cast
this character as the hero. More like the White Witch banishing
spring, summer, and fall from Narnia, plunging all the realm into the
Long Winter. Or perhaps this character isn’t evil at all, but rather an
amoral force, like Te Ka blighting one island after the next. He
doesn’t consume them because he’s wicked; it’s just in his nature. His
heart’s been stolen.

Even so, it’s awfully hard to root for him.

Hakuna Matata, Bodhisattva

Perhaps you want to say that while Dogen’s idealism may be admira-
ble, it’s just not practical in the twenty-first century. Who has the lux-
ury to sit around and meditate anymore? We have bills to pay. Bosses
to please. Clients or customers to satisfy, or else risk their wrath in
online reviews. Try telling your boss you have no intention to be the
best because striving to outdo the competition just builds attachment
to self. See if that gets you the promotion you were hoping for.

Such objections were just as relevant in Dogen’s day. Remember, he
was faced with the same choice himself: become rich and powerful or
become a monk. The life of luxury was just as glamorous back then
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as it is today. But I choose the word glamorous carefully: it derives
from the root word glamer, a magical spell meant to deceive. Wealth
and power promise happiness, but the promise is empty. If it weren’t,
then we wouldn’t be able to find any examples of people who are
wealthy or powerful and also unhappy. But of course the world is full
of such examples, so Dogen would have us ask why.

Here’s a possible answer: if you return to the childlike mind, you
understand wealth and power as mere distractions. Trying to enrich
yourself or empower yourself is doomed to failure if you don’t actu-
ally have a self. Remember, there’s no yours without you, so if your
you is really just a set of turbulent, ever-changing, interconnected pro-
cesses, then so are any traits it could possess. Affluence and influence
are just as frustrating as everything else.

The truth is, fantasizing about being better off is just another form
of escapism, the kind Disney sells so expertly. And like all forms of
escapism, the rewards are just imaginary. Sure, kid, you can be a hero,
but the highest flights of heroic fantasy still come to an end. Emptiness,
impermanence, and frustration will always be waiting for you when
you come back down to the here and now.

Dogen chose the monastic path because he wanted the opposite of
escape: liberation. If the three marks of existence are the problem, the
solution isn’t to flee them. Rather, it’s to make peace with them. If you
can do that, maybe you can even reach a deeper level of insight: they
were never the problem in the first place. They’re just so. The only real
problem is that we wish they weren’t so. If you can stop wishing that,
they don’t bother you anymore. You’re liberated. Hakuna matata for
the rest of your days.

That’s not to say the path of Zen is easy. Quite the contrary: it took
the Buddha three uninterrupted years to get it right. But maybe we
can forgive Timon and Pumbaa for making it sound too simple. After
all, they were singing about excessive flatulence, not liberation writ
large. But the heart of the path of Zen is in their song, if we’re mindful
enough to hear it. If you want no worries for the rest of your days,
you’ve got two choices. Turning your attention inward, you can notice
that worry is a subjective response, not an objective fact, and bit by
bit you can recondition that response. By returning to the childlike
mind you can come to terms with the three marks of existence, thereby
liberating yourself from them. Or, turning your attention outward,
you can try to escape the three marks of existence, and with them you
escape everything in life that might cause you to worry. I think I speak
for Dogen when I say good luck with that.!
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Notes

Scholars disagree on the exact dates in his life. We don’t even know his
name at birth; Dogen Kigen is his monastic name, the name he took on
when he first shaved his head and entered the monastery.

Siddhartha Gautama, whose biography is subject to much more debate
than we can handle in a footnote. For our purposes I'll just note that
traditionally he’s said to have been an Indian prince whose dates are
around 563-483 BCE, though modern scholars say all of that is almost
certainly wrong. But historians agree that he was a real guy, and
Buddhist tradition has held from the beginning that he sat for three
years under what’s now called the Bodhi Tree, the Tree of Enlightenment.
Fun fact: Steamboat Willie is his nickname. The movie is a parody of
Buster Keaton’s Steamboat Bill, Jr.

In fact they’re said to change thousands of times per second. If you
want to read more about them — or about anything else in the basics of
Buddhism — an accessible introduction is Rahula, W. (1959). What the
Buddha Taught. New York: Grove Press.

Shobogenzo Zuimonki 3.4, translated into English by Reiho Masunaga
as A Primer of S6t6 Zen (Honolulu: University of Hawaii Press, 1971).
I say “claimed” because there’s reason to believe he didn’t have much
choice in the matter. He tried founding his temple in the capital city of
Kyoto, and when that failed he chose instead to accept the mountain-
ous land donated to him by a student.

This according to Forbes (Aswath Damodaran, “Intergalactic Finance:
Why The Star Wars Franchise Is Worth Nearly $10 Billion To Disney”
[January 6, 2016]).

Dogen recounts this story in Shobogenzo Zuimonki 3.11. The passage
here is quoted from Bein, S. (2011). Purifying Zen: Watsuji Tetsuro’s
Shamon Dogen, 80. Honolulu: University of Hawaii Press.

The Star Wars acquisition was hardly a unique occurrence. Disney also
bought Marvel Entertainment and most of 21st Century Fox. That
means one company — Disney — now owns about one-third of the entire
film industry. With Fox it also acquired a majority share of Hulu. As of
this writing, plans are underway to pull its content from all other online
streaming services, re-releasing its family-friendly material on a new
Disney streaming service and its edgier stuff (e.g. Deadpool) on Hulu.
Thanks to Jared and Chrissa McPherson for their help in conceptual-
izing this chapter, and to Kalyn and Audrey Embry for their invaluable
work as research assistants.



Hidden Mickeys and
the Hiddenness of God

Robert K. Garcia and Timothy Pickavance

Professional Hidden Mickey hunter Steven Barrett says that a Hidden
Mickey is “a partial or complete image of Mickey Mouse that has
been hidden by Disney’s Imagineers and artists in the designs of
Disney attractions, hotels, restaurants, and other areas.”! Usually,
Hidden Mickeys take the iconic shape of Mickey Mouse’s head: one
larger circle representing Mickey’s face capped by two smaller circles
representing his ears. The hiddenness of God, on the other hand, is the
fact that, even if God exists, sometimes God seems distant, absent, or
even non-existent. As we’ll see, Hidden Mickeys can help us come to
terms with the hiddenness of God.

Emphatic Silence: the Experience
of Divine Hiddenness

Believers in a personal, loving God struggle with God’s seeming absence
from their lives, with God’s silence, with what is sometimes called God’s
“hiddenness.” This doesn’t square with how we expect a loving, per-
sonal God to relate to us. When someone loves us, we expect them to
be present and available to us, to care for us; in short, we expect those
who love us to be available to us when there is nothing keeping them
away. God, we are told, loves us more than we can imagine, and God
cannot be hindered in the ways ordinary humans can. So it seems that

Disney and Philosophy: Truth, Trust, and a Little Bit of Pixie Dust, First Edition.
Edited by Richard B. Davis.
© 2020 John Wiley & Sons Ltd. Published 2020 by John Wiley & Sons Ltd.
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there is nothing to prevent God from being personally present to us.
Thus, when God seems absent or distant or unloving toward us, our
expectations are violated. We are left wondering whether God really
does love us, and sometimes whether God exists at all.

God’s hiddenness has plagued even the most devout believers.
Mother Teresa (1910-1997), for example, lived through a decades-
long struggle with God’s absence:

Lord, my God, who am I that You should forsake me? The Child of
your Love — and now become as the most hated one — the one — You
have thrown away as unwanted — unloved. I call, I cling, I want — and
there is no One to answer — no One on Whom I can cling — no, No
One. — Alone ... Where is my Faith — even deep down right in there is
nothing, but emptiness & darkness — My God — how painful is this
unknown pain — I have no Faith — I dare not utter the words & thoughts
that crowd in my heart - & make me suffer untold agony. So many
unanswered questions live within me afraid to uncover them — because
of the blasphemy - If there be God — please forgive me — When I try to
raise my thoughts to Heaven — there is such convicting emptiness that
those very thoughts return like sharp knives & hurt my very soul. -Tam
told God loves me — and yet the reality of darkness & coldness & emp-
tiness is so great that nothing touches my soul. Did I make a mistake in
surrendering blindly to the Call of the Sacred Heart??

Teresa’s experience of God’s seeming absence was “untold agony,”
an “unknown pain” that was dark, cold, and empty. She felt as
though God hated her, that she was unwanted and unloved. She
longed for God’s presence, and expected God to come to her. But
God seemed not to care. And so Teresa was left wondering whether
there is a God at all.

C.S. Lewis (1898-1963) also wrestled with the hiddenness of God.
In A Grief Observed, Lewis reflects on the death of his wife, Joy. He
recounts God’s “silence” in the midst of our loneliness or grief:

Meanwhile, where is God? This is one of the most disquieting symp-
toms. When you are happy, so happy that you have no sense of needing
Him, so happy that you are tempted to feel His claims upon you as an
interruption, if you remember yourself and turn to Him with gratitude
and praise, you will be — or so it feels — welcomed with open arms. But
go to Him when your need is desperate, when all other help is vain, and
what do you find? A door slammed in your face, and a sound of bolting
and double bolting on the inside. After that, silence. You may as well
turn away. The longer you wait, the more emphatic the silence will
become. There are no lights in the windows. It might be an empty
house. Was it ever inhabited??
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Lewis experienced rejection in the midst of his grief — “A door
slammed in [his] face.” Where Lewis expected God to meet him and
care for him, there was only silence and absence. And this led him to
wonder whether God’s house was simply empty.

There’s a clear common thread. Both Teresa and Lewis sensed an
incongruity between their expectations about how God would relate to
them and their experience of God’s activity. And both moved from that
incongruity to questioning whether God exists. What should we make
of this movement? And what do Hidden Mickeys have to do with it?

We hope to show that reflecting on Hidden Mickeys can take us at
least part of the way to a solution to the problem of divine hidden-
ness. Here is the basic idea: it is often ambiguous whether some con-
stellation of shapes is a Hidden Mickey, and similarly, it is often
ambiguous whether some experience is an experience of God’s pres-
ence and love. In order to develop this idea, we’ll have to step away
from Hidden Mickeys in order to develop the problem of divine
hiddenness in a bit more detail. We promise to return to them as soon
as possible!

The Argument from Divine Hiddenness

Philosophers have expanded Teresa’s and Lewis’s type of worry into
an argument against the existence of God. J. L. Schellenberg is the
most prominent contemporary defender of such an argument. He
puts the heart of the hiddenness argument like this:

Many religious writers, sensitive to the difficulties in which our evi-
dence for God is involved, have held that God would wish (or at any
rate, permit) the fact of his existence to be obscure. God, so it is said, is
a hidden God. But upon reflection, it may well appear otherwise. Why,
we may ask, would God be hidden from us? Surely a morally perfect
being — good, just, loving — would show himself more clearly. Hence the
weakness of our evidence for God is not a sign that God is hidden; it is
a revelation that God does not exist.*

According to Schellenberg, the fact that God’s existence is not more
clear violates our expectations of what sort of evidence God would
supply regarding his existence. So the fact that God’s existence is not
rationally mandatory for everyone is actually evidence that a perfectly
loving God doesn’t exist. Lewis seems to agree: maybe God’s house
has never been inhabited. Of course there are aspects of Teresa’s and
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Lewis’s experiences and accounts that are left untouched by
Schellenberg’s argument. But Schellenberg is isolating the properly
philosophical concern embedded in those deeply personal reflections.
Our discussion, therefore, will focus on Schellenberg’s presentation of
the hiddenness worry.

It will help to formulate Schellenberg’s argument a bit more
precisely:

1. If a perfectly loving God exists, then anyone who fails to believe
in God is resistant to relationship with God.’

2. There are people who fail to believe in God but who aren’t resist-
ant to relationship with God.*

3. Thus, no perfectly loving God exists.

The first premise (1) contains something new, namely, the idea of
being resistant to relationship with God. Let’s unpack this a bit. The
first premise connects the idea of a perfectly loving God to expecta-
tions about how God would relate to us. Here’s the connection: if
God loves us perfectly, then God’s existence would be abundantly
clear, so clear that only resistance on the part of a creature would
prevent her from believing in God’s existence. The motivation for this
premise is simple reflection on the nature of love. For example, it
would be odd to say that a mother loves her son while not making
herself relationally available to him. Suppose the son desired a close,
personal relationship with his mother. If she loves him, then she would
be available to him. If she could help it, she would not remain hidden
from him. Of course, if the son chose to reject his mother, she might
let him do so. She might remain distant in order to respect his desires.
Indeed, that may be an expression of her love for him. But only this
kind of resistance to relationship would keep the mother at bay.

We see this dynamic in the timeless stories of the Disney universe.
Finding Nemo, for example, is a story about Marlin relentlessly pur-
suing his lost son, Nemo, a pursuit fueled by a father’s love. In Frozen,
Anna, with the help of Kristoff, Sven, and Olaf, pursues Elsa into the
mountains because of her love for her sister. There are barriers along
the way, obstacles to be overcome. But that’s the beauty of the stories!
Love drives us to overcome these barriers and obstacles to restore
relationships to the kind of intimacy that love requires.

You might notice that we are discussing two interrelated ideas:
believing in God’s existence and being in a relationship with God.
Merely believing that God exists is much weaker than being in a
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full-blooded personal relationship with God. Believing that God
exists, however, is necessary for being in a personal relationship with
God. This is true for all relationships. You cannot be in a relationship
with another person if you don’t believe that person exists. The hid-
denness argument uses this idea to strengthen its case against the
existence of God. If God really loves us, then God’s existence would
be absolutely obvious, since love strives for relationship and relation-
ship requires that one knows the other exists. Imagine a mother who
says she loves her son, but who avoids letting her son know that she
exists. Unless the mother has some excellent reason for hiding, her
avoidance seems at odds with her professed love.

When we love one another, we strive for relational intimacy. The
same goes for God, according to premise (1). If God is perfectly lov-
ing, then God would do anything to be near God’s creatures and
would therefore create a world that makes God’s existence obvious.
Merlin of course pursued Nemo, but importantly Nemo wanted to
be found. Between them, there were barriers that Marlin had to
overcome, just like there were barriers Anna had to overcome in her
pursuit of Elsa. Unlike Marlin and Anna, however, God cannot be put
off by barriers to God’s creatures. God is all-powerful, so there is
nothing that can keep God away. Well, almost nothing. God respects
our desires. So there is one reason a creature could fail to be in a
relationship with God: the creature’s unwillingness to be found, the
creature’s resistance to such a relationship.

The second premise (2) asserts that there are people who fail to
believe in God while being open to relationship with God. Following
Schellenberg, let’s call any such person a non-resistant non-believer.
Most of us probably know at least one non-resistant non-believer.
Maybe you are one yourself! But notice: given the first premise, the
existence of a perfectly loving God is incompatible with the existence
of a single non-resistant non-believer! The existence of one implies the
non-existence of the other. It’s all the more striking, then, that so many
people seem to be non-resistant non-believers. If God were so loving,
why would so many people non-resistantly fail to believe in God?

When Is a Hidden Mickey a Hidden Mickey?

Schellenberg gives a powerful argument. It has plausible premises,
and the conclusion clearly follows from those premises. But Hidden
Mickeys highlight a potential problem for the first premise. Whether
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a particular arrangement of shapes is a Hidden Mickey is sometimes
ambiguous, and this is at least in part because it is sometimes unclear
how that arrangement of shapes came to be.

Here’s an example, so you can see what we mean. In Disney Springs,
near Disney World, there is a Once Upon a Toy store. At the entrance to
the store are two pillars made out of what appear to be giant-sized
Lincoln Logs: interlocking wooden beams like one would find in a tradi-
tional log cabin. Let’s suppose we’re looking at the right pillar. The log at
the top of the pillar is arranged so that the end of the log faces you as you
are walking into the store, and sitting atop the log is a yellow toy dump
truck. The result of this arrangement is that the end of the log (a large
circle), together with the front and back wheels of the truck (two smaller
circles) form what many count as a Hidden Mickey. (You might do a
Google image search for “Once Upon a Toy store” to see pictures.)

Although many count the log-and-truck arrangement as a Hidden
Mickey, it’s not obvious that it actually is a Hidden Mickey. To be a
Hidden Mickey, an arrangement of objects or shapes must have been
arranged that way to, as it were, hide a Mickey. Hidden Mickeys can-
not be produced by accident. Hidden Mickeys must be created as
Hidden Mickeys. In some cases, it is fairly clear that the arrangement
of objects constituting the Hidden Mickey was produced intention-
ally, that the designer of that Disney artifact meant to hide a Mickey.
For example, in the Downtown Disney D Street Store in Anaheim,
California, there is a brick wall overlaid with stucco. Part of the stucco
is missing, and it is missing in such a way that the brick underneath
forms the iconic Mickey head characteristic of Hidden Mickeys. It
would be hard to believe, given how meticulously maintained Disney
properties are, that the missing stucco happened unintentionally. And
if the stucco is missing unintentionally, it would be even harder to
believe that it just so happened to be missing in a perfect Mickey
shape. The point here is that it is very hard to imagine that this par-
ticular arrangement of objects could have come to be without inten-
tion on the part of a designer to produce a Hidden Mickey.

By contrast, there are plausible stories to tell about the log-
and-truck arrangement that have nothing to do with Hidden Mickeys.
Most simply, the log-and-truck arrangement might have resulted from
an attempt to decorate the Once Upon a Toy store with toys. The logs
serve to frame the door, and adorning them with trucks on top might
have seemed a natural, playful, fitting cap for the log pillars. No need
for the designers to be thinking about Hidden Mickeys. It is therefore
not obvious that the log-and-truck arrangement is a Hidden Mickey.”
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Relatedly, it’s also clear that someone could be well-acquainted
with the log-and-truck arrangement and yet fail to believe that it’s a
Hidden Mickey. There are lots of reasons this might be. There are the
points made above. Maybe, for example, the person finds the story
according to which the arrangement was just a matter of decorative
accident more plausible than the story according to which the arrange-
ment is a Hidden Mickey. But also, the person may not be aware that
Hidden Mickeys exist at all. Someone might even lack the relevant
concept. Such a person could stare for hours at the log-and-truck
arrangement, consider the evidence of their eyes in painstaking detail,
with precision and attention, and yet fail to believe there is a Hidden
Mickey there. Such a belief is simply unavailable to them because they
aren’t positioned to even consider the possibility. (Again, this is not
equivalent to the claim that no one can reasonably believe that the
log-and-truck arrangement is a Hidden Mickey.)

To recap: the log-and-truck arrangement may not even be a Hidden
Mickey, and the evidence we have doesn’t rationally mandate the belief
that it is a Hidden Mickey. These two points together suggest that
sometimes the traces left behind by the intentional actions of agents
are ambiguous in two senses. First, sometimes those traces can be
mimicked by events in the world brought about by agents without the
needed intentions or even by entirely mindless forces. The Lego chaos
on the floor of a child’s room might have been caused by the child’s
truncated attempt to organize her Legos, by the family puppy’s latest
rampage through the child’s room, or by an earthquake that caused
the child’s prized Lego creations to crash from the shelves and shatter
into pieces. Second, sometimes we can have all the evidence that is
available to be had and still not be rationally required to believe that
some trace was left by the intentional activity of an agent (even if the
trace was in fact left by such activity). This can happen when we have
no insight into the source of the situation in question. Maybe no one is
around to speak to about whether the child was organizing her Legos,
or whether the puppy got past the baby gate meant to keep him from
the child’s room, or whether there was an earthquake recently.

We can apply this to the problem of divine hiddenness. Because of
the ambiguities noted above, someone might be open to believing that
something is a Hidden Mickey and yet might rationally fail to believe
that the arrangement of objects they are observing actually is a Hidden
Mickey. More generally, you might be open to believing that some
situation is the result of an action of an agent with a particular set
of intentions, and yet you might rationally fail to believe that the
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situation is the result of an action of an agent. God’s activities in the
world are simply activities of a very particular agent. And it shouldn’t
surprise us that sometimes the activities of other forces in the world,
whether other agents or just mindless forces like earthquakes, might
leave behind situations of just the sort we would expect to find if God
acted in a particular way. A situation can be ambiguous: you could
reasonably take it to be the result of a mindless cause and just as rea-
sonably take it to be the result of God’s activity. If that is so, then it is
possible that someone could be open (that is, not resistant) to believ-
ing that God is involved in a particular situation and yet rationally
fail to believe that God is involved. Reflecting on Hidden Mickeys
helps to sever the connection between openness (non-resistance) to
relationship with God and belief in God’s existence. It thereby chal-
lenges the first premise of the hiddenness argument articulated above.

The Disanalogy Between Hidden
Mickeys and Divine Hiddenness

Then again, there is a crucial disanalogy between the problem of
divine hiddenness and Hidden Mickeys. We have overwhelming
evidence, unrelated to Hidden Mickeys, that intentional agents run
the Disney corporation. There is no doubt that the presence of Hidden
Mickeys is due to the intentional activities of various people. The
hiddenness problem, on the other hand, leaves us doubting the very
existence of God, not just whether some situation in the world is the
result of God’s intentional activity. Hidden Mickeys, therefore, don’t
take us all the way to a solution to the problem of divine hiddenness.
One way to bridge the divide is to try out the idea that God simply
cannot make his existence as apparent to us as the Disney corporation
can make it apparent that it is run by agents acting intentionally. God
isn’t like Disney in this way. For some reason God is less accessible to
us. Maybe, for instance, the fact that God’s activity is ubiquitous means
that all of God’s actions have the same degree of accessibility to us.
Thus, if any event can be reasonably seen as not involving divine action,
then every event can reasonably seen as not involving divine action.
The problem with this avenue is that the major theistic religions all
assert both that God’s activity is ubiquitous and that God, at least on
occasion, makes his existence rather undeniable. Consider the latter.
According to Judaism, Moses encountered a burning bush that was
not consumed, and so Moses was compelled to believe that God was
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speaking to him. According to Christianity, Paul encountered the risen
Jesus on the road to Damascus and transformed from a persecutor of
Jesus-followers to one of their principle leaders. According to Islam,
God dictated the Quran to the prophet Muhammad. Thus, according
to these religions, the ubiquity of divine action is compatible with
special acts being undeniably revelations of God’s existence. But if
God can do these sorts of things for Moses, Paul, and Muhammad,
why would God not do this for the rest of us? The idea that God
wouldn’t do so is difficult to square with God’s love, at least when
coupled with God’s omnipotence. So, we’re right back at the problem
of hiddenness.

Might God Be Hidden for Love’s Sake?

How might a defender of God’s existence respond? One response
appeals to facts about the connection between human free will and
true love. C. S. Lewis seems to advocate for this sort of idea in The
Screwtape Letters. Here is the demon Screwtape writing to his under-
study Wormwood:

You [Wormwood] must have often wondered why the Enemy [God]
does not make more use of His power to be sensibly present to human
souls in any degree He chooses and at any moment. But you now see
that the Irresistible and the Indisputable are the two weapons which
the very nature of His scheme forbids Him to use. Merely to override a
human will (as His felt presence in any but the faintest and most miti-
gated degree would certainly do) would be for Him useless. He cannot
ravish. He can only woo. For His ignoble idea is to eat the cake and
have it; the creatures are to be one with Him, but yet themselves...”*

Lewis’s idea is that God cannot overwhelm people with his existence
because doing so would override their freedom. One reason this might
be so, according to the Christian tradition from which Lewis is writ-
ing, is that God simply is love. Thus, an experience of God is an expe-
rience of the purest form of love, and this experience would of
necessity compel a particular response. But the purest expressions of
love are those that are freely chosen. So God desires a free response.
That is, God desires for creatures to freely choose to love him. But to
make our free response possible, the traces of God’s existence must
be ambiguous for us. That is, it must be possible for us to reasonably
fail to believe. Here again, we have a challenge to premise (1) of
Schellenberg’s argument. Schellenberg’s argument demands that God’s
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love requires God’s existence to be undeniable. Lewis suggests that
God’s love requires the opposite: in order for God to have a loving
relationship with us, God’s existence must be ambiguous.

Of course, questions remain. How plausible is Lewis’s strategy? Is
it really true that, for love’s sake, God cannot make his existence obvi-
ous? Not even Mickey Mouse can help us answer these questions in a
way that will make everyone happy.
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“Everyone’s Special Dash”

Tolerance and Conformity in a World
of Incredible Differences

Richard B. Davis

It is a truth universally acknowledged, that a superhero in possession
of a good power must be in want of a secret identity. This truth is so
well fixed in the minds of Supers that, without the slightest fear of
refutation, Mr. Incredible can boldly declare: “Every superhero has a
secret identity. I don’t know a single one who doesn’t.” If by night you
listen to police scanners, save folks from burning buildings — yes,
knocking them down, but they were structurally unsound any-
way! — and stop the Omnidroid 8000 in its tracks without completely
destroying it, then by day you are Robert Parr, insurance adjuster,
whose only claim to fame is helping customers penetrate the bureau-
cracy at Insuricare.

Just why superheroes and secret identities go hand-in-hand is a
matter of spirited debate. Some experts point to the pressure of being
a super. You always have to be on. Well, no one really wants that 24/7.
Even a Super needs to “clock out” once in a while. If Helen Parr wears
her super suit to the supermarket, how will the groceries get done? All
her time will be taken up signing autographs, taking selfies, and
answering the question, “What’s it like to be a Super?” Clearly, a
secret identity is a matter of practical necessity — and not just, as
Frozone would have us believe, a lure Superladies dangle in front of
their love interests to make them wonder who’s under that mask.

So if a Super can strike the right hero work/secret life balance, it’s a
win. More than that, it’s a win-win since society also gets the benefit
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of crime fighting the likes of which they’ve never seen. The cops might
be able to handle Bomb Voyage on their own, but they’re no match
for Syndrome and his zero-point energy device, or Evelyn Deavor and
her Screenslaver scheme. You need a Super — or rather a whole family
of Supers — to bring the likes of those two down.

But here we strike a problem. Including Supers in public life comes
at a cost. Society loses a measure of control over a few of its more
powerful members. Supers are incredibly different from us. Because
they are super; they may do as they please. You can’t make them do
anything — not if they don’t want to. They can march to the beat of
their own drummers. If Mr. Incredible personally believes No one has
a right to take his own life, and decides to act on that belief, thereby
foiling Oliver Sansweet’s attempted suicide, there’s not much society
can do about it. Sure, you can file suit in Superior Court; but Mr.
Incredible doesn’t have to show up. If he believes the lawsuit is unjust,
he can simply ignore the subpoena, assume his secret identity, and slip
away. That’s at least a possibility. Can a society with Supers tolerate
this sort of thing? You can hardly blame the authorities for thinking
the freedom of Supers to fight crime on their own terms needs to be
restricted (even if it can’t be enforced).

Immediately, however, difficult questions arise: When can a society
rightly exercise its authority to restrict the freedoms of its members?
On what basis are these restrictions to be made? How far should they
go? With a little help from British philosophers John Locke (1632~
1704) and John Stuart Mill (1806-1873), I believe we can recover
from The Incredibles a treasure trove of ideas that can help us think
more clearly about tolerance, individual freedoms, and cultural con-
formity in our own world of incredible differences.

“Join Us or Go Away!”

Once upon a time there was a Golden Age of Supers. Supers saved the
world from the dark forces of evil and their reign of terror. Super
deeds were emblazoned on the front-pages of newspapers. They made
the cover of TIME. LIFE magazine devoted an entire issue to the
“Qutstanding Citizen and Superhero of the Year.” Action figures were
created after them; school children worshipped them. The Supers
were beloved: veritable gods among humans. The only bump in the
road, it seems, were those capes: Dynaguy snagged on takeoff,
Stratogale caught in a jet turbine, Splashdown sucked into a vortex!
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Now fast forward to the present and the all-out war on Supers:
“dozens of superhero lawsuits the world over” and “tremendous pub-
lic pressure” has resulted in an imposed “relocation program” — in
effect, a government ban. Their secret identities must become their
only identity. While they will always be Supers (they can hardly help
that), the use of their super powers in public service will no longer be
tolerated. They must agree under the penalties of law to act only as
“average citizens, average heroes.” Not super, just average. “Time for
them to join us, or go away!”

Seriously? That’s it? I'm sure villains across the globe will be
delighted. By what infallible mode of reasoning, however, did society
come to this calamitous decision? It won’t surprise you, I suspect, to
discover that it wasn’t by appeal to solid facts and sound reasoning at
all. Just consider this short but highly illuminating exchange between
Mr. Incredible and Winston Deavor — head of DevTech and PR man
extraordinaire:

DEAVOR: Let me ask you something. What is the main reason you
were all forced underground?

MR. INCREDIBLE: Ignorance.

DEAVOR: Perception. When you fight bad guys like today, people
don’t see the fight or what led up to it. They see what
politicians tell them to see. They see destruction and they
see you.

There you have it. Those in political power filter what they want the
general public to see and therefore manufacture how they will feel
about the Supers. Edit out all the good stuff and you’re left with vis-
ceral images of collapsed buildings, blown out train lines, and angry
citizens in neck braces (“You didn’t save my life; you ruined my
death!”). If you cap it off by telling everyone they can expect a tax
hike to cover the “crushing financial burden” of all these lawsuits and
repairs, you’ve got a sure-fire recipe for explosive social conflict. And
then a full-scale ban on Supers can seem like just what the doctor
ordered to defuse the tensions.

But is that the script a philosophical doctor would write? Well, per-
haps not. According to famed political philosopher and physician, John
Locke, for example, the very first thing an enlightened society would do
at this point is not rush to judgment. Locke himself lived in a turbulent
time filled with “factions, tumults, and civil wars.”! Invariably, political
turmoil (assassination plots, tower imprisonments, exiles, and the like)
centered around fever-pitched disagreements over Christian doctrine
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and practice. Now if the Christian religion really were “destructive of
the civil peace,” Locke tells us, it would be “the worst of all religions”
and not to be “tolerated by any commonwealth.”> We should ban it
outright. However, since Christianity in itself is “modest and peaceable,”
we must look elsewhere for the true cause of political and civil unrest:

It is not the diversity of opinions, which cannot be avoided; but the
refusal of toleration to those that are of different opinions, which might
have been granted, that has produced all the bustles and wars, that
have been in the Christian world, upon account of religion.?

So in Locke’s mind, intolerance is the real disease, and thus the good
doctor prescribes a healthy dose of tolerance as the cure. Initially at
least, this sounds like a promising step forward in resolving the Supers
controversy.

It turns out, however, that there’s a loophole. Locke doesn’t think we
should tolerate everyone’s opinions and practices — an escape clause I
can well imagine adversaries of the Supers wanting to exploit. Here
Locke singles out Catholics and atheists as proper objects of our intol-
erance: the former because they owe their allegiance to “another
prince”* (the Pope); the latter because “Promises, covenants, and oaths,
which are the bonds of human society, can have no hold upon an athe-
ist.”’ For the “taking away of God, though but even in thought, dis-
solves all.”® Locke thinks that if you’re of the opinion that there is no
God, then you won’t believe in an afterlife in which rewards and pun-
ishments are meted out. Hence, you won’t be afraid to lie under oath.

Now Locke’s argumentation here is flimsy iz excelsis. To be sure,
Catholics owe their religious allegiance to “another prince,” but it doesn’t
follow that they also owe him their political allegiance, which, I take it, is
Locke’s main worry. And there’s no reason at all to think that an atheist’s
only motivation for telling the truth is fear of punishment in an afterlife.
Indeed, she might think that since promises, covenants, and oaths are
“the bonds of human society,” we shouldn’t break our promises
because that would ultimately erode societal cohesion and happiness.

In any event, if you’re a Super, John Locke is definitely not your
man. For then (using Locke’s logic) it could be argued that your alle-
giance is in dispute. It isn’t really to the Superior Court, but rather the
“Supers Club”” — more exactly, the personal opinions of its members
about whether to cooperate with the “Join Us or Go Away” impera-
tive. Moreover, like Locke’s atheist, it might be said that a Super doesn’t
have a proper fear of punishment (“Hey, come on. We’re superheroes.
What could happen?”), and therefore will incline to breaking the law
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every Wednesday on Bowling Night, if it affords the opportunity to
“relive the glory days.” If Locke is right, then, the Supers fall into the
same camp as his Catholics and atheists, in which case they shouldn’t
be tolerated at all. Nice.

Mill’s Maxims

Still, perhaps all hope is not lost. For there is another British philoso-
pher the Supers might retain to handle their legal woes — one who
(ironically given Locke’s comments on atheism) “did not throw off
religious belief but never had it.”® T am speaking, of course, of John
Stuart Mill: prominent utilitarian, near atheist, and the author of the
classic work on tolerance, On Liberty.’ According to Mill, any society
worth its salt will adhere to two maxims:

M1: “All that makes existence valuable to any one, depends on the
enforcement of restraints upon the actions of other people”!?

and therefore

M2: “Some rules of conduct ... must be imposed.”!!

Some of these rules will be implemented “in the form of legal penal-
ties”; others by “the moral coercion of public opinion.”** (Hey listen,
group peer pressure is a powerful thing. Think Twitter!) Each is a way
of safeguarding social order.

So far so good. Next we’ll need to decide what these rules should
be. That’s actually a bit tricky. For the general public, says Mill, has
convinced itself that reasons needn’t be given at all for imposing these
restraints. Thus Mill observes:

People are accustomed to believe, and have been encouraged in the
belief by some who aspire to the character of philosophers, that their
feelings, on subjects of this nature, are better than reasons, and render
reasons unnecessary.'?

As a result,

The practical principle which guides them to their opinions on the reg-
ulation of human conduct, is the feeling in each person’s mind that
everybody should be required to act as he, and those with whom he
sympathizes, would like them to act.*

Well, that’s exactly what Winston Deavor would say! Laws and rules
of conduct are generated by public opinion which, in turn, is birthed
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out of our individual feelings about how we want others to behave.
Consequently, you don’t change laws by presenting the public with
principled reasons for thinking a Supers ban is unfair. You change
them by altering the way Supers are perceived. You have to make
them likable. You need to embed tiny cameras in their super suits:

DEAVOR: If we want to change people’s perceptions about superheroes,
we need you to share your perceptions with the world.

ELASTIGIRL: How do we do that?

DEAVOR: With cameras. We need you to share your perceptions with the
world.

Brilliant idea. Just make sure the camera isn’t clipped to Mr.
Incredible’s suit! You might not like what you see. Elastigirl is clearly
your poster girl. She’ll get the job done but without destroying a
stitch of public property. The public will fall in love her, and then (as
Elastigirl herself says) “public pressure” will “[change] all the right
minds” — the minds that pass the laws. That’s the way things work;
there’s no sense fighting it.

Mill and Deavor are on the same page in one respect. They both
agree that human nature being what it is, a society will operate — almost
by default — on what we might call the “PREFER” principle:

PREFER: “The likings and dislikings of society, or some powerful portion of
it,” are the standard for determining “the rules laid down for gen-
eral observance, under the penalties of law or opinion.” "

If society likes the Supers, they’re good to go; they can be Supers with
little (if any) interference from the law or public opinion. If, on the
other hand, society takes a particular dislike to the Supers, an out-
and-out ban could be perfectly in order, if that’s what the people
desire. The one big difference between Deavor and Mill is that Deavor
seems to think PREFER, along with the right PR campaign, will pro-
duce a fair and just law. As he says at the signing of the International
Superhero Accord:

We agree to undo a bad decision, to make sure a few extraordinarily
gifted members ... of the world’s many countries are treated fairly. To
invite them once again to use their gifts ... to benefit the world.

But why think it was a bad decision in the first place? If it was in
accord with the likings of society, then PREFER tells us it wasn’t bad;
it was the gold standard. It’s worth noting that Deavor himself never
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gives us a reason for thinking the Supers have been treated unfairly.
He tells us his father loved the Supers, that he loves the Supers, and
that he feels the world would be more dangerous without them. But
none of these statements of preference show that the Supers have been
treated unfairly. And they haven’t been, if PREFER is true.

Deavor is a realist. He’s not going to challenge the PREFER princi-
ple. He’s going to work with it. He’s a marketer, not a philosopher. But
after he gets what he wants, he really does need to sit down and
rethink the principle. He needs to study some Mill, not just the latest
market trends. Those who cleave to PREFER, Mill notes, typically
busy themselves with telling us what we should all like or dislike. But
they fail to ask whether society’s likings and dislikings “should be a
law to individuals.”'¢ In fact, they shouldn’t.

Note first, he says, that “an opinion on a point of conduct, not sup-
ported by reasons, can only count as one person’s preference.”!” But as
we all know, our preferences are infected by a multitude of base influ-
ences: “prejudices,” “superstitions,” “envy,” “jealousy,” “arrogance or
contemptuousness,” but more often than not individuals® “desires or
fears for themselves.”'® In a comment absolutely dripping with envy,
Buddy (Incrediboy) tells Mr. Incredible in censorious tones: “Well not
every superhero has powers, you know. You can be super without
them.” You don’t think that’s influencing his bad opinion of the Supers?

Or take the politicians. Why do you think they pressed the case
against the Supers in the first place? Is it really just about “Money,
money, money, money, money,” as Rick Dicker claims? I don’t believe
it. Sure, Mr. Incredible knocked down a building. But he’s right. It was
on fire and it was coming down anyway. The insurance company was
paying either way. More than that, he actually saved them money,
since he saved the lives of everyone in the building (no deaths = no life
insurance policies to pay out). What’s really driving the political winds
is something more like fear — of a small but powerful segment of soci-
ety (the Supers) conducting themselves in ways we can’t control.

At any rate, Mill bids us to ask just how likely it is that the “rules
of conduct” necessary for having a valuable life are going to come out
fair and reasonable, if they emerge from this irrational cesspool. The
prospects aren’t heartening. Indeed, if a society likes and dislikes the
wrong things, PREFER might be employed to curtail (say) our free-
dom of conscience to think and feel as we please in moral, political,
and theological matters — and to publish our opinions without fear of
reprisal. It might curtail “framing the plan of our life to suit our own
character”? — as it does with the Supers. And it could even be used to
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block our “freedom to unite, for any purpose not involving harm to
others.”?® So the short-lived “Supers Club,” which had just such a
purpose, would be ruled out of court. Mill is right. Rules of conduct
that enforce social order at the expense of these freedoms are not only
unfair, they’re tyrannical.

“Cogs that Fit, that Cooperate by Design”

There is yet another price to be paid for building a society on prefer-
ence rather than principle, on feelings rather than reasons. The price
is philosophical in nature, and not what any society wants to pay. Let
me explain. On Mill’s view, the “only purpose for which power can be
rightfully exercised over” a member of society (against her will) “is to
prevent harm to others.”*' Thus, for example, we don’t legislate
against drinking; but we do prohibit drinking on duty. Elastigirl asks
Evelyn Deavor: “Are superheroes allowed to drink on duty? ’'m defi-
nitely not on duty. Ignore the custom.” She thereby implicitly endorses
Mill’s prevention of harm principle. An inebriated Super “on duty” is
tantamount to a DUI (driving under the influence); they’re a danger
to themselves and others. Exactly right.?

If we follow Mill, we have a reasonable but not overly restrictive
principle for guiding human life and conduct. There is room to hold
unpopular opinions, publish unpopular views, and belong to unpopu-
lar groups — even if society disapproves. These things are to be toler-
ated unless they have as their purpose harming others. But the
PREFER principle won’t give us that. Since intolerance in “whatever
[we] really care about” is “so natural”? to us, Mill remarks, we face
a powerful temptation to brand those who disagree with us — who fail
to share our likings and dislikings (or even worse: who publicly speak
against them) — as being intolerant. They are the ones who violate
societal rules of conduct, and should therefore be silenced by “the
penalties of law,” stinging rebukes on social media, or perhaps even
violent protest if a controversial speaker is invited to a college
campus.

In Mill’s books, however, all of this is a “peculiar evil” guilty of
“robbing the human race”?* of great philosophers and thinkers.
For “No one can be a great thinker who does not recognize, that as
a thinker it is his first duty to follow his intellect to whatever con-
clusions it may lead.”? But that’s just the thing. You can’t do that
in a culture that suppresses unpopular speech or conduct just
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because society as a whole, “or some powerful portion of it,”
doesn’t like it. A society like that will never produce a Galileo,
Newton, or Darwin. It produces intellectual pacifists, who keep
their opinions to themselves, thank you very much, lest they are
branded heretics and set upon by the mob. They stay off society’s
radar by “narrowing their thoughts and interest to things”2¢® which
can be said and done without offending the gatekeepers of culture.
This truth is portrayed in dramatic fashion in this (much beloved)
exchange between Dash and his mother (Helen Parr) after meeting
with the school principal:

DASH:  You always say, “Do your best.” But you don’t really mean it. Why
can’t I do the best that I can do?

HELEN: Right now, honey, the world just wants us to fit in, and to fit in, we
just gotta be like everybody else.

DAsH:  Dad always said our powers were nothing to be ashamed of. Our
powers made us special.

HELEN: Everyone’s special, Dash.

pasH:  Which is another way of saying no one is.

Under the withering effects of the PREFER principle, Elastigirl has
given in. And now she’s pressuring her son to give in as well. It’s this
same pressure to conform that Mr. Incredible faces at Insuricare. A
company, his boss — the dimunutive, Mr. Huph - tells him, is like an
enormous clock. “It only works if all the little cogs mesh together ...
cogs that fit, that cooperate by design ... You know what I mean by
cooperative cogs?” Yes, he knows. It means returning to his desk, and
letting the guy in the alley get robbed. But Mr. Incredible won’t have
it — a fact amply attested by Huph’s subsequent hospital stay: neck
brace, fractures, and all. Mill won’t have it either.

If you want to be a great thinker, you have to love the truth more
than you love being popular. You have to refuse to “mesh together”
with the other unthinking “cogs” in society’s feeling and preference
driven “clock.” You have to commit to pursuing good reasons as the
proper basis for your conduct and opinions. And if you do that, you
won’t dream of silencing those with whom you disagree — or at the
very least you’ll mightily resist the temptation. For truth “depends on
a balance to be struck between two sets of conflicting reasons.”?’
That’s why a jury has to hear both sides of an argument before ren-
dering its verdict. “He who knows only his own side of the case,”
states Mill, “knows little of that.”? For if you can’t refute the reasons
on the other side, or don’t even know what they are, then you have
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“no ground[s] for preferring either opinion.”* You should “self-
silence” and remain agnostic on the matter.

Of course, the politicians may retort that the “Join Us or Go Away”
campaign is so important, so beneficial to society that it must be
shielded from rational scrutiny. After all, what if the public isn’t con-
vinced? They might not support the ban. That’s right. In fact, they
might even ask you for reasons for thinking it is important. That’s the
risk you run, if you decide to become philosophically engaged. And the
same goes for the illustrious members of the “Supers Club” - Gazerbeam,
Frionic, and all the rest. They may well be in possession of a good
power, but if they don’t want their secret identities to be their only
identities, if they want to exercise their powers for society’s good, they
might want to consider adding a Super Philosopher (like John Stuart
Mill) to their ranks.3°

Notes

1. Locke, J. (2003). A letter concerning toleration. In: Two Treatises of
Government and A Letter Concerning Toleration (ed. 1. Shapiro), 250.
New Haven: Yale University Press.

2. Ibid.

3. Ibid.

4. 1Ibid., p. 245.

5. Ibid., p. 246.

6. Ibid.

7. What? You’ve never heard of this? The Supers Club is mentioned by

M. Incredible in his eulogy for Gazerbeam in the Incredibles 2 deleted
scene “Return of the Supers.” Always watch your deleted scenes!
8. Mill, J.S. (1989). Autobiography, 52. London: Penguin Books.
9. Mill,].S.and Warnock, M (eds.) (2003). Utilitarianism and On Liberty,
2e. Malden, MA: Blackwell.
10. Ibid., p. 91.
11. Ibid.
12. Ibid., p. 94.
13. Ibid., p. 91.
14. 1Ibid., p. 92.
15. Ibid., p. 93.
16. Ibid., p. 93.
17. 1Ibid., p. 92.
18. Ibid., p. 92.
19. 1Ibid., p. 97.
20. Ibid.



21.
22.

23.
24.
25.
26.
27.
28.
29.
30.

“EVERYONE’S SPECIAL DASH” 57

Ibid., p. 94.

It is important to add that Mill doesn’t hesitate to say that seemingly
private actions — for example, drunkenness — can also fall under the pen-
alty of law. For the “making himself drunk, in a person whom drunken-
ness excites to do harm to others, is a crime against others” (ibid., p. 166).
Ibid., p. 93.

Ibid., p. 100.

Ibid., p. 113.

Ibid., p. 112.

Ibid., p. 115.

Ibid.

Ibid.

Special thanks to my daughter Madelyn Davis for incredible conversa-
tions about all things Incredible, and for her close and careful comments
on a draft of this chapter.






Accommodating Dory,
but Disempowering
Dopey? Dilemmas
of Disability from Snow
White to Finding Dory

Kevin Mintz

So often, when Disney tells stories about diversity, those who are
non-believers of the “Magic” whine like unruly princes or princesses
that these stories are too much like After School Specials. When I
began working on this chapter, one of these lovable non-believers told
me that watching Finding Dory overwhelmed him, with its cast of
marine creatures, most of whom have disabilities, all working together
to help everyone’s favorite forgetful blue tang find her parents.

I certainly saw his point. In case you haven’t noticed how disability-
friendly the Big Blue World is before reading this, catch a ride with
Crush to your favorite video retailer or online streaming service and
look closer. Nemo has a deformed fin that his father, Marlin, calls his
“lucky fin.” Marlin himself lives with forms of post-traumatic stress
disorder and obsessive—compulsive disorder, which manifest them-
selves in his overprotecting of Nemo and Dory. Dory tells us multiple
times that she “suffers” from short-term memory loss. Hank is missing
one of his tentacles, making him a septopus rather than an octopus.
Destiny the whale shark has low vision, and her friend, Bailey the
beluga whale, has temporary loss of echolocation due to a concussion.
These are just a few examples. Yes, start making your flow charts now!
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My friend’s point was that in the Finding Nemo Universe, the
Pacific Ocean is a disability paradise, where the Pixar animators want
you to not-so-subtly realize that disability can become a source of
strength, especially when sea creatures work together to accommo-
date each other’s limitations. Those who do not buy into the Disney
style of storytelling can rightly point out that the inclusion of people
with disabilities in the real world has subtleties that are lost in transla-
tion when injected into the Big Blue World. However, in my dual iden-
tities of Disney fanatic and philosopher of disability, I was as delighted
as a five-year-old on their first trip to the Magic Kingdom to see the
progress that Disney had made in Finding Dory by depicting what
philosophers call the social model of disability.

Brought into maturity by philosophers like Adrienne Asch,' Anita
Silvers,?> and Tom Shakespeare,’ the social model of disability views
disability as the result of interactions between impairment and the
social environment that should be made accessible to those with dis-
abilities through elimination of barriers. Consider, for example, how
Dory’s parents, Charlie and Jenny, scatter purple seashells (Pixar’s Big
Blue World twist on the bread crumbs from Hansel and Gretel) to
help Dory find her way back to them. Jenny and Charlie want the
seashells to serve as a feature of the seafloor that naturally accommo-
dates Dory’s memory loss. When Dory has the seashells to guide her,
the ocean is no longer a disabling environment. This is one instance in
Finding Dory where the social model takes center stage. In contrast to
the social model of disability, we often see the medical model, in which
disability is understood as an individual problem to be remedied
through medical treatment or charity.*

Not to get too far ahead of ourselves, but Dopey from Snow White
is a perfect illustration of a character with a disability portrayed in
terms of the medical model. Dopey is nonverbal, and his inability
to talk is cast as a problem he has all on his own. Recall Happy’s
observation to Snow White on this subject: “He don’t know, he never
tried [to talk].” Throughout the film, we see Dopey as the recipient of
Snow White’s charity (in his defense, who wouldn’t want extra kisses
on the forehead from a Disney princess?), and the other dwarfs often
protect him from danger in a way that casts him as helpless because
of his limitations. There’s much, much more to say about Dopey, but
we’re only just starting our journey together.

If you’ll let me, I’d like to serve as your philosophical Jiminy Cricket,
taking you through the history of Disney animation’s depictions of
disability. Along the way, we will trace a philosophical evolution from
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sidekick characters molded by the medical model, to heroes who
succeed because they are able to minimize the social obstacles that
come their way — not in spite of, but because of their disabilities.
Making this philosophical journey even more magical, we’ll discover
interesting connections between disability and the very nature of
humanity itself. What do you say? I promise this will be anything but
an After School Special.

Seven Dwarfs, a Mouse, and the Medical Model

As other intellectual tour guides have pointed out, characters with
physical and intellectual disabilities have existed in Disney’s Magical
World tracing back to Walt’s first venture into feature-length anima-
tion.’ All seven of Snow White’s housemates in Snow White and the
Seven Dwarfs are short-statured men who act like children. Before
meeting them, Snow White even mistakenly believes they are chil-
dren, exclaiming to her flurry of furry and feathery friends from the
forest, “Maybe they have no mother. Then they’re orphans; that’s
too bad! We’ll clean the house and surprise them. Then maybe they’ll
let me stay.” The seven dwarfs are, with this dialog, placed into a
perpetual state of childlike innocence and ignorance, which some
proponents of the medical model believe define the day-to-day lives
of the disabled.®

For our purposes, we’ll focus on Dopey, who, unlike the other
dwarfs, doesn’t mature over the course of the film. This is probably
because in addition to his short stature, Dopey also has an intellectual
disability. Though we never find out what that disability is, it is safe
to assume that Dopey has a form of Down syndrome. His big ears,
hard to miss eyes, and larger than life grin are reminiscent of physical
features often associated with young children who have Down syn-
drome. While we cannot know that it was the animators’ intention to
draw Dopey in this way, a not so uncle-like quote from Walt Disney
himself sheds some light on the question. He reportedly believed that
the animators drew Dopey like “too much of an imbecile, which was
not what we had in mind.”” Whatever Walt’s or anyone else’s inten-
tions were, with the depiction of Dopey as intellectually disabled, a
disability hierarchy emerges in Snow White.

Like most children, the other dwarfs are destined to mature. (Even
Grumpy learns to shed a tear and crack a smile). Dopey, however, will
always be in need of care from the other dwarfs, even after Snow
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White, transient mother that she is, rides off into the sunset with the
prince, giving a very emotionally one-dimensional “goodbye.”

The portrayal of disability in Snow White parallels discussions of
intellectual disability in the writings of John Locke (1632-1704) and
John Stuart Mill (1806—1873). In his Second Treatise on Government,
Locke tells us that people with intellectual disabilities will never have
full citizenship rights as typically developing (and male) children will,
and “so lunatics and idiots are never set free from the government of
their parents.”® Much later, in his treatise On Liberty, Mill argues that
those who are unable to care for themselves should not have the same
freedom of speech expression and thought as others.” Applying these
limitations to Dopey raises some important questions. If Dopey is
never set free from the authority of his parents, who is responsible for
him after Snow White rides off, neglecting her assumed maternal
responsibility? Maybe the other dwarfs take up the slack, but at what
point do they transition out of their perpetual child-like state to take
care of Dopey? What will happen to Dopey if the other dwarfs become
ill or die before he does? Will Dopey ever have a place for himself that
isn’t defined by his dependence on the other dwarfs?

These disturbing existential questions are critical for Disney fans
with disabilities, who, like me, look for role models in their favorite
films. Yet the questions find no answers for reasons that actually have
very little to do with disability. Dopey and the other six dwarfs exist
for one reason — to serve as sidekicks. Their stories end as soon as
Snow White is rescued by the prince.

Dopey in particular, in the context of 1937 Hollywood, seems to be
a tribute to the silent, slapstick antics of Charlie Chaplin. He exists
strictly for comic relief. Early in the film, when the dwarfs are seen
working in the mine, Dopey is made to sweep up diamonds and other
gems while the other dwarfs “dig dig dig with a shovel and a pick.”
When Dopey puts diamonds in his eyes to get Doc’s attention, Doc
hits him over the head with his hand in a very slapstick way. Yes, this
makes most of us laugh, but in the non-Disney world, would we really
want Dopey under the authority of someone who slaps him over the
head to punish his playful nature? Probably not.

Dopey’s disempowered legacy continues thirteen years later in
Cinderella with the lovable Gus-Gus. From the first time we see Gus-
Gus, we understand that he is physically and intellectually slower
than the other mice. He scrambles to get as much cheese from
Cinderella as he can, and can only echo what Jaq and the other mice
say. Lucifer, the ferocious feline, loves going after Gus-Gus even more
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so than the other mice because he knows Gus-Gus is a much easier
catch. Like Snow White with Dopey, Cinderella takes on a motherly
role. She comforts and protects Gus-Gus, but never really empowers
him to become more than a mostly nonverbal mouse.

How should Disney fans conceptualize why Dopey and Gus-Gus
seem to be more comedic devices than characters in their own right?
An answer to this question might come from Nancy Hirschmann,
who has argued that disability is synonymous with fear for many
non-disabled people. On her account, those without disabilities fear
those with them (and treat them differently) because they fear their
own humanity and vulnerability.!® On this account, the other charac-
ters in Snow White and Cinderella treat Dopey and Gus-Gus the way
they do because they fear that one day they too might be nonverbal.

To be fair to the characters who care for Dopey and Gus-Gus,
Disney’s magical fairytale landscapes don’t provide resources for giv-
ing voice to those who are nonverbal. However, for dwarfs or mice
inclined to spontaneously burst into a high-spirited “Heigh Ho” or a
cheerful “Cinderelly” while performing hard labor, the inability to
talk might well induce fear.

Let’s not forget that, in their own way, our two heroines also con-
tend with the fear of being silenced. Snow White is terrified of being
murdered by the evil queen; so she willingly becomes a young mother
to seven strange but lovable dwarfs. Both of Cinderella’s stepsisters,
Anastasia and Drizella, as well as her stepmother, have systematically
bullied her — so much so that singing is the only way she can really be
heard. Under these circumstances, wouldn’t you fear or pity those
who had no voice of their own at all? This is a question that continues
to confront us in Disney’s more contemporary disability narratives.

Disability as “Part of Your World”?

Thirty-nine years after Cinderella’s dreams come true, another Disney
heroine must contend with the realities of being — quite liter-
ally —silenced. T am referring to the rebellious teenage mermaid, Ariel,
who sells her voice to the sea witch, Ursula, to have a chance at true
love with Prince Eric. In The Little Mermaid, fans observe a trope that
matures in Beauty and the Beast — in order to be human, one must
love and be loved in return. Because disability can be an important
part of someone’s humanity, it is not all that surprising that both of
these films deal with disability.
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In The Little Mermaid, Ariel must not only try to win Eric while
unable to speak, but in her undersea world she fantasizes about
being a physically able-bodied woman. In “Part of Your World,” she
dreams of seeing, jumping, dancing, strolling, walking, running, and
standing. This notion of human flourishing — emphasizing physical
ability over all other capacities — actually excludes anyone whose
disabilities preclude them from being active.'! As such, Ariel only
becomes truly human when King Triton gives her legs. But is having
legs and being able to use them what makes someone truly human?
The Little Mermaid’s answer rings as loud and clear as Cinderella’s
and Ariel’s wedding bells: yes. The implication here is that disability
is a negative state.

Beauty and the Beast presents a slightly different take on the
same question. While Beast must learn to love in order to be
human, Gaston’s sidekick, LeFou (French for “the fool”), must
decide whether to be his own person or a blind follower of Gaston’s
vain and evil pursuits. LeFou follows Gaston so blindly that
someone who just read our discussion of Dopey and Gus-Gus might
get the impression that LeFou has another kind of intellectual
disability — one that disempowers him in ways similar to Dopey and
Gus-Gus. Just as Doc routinely slaps Dopey over the head, Gaston
repeatedly attacks LeFou when he does something wrong. When
LeFou mistakenly begins conducting a version of Wagner’s “Bridal
Chorus” after Gaston fails in his proposal to Belle, Gaston throws
LeFou into a pigsty after choking him and proclaims: “I’ll have
Belle for my wife, make no mistake!” LeFou, like Locke’s “lunatics
and idiots,” is never able to free himself from his abusive, paternal-
istic relationship with Gaston. After Gaston dies, LeFou is never
seen again.

It’s ironic. One would hope Gaston’s and LeFou’s antics would land
them in a prison or mental asylum, but it is Belle’s father who is tem-
porarily committed because of his alleged fantastical sighting of Beast.
This is all just another ploy by Gaston to compel Belle to marry him
in exchange for freeing her father. This element of Gaston and LeFou’s
storyline parallels Michel Foucault’s (1926-1984) observation in The
Birth of the Clinic — that the purpose of medical institutions is to use
the body and the idea of illness to assert power and control over
someone’s life.!? Despite 54years between Dopey’s antics in Snow
White and LeFou’s antics in Beauty and the Beast, not all that much
has changed. Disabilities are still seen as pitiable conditions requiring
a medical solution.
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It will take another cast of sea creatures entirely to teach us what
it really means to live independently with a disability. So let’s take a
deep dive into the Big Blue World of Nemo and Dory to get a clearer
view of things!

“You Remembered in Your Own
Amazing Dory Way!”

Have you ever noticed how most Disney heroes and heroines begin
their journeys believing they can complete their (impossible) quests
entirely on their own — only later realizing, thanks to a trusty
sidekick — that they really need a little help from their friends?

Consider Finding Nemo’s Marlin — a swimming contradiction. He’s
a clownfish without a sense of humor. Traumatized by the death of his
partner Coral and all but one of his unborn children, he becomes
obsessed with controlling everything and everyone in Nemo’s life.
Nemo gets lost in large part because Marlin is so overly controlling.
In fact, without the assistance of Dory, Crush, and the other creatures
Marlin meets on his undersea quest, he would never have succeeded
in finding Nemo. The same goes for Dory in her sequel. Without natu-
ral supports in her social environment (recall the seashell discussion
at the beginning of our time together), Dory would never be able to
liberate her sea friends from the life of segregation in the aquarium to
be free in the all-inclusive ocean.

Both Marlin and Dory’s stories have embedded within them a
philosophical dilemma about what it means to be an autonomous crea-
ture in the Big Blue World. In a traditional philosophical sense, where
being autonomous means doing things entirely for yourself, the charac-
ters in Finding Nemo and Finding Dory are anything but autonomous.'3
After all, no one in the Big Blue World succeeds by doing anything alone!

In contrast to the traditional view of autonomy, we need to con-
sider what feminist philosophers have called relational autonomy, the
idea that only within broader social networks, where people depend
on each other, can we achieve true independence.'* Dopey, Gus-Gus,
Ariel, and LeFou are largely defined in terms of their dependence on
other characters. By contrast, our Pixar heroes and heroines with dis-
abilities thrive because they are able to use the assistance of others to
succeed on their own terms. “Remembering in your own amazing
Dory way” involves using your talents and the help of others to
reach the point where disability is a form of mere difference, a trait as
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inconsequential as the color of your scales. As Louis Armstrong
exclaims toward the end of Finding Dory, “What a wonderful world!”

Or is it? Is there something about the experience of people with dis-
abilities that is lost when impairment is framed strictly in terms of the
diversity and inclusiveness of the Pacific Ocean? One of the strongest
criticisms of the social model of disability is that it denies the reality
that disability carries with it a difference that does cause distress.!
Dory repeatedly tells others that she suffers from short-term memory
loss — something for which Pixar has been criticized by some
defenders of the social model. The word “suffer,” they say, places
disability strictly within the individual rather than in social context.!®
Isn’t it true, however, that there are moments when Dory is actually
frightened by her inability to recognize her surroundings? She is a
very young blue tang and the inability to remember from moment
to moment does make her more vulnerable to, for example, being
misguided by Marlin and stung by jellyfish. These are the kind of
philosophical details that get lost in translation when a Disney film
tries to take a stand on something as complicated as disability. Then
again, when watching a movie, especially one made for children, do
we need to be reminded of how complex the world really is? Keep
pondering that while we consider a darker side to the Finding Dory
disability paradise, one that reveals it is only a wonderful world for
those who can speak.

Does Dopey’s Disempowered Legacy Live On?

While Dory succeeds in her own right, there are two characters in her
sequel that still seem defined in terms of their dependency on others:
Becky, the Loon (note the verbal similarities between the word loon
and lunatic) and Gerald, the sea lion. For those of you who have been
following along, can anyone guess what Becky and Gerald have in
common with Dopey, Gus-Gus, and Ariel?

If you guessed that they are nonverbal, pat yourself on the back!
Both Becky and Gerald have intellectual disabilities and are treated as
comic relief like Dopey was in 1937. Becky humorously tries to eat a
popcorn bucket and her nonsensical imprinting sound “o0o0-roo” is
particularly funny when echoed repeatedly by the always uptight
Marlin (as only Albert Brooks can voice him). Gerald, on the other
hand, scurries about trying to take back the rock from the other
two sea lions, Fluke and Rudder. In turn, they condescendingly but
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humorously ask Gerald to give them his bucket and bark “off, off,
off!” Thankfully, both sidekicks get more satisfying endings than
Dopey and Gus-Gus: Becky saves Marlin and Nemo from the truck
going to Cleveland, and Gerald, in a scene after the credits, finally gets
his rock, at long last! Nonetheless, we can be critical of the fact that
these nonverbal characters in the Big Blue World are still relegated
to sidekick status, where their primary function is to be laughed at.
To be fair, since they rely on the spoken word as a means of commu-
nication, Disney/Pixar animators might reasonably be expected to
experience anxiety over the absence of speech in their medium. Why
resort to comedy, then? Well, as the saying goes, laughter is often the
best medicine.

What might be lost in the conflation of nonverbal disability is an
opportunity to use Disney animation as a means to explore the inner-
workings of minds that cannot easily express themselves. But maybe
this is getting too speculative and philosophical, even for a book
called Disney and Philosophy. ll leave that for you to decide.

What We Have Learned, or “Always Let
Your Conscience Be Your Guide!”

On this brief philosophical journey, we have discovered an ongoing
conflict in the history of Disney animation with respect to how to
frame discussions of disability. On one end of the spectrum, our
favorite forgetful blue tang, Dory, reflects the progress of philoso-
phers of disability in advocating for acceptance of the social model.
Dory becomes the hero of her own story because she has a disability
that forces her to view the world differently than everybody else.

On the other end of the spectrum, Dopey is forever the subject of
paternal authority, a sidekick molded in the spirit of the medical
model. Gus-Gus, LeFou, Becky, and Gerald share Dopey’s status as
disempowered sidekicks. Each reflects the need for comic relief as a
means of reconciling the fear society has toward nonverbal disability.
Ariel has her moments with this philosophical quandary herself. In
her depiction, physical ability is conflated with what it means to be
human. She gets herself into her pickle because Ursula takes away one
of her most important physical abilities — the ability to speak.

What should we make of all of this? Well, disability helps us see
both the hero and villain in all of us. In enabling people with disabilities
to “fight for their own hands”, allies and advocates need to support
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them while giving them the autonomy to write their own stories. How
do we decide the right balance between independence and depend-
ence? The answer, to take a leaf out of Jiminy Cricket’s book, is to
“always let your conscience be your guide!”
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From Snow White to Moana

Understanding Disney’s Feminist
Transformation

Edwardo Pérez

MOANA: [am not a princess. ’'m the daughter of the chief.

MAUL:  Same difference.

MOANA: No.

MAUI: If you wear a dress, and have an animal sidekick, you’re a
princess.

Is Maui right? Does merely wearing a dress and having an animal
sidekick turn a girl into a princess? What about the ability to belt out
a show-stopping, goosebump-inducing tune? I know what you’re
thinking: Maui is just being a sexist. And Moana, like any good femi-
nist, is simply throwing off her princess title. Perhaps so. But why, we
might ask, couldn’t a Disney princess be a feminist? If we dig beneath
the surface a bit, I think we’ll see that Disney princesses and feminists
both have been tragically misunderstood. Not all Disney princesses
are so-called “damsels-in-distress,” and not all feminists are man-
haters. These negative stereotypes have persisted, of course, but as
live-action Disney princess (and self-avowed feminist) Emma Watson
laments, “It is not the word [‘feminism’] that is important; it’s the idea
and the ambition behind it.”!

So what is this idea of feminism and how does it relate to being a
Disney princess? Is feminism a one-size-fits-all-princesses philosophy?
Or has there been some sort of feminist transformation from Snow
White to Moana? In fact, there are four waves of feminist philosophy
which can help us understand the progressing role of Disney princesses
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since Snow White’s debut in 1937. Let’s start by catching the first wave
and surveying our first trio of princesses.

Someday my Prince Will Come

In America, feminism’s first wave officially begins with Elizabeth
Cady Stanton’s Declaration of Sentiments, introduced at the Seneca
Falls Convention in 1848. Though more political than philosophical,
Stanton’s treatise expresses the perspective shared by most first-wave
feminists: that women have been oppressed by men and especially by
the governments of men, rendering women “civilly dead” and deprived
of all inalienable rights. Not until the 19th Amendment was ratified in
1920 was the legal right to vote officially and broadly granted to
American women. Of course, despite the progress made a century
ago, inequality remains. Otherwise, there would have been no need
for three more waves of feminist protests.

In the wake of feminism’s first wave, Walt Disney gave us Snow
White (1937), Cinderella (1950), and Sleeping Beauty (1959). These
films didn’t just create the first three Disney princesses (Snow White,
Cinderella, and Aurora), they also marked a step backwards in terms
of feminist progress. Indeed, all three princesses are essentially treated
as property in their respective films — of the old (and not as beautiful)
women who ruled over them (which creates another set of issues), and
of the men who “saved” them from the old women. So they’re not just
damsels-in-distress incapable of problem-solving and thinking for
themselves; they’re also chattel devoid of natural rights and freedom,
thereby betraying the advances made by first-wave pioneers. Indeed,
Snow White and Cinderella are no better than domestic servants, with
Cinderella being degraded and dehumanized by her evil stepmother
and stepsisters. Aurora doesn’t have it much better. In fact, from a
first-wave perspective, Aurora seems to be little more than a piece of
property, a prize to be had: passed from parents, to fairies, to Maleficent,
and finally Prince Phillip. She has no say in her life because it’s all been
prearranged (her marriage included). Her rights aren’t even acknowl-
edged, much less respected. Does she really want to marry Prince
Phillip? Does it matter that she’s only 16? As Stanton might observe,
the inalienable rights of the original trio of Disney princesses (to life,
liberty, and the pursuit of happiness) are trod under foot.

It’s worth noting that Disney also gave us Alice in Wonderland in
1951, a story about a (beautiful, vulnerable) girl led about by a variety
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of strange characters, while thankfully being the property of none.
Although Alice is portrayed as extremely gullible and naive (more
stereotypes for young girls), at least she’s resourceful and brave.
She doesn’t need a prince to save her. Of course, Alice doesn’t play
the part of a princess on screen (though she does fit Maui’s
definition). But what’s to prevent her from wearing the “Disney
princess” label?? Is it because she’s only “seven and a half exactly”
and far too unruly?

Here we might also wonder why no Disney princess films were
made during the era of second-wave feminism (1960s—1980s), which
challenged stereotypical roles of women at home and in the work-
place, arguing not only for a woman’s protection against domestic
violence (including marital rape) but also for her reproductive rights.
Well, there’s no need to speculate. Let’s take a moment to understand
the changes ushered in by second-wave feminism.

Once upon a Dream

Philosophically, feminism’s second wave begins with two landmark
volumes: The Second Sex (1949) by philosopher Simone de Beauvoir
(1908-1986), and The Feminine Mystique (1963) by writer Betty
Friedan (1921-2006). According to Beauvoir, women are defined by
society, not their biology. Hence, her famous quote: “One is not
born, but rather becomes, woman.”? Beauvoir thus endorses a form
of social constructionism: the idea that society creates the roles that
women and men are expected to fulfill — even the role of damsel-
in-distress princess who needs to be saved by the heroic prince (all
too often from evil, older women who transform into dragons). As
Beauvoir observes,

Everything encourages [a girl] to abandon herself in dreams to the arms
of men [...] She learns that to be happy, she has to be loved; to be loved,
she has to await love. Woman is Sleeping Beauty [...] Cinderella, Snow
White, the one who receives and endures.*

Indeed, Beauvoir says, “love and suffering are intertwined in a trou-
bling way,” since little girls are essentially taught to be martyrs (and
little boys heroes) through “a whole cohort of tender heroines beaten,
passive, wounded, on their knees, humiliated, [who] teach their
younger sisters the fascinating prestige of being martyred, abandoned,
and resigned beauty.”’
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For Friedan, the martyrdom and domestication of women noted by
Beauvoir is part and parcel of what defines “the feminine mystique”
or “the problem that had no name.”® Women have been kept from
achieving their full potential as human beings, at least in part because
of their dissatisfaction with marriage, housework, and rearing chil-
dren. As Friedan notes, “the feminine mystique permits, even encout-
ages, women to ignore the question of their identity. The mystique
says they can answer the question ‘Who am I?’ by saying ‘Tom’s wife...
Mary’s mother.””” We might not get to hear a princess say “Mrs. Prince
Charming,” but Friedan’s point is that the feminine mystique is rooted
in an identity problem for women, a problem that is ultimately solved
when women decide to forge an identity beyond being a wife and
mother. “Why should a woman bother to be anything more than a
wife and mother,” Friedan asks, “if all the forces of her culture tell her
she doesn’t have to, will be better off not to, grow up?”®

The observations of Beauvoir and Friedan resonate with Disney’s
original princess trio, as the societies depicted in each of their tales
(including the women in each princess’s life) work to promote patri-
archal roles. After all, isn’t the goal of a Disney story to save the prin-
cess by having her marry a prince? Isn’t this what “happily ever after”
is all about? Does it matter that Snow White and Aurora are too
young to give legal consent?’ For second-wave feminism, the woods
may be enchanted, the songs sentimental, and the fairy-tale — of course
set in a faraway, magical land with castles and costume balls — roman-
tic, but in the end these tales suggest that a woman’s happiness is
measured not by her identity, but by what society says she is able to
provide for a man: a home with children. What would have happened
if Aurora had woken up, decided to finish high school, go to college,
and earn a law degree before marrying Prince Phillip?

Kiss the Girl

Let’s see what happens when history enters the third wave of femi-
nism and Disney finally gives us another princess after a thirty-year
absence. Feminism’s third wave doesn’t have a unifying philosophical
theme or perspective: no single cause to identify the wave (like the
legal freedom of the first wave and domestic freedom of the second).
Rather, the third wave presses a variety of issues such as race, social
class, gender rights, single parenthood, maternity leave, and the so-
called glass ceiling, Let’s take a look at three significant perspectives
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outlined by feminist philosophers, Naomi Wolf (b. 1962), Judith
Butler (b. 1956), and Carol Gilligan (b. 1936),'* applying their insights
to the Disney princesses who ride feminism’s third wave: Ariel (1989),
Belle (1991), Jasmine (1992), Pocahontas (1995), and Mulan (1998).

One of the requirements Maui overlooks in his definition of a prin-
cess is beauty, which Naomi Wolf sees as inextricably linked with
power."" As a woman’s social power increases, Wolf argues, so does the
pressure for her to conform to certain standards of beauty — socially
constructed, unrealistic, and largely due to the influence of mass media.
For Wolf, the need to meet such standards adversely affects a woman’s
ability to function in society to the point that contemporary women
“may actually be worse off than [their] unliberated grandmothers.”!?
She dubs this unattainable standard of beauty, punitive for all those
who fail to meet it, an iron maiden.” In Disney’s world, falling short
of this standard is the lot of every princess just by virtue of her being a
princess, and indeed every little girl who ever struggled to live up to the
image of her favorite Disney princess. Beauty might as well have been
a character in the first three Disney princess films. It’s certainly the
focus with Ariel and Jasmine, both of whom are drawn in revealing
ways. They may not be iron maidens, but given the image of a perfect
body they convey, they certainly fit Wolf’s definition.

For Judith Butler, Ariel and Jasmine can be seen as performing the
feminine roles society expects of them, which includes dressing the
way they do. Butler agrees with Beauvoir that gender (and sexual)
roles are socially constructed, but Butler goes a step further. Men and
women play these parts, not because they want to, but because society
has conditioned them to do so. It’s not a matter of choice; it’s a matter
of necessity. This is what Butler refers to as her theory of Gender
Performativity, which offers another explanation for why Disney
princesses feel obliged to pair up with a man and seek marriage — patri-
archal society expects women and men to be heterosexual. However,
this is what also makes Pocahontas and Mulan so different from their
predecessors. They choose not to marry their love interests: a choice
that becomes more and more common for Disney princesses, but one
that doesn’t necessarily stem from their being non-heterosexual. In
fact, if you think about it, every Disney princess is simply assumed to
be heterosexual. When we get to the fourth wave of princesses, how-
ever, we’ll see how this could very well change.

Of course, there’s no denying that Ariel, Belle, and Jasmine choose
to marry. Still, it’s fair to say that Belle is a young woman who goes
against the role society (especially Gaston) has dictated. This is true of
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Ariel as well, defying her father (and the natural order of their under-
sea society) to be with a human male. Likewise, Jasmine falls in love
with Aladdin, which requires the Sultan to change the law so that
Jasmine can marry him. Yes, Ariel, Belle, and Jasmine end up married.
However, in an apparent response to the feminist critique of our origi-
nal Disney trio, their marriages are depicted as much more of a choice.

It’s also fair to point out that both Ariel and Belle display clear
examples of Gilligan’s ethics of care, which observes that men and
women reason through moral dilemmas differently.'* Ariel cares for
Eric as much as Belle ends up caring for Beast. More to the point, how-
ever, Ariel and Belle make their moral judgments differently from their
fathers and the other men in their stories. They end up loving Eric and
Beast, but their ethical thought processes, their reasoning through their
respective situations, aren’t focused on abstract principles or on selfish
desires. Rather, they consider the feelings and well-being, not just of
Eric and Beast, but of their larger communities too. They transform
from passive, receptive, waiting princesses into active, aggressive hero-
ines. They retain the magical fairytale qualities of being a Disney prin-
cess (they fit Maui’s definition), they end up married (perhaps at too
young an age and because society says so), and they remain specimens
of physical beauty. Yet they begin to assert themselves in more positive
ways, admirably carving out their own identities.

Pocahontas and Mulan take things a step further, showing us that a
girl can choose not to marry and still be a princess. In fact, Pocahontas
and Mulan seem to be a better fit with the 1990s cultural ethos than
Ariel, Belle, and Jasmine — not just in their independence but in their
ethnicity and appearance.' Indeed, they are not drawn as revealingly
as Ariel and Jasmine. Thus, while feminist critiques remain, the sec-
ond group of Disney princesses offers a more feminist-friendly image
of what it means to be a princess than the original trio — so much so
that all five could be labeled feminist princesses, given how they each
challenges her patriarchal society.

Let’s see how the final group of Disney princesses continues this
transformation amidst feminism’s fourth wave.

Let It Go

What we’ve seen thus far is that each wave of feminism broadens the
debate, moving from legal rights of women, to the recognition of the
social construction of gender, to issues of caring, gender performance,
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beauty, and sexual objectification. While these issues remain, fourth-
wave feminism adds a technological focus to the critique, challenging
the misogynistic use of technology (especially through social media)
while utilizing technology (such as blogs and posts) to mount such
challenges.'® So, the hallmark of feminism’s fourth wave is its ability
to include a plethora of voices from a variety of backgrounds work-
ing in harmony to continue to strive for equality. Let’s see how our
six remaining Disney Princesses — Tiana (2009), Rapunzel (2010),
Merida (2012), Elsa and Anna (2013), and Moana (2016) — illustrate
the issue of equality while continuing to transform the definition of
a Disney princess.

Perhaps the defining feature of fourth-wave princesses is that none
of them needs a man — at all! Men are in their lives, but they’re sec-
ondary, making this group of princesses more independent than their
predecessors. Marriage exists, but it’s based on choice, not on a patri-
archal compulsion, heterosexual directive, or the imperative to pro-
create. Tiana and Rapunzel choose marriage and choose their
husbands. Merida chooses not to marry (and she grants everyone the
right to choose, not only who their spouse will be, but whether to
marry at all). Anna hastily gets engaged to Hans, but ends up becom-
ing a couple with Kristoff. Elsa never has a love interest; neither does
Moana, though Maui does seem to subtly flirt with her. What does
this mean for the issue of equality? Is being independent the same as
being equal? Let’s consider the status of each fourth-wave princess.

Tiana, at 19, is a business woman whose goal is to own a restau-
rant. Rapunzel, at 18, is a princess by birth whose power resides in
her hair. It has magical properties, and is a really fun weapon and tool
to boot! Merida, 16, is a strong-willed, tomboyish Scottish princess
who breaks the rules and competes for her own hand. Deciding to
change her fate, she ends up changing the rules of marriage and the
tradition of her society. Elsa, 21, is crowned queen of Arendelle, while
Anna, 18, is a princess who, after Elsa flees, takes charge of Arendelle
and embarks on her own to rescue Elsa. Each of these princesses is
responsible for solving the dilemma that drives her respective narra-
tive. They have become active rather than passive participants in
deciding their own fates — a radical transformation from that original
princess trio, and strong development of the second. They’re inde-
pendent, but are they equal? What about the men in the fourth-wave
films? Have they, too, transformed?

Indeed, they have. Rather than functioning as stereotypical Prince
Charmings, the men who accompany fourth-wave princesses seem to
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occupy sidekick roles. Naveen in The Princess and The Frog, Flynn
(Eugene) in Tangled, Kristoff in Frozen, and Maui in Moana are all
shown on a far more level playing field with their respective prin-
cesses, who are pictured as equally capable (if not more so) than the
men. In terms of equality, each of these men is also feminized, in the
sense that their masculinity is not absolute. They are allowed to expe-
rience emotional pain and show emotional growth. For instance,
Naveen learns his lesson so well, he’s willing to stay in frog form just
to be with Tiana. Later, after they become human again, he helps her
open a restaurant. Flynn, who begins as a selfish thief, ends up sacri-
ficing himself in the end to save Rapunzel. Kristoff’s sad orphan back-
story, which resembles Elsa’s and Anna’s childhood, makes him
sympathetic, softening his otherwise imposing presence as he trans-
forms from an alpha male to a person with a genuine love and respect
for Anna. Maui’s backstory (he was abandoned by his parents) func-
tions the same way, enabling his transformation from an arrogant
Demi-God into a caring mentor and friend for Moana. It’s also worth
noting that Flynn, Kristoff, and even Maui to some extent, are essen-
tially antiheroes resembling Han Solo: imperfect scoundrels who do
the right thing but not always for the right reason.

So while the fourth-wave princesses become more responsible for
saving themselves (and the world), the men who accompany them
become flawed — just as much in need of saving as the women. There
are hints of this transformation in the male characters in the third
wave (especially in Aladdin and Beast), yet the fourth-wave men are
developed in a way that makes them more vulnerable. But does this
really make Disney princes and princesses equal? And what about the
host of other issues associated with feminism?

Take the marriage issue. Elsa is arguably the most interesting of the
fourth-wave princesses. She’s the first to become a queen; she’s the
oldest (gasp!) at 21; and she’s unwed (more gasps!). Some fans have
even suggested, Elsa might be a lesbian (even more gasps!). Indeed, the
recent strong push for LGBTQ rights and recognition, coupled with
taking Elsa’s show-stopping tune (and overall narrative) as a meta-
phor for “coming out,” has led to the creation of #GiveElsaAGirlfriend.
The hope for some (which includes the desire to see Elsa in a biracial
lesbian relationship) is that Disney could use the character of Elsa to
fully transform what it means to be a Disney princess, thereby advo-
cating for equality, not just between women and men, but between
heterosexuals and non-heterosexuals. After all, can’t lesbians be prin-
cesses too? Shouldn’t lesbian girls be given princess role models, to see
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that it’s okay for a princess to love another woman instead of a man?
And what about a transgender princess? Could that be possible?

How Far I'll Go

Disney’s three waves of princesses reflect the waves of feminism from
which they emerge. In subtle but profound ways, Disney princesses
have evolved as each wave of feminism has crashed upon the shores
of culture. They shift our focus from reinforcing patriarchy, to chal-
lenging it, and finally turning it on its head, redefining our very under-
standing of what it means to be feminine and masculine.

The implication is that equality isn’t based on making women and
men equal to one another, but rather on making them balanced within
themselves. Going forward, we can only imagine what the next batch
of Disney princesses will offer. Will they continue to transform them-
selves, mirroring the social, political, and cultural concerns of whatever
contemporary feminist theories abound? Will feminism itself continue
to evolve in its objectives, perspectives, and mission? Will there be a
fifth wave? Will Vanellope or Elastigirl or Jessie be added to the list of
princesses? To paraphrase Moana, who knows how far it’ll go.

Notes
1. Emma Watson (2014, September 22). “Emma Watson at the HeForShe

Campaign 2014 - Official UN Video.” YouTube. https://www.youtube.
com/watch?v=p-iFl4qhBsE

2. And why not Mary Poppins, Tinker Bell, Wendy Darling, Esmerelda,
Megara, Nala, Jane, Kida Nedakh, Sally, Jessie, Vanellope, or Elastigirl?

3. de Beauvoir, S. (2011). The Second Sex, 330. New York: Vintage Books.

4. Ibid., p. 352.

5. 1Ibid, p. 353.

6. Friedan, B. (1963). The Feminine Mystique, 15. New York: W.W.
Norton & Company, Inc.

7. 1Ibid, p. 126.

8. Ibid, p. 204.

9. And though Cinderella may be 19, she nevertheless seems young.

10. Wolf’s The Beauty Myth and Butler’s Gender Trouble: Feminism and

the Subversion of Identity were both published in 1990. While Gilligan
published In a Different Voice: Psychological Theory and Women’s
Development in 1982 — technically, at the end of the second wave - it
arguably functioned as a precursor to the third wave.


https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=p-iFl4qhBsE
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=p-iFl4qhBsE

80

11.

12.

13.

14.

15.

16.

EDWARDO PEREZ

Where de Beauvoir and Friedan seem to hold beauty as both a currency
and a solace.

Wolf, N. (1991). The Beauty Myth, 115. New York: William Morrow
& Co.

Which would give us an interesting analysis of Snow White’s evil queen,
Cinderella’s stepsisters, and Maleficent — all of whom struggle with fall-
ing far short of the beauty of Snow White, Cinderella, and Aurora.

For Gilligan, men tend to approach problems as matters of principle, while
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Of course, Jasmine presents the first example of a non-white princess
whose ethnicity and culture are non-American. Yet her narrative
aligns more with the narratives of Ariel and Belle than with Pocahontas
and Mulan.

See, for example, such websites as The Everyday Sexism Project hosted
by British writer Laura Bates, the Feminist Frequency hosted by
Canadian-American media critic Anita Sarkeesian. See also movements
such as #MeToo, #YesAllWoman, #BringBack OurGirls,and #L.ove Wins,
writers in the established media (like The Guardian’s Kira Cochrane),
and to celebrities such as Emma Watson, whose 2014 United Nations
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“Always a Team,
Always United”
Disney’s Philosophy of the Family

Kody Cooper

MR. INCREDIBLE: Mommy and I are always a team. Always united against
the forces of...

ELASTIGIRL: Pigheadedness.

MR. INCREDIBLE: [ was gonna say evil or something.

Disney’s animated film canon offers two contrasting visions of
marriage and parenthood, which correspond to two rival portrayals
of family life. The first vision of the family is what we can call the
Irrational Matriarchy and Patriarchy (IMP) model. The second is
what we can call the Family Unity Model. Is either superior to the
other? Let’s see.

Acting IMPishly

Irrational matriarchs and patriarchs abound in Disney animated
films. After Ariel disobeys her father by going to the surface, King
Triton decides that she needs “constant supervision” and assigns
Sebastian to the task. When he discovers that she’s gone to the surface
again and saved Eric’s life, the King refuses to listen to anything she
has to say, furiously destroying her collection of human artifacts. This
breakdown of the father—daughter relationship leaves Ariel broken,
crying, and vulnerable to manipulation by Ursula.
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We see this a lot in IMPish households: overbearing and/or abusive
parents leave children confused, alienated, and driven to search out
some other (often magical) authority figure for wisdom and guidance.
Sometimes this magical figure is benevolent. Lady Tremaine slave-
drives her stepdaughter Cinderella, who bears the abuse with grace
and patience. But she is finally driven to despair when her stepsisters
tear apart her ball gown. It is at this point, with the complete break-
down of the family, that Cinderella’s Fairy Godmother intervenes.

More often than not, however, the magical figure takes advantage
of the child for evil purposes as when Ursula seeks to overthrow
Triton. Driven away after her mother, Queen Elinor, throws her bow
into the fire, Merida happens upon a shady witch who doles out dan-
gerous potions for pay without explaining their properties. This even-
tually results in Merida’s inadvertently transforming her mother into
a bear. Whether the auxiliary is benevolent or not, the common
denominator is that the parental rule is imbecilic, if not abusive,
threatening the freedom, creativity, and happiness of the child.

Locke’s Liberty to Leave

Disney’s IMP families often recapitulate an old debate in political phi-
losophy — that between Robert Filmer (1588-1653) and John Locke
(1632-1704). Filmer was a defender of patriarchy. According to
Filmer, the idea that people are born free and equal was a novel but
dangerous democratic doctrine. Filmer defended its antitheses: natu-
ral subjection and monarchy. For Filmer, fatherhood and regal power
were created together, and the latter flowed from the former in the
biblical person of Adam and all his posterity. Adam’s children were
subject to him, and the children of the patriarchs who followed were
subject to them, and so on down the line. This was an absolute power
because it was a power over life and death. Such a power logically
implied plenary powers of parents over children.

Locke disagreed. He defended the idea of natural freedom and
equality. According to Locke, the most promising argument for the
patriarchist position is that parents give their children life and there-
fore have a power over their lives. Locke’s reply, however, is that par-
ents don’t really give existence to their children. God does that.
According to Locke, children are entrusted to their parents by God
to be raised until such time as their powers of reason and will
are sufficiently developed that they can live independently. Parents are
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stewards — obligated to nourish, educate, and rear their children until
they leave the nest to pursue happiness.

IMP parents have a tendency to instrumentalize their children to
their own happiness. After Frollo kills the gypsy woman, the archdea-
con of Notre Dame gives him the penance of raising her orphaned son
Quasimodo. Frollo initially feels the pangs of conscience from the “eyes
of Notre Dame” - the Holy Virgin and Child, and chorus of saints — but
finally agrees when he calculates that this “foul creature” might one day
prove useful to him. Frollo then imprisons Quasimodo in the bell tower,
feeding him a steady diet of lies about the outside world to keep him in
line. This script is replayed between the witch, Lady Gothel, and her
“adopted” daughter Rapunzel. What these IMPs fail to recognize is
that children are not playthings to satisfy the selfish desires of adults.

Of course, there are parents — for instance, Triton, Elinor, and Chief
Powhatan — who genuinely do seek the good of their children. They
see the prevention or perhaps necessity of marriage for their daugh-
ters as essential to their well-being. In some ways, the youthful rebel-
lion of the daughters is an offense against the proper authority of the
parent. Still, their parenting undervalues what Locke would have seen
as the legitimate claim of the adolescent to exercise her free will in the
most consequential of choices — the choice to marry. This idea did not
originate with liberal modernity. Locke traces a person’s right to
choose a marriage partner to the ancient divine sanction: to leave
one’s father and mother and to cleave to one’s spouse. “To leave” sug-
gests a decision to put one’s self in motion: away from one party to
another. It thus involves a capacity to choose and must be respected.

In the end, however, Disney’s most memorable portrayals of mar-
riage are not Lockean. For Locke held the idea that marriage could
be a mere temporary contract to stay together until the children were
raised — at which point spouses would be at liberty to separate: “there
being no necessity in the nature of the thing, nor to the ends of it, that
it should always be for life.”?

Pongo, Perdita, and Procreation

In contrast with the Lockean vision of marriage, consider the marriage
vows between Pongo and Perdita (and their “pets” Roger and Anita):

Wilt thou love her, comfort her, honor and keep her in sickness and in
health, and forsaking all others, keep thee only unto her, so long as ye
both shall live?
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Here marriage is conceived as something more akin to a covenant or
sacrament: a permanent conjugal friendship through good times and
bad. It is intrinsically lifelong, exclusive, and dyadic. Its dyadic nature
is accentuated in that animals promiscuous by nature — once anthro-
pomorphized — are monogamous, as with Mufasa and Sarabi, Simba
and Nala.

Further, this concept of marriage doesn’t preclude having and nour-
ishing children. Perdita has 15 puppies. Mufasa and Sarabi, as well as
Simba and Nala, produce heirs. But this does not mean that a fruitless
union isn’t a genuine marriage. In Up! Carl and Ellie dream of having
children — to the point that every cloud they gaze at looks like a new-
born baby. Yet Ellie has fertility problems and cannot. Still, they live
out a beautiful relationship of mutual self-giving until Ellie’s death.
And Carl comes to discover the joys of parenthood in an unexpected
way, as a sort of surrogate father for Russell.

Marriage is thus portrayed as an essentially fulfilling aspect of human
flourishing whose permanent, exclusive, dyadic, and fruitful features
are freely chosen. As Pongo puts it, the notion of the bachelor’s life as
all carefree glamour is “nonsense.” Such a life is, rather, “downright
dull.” Even Mr. Incredible, who enjoys riches and fame as a bachelor
Super, remarks “Sometimes I think I’d just like the simple life, you
know? Relax a little and raise a family.” The conception of marriage as
genuinely good is the foundation of the Family Unity Model.

Heaven’s Light or Frollo’s Song?

After his encounter with the kind and lovely Esmeralda, Quasimodo
sings about the beauty of marriage in celestial terms:

So many times out here

I’ve watched a happy pair

Of lovers walking in the night

They had a kind of glow around them
It almost looked like heaven’s light.

Quasimodo channels a theme found in the Christian philosophical
tradition, eloquently restated and defended by John Paul II (1920-
2005) — at once Pontiff and philosopher.

According to John Paul II, a key to unlocking the true meaning of
marriage is to be found in the creation narrative in the book of
Genesis: “It is not good for man to be alone.”? It is not that the first
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man, Adam, was without the company of other beings. There was
plenty of other plant and animal life around that he was authorized to
use for his own purposes. Rather, his original solitude consisted in his
experience of aloneness as a person — that is, a rational individual,
valuable as an end-in-himself, and not reducible to a mere means to
another’s end. He wasn’t created for that; he was created for a com-
munity of persons.

Thus according to the narrative, God creates Eve so that the first
man and first woman might love one another through making gifts of
themselves to one another — a becoming of “one flesh,” actualized in
physical and spiritual intertwining of persons in a shared life. From
this union proceeds new life. This mirrors, says John Paul II, the
archetype of love in the Trinity: The Father eternally begets the
Son - the Holy Spirit proceeding from the mutual self-giving love of
Father and Son. The test of authentic love, then, is whether it truly
images God, that is, reflects heaven’s light.?

Still, one needn’t be a religious believer to see this point. We can
see — by the light of unaided reason, as a philosopher might say — that
“use” and “love” are opposites. To use something is to make an instru-
ment of it, to treat it as a means to one’s end. By contrast, love is a
conscious and free-willing of a good (an aim, or end) for the sake of
another. In a marriage context, this common good has a twofold char-
acter: the marital friendship itself and the having-rearing of children.
This vision of love sharply contrasts with “using” another to satisfy
one’s carnal lusts or emotional desires, thereby violating their dignity.*

Frollo sings a different song altogether. After his encounter with
Esmeralda, he croons:

Why I see her dancing there

Why her smoldering eyes still scorch my soul
I feel her, I see her

The sun caught in her raven hair

Is blazing in me out of all control...

Like fire, hellfire

This fire in my skin

This burning desire

Is turning me to sin.

For Frollo, Esmeralda is not another person, an equal with whom he
can engage in the mutual sacrifice of marriage. Not one bit. She is an
object of his lust, fit only for sexual conquest. The root of his evil
behavior is the denial of Esmeralda’s equal dignity and personhood.
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Gift-love is transformative. Nowhere is this more evident than in
the story of the Beauty and the Beast. The Beast is self-seeking and
superficial; he sees value only in one’s looks and wealth. And for that
he is accursed. Meanwhile, Belle has an inner virtue that radiates
through her kindness to others, in particular her willingness to sacri-
fice herself for her father. This takes the Beast by surprise and sparks
a desire in him for her — even more importantly, a desire to be virtuous
and worthy of her. Through a series of self-denying acts (saving her
from the wolves, giving her his whole library, freeing her from the
castle), he eventually attains the inner beauty of virtue. The beast
becomes a man through the love of a virtuous woman.

“You Can’t Grow Up Without a Decent
Education, You Know”

Here is another Disney doctrine: what unites a family is its joint action
toward a common goal. Groups abound in civil society: clubs, co-ops,
charities, and churches. What marks them off as communities is their
pursuit of a common good together. If Pongo and Perdita are right,
procreation is at least part of that good (“That’s marvelous! That’s
fabulous! Why Pongo, you old rascal!”). But there’s more; there is
also education, household maintenance, and recreation.

Education is essential to proper childrearing. As Merlin, surrogate
father to Arthur, declares, “You can’t grow up without a decent
education you know.” Arthur must learn a range of essential sub-
jects: mathematics, history, biology, science, English, Latin, and
French. But Merlin also prizes the instillation of practical virtues.
Indeed, he values “experiential” learning. For example, he transfig-
ures both himself and his pupils into various animals to teach them
the value of prudence among other things. Merlin emphasizes the
usefulness of knowledge. But Disney also values studies for their
own sake — as when Duchess directs the education of her kittens in
music and painting and music; or when Bob and Helen let Dash
join the track team.

The importance of education is accentuated by the negative effects
of its neglect. Jasmine is the future queen of Agrabah, and yet she has
never been allowed outside the palace walls. The education of this
future ruler has failed because Jasmine doesn’t share the common
experiences and needs of her people. Indeed, her ignorance of the
basics of economics nearly leads to the loss of her hand.
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No doubt parents have a right to educate their children, since they
have a duty to take care of their own. But Disney’s Family Unity
Model also knits together wise parental guidance with the good of
children. When Pongo’s son Patch opines that TV celebrity Thunderbolt
is the greatest dog in the world, Penny replies that “no dog is better
than dad.” And indeed, Pongo wisely creates a plan to locate the sto-
len puppies and (with Perdita’s help) devises various strategies to
avoid detection. Mufasa instructs Simba in the ways of the savannah
and kingly rule; however, Simba’s youthful rebellion leads to disaster,
not happiness. Without Elastigirl’s maternal leadership and encour-
agement, Violet and Dash would never have come close to reaching
their potential. If you desire a flourishing family life, you’ll want to
prize a complementarity and unity among parents and children. That’s
the (educational) gospel according to Disney.

On the flipside, think of Arthur and Cinderella and the disastrous
consequences of neglecting their respective educations for the sake
of household maintenance. Injustices abound — only underscoring
the norm that maintaining the home is a common task of the whole
family. Here Cinderella’s stepmother gives a handy summary of the
litany of non-negotiables: in addition to cooking, mending, and
ironing, there is the cleaning — of laundry, carpets, windows, tapes-
tries, draperies, garden, terrace, halls, stairs, and chimneys. But wait!
There’s more, Lucifer, the cat, must be given his bath. The members
of the United Family will all have to pitch in to achieve optimal
domestic order. Bob and Helen will have to team up: Bob lifting the
furniture the furniture with one hand; Helen vacuuming underneath
with the other.

And then a family must rest — relaxing and enjoying recreational
activities together. Whether it is Belle and the Beast cuddled by a fire
reading a book, or the Pongo family watching an episode of The
Thunderbolt Adventure Hour, or Duchess, Thomas O’Malley, and
their kittens singing and dancing with Scat Cat and his crew - to
achieve optimal levels of happiness, balance, and well-being, a family
must repose and recharge after its collective hard work.

“Done Properly, Parenting is Heroic”

But are the nitty-gritty realities of family life really worth it? One of
the most prominent twentieth-century critics of the bourgeois family
was the French existentialist and feminist philosopher, Simone de
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Beauvoir (1908-1986). Beauvoir famously portrayed female embodi-
ment as enslaving and alienating in its reproductive functions.

According to Beauvoir’s version of feminism, a woman’s reproduc-
tive organs express the “tyranny of the species” over the individual
because of the arduous biological substratum of motherhood: men-
strual cycle, gestation, birth, and breastfeeding. However, biology is
not destiny. Human beings are radically free to impart a wide range of
meanings to these essentially valueless biological facts. Thus, Beauvoir
considers stories housewives might tell themselves to dignify their
place in the home. Finding them all wanting, she engages in a broad-
side against housewifery:

day after day, one must wash dishes, dust furniture, mend clothes that
will be dirty, dusty, and torn again. The housewife wears herself out
running on the spot; she does nothing; she only perpetuates the
present.’

Housework snares the woman in “immanence,” a degradation of
existence that entraps because it is a repetitive drudgery that produces
nothing new. Its opposite, “transcendence,” is the experience of an
open-ended self-creation through goal-setting and undertaking great
projects. Motherhood is a form of servitude and therefore a form of
immanence.

Disney’s Family Unity Model rejects Beauvoir’s brand of feminism
outright. We need only consider Elastigirl. In an interview in her
prime — during the “Glory Days” — she might well have been chan-
neling Beauvoir when she scoffs at “settling down.” Leave the saving
of the world to the men? “I don’t think so,” she retorts. Yet she chooses
to marry Mr. Incredible and then has three children. We see her cook-
ing, cleaning, and doing laundry, but we sense no bitterness. She has
hung up her Super suit for the joys of domestic housewifery.

Naturally enough, Elastigirl’s body has changed since the glory
days — the natural effect of pregnancy and childbirth. As most moth-
ers do, she makes this observation with a sigh, but not a sigh of regret.
She would not trade Violet, Dash, and Jack-Jack for a younger body
and those lost years of crime-fighting. The woman who can bend her
body into any shape gladly bends her life in a new direction for the
good of her children. This is the heart of femininity and the heroism
of motherhood. When Marlin the clownfish loses his son Nemo to a
scuba diver’s net, he leaves the safety of his reef, traveling hundreds
of miles, battling sharks, mines, and jellyfish; riding sea turtles and
escaping the clutches of a whale and pelican. All of this (for the good of)
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and to save his child. This is the heart of masculinity and the heroism
of fatherhood.

In the Family Unity Model, having and rearing children is not to be
feared as a threat to one’s liberty, success, and happiness. Indeed, The
Incredibles turns Beauvoir’s critique of the family on its head in several
ways. Child-rearing is the great project that has transcendent meaning.
In the words of the inimitable Edna Mode, “Done properly, parenting
is heroic.” By contrast, superheroic crime-fighting is likened to drudg-
ery. As Mr. Incredible says of his experience of constantly saving the
world: “I feel like the maid; I just cleaned up this mess!” To be sure,
Mr. Incredible later experiences ennui with his 9-to-5, white-collar
grind. And admittedly, the family’s crime-fighting adventures do have
moments of transcendence that make us exclaim: “That was totally
wicked!” Nevertheless, Bob Parr’s uncontrollable craving to relive the
glory days has decidedly negative effects: the near death of his wife and
children and the near kidnapping of his son, Jack-Jack. His revelatory
moment comes when he finally realizes that he is missing the adven-
ture right in front of him: home life and raising a family.

Even when Helen and Bob switch places in the sequel, Elastigirl is
hesitant to leave the home. She sees the ultimate end of their family plan
not as reestablishing her primacy as an active superhero, but to return
home and give her children the choice to one day become public Supers.
Meanwhile, Mr. Incredible discovers the heroic feats necessary to help
Dash with his math homework and Violet with her boy problems — all
the while keeping baby Jack-Jack from blowing up the house!

The sacrifices of parenthood are not enslavement but salvation. For
all their Super powers, neither Elastigirl nor Mr. Incredible is able to
defeat the Screenslaver. It is their children who ultimately save the day.
They fight their way onto the hijacked boat and then it is Jack-
Jack — not even a toddler — who finally frees his parents from the
Screenslaver’s control. The defeat of evil requires the effort of team:
an entire family. “You are my greatest adventure,” says Mr. Incredible,
“and I almost missed it.”

Robots and Romance

Radical critics of the family have suggested that it be abolished. The
ongoing needs of society and human nature itself have proven to be
stubborn obstacles. Could technology, perhaps, replace the family and
all the benefits it affords? Imagine a world in which the goods of
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reproduction, education, household maintenance, and recreation
were provided solely by robots. That is precisely the world envisioned
in WALL-E, where an apocalypse of toxic pollution has devastated
the world, forcing a small remnant of humanity to live on board a
spaceship for the past 700 years.

In the WALL-E world, human beings spend their day flitting from
one self-absorbed hedonic pleasure to the next on motorized chairs
with a holoscreen constantly before their eyes. Babies are manufac-
tured and raised by robots. Humans are so overweight and their mus-
cles so atrophied that they cannot even stand on two feet. Meanwhile,
the robots WALL-E and EVE spark a romance. The constant refrain
during their courtship is a song from the musical Hello, Dolly!

It only takes a moment

For your eyes to meet and then
Your heart knows in a moment
You will never be alone again

I held her for an instant

But my arms felt sure and strong
It only takes a moment

To be loved a whole life long.

The irony is that the technologically pampered humans live a robotic
existence where all contact is mediated by screens and machines,
while artificial beings see the beauty of genuine love and seek to expe-
rience it through the touch of holding hands. WALL-E’s and EVE’s
romance awakens two people, John and Mary, from their technologi-
cal slumber, and with the barest physical contact, a romance between
them buds. It takes the love of two robots to remind humanity of
what they have lost — and to warn us what we are at risk of losing.

In the climactic scene of the struggle to return to Earth, the ship
tilts, throwing the people into a heap, sending a gaggle of toddlers
hurtling downwards. Mary yells: “Hey John, get ready to have some
kids,” as they join arms to save the toddlers before the ship sets a
course to return to Earth. The double-meaning of her words is not lost
on us. Rebuilding the world begins with the family.
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How to Convince Sleeping
Beauty She’s Not Dreaming

C. A. Mclntosh

You know the story: the much-anticipated princess, Aurora, is born to
throngs of celebration. It is hoped that she will grow up to marry the
prince of a neighboring kingdom, uniting the two into a single royal
bloodline. The sun is shining. People are smiling. The future seems
bright ... until Maleficent shows up and casts her dreadful curse: that
before the sun sets on Aurora’s 16th birthday, she will prick her finger
on the spindle of a spinning wheel and die. Fortunately, one of the
good fairies is able to mitigate the curse so that Aurora will not die but
merely sleep, and sleep she will until true love’s kiss breaks the spell.

And so it comes to pass, despite the king and queen’s destruction of
all spinning wheels in the kingdom, and the three good fairies’ best
efforts to hide Aurora away in the forest. The princess is brought back
to the palace (perhaps a little prematurely) on the evening of her 16th
birthday, lured into a secret room containing a spinning wheel, pricks
her finger, and falls into a deep slumber. Luckily, Prince Phillip is able
to thwart Maleficent’s evil scheme and awaken his Sleeping Beauty
with a kiss, so that they can live happily ever after.

A fairytale, quite literally. We don’t blink an eye at how exotic the
whole thing is. But put yourself in Aurora’s shoes for a moment.
The whole ending scene probably feels a bit surreal to this young lady,
who was raised in the woods by three old women. Until the day
before, she didn’t know that she was a princess, much less anything
about the existence of good fairies and evil sorceresses. Now all of a
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sudden, she finds herself saved from a terrible curse, dancing with a
handsome prince in the middle of a palace ballroom! Would we blame
her for questioning whether any of the events of the last 24 hours
were real, speculating that perhaps it was all just a dream? Indeed, the
whole situation gets even more complicated when we remember that
Aurora had a dream about Prince Phillip before she ever met him in
real life. She sings in the woods:

I know you, I walked with you once upon a dream

I know you, that look in your eyes is so familiar a gleam
And I know it’s true that visions are seldom all they seem
But if I know you, I know what you’ll do

You’ll love me at once, the way you did once upon a dream

What if her dream had started before she pricked her finger, and even
before her encounter with Prince Phillip in the woods? Or what if,
instead of walking and singing freely with the birds for the past
16years, Aurora had actually been caught by Maleficent much earlier,
and has been lying asleep in a dungeon the whole time? Perhaps her
whole life up to this point has only been an elaborate illusion foisted
upon her by Maleficent to keep the princess in her power. In short,
Aurora might ask, “How do I know I"'m not dreaming? How do I
know any of this real?”

Maleficent, the Evil Genius

But you don’t need to be living in a fairytale to ask yourself such ques-
tions. The philosopher René Descartes (1596-1650) is famous for
showing that these questions are just as pressing for us in real life. In
his search for certainty, Descartes found that there is precious little
that cannot be doubted, including whether he is in fact awake and not
dreaming;:

For example, there is the fact that I am here, seated by the fire attired
in a dressing gown, having this paper in my hands and other similar
matters. And how could I deny that these hands and this body are
mine...? ...At the same time I must remember that...I am in the habit
of sleeping, and in my dreams representing to myself the same things...
[Iln dwelling on this reflection I see so manifestly that there are no
certain indications by which we may clearly distinguish wakefulness
from sleep that I am lost in astonishment. And my astonishment is such
that it is almost capable of persuading me that I now dream.!
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And just in case you think you do have some way of distinguishing
wakefulness from sleep, Descartes has another card to play. What if
there were some god-like evil genius who “has employed his whole
energies in deceiving me”? He writes:

I shall consider that the heavens, the earth, colors, figures, sound, and all
other external things are nought but the illusions and dreams of which
this genius has availed himself in order to lay traps for my credulity;
I shall consider myself having no hands, no eyes, no flesh, no blood, nor
any senses, yet falsely believing myself to possess all these things.?

Sure, we don’t believe we are being deceived this way by an evil genius.
But isn’t it at least possible? And if possible, how can we say we know
for sure we aren’t? The problem is even worse for Aurora. It’s not
merely possible that there could be an evil genius in the story; there is
one in Maleficent! This kind of observation leads Descartes to doubt
whether he can be sure that any of his experiences are of real things
beyond his own mind.

But how so? Let’s see if we can outline his reasoning step-by-step.
The first step is:

I don’t know I’m not dreaming.

Remember, Descartes is thinking that it’s at least possible all my expe-
riences are a mere dream induced by a Maleficent-like evil genius.
Why think that’s possible? Possibilities come cheap. Philosophers tell
us that to see if something is possible we just have to conceive of a
scenario — any scenario — where it happens, and isn’t strictly illogical
or contradictory. Nearly all Disney movies represent to us mere pos-
sibilities. I can conceive of scenarios with genies, wooden puppets
coming to life, flying elephants, and mermaids. I can conceive of sce-
narios with talking animals, insects, toys, robots, and even household
objects like clocks and candlesticks. And there certainly seems to be
no special problem in conceiving of a scenario where all my experi-
ences are a mere dream induced by a Maleficent-like evil genius. But
now the question is: if that’s possible, how do I know it’s not really the
case? The question doesn’t arise with respect to the other possibilities,
because they differ so radically from our everyday experience of the
real world. But in the case of being deceived by a Maleficent-like evil
genius into dreaming what I think is real, all my experiences would be
exactly the same! And if I have no way of telling whether ’'m dream-
ing or not, how can I say I know I’'m not dreaming? I guess I can’t.
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This leads to us to the second step in Descartes’ reasoning:

If T don’t know I’'m not dreaming, I don’t know there is a real
world beyond my own mind.

The connection between the first and second steps should be obvious
enough. If I don’t know I’'m not dreaming, how do I know if any of my
experiences correspond to anything real outside of my own mind? A
dream is more than “a wish your heart makes,” as Cinderella says.
Dreams are mental phenomena, akin to memories or what you might see
in your “mind’s eye” as you imagine something with your eyes closed,
that occurs while you sleep.’? Some dreams are as bizarre as the stuff of the
most exotic fairytales — just think of the White Rabbit, Caterpillar, Mad
Hatter, and Queen of Hearts from Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland. So
many nonsensical, bizarre scene changes occur that we aren’t really sur-
prised when Alice wakes up under a tree and discovers that it was all a
dream. But other dreams are more mundane, such as Dumbo’s elephants
on parade, Lightning McQueen’s dream of racing, and Bruno the dog’s
dream of chasing Lucifer the cat. And from such dreams we groggily
wake up in confusion and come to our senses moments later. Yet some-
times we have dreams more mundane still — ones that are easy to con-
fuse with what’s real. Probably most of us have sometimes paused and
thought, “Wait, did I dream that, or...?” ’m convinced that my wife
dreams of tasking me with certain daily chores and errands, which later,
to her disappointment, I do not recall in the slightest (her theory — that
I just wasn’t listening — is less exotic). In such cases, we find ourselves
unsure of what’s real and what’s not. And if you don’t know if some-
thing was a dream or not, you don’t know if it is something real, beyond
your own mind. Now finally we can complete the reasoning. Given the
first two steps in Descartes’ thinking, his conclusion follows:

So, I don’t know that there is a real world beyond my own mind.

There you have it. What is Aurora to make of this argument? Is she
doomed to being skeptical of there being a real world for the rest of
her life? And for that matter, what are we to make of it?

Epistemology’s Prince Charming

As you can imagine, epistemologists (philosophers who think about
the nature of knowledge) have tried to slay this skeptical dragon for
millennia. Perhaps the most infamous knight in philosophical armor
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to do so is the Englishman G. E. Moore (1873-1958). Moore’s
response, which he humbly dubs a proof, is disarmingly simple. How
can Aurora know there is a real world beyond her own mind? All she
has to do is pass what we might call the Pinocchio test. The test is
easy. When Pinocchio wakes up to find that he has turned into a real
boy, he looks at his hands in astonishment and exclaims, “I’m real!
I’'m a real boy!” The proof was right there before him. His own two
hands! So, to pass the Pinocchio test to see if you’re real and not just
dreaming, Moore would tell Aurora and us to do the same: just take
a look at your hands. There is one. And there’s another. Voila! There’s
the proof that there are at least two real things that exist beyond our
mind. Moore’s proof goes like this: Here is a hand and here is another;
If that’s right, then there is a real world beyond my own mind; So,
there is a real world beyond my own mind.

Unimpressed? Well, what did you expect? Moore insists that his
argument meets the technical standards of a proof. First, the steps or
premises are different than the conclusion; so we aren’t reasoning in a
circle. Second, the conclusion follows logically from the premises.
And finally, the main premise — that therereally are two hands before
me — is not just a mere opinion, but something I can be said to know.
That’s just a matter of common sense.

This last aspect of Moore’s proof is what makes it so memorable,
but also hated among philosophers. Philosophers have a well-earned
reputation for being abstract and aloof from the ordinary and mun-
dane, finding delight instead in the inner citadel of the mind. The
ancient philosopher Thales (c. 625—c. 545 BCE), preoccupied phi-
losophizing about the heavens, allegedly wandered straight into a
well. Immanuel Kant (1724-1804) wrote thousands of mind-numb-
ing pages exploring what we can know by reason alone apart from
experience. And legend has it that Descartes locked himself in a
Dutch oven until he could think of at least one thing he could be
absolutely certain of. Indeed, some of the intellectual castle-building
efforts of philosophers wind up resembling the imaginary worlds of
Disney more than our own. But Moore, while not incapable of eso-
teric theorizing himself, nonetheless kept his theorizing grounded in
common sense.

But what, exactly, is common sense anyway? Philosophically speak-
ing, it is more than commonly held beliefs that are sensible. The
belief that the Earth is round is commonly held and sensible, but it’s
not a common-sense belief by Moore’s lights. Common sense beliefs
are beliefs so obvious and self-evident that we simply find ourselves
with them, often without even realizing it. In “A Defense of Common
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Sense,”* Moore lists a host of examples by no means limited to the
following:

I exist and have a body

Other people like me exist
Material objects exist

Space and time are real.

I (and others) know these things.

Of course, Moore is well aware that certain philosophers have denied
such beliefs. Leibniz (1646-1716), for instance, denied that space is
real. Idealists deny the existence of material objects. Moore’s teacher
John McTaggart (1866-1925) famously denied the reality of time.
Contemporary philosopher Peter Unger has denied that people exist,
including himself! And of course a radical skeptic would deny that we
know all of the above. Moore won’t have any of this. Moore allows
that the correct analysis of what these statements ultimately mean may
be subject to debate, but to one who straightforwardly denies that we
know them, Moore has “nothing better to say than that it seems to me
that I do know them, with certainty.”® They are proper starting points
of what we know, even if we don’t know how we know them.

The Flight of Phillip’s Sword

Moore’s emphasis on common sense isn’t a cop out; it is part of a
strategy for handling pesky philosophical arguments for bizarre,
counterintuitive conclusions like “I don’t know there is a real world
beyond my own mind.” It’s easy to confuse not knowing how to
answer such arguments with being irrational for resisting the conclu-
sion. But that is a mistake.

Let me illustrate with a different example. Maleficent, in the form
of a fire-breathing dragon, has Prince Phillip balancing on the edge of
a fiery precipice. A good fairy comes to his aid, telling him to hurl the
sword. “Oh sword of truth, fly swift and sure, that evil die and good
endure!” Just as Phillip readies himself for the throw, suppose
Maleficent interrupts with one last attempt at deception:

MALEFICENT: You fool! It’s impossible to kill me that way!
PRINCE PHILLIP:  Impossible? Whatever do you mean?
MALEFICENT: Well, it is impossible to traverse an infinite. No matter how

far you get, there’s always infinity to go. But if it is impos-
sible traverse an infinite, then motion is impossible! For
between any two points A and B there are infinitely many
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intervals: before your sword can reach '/, way between
you and me, it must reach '/, of the way. But before it can
reach Y% of the way, it must reach '/, of the way. And before
"4, '1,.. And so on, to infinity. But since it’s impossible to
traverse the infinite, and there are infinitely many intervals
between you and me, your sword can never reach me!

Maleficent, being the evil genius she is, is using the ancient philosopher
Zeno’s (c. 490—c. 430 BCE) argument against the possibility of motion:

It is impossible to traverse an infinite.
If it is impossible to traverse an infinite, then motion is impossible.
So, motion is impossible.

Now, even supposing Prince Phillip doesn’t know how to answer
Maleficent’s argument, would he be unreasonable in continuing to
believe that motion is possible — that his sword could “fly swift and
sure” to hit its mark? No! The reasonable thing to do would be to
simply reject the main premise of her argument (namely, that it is
impossible to traverse an infinite) even if he doesn’t know what’s
wrong with it. But why so? Because he can be more certain that
motion is possible than its being impossible to traverse an infinite. So
he reasons as follows:

Motion is possible.
If it is impossible to traverse the infinite, then motion is impossible.
So, it is not impossible to traverse the infinite.

And the deciding factor between Maleficent’s argument and his own
is...common sense. Moore writes: “The only way...of deciding
between my opponent’s argument and mine, as to which is better, is
by deciding which premise is known to be true.”® And clearly we
know to be true that motion is possible. That is a common sense belief
if anything is. Moore continues:

I think we may safely challenge any philosopher to bring forward any
argument in favor either of the proposition that we do not know
[some proposition of common sense], or of the proposition that it is
not true, which does not at some point, rest upon some premise which
is, beyond comparison, less certain than is the proposition which it is
designed to attack.”

In other words, if you’re confronted with an argument against some-
thing as commonsensical as “there is a real world beyond my own
mind,” or “motion is possible,” the main premises in those arguments
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will invariably be less certain than the commonsense beliefs themselves.
Because I am more certain that there is a real world beyond my own
mind than I am that I don’t know I’'m not dreaming, the Moorean shift
(as it is sometimes called) in response to the radical skeptic would be:

I do know there is a real world beyond my own mind
If I don’t know I’'m not dreaming, I don’t know there is a real world
beyond my own mind.

And how do I know that there is a real world beyond my own mind?
Passing the Pinocchio test. “Here is a hand, and here is another.”
Common sense. We can thus conclude:

So, 1 do know I’m not dreaming.

If nothing else, the Moorean shift is a way to keep us safe from fall-
ing victim to what 1 call the madman fallacy, inspired by G. K.
Chesterton’s (1874-1936) observation that “if you argue with a
madman, it is extremely probable that you will get the worst of it;
for in many ways his mind moves all the quicker for not being
delayed by the things that go with good judgment.”® The madman
fallacy, then, is dumbfounding an interlocutor by saying something
that goes against basic good sense. When an annoyed Simba asks
the crazy Rafiki the meaning of his seemingly nonsensical chant
“Asante sana squash banana, wewe nugu mimi hapana” and is told
“It means you’re a baboon, and I’'m not!”, we might say Rafiki
stumped poor Simba with the madman fallacy. And we can defi-
nitely say you’ve been duped by the madman fallacy, if you have
nothing to say to someone who insists you don’t know you’re not
dreaming. Just hold up your two hands and say, “Look, I’'m more
certain that there’s a real world beyond my mind than that I don’t
know I’m not dreaming.”

Visions Are Often all they Seem

If you’re still unsatisfied with Moore’s common sense response to the
problem of skepticism, maybe we can push it a bit further by directly
attacking the first step in the argument for skepticism, that I don’t
know I’'m not dreaming. Recall that in response to someone who
denies that we know common sense beliefs, Moore has “nothing better
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to say than that it seems to me that I do know them, with certainty.”’
Moore’s use of the word “seems” here is important. Contrary to
Aurora’s lyric “visions are seldom all they seem,” how things seem or
appear to us is good reason to believe that’s how things in fact are. Of
course, it’s possible ’'m merely dreaming what I think is real, but until
I have reason to think I am dreaming, I can continue believing I’'m not.
There appear to be two hands before me; so, there probably are two
hands before me, because if there weren’t, how things appear would
likely be different.

The problem in the present context is that the possibility of a
dream-inducing Maleficent-like evil genius guarantees that how
things appear would be no different, whether I’'m dreaming or not.
But maybe there is a difference: does it not appear to me that there
is a difference between dreaming and wakefulness? The very fact
that I am aware of such a distinction at all suggests the distinction
is real. If our whole lives were merely a dream, how could we even
be aware of such a distinction as that between dreaming and wake-
fulness? To say I merely dreamed of the distinction does nothing to
discredit its legitimacy: I have the idea of a mental state called
“dreaming,” and I also have the idea of a different mental state, one
that is not dreaming. The distinction is as conceptually solid as any
other between two distinct things. But then how do I get the idea of
wakefulness in the first place other than from a state of wakeful-
ness? It would be like having the idea of a color without ever hav-
ing seen that color.

So the fact that it appears to me that there is a distinction between
dreaming and wakefulness justifies my belief that there is some-
thing that induces non-dreaming states — that is, a world beyond
my own mind. But does it justify the belief that I am not dreaming
now? Well, I don’t see how it could seem to me that there is a dis-
tinction between two mental states without having actually experi-
enced those different states, because “seemings” just are mental
states. I must know what it’s like to dream, and know what it’s like
to be awake. So, contrary to what Descartes says, I must be able to
tell the difference somehow, even if I can’t articulate exactly how.'
Indeed, when I am awake, it never seems to me that ’'m dreaming;
but it does sometimes seem to me that I’'m dreaming when I’'m
dreaming!!'! So I have good reason to believe that it is false that if I
were dreaming, things wouldn’t seem different to me. And since it
seems to me now that I am awake and not dreaming, I am justified
in believing I am awake and not dreaming.
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Happily Ever After

Okay, maybe that last point was a bit trippy. You might be wondering
here, “Why should Aurora care so much about knowing she’s not
dreaming? She marries her prince, the two kingdoms are united, and
they dance the night away. Dream or not, what difference does it make,
as long as she lives happily ever after?” This is a good question. And we
should ask it of ourselves. Suppose you could have nothing but pleas-
urable experiences for the rest of your life, only you had the choice
between it all being a dream or it being real. Would you choose that?
Most of us, I expect, would choose real life, even if our experiences
would be no different. In fact, I suspect many of us would choose real
life even if that meant experiencing pleasure and pain. Why is that?

We’d prefer a real life over an experientially identical dream life, or
even a more pleasurable dream life, because there’s more to life than
just experience. We want pleasurable experience, yes; but we also
want authenticity. To paraphrase the philosopher Robert Nozick
(1938-2002), I don’t want to just experience myself as a good per-
son — courageous, kind, intelligent, witty, and loving — I want to be a
good person.'? Think of Bolt, the dog who believes he’s got superpow-
ers because he was raised on a Hollywood special effects set designed
to make it look like he does. There’s something pathetic about that.
He’s not really a superdog. We wouldn’t want to be Bolt. Each of us
wants to be a person whose experiences are backed by reality. That is
why Aurora should care. And that is why we should, too. A true “hap-
pily ever after” ending will be one where we know our experiences are
authentic. Thankfully, to know that, all we need are our own two
hands and a little common sense. Of course, a romantic kiss from a
significant other will do, too."
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Knowing Who you Are

Existence Precedes Essence in Moana

William |]. Devlin

Disney’s computer-animated musical film, Moana (2016) tells the tale
of Moana, the daughter of Tui, the chief of a Polynesian island,
Motunui. Bound by the legendary tradition of her ancestors, Moana
is expected to follow her lineage and take over as chief when she
grows up. Her father and mother, Sina, equally bound to this tradi-
tion, prepare Moana for this leadership role. But ever since she was a
toddler, Moana has wanted to sail beyond the reef and voyage across
the seas — a calling reinforced by her free-spirited grandmother, Tala,
who encourages Moana to “know who you are.” Despite her father’s
misgivings and prohibitions, Moana learns that she was chosen by
the ocean to restore the heart of Te Fiti, which was stolen by Maui,
the shapeshifting demigod who seeks the love and praise of human
beings. Upon completing her adventures, Moana successfully restores
the heart, thereby saving the people of Motunui.

As we dig beneath the surface level of the story, we find a meta-
phorical and philosophical level to Moana’s journey. Moana must
choose between sailing beyond the reef or obeying her parents, result-
ing in an existential crisis. In effect, Moana faces a choice that everyone
faces, between independently creating one’s own identity or merely
following the crowd. To explore this crisis, and gain a better under-
standing of her decisions, let’s join Moana on her wayfinding adven-
tures, using the philosophy of existentialism as our navigator.

Disney and Philosophy: Truth, Trust, and a Little Bit of Pixie Dust, First Edition.
Edited by Richard B. Davis.
© 2020 John Wiley & Sons Ltd. Published 2020 by John Wiley & Sons Ltd.
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“This Suits You”

From the opening scene, we learn that Moana yearns to become a
voyager. Her grandmother tells the frightful tale of the demon, Te Ka,
who seeks the heart of Te Fiti after Maui steals it. Tala cautions that,
unless someone restores the heart, darkness will spread “until every
one of us is devoured by the bloodthirsty jaws of inescapable death!”
While all the other children run and cry in fear from this story, little
Moana listens intently, eager to be the one to restore the heart. But her
father forbids her from having such seafaring aspirations. Chief Tui
offers two reasons against sailing away. First, he persistently cautions
Moana that she’d be violating a Motunui rule, “No one goes beyond
the reef.” Second, advising her that she “must learn where you’re
meant to be,” he argues that everything in Motunui has a role. From
the people, such as the dancers and the fishermen, to the natural ele-
ments on the islands, such as the coconuts and leaves — everything on
Motunui serves a purpose. As he explains to Moana, she too has a
purpose: to become the “next chief of our great people.” The people
of Motunui will need a chief and “there you are.”

Tui’s worldview echoes the philosopher Aristotle (384-322 BCE) in
some ways. Aristotle maintains that everything has a function and
with it, a specific role. This function and role is the thing’s essence — the
definition of that thing. The fisherman, for example, has a function to
catch fish with the purpose of feeding one’s tribe. So the essence of the
fisherman is to catch fish. Meanwhile, a thing’s worth or value is
measured by how well it performs its function. A fisherman is only
good as a fisherman insofar as he is able to successfully catch fish. The
excellent fisherman is the one who is skilled and successful at catching
fish. At the same time, Aristotle contends that human beings generally
have a specific function: to reason excellently. The human being is
the rational animal. We are therefore already born with a purpose
or role — to reason. So we are measured by how well we perform the
function of reasoning.

For Tui, everything on Motunui has a specific purpose. In his view,
tradition commands that Moana’s role is specifically to serve as chief.
Here we can also say that each person or thing has an essence that
precedes its existence. That is, Moana’s role as chief was determined
even before she was born. Her family lineage dictates that the child of
Chief Tui will necessarily become the next chief. Thus, Moana’s
essence is defined prior to her birth. Her father explains this to her
in a private moment at “the place of chiefs,” the island’s highest
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mountaintop where each new chief adds a stone to a column to raise
the island higher. He tells Moana that there will “come a time when
you will stand on this peak and place a stone on this mountain.” For
Tui, the role of chief is Moana’s essence, and so “it’s time to be” who
the people “need you to be.”

After years of coaxing and training (and singing “Where You Are”),
Tui and Sina convince Moana to take her role as the next chief. As a
teenager, she shadows her father as chief, demonstrating the idea that
one’s essence precedes one’s existence — that she was always meant to
become Motunui’s leader. Likewise, Moana echoes Aristotle’s concept
of being excellent in one’s function, as she excels in her leadership
role. In response to a leaking roof, she discovers that the issue was not
because of the fronds but because the wind shifted the post. In
response to diseased coconuts, she directs the harvesters to clear the
diseased trees and start a new grove elsewhere. Moana thus not only
adopts the role of chief, she performs above and beyond expectations.
So much so that her father, seeing her excellence, proudly tells her,
“This suits you.”

“But the Voice Inside Sings a Different Song”

Though Moana excels in her leadership role, she soon finds that she
does not want to become chief. In response to the issue of having no
fish in the lagoon, she insists (to her father’s anger) that the solution
is to fish beyond the reef, arguing that the rule of not sailing beyond
the reef is antiquated given these new circumstances. Though her pub-
lic reasoning is attached to her role as chief, Moana privately laments
that the ocean is “calling out to me.” While she wants to “be the per-
fect daughter” and fulfill her parents’ wishes that she become chief,
she comes “back to the water” because it is the place she longs to be.
She admits that her father’s Aristotelian views make sense — every-
thing on the island is “by design” so that everybody “has a role on this
island.” Still, she doubts that the role of chief is the role she wants.
Instead, Moana yearns to become a wayfinder who travels across the
seas to restore the heart of Te Fiti to save her people.

Moana thus faces a dilemma: become chief or sail beyond the reef.
As such, she is torn between the dictates of perceived tradition as pre-
sented by her father and her introspective yearning toward defining
herself through different actions. This dilemma strikes at the heart of
the philosophy of existentialism. For existentialists, human beings are
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unique in the sense that “who you are and who you will become” is
always up for reevaluation and reconsideration. A human being is a
being-in-question, meaning that we can always reflect upon how we
define ourselves and freely determine who we want to become. As
Moana agonizes over whether to be a chief or voyager, she demon-
strates that her own being is in question. On the one hand, she accepts
that she could “lead with pride” and help strengthen the village.
On the other hand, she knows “the voice inside sings a different song.”
In her heart, she wants to sail beyond the reef. Thus, Moana faces an
existential crisis.

Moana’s questioning her role as chief exemplifies another impor-
tant existentialist idea, one that counters Aristotle’s view that humans
have a fixed essence. The existentialist philosopher Jean-Paul Sartre
(1905-1980) argues that humans are the kind of being whose
“existence precedes essence.” The human being is born without a
fixed, unchanging essence. She first “exists, turns up, appears on the
scene, and only afterwards, defines” herself through her decisions,
choices, and actions. As such, the first principle of existentialism is
that the human being “is nothing else but what he makes of himself.”!
Because we don’t have a pre-determined essence, we have the freedom
to determine who we are and who we will become.

In contrast, Sartre suggests that for other nonhuman things
“essence precedes existence.”?> Take Moana’s sidekick chicken,
Heihei, for example. Heihei acts in a fixed and unchanging manner.
As a chicken, he is constantly pecking to eat food. But, peculiar to
Heihei, he also pecks at anything — from chicken feed to rocks to
nothing at all! He even eats the heart of Te Fiti! But, as peculiar as
Heihei is, we don’t expect him to ever change his behavior. His behav-
ior remains exactly the same throughout the movie. He cannot and
will not change. This is why we find that many characters — from
Moana to Maui to the ocean — often have to protect him from his
own quirky behavior. Following Sartre, we might say that Heihei
cannot change his behavior because his essence precedes his exist-
ence. He has no capacity to choose to be anything but what he
already is: an eccentric, bizarre chicken.

Heihei’s essence is fixed, but Moana recognizes that her existence
precedes her essence, and so she is free to create herself in the way
she sees fits. This freedom makes her dilemma more challenging. As
the existentialists see it, many people ignore their individual free-
dom and instead find solace in denying such liberties. Rather than
fully acknowledge and embrace one’s capacity to legislate one’s own
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essence, a person may instead let others define them - telling them
what to do, who they are, and what they should become. In so doing,
a person relinquishes their freedom and their individuality, becoming
a nameless, faceless, member of the group that defines them. The exis-
tentialists refer to this group as “the crowd” or, more negatively, “the
herd,” suggesting the vapid and unreflective commonality of such an
identity. In Moana’s case, her father and the people of Motunui serve
as the crowd. They compel her to conform to their social rules and
norms, to give up her passion to become a wayfinder, and to accept a
predetermined essence as chief.

It’s easy to lose one’s individuality and slip into the crowd mental-
ity. Often reinforced through social norms, rules, and guidelines, the
crowd absorbs the individual, so that she might not even be aware
she’s losing her freedom. Take Tui, for example. As Sila recounts, Tui
was once like Moana when he was younger. Though compelled by an
individual passion toward voyaging, he is forbidden by social rules to
act on his calling. Nevertheless, he sneaks out with a friend to set sail.
But he encountered an “unforgiving sea” which capsized his canoe and
led to his friend drowning. Letting his fears and regrets get the best of
him, Tui relinquishes his yearning to sail and accepts his role as chief,
becoming part of the crowd. Sartre refers to this status — the state of
rejecting one’s individual freedom and responsibilities — as bad faith.
Tui demonstrates bad faith in at least two ways. First, as suggested, he
denies his own freedom to continue sailing and winds up conforming
to the crowd. Second, he attempts to pull Moana into the crowd
mentality, arguing that she really has no choice in the matter because
she must conform to the rules. The rules dictate that she cannot sail
beyond the reef; so she should relinquish her freedom and become
absorbed in the crowd. Moana thus struggles with losing her indi-
vidual freedom and passion, running the risk of living in bad faith and
becoming a member of the crowd.

“That Voice Inside is Who You Are”

Existentialism holds that, despite the dangers of losing one’s identity
to the crowd, we have the ability to embrace our freedom and pre-
serve our individuality. Sartre refers to this state as authenticity. The
authentic individual not only acknowledges her freedom, but also
assumes full responsibility for her actions and decisions. By doing so,
she doesn’t ignore her choices and simply follow the command of
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others. Likewise, she doesn’t excuse her behavior on account of social
rules, traditional norms, or religious commands.

Moana’s grandmother, Tala, exemplifies living with authenticity.
Rather than conform to the crowd, she lives by her own standards.
She sings to Moana that she likes the water because it doesn’t con-
form to common norms: “it is mischievous” and “misbehaves.” Tala
stands apart from the crowd, even flouting the leadership of her son,
the chief. When Moana worries that she’ll inform her dad about the
failed trip beyond the reef, Tala responds, “I'm his mom. I don’t have
to tell him anything.” Similarly, from the viewpoint of the crowd, Tala
appears like “the village crazy lady” because they “say I drift too far”
from the ordinary. Nevertheless, she embraces her individuality and
uniqueness, freely defining herself. As she explains to Moana, “once
you know what you like, well, there you are,” even if it is outside of
what is commonly expected and accepted.

Tala not only models authenticity, but she also teaches Moana to
live the authentic life. Aware of Moana’s dilemma, Tala advises that
though she should generally mind what her father says, there will
come a time when she’ll have to follow her own heart and define
herself in her own fashion. Tala sings, “You may hear a voice inside /
And if the voice starts to whisper / To follow the farthest star /
Moana, that voice inside is who you are.” This advice echoes Sartre’s
own existentialist advice, “You’re free, choose, that is, invent.”? Tala
thus guides Moana toward answering the question of “who you
were meant to be,” by revealing that while the people of Motunui
are currently homebound villagers, they were originally voyagers.
On the one hand, this revelation suggests that Tui’s appeal to
tradition is misplaced. If one examines the deeper traditions of
Motunui, the rule forbidding sailing is invalid. On the other hand, it
encourages Moana to follow “that voice inside,” which is telling her
to become a wayfinder.

Moana is motivated by her ancestors and inspired by her grand-
mother’s dying wish that Moana find Maui and demand that he help
restore the heart of Te Fiti. Unlike her father, Moana overcomes her
fears from her first disastrous seafaring outing, and she commits to
sailing beyond the reef. In a touching moment, when she passes away,
Tala reincarnates as a stingray, and guides Moana’s canoe across the
reef. Moana sings, “See her light up the night in the sea, she calls me /
And yes, I know, that I can go.” She thus resolves her dilemma so that
“All the time wondering where I need to be is behind me.” Her choice
is to live the authentic life, free from the crowd, so that “I'm on my
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own, to worlds unknown / Every turn I take, every trail I track / Is a
choice T make...From the great unknown, where I go alone, where
I long to be.” In short, at this point, Moana journeys to authenticity.

“Do You Know Who You Are?”

Moana’s adventures across the sea embody the authentic life, in terms
of both the richness and trappings of independence. Friedrich
Nietzsche (1844-1900), a forefather of existentialism, held that “You
shall become the person you are,” meaning we’re in a constant state
of becoming.* We’re always changing, growing, and redefining our-
selves through our actions and decisions. This is part of the richness
of authenticity. Moana embodies this as she continues to grow
throughout her expedition. She matures in her firmness with Maui,
even pulling the demigod’s ear to get him to listen to her demands for
help. She develops an expertise as a voyager, growing from a helpless
traveler who needs the ocean to guide her, to a devoted student who
learns under Maui’s tutelage, and finally to an independent wayfinder.
She exudes courage as she retrieves the heart of Te Fiti from Kakamura,
the dangerous, blow-dart shooting, pirates. Even when Maui attempts
to flee in fear, she boldly boards their ship, dismissing them as just
coconuts. Similarly, she bravely enters the Realm of Monsters and
assists Maui in retrieving his hook from the menacing crab, Tamatoa.
She wisely notices that Tamatoa is immersed in a herd mentality,
whereby he rejects a voice inside since he’d “rather be shiny.” Playing
on his superficiality, Moana displays her cleverness as she outwits
Tamatoa and tricks him into continuously talking about himself and
distracts him with shiny objects. In this way, she adheres to Sartre’s
existential dictum that the human being is only what she wills herself
to be after she is born.

But, as Moana quickly learns, living the authentic life has its chal-
lenges. Sartre explains that an individual who escapes the crowd to
truly embrace freedom will inevitably encounter three states of being.
First, one lives in anguish insofar as each choice does not simply
involve oneself; rather, it involves all humanity. When the authentic
individual acts, she is aware that her action is a statement to humanity
that this is the right action. Each decision thus carries a heavy weight.
Moana undergoes anguish as she becomes aware that her adventure
literally involves humanity — the people of Motunui and beyond — as
she needs to prevent Te Ka’s darkness from spreading. She becomes so
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anxious from this weight that she’s haunted by their “inescapable
death” in her nightmares.

Second, Sartre contends that the authentic individual lives with for-
lornness as she must accept that she, and no one else, is responsible
for her decisions and actions. Here the weight of responsibility is all
the more pressing, since there are no excuses for one’s actions. All
praise, all blame, all accountability rests with the individual. Sartre
emphasizes this point, arguing that the human being “is condemned
to be free.”® Moana thus acts with forlornness as she nearly succumbs
to the weight of responsibility for her voyage. She cannot blame her
parents, her grandmother, Maui, or even the ocean for anything she
does. She must own her actions.

Finally, the authentic individual lives in despair as she must confine
herself to acting within the collection of probabilities that make her
action possible.” For example, when Moana plans to leave Motunui
to restore the heart, she can only act within the possibilities available
to her. Sure, she could pray to the gods, hoping they’ll promptly trans-
port her to Te Fiti so that she can restore the heart without Te Ka’s
knowledge. But Sartre would suggest this is outside of the realm of
realistic possibilities. The authentic individual must focus only on
those possibilities that involve one’s direct actions.

These three states of being collide for Moana after she and Maui
are summarily defeated by Te Ka in their first attempt to restore the
heart. With his hook severely damaged, Maui refuses to make a sec-
ond attempt, yelling to Moana, “We’re here because the ocean told
you you’re special and you believed it. ’m not killing myself so you
can prove you’re something you’re not.” Overwhelmed by these hard-
ships, Moana shifts away from authentic living, blaming both Maui
and the ocean. She’s angry that Maui “stole the heart in the first
place.” She’s frustrated with the ocean, exclaiming “Why did you
bring me here? I’'m not the right person.” Feeling helpless and hope-
less, she returns the heart to a reluctant ocean, and considers return-
ing home. Moana thus becomes enveloped in the dark aspects of
authenticity and borders on bad faith.

Tala — Moana’s inspiration and model of the authentic life — returns
to her during this low point, offering existential advice. Moana should
find resiliency in her authenticity, since she “stands apart from the
crowd.” And though these hardships can be debilitating since “the
world seems against you” and they “leave a scar,” Tala argues that
such scars can “heal and reveal where [and who] you are.” Tala echoes
Nietzsche’s famous existential idea, “what does not destroy me makes
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me stronger.”® The authentic individual is not only able to endure
suffering, hardships, and failures in life, she is also able to learn, grow,
and be strengthened by them. Here Tala reminds Moana of the
passions that define her: “she loves the sea and her people.” These pas-
sions and the lessons she learned through her adventures will guide
her in self-overcoming. So no matter what hardships Moana faces,
the voice inside will always show “who you are.”

Tala’s advice motivates Moana to fight through, and overcome, her
anguish, forlornness, and despair. Moana sings that she, herself, has
“delivered us to where we are.” Living the authentic life through her
adventures, she has defined herself as a wise leader of Motunui and a
skilled wayfinder who has journeyed farther than ever before. She
announces that, even after her hardships, she still hears the call to
restore the heart. But this call is not from the ocean; it’s her inner
voice. With this revelation, she emphasizes her commitment to
authenticity as she proudly announces, “I am Moana!”

“] Am Moana!”

The story of Moana has layers. First, it is literally a tale of Moana’s
voyage outside beyond the reef so that she can restore the heart of Te
Fiti and save the people of Motunui. She closes this tale with a happy
ending as she simultaneously lives the life that she freely chooses,
becomes the leader of her people (by saving them) as her parents
wanted, and honors her tradition insofar as she restores her ancestors’
tradition of wayfinding. Moana’s abilities as a wayfinder become so
obvious that even her father overcomes his own bad faith, proudly tell-
ing Moana upon her return, “It suits you.” Second, metaphorically and
philosophically, Moana is an inner journey of self-discovery. Moana
embodies the existential philosophy of living an authentic life. She
shows us what it means to be free in terms of following one’s passions,
choosing for oneself, and taking full responsibility for one’s actions.
Like her grandmother, Moana is able to help guide others to authen-
ticity and to become who they are. Maui lives in bad faith before he
meets Moana. Utterly dependent upon the idea that he is a “hero to all”
people, he believes that his essence precedes his existence in that he only
became “Maui” upon receiving his hook. Maui repeatedly tells Moana,
“T am nothing without my hook!” But Moana teaches him that he can
be who he is without this divine gift. He overcomes bad faith so that,
after his hook is destroyed, he tells Moana, “Hook. No hook. ’'m Maui.”
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Moana is able to see beyond the superficial appearance of Te Ka
and realize that this demon is really Te Fiti without her heart. With
such insight, Moana restores the heart and teaches Te Fiti that her
existence precedes her essence, since “this [stolen heart] does not
define you.” She also teaches her people of Motunui to no longer feel
bound by their current social routines and norms, as she guides the
sedentary villagers — including her parents — to become voyagers and
learn the skills of wayfinding.

Most importantly, perhaps, Moana teaches us about authenticity.
Embodying Nietzsche’s idea that the best educators are those who teach
as outward examples, Moana models how to live authentically by
doing so herself.” Her actions and decisions demonstrate that we can
define ourselves freely and take responsibility for who we are. Even
Maui learns that his preconceived notions about her were inaccurate.
Maui had already formed notions about the crowd mentality of human
beings, stereotyping every person based on their functions. Because she
is a “mortal,” she will be too frightened to enter the Realm of Monsters.
Even worse, since she wears a dress and has an animal sidekick, Moana
is dismissed as a “princess”: weak, demure, and dependent on others.
Thus Maui acts with bad faith and refuses (at first) to teach her to sail,
believing she simply cannot become a wayfinder.

By the story’s end, however, Maui realizes his mistake as Moana
becomes etched on his mural of tattoos — not as a passive and superficial
member of the crowd, but as a self-overcoming and independent way-
finder. Ultimately, then, Moana shatters the concept of “princess” both
for Maui and us, the viewers. No longer bound by archaic labels — even
those of earlier “Disney princesses” — Moana defines herself as a free,
authentic individual. Rather than let herself become defined by the
label “princess,” she defines herself as a strong and independent young
woman — capable of living life on her own terms. By overcoming anti-
quated and inaccurate stereotypes, Moana demonstrates that if you
listen to the voice inside, you too can (and should) avoid the social
pressures of the herd mentality to discover who you truly are.'?
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I dedicate this chapter to my daughter, Meggie. May you always listen
to the voice inside that sings the song of who you are.






Saving Mr. Banks

Reclaiming Our Childhood,
Remembering Who We Are

Mark D. Linville and Shawn White

When Mary Poppins blew into the theaters in 1964, I' was seven and
in the second grade. Our teachers evidently saw the film as a great
teaching opportunity because one day they lined us up and marched
us several blocks across a neighborhood to the local theater. For days
afterwards they talked about the film, explaining the scenes and
teaching us the songs. We even learned to say the biggest word you
ever heard—andtosayitbackwards! Dociousaliexpilisticfragicalirupus.

With my child’s eyes I saw Mary Poppins as a child’s film. And
so it is. But it also carries a more mature theme that quite escaped
me then. Mary Poppins is a magical film, but it is also a story of
redemption that might be placed alongside the Parable of the
Prodigal Son or A Christmas Carol. Mary may be the star of the
film, but George Banks is its subject. Though he may not have real-
ized it, Mr. Banks needed salvation, and this is because he had
quite forgotten who he was.

Unexamined is the Life | Lead

George Banks had become an ambitious man of business, and as such
he had no time for childish nonsense. Nor did he have a great deal of
time for children, including his own. As his theme song, The Life I
Lead, has it,
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It’s 6:03 and the heirs to my dominion

Are scrubbed and tubbed and adequately fed
And so I’ll pat them on the head

And send them off to bed

Ah! Lordly is the life T lead!

His rigorous schedule affords approximately two minutes between his
“marching through the door” at 6:01 and - after a paternalistic pat on
their heads — sending the children upstairs to the nursery, out of the
way, and in the care of a hired nanny. One of the prospective nannies
observes to the others, “I’ve known this family for years, father works
all of the time, takes his job at the bank very seriously. He never
spends time with his children, and most nights they are in bed before
he gets home.” Banks is serious — not to mention practical, responsible,
disciplined, and respectable — and there is little time in a life filled with
such concerns for bedtime stories or making kites or an afternoon in
the park. Such things amount to dawdling on that straight and narrow
path to respectability. And the very idea of squandering tuppence on “a
lot of ragamuffin birds” borders on blasphemy.

When the family seeks a new nanny, the children write their own
advertisement and share it with their father. They hope for someone
who will “take them on outings,” “sing songs, bring sweets.” Mr.
Banks replies, “Thank you! Most interesting! And now I think we’ve
had quite enough of this nonsense. Please return to the nursery.”
Winifred urges, “They were only trying to help. They’re just children.”
Banks replies, “I’'m quite aware they’re just children, Winifred. Play
games, sing songs, eat treats...Ridiculous!” He has more solid qualifi-
cations in mind, and so he shreds the childish advertisement and
tosses it into the fire.

After Mary Poppins has, by some magic, received the shredded
advertisement and effectively maneuvered Banks into giving her the
position, we find him complaining to Winifred. It seems the entire
household has fallen under Mary Poppins’ spell — “even the cook and
the maid are singing!” he laments. Why, everything was higgledy-
piggledy! Later, after their outing that included a tea party on Uncle
Albert’s ceiling, the children are excited to tell their father of their day.
“We had the most wonderful afternoon with Mary Poppins!” Jane
says to a distracted and impatient father. When Michael attempts to
share the clever joke about “A man with a wooden leg named Smith,”
Banks is flustered, humorless: “Smith? We don’t know anyone called
Smith?” He shuts them down with, “Oh children, please be quiet,”
adding his signature refrain — “Please return to your room.”
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George Banks is a man who dreams of “walking with giants” — such
as the senior Mr. Dawes, “a giant in the world of finance” — and carving
one’s “niche on the edifice of time,” according to his song A Man Has
Dreams. If the world ever seemed wonderful and filled with surprises
for George Banks as a child, it has since been supplanted by a world
that is mechanical, predictable, and subject to the demands of business
and of propriety. When the children ask him if he can see the woman
feeding the birds, he barks, “Well, of course I can see her! Do you think
I can’t see past the end of my nose?” Actually, this is precisely what we
think. Like many — perhaps most — of us, he has grown jaded as he has
grown older and thus fails to see things as they really are.

They say that philosophy begins in wonder. If that is so, then George
Banks is decidedly not a philosopher. He is an instance of the person
who leads what Socrates called the “unexamined life” — a life that the
philosopher declared not to be worth living. Banks has forgotten the
wonder of childhood. Having forgotten that, he is blind to the won-
ders of the world and, like Scrooge, to the needs of those around him.
This is why he needs saving; this is why Mary Poppins has come. As
Walt Disney comes to realize in the film Saving Mr. Banks, “It’s not
the children she comes to save. It’s their father.” Jenny Koralek, a
friend of the late Mary Poppins author P. L. Travers, confirms that,
according to Travers, “Mary Poppins has come to remind Mr. Banks
that he was a child once, and some of the most powerful things in the
book are moments when he sort of remembers.”?

The Man Who Forgot Who He Was

Disney’s Mary Poppins is set in London in 1910. It is thus easy to
imagine that George Banks, on his walk to and from the bank each
day, might have passed “a Falstaffian figure in a brigand’s hat and
cloak” — G.K. Chesterton, a contemporary and fellow Londoner — on
his way to or from the newspaper or, more likely, a favorite pub.
Unless Banks had the good fortune of striking up a conversation with
the jocund journalist he could never have guessed that Chesterton
held the very key to his salvation. (Mary Poppins might have been
saved considerable trouble!) Chesterton had the cure to what ailed
Banks because he had the correct diagnosis: “Every man has forgotten
who he is.”3

Among the things that we forget is the wonder and astonishment
that characterizes the child — an astonishment even over the things
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that most adults have come to see as mundane. Chesterton kept before
his mind what, for most of us, is submerged “at the back of our
brains,” namely, a “blaze or burst of astonishment at our own exist-
ence.”* For the child, “The earth, and every common sight” still seems
“Appareled in celestial light,” as Wordsworth said.’ But the poet
lamented that “The things which I have seen I can now see no more”
and thus, “There hath past away a glory from the earth.”® It is the
child who sees things as they are because “we see things fairly when
we see them first.”” “If we saw the sun for the first time it would be
the most fearful and beautiful of meteors.” The man who grows
“weary of wonders”® and thus ceases to wonder, sees instead the mere
“light of common day”’ - taking no notice while taking it all for
granted. We are not told whether George Banks kept bankers’ hours,
but if he rose early it was more likely for business than for the joy of
seeing the sunrise or to hear the birds sing. The small child is much as
you and I would be were we suddenly to awaken in one of Bert’s chalk
drawings and encounter for the first time those strange surroundings.
She is thus more likely than we to see things as they really are. What
is needed, perhaps, is the child’s imagination — “a wild and soaring
sort of imagination...the imagination that can see what is there.”*°

On a first visit to Yellowstone National Park, finding herself sur-
rounded by steaming mountains that whistled like tea kettles, boiling
mud pots, geysers, and other geothermal features, a woman'
remarked, “For the first time in my life I realize that we live on a
planet” A dullard (such as our banker) might reply, “Well, of course
you live on a planet! Where else could you have been all this time?”
But with rekindled imagination she was seeing for the first time the
shocking nature of our actual situation, namely, that all this time we
have dined and danced and slept and had babies and raised families
and engaged in commerce while floating about on a thin crust — rather
like the cooled skin on the top of a cup of hot cocoa — over the very
fires of Mordor. And so she realized that Earth is as startling and
strange as Elfland, only we have grown accustomed to it. “The func-
tion of imagination is not to make strange things settled, so much as
to make settled things strange; not so much to make wonders facts as
to make facts wonders.”!? Perhaps what is most startling about seeing
what is really there is the realization both that there is really some-
thing there to be seen and that there is someone to see it.

Gottfried Leibniz (1646-1716) said that the most fundamental
philosophical question is “Why is there something rather than noth-
ing?”13 And Bertrand Russell (1872-1970) reflected that it is a “strange
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mystery” that nature has “brought forth at last a child...gifted with
sight, with knowledge of good and evil, with the capacity of judging all
the works of his unthinking mother.”'* For Chesterton, “mere exist-
ence” itself is “extraordinary enough to be exciting.”'’

“Please Return to the Nursery”

George Banks sends the children back to the nursery when their child-
ish nonsense distracts from important adult concerns. Chesterton
might counter that the frivolous concerns of the parlor distract from
the serious business of the nursery. He insisted, “My first and last
philosophy, that which I believe in with unbroken certainty, I learnt in
the nursery.”'® He confesses that those things he has always believed
most — throughout life — have their origin in fairy-tales.!”

Chesterton learned of our world and how to live in it through sto-
ries from another world — Fairyland - that “sunny country of com-
mon sense.”!® Such tales teach the primary and permanent things.
From Jack the Giant Killer we learn that when pride has grown to
gigantic proportions it ought to be killed; Cinderella teaches that the
humble are exalted; Beauty and the Beast demonstrates the principle
that loving the unlovable may result in the transformation from the
beastly to the beautiful; and Mary Poppins reminds us that “There’s
no greater joy than that seen through the eyes of a child,” as Walt
Disney observes in Saving Mr. Banks.

Fairy-tales usher us into an enchanted world in which anything can
happen — pumpkins become carriages, mice morph into horses, and
princes into frogs; there are palaces of crystal and apples of gold; a
kiss can break a spell or a magic word slay a dragon. Such astonishing
tales “touch the nerve of the ancient instinct of astonishment.”'” The
instinct is “ancient” in that it harkens back to the antiquity of early
childhood. The child in the nursery need not be presented with golden
apples in order to be astonished. A green apple from the local grocer
will have that effect. The entrance of a dog is as good as the appear-
ance of a dragon. This is as it should be, for dogs, rightly seen, are
every bit as fantastic as dragons. Of course, the baby may grow up as
yet another man weary of wonders and bored with dogs; there are
possible worlds in which dull grownups are bored with dragons. The
small child just coming to consciousness of the world about her expe-
riences “a new universe...a new system of stars, new grass, new cities,
a new sea.”?® And so “mere life is interesting enough.”?!
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The imagination of the nursery helps us to see things as they are.
Tales of talking animals may remind us of the remarkable fact that
we are animals that talk. Stories of monsters with monstrous fea-
tures may lead us to reflect that each person we meet is, in fact, “a
monster with mysterious eyes and miraculous thumbs, with strange
dreams in his skull, and a queer tenderness for this place or that
baby.”?* From tales that include toys or teapots that have become
sentient, we might reflect on the wonder that anything is conscious
and realize that “every instant of conscious life is an unimaginable
prodigy.”* Fantasies of what might have been may be the occasion
for my considering what is but might #ot have been — and that this
includes me, personally. It is astonishing that there is something
rather than nothing. It is a strange mystery that creatures such as
ourselves should be a part of what there is. For each of us individu-
ally there is the inexplicable mystery that, of all of the possible crea-
tures that might have existed, this thing that each of us refers to as
“I” made the cut and came to be.

Sadly, Mr. Banks is far too practical and ambitious for all this.
These are mere children’s stories that it would be best to grow out of
so that one can get on with the serious business of life. He has forgot-
ten the lessons of the nursery, and he has allowed his ambition and
pride to drain the romance out of the world and his relationships. A
monomaniacal concern for a balance sheet has left his life out of bal-
ance. A monocular focus on such things as wealth has blinded him to
the rich world around him and left him impoverished concerning
things of the greatest value. He cannot see past the end of his nose, as
Mary Poppins suggests. Nor does he realize that, like Jacob Marley,
who was chained to his cash-boxes and ledgers, he has become a pris-
oner in a “bank-shaped cage,” as Bert observes. Marley learned too
late that mankind was his business. Banks, too, neglected his business,
as he passed the poor bird woman each day without so much as notic-
ing her. But Scrooge was saved in the nick of time, and our story has
a similar happy ending.

Let’s Go Fly a Kite!

The story of George Banks and his family is book-ended with a kite.
We are first introduced to the household when “storm signals are up at
number 17,” as Admiral Boom warns Bert. Katie Nanna, the children’s
nanny, is storming out, resigning her position, because “Those little
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beasts have run away from me for the last time.” But we soon learn
that they disappeared not out of mischief but in order to retrieve their
runaway kite. As the Constable who returned Mr. Banks’ “valuables”
(that is, his children) explains, “In a manner of speaking, sir, it was the
kite that ran away, not the children.” The children, their dilapidated
kite in hand, explain, “It was not a very good kite. We made it our-
selves.” They appeal to their father: “Perhaps if you helped us to
make one....” The Constable supports the idea — “Kites are skittish
things” — but Banks abruptly dismisses both the idea and the Constable.
We sense early on that George Banks has little time for such trifling
pursuits as kite-making or affectionate fatherhood.

Much like the kite, the Banks family itself seems to display a kind
of brokenness. Both parents have their preoccupations that pull them
away from one another and from their children. George places prior-
ity on his business ambitions; Winifred breezes in and out, either
heading to another suffragette rally or returning from one. The chil-
dren are farmed out to hired servants and are left to make their own
kites — and make their way through childhood without the affection-
ate involvement of their parents. This is the condition of the family
throughout the film until George comes to a crisis moment that trans-
forms his outlook.

The crisis comes for Banks when, on the occasion of their visit to
the bank, Jane and Michael refuse to hand over their tuppence for
investment, preferring instead to feed the birds. They inadvertently
cause a run on the bank, angering the Senior Dawes. It is clear that
Banks is to be terminated. Bert helps Banks to see that while he is
“grinding at that grindstone” the childhood of Jane and Michael is
slipping away “like sand through a sieve.” We see the change come
over Banks at that moment. “The way to love anything is to realise
that it might be lost,”?* and the fleeting moments of childhood — as
of our lives — are too precious to be squandered. How ironic that
the man who would dismiss nursery tales of giants as a distraction
from the serious business of adult life had allowed his “dreams of
walking with giants” to distract him from the more serious business
of the nursery. Chesterton observed that “It is only the grown man
who lives a life of make-believe and pretending; and it is he who
has his head in a cloud.”® Banks sees this, perhaps, when in the
process of being sacked he exclaims to the senior Mr. Dawes — that
giant of finance — “Do you know what there’s no such thing as? It
turns out, with due respect, when all is said and done, that there’s
no such thing as you!”
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When next we see him, George Banks is a mended man holding a
mended kite. Winifred adds her suffragette banner (“A proper kite
needs a proper tail, don’t you think?”) and as George, Winifred, Jane,
and Michael skip out the door together with the kite, to which all four
have now contributed, we see a mended family. This is Mary Poppins’
cue to leave, as her mission is accomplished. She is carried away on
the same wind that carries the mended family’s mended kite.

As Walt Disney promises P. L. Travers in Saving Mr. Banks, “I swear
that every time a person goes into a movie house — from Leicester to
St. Louis — they will see George Banks being saved. They will love him
and his kids, they will weep for his cares, and wring their hands when
he loses his job. And when he flies that kite, oh! They will rejoice, they
will sing.” The song they sing tells us,

With your feet on the ground you’re a bird in flight
With your fist holding tight to the string of your kite

In the end, the bank’s directors — who, under the influence of Banks,
his children, and a man with a wooden leg named Smith, are seen fly-
ing kites of their own — not only reinstate Banks but give him a pro-
motion, which Banks happily accepts. We may infer that it was not
George’s practicality that was the issue; it was his practicality to the
exclusion of all else, including the things of the nursery. But the things
of the nursery are not meant to run wild and loose without any kind
of anchoring. Indeed, a kite can soar on the winds only when its string
is held tight in the fist of a grounded kite flyer. The message, then, is
not that we should all cease being responsible adults to play hop-
scotch or make mud pies. It is possible to keep the heart of a child
while also maintaining the mind of an adult. It is possible to be a bird
in flight while keeping your feet on the ground.

We thus leave a rejuvenated George Banks with the same sort of
assurance with which we left Scrooge, knowing that “His own heart
laughed: and that was quite enough for him.”?¢
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WALL-E and EVE

Disney’s Intelligent Machines

Timothy Brown

In 2007 I went to see a film that had recently been released. When the
trailers began to play, one stood out as different from all the others. It
featured a narrator telling the story of a lunch meeting in the summer
of 1994 that led to the production of four Pixar films. By 2007, three
of these films had been released: A Bug’s Life, Monsters, Inc., and
Finding Nemo. The trailer was promoting the fourth film — WALL-E —
and the narrator was Andrew Stanton, WALL-E’s director, co-writer,
and screenplay co-author.

From the trailer it was obvious that WALL-E would be everything
a Pixar film had previously been: original, a little bit daring, and
beautifully animated. It was also obvious that WALL-E would be
significantly different from previous Pixar feature-films, in at least
one important way.

WALL-E: a Significantly Different Pixar Film

WALL-E was significantly different from previous Pixar films in that
its central characters — the intelligent machines WALL-E and
EVE — were depicted as potentially real, given enough time and tech-
nology. To be sure, previous Pixar films presented us with intelligent
characters: intelligent toys, intelligent animals, and even anthropo-
morphized intelligent automobiles. But it never so much as crossed
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the viewer’s mind to think of, say, Toy Story’s Woody or Bo-Peep, or
Finding Nemo’s Marlin or Coral, as possible future realities — even
less so Lightning McQueen and Sally of Cars fame. Why, then, are
WALL-E and EVE significantly different in our minds?

In a film-viewing experience, there are real things all around us: the
screen and seats, the butter and salt on our popcorn, and that person
next to us who rudely insists on texting during the show. Even the
light and sound inside the theater are real. It’s just that the spaceship
on the screen isn’t making that light or those sounds: the projector
and speakers are. We all get that; none of us is confused on that score.

But due to a directorial decision from Andrew Stanton, however,
WALL-E was intentionally animated to lull viewers into the belief
that WALL-E and EVE themselves are the actual causes of our sen-
sory experiences inside the theater. According to Jeremy Lasky,
WALL-E’s director of photography: camera, “Andrew came into the
movie wanting a very photographed look, he had been always look-
ing at live-action films as his inspiration...and he wanted the audi-
ence to understand WALL-E as a real thing.”! And in fact, Pixar
went to extraordinary lengths to accomplish a sense of realism in
WALL-E. They brought in a live-action cinematographer (to repli-
cate live-action lighting and staging), a live-action director of pho-
tography, and ARRI camera bodies with Panavision lenses to imitate
live-action focus and depth of field qualities. All of this was done for
the purpose of leaving viewers with the unquestioned belief that
WALL-E and EVE weren’t animated on-screen characters, but rather
spatiotemporally real, intelligent machines that have simply been
captured on film.

Is WALL-E Artificially Intelligent?

Naturally, this raises the all-important philosophical question: Can
there really be intelligent machines like WALL-E and EVE? There is
though an even more fundamental question: Is artificial intelligence
(AI) even a possibility? Today we are inundated by claims that Al is
not only possible, but actually present in the latest TVs and phones. Is
this just marketing propaganda, or can there be artificially intelligent
machines and devices? To answer this question, we must look into the
meaning of the words “artificial” and “intelligence.” This may sound
like a simple task, but given that much ancient ink was spilled on the
meaning of such words such as °
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‘virtue,” “justice,” and “courage,”
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sometimes the simplest tasks — getting clear about the meaning of
words that carry philosophical freight — can prove the most difficult.

Analyzing “Artificial”

Normally, it isn’t difficult to distinguish between natural and artificial
things. In WALL-E, supposing its characters to be real, the human
captain is quite obviously natural while AUTO is clearly artificial. We
don’t have to be told this; it is perfectly obvious. However, it is by no
means easy to say just why the human captain is natural and why
AUTO is artificial. At first glance, we are inclined to equate the natu-
ral with what is “real” or “not-man-made”, and the artificial with
what is “unreal” or “man-made.” In truth, neither of these concep-
tions is correct. Fortunately, the Aristotelian philosophy of Thomas
Aquinas (1225-1274 ck) can help us to get clear about the distinc-
tion. On Aquinas’s view, natural things have an intrinsic principle that
accounts for both their change and their stability. Artificial things, by
contrast, lack such a principle.?

Change is evident all around us at every moment. In fact, it is so
prevalent that some ancient philosophers conjectured that all reality was
change. WALL-E is itself full of instances of change: human beings
changing their location (from Earth to the Axiom and back), their activ-
ity levels (from active to virtually inactive), and even their bodies as they
experienced what Shelby Forthright describes as some “slight bone loss.”

But what is change? Change is what occurs when a thing becomes
actually, what it was once only potentially. The humans in WALL-E
were able to change their location, since they first had the potential to
be in a different location. They were able to change their activity level,
since they first had the potential to have a different activity level. And
they were able to experience bone loss, since they first had the poten-
tial to have different bone densities. In each case, they changed when
they became actually what (previously) they were only potentially.

Stability, too, is ever-present in our experience of the world. Indeed,
it is so prevalent that some ancient philosophers conjectured all real-
ity was stability. Stability is the opposite of change; stability is when a
thing does not have the potential to be other than it is, and thus
remains what it actually is. While change points to what a thing may
potentially be, stability points to what a thing actually is.

With the notions of change and stability in hand, we can say that
natural things have an intrinsic principle which accounts for (that is,
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causes) their being potentially or actually what they are. In artificial
things, there is no such principle. Just think of all the cases of causation
in WALL-E. Human beings cause the Earth to become polluted, and they
cause the Axiom to leave the Earth and then return. Shelby Forthright
causes the override directive A113 to be implemented. But when we
speak of a principle that causes a thing to be what it potentially and actu-
ally is, we are speaking of a different sort of cause then these altogether.

As Aristotle and Aquinas see things, there are four kinds of causes.
The formal cause of a thing is that which makes it to be what it is as
opposed to something else. The formal cause of the Axiom was the
idea of the Axiom in the mind of the Buy n Large engineers. The effi-
cient cause of the Axiom — that which acts most directly to produce
or bring a thing about — was the direct efforts of the hard-working
Buy n Large ship-builders. The material cause of the Axiom consists
of the many futuristic materials out of which it was constructed. And
then finally — pun intended - its final cause is that for the sake of
which it was brought about: to transport thousands of people into
outer space in order to save their lives.

So the Axiom — an artificial thing — has four causes, including a for-
mal cause. But the important thing to see is that its formal cause (what
makes it what it is as opposed to something else) lies outside of it
and in the mind of the Buy n Large engineers. And that is precisely
what makes it an artificial thing. If it were a natural thing, its formal
cause would reside inside it. What can we say is natural in the film
WALL-E? Certainly, the human captain is natural, as are the cock-
roach WALL-E befriends and the last living green plant he finds. All of
these, like the water in the pool on the Axiom, have an intrinsic formal
cause and are therefore natural things. They are all natural for one and
the same reason: what makes them what they are, as opposed to some-
thing else, is intrinsic to them; this cause isn’t imposed from outside.

Are WALL-E and EVE natural things? The answer is no; they are
artificial. Like the Axiom, WALL-E and EVE are artificial because
their formal causes are not intrinsic. Like the Axiom, their formal
causes are imposed from outside. WALL-E and EVE are artificial.

Interpreting “Intelligence”

Fair enough. But couldn’t they also be intelligent? Well, it depends on
what we mean by “intelligent.” Some think of intelligence as a “thing”
that can be quantified in some way — something people can have more
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or less of. Aquinas, however, tells us that ““intelligence’ properly signifies
the intellect’s very act, which is to understand,”3 indicating that intelli-
gence is not a thing at all, but an act, and specifically the very act of the
intellect to understand.* But what does it mean to understand?

There are various acceptable ways the word “understand” may be
used, but we are using it to indicate the formation of a concept: appre-
hending the general essence of something (such as triangularity or
humanity), as opposed to one merely encountering individual con-
crete things (such as triangles or humans). Thus Edward Feser tells us:
“through hearing, seeing, tasting, touching, and smelling, we can per-
ceive individual, particular things; this triangle, cat, and so forth. But
the intellect can grasp triangularity in general, ‘catness’ in general, and
other universals.”® Now consider this fact. WALL-E is presented to us
as a machine with the ability to understand. He can sort spoons and
forks because he understands spoon-ness and fork-ness, and he knows
to place the “spork” he encounters mid-way between the spoons and
forks because he understands spork-mess relative to spoon-ness
and fork-ness. Mentally grasping the “what-ness” of something is just
what it means to understand it, and intelligence is the act of the intel-
lect to understand. Why think, though, that an artificial thing like
WALL-E, EVE, or the Axiom could actually be intelligent?

Aquinas tells us that “the intellect is a power of the soul.”® Ultimately
then, if we are looking for the cause of intelligence, and if we take Aquinas
as our guide, our search turns to the soul. The intellect is one power of
the soul, and the act (or action) of the intellect to understand is intelli-
gence. If Aquinas is right, the soul is the formal cause of a living thing:
“the first principle of life of those things which live.”” Feser clarifies:

The soul is neither a ghost...nor some spooky kind of “stuff” non-physi-
cal, quasi-physical, or otherwise. Nor are they [meaning those who are
describing the soul as the formal cause of a living thing] presenting a
pseudo-scientific empirical hypothesis on which the existence of the soul
is “postulated,” as the best way of “explaining” how matter can have the
form of a living thing. Again, by “soul” they just mean the form of a liv-
ing thing, so that anything with such a form has a soul by definition.®

To be sure, not every formal cause is the same. “Soul” is the technical
name given to the formal cause of a living thing, but clearly it is very
different than the formal cause of a non-living thing. After all, being
the formal cause of a living thing, the soul is the difference between a
human and a corpse. It is the difference between an animal and a car-
cass, between a plant and vegetative remains. In each instance the
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former has a soul, while the latter does not. Moreover, not every soul
is the same. Humans on the Axiom have souls, as do the cockroach
and Earth’s last green plant; each has a formal cause. But they’re not
all the same. As Aquinas notes, some souls are intellectual, some sensi-
tive, and others vegetative — each with distinct powers.

If artificial things are to have intelligence, we need to know whether
they can have intellectual souls. Here we should note that while ani-
mals and plants have souls, they do not have intellectual souls. Peter
Kreeft explains: “Animals apparently cannot perform [the] act of
understanding; if they can they do not express it in words. Computers
certainly cannot do this; a computer no more understands what you
program into it than a library building understands the information
in the books you put into it.”? According to Kreeft, then, animals (and
plants) cannot be intelligent. Animals — and some plants — may be able
to encounter what is around them, but they cannot understand what
is around them. In the same way, says Kreeft, computers cannot be
intelligent. Computers — and artificial things in general — do not
understand. For only things with an intellectual soul are intelligent.
And according to Aquinas, humans have intellectual souls, whereas
animals and plants do not. Humans have an intellect that can act to
understand, and humans can understand things such as triangularity
and humanity, as well as virtue, justice, and courage. Animals, plants,
and computers cannot understand or grasp these.

So what things count as intelligent in WALL-E? The humans on the
Axiom are intelligent; they have an intellectual soul, the chief power
of which is the intellect. Sadly however, neither WALL-E’s insect
friend, nor his living green friend are intelligent. For quite clearly,
neither has an intellectual soul.

One question remains: Are WALL-E and EVE intelligent things? If
Aristotle and Aquinas are right, the answer must be a most painful
“no.” They are certainly (and delightfully) depicted in the film as
being intelligent and wise — even more so than some humans of our
acquaintance. But lacking an intellectual soul, they merely mimic
intelligence without being intelligent.

Where Do We Go from Here?

We have considered the question of whether intelligent machines like
WALL-E and EVE could potentially be real. We’ve also considered
the more fundamental question of whether Al is a possibility. Is it
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possible? If we accept the meanings of “artificial” and “intelligence”
from Aquinas, the answer is no. Of course, if we do not agree with
Aquinas, a different answer might follow. But that is a debate for
another time and place.

Given enough time and technology, will there ever be a point at
which WALL-E and EVE could be considered intelligent machines? If
we follow Aquinas, our answer must be no; they are artificial and
unintelligent machines. Artificial intelligence isn’t possible, regardless
of the time and technology devoted to its development. This is because
intelligence itself can only be found in natural, living, intellectual
things. It cannot be replicated (but only mimicked) in an artificial,
non-living, non-intellectual thing. The barrier to Al isn’t simply quan-
titative (we need more research and development), it is qualitative
(intelligence can’t be found in an artificial thing). But what about all
the claims that Al is not only real, but also that it is part of the newest
phones and televisions? Here we cannot ascribe intelligence to even
our most cherished devices without redefining the meaning of “intel-
ligence.” We can do that, of course, but it won’t thereby change our
phones and televisions.

Returning to WALL-E: should we no longer enjoy the film because
of what we have concluded about WALL-E and EVE’s inner life and
intelligence? There is absolutely no reason to think so — just as there
is no reason we shouldn’t enjoy Toy Story because Woody and Bo
Peep are purely artificial and wholly unintelligent. Would anyone
boycott Finding Nemo on the grounds that Marlin and Coral — being
mere fish — aren’t intelligent, or that since Lightning McQueen and
Sally (as mere cars) could at best count as artificial, unintelligent
artifacts be downcast at the movie’s end. I should think not! Indeed,
quite the opposite. That WALL-E and EVE can’t be intelligent
machines, but are portrayed as though they are, is precisely why
WALL-E captures our imagination and unfailingly holds our
attention.

Notes

1. See the extras that appeared on the 2008 Blu-ray release of WALL-E
titled “The Imperfect Lens: Creating the Look of WALL-E.”
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3. Aquinas, Summa Theologica 1, 79, 10. New Advent Online Edition.
http://www.newadvent.org/summa.


http://www.newadvent.org/summa/

136 TIMOTHY BROWN

Ibid.

Feser, E. (2009). Aquinas, 143-144. Oxford: Oneworld Publications.
Aquinas, Summa Theologica, 1,79, 1.

Ibid., 1,75, 1.

Feser, Aquinas, pp. 133-134.

Kreeft, P. (2010). Socratic Logic: A Logic Text Using Socratic Method,
Platonic Questions, and Aristotelian Principles, 3e, 28. South Bend: St.
Augustine’s Press.

0o © NNk



Inside Disney’s Inside Out

Ellen Miller

Inside Out takes us on a journey into terrain not often explored in
animated films — the inner workings of the developing 11-year-old
self. No superheroes, no princesses, no cute anthropomorphized ani-
mal characters. Our affable protagonist is Riley, a pre-teen, loving,
goofy, and talented hockey player from Minnesota. The other main
characters are Riley’s parents along with all their core emotions who
come to life as separate animated characters.

As I watched the film for the first time with a group of eight kids (a
mix of genders and ages) who were a few years younger than Riley’s
character, I kept wondering whether they were enjoying the film as
much as I was. To my great delight, they were laughing and engaged
throughout the entire film. I’'m not sure any of them cried as much as
I did at the end, but this highlights the film’s main theme of childhood
loss. We do not experience childhood as childhood until we have
moved beyond this phase of existence.

When I turned to examine the philosopher side of my philosopher-
mom insights, I was transported back to my first philosophy class.
Here was a film that put the workings of the mind-emotions, control
central, personality islands, daydreams, REM sleep, short-term and
long-term memories on full display.

Disney and Philosophy: Truth, Trust, and a Little Bit of Pixie Dust, First Edition.
Edited by Richard B. Davis.
© 2020 John Wiley & Sons Ltd. Published 2020 by John Wiley & Sons Ltd.
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| Feel, Therefore | Am

Inside Out takes a girl’s emotional development as important, pri-
mary, and worthy of attention. Along the way, audiences come to
appreciate that even though emotions often feel singular, solitary, and
intense, some aspects of emotions are universal and cut across age,
gender, and culture. The movie also highlights the social dimension of
emotional expressiveness. The directors were originally going to
include many more emotions than the five core emotions they depict:
Joy, Sadness, Anger, Disgust, and Fear. The choice to focus on five
primary emotions allows us to better appreciate how emotions are
central to selthood and how our emotions influence our memories
and self-understanding.

The film focuses on Riley’s individual feelings and emotions. Yet, it
also teaches us about emotions more broadly, and how they aren’t
just private events that cannot be accessed or understood by others.
Riley’s parents possess emotions that are depicted as grown-up ver-
sions of Riley’s own. Her dad’s core emotion — anger — looks just like
Riley’s version of anger except for the fact that he has a brown mus-
tache. As we are in the process of living through childhood and adult-
hood, it is often difficult to articulate what we are experiencing at any
given moment. We can step back from the flux of everyday life while
we are living it, but we might lose our actual experience of what is
happening. Inside Out shows the dynamic nature of the self at work
in the world, takes emotions seriously, and doesn’t portray Riley’s
emotions as merely a result of her gender. Her emotions are gendered
both male and female which further highlights this fluidity.

Inside Out gives audiences a complex depiction of the self at
work and helps us live though Riley’s emotional development along
with her. Even though this must be conveyed to us through on-
screen representations, the film moves beyond these representation-
alist views of the self, which hold that our immediate sense
perceptions (this or that particular taste, sound, or visual sensation)
are actually objects in our minds. For a representationalist philoso-
pher like René Descartes (1596-1650), there can be no perception
without accompanying mental ideas. Emotions are accompanied by
mental representations, that is, miniature virtual-reality images in
the mind. A popular contemporary version of this way of thinking
holds that the brain resembles a computer with our feelings, per-
ceptions, and thoughts being made up of brain computations and
their relationship to mental imagery.
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When we are introduced to the anthropomorphic renderings of
Riley’s five core emotions, we witness a film version of the famous
homuncular understanding of the self. Homunculus arguments state
that we have little people inside us that are responsible for our feel-
ings, thoughts, and brain activity. These arguments are meant to
explain how the mind works, but unfortunately they get us into an
infinite regress. How do the minds of these miniature people work?
Ah, they must also have homunculi! This fallacy arises because we are
trying to understand our whole self, but we end up imagining that an
individual part of our body can do the work of the whole body. As
scientists have discovered more and more about the brain, they have
often left the impression that the self can be reduced to the brain with-
out remainder. This is evidenced in the way we have come to talk
about ourselves. “My brain is fried,” we say. Even though it might be
tempting to explain complicated perceptions, thoughts, and feelings
by imagining there is a person inside our heads that receives stimuli,
this only leads to more questions. We still don’t understand how these
homunculi see, think, feel, and perceive.

Riley’s seemingly independent core emotions give every impression of
being homunculi. So, is Inside Out endorsing a problematic view of the
self? I don’t think so. Riley’s core emotions are mutually dependent; they
can’t function without each other even though Joy’s narcissism leads her
to think she can fly solo. Ultimately, the movie advances a rather sophis-
ticated understanding of the self as holistic and also proposes that our
emotions remain central throughout our lives and help guide our deci-
sions. The movie shows that we cannot understand ourselves in purely
intellectual ways with the mind manuals that Sadness reads in detail, nor
can we understand ourselves as purely physical beings.

Inside Out turns traditional philosophy’s emphasis on reason inside
out. We witness Riley’s first emotions in early infancy, and her emo-
tions always arise alongside other people and in particular situations.
Her emotions even impact her understating of past events as we see
Joy — Riley’s central emotion — develop throughout the film. After her
family moves, her previous happy memories of Minnesota are satu-
rated with the blue hue of Sadness. Also, if Riley doesn’t care about a
memory, it fades. Memories are fluid and dynamic rather than fixed
and static. Riley’s affective states always arise in situations. We cannot
understand joy, sadness, fear, disgust, or anger in isolation from the
world or other people. This is Joy’s biggest revelation at the film’s end
when she realizes that emotional complexity involves combining mul-
tiple emotions and sharing the spotlight with Riley’s other emotions.
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“Riley, Just Be Okay. Okay?”

Even though we learn that Riley’s mom’s primary emotion is sadness,
she still keeps urging her daughter to just be her same smiling, happy
girl. This familiar refrain reminds us that most parents don’t care if
their kids are famous or rich; they just want them to be happy. Of
course, we all know we can’t be happy every moment of our lives.
However, it’s really easy to forget this as we attempt to live with some-
one who is sad. Sometimes it’s hard for parents to get through even
one meal with a sad child, especially when they know circumstances
are not going to change anytime soon. Joy admits that we all have our
off days, but she also keeps pushing Riley to look on the bright side
and remain optimistic even when pizza in the new town is ruined by
a broccoli invasion.

Inside Out demonstrates the futility of striving for constant hap-
piness. Joy’s narcissistic attempts to block other emotions from
gaining dominance highlights that even if our sadness does not
reach the level of depression, we sometimes need to stop moving
forward and accept where we are. Joy keeps pushing through,
exclaiming, “We’ve been through worse,” in order to maintain con-
trol and centrality in Riley’s life. Joy has been this way since Riley
was a baby, and she continuously pushes Sadness aside so she can
maintain primacy.

Riley’s mom’s requests parallel Joy’s demands. Mom asks Riley to
at least remain okay if not joyful. However, okay doesn’t leave room
for sadness, anger, or fear. When Joy and Sadness leave the control
center to save Riley’s core memories from sadness, her parents don’t
have a clue how to deal with other emotions being at the head of
Riley’s control center.

Riley’s journey teaches us that growing up involves periods where
joy and happiness do not dominate. In the film, this gives us a
chance to appreciate the other emotions that have been blocked by
Joy’s dominance. We learn that Sadness is necessary and must be
accepted. Even so, if we’re not careful, we can slip into the grayness
of depression the way Riley does when she moves from feeling too
many emotions to the flatness of depression. We (the viewers) come
to see that sadness and depression are not the same thing; we also
come to realize that we can’t simply will our sadness and pain away.
Joy does everything she can to prevent any tinge of sadness from
entering Riley’s being, but this comes only at the expense of repress-
ing her other feelings.
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| Think, Therefore | Am?

There is something else you need to know about Descartes. He
endorsed a stoic attitude toward the body, even if that body was in a
state of illness. In his correspondence with Princess Elisabeth,'
Descartes urges her to use her mind to control her body and overcome
bodily illness. Descartes’ attitude mirrors Nike’s message to “Just do
it.” You might be ready to pass out, but just will yourself through and
overcome bodily pains and limitations. It’s freeing to imagine we can
control our bodies and do anything if our wills are strong enough.
Mind over matter! It’s liberating and fear-reducing to think that our
minds can overcome the physicality of the body. Sometimes we can do
this: childbirth, firefighters saving multiple lives, ordinary people lift-
ing incredible weights to save a child. Yet, what does this model say to
those suffering from illness, those who try to push through but can’t
will themselves out of a fever? When we emphasize the mind/brain’s
abilities, we sometimes lose sight of our real living bodies at work in
the world.

One of Descartes’ main tasks in the Meditations on First Philosophy*
was to explain human nature, the relationship between mind and
body. Even though he admits we need our bodies to provide the sen-
sory information that helps us discover scientific laws, at our core we
are thinking beings. Mind over matter! What we truly are is really
distinct from our bodies. Descartes doesn’t think the emotions should
be eliminated, but he does think they need training and guidance, in
order to imagine new states of affairs when emotions overwhelm us.
Descartes identifies six (not five!) core “primitive” passions: wonder,
love, hatred, desire, joy, and sadness. He takes a very stoic attitude
toward these passions, making it all too easy to blame someone for
not being smart enough or strong enough to master their emotions.

Inside the Lived Body

Whereas Descartes thinks we can only have knowledge of the outside
world through the ideas we have inside our minds, French philoso-
pher Maurice Merleau-Ponty (1908-1961) rejects this brand of
mind-body dualism and its mechanical understanding of the body.
For Merleau-Ponty, emotions don’t exist in our heads. Rather, we live
through our emotions as we move through the world and the world
moves through us: “The world is not what I think but what I live
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through.”® Our minds and bodies are connected — so much so that
Merleau-Ponty understands humans as body-subjects. We are primar-
ily embodied beings, holistic entities that are always connected to the
world and others. Merleau-Ponty doesn’t think we can understand
the mind or brain separately from the entire person; nor can we
understand human beings apart from their surroundings and other
people. They cannot be understood without looking at how they are
connected to the world in families and other settings. Our thinking is
embodied and emotional. We are not merely thinking beings. Rather,
we are perceiving, emoting, moving, and thinking beings. These vari-
ous dimensions are related and constantly at play, with some coming
forward as more important depending on the situation.* So, when
Riley plays hockey, the tactile dimension comes into focus and other
dimensions recede but do not disappear, as her emotional connections
with her teammates on the ice make clear. Her body moves skillfully
after years of practice on the ice. Merleau-Ponty thinks our emotions
are always connected with our sense perception. Our selves extend
into the world and overlap to such an extent that we can’t understand
one without the other. We are not isolated beings; we are essentially
embodied, worldly, social beings connected with others. Our minds
and bodies are inseparable.

Inside Out drives home the point that we are always in relationship
with others, even if those others are other parts of our selves. Riley’s
memories come from her engaged encounters with friends and family.
Her core memories power five islands of personality: Family,
Friendship, Hockey, Goofball, and Honesty. Each demonstrates the
importance of connection and love in Riley’s life. A single emotional
experience can be given to more than one subject at a time. For
Merleau-Ponty, there is no inner person, and the world doesn’t exist
as a mere object for human subjects. Our feelings, emotions, and per-
ceptions can only be understood as situated and indeterminate. I can
only feel and think because I am in the world. Merleau-Ponty’s views
differ sharply from those of mainstream cognitive science. He doesn’t
think our feelings and perceptions need to be explained away as vir-
tual-reality replicas in the mind or brain.

Descartes sought certainty and clarity, but Merleau-Ponty embraced
ambiguity and fluidity. Children are probably better able to deal with
this openness and fluidity than most adults. The world is full of ebbs
and flows, uncertainties, and changes. This is one of the main reasons
I cried toward the end of the film, as I felt the loss of my childlike
ways of opening up to the world. Even though philosophy and art
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help retrieve some of this openness, we never re-enter childhood com-
pletely and directly. This explains why Riley’s parents are torn between
wanting her to just be okay and understanding that Riley has to live
through the feelings she is experiencing. Artworks — especially those
like Inside Out that focus on experiences — hold experiences before us
so that we can feel them instead of pushing past them.

The living body, according to Merleau-Ponty, is not reducible to
brain states. As we live through our ordinary experiences, the world
makes its way through us and leaves its marks on us. Gestures, pauses,
unspoken bodily cures, silent spaces between actions, leave their
marks on us. Our bodily knowledge, our grasp of the world is primary
to who we are becoming. The world shows up as we become more
skilled at dealing with the situations which present themselves to us.
Thus, when Riley first starts playing hockey, the stick is separate from
her body and she must think about her every move. As she becomes
more skilled, the stick becomes an extension of her body. Her hands
(not just her mind or brain) possess knowledge.’

Similarly, the beginning piano player who looks at the keys must
also think about reading the notes, rhythms, sitting straight, hitting
the correct keys, and curling her wrists. As her skill and competency
increase, she becomes more emotionally engaged in the musical
encounter; eventually it becomes difficult to remember what it was
like to be an emotionally less-involved novice. Joy instructs Sadness
to “read some mind manuals.” Joy tries to get Sadness to focus on
these manuals (which are stored in headquarters) to prevent her
from taking the lead on Riley’s first day at her new school. Sadness
is the one who has been reading the manuals. And while Joy and
Sadness glean helpful information from them, it can only be applied
as Riley makes her way through new schools, new friends, new
hockey teams, new pizzas, and new boy bands. Manuals will only
get Riley so far. In order for Riley to fully understand in the world,
the content of the manuals must be accompanied by skilled engage-
ment with other people.

Even though Inside Out depicts separate aspects of Riley’s self,
each is embodied, rich, and complex. The film shows that our emo-
tions are not entirely private and incomprehensible to others (as
homuncular views would have it). Childhood and adulthood are not
completely different, as we see in the depiction of Riley’s parents’
emotions. For the movie (and Merleau-Ponty!), without our emotions
we couldn’t engage in the world at all; we couldn’t understand our-
selves or others.
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Our childhoods differ in part due to economics, gender, ethnicity,
culture, and parental personalities. And yet they all share a common
way of experiencing temporality — an emphasis on the lived present.
Riley’s journey captures childhood’s ongoing focus on the present as
we are living through it. Inside Out reminds us that in order to main-
tain the awe and wonder of childhood, we must remain mindful and
attentive to all aspects of our selves, especially our emotions and the
connections they sustain with those around us.

Notes

1. See Shapiro, L. (ed.) (2007). The Correspondence between Princess Elisabeth
of Bohemia and René Descartes. Chicago: University of Chicago Press.

2. Descartes, R. (1993). Meditations on First Philosophy, 3e, (trans. D. A.
Cress). Indianapolis, IN: Hackett.

3. See Merleau-Ponty, M. (2002). Phenomenology of Perception, xviii. New
York: Routledge.

4. Samuel B. Mallin identifies these dimensions of the self in his book Merleau-
Ponty’s Philosophy (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 1980).

5. Merleau-Ponty uses the example of a blind man’s stick that becomes an
extension of his body and is no longer just an object separate from his
body. See Merleau-Ponty, Phenomenology of Perception, pp. 165-166.
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To Be or Not to Be ...
the Lion King

Existentialism in Disney
and Shakespeare

Megan S. Lloyd

Picture this — a darling newborn, with wide-eyed expression, held high
above for all to see by an elder statesman. Cue tribal music and sun-
beams — you have the opening to The Lion King.It’s an iconic moment,
copied and parodied throughout popular culture since the 1994 movie
hit the big screen.

Picture this — a young man, dressed in black, sitting hunched over,
peering at something in his hand, ... could it be a skull? This, too, is
an iconic image copied and parodied throughout culture since the
1600 premiere of Hamlet.

It’s not just coincidence that the scene of the cute, cuddly newborn
lion cub, Simba, being raised high above Rafiki’s head on Pride Rock,
is as iconic and familiar as the dark-shrouded Hamlet, contemplating
Yorick’s skull. It’s not just coincidence that hakuna matata may be as
familiar an expression as is “to be or not to be.” The Lion King is a
Disney version of Shakespeare’s most famous play, Hamlet. But it
didn’t start off that way. Simba’s story began as something very differ-
ent when it was conceived in 1988. The Lion King was going to be the
first Disney animated feature film based on an original concept — no
source material. The executives had their doubts, and the script went
through a number of rewrites until a story with a series of kings
started to take shape. Disney CEO Michael Eisner suggested that the
film could be made into King Lear. That’s when a producer named
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Maureen Donley realized that the archetype of the story they wanted
to tell was Hamlet. The rest is movie history.!

In case you hadn’t realized it before, consider the similarities. In
Hamlet and in The Lion King, a younger brother murders his older
brother for control of the kingdom. In both, ghostly fathers appear to
their sons and motivate them to act. Both sons are connected with
killing the king — Simba is told that he is responsible for his father’s
death, and thus indirectly, is his murderer, while Hamlet must decide
to be a murderer.

The question of being that both Hamlet and The Lion King grapple
with is the question of “Who am I, and what am I to become?” This
question is particularly relevant in existentialism: a philosophy that
reacts to an apparently absurd or meaningless world by urging the
individual to overcome alienation, oppression, and despair through
freedom and self-creation in order to become a genuine person? (or
lion, as the case may be).

The savannah of The Lion King is not a trouble-free paradise.
Forget about the feel-good message of the circle of life. Nature is
absurd, “red in tooth and claw,” even though much of the killing is
Disneyfied in the Pride Lands. Scar’s opening scene is an exception to
the lack of cruelty, however, and depicts a familiar philosophical
stance. As he holds a mouse by the tail, he says, “Life’s not fair, is it?”
before eating the little guy.® Likewise, Hamlet’s famous “to be or not
to be” soliloquy rings with existential absurdity, and his morbid
brooding reflects a sense of meaninglessness.

But existentialism is not about being stuck in a morass of self-pity
and despair. Rather, as Jean-Paul Sartre (1905-1980) says, it is a phi-
losophy of optimistic toughness; it is a philosophy of action.* As
Sartre sees it, we are completely free, and we are completely responsi-
ble. It is up to us to make the most of our circumstances to define
ourselves. Such is the challenge for both Hamlet and Simba.

The Courage to Be and to Become

The existential question of being permeates both play and film.
Shakespeare presents us with a son full grown, mature, and dealing
with grief, who waits, broods, and as many believe, talks too much.
Hamlet contemplates the question “Who am I?” even before he hears
about the ghost. Simba, too, wrestles with the question “Who am
I?” — with how to be — albeit in a cheery, Disney sort of way. There’s
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a selfishness of youth and arrogance in Simba, but we see him grow
up on film, a truant son, throwing off the watchful eye of Zazu,
Mufasa’s right-hand bird, and bopping to the sunny tune of “I Just
Can’t Wait to Be King,” a cheerful reinforcement of epicurean indul-
gence. His song explores a more positive way of being, compared with
Hamlet’s own gloomy thoughts, but Simba thinks “a king can do
whatever he wants.” Good ruler and father, Mufasa, who resembles
Hamlet’s own father, a monument of greatness, quickly instructs
Simba that “there’s more to being king than ... getting your way all
the time.” Simba has not yet learned to be.

Quickly, both Simba and Hamlet are confronted with awful cir-
cumstances and urgent decisions concerning what they will become.
The ghost of Hamlet’s father, already haunting the battlements of
Elsinore, appears to Hamlet and reveals that Hamlet’s uncle murdered
him, and that it is Hamlet’s duty to take revenge. The melancholy
Dane struggles to be and to do as his father instructs. Simba’s dilemma
is similar. His uncle Scar lures him to a gorge where he has told Simba
that his father has planned a “marvelous surprise.” The surprise is a
deadly one for Mufasa and Simba — Scar has set up a wildebeest stam-
pede meant to kill them both. Mufasa jumps into the gorge, saves
Simba, and claws his way up the cliff, only to encounter Scar guarding
the ledge. The evil younger brother digs his claws into the struggling
Mufasa and pushes him back into the canyon where he falls to his
death. Scar’s actions are blocked from Simba’s view, and so the young
cub believes Scar’s lie that he is responsible for his father’s death.
Thus, Simba must confront his guilt and take responsibility for the
reality he assumes is true.

In less than an hour and a half on screen, Simba covers the same
emotional territory as Hamlet, who takes four plus hours to under-
stand himself on stage. Although Simba’s journey is shorter, both
heroes must work through their grief before they are able to become
what they choose to be. Each works through hardships, runs away,
and learns lessons to take charge of yourself and be your own person.
In other words, each discovers “the courage to be.”’

Hamlet’s Circle of Death

The paramount philosophical notion found in the film is pounded
into the viewers through the Oscar and Grammy award winning
song (1995) by Elton John and Tim Rice, “The Circle of Life,” and
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reinforced through lines of dialogue as well as the film’s structure,
with the Pride Rock ceremony of Rafiki holding the new cub up
high for all to see, acting as bookends for the story. On the edge of
Pride Rock, Mufasa tells his son, “A king’s time as ruler rises and
falls like the sun. One day, Simba, the sun will set on my time here,
and will rise with you as the new king [...] Everything you see exists
together in a delicate balance. As king, you need to understand that
balance and respect all the creatures, from the crawling ant to the
leaping antelope.” Simba replies with confusion, “But, Dad, don’t
we eat the antelope?” Mufasa gently puts his son’s confusion to
rest, explaining, “When we die, our bodies become the grass. And
the antelope eat the grass. And so we are all connected in the great
Circle of Life.”

Shakespeare’s play gives father and son no warm and fuzzy edifying
moments. Instead, we are introduced to Hamlet in the midst of grief.
He has just lost his father and his world has been turned upside down.
Thus, the circle of life is explained in less rosy terms aside a grave,
“A man may fish with the worm that hath eat of a king and eat of the
fish that hath fed of that worm.”® Indeed, Hamlet gives us more a
circle of death. The body count is high — Polonius, Rosencrantz and
Guildenstern, Ophelia, Laertes, Gertrude, Claudius, Hamlet, not to
mention Old Hamlet himself, whose murder begins this circle of
death. The circle resumes in both plots, but much more positively in
The Lion King. In both, the murderous brothers assume their neph-
ews are long dead, Hamlet “to’t” in England, and Simba presumed
killed by Scar’s hench-hyenas. The little cub is faced with a dreadful
scenario. He mistakenly believes that if he returns to the Pride Lands
he will be seen as his father’s murderer and his own life will be in
jeopardy. Hamlet’s scenario is no less foreboding. When he comes
back to Denmark from England, he returns as murderer of Polonius
and as potential murderer of his uncle. Hamlet’s own life is threatened
by Laertes, whose father Hamlet has killed. Likewise, in both plots,
the murderous uncles meet their own demise. In the Pride Lands’ cir-
cle of life, Simba is not the instrument of death; the mature yet hug-
gable Simba makes a point of refusing to kill Scar when he has the
chance, ordering him to “run, run away, Scar, and never return.” Scar
ultimately succumbs to his own hyenas. By contrast, Hamlet chooses
to be the “scourge and minister”” of justice; taking responsibility, he
kills his uncle, completing the circle of life but dooming himself with
this action.
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From Aesthetic to Ethical

The Lion King transfers Hamlet’s contemplative question about life
and death to not one but two delightful characters, perfect for manu-
facture and distribution as stuffed animals, plastic action figures,
plates, cups, stickers, you name it. After he leaves the Pride Lands,
Simba runs into Timon the meerkat and Pumbaa the warthog who
offer him an answer to Hamlet’s question. Unlike the fair-weather
Rosencrantz and Guildenstern, invited to distract and spy on Hamlet,
Timon and Pumbaa are stalwart friends. “Hakuna matata / It means
no worries / For the rest of your days. / It’s our problem-free /
Philosophy,” sing Timon and Pumbaa, in a gleeful, lively, catchy tune.
They live within what the existentialist philosopher Seren Kierkegaard
(1813-1855) called the aesthetic stage of existence. A Dane even more
melancholy than Hamlet, Kierkegaard depicted the aesthetic stage as
characterized by seeking pleasure, varying activity, and lacking com-
mitment, or in Swahili, hakuna matata, “There are no problems here.”
Despite the happy appearance of the aesthetic stage, there is an under-
lying despair, according to Kierkegaard. If one allows oneself to
become bored the despair will manifest and rise to the surface.® Hence
the constant activity and pleasure-seeking.

Hakuna matata may be construed as the Disney alternative for “To
be or not to be.” Timon, Pumbaa, and Hamlet all share in a version of
Kierkegaard’s aesthetic stage, but Hamlet contemplates escaping his
problems totally. Hamlet famously muses: “To be or not to be — that
is the question: / Whether ’tis nobler in the mind to suffer / The slings
and arrows of outrageous fortune, / Or to take arms against a sea of
troubles.”’

As Hamlet recognizes, this philosophy has its drawbacks, especially
“the dread of something after death, / The undiscover’d country from
whose bourn / No traveller returns.”!® For Hamlet, this escape is not
merely outside the circle but beyond life itself. Timon and Pumbaa,
two creatures whose own outcast habits have forced them into believ-
ing in hakuna matata, run away from their problems, though their
problems still exist. They still fear lions, live on grubs, and keep on the
move. What Timon and Pumbaa lack in living this “problem-free phi-
losophy” is community and a sense of commitment. In their aesthetic
existence, they are not a part of the circle of life. By joining Timon
and Pumbaa, Simba retreats and lives apart from his former circle of
life, in the outcast world of meerkats and warthogs. If Simba is to



152 MEGAN S. LLOYD

progress, he must choose and commit himself to something larger
than his own momentary pleasure. He must enter what Kierkegaard
calls the ethical stage. As Kierkegaard says, “the [a]esthetic in a person
is that by which he spontaneously and immediately is what he is; the
ethical is that by which he becomes what he becomes.”!!

Rafiki Holds the Mirror Up to Nature

Several encounters, first with Nala, then Rafiki, and finally with the
ghost of his father, catalyze Simba’s commitment to return to Pride
Rock and become the king he was meant to become. First, his best
friend, Nala, comes across Pumbaa, Timon, and Simba. Although
Nala wants Simba to return with her, Simba refuses, quoting Timon’s
words, hakuna matata. For Simba, “sometimes bad things happen
and there’s nothing you can do about it. So why worry?” Opposing
the escapist, carefree lifestyle she sees them living, Nala challenges
Simba, reminding him that returning is his responsibility. Hamlet is of
the same mind as Simba:

Thus conscience does make cowards of us all;
And thus the native hue of resolution

Is sicklied o’er with the pale cast of thought,
And enterprises of great pith and moment
With this regard their currents turn awry
And lose the name of action.?

Not keen on accepting the responsibility to avenge his father, Hamlet
takes four acts to act. Simba is a little quicker, but it takes a ghostly
encounter to set him in motion as well.

Simba walks off, distraught, and mulls over what Nala has said to
him: “She’s wrong. I can’t go back. What would it prove, anyway? It
won’t change anything. You can’t change the past,” he ponders.
Looking up into the heavens where his father said the great kings of
the past would watch over him, he continues, this time talking to
Mufasa: “You said you’d always be there for me! But you’re not. And
it’s because of me. It’s my fault. It’s my fault.” Admitting his culpabil-
ity in his father’s death, Simba recognizes his freedom and responsibil-
ity, even though he’s mistaken about his blame.

“Become who you are.” Thus spoke Nietzsche (1844-1900)." As if
hearing Nietzsche’s gnomic imperative, Rafiki leaves his meditative
lotus position to guide Simba in seizing control of his life. But Rafiki’s
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appearance occurs only after Simba himself has accepted responsibil-
ity for his actions. Once Simba accepts his role, Rafiki leads him
along, using the Socratic method to ask the existential question that
Hamlet himself poses.

simBA:  Creepy little monkey. Will you stop following me? Who are you?
RAFIKI: The question is Whooo are you?

simBA: I thought I knew. Now I’m not so sure.

RAFIKI:  Well, I know who you are. ....

As if luring Simba to see a ghost, Rafiki takes him to a pool of water
to see his father. Disappointed by seeing his own image, Simba com-
plains, “That’s not my father, that’s just my reflection,” to which
Rafiki responds by waving his hands over the water. As the image
transforms from Simba’s face to Mufasa’s, Rafiki says, “You see, he
lives in you.” Rafiki holds the mirror up to nature, showing Simba
“virtue her own feature, scorn her own image, and the very age and
body of the time his form and pressure.”'* The son is now the father,
Simba no longer has to be but is, and the circle of life moves on.

The winds start up, and a ghostly figure of Mufasa appears in the skies,
reminiscent of the ghostly sightings of Old Hamlet. Both ghostly fathers
instruct their sons on how to be. Hamlet’s father tells him to revenge his
death, taint not his own mind, and leave his mother alone, actions Hamlet
has difficulty with. The ghost concludes his demands with, “Adieu, adieu,
adieu. Remember me.”'s Mufasa guides Simba in a more positive, Disney
sort of way. “Look inside yourself, Simba. You are more than what you
have become. You must take your place in the Circle of Life. ... Remember
who you are.” And if Simba still doesn’t quite understand his identity,
Mufasa reminds him, “You are my son, and the one true king.” Mufasa
might as well say it: “Become who you are.”

In response, Simba claims, “I know what I have to do. But, going
back means I’ll have to face my past. I’'ve been running from it for so
long.” Rafiki knows that all of life isn’t fair and gives Simba a bonk
on the head with his stick rather than an answer to his situation. In
pain, Simba cries out, “Ow! Jeez ... What was that for?” surprised
that Rafiki would strike him for no reason. Laughingly, Rafiki
responds, “It doesn’t matter; it’s in the past.” Simba agrees, but
answers, “Yeah, but it still hurts.” Rafiki the teacher, responds, “Oh
yes, the past can hurt. But the way I see it, you can either run from it
or learn from it.” And immediately, Simba does. Rafiki attempts to
strike him again, but this time, Simba ducks.
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In this simple lesson, Rafiki revises the hakuna matata philosophy
showing that “no worries” doesn’t always mean escape, but a moving
forward not back, not dwelling — the pain may still be there, but past
is past and we can learn from it. Simba realizes he must rejoin the
circle of life and take his proper place in it. Running from his prob-
lems and not facing what he thinks he has done is no longer an option.
Sent away from Denmark, Hamlet, too, realizes what he must do.

While away, Hamlet has learned responsibility and selfhood. When
he returns to Denmark, crashing Ophelia’s funeral, Hamlet publicly
claims his role as heir; he says, “This is I, / Hamlet the Dane.”'¢
Similarly, Simba returns to Pride Rock to reign as the son of Mufasa
should. To do so he must depose Scar and take responsibility for what
he thinks he has done. Scar urges Simba to tell the assembled Pride
Land creatures who is responsible for Mufasa’s death. Quickly, simply,
and without equivocation, Simba answers, “I am.” His triumphant
“I am” echoes Hamlet’s bold statement of identity. For both heroes,
this statement of being answers the existential question, “To be or not
to be?” In the end both Hamlet and Simba face up to the existential
absurdity of life. And through acts of freedom and self-creation they
become a genuine person and a genuine lion. The Lion King ends with
song and the celebration of Simba’s own son — the circle of life contin-
ues. Hamlet’s ending is not so cheery, as the circle of death encloses
the tragic hero and nearly everyone else.

Given this ending, with the hero killed and most of the cast dead,
Shakespeare gave himself really no chance for a sequel. Disney’s
superb ability to market, manufacture, and sell its brand, its merchan-
dise, its ideas is something of which William Shakespeare would have
been proud. Shakespeare, if anything, was an entrepreneur who knew
how to tell a story and make a pound, just like Walt, himself, and had
Shakespeare access to media outlets, he, too, would have capitalized
on Hamlet’s popularity, just like Disney, with sequels, The Lion King I1
(1998) and The Lion King 1% (2004), the television shows, Timon
and Pumbaa (1995) and The Lion Guard (2015), and The Lion King,
the stage play, running strong since its 1997 Broadway premiere.
Perhaps not surprisingly, many of these sequels continue to borrow
from the bard. The Lion King II retells the story of Romeo and Juliet
in the Pride Lands, where Simba and Nala’s daughter, Kiara, fancies
Kovu, a lion outcast primed to replace Scar in the Outlands. The Lion
King 1 % provides the back story of Timon and Pumbaa, a la Tom
Stoppard’s Rosencrantz and Guildenstern are Dead (1966), itself a
modern sequel to Hamlet. In The Lion King 1 %2 we learn how Timon
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and Pumbaa’s lives have interacted with Simba’s. For instance, the
two witness Scar conspiring with the hyenas, and they are caught in
the wildebeest stampede.

With The Lion King live action movie reboot in 2019, the circle of
life certainly continues, and with it, so does its message, hakuna
matata, to be or not to be. Fuzzy or dark and brooding, cuddly, romp-
ing or gloomy, through Shakespeare and Disney, we continue to be
shown how to be.
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True Freedom in Toy Story,
or You Are a Child’s
Plaything!

Armond Boudreaux

The captivating premise of the Toy Story movies is that toys have
secret lives of which we are completely unaware. We can learn a lot
from toys, as it turns out, including what it means to be free. On the
one hand, being a toy means being subject to the will and whim of
one’s human owner. On the other, it means choosing between living
with an identity you were given and creating a new identity for your-
self in response to other toys facing similar choices. Each of the first
three movies explores a different way of thinking about freedom, and
together they help us learn that, paradoxically, freedom is choosing
the good of another over one’s own good.

Stay Out of My Room!

One way of defining freedom is in terms of stability and control. To
be free means to have control over one’s life and environment.
Children like Andy and his sister Molly can exercise their freedom
precisely because their mother has provided a predictable and stable
environment for them — a place where they can act freely without fear.
To be sure, there are some restrictions. Children must obey when
they’re told to do their chores, but the restrictions are part of an envi-
ronment in which children learn what it’s like to exercise control over
their world. When we first meet him in Toy Story, for example, Andy
has already decorated his room with posters and drawings, and he has
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probably been given some say in how his room and toys are organ-
ized. As Andy grows older, the measure of control his mother extends
to him will no doubt become even greater. If all goes well, this kind of
freedom will help Andy become a mature adult who can freely control
his environment in ways that benefit himself and other people.

That’s No Happy Child

But there is also a dark side to understanding freedom merely as stabil-
ity and control. Sid Phillips — the spoiled and violent kid who lives next
door to Andy - has tremendous control over his tiny world. His room
is decorated with all sorts of ugly and horrific images to match his per-
sonality, and he has absolute control over the toys that are unfortunate
enough to belong to him. He is free because he gets to make the world
what he wants it to be: a place no less ugly than his personality.

One of the dangers, then, of promoting freedom as control is that it
tends to produce folks like Sid — people who get their fulfillment from
mistreating others. But there is another problem — a problem that
affects even those who aren’t despotic monsters. If freedom means our
ability to control the world around us, then whatever we can’t control
becomes a threat to our freedom. Any change in our world that we
don’t consciously choose is then interpreted as a threat not just to our
personal happiness, contentment, or safety, but to our very freedom.
Nowhere is this problem better illustrated than in Toy Story.

There’s Been a Bit of a Mix-Up: This Is My Spot

Before it gets interrupted by a major change in the toys’ social order,
Woody’s life as Andy’s favorite toy is perfect. In the world of Andy’s
room, Woody is surrounded by reminders of himself — in pictures that
Andy has drawn, and in Andy’s cowboy bed comforter, for example.
Woody’s designated “spot” is at the head of Andy’s bed. He is the
center of every game that Andy plays, every adventure that Andy has,
and every imaginary scenario that Andy dreams up. These are things
Woody can count on, that he can take as the stable (even given)
elements of his life. The order of it all makes him feel happy and in
control — free, in other words.

Moreover, Woody’s special role extends to his relationship with the
other toys in the room when Andy isn’t around, when the toys are
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allowed to “come to life.” The community of toys is far from a dicta-
torship, but Woody is clearly the leader. More importantly, however,
we can see as Woody moves among the other toys that he has qualities
of leadership that are far more important than his ability to com-
mand. He has amiable relationships with the other toys (even the
brash Mr. Potato Head and the sarcastic Hamm); and most of the
others look to Woody for approbation. They respect his opinion and
value his approval.

The status quo of Andy’s room changes in a flash, however, with
Andy’s birthday party. The piece de résistance (said in my best Chicken
Guy voice) of Andy’s gifts is a Buzz Lightyear. Buzz not only excites
Andy, but he also displaces Woody as the most important toy in
Andy’s room. When the other toys ask if Woody has been replaced,
Woody insists that “no one is getting replaced.” In other words, noth-
ing is going to change.

Strange Things Are Happenin’

It very quickly becomes clear, however, that things are about to change
(a lot) for Woody and the rest of the gang. Woody remains in denial
for a while — “Oh, in a couple of days, everything’ll be just the way it
was” — but in the montage that follows, we see Woody’s world being
turned upside down. Instead of protecting and rescuing the other toys
in Andy’s games, he becomes laser fodder for Buzz, and Andy hangs
up his cowboy hat for a homemade space suit. Cowboy posters on the
walls and drawings on the bulletin board become images of Buzz.
Even Andy’s cowboy bed comforter gets replaced with a Buzz com-
forter. It isn’t just Woody’s environment that changes; even his rela-
tionship with the other toys is disrupted. Instead of looking to Woody
for leadership, approval, and help, they now look to Buzz.

Because of his inability to handle change, Woody behaves — let us
say — somewhat less than gallantly. He becomes sullen and irritable
toward the other toys, and when Andy goes to Pizza Planet, he schemes
to trap Buzz behind a desk so that Andy can’t take him along. Until
now, Woody has thought of his place and his world as stable and
unchanging, and it’s easy to feel free when you can always predict
what the day holds. But what Woody has to learn from Buzz’s arrival
is that our freedom isn’t measured only by our ability to control the
world around us. It’s also measured by our ability to respond with
integrity to changes we may not like.
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Not Sid’s Room! Not there...

But the disruption Buzz causes in Woody’s life is only the beginning.
As a result of his bad reaction to Buzz’s arrival, Woody and Buzz get
accidentally taken to Sid’s house of horrors. Now they’re both being
held prisoner in the room of a sadistic toy-torturer. How could any-
one be less free?

What saves Woody is his willingness to give himself up for the good
of another. It begins with Woody’s efforts to return Buzz to Andy’s
house. Yes, of course he realizes that he can’t go home without Andy
(because the other toys think that he tried to murder Buzz), but his
self-serving motivations quickly develop into a willingness to risk and
even sacrifice his own life to save Buzz’s. He enacts an elaborate and
dangerous plan to keep Sid from launching Buzz into the air with an
explosive rocket. Later, he passes up the chance to escape on the back
of Andy’s mom’s car when he sees that Buzz is trapped in Sid’s fence.
Most importantly, when Sid’s dog is about to pull him off the back of
the moving truck and tear him to shreds, Woody looks up at Buzz and
says, “Take care of Andy for me.” This isn’t just Woody resigning him-
self to his fate. He’s acknowledging that both Buzz’s good and Andy’s
good are more important than his own. There can be no freer act than
this: to think of others as more important than yourself.

Who Am | ... To Break Up the Roundup Gang?

So maybe “freedom” has to mean something other (or more) than just
“control.” We might say that it has to include living a life of “authen-
ticity,” being faithful to one’s “true self.” Freedom consists in our abil-
ity to live up to our identity.

Indeed, the idea of identity is crucial to the meaning of freedom. In
fact, recent political debates about racial, national, religious, and sex-
ual identities have brought to the fore the notion that one’s identity
has a tremendous influence over one’s choices and behavior. To many
people, political freedom means getting to fully express and live out
their identities both in public and in private.

So it shouldn’t be surprising that the Toy Story series highlights the
role identity plays in how people act and how they make their day-
to-day decisions. Consider, for example, the fact that each of the pri-
mary characters is a toy. As toys, much of their identity is simply
fixed and given before they ever begin to make meaningful choices.
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This means that there are lots of choices toys don’t get to make. Toys
don’t get to choose who their owners are. They don’t get to decide
how their owners treat them. They don’t get to decide what games
their owners play. And they don’t get to decide when or whether their
owners cast them aside.

Human experience is similar. Even though many of us like to believe
that old canard, “You can do anything you want to as long as you
believe in yourself,” in our honest moments we know that this really
isn’t true. When I was a kid, I wanted to be a fighter pilot or an astro-
naut, but as I got older I found out that my eyesight would never
allow me to fly anything (luckily, my interests had changed, anyways).
And try as I might, I’ll never be a basketball player, a math teacher, a
rapper, or a lifeguard. For various reasons — mostly having to do with
talent — those options aren’t available to me. Limitations are part of
what makes us human. This doesn’t mean that ’'m less free than
someone who can be a basketball player, a math teacher, a rapper, or
a lifeguard. It just means that I don’t get to choose which options are
available to me; I only get to choose what I do with those options.

But we can describe it in a more positive way too. For example, toys
exist for the entertainment and delight of others. That’s what they do,
what they’re good at, and what they’re made for. The job of the tougher
toys might be to entertain rough and rambunctious toddlers, while the
stuffed animals are designed to be cuddled by sleeping children. A toy’s
job might be to play the role of a hero on horseback in a little boy’s
games. It might be to portray the Scary Witch of a little girl’s imagination.
It might also be to sit on a display shelf in the office of a nostalgic adult
(o, less pleasantly, to hang on the radiator grille of a garbage truck!).

Many of us bristle at the idea that we’re born with an identity, a
role to play in life — and understandably so. It seems like a tremendous
limitation on our freedom to say that who we are is chosen for us
from the beginning — that God, genetics, nature, or our environment
shapes our identities before we are even aware that we have identities.
But it is true that at least part of our identity is determined for us by
forces beyond our control.

You Don’t Know Who You Are, Do You?

In Toy Story 2 we make a fresh discovery about freedom: its connec-
tion with our sense of our own identity. Poor Woody is first stolen
by Al, the Chicken Guy from Al’s Toy Barn, and then added to a
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collection of toys that includes Stinky Pete, Jessie, and Bullseye. He
learns that he is the star of a show called Woody’s Roundup, a black
and white marionette show that got canceled at the dawn of the
space race and the sudden public interest in “space toys.” Woody is
excited by this discovery. He finds himself surrounded by toys and
memorabilia featuring his name and face, and he feels a strong con-
nection with Jessie, Bullseye, and Pete — the other three members of
the Roundup Gang. Having spent most of his life surrounded by
more contemporary toys, he quickly begins to feel at home around
Jessie, Bullseye, and Pete, who are old-fashioned dolls just like
Woody.

However, when he learns that the toys are being sold to the
Konichi Toy Museum in Japan, Woody feels torn between two iden-
tities. On the one hand, he feels completed by discovering the truth
about his past and learning that he is a member of a group of toys
who all come from the same television show. But Woody also looks
at the word “Andy” written on the bottom of his boot and remem-
bers that the only home he has ever known is Andy’s room. The
obligations that he feels to both families creates a real problem for
Woody. Should he choose the family and the owner that he has
always known? Or should he join the Roundup Gang so that they
can go to the museum?

Stinky Pete tries to exploit Woody’s conflicted feelings by remind-
ing him that one day, Andy will outgrow toys. Moreover, he argues
that Woody’s “true” identity is as a member of the Roundup Gang.
After all, Woody’s Roundup is the very reason that Woody exists,
and he was created as part of a set that included Jessie, Bullseye, and
Stinky Pete. This line of reasoning works, and for a time Woody
becomes convinced that the only future he can have is behind glass
in a museum.

I’m Still Andy’s Toy

The choice Woody faces doesn’t necessarily fit the most popular
understanding of freedom. Woody isn’t choosing between two differ-
ent life paths, each of which has its own pros and cons. Instead, he’s
choosing between two conflicting obligations — one to Andy and to
the family that he has known all his life; the other to what we might
call his “biological” or “genetic” family.
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Three times Woody has to choose between these two options. His
first choice is instinctual. He chooses what is familiar: the home he
already knows and to which he feels the most powerful sense of obli-
gation. This isn’t really a decision about what will bring him the
greatest happiness; it’s a decision for what he believes he ought to do,
morally speaking.

But as he is getting ready to make his escape and leave Jessie,
Bullseye, and Pete behind, Jessie tells Woody her story. She once
belonged to Emily, a “real special kid” just like Andy. But Emily grew
up, forgot Jessie, and finally discarded her. Jessie’s story tugs at his
heart strings and finally changes Woody’s mind. He decides to join the
other three in the museum. But again, even in deciding to abandon
Andy for the other toys from Woody’s Roundup, Woody isn’t deciding
primarily for his own happiness. He does fear one day suffering Jessie’s
fate; but ultimately, Woody decides to go to the museum because he
believes that he must embrace his “true” identity and the obligations it
brings. “Who am I to break up the Roundup Gang?” he tells them.

What brings Woody to his senses is a reminder from Buzz:
“Somewhere in that pad of stuffing is a toy who taught me that life’s
only worth living if you’re being loved by a kid.” Woody remembers
Andy’s name written on the bottom of his boot, and he realizes that
he doesn’t have to choose between his two families. Jessie and the oth-
ers can come home with him, and together, they can all do what
they’re truly made for and what makes them really free: delighting
and being loved by a child. The choice isn’t an easy one, though. In
order to make it home, Woody and his friends have to fight off Sneaky
Pete, who is determined to take the entire Roundup Gang to Tokyo.
And yet that is often what the freest choices are like: those most dif-
ficult to make and to carry out.

He Can’t Hurt You No More

Toy Story 3 embraces a further dimension of freedom: freedom from
loss and pain. In so many ways, the human narrative is a story of
people desperately trying to escape suffering. We are predisposed to
seek comfort and pleasure and to avoid pain. For most people, this is
obvious and commonsensical. Pain means unhappiness or a threat to
our well-being; pleasure and comfort mean happiness and health. So
we pursue pleasure and do our level best to avoid suffering.
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Still, there are dangers with seeking freedom from pain. The first
is that if we always seek pleasure and avoid pain, we will end up
being miserable and unhealthy. This is true both physically and
morally, but it also extends to the societal and political. History is
full of people who believed that they could create a perfect society
in which everyone would be happy and no one would suffer.
Without fail, however, those who have sought power in order to
realize their idea of a perfect society have created misery for the
people they tried to benefit.

First Thing You Gotta’ Know
About Me: I’'m a Hugger

There are few better examples of this phenomenon than Lots-
O’-Huggin’-Bear: the antagonist of Toy Story 3. When Andy prepares
to leave for college, his toys find themselves accidentally donated to
Sunnyside Daycare, a “place of ruin and despair” where the toys are
ruled by Lotso, a cast-off and bitter teddy bear.

All of Andy’s toys except for Woody are initially thrilled to find
themselves at Sunnyside. Andy is now grown up, and they believe that
their obligation to him is fulfilled. At Sunnyside, they hope to be able
to live freely and never again have to suffer the heartbreak of belong-
ing to an owner who forgets them. It doesn’t take them long to learn
the truth about Lotso and his utopian society. While Lotso acts the
part of a kindly old bear, he turns out to be an embittered nihilist who
treats those closest to him with contempt, using others to shield him-
self from suffering and loss. Lotso’s promise that Sunnyside is a place
where “no owners means no heartbreak” turns out to be a familiar
utopian lie. Lotso and his cronies live a comfortable life at Sunnyside,
but only at the expense of the other toys.

Lotso wasn’t always a tyrant, though. What drove him to tyranny
was personal loss and pain. He started out belonging to Daisy, who
loved him dearly. He was a “good toy” and “a friend” to her other
toys. But one day Daisy accidentally left Lotso in a field. When Lotso
walked for miles to find her, he discovered that he had been replaced
with a new bear.

Lotso’s devastation over this loss ultimately colored his view of all
toys and all relationships. Because the most important relationship in his
life turned out so unfortunately, Lotso concludes that there is nothing
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worthwhile in the world except control. For him, happiness can come
only through the use of power to ensure that he never has to hurt again.

He’ll Be There For You, No Matter What

What saves the toys from Lotso’s tyranny is Woody’s stubborn insist-
ence that they must all escape and go back to Andy’s house: “I have a
kid. You have a kid: Andy!” In other words, their only shot at freedom
and happiness is to be there for Andy.

Now this is a hard pill to swallow. Their true freedom lies in freely
giving themselves to another person. But doesn’t that fly in the face of
common sense? To most people, freedom can’t include anything like
duty. What Lotso’s life teaches us, however, is what freedom looks
like when we treat it as merely a means to our own happiness and
fulfillment.

And let’s not forget what happens at the end of Toy Story 3. When
Andy is leaving for college, he decides (with a little help from Woody)
that it would be better to let someone else benefit from his toys. So he
takes the toys to Bonnie, a little girl who lives around the corner from
his house. But Andy isn’t merely discarding (in the most convenient
way possible) items he doesn’t need anymore. Even as a young man
on his way to college, he is reluctant to give up these particular
toys — especially Woody. Like his beloved cowboy, Andy realizes that
it is better to choose the good of another person over his own good.

In the end, then, Woody’s determination and faithfulness to Andy
proves not only to be for Andy’s good; it is for the good of all the
other toys as well. Instead of being resigned to the attic or having to
live in misery at Sunnyside, the toys begin a new life with a little girl
who will delight in them in the same way as Andy once did.






“Our Fate Lives Within Us”
Character and Choice in Brave

Louis Colombo and Steve Jones

There are those who say fate is something beyond our com-

mand. That destiny is not our own, but I know better. Our fate

lives within us, you only have to be brave enough to see it.
Princess Merida

Merida puts a lot of stock in the ancient notion of fate, the idea that
“whatever happens must happen.”! Unlike fate, fortune involves irreg-
ularity, unfairness, or indeterminacy: the property of accident rather
than order.? Aristotle (384-322 BCE) describes a farmer who digs a hole
only to find (quite unexpectedly) that he has unearthed a pot of gold.
Neither the farmer who did the digging, nor the individual who hid his
wealth by burying it, intended that it be found.? That’s fortune.

An individual can be affected by both fate and fortune.* In Disney’s
Brave, Merida is clearly a child of good fortune. She is born a prin-
cess, free to run and play without economic worry. She is healthy
and talented. She bears the hallmarks of one especially favored by
fortune — obviously, with that big red hair! But Merida also has a fate.

What Is a Queen?

Merida’s bow, given to her by her father, is symbolic of a recurring
argument between Merida and the Queen. That argument concerns
one central question: “What is a queen?” On the one hand, a queen is
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simply “a woman who rules a country because she has been born into
a royal family, or a woman who is married to a king.”’ In this sense,
to be a queen is to occupy a position, with no regard for how one
occupies that position. One can be a good queen or a bad queen, an
elegant queen or a rude queen, a queen who is fit for the position, or
one who is not. For Elinor, being a queen certainly implies specific
obligations, not just of position, but of character. That is, being a
queen doesn’t just mean occupying a position, but occupying it in a
definite manner. One must behave as a queen bebaves. Likewise, to be
a princess is to be a queen in waiting, that is, to occupy a position in
the social hierarchy. It equally requires that one behave appropriately,
as a princess. A princess is therefore elegant, graceful, and speaks
clearly. Knowledgeable about her kingdom, she is practiced in the
refined arts, modest, compassionate, patient, cautious, clean, and last
but not least (as Queen Elinor admonishes): “a princess strives for,
well, perfection.” That these virtues clash with Merida’s temperament
is given a striking visual representation when Elinor attempts to dress
Merida in a formal gown to appear before the suitors who will com-
pete for her hand in marriage. Although Elinor does her best to stuff
her into the dress, Merida is visibly uncomfortable: “I can’t breathe!”
she says, defiantly pulling a lock of red hair from beneath her tight
headdress.

What, then, is a queen? On the surface at least, a queen must be
poised, elegant, graceful, modest, and in all ways perfect. But this
should not be mistaken for weakness; for the beautiful surface
conceals a great power. Fergus may be all brawn and bluster, and
lucky as well, but Elinor’s power issues from a different source:
from the moral authority of one who has mastered who - or
what — she is. If Fergus occupies his position as king through brav-
ery and luck, Elinor occupies her position as queen, not just because
she is Fergus’s wife, but through her skillful embodiment of being
what a queen should be. More problematically, the “perfection”
that a queen embodies is not simply the perfection of a queen, but
of a “lady,” which is to say that Elinor is presented as deriving her
moral authority from skillfully embodying quaint notions of the
feminine ideal.

Here we need to say a bit about the odd-sounding notion of “being
what one is.” One might well ask, “Insofar as Elinor is married to
Fergus, isn’t she the queen? Isn’t she the queen simply by marriage? If
she’s married to Fergus, how could she fail to be queen? How could
she not be ‘what she is’”? Let’s turn to Aristotle for help.
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Become Who You Are

In the Western philosophical tradition, Aristotle gets credit for
introducing “virtue ethics,” even though the word “virtue” does not
appear in his writings.® “Virtue” is the Latin translation for the
word that Aristotle does use, aréte, which is better translated as
“excellence.” To plumb the meaning of “virtue,” we also need another
Greek word, ergon, which we can translate as “function.” It is the
specific excellences of a thing, says Aristotle, that allow it to carry
out its function. Put another way, a thing lacking in specific excel-
lences, and thus unable to carry out its function, is that thing in
name only. The function of a chair, for example, is to enable someone
to sit comfortably. To achieve its purpose, a chair needs specific
excellences — a seat, back support, and a sturdy base. Now imagine a
chair lacking these excellences; perhaps the back is broken, the seat
has a big hole in it, and the base is wobbly. We might call it a chair,
but it no longer functions as a chair. We certainly can’t use it; it is a
chair in name only. As it stands (no pun intended!) no one would
reach for it, if asked to “pull up a chair.”

Returning to Queen Elinor and her daughter: what Elinor and
Aristotle recognize is that what one is places specific demands on how
one ought to be. The flip side of this truth is that insofar as Merida
fails to live up to her ethical commitments, she isn’t truly what she
claims to be: a princess. Chairs are what they are. Once they’re made,
they needn’t bother much about remaining chairs. Likewise for plants
and animals. A fern doesn’t struggle with its “fernness”; a lion doesn’t
have to decide to live up to its “lionness.” Things are different for
human beings. Merida will one day become queen. And thus Elinor,
who must oversee Merida’s proper acculturation to the throne, is very
much concerned with how Merida will fulfill her role. By developing
our character, says Aristotle — through practice and habit — we become
what we should be. Well, Merida, as seen through Elinor’s eyes, sim-
ply lacks the proper habits and character befitting a queen.

In her rejection of her mother’s values, Merida is either rejecting
who she is (“I’'m not really a princess”) or what it means to be a prin-
cess (“Yes, I am a princess, but I’ll be a princess on my own terms!”).
Here Merida is wrestling with profound philosophical questions. Does
my is determine my ought? Can an accident of birth (fortune) deter-
mine my future? Is my freedom limited to accepting the fate I've been
given? Am I free to fashion my fate and my future in any way I can
imagine? Or is Queen Elinor right: we “cannot run from who we are?”
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Being Led

When Merida storms out of the castle after arguing with her mother,
she wants nothing more than to change her mother’s mind. Her
mother is a threat to the freedom she enjoys and wants to prolong. In
Merida’s mind, fate consists of a string of freedom-negating obliga-
tions. In an act that is neither brave nor self-reflective, Merida chooses
to flee to the forest rather than reasoning with her mother. And then
the Will O’ the Wisps appear to her for a second time.

In her early childhood, a Wisp first appeared to Merida as she
ran to retrieve an arrow in the forest. In her attempt to catch the
Wisp, she declares — full of excitement — “They are real.” Her
mother tells her, “Some say that Will O’ the Wisps lead you to your
fate.” And yet Mor’du, the “demon bear,” appears, takes Fergus’s
leg, and then vanishes into the forest. “Mor’du has never been seen
since. And he’s roaming the wild, awaiting his chance for revenge.”
Ever since early childhood, Merida has been linked to the chaos,
violence, and vengeance of Mor’du. And she is led to the encounter
with him by the Wisps.

Years later, the Wisps, again linked with fate, appear as Merida
angrily flees her mother. But Merida’s concept of fate is still very lim-
ited. As she tells the witch, “I want a spell to change my mom. That
will change my fate.” After her mother’s catastrophic transformation,
however, Merida confesses: “I didn’t ask her to change you into a
bear. T just wanted her to change ... you.” Rash and hot tempered,
Merida chooses to alter the circumstances given her by fortune with-
out knowing the consequences of those choices. She feels that she can
achieve what she wants — her own uncompromised freedom - by
altering things around her. She wants to alter her fate, but she ends up
altering her fortune.

The woodcarving witch is polite, but nevertheless overbearing.
Everything she touches turns to bears. All she sells are images of bears.
And now, for the second time, Merida is linked to Mor’du. The witch
alludes to the prince who had wanted the strength of 10 men, and
who acquired the strength of Mor’du. Did he foresee the nature of his
transformation, or did he choose a wretched fate through reckless
ignorance? And why doesn’t Merida recognize that she is drawing
near to Mor’du? She sees the witch for who she is, but can’t see con-
sequences of the request she is about to make. She places herself in the
hands of fortune.
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Twice the Wisps lead Merida into peril: first costing her father a leg;
and second causing her to lose the loving (if disagreeable) guidance of
her mother. Is there some higher purpose, a fate connected with the
intersection of Merida and Mor’du? And how does this pertain to
Merida’s character?

Perhaps the clearest indication of Merida’s choice to embrace the
Wisps is found in her second encounter with the witch’s power. Lost
in the woods with her transformed mother, she comes upon the circle
of standing stones where the Wisps had once appeared. She despairs
when they don’t offer their guidance. Here she must choose to guide
herself; she must embrace her own fate. When she suddenly recog-
nizes the location, the cottage appears in the forest, and Merida is
given the means to repair what she has done by surrendering to the
unpredictable consequences of fortune. The witch presents her with a
riddle: “Fate be changed, look inside. Mend the bond torn by pride.”
Musing on the witch’s meaning, Merida begins the process of coming
to terms with her mother, her role as princess, and her larger role as
an agent of fate. As Merida and her mother wander in the woods, the
Wisps again appear, guiding them to a site of instruction, the ruined
castle. Merida initially asks, “Why did the wisps bring us here?”
Gazing upon the ruined statues of the four princes of the fallen king-
dom, she finally comprehends her connection with Mor’du: “The
spell! It’s happened before! ... Fate be changed. Changed with fate.”
Through the guidance of the Wisps, she realizes that her own willing-
ness and strength in acting are necessary if she is to fulfill her fate, and
be released from the uncertainties of fortune.

As long as Mor’du roams the woods, Fergus’s kingdom can never
be safe. Neither Fergus nor Elinor is capable of ending the potential
for strife. Rather, it is Merida’s fate to do so. When she returns to
mend the tapestry, she finds the clans fighting. She resolves the conflict
not by agreeing to the traditional marriage contest, but by altering its
rules, getting all parties to agree that she and her suitors all have the
right to choose whom they marry. Young Macintosh applauds her:
“A grand idea! Give us our own say in choosing our fates.” In the end,
however, it is custom and circumstance, not fate, that she has changed.
When she has mended the tapestry, and thus the bond with her mother,
family, and society, Merida at last understands the significance of her
actions for the kingdom and its future. Moreover, through her trans-
formed mother’s bear strength, she now has the force necessary for
confronting Mor’du.
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On Being and Not Being Bears

In Brave, bears symbolically represent the antisocial part of our
character — that which is selfish, greedy, and hungry for power. The
prince was mastered by these antisocial tendencies and was trans-
formed outwardly, via the witch’s potion, into the bear that he already
was on the inside. In the prince’s case, the witch’s spell seems only to
have highlighted his true character. But the spell cast on Merida trans-
forms her mother (not her) into a bear. Why so? It is Merida who is
bound to Mor’du, not Elinor.

Although Elinor presents herself as the model of civility — a stand-
ard for Merida to attain — we shouldn’t think that her character has
been forged by accident. We see her cultivating virtue in Merida; pre-
sumably, these same traits must have been cultivated in the young
Elinor. Characters aren’t simply given; they are achieved through
practice and habit. The character we see in Elinor isn’t a biological
accident; it is an earned “second nature,” much in the way that an
athlete (a baseball player, say) must work to perfect her swing. The
swing looks effortless, but a batter’s making contact with the ball is
the result of countless hours of practice, with many of the practice
swings looking far more awkward than effortless. Some aspects of
character are no doubt given through the lottery of birth; others must
be attained with great effort. In Elinor’s case, this results in the char-
acter of the stately queen who greets us in the film. In the prince’s
case, sadly, his failure to change his antisocial character ends with his
becoming who (at least in part) he already was.

This is the moral choice we all have to make: accept the character
we are given, with its positive traits and flaws; or work to change our
character into what we would like it to be. Elinor’s susceptibility to
taking on the form of the bear suggests just how fragile our character
formation really is. A failure to work earnestly at upholding our “sec-
ond nature” can easily result in our falling back into old patterns of
behavior. For all her poise and grace, it is Elinor, who in the film’s
opening scene, jokes with the young Merida, “I’'m going to gobble you
up.” And it is also Elinor, later in the film, who taps into some of her
natural “bearishness” to quiet the warring clans and restore order. Are
we all potentially bears in need of the civilizing grace of education?
Brave suggests that we are.

Practically speaking, Elinor’s turning into a bear serves yet another
purpose. For in seeing her mother become more and more “You’re a
bear on the inside!” Merida recognizes the danger of her own
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antisocial behavior, as she works to prevent her mother from becom-
ing “a real bear.” Confronting her mother’s transformation into a bear
allows Merida to confront her own bearishness, facing the unpleasant
truths about her own character displaced into another. As she learns
how to “tame” her mother, she simultaneously learns how to “tame”
herself: a life lesson far more effective than the rote lessons provided
by her mother. As Aristotle himself would say, lectures on ethics
should be accompanied by practical experience. In the woods dealing
with Elinor the bear, Merida undergoes the experience that will ulti-
mately make her mother’s lessons, particularly about the legend of the
clans, meaningful. It is this experience that will allow Merida to undo
what her surrender to fortune has done.

The riddle of the witch and woodcarver runs: “Fate be changed,
look inside, mend the bond torn by pride.” Understood and applied,
such a change will allow Merida not only to reverse the spell, but to
change her fate. She is directed to “Look inside.” That is, instead of
looking to an external solution, like a magic potion, Merida must
“look inside” and change herself, her own character. By changing her
character, and mending the bond with her mother, the spell can be
reversed and fate changed. The witch is perceptive enough to point to
Merida’s character flaw, the one that she shares with the prince and
Elinor: pride. To change her fate, Merida must correct her stubborn
pride. If pride is the hardness of heart that prevents us from looking
at things from the point of view of another, the hardness of heart that
stands in the way of empathy, then the witch is calling for the break-
ing of Merida’s hard heart. This is what the prince failed to achieve,
and it tore him, and the kingdom, apart. Merida has been given the
chance to repair all of this, but doing so requires not simply that she
sew up the tapestry that she cut in anger — a mere mending of external
symbols — but that she change her character, replacing pride with
empathy. As Heraclitus (535-475 BCE) once cryptically wrote, “char-
acter is fate.” Only after Merida, truly sorry for what she has done,
weeps over her mother, is the spell lifted. The bond was mended; fate
was changed. Or was it?

Changing Fate or Being Changed by Fate?

The final battle with Mor’du raises questions about the relationship
of fate, fortune, and character. It seems clear that Merida is fated
to confront Mor’du. The Wisps, who act as her guides, appear on
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occasions when she is helpless, when she is selfish, when she is con-
fused, and finally when she is determined to save her mother, who has
been driven from the castle and attacked by her own husband. Guided
by the Wisps, Merida defends her mother from her father, reversing
her familial allegiances, until Mor’du intervenes. In the ensuing strug-
gle, it is clear that the human forces are helpless against the beast, and
that without the protective maternal strength of the transformed bear,
Mor’du would prevail. Merida’s thoughtless and selfish wish to trans-
form her mother ultimately has a constructive purpose. As it is,
Mor’du appears at the point of triumph when a chance collision with
a stone of the henge causes it to topple on Mor’du, whose death
releases the soul of the prince. Encased in the glowing blue halo of the
Wisps, the liberated spirit of the prince nods his gratitude to Merida
and her mother. Ultimately, fortune seems as responsible as courage,
strength, or determination for the defeat of Mor’du. But without the
external transformation of Elinor, and the inner transformation of
Merida, there is no overcoming Mor’du. It is as though the Wisps
were preparing Merida for this moment all along. Have fate, fortune,
and character coalesced at this moment?

Merida herself recognizes that she has changed, but it is not quite
as clear that she has changed her fate. The world presented by Brave
is one in which problems can be solved. Relationships can be mended,
bad customs altered, and the chaos and destructive energies released
by self-seeking and pride directed by constructive purposes. As Merida
tells us, the accidents of fortune can be overcome by looking within
and being brave. But she must also solve the riddle and follow the
Wisps. In ancient Greek, Heraclitus’s statement that “character is
fate” can also be read as “fate is character.” And the Greek word for
“fate” is daimon, which can mean a “personal divine guide,” as well
as the fate to which the guide steers the individual. So in the end we
must wonder: Did bravery allow Merida to change her fate, or did
fate allow Merida to become truly brave?
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3. Cioffari, V. (1935). Fortune and Fate from Democritus to St. Thomas
Aquinas, 16-17. New York: Columbia University Press. Aristotle’s



“OUR FATE LIVES WITHIN US” 175

example of finding a buried treasure is found in Aristotle’s Metaphysics,
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the movement from favorable outcomes, such as solving the riddle of the
sphinx, to the final recognition that he is guilty of his father’s despite
Oedipus’s great efforts to avoid the fate Apollo had revealed to him.

In Aristotle, tyche controls only external goods: noble birth, wealth,
power, social relationships, and the like. See Aristotle. (1975). Aristotle
Nichomachean Ethics (trans. H.G. Apostle), 11. Grinnell, TA: The
Peripatetic Press, 1098b12.

Queen. (n.d.) In Cambridge Dictionary online. Retrieved from https://
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Aristotle’s ethical writings (ta ethika, or “writings about character”) are
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Eudemian Ethics, another collection of notes edited by Aristotle’s friend
Eudemus.
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Breaking the Spell

Beauty and the Beast
and Plato’s Prisoner

Nathan Mueller and Leilani Mueller

“But don’t you see, this is the girl we have been waiting for! This is the
one who will break the spell!” exclaims Lumiére, the candlestick, to
Cogsworth, the grumpy clock. And why shouldn’t Cogsworth be
grumpy? Cogsworth, Lumiére, and all the occupants of the Prince’s
castle have been reduced to mere items of furniture under a wide-
ranging spell that has also transformed their master into a fearsome
beast. For “there was no love in his heart,” explains the enchantress.
By the time we are introduced to Cogsworth and Lumiére in Disney’s
Beauty and the Beast, they are already in danger of becoming perma-
nent household fixtures: the footmen to articles of royal furniture,
and the kitchen staff to pots, pans, and more. Hope is very nearly lost,
for (as the voice-over intones) “Who could learn to love a beast?”
How in the world is a terrible spell like this to be broken — if ever?

The Enchanting Trap

With the Beast and his staff thus confined, we wonder whether they
are destined to live out their days in this shadowy existence. Is this
really their fate? After all, they’re still alive. They can still talk.
Lumiére, the Spoons, and Forks, can cancan with the best of them.
Moreover, the Beast’s strength is positively overwhelming; as is dem-
onstrated when the Beast single-handedly drives off a pack of wolves
in just a few moments. And yet the existence of these characters is
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shadowy at best. Early in the film, Belle finds her way to the forbidden
West Wing of the castle. The muted colors and deteriorating décor
depict for us what life is really like for the cursed ones who live in
the castle. Everything is decaying towards death. The glass-encased,
enchanted red rose, loses one petal at a time, heralding the dire straits
of those who live in the castle. They are trapped — trapped because of
a lack of love.

Naturally, of course, there are different ways of being trapped. The
Beast and his attendants are still largely able to move at will about
the castle. So they are not trapped in a straightforward sense. Rather,
the Beast and his attendants are imprisoned in a deeper, more funda-
mental way. Trapped in the form of a candelabra, clock, teacup, tea-
pot, and feather duster, Lumiére, Cogsworth, Chip, Mrs. Potts, and
Plumette are not simply confined to their household forms (loosely
corresponding to their prior roles when working for the Beast), they
undergo and experience a significant diminishing of their personal
capacities. Bounded by their new external constraints, the members of
the Beast’s household can no longer fully express their capacities as
persons. Lumiére longs to kiss his love Plumette. Not surprisingly, the
embrace between candlestick and feather duster is cold, feathery, and
barren — far, far short of what it would have been had they been in full
possession of their human capacities.

Freeing Plato’s Prisoner

In another world far, far removed (in time, place, and imagination)
from the Beast and his castle, Plato (428-348 BCE) was telling the tale
of another prisoner — shackled and trapped inside a cave, accompa-
nied by scores of his fellow human beings in the same predicament.
“Imagine,” he says, the state of these prisoners: “human beings living
in an underground, cave-like dwelling, with an entrance a long way up.”!
Unlike the Beast and his servants, however, these prisoners have “been
here since childhood, fixed in the same place, with their necks and legs
fettered, able to only see in front of them because their bonds prevent
them from turning their heads around.”?

While light shines in from the entrance above, the prisoners reside in
the depths of the cave away from the light. Behind the prisoners is a fire,
which casts shadows on the wall, creating a shadow show of people
holding various artifacts, “made out of stone, wood, and every mate-
rial.”3 All the prisoners know of hammers, chairs, and other artifacts
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are the shadows cast by these objects on the stone wall in front of them.
All they know of light is the fire’s flickering shadow. They are trapped
believing “that the truth is nothing other than the shadows of those
artifacts.”* Like the Beast and his servants, these prisoners are shackled
in a state that doesn’t allow them to be what humans were meant to
be — people who encounter a real world and thereby possess knowledge
instead of ignorance.

To be a prisoner either in Plato’s cave or in the Beast’s castle is a
form of existence no one would desire. And yet the story of Beauty
and the Beast — in particular, the spell that imprisoned the Beast and
his servants — is a tale as old as time. It is our common human experi-
ence: our recognition that we are shackled by ignorance and unful-
filled potential, and our desperate desire to escape. Unfortunately,
however, breaking the chains and ending the spell is no easy feat.

“What If She’s the One?”

“What if?” is the all-important first question in breaking a spell.
Recall that moment Belle first walks into the castle. Slowly, the large
door to the castle creaks open. “Hello,” she calls into the seemingly
empty corridor. In the shadows, the furniture servants observe and
whisper hopefully, “What if she’s the one? The one to break the
spell?” They remember the conditions of the enchantress’s curse.
The curse can only be broken when the Beast learns to love another
and be loved in return. This particular “What if” becomes a real
spell-breaking possibility. For just as the Beast and his household
companions represent a cave-like imprisonment, Belle represents in
her person the two ideals necessary to break the spell: love (which
drew her to the castle to find her father) and beauty (which can
compel the love of another). The towns people sing: “It’s no wonder
that her name means beauty. Her looks have got no parallel.” Thus,
viewing Belle as representative of beauty is indeed an intended con-
sequence of her name.

In the Allegory of the Cave, Plato imagines a moment in which one
of the prisoners is set free from his chains and is “suddenly compelled
to stand up.”® However, Plato never tells us what breaks the chains
and compels the prisoner to stand. Plato’s silence here is noteworthy.
What is it that breaks the chains? The answer lies in the context. The
story of the cave and its prisoners appears in a conversation between
Socrates (470-399 BcE) — Plato’s teacher and the lead character in
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many of his dialogues — and various discussion partners. Socrates
tells the allegory to teach this lesson: due to a lack of a proper educa-
tion, people neither desire the truth nor do they understand reality as
it truly is. All they ever experience are the fleeting and flickering
shadows of reality: imitations and copies of eternal realities. Because
they can’t conceive of anything apart from their sensory world of
shadows, they have no desire to move out of the cave. But how is
that desire to be awakened? The answer lies in another of Plato’s
dialogues, and provides the clue for how the Beast, who has “no love
in his heart,” can love and be loved.

Beauty and Love’s Pursuit

In Plato’s Symposium, a handful of Greek gentlemen gather to cele-
brate the recent victory of Agathon (a playwright) in a prestigious
competition the night before. As they recline and drink in celebration,
they decide to have each member of the party give a speech in honor
of Eros, the god of love.

When it is his turn to speak, Socrates recounts a story told him by the
priestess Diotima. According to the story, Eros, the god of love, was the
son of Porus and Penia — the god of plenty and the goddess of poverty.
Eros was conceived on the day Aphrodite was born and, as a result,
Eros always follows beautiful Aphrodite.® As Plato puts it, Eros “always
lives with need,” (an inheritance from his mother) and always “[schemes]
after the beautiful and the good” (an inheritance from his father).”

One way to understand the nature of love, then, is to see it as exist-
ing between two realms. Eros exists as a daemon, standing midway
between the realm of the gods and the realm of men — halfway between
lack and plenty, between ignorance and knowledge. As the son of
poverty, he recognizes his need. As the son of resource, he strives
toward what is lacking. However, his status as a daemon makes him
unable to completely attain that which he pursues. Eros, then, has the
power to draw us ever upward and onwards, closer to the object of
our love. But what is the proper object of Eros?

Diotima insists that what motivates Eros is beauty. Eros was con-
ceived on the day that incomparably beautiful Aphrodite was born.
Eros must therefore pursue beauty. Therefore, since Eros seeks beauty
and Eros is love, it follows that love seeks after beauty as well. But
then, given that Eros can never fully attain that which he pursues, his
pursuit of beauty is never complete. Nevertheless, love’s pursuit of
beauty (Diotima tells us) is characterized by ever more fully realized
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stages, allowing us to ascend a ladder from the realm of the physical
and transient to that of the immaterial and eternal.

Love begins, says Socrates, by aiding us to love beauty as it is found
in one body. It then teaches us to love that same beauty in all bodies,
and (by a process of abstraction) as it’s found in other minds, dis-
course, laws, truth, and knowledge. And thus we learn to love beauty
itself — that is, beauty apart from its being found in the world. The
final step is our seeing the Beautiful in itself. Assisting us in this climb,
this pursuit of Beauty, is the work of Eros. However, given his origins,
this pursuit is fated to remain incomplete — a lifelong pursuit that
brings riches at every turn, yet never fully reaches its goal.

But what has all of this to do with the Beast — cursed because he
“had no love in his heart”? How does someone who has no love
become a person who loves? The answer is Beauty. Eros, by its very
nature and origin, follows Beauty whenever it is perceived. We can
even say that Beauty causes Eros — a fact reinforced by Eros’s concep-
tion on the day beautiful Aphrodite was born. Beauty compels love,
because love is only felt or experienced when there is an encounter
with something beautiful.

There is a sense, then, in which the enchantress’s curse simply turns
the Beast into what he had already become: a brute animal with no
need for beauty and no feelings of love. His transformation symbol-
izes the fact that he is indifferent to beauty and its upward pull to
goodness, the very desire that separates human beings from other ani-
mals. Living apart from the appropriate desire and need for love, the
Beast in effect gave up his full humanity. Indeed, we wouldn’t be too
far wrong if we thought of him as having cursed himself, and the
enchantress as merely having revealed to him the consequence of his
choice to ignore beauty, goodness, and love.

To become human again, something must compel the Beast’s
love — something beautiful. Love never happens without an encoun-
ter with beauty.

Encountering Beauty

“There must be something there that wasn’t there before,” sing
Lumiere, Cogsworth, and Mrs. Potts as they watch the progressively
enamored interactions between Belle and the Beast. In one such
encounter, the two are feeding birds and Belle looks over to see little
birds perching on the Beast’s ungainly frame. She smiles and looks
away. “There must be something there that wasn’t there before.”
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“What’s there, mamma?” asks Chip while Mrs. Potts looks down at
him with the knowingness of a teapot who has experienced love.
“Shh. I’ll tell you when you are older,” she responds. At this point, the
servants are hopeful and expectant. They can finally see a way for the
spell to break. What they see, and what Chip is too young to under-
stand, is that the Beauty and the Beast are each beginning to recognize
and experience the beauty they each find in the other.

There are multiple aspects to Beauty. The iconic scene when Belle
and the Beast meet at the top of the stairs to dance reveals the out-
ward aspect of beauty — the first of Diotima’s stages of ascent. Belle
shimmers in gold and the Beast is ennobled in his blue tailored suit.
The music swells as they sweep down the stairs. The high ceilings and
the lighting radiate outward beauty. Then the Beast walks Belle out-
side and we are shown the inward aspect of beauty: its second stage.

Belle wants to know how her father is doing, and the Beast pre-
sents her with a magical mirror that allows her to see him. But
when Belle sees the danger her father is in, the Beast releases her.
Belle’s loving care for her father and the Beast’s willingness to set
her free are vivid displays of inward beauty: the beauty of the soul.
In Belle’s relationship with the Beast we the rungs of Diotima’s
ladder of love.

Shortly thereafter, as the Beast leans over the enchanted rose, he
says to Cogsworth: “I let her go.” Cogsworth exclaims, “You what?
How could you do that?” The Beast replies, “I had to.” “Yes, but
why?” asks Cogsworth. The curse is on the brink of permanency and
Cogsworth droops and his hope fades. “Because ... I love her,” says
the Beast. Having ascended ever higher on Diotima’s ladder, he might
just as well have said, “I find her beautiful — both inside and out.”

Love Sets Things Free

The questions “Who could learn to love a beast?” and “What breaks the
chains and compels the prisoner to stand?” are two ways of asking
the very same question: “How can human beings become who they
are intended to be?”

After the fight with the villagers and Gaston, the Beast lies seemingly
defeated and close to death. Belle caresses his head, tears in her eyes. The
surrounding atmosphere is gray and rainy, mirroring the loss of some-
thing beautiful that approaches Belle and the Beast. “At least I got to see
you one last time,” the Beast gasps before what seems to be his death.
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When the Beast turns to Belle in order to “see” her, he shows how
much he has grown in his capacity to desire beauty. It shows that he has
been changed by her, and with his death fast approaching, he recognizes
the experience of beauty he has had while in her presence. She has led
him upwards. And when love rightly pursues beauty with spell-breaking,
chains-releasing, compelling power, the story does not end with death.

“Please don’t leave me. I love you,” Belle calls out, leaning over the
Beast’s body. Something profound has taken place. If he hadn’t learned
to love and be loved in return, the Beast would have remained a
beast — forever. If he hadn’t desired beauty enough to allow himself to
be loved, he would have remained a beast. If Belle hadn’t found the
Beast’s soul beautiful, there would have been no release from his prison.

With Belle’s declaration of love, light pierces the darkness of the
scene and sparkles all around. It reminds us of Plato’s prisoner when
he finds his chains broken, and stands to face the source of the previ-
ously hidden light. Belle sits back and watches the Beast change before
her eyes. He is a prisoner freed. With light emanating out of him from
within, the radiance of his beauty slowly frees the castle from its curse.
Belle can only watch as the spell breaks before her eyes. The Beast,
like Plato’s prisoner, has been released.

Happily Ever After?

“Are they going to live happily ever after?” Chip asks his mother. Belle
and the Beast, now turned into a handsome prince, twirl across the
ballroom. In the background, the chorus rings out, “Certain as the
sun.” When beauty is experienced, love is provoked, and spells break.

Chip’s mother looks at him and giggles, “Of course my dear,” she
sighs with a look of happy contentment. “Of course.”

Notes
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True Love in Frozen

Jamey Heit

Imagine a love that is deep and fulfilling with an intimacy that binds
you to the other person. Next, imagine that your beloved is beyond
your reach, behind a door that cannot be opened. All you can do is
call out to this person knowing that you will not receive the answer
you desire. You sing with a mix of sadness and hope: “Let me see your
face, let me hear your voice.”?

This is the love story that defines Anna and Elsa’s relationship in
Frozen. What do we learn about love while watching Anna and Elsa?
At first, it appears that their relationship is a kind of warning. The
very desire for intimacy will disappoint, because desire creates dis-
tance. But in the end, the tie that binds Anna and Elsa teaches us that
true love overcomes fear.

“Please, | Know You’re in There”: The Absence
of the Other

Jean-Luc Marion, a leading French philosopher, cautions us about a
simplified understanding of love. If we do not understand love but still
speak of it, then “we say nothing.”? This nothingness, in turn, can easily
damage the relationships that we speak of when we say we love another.

Too often, we define love in terms of our own ego.? In other words,
love is not really about the other person, but rather about our own
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interests. At first, self-interest is apparent in Anna’s love for Elsa. She
is lonely and longs for company — lonely because she can’t play with
her sister and because her parents are dead. However, Anna’s cheerful
tone cannot mask her fragility. She is at a breaking point, and her
desire for companionship is so strong that she’s talking to pictures
on the wall.

Marion argues that love is about our desire to know the answer to
the question “Can someone else love me?” We long for the certainty
that confirmation brings. There is a big difference between someone
saying, “Yes, I do love you” rather than “No, I don’t,” or, even worse,
saying nothing at all. Love is a very human desire to know and be
certain, which is why the simple statement “I love you” has such
weight in our culture. But the statement is deceptive, because to say
“I love you” is to affirm our own egos. In Marion’s language, this
statement “certifies” ourselves.*

At its core, the story of Frozen is about two sisters who love one
another but cannot be together. As children, then as adults, a heavy
door keeps Anna and Elsa apart. In the early days of their childhood,
Anna jumps into Elsa’s bed and asks, “Do you want to build a snow-
man?” There is a wonderful mix of excitement and intimacy, but
unfortunately their joyous intimacy does not last. While building the
snowman together, Elsa inadvertently shoots ice magic and hits Anna.
The trolls heal Anna and remove all memory of Elsa’s powers. Fearful,
their parents decide to shelter Elsa behind closed gates. But they also
separate the sisters by a locked door, rupturing their relationship.

The door between the sisters is both a reminder of how close they
used to be, and a barrier keeping them apart from one another. Anna
expresses hope that the door will open despite knowing it will stay
closed, when she repeatedly asks “Do you want to build a snowman?”
Elsa, her voice sad, says distantly, “Go away Anna.” As long as fear
rules, they must remain apart.

“Let It Go”: The Psychology of True Love

The girls’ physical separation carries significant psychological and
emotional weight. Elsa internalizes the accident in a way that defines
her character. As she and Anna sing in anticipation of Coronation
Day, Elsa steels herself to face the public (including her sister):
“Conceal, don’t feel, put on a show. Make one wrong move and eve-
ryone will know.” Elsa fears that she will be unmasked as one who
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harmed the sister she loves and, by extension, she fears that her feel-
ings make her dangerous to everyone she loves. The reason for the
coronation makes this point implicitly. Elsa’s parents are dead as the
result of another accident. Elsa’s closest relationships as a child and
young woman are defined by significant trauma. Her isolation is a
precaution against her ability to harm the ones she loves.

Anna has also internalized the accident and subsequent separation
from her sister as being her own fault. This is why Anna struggles to
make small talk with her sister at the coronation. In the same song
where Elsa reminds herself not to feel, Anna expresses a fear directly
tied to that childhood accident. She longs for the intimacy she knew
before she was separated from Elsa: “For the first time in forever,
I could be noticed by someone.” Although she may desire a romantic
partner, her wish for recognition reaches back to the intimacy
she knew with Elsa. Her isolation while growing up, coupled with the
death of her parents, makes her desperate for love, so much so that
she becomes engaged to Hans on the same day that they first meet.

Thus, the sisters share a mindset grounded in fear, rooted in their
separation and the love that binds them together. The point is made
clearly when the sisters’ separate verses converge in “For the First
Time in Forever.” Just before Elsa sings to let the gates open, Anna and
Elsa sing the same line: “It’s agony to wait.” Expectations differ, but
their shared feelings grow out of their experience of intimacy fol-
lowed by separation.

To fully understand the love that defines Anna and Elsa’s relation-
ship, we have to appreciate the driving force of their shared fear. Anna
is afraid she’ll be rejected because Elsa is continually absent. But why
is that? It’s because of Elsa’s own fears. “Listen to me, Elsa,” the ever-
wise Grand Pabbie says, “your power will only grow. There is beauty
in your magic ... But also great danger. You must learn to control it.
Fear will be your enemy.” Elsa replies, “No, I belong here — alone,
where I can be who I am without hurting anybody.” So, it’s not just
that Elsa is afraid she’ll hurt Anna one more time. She dreads Anna’s
rejection — of who she is and cannot help being.

Only true love can overcome fear, and ultimately, it is an act of true
love that saves the sisters. The notion of true love that unfolds in
Frozen is not your typical two-dimensional story, where the prince
saves the princess. It’s far more complex and empowering. Again, a
brief turn to Marion’s philosophy of love can help us clarify what love
is and what our culture frequently zakes it to be, namely, the feeling
that our needs are being met by others.
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Love Is an Open Door: The Deception
of the Typical Romance Narrative

For most of the movie, Hans seems like a good match for Anna. They
are both lost in the long shadows cast by older siblings. To all appear-
ances it is love at first sight when they meet. But by the end we learn
that Hans had other plans all along. His desire to be king and his
manipulation of others reveal how a self-driven love is precisely the
opposite of real love. Hans’s declaration of “love” is, in Marion’s
words, merely “vanity” and thus not love at all.’ His actions cast him
as the very antithesis of his “loving” words to Anna as they dance
through the night. Vanity and love are oil and water.

Hans’s “love” for Anna reveals his selfish intent. There is no love in
him beyond what he wants for himself. Just imagine Hans asking;:
“Could anyone really love me for who I am?” The question answers
itself. For as we come to see, Hans is actually a terrible person; so
“no.” Hans is the very embodiment of the point Marion is making.
Love in the service of one’s own interests isn’t the kind of love that
defines meaningful relationships.

To recover the richness and elusiveness of love, Marion tells us that
statements of love must be reframed in the form of a question “Does
anyone out there love me?”® Here, of course, we run the risk that the
answer is “no.” We must confront the possibility that our advance
toward another will be rejected. It is in running this risk that we
glimpse the transformative nature of the true love binding Anna and
Elsa together. Anna’s love is expressed in a simple question (“Do you
want to build a snowman?”), but also one that risks (and at least in
the short term ends in) rejection. Behind her bedroom door, Elsa’s
answer is “no.”

Stronger than One, Stronger than Ten: Defining
an Act of True Love

A willingness to be loved exists alongside the possibility of being
rejected, but this does not deter the love that drives Anna to knock on
Elsa’s door. For Marion, the asking is the act that defines true love.
Think of Anna’s knocking as she breaks into song for her beloved
sister. It is a love that risks rejection. In her willingness to speak despite
their separation, Anna reveals a hint of the true love that will later
save both Elsa’s life and her own.
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Now of course we can read Anna’s struggle against her own disap-
pointment as a drift toward selfishness. We may even hear in Anna’s
voice a demand that her own desires be satisfied. “Please,” she says,
“I know you’re in there.” However, let’s remember that these words
are spoken only after Anna’s hopeful request to build a snowman
with her sister. They are an aftershock of the love that pulls Anna
closer to Elsa. They’re not a sign of Hans-like self-centeredness.
Instead, they are an attempt to reopen a loving relationship. As
St. Paul says, “Love is patient, love is kind. It does not envy, it does
not boast, it is not proud. It does not dishonor others, it is not self-
seeking, it is not easily angered, it keeps no record of wrongs. Love
does not delight in evil but rejoices with the truth. It always protects,
always trusts, always hopes, always perseveres.”” These words lay
bare Hans’s lack of love, and they set a standard for love that is rare
in our world.

“For the First Time in Forever”

Anna’s love really is remarkable in its commitment to Elsa. Anna’s
patience, kindness, trust, hope, and perseverance in pursuit of Elsa
meet with the constant refrain: “Go away Anna.” In the face of this
dismissal, Anna nonetheless clings to the hope of future joy and rela-
tionship with her sister. And it is what motivates her to pursue Elsa
after the great freeze on Coronation Day. The possibility of regaining
her relationship with her sister, however remote, is the crux of the
matter in loving the way St. Paul outlines. Loving fully is a divine
concept that carries us past life and death. As St. Paul explains, “For
now we see only a reflection as in a mirror; then we shall see face to
face. Now I know in part; then I shall know fully, even as I am fully
known.”® The answer does not arrive when we ask the question. It is
the asking of the question that reveals partially what is possible when
love is fully known.

Now it’s certainly true that Elsa’s answer doesn’t quite map to
Anna’s initial question. Anna asks if Elsa wants to build a snowman,
but Elsa’s answer is only whether she will. Having grown up calling to
Elsa through a closed door, Anna knows her request will be rebuffed.
But in one way, it doesn’t matter. For the act of asking is the sign of
the love that binds the sisters together. The willingness to ask, despite
outward rejection, is the mark of a deep and abiding love. Anna’s
risk-taking love for her sister, despite rejection, plays itself out later
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when Anna immediately and without hesitation declares she will go
after her “sorcerous” sister to make things right and bring back sum-
mer. Yet again, Anna thinks that the Coronation Day fiasco was all
her fault, but Anna’s quick response to follow Elsa and her almost
offhand reply to those in fear of Anna’s own safety — that “She’s my
sister; she would never hurt me” — underscore Anna’s longstanding,
patient, trust and commitment to Elsa. She loves Elsa.

Ultimately, only an act of true love will save Anna. The audience is
set up to think that it will be true love’s kiss from Hans, and when
Hans is revealed as a villain, we are led to think that Kristoff will
save Anna. The way things play out is very different and far more
empowering.

Our culture has a clear storyline for thinking about love, and Disney
has certainly capitalized on it: the man wins over the woman. In the
process, the woman must typically be saved from distressing events
she can’t handle on her own. The man’s success in saving the woman
almost always stems from his culturally masculine virtues: strength,
courage, a healthy sense of self, the jawline to match, and, often, a
weapon to seal the deal. Hans not only embodies a self-interested
conception of love, he also projects how the ego-driven understanding
of love in our culture denies the openness and intimacy that charac-
terizes true love.

With an understanding of true love based on opening ourselves up
to another, we can see the impotency of the unidirectional love that
our culture so often privileges. Hans rages as he fails to get what he
wants — just what we’d expect from a prince based on our cultural
stereotypes. It’s not Hans but rather Kristoff who embodies true love.
The snowman, Olaf, is correct when he says to Anna,

Love is ... putting someone else’s needs before yours, like, you know,
how Kristoff brought you back here to Hans and left you forever.
There’s your act of true love, right there, riding across the fjords like a
valiant, pungent reindeer king! Come on!

When Anna is most in need of true love, it is Kristoff who bursts forth
to give her the kiss everyone assumes will save her. For a Disney
movie, this is how the love story is supposed to end.

What happens next undermines those expectations. Anna turns
away from Kristoff to protect Elsa from Hans. As Hans swings his
sword, which condenses all of the masculine-defined tropes in anger,
to kill Elsa. When Anna shatters Han’s sword, we finally realize the
power of true love. Anna overcomes fear and puts her sister’s safety
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before her own. The act of true love that saves Anna is her own loving
act for her sister.

We Can Fix this Hand in Hand

While Anna defies expectation in her loving gesture, it is important
not to frame her action as self-sacrifice. Yes, it is done for someone
else, but the decision to save Elsa is no different than her willingness
to stand outside her sister’s door. Anna expects the answer will con-
tinue to be “no.” In the same way, Anna saves Elsa expecting that her
act will make their separation permanent in death. For a moment,
that is how it looks, but then a single breath breaks through Anna’s
apparent death. Her passion for her sister, her act of true love, is
fiercer than the grave.

Developing a frozen heart (and living a life devoid of true love) is
an ever-present danger in a culture that rewards those who pursue
pleasure and self-interest. If Frozen teaches us anything, it’s that there
are no quick fixes. Like Anna, we need to heed Grand Pabbie’s words:
“your life is in danger. There is ice in your heart ... If not removed, to
solid ice will you freeze, forever.” Like Kristoff, we may prefer the
quick fix: “So remove it, Grand Pabbie.” But even the magic of the
trolls has its limits. “I can’t,” he says; for it’s not a matter of the head,
but of the heart: “Only an act of true love can thaw a frozen heart.”
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CONSCIENCE BE YOUR
GUIDE”






Mencius Spins The Emperor’s
New Groove

Dean A. Kowalski

Young Emperor Kuzco — “the hippest cat in creation” — has been
groomed to be the sovereign of Mesoamerica (where that includes
Peru in this fictional yarn). Living a life of privilege, he has become
pretty selfish. On the other side of the real world, Mencius (372~
289 BCE), the “Second Sage” of Confucianism, taught that human
nature is inherently good. As we’ll see, interpreting Kuzco’s character
arc in The Emperor’s New Groove through Mencius’s ideas about
human nature sheds light on Kuzco’s move away from selfishness and
toward compassion.

Kuzcotopia, Ox Mountain, and Family

Mencius’s position on human nature is open to one immediate and
glaring objection: If everyone is inherently good, then how do we
explain the fact that so many people do morally objectionable things?
For example, recall that Kuzco summons Pacha to the palace only to
ask him which part of his hillside village receives the best sun. Kuzco
thereupon announces that this spot will house his new pool. Pacha is
confused: “What pool?” The emperor explains that Pacha’s village
will become the ultimate summer getaway — “Kuzcotopia” — com-
plete with waterslide. Kuzco can’t contain his excitement any longer:
“It’s my birthday present to me! Ha! I’'m so happy!” Kuzco expounds,
“Tomorrow at my birthday celebration, I give the word and your
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town will be destroyed.” To which Pacha asks, “But where will we
live?” Kuzco mindlessly responds, “Hmm ... don’t know, don’t care.
How’s that?” This is a fictional example, obviously, but it is indicative
of the selfish and heartless things people do every day. If Mencius is
correct that human nature is innately good, then we would not expect
people to act in cruel or selfish ways. But they do.

Like most worthy philosophers, Mencius anticipated this sort of
objection. Mencius’s position is first and foremost about human
nature. Even though each of us has the same nature, it does not follow
that each of us behaves exactly the same way. Consider that even
though it is the nature of pear trees to bear fruit, some pear trees do
not, due to specific circumstances. Perhaps the ground is not suffi-
ciently fertile. Perhaps the tree was planted in a location without
proper sun (or shade). Perhaps it was planted in an unsuitable climate.
Any of these possibilities would explain why this or that pear tree
does not bear fruit even though it is the nature of pear trees to do so.

Mencius’s parable of Ox Mountain is intended to capture his
insight about human nature and particular humans. Mencius writes:

The trees of Ox Mountain were once beautiful. But because it bordered
on a large state, hatchets and axes besieged it. Could it remain verdant?
Due to the respite it got during the day or night, and the moisture of
rain and dew, there were sprouts and shoots growing there. But oxen
and sheep came and grazed on them. Hence it was as if it were barren.
Seeing it barren, people believed that there had never been any timber
there. But could this be the nature of a mountain?!

Many of Mencius’s views are conveyed via parables and implicit argu-
ments. Philosophical messages conveyed this way often operate at dif-
ferent levels, and this example is no different.

Initially, Mencius’s message seems fairly clear: There are various
circumstances that impede the foliage on Ox Mountain from being as
lush as one would otherwise expect. However, at another level,
Mencius cautions that individual persons are unlike mountains in
that those who suffer impediments are not merely passive recipients.
He likens hatchets and axes to the way that individuals “discard their
genuine hearts of benevolence and righteousness” during the day, and
despite any healing or rejuvenation that may take place in the even-
ing, these unfortunate individuals only “fetter and destroy it” in the
morning. If this process occurs repeatedly, then such persons are “not
far from animals” and people come to believe that such individuals
“never had any natural capacity” for goodness.> Thus, Mencius
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believes that although human nature is good, it can be impeded in the
way that a flower garden can be overgrown with weeds. If each of us
is not a constant gardener regarding the goodness that springs natu-
rally from us, then we will not act in beautiful ways.

Mencius notes that a lack of financial stability is an external cir-
cumstance that often impedes one’s natural moral development. He
compares financial stability and the lack of it to seeds planted in
nutrient rich soil and seeds planted in dry dirt.> The Emperor’s New
Groove reminds us that too much wealth can also be detrimental to
one’s proper moral growth. The early scenes of the film depict a very
pampered Kuzco. When, as an infant, he squeezes the head off his
favorite stuffed animal, his wails are immediately quelled by eight
hands offering him an identical replacement. This sort of pampering
continues into his teenage years. A young girl drops rose petals on the
path he walks. Masons quickly appear to create a new royal entryway
for him so he doesn’t have to turn the corner in his palace. He has
various personal attendants: a litter-bearer who carries him up the
steep steps of his throne, a butler, five chefs, six maidens who feed him
as he reclines, a valet who finds him potential brides, and a theme
song guy who sounds like Tom Jones. (How cool would that be?!) It’s
clear that Kuzco has not had to work at anything. He is not mindful
of anyone or anything outside of his immediate personal desires.
Kuzco “fetters” every morning only to “hatchet™ his natural goodness
throughout his days.

To Mencius’s credit, he was aware of the potential for emperors and
kings to turn out this way. In fact, this was one of the reasons why he
endeavored to become a royal advisor (and indeed became the high
minister of the state of Qi for a time). Mencius explains: “Don’t be
surprised at the king’s failure to be wise. Even though it may be the
easiest growing thing in the world, if it gets one day of warmth and ten
days of frost, there has never been anything capable of growing. It is
seldom that I have an audience with the king, and when I withdraw
those who ‘freeze’ him come. What can I do with the sprouts that are
there?”* The king, as does young Emperor Kuzco, possesses the sprouts
of natural goodness all persons possess. If such sovereigns were more
regularly attuned to them, their sprouts would flourish. However, for
many sovereigns, there are too many hampering influences that
“freeze” out the sprouts, making them less than virtuous rulers.

Presumably, Kuzco’s lavish lifestyle, with its multitudinous servants
and personal armed guards, is full of such “freezing” influences. But,
arguably, Yzma is more responsible than anyone for “freezing” Kuzco’s
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moral sprouts. We meet Yzma as she hears the plea of a peasant. She
yawns, “It is no concern of mine that your family has ... What was it
again?” “Food,” a small man humbly answers. To which Yzma crassly
declares, “Ha! You really should have thought of that before you
became peasants. Take him away.” Kuzco interrupts her, and com-
plains that she is not the emperor — she is the emperor’s advisor.

It seems clear that Kuzco, an only child, was orphaned as a young
boy. Yzma was deemed his regent; she would help the young emperor
rule until Kuzco came of age. On the eve of his 18th birthday, Kuzco
unceremoniously fires her. Yzma is furious. With the help of her per-
sonal manservant Kronk, she vents her frustrations by repeatedly
smashing stone busts of Kuzco with a sledgehammer. She laments,
“Who does that ungrateful little worm think he is? ... Why, I practi-
cally raised him.” And, in a way only Patrick Warburton can, Kronk
replies, “Yeah, you think he would’ve turned out better.” But there is
more than just a bit of sarcasm in Kronk’s words (to Warburton’s
credit). Yzma did not raise Kuzco in any real sense of the term. No
one raised him, and this is the main reason for Kuzco’s stunted moral
development. Confucian scholar Bryan Van Norden puts the point
this way: “It is loving and being loved in the family that first germi-
nates our capacity for compassion.”’

“Give-Aways” and Thought-Experiments

Mencius believes that because of financial, familial, or social factors
some people do not develop their natural goodness as they otherwise
would. But why does he believe that human nature is innately good in
the first place? Mencius has two basic sorts of arguments for his view:
empirically based examples and thought-experiments.

Mencius’s arguments from empirical examples carefully assess how
people actually behave. Mencius’s clearest example of this describes one
of his interactions with King Xuan of Qi. When Xuan witnessed an ox
that was about to be sacrificed for a blood ritual, he said to his atten-
dant, “Spare it. I cannot bear its frightened appearance, like an innocent
going to the execution ground.”® The king ordered that a sheep be used
instead. Mencius considered Xuan’s action carefully, and explained to
the king, “This heart is sufficient to become King. The commoners
thought Your Majesty was being stingy. But I knew that Your Majesty
simply could not bear the suffering of the ox. ... What you did was just
a technique for (cultivating your) benevolence. You saw the ox but had
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not seen the sheep. Gentlemen cannot bear to see animals die if they
have seen them living.”” Mencius recognized something that others,
perhaps including the king, did not. The king’s innate sprouts of com-
passion led him to spare the ox. This sort of example makes Mencius
believe that anyone — regardless of how heartless they tend to behave
and even if they are not (fully) aware of the true motivations of their
actions — will (sometimes) act from compassion.® When a wise person
points this out in one of our actions (as Mencius did for the king), we
can better recognize our compassionate nature and act accordingly.

Confucian scholar Philip Ivanhoe labels these sorts of unexpected
behaviors “give-away” actions. Consider how a person will sometimes
act for motivations that he either doesn’t fully realize or simply denies.
For example, consider a young man who refuses to admit to his friends
that he loves a particular girl, even though he regularly goes nine blocks
out of his way to walk by her house and often visits her at her job. His
actions give him away, despite his protestations to the contrary.’
Analogously, it would be easy for King Xuan to believe that he was being
financially prudent in substituting the sheep for the ox. However, Mencius
believes that this would be little more than self-deception because the
king would act similarly if he saw a sheep about to be sacrificed.

Mencius’s arguments from thought-experiments are the best-known
parts of his book. Imagine you are out for a walk in the country some
afternoon, and you happen to see a small child playing alone near a
well. How would you react? Mencius thinks he knows: “The reason
why I say that all humans have hearts that are not unfeeling toward
others is this. Suppose someone suddenly saw a child about to fall into
a well: anyone in such a situation would have a feeling of alarm and
compassion. ... From this we can see that if one is without the feeling
of compassion, one is not human.”!® Mencius believes that one would
be immediately, and without reflection, moved to help the child. This
is a natural reaction, and one not motivated by self-interest — not for
fame or reward. Perhaps not everyone would actually rescue the child,
but everyone would have a feeling of alarm and concern, and this
innate feeling would motivate many to rescue the child.

Drama Llamas and Compassion Sprouts

In The Emperor’s New Groove, both sorts of argument conveniently
converge in Kuzco rescuing Pacha at the gorge. To set this up, recall
that Yzma plots her revenge against Kuzco by inviting him to dinner,



200 DEAN A. KOWALSKI

only to poison him. She would subsequently seize the throne. But
Kronk administers the wrong vial, and Kuzco is turned into a llama.
Yzma orders Kronk to “finish the job,” but Kuzco, now knocked
unconscious and stuffed in a sack, winds up on Pacha’s cart. Once
back at his hillside village, Pacha discovers his stowaway, and Kuzco
discovers he’s been turned into a llama. Kuzco is mortified (and one
wonders whether The Emperor’s New Groove singlehandedly created
the “drama llama” meme). Kuzco orders Pacha to take him back to
the palace. Pacha agrees but only on the condition that Kuzco build
Kuzcotopia somewhere else. Kuzco refuses and sets out on his own.
Pacha attempts to dissuade Kuzco, informing him how dangerous the
journey is, but then attempts to rationalize that all of his problems
are solved: “No Kuzco, no ‘Kuzcotopia’; takes care of my problem.”
Alas, Pacha’s moral fiber won’t allow him to sit idly by. He winds up
rescuing Kuzco from a prowl of jaguars.

Pacha again attempts to change Kuzco’s mind about Kuzcotopia.
He reasons, “I just think if you really thought about it, you’d decide
to build your summer home on a different hilltop.” To which Kuzco
queries, “And why would I do that?” Pacha expounds, “Because, deep
down, I think you’ll realize that you’re forcing an entire village out of
their homes just for you.” Kuzco clarifies, “And that’s ... bad?” Pacha
concurs, “Well, yeah, nobody’s that heartless.” To which Kuzco retorts,
“Hmmm ... Now take me back!” But Kuzco sleeps on it, and return-
ing the cloak Pacha provided him, promises that if Pacha takes him
back, he will select a different hilltop. Pacha remains suspicious, and
requests that they shake on it. On their journey, Pacha falls through a
rope bridge and hangs precariously over a rushing river. Kuzco seizes
the opportunity and refuses to help, explaining, “Well, I was going to
have you imprisoned for life, but I kind of like this better.” Pacha rhe-
torically asks, “So, it was all a lie?” And Kuczo answers, “It was all a
lie. Toodles!” Kuzco takes a step and falls through the bridge (of
course); he is in the same treacherous position as Pacha. They begin to
argue again (of course). Pacha yells, “Why did I risk my life for a self-
ish brat like you?! I was always taught that there was some good in
everybody, but, ooh, you proved me wrong.” Kuzco immediately
retorts, “Oh, boohoo, Now I feel really bad. Bad llama!”

When both plummet toward the river, they are forced to have each
other’s back - literally. Backs pressed firmly together, they attempt to
walk up the gorge. Alligators await them if they fail. Just as the gorge
widens to a point where they cannot any longer place footholds on
the cliff walls, Pacha desperately grabs a dangling rope. After a quick
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series of unlikely events too dizzying to describe (seriously, you’ll
have to rewatch it yourself), Pacha and Kuzco (somehow) land on
the grassy edge of the cliff. But Pacha’s weight is too much, and the
earth begins to give way beneath his feet. As fast as Pacha begins to
fall, Kuzco instantaneously pulls his comrade to safety. Kuzco recog-
nizes his heroism. He begins strutting, at least as much as llamas can
strut, and declares, “Whoo-hoo! Yeah! Ooh, look at me and my bad
self! T snatched you right out of the air.” Pacha stares in amazement.
He finally utters, “You just saved my life,” and Kuzco stammers,
“Huh? So?”

At this point, the conversation becomes rather reminiscent of the
exchange between Mencius and King Xuan. Just as Mencius did with
Xuan, Pacha has a better grasp of what transpired than does Kuzco.
Pacha shares, “I knew it.” Puzzled, Kuzco asks, “Knew what?” To
which Pacha answers, “That there is some good in you after all.” “Oh,
no.” “Admit it.” “Wrong.” Recall Xuan was somewhat receptive to
Mencius’s analysis of why he spared the ox, but Kuzco is adamant
that Pacha is mistaken. So, Pacha reiterates, “Hey, you could have let
me fall.” Kuzco admits, “Come on, what’s the big deal? Nobody’s that
heartless.” Kuzco gasps. Is Pacha correct? Kuzco quickly regroups,
saying, “Don’t read too much into it. It was a one-time thing.”
Sarcastically, Pacha replies, “Sure. Right.” Pacha clearly believes that
Kuzco’s heroic act was not for self-aggrandizement; such an explana-
tion is little more than self-deception. Pacha would agree that it was a
“give-away” action. Mencius would argue that Kuzco’s rescuing
Pacha, despite the fact that Kuzco is a selfish brat, is evidence of his
sprouts of compassion coming unexpectedly to the surface.

Kuzco’s rescuing Pacha also has obvious affinities to Mencius’s
thought-experiment about seeing a child about to fall into a well.
Indeed, Pacha was much like an innocent child (albeit a very large
child) about to fall into a deep well — chasm, really — from which
there is no return. Kuzco, just as Mencius argues, showed obvious
signs of alarm and concern about Pacha’s dire situation — so much
so that his natural feelings of compassion moved him to “snatch
Pacha right out of the air” and take him to safety. Thus, Kuzco’s
heroic deed conveys elements of each of Mencius’s arguments: It
was a thought-experiment that the filmmakers brought to life via
Kuzco’s give-away compassionate action. In this way, the film
(implicitly) reaffirms Mencius’s position that Kuzco demonstrates
his humaneness — his human nature — by naturally expressing his
compassion toward others in need.
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Kuzco’s Two Journeys

Mencius is clear that our naturally existing sprouts of moral goodness
must be nurtured. All by themselves, and without proper care, indi-
vidual persons will not develop virtuous moral characters. Mencius
puts the point this way:

The feeling of compassion is the sprout of benevolence. The feeling
of disdain [or shame] is the sprout of righteousness. The feeling of
deference is the sprout of propriety. The feelings of approval and disap-
proval is the sprout of wisdom. ... Having these four sprouts is like
having four limbs. ... Having these four sprouts within oneself, if one
knows to fill them all out, it will be like a fire starting up, a spring
breaking through! If one can merely fill them out, they will be sufficient
to care for all in the Four Seas.!!

Thus each of us can become benevolent, righteous, proper, and
wise, but we do so only by reflecting on our naturally existing moral
feelings. This leads many commentators to stress the importance
Mencius places on the “heart-mind.” Ivanhoe explains, “Of critical
importance is the role that our xin or ‘heart’ plays. For the early
Chinese, the xin contained cognitive (i.e., rational) faculties, affective
(i.e., emotional) faculties — including the four moral ‘sprouts’ — as well
as volitional abilities. ... Mengzi argued that unlike our other parts,
our xin [heart] is able to consider, weigh, and judge between compet-
ing courses of action. ... It is the natural governor of the self.”!? Our
eyes and ears are not able to reflect on what we see or hear; thus, they
can be easily led astray from what is important and good. But the
heart-mind, when functioning properly, keeps us on the proper path.
Just as judgment must be used in how we nourish and exercise our
bodies to bring about proper physical development, the moral sprouts
must be tended to so that we develop into virtuous moral persons. But
neither happens overnight. Each takes a great deal of consistent effort.
But once accomplished, you become energized and able to do a great
many things that once may have seemed impossible for you.

The fact that moral development is a process probably explains
why Pacha agrees to help Kuzco find an alternative route back to the
palace after the bridge collapses. He does this even though Kuzco
made a lying promise to him about relocating Kuzcotopia. Pacha real-
izes, as did Mencius with Xuan, that he needs more time with the
young emperor. He must continue as Kuzco’s advisor. If he doesn’t,
then his royal attendants and palatial lifestyle will probably freeze out
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the sprouts that Kuzco is only now recognizing. His rescuing Pacha
the peasant would indeed be a one-time thing.

On the circuitous route back to the palace, Pacha and Kuzco
encounter Yzma and Kronk at a roadside diner. Pacha overhears their
plot to kill Kuzco, and he attempts to whisk Kuzco away undetected.
But Kuzco is incredulous: “Kill me? Their whole world revolves
around me.” Pacha is adamant, and Kuczo becomes suspicious and
angry. He blurts out, “Oh, I get it ... This has all been an act, and
I almost fell for it. All you care about is your stupid hilltop!” Kuzco’s
moral development is very much a work in process, and he stumbles
backward here. Feeling unappreciated, Pacha storms away. Kuzco
seeks out Yzma and Kronk, but he (also) overhears their plan to kill
him. To make matters worse, he hears Kronk claim that nobody seems
to care that he’s gone. Kuzco realizes his mistake and looks for Pacha,
but he is nowhere to be found. Not surprisingly, Pacha finds him - in
a herd of llamas — and unflappably asks, “So, you tired of being a
llama?” Pacha knows that Kuzco is bound to make a few missteps
on his difficult journey of moral development. Everyone needs a
knowing guide.

In preparation for the last part of their journey back to the palace,
Pacha takes Kuzco to his hilltop village for supplies. Introducing
Kuzco to his family suggests that Pacha has become a father-figure to
the young emperor. Perhaps if Pacha quasi-adopts Kuzco, this will
correct for what he missed in his childhood, namely the moral stabil-
ity that a loving family provides. However, Yzma, and Kronk antici-
pate Pacha’s choice, and Yzma poses as Pacha’s great-aunt while the
two wait for Pacha and Kuzco to arrive. Pacha’s wife is on to the two
strangers immediately, and she plays along until Pacha arrives.
Husband and wife hatch a plan that will put Yzma and Kronk in their
place, and allow Pacha and Kuzco to escape undetected. The fact that
Pacha’s family is willing to aid the young emperor bolsters the idea
that they have adopted him. Consequently, Pacha attempts to
strengthen Kuzco’s sprouts by replanting them in richer family soil,
which can only aid him on his journey of moral development.

Pacha and Kuzco escape, but Yzma and Kronk somehow inexplica-
bly meet them at the palace (again, you’ll have to rewatch this for
yourself). A struggle for Yzma’s potions ensues. Kuzco is faced with a
choice: he can drink the potion that will turn him back into a human,
or he can save Pacha’s life. As Pacha is about to lose his grip on a high
palace ledge, we see a llama paw reach out and pull him to safety. This
is evidence that Kuzco is making further progress on his journey.
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Indeed, in Hollywood-type fashion, and in a way that Mencius would
probably disapprove, the audience is led to believe that Kuzco’s moral
journey is now complete and that he returns to the palace as a changed
man. This is reinforced by the closing scenes of the film. First, Kuzco
apologizes to the elderly man who “threw off his groove” in the begin-
ning of the film. The man kindly accepts the emperor’s apology, and
claims that it was not the first time he was thrown out a window. This
demonstrates Kuzco’s righteousness and wisdom. Second, Kuzco
chooses to build his summer home on the smaller hill next to Pacha’s
village, and it is a far cry from the outlandish and gaudy structure
he originally intended. The two — along with the rest of Pacha’s
family — enjoy the warm summer day splashing in the water.
Demonstrating Kuzco’s propriety and the importance of familial
relationships, the family hugs Kuzco as the theme-song guy belts
out, “You’d be the coolest dude in the nation. Or the hippest cat in
creation. But if you ain’t got friends, then nothing’s worth the fuss. ...
A perfect world begins and ends with us.” At least Mencius would
agree with this sentiment.

The Rhythm by Which We Live Our Lives

Like most of us, Kuzco had a rhythm, or pattern of behavior, by which
he lived his life — his “groove.” By interpreting The Emperor’s New
Groove through Mencius, it seems clear that it is not always a bad
thing that we change our groove. Mencius would no doubt concur that
the film serves as a kind of extended thought-experiment with a moral:
It might seem like you have everything, but if you have not cultivated
your inherent goodness properly, you have nothing truly worth hav-
ing. The film implicitly encourages us to reconsider our own efforts at
moral self-cultivation. Haven’t we all experienced pangs of compas-
sion or shame? When this happens, do we properly recognize our
moral sprouts? Do we sufficiently tend to them with careful reflection
of the heart-mind? Are we the constant gardener, or do we fret idly by
as our incipient moral goodness withers? Ivanhoe would recognize the
value of interpreting the film in this way. He writes, “A fascinating
aspect to such moral thought experiments is that if Mengzi is right, all
of us, in contemplating this hypothetical scenario and reflecting upon
it, will imaginatively experience our own moral sprouts. ... We too will
feel a ‘stirring in our hearts’ that testifies to our own standing disposi-
tion to feel sympathetic concern for our fellow human beings.”!3
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If we come to recognize that we would do good — become good — by
adopting a “new groove,” that cannot be a bad thing. Indeed, each of
us would then participate in the human condition in a deeper and
more meaningful way. And if we have someone like Mencius — or even
Pacha - to guide us, imagine how far we could go. Just ask Kuzco.
Boom baby!
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“Handed Down from Goof
to Goof”

What Goofy Can Teach Us About
Becoming Good

Robert M. Mentyka

Goofy is one of the most beloved and enduring members of the Disney
family. Although not always in the spotlight, his presence always brings
a light-hearted, joyful tone to the proceedings and a level of physical
comedy unmatched by his more dexterous companions. His impact on
popular culture is undeniable, even if most of his appearances end with
the infamous Goofy holler of, “Yaaah-hoo-hoo-hoo-hooey!”

In one of his better known series of cartoons, Goofy stars in
humorous takes on the genre of instructional videos. Known as the
“How to...” series, these cartoons lampoon the ease with which the
actors in such tutorials typically go about accomplishing the tasks set
out for them. Instead of leading Goofy to success, the narrator of
these animated shorts causes nothing but stress for poor Goofy, often
leaving both him and the audience in stiches (albeit of a decidedly
different nature).

The general format for these cartoons was laid out in the early
1940s with shorts like “The Art of Skiing” and “The Olympic Champ.”
In 1942, “How to Play Baseball” gave the series its name as Goofy
entered one of his most prolific periods starring in standalone cartoon
shorts. The same general plot would be reused numerous times in the
years to come, arguably influencing the direction that his animated
series Goof Troop took in the 1990s and seen most recently in the
animated short “How to Hook Up Your Home Theater” (2011) and
the live-action sequence “The Art of Vacationing” (2012).!
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With these classic cartoons in mind, perhaps Goofy can help us
tackle one of philosophy’s most fundamental issues. Throughout its
history, philosophy has struggled with the question of “How to be a
Good Person.” In many ways, finding the answer to this question is
the ultimate goal of all philosophy. Although entire libraries have
been written about this topic and countless hours have been dedicated
to discussing it, precious little consensus has been reached. As we shall
see, even though philosophers tend to speak and act like the narrator
in these cartoon shorts, they more often mimic Goofy in their clumsy
attempts to illustrate “How to be a Good Person.”

The Art of Narration

Ab, philosophy. That most noble of the humanities and pillar of any
worthwhile liberal arts education. For centuries, this dynamic discipline
has inspired countless thinkers to probe deeper into their lives in order
to discover the hidden mysteries of wisdom that inform our day-to-day
experiences. At the core of philosophy stands the all-encompassing
question of the so-called “Summum Bonum” and its practical applica-
tion to moral living. What kind of life must I live in order to achieve
ultimate fulfillment? In other words, how can I be a good person?

Alright, enough of that! The “How to...” series prominently fea-
tured a rather overbearing narrator who would approach the car-
toon’s subject matter with an off-putting level of gravitas and
arrogant erudition. While it’s certainly fine to take pride in things
that we are passionate about, the narrator’s haughty focus on the
“finer” aspects of the topic perfectly encapsulates the obnoxious
elitism that can sometimes infect any skill-based activity. In the car-
toons, the narrator’s emphasis on excellence is played for laughs
against the bumbling antics of Goofy as he attempts to replicate the
instructions given to him.

Unfortunately, while the narrator’s domineering demeanor is part
of the comedy in these cartoons, a similar method of approaching the
subject matter all too often hamstrings the efforts of philosophers.
While it may not require the physical prowess or technical know-how
behind other activities, philosophy is itself a very skill-intensive field
of study. Learning how to philosophize can take many years of dedi-
cated study, during which the student must review over 2000 years of
philosophical history as she enters a conversation held between think-
ers from every culture and era. In our own day and age, the majority
of this training is done at colleges and universities, which have their
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own particular hurdles and distractions to navigate in order to achieve
success (as Goofy learned the hard way when going back to school in
2000’s An Extremely Goofy Mouvie).

It shouldn’t surprise us, then, that philosophers can sometimes
struggle with presenting their ideas in an approachable way. For
instance, philosophy relies heavily on jargon and nuanced ways of
speaking that simply aren’t that common outside of scholarly circles.
The Summum Bonum mentioned above is Latin for “the highest
good,” and is used to signify the end goal of human life, the thing that
all of our actions are, ultimately, directed toward. Regarding the issue
at hand, it serves as the reason why one would want to become a good
person at all. Naturally, we assume that living the best possible human
life is the surest guarantee of reaching a person’s Summum Bonum.

It’s common to rely on such linguistic shortcuts when discussing
philosophy in order to cut through to the real content of an argument
more quickly. After all, if philosophers had to explain each and every
term they employ every time they use them, philosophical writings
would be even longer and more tedious than they often already are.
Mix this in with varied vocabulary and an exacting grasp of grammar,
and you’ve got the perfect recipe for a piece of writing that alienates
the very people it’s meant to educate.

The first lesson we can take from Goofy’s exploration of “How to
be a Good Person” is one for philosophers themselves. In puzzling
over the more difficult conundrums of philosophical thought, we
must try our hardest to keep the discussion simple and open for eve-
ryone. While it can be tempting to dress up our arguments with layers
of scholarly acumen, this doesn’t guarantee the presence of real wis-
dom in what we say and can unnecessarily gate off the dialog from
those who lack a formal education in philosophy. Just as Goofy’s
catastrophe-ridden attempts at various disciplines in the “How to...”
cartoons can show us a more accurate portrayal of what it’s like to
actually engage in those skill-based activities, so too can a more
grounded approach to philosophy lead to some real inspiration and
insight into these time-honored ideas.

“Could You Back Up a Bit, Mr. Foot, Uh,
You’re Out of Focus”

I begin this section with a quote from A Goofy Movie (1995)* — while
hopefully insightful, our discussion thus far has gotten a little off-
track. It has helped to lay a groundwork for our investigation and
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clear up some confusion regarding the manner of our inquiry, but our
exploration has focused on a bit more of a “meta-concern” for our
investigation than the actual issue itself. The prefix “meta” is used in
philosophy to denote the fundamental concerns behind a given topic.
For instance, “physics” deals with the core forces and relations that
determine movement in reality, so “metaphysics,” a branch of philoso-
phy, looks at the foundational existence of things that can or cannot
move. One would use physics to study the arc of Goofy’s ski jump in
“The Art of Skiing,” whereas one would use metaphysics to argue
about whether or not Goofy actually exists and can feel the pain
brought about by his return to earth at the end of that cartoon.’

So, putting aside the style with which we approach the topic, just
what can Goofy teach us about being good? To start, the good-natured
Disney character can help us understand just why we ask this ques-
tion in the first place. With so many day-to-day concerns pressing in
for our attention, why should men and women spend precious time
pondering how to live a good life?

Over the years, Goofy has found himself in all manner of roles and
situations. He’s fought ghosts alongside Mickey and Donald in 1937s
“Lonesome Ghosts,” been “A Knight for a Day” in 1946, and tried to
cure the common cold in “Cold War” (1951). After struggling as a
single, working father in Goof Troop during the early 1990s, Goofy
became an Al-controlled party member in the successful Kingdom
Hearts video game franchise (2002—present) and even began moon-
lighting as Darth Vader for Star Wars-themed events at Disney amuse-
ment parks. In every iteration of the character, Goofy enthusiastically
tries his best and approaches the tasks set out for him with an endear-
ing (some might say naive) optimism.

Whatever his role, Goofy gives his all and tackles the job to the best
of his ability, regardless of the obstacles he encounters or the mistakes
he makes along the way. For instance, his Darth Vader costume at
Disney parks is pretty screen-accurate from the waist up. Unfortunately,
in his haste to get dressed, Goofy forgot Vader’s matching black trou-
sers and must instead greet guests in naught but his Mickey Mouse
brand boxers. Many of us can relate to Goofy, in that the things we are
passionate about (such as family, friends, work, and hobbies) are things
in which we try our very best. We often fall short of our expectations
for ourselves in these matters, however, and must confess that, while
our intentions are good, our actions frequently fail to measure up.

Goofy’s clumsiness and bumbling nature are often contrasted with
other characters’ relative skill at the tasks they set for themselves.
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Perhaps the best and most frequent example of this is Goofy’s antago-
nistic neighbor Pete from Goof Troop. Whereas Goofy thinks the best
of everyone and is quick to give his all to a task, Pete always assumes
the worst and is constantly on the lookout for ways to weasel his way
to success. Although it’s revealed over the course of Goof Troop’s run
that Pete does have a softer, more caring side to him, the show hinges
on the contrast between these two characters and their respective
approaches to life. While conventional wisdom might suggest that
Pete is better suited to achieve his goals, all too often it is Goofy who
wins out in the end.

At this point, we’re left with several, seemingly inconsistent observa-
tions. On the one hand, we see in Goofy an awkward, ineffective mess
of a character whose attempts in any given field appear doomed to
failure. This is not due to any lack of conviction on Goofy’s part, as he
always gives his all to any task assigned him and is nothing if not ear-
nest in his endeavors. On the other hand, we have characters like Pete,
who understand how the world works and are quick to always put
their own interests first. In many ways, we should prefer the character
of Pete and look up to him, but few people express this preference.

It becomes clear from these comparisons that there is something
more to our actions than mere success or failure. We can admire
Goofy despite his proclivity for accidents. It’s in the desire to emulate
the praiseworthy aspects of characters like Goofy, while avoiding the
mistakes made by those like Pete, that we first begin to ponder how
to be a good person.

“There’s Nothin’ Can Upset Me Cause
Now We’re on Our Way. Our Trusty Map Will Guide
Us Straight and True”

Philosophy, much to its students’ chagrin, is rife with possible
answers to the question of how to be a good person. Socrates and
Plato, two of philosophy’s founding fathers, were among the first
to voice an opinion on this matter. Teaching in Ancient Greece dur-
ing the fourth century BC, they advocated that education was the
key to living a moral life. By their understanding, doing good was,
quite naturally, good for the person. Since no man or woman ever
knowingly seeks to do themselves harm, the only real reason why
people would commit evil actions would be because they do not
know any better.
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Right off the bat, Goofy’s example throws a curveball for this way
of thinking, in that he is traditionally portrayed as rather uneducated.
Several of Goofy’s defining features were directly designed to suggest
a lack of learning on the character’s part, and, as previously men-
tioned, he did not get the chance to attend college until An Extremely
Goofy Movie, nearly 70 years after his initial introduction.* Are we to
believe that any good in Goofy’s actions is purely random, rendering
his decisions inconsequential in the face of blind cosmic chance?

Beyond that, this view of things seems to take a lot for granted, as
most of us can point to decisions in our lives that we knew were not
in our best interests. Sure, we all act out of ignorance sometimes, but
there are occasions when we allow our stubbornness and pride to
overrule sound judgment. We don’t have a problem with Goofy’s
usual absent-mindedness, but his stubborn refusal to believe that Max
is anything but trustworthy in A Goofy Movie leads to real heartache
on their trip together during the film.

As time went on, philosophers began to tie their thinking about
morality in with their religion, marrying the logic of reason with the
mysticism of faith. There’s a lot of good discussion to be had here,
but, for the purposes of our investigation, it’s an issue we will have to
save for another day. The religious beliefs of Disney characters are
hardly, if ever, discussed, and so it would be difficult to talk about just
how Goofy might apply the Muslim thought of Ibn Sina (980-1037),
the Catholic ideals of Thomas Aquinas (1225-1274), or the Jewish
influences of Baruch Spinoza (1632-1677).

The desire for a universal moral compass, applicable to thinkers of
any background, led to the development of two great schools of
thought. The first of these is known as deontology, and it answers the
question of “How to be a Good Person” with the relatively simple
response of, “Do your duty.” Deontology posits that there are univer-
sally applicable moral laws that can point to our duties and guide us
in our decision-making. These laws are not based in any religion or
cultural background, but can be accessed solely by reason and are,
therefore, binding for everyone.

The most famous proponent of deontology was Immanuel Kant
(1774-1804). He proposed a “Categorical Imperative,” a single, rela-
tively simple rule that can be applied to every decision in our lives in
order to ensure that we do good and avoid evil. It ran thus, “Act only
according to that maxim by which you can at the same time will that it
should become a universal law.”* In simpler terms, always act the way
you think other people should act in any given set of circumstances.
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On the surface, this kind of morality seems like a godsend for
Goofy, who can barely keep his thoughts together on the best of days.
Having just one rule to follow no matter the situation would certainly
make for a clear-cut system of ethics. Unfortunately, it’s in the very act
of applying this imperative to every situation that its flaws begin to
manifest. In the course of A Goofy Movie, Goofy passes on to his son,
Max, a fishing pole that’s “been handed down from Goof to Goof to
Goof.” Obviously, this pole is one of Goofy’s prized possessions and
he takes great pride in gifting it to Max. Unfortunately, in doing so, he
violates Kant’s categorical imperative, since the handing on of this
pole isn’t something that Goofy could mandate be done by everyone.
He wouldn’t want Pete handing this rod to his son, PJ, since it’s a
Goof family heirloom.

Problems like this one led to the development of another great
school of thought known as utilitarianism. Championed by thinkers
like John Stuart Mill (1806-1873), this viewpoint seeks to circumvent
some of the problems of deontology by focusing on the results of our
actions rather than our duties. Utilitarianism advises us to focus on
creating the greatest amount of happiness for the greatest number of
people. By doing so, we create a world that has a quantifiably greater
amount of good in it and thus become better people ourselves.

The problem of the fishing pole discussed above is less of an issue
for this school of thought, because it takes into account the differing
degrees of happiness this gift brings to different people. P] might
derive some utility from Pete’s gift of the Goof family fishing pole, but
it would pale in comparison to the joy Goofy takes in handing it on
to his son, not to mention the extreme amount of distress it would
cause poor Goofy knowing that such a prized possession was no
longer his. Because doing so makes the world a happier place, Goofy
is justified in handing the pole on to Max.

Max’s response to the gift, however, raises new issues, as the
younger Goof is nowhere near as excited about this present as his
father is. Goofy acted with the expectation that this gift would bring
great joy to his son, but Max’s reception of the pole is lukewarm, at
best, and the entire fishing trip that follows is one that brings young
Max no small amount of pain and frustration. Contrary to the utili-
tarian goal, Goofy’s actions resulted in less happiness for his son.
Despite Goofy’s good intentions his action fails for factors mostly
outside of his control.

The problems only intensify with more recent developments in phi-
losophy, such as those championed by contemporary philosopher
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Peter Singer. Singer claims that the utilitarian method needs to be
extended to all creatures, not just rational human persons. According
to Singer, Goofy needs to consider the interests of Mickey’s dog Pluto
and Minnie’s cat Figaro as well as the happiness of Max, Pete, P], and
the rest of the Disney family whenever making a moral decision.
Given the vague distinctions between Pluto, a dog, and Goofy, a dog
who is nonetheless treated as a person, this addendum to the argu-
ment opens a whole new can of worms for the issue. What started off
as a simple question about the gift of a fishing pole has now brought
the very societal structure of Mickey’s Toontown into question. For
all of our efforts, the answer to our initial question of “How to be a
Good Person” seems further away than ever.

“You Know, It’s Funny, But None of Your Techniques
Worked for Me. The Harder | Tried the Worse it Got.
Once | Eased Up, Things Just Clicked”

By now it should be clear that philosophers do not have a definitive
answer to the question under investigation. However, if we go back in
our discussion a little bit, we might be able to find some hints about
where we, as moral decision-makers, should go from here. It’s by no
means a knock-down, drag-out victory, but it does point us in the
direction of an authentic answer.

In considering why ordinary men and women start to wonder
about ethical living, we used Goofy’s example of humble but acci-
dent-prone dedication to examine what constitutes success in moral
decision-making. Throughout that discussion, we constantly referred
back to Goofy as a character who, despite his flaws, is considered by
many to be morally good. Now, in some ways, that discussion fell to
a classic error, as we assumed Goofy to be a good character without
first having defined what “good” itself meant.

If we step back and look at our own experiences, however, we find
that this sort of situation is fairly common. Without having studied
any ethical treatises about right and wrong, we encounter people and
their actions that we consider “good” or “evil.” It is through the exam-
ple of other people that we first experience the underlying ideas of
morality and begin to ask these questions in the first place.

The German philosopher Max Scheler (1874-1928) was similarly
dissatisfied with the prevailing ethical theories of his day. For Scheler,
all the discussion of universal rules and intentional consequences
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seemed secondary, because our primary ethical experience came from
other people and the values they represented. When we choose good
or evil, we don’t focus on the laws we’re possibly breaking or the
quantity of happiness being produced. Rather, we experience such
moral actions as movements toward or away from the things we
value. If Max betrays PJ, he doesn’t feel bad because he broke their
parents’ rules or made their hometown a sadder place. He feels bad
because he hurt his best friend and violated the trust that once existed
between them.

For Scheler, ethics is the movement toward or away from values,
and the way we learn about those values is through the example of
other people. “Moral exemplars” are people who instantiate specific
values, opening us up to their goodness or showing us the poverty of
a world without them. They can be actual people we know or fic-
tional entities, such as Goofy and the rest of the Disney family. This is
how Goofy, a clumsy, good-natured cartoon dog, can teach us about
what it means to be a good person and how, despite its comedic focus,
the “How to...” series can help us to learn something about the disci-
plines it’s parodying.

“It’'s Been Handed Down from Goof to Goof
to Goof, and Now, It’s Yours, Son”

While it’s only just a start, Goofy’s look into “How to be a Good
Person” has yielded some fruitful insights. In the first place, we
were reminded about the humility needed in approaching such an
important topic. We may like to pretend that we’ve got all the
answers, much like the narrator in the “How to...” series, but, more
often than not, we find ourselves in Goofy’s shoes, struggling to
apply the things we’ve learned and making numerous mistakes in
the process.

It may be a difficult question to tackle, but “How to be a Good
Person” is an issue that simply needs to be addressed. Far from an
esoteric study of abstract concepts, it’s vital in our day-to-day interac-
tions with others. Whether we like it or not, we find ourselves thrust
into a world of competing values vying for our attention, and it’s up
to us to decide how to prioritize them. There are many ethical theories
out there that can help or hinder us, but, ultimately, the examples of
the people in our lives, both real and fictional, awaken us to the things
that truly matter.
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It’s a daunting project, but one that we can handle given the proper
awe and reverence for the subject matter. Again Goofy can guide us
here, as sometimes the best response to the challenge of ethics is a
well-placed, awe-filled “Gawrsh!”

Notes

1. The dates and information regarding these shorts are widely available
online, and there are numerous outlets for viewing them. As of this writ-
ing, the most recent additions, as well as a few of the classic cartoons, can
be watched for free at Disney’s official site: https://video.disney.com.

2. Quoted section titles are all taken from A Goofy Movie (1995).

3. See Merriam-Webster’s definition of the prefix at https://www.merriam-
webster.com/dictionary/meta-.

4. For a rather unflattering description of the character as initially con-
ceived, see Art Babbit’s discussion of the character in O’Brien, F. (1986).
Walt Disney’s Goofy: The Good Sport. Tucson, AZ: HPBooks, 18.

5. Kant, L. (1997). Foundations of the Metaphysics of Morals and What Is
Enlightenment?, The Library of Liberal Arts Series, (trans. L. Beck) 2e,
revised Upper Saddle River, NJ: Prentice-Hall, Inc., 38.
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“Let Slip the (Donald)
Ducks of War!”

Ethical Considerations About Disney’s
War Propaganda

Tuomas W. Manninen

Mention the classic 1930s and 1940s Disney cartoons to someone,
and they’ll very likely think of the antics of Mickey, Donald, and
Goofy. They probably won’t think of propaganda for the Allied forces
during the Second World War. But according to John Baxter’s com-
prehensive history Disney During World War 11, the Disney studios’
overall output during the war years of 1942 through 1945 was more
than 90% war materials.!

Granted, some of these materials included training films commis-
sioned by the military — films featuring generic characters rather than
Mickey, Donald, and other better-known Disney figures — as well as
sundry artwork ranging from patriotic posters to unit insignias.> But
in addition to these training materials, the Disney studios produced
propaganda films — such as Donald Gets Drafted, Donald’s Decision,
Commando Duck, and Der Fuebrer’s Face — all of which featured
Donald Duck. A whirlwind tour of these forgotten films teaches us
something important about the nature of propaganda: it’s not just the
bad guys who make propaganda, nor is it always wrong to make it.

What Are the Disney Propaganda Films?
The World War II Disney propaganda films — the propaganda and
entertainment shorts — are included in the Walt Disney in the Front

Lines boxed set, which was released as part of the third wave of the
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Walt Disney Treasures collection in 2004. The shorts, which are
available in public domain, have their URLs included in the notes at
the end of this chapter. Let’s get acquainted with a few.

Donald’s Decision (1942)

In this three and a half minute short,® Donald is listening to a radio ad
urging him to invest in war savings bonds. Inspired by the ad, Donald
agrees to do so — tomorrow. During his nap, his better and worse sides
fight it out as an imaginary angel and devil. The devil (whose first
appearance is associated with the mailbox handle spinning to form a
swastika) urges Donald to spend his savings on himself. The angel
prevails in the fight and leads the now saintly-looking Donald to the
post office to use his savings on war bonds instead. The closing mes-
sage: “Invest in victory.”

The New Spirit (1942)

Much like its sequel The Spirit of *43, this short film* focuses the
viewer’s attention on individual income and how it should be spent.
Donald is shown listening a radio announcement about how everyone
should do their part now that the country has entered World War II.
Donald’s initial enthusiasm quickly fades though, when he learns that
he can contribute to the war effort by promptly paying his income
tax. The film manages to revive Donald’s spirits by stressing the mes-
sage that making financial contributions to the war effort on the
home front helps defeat the enemy.

Der Fuehrer’s Face (1942)

Originally titled Donald Duck in Nutzi Land, Der Fuebrer’s Face
focuses on Donald’s nightmare living under the Nazi rule. He is
awoken by a brass band composed of Nazi soldiers (crude caricatures
of Axis leaders), forced to read Mein Kampf over a breakfast consist-
ing of wooden bread and coffee brewed from a single bean, and then
escorted at bayonet point to his work at a munitions factory. After
toiling all day long and being forced to salute even the picture of
the Fuehrer, Donald is chosen to work overtime, which results in his
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mental breakdown. Donald finally wakes up from his nightmare
to the realization: “Am I glad to be a citizen of the United States
of America.”’

The Spirit of ’43 (1943)

While Donald’s Decision was produced by the National Film Board
of Canada, the Spirit of *43° was distributed “under the auspices of
the War Activities Committee, Motion Picture Industry.” The voiceo-
ver makes the message patently clear: American workers receive mil-
lions of dollars each payday, and they fight two conflicting urges over
what to do with their money. The Thrifty figure urges Donald to save
up to pay his taxes. (“This year, thanks to Hitler and Hirohito, taxes
are higher than ever before,” says the voiceover.) By contrast, the
Spendthrift urges Donald to “spend it — it’s your dough.” Leaving
subtlety aside, the subsequent tussle results in the Spendthrift entering
a lounge through a swastika-shaped swinging door, while Thrifty,
having been knocked down, is shown against a wall with a stars-
and-stripes motif. After a montage of the different sorts of weapons
that could be manufactured using tax dollars (along with some bor-
rowed footage from The New Spirit), the concluding message is,
“Taxes — to bury the Axis.” Donald finally knocks down Spendthrift,
who crashes through the bar door, with the pieces landing in the shape
of “V” — for victory (with the accompanying opening bars from
Beethoven’s Fifth playing in the background).

Commando Duck (1944)

Of all the wartime short movies, the closest Donald Duck gets to expe-
riencing combat occurs in Commando Duck. Donald is tasked with
traversing a treacherous terrain carrying not just a rifle but also a
machine gun — not to mention a full kit. Before he parachutes from the
plane, his orders are explained to him: he is to contact the enemy’s large
airbase, surround the enemy, and wipe them out. Although most of
Donald’s mission in Commando Duck (generally not counted among
the propaganda pieces) is carried out in his reckless, pre-war slapstick
style, this short is best classified as a propaganda piece, if only for its
description of the enemy.” As the enemy snipers position Donald in
their crosshairs and prepare to fire, one of the voices is heard saying,
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“time for shooting now please, I hope.” Another voice responds: “No,
no. No, wait, please. Japanese custom says, always shoot the man in the
back, please.” Donald completes his mission without firing a shot, as he
inadvertently causes a duck-made tsunami that wipes out the airbase,
leaving Donald happily chuckling as he writes his report to his CO:
“Contacted the enemy. Washed out the same.”

What Is Propaganda?

The World War II Disney films raise two important questions: What
is propaganda? And is propaganda good or bad? If asked to define
propaganda, someone might answer like Justice Potter Stewart when
he was asked to define pornography: “I know it when I see it.”® Over
the years, many philosophers have offered definitions of propaganda.
In his book Media, Persuasion and Propaganda, Marshall Soules dis-
cusses the various forms propaganda can take.’ It can be political or
sociological. It can be agitation propaganda (which stirs up the target
audience) or integration propaganda (which unifies the target audi-
ence). It can be vertical (originating from an authority and imposed
top-down on the masses) or horizontal (traveling among grassroots
groups).!” Philosopher Douglas Walton identifies no fewer than
10 characteristic features of propaganda.'! Part of Walton’s motiva-
tion in constructing such an extensive list is to avoid drawing negative
conclusions about all propaganda films. It is a mistake, he argues, to
dismiss something out of hand simply because it is propaganda.

Rather than address all the nuances here, let’s take a neutral defini-
tion of propaganda — one that doesn’t foreclose on the question of its
moral acceptability. For this purpose, Randal Marlin’s definition will
serve nicely. According to Marlin, propaganda is “the organized
attempt through communication to affect belief or action or inculcate
attitudes in a large audience in ways that circumvent or suppress an
individual’s adequately informed, rational, reflective judgment.”!?
This definition allows us to talk about the WWII Disney shorts as
pieces of propaganda, but without making sweeping statements about
their rightness or wrongness.

Dispelling the misconception that only the bad guys employ propa-
ganda is crucial for an objective and fair analysis. Disney itself was
ambivalent about the use of the label in classifying its wartime pro-
ductions, and we still face questions about the peculiar character of
Disney’s propaganda shorts.!* Thus according to Baxter,
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Disney made a number of shorts and features during World War II that
fell into the general category of propaganda, though most were more
educational or entertaining than propagandistic. But the line between
educating and influencing opinion is often blurred.'*

There is nothing wrong with that. After all, educating and influenc-
ing opinion are not mutually exclusive. Indeed, don’t we educate
people — at least in part — to influence their opinions in the right
direction?

The Point of Propaganda

Each of the Disney propaganda shorts comes with a specific message,
though the common purpose was “intended to help the war effort,
whether by encouraging thrift and sacrifice, [or] demoralizing the
enemy.”" If we look at a specific piece, we can fill in the blanks with
greater detail. Take, for instance, The Spirit of *43. We can represent
its message in the following argument:

1. On payday, every worker faces the choice of being thrifty with
their paycheck, or being spendthrift and squandering it on per-
sonal indulgences.

2. Being spendthrift takes money away from the government, which

reduces the revenue needed for war efforts, and thus helps the

Axis.

Everyone should want to defeat the Axis (implied).

4. Thus, everyone should be thrifty with their money, thereby assist-
ing the war effort.

bl

Although this is a faithful rendition of the film’s message, it is likely
that such reconstructions can occur only after the fact — not at the
moment of first viewing. The message isn’t conveyed through reason,
but through popular appeal and emotion. At this juncture — as Walton
points out — many logicians and critical thinkers cry “foul.” Appeals
to the popularity of a view or its emotional appeal are textbook cases
of informal logical fallacies.'® But here Walton would bid us to con-
sider the function that propaganda serves. In keeping with The Spirit
of 43, it seems obvious that the goal of the film was not just to have
the audience agree with the message “You should save your money
and contribute to the war effort.” The goal was also to prompt the
audience to act on the message. So while propaganda may employ
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seemingly fallacious reasoning, that doesn’t mean that propaganda is
inherently fallacious. An appeal is fallacious to the extent that it sup-
plants logically relevant reasons with merely emotional reasons.
However, if the message of the film is “save your money so you can
contribute to the war efforts against the Axis,” watching Donald
Duck punch out Spendthrift (shown as a Nazi colluder) is logically
relevant to the conclusion.!”

We can put this even more pointedly: “the goal of propaganda is
to change the respondents’ beliefs or to persuade the respondents
to accept some proposition as true (or false). But these goals,
although they are typically part of propaganda, are secondary
to the ultimate goal, which is always ... to get the respondents to
do (or abstain from doing) something.”'® Here Walton’s analysis
aligns with the views of the Scottish philosopher David Hume
(1711-1776).

In his book A Treatise on Human Nature, Hume argues that reason
is subservient — a slave even — to the passions. Hume argues that phi-
losophers (among others) often take reason and passion to be opposed
to one another, and many claim that virtue can be found in following
the former over the latter.!” Hume’s aim is to show that this view is
wrong because “reason alone can never be a motive to any action of
the will.”2° But if so, he says, then reason is equally incapable of having
any influence on passions needed for action — hope, fear, grief, joy, and
the like. Thus, the only point of conflict between reason and passion
occurs when a passion is unreasonable or based on a false judgment.?!
And thus, Hume concludes, reason is “and only ought to be the slave
of the passions, and can never pretend to any other office than to
serve and obey them.”*

We can easily see how this line of thinking applies to a propaganda
piece like The Spirit of *43. The passions of security (against the Axis)
and fear (of being attacked by the Axis) are on full and powerful dis-
play, not the step-by-step construction of the argument. To the audi-
ence, the visual depiction of these sentiments is more forceful and
persuasive than simply hearing the same message delivered by means
of an emotionless premise-to-conclusion — argument. And the same
point can be generalized across the other propaganda shorts. Whether
it is the pareidolic depictions of Nazi submarines in The Spirit of *43,
or the caricatures of the German leaders in Der Fuebrer’s Face, or the
portraits of the Japanese troops in Commando Duck: the point is that
these all rouse the passions in a way that purely verbal descriptions of
the Axis soldiers never could.
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Is Propaganda Permissible?

Now that we have a basic grasp of what propaganda is, the question
arises: should we allow it to be disseminated? In answering this ques-
tion, we can do no better than turning to John Stuart Mill’s (1806-
1873) classic argument for freedom of expression in On Liberty.
According to Mill, suppressing any viewpoint in public discourse
(even if it’s false) is far more detrimental to the liberties of an indi-
vidual than allowing that viewpoint to be heard.

Mill’s argument for freedom of expression is rather lengthy and
involved. Fortunately, Francis Gill is has provided a brilliantly suc-
cinct summary. Mill’s argument, says Gill, comes to the following:

1. Humans are fallible. Fallibility means that they are always subject
to error in their beliefs.

2. Humans are corrigible. Corrigibility means that humans have a
rational capacity to correct their errors by discussion and
experience.

3. Thus, knowledge requires not only possession of true beliefs, but
also an environment in which they are subject to questioning.

4. For a true belief to be questioned, someone must hold or at least
entertain the plausibility of its contradictory, a false belief.

5. Thus, false beliefs have value and should be freely expressed
because the expression of false beliefs contributes to human
knowledge.??

In light of Gill’s reconstruction of Mill’s argument, we can say that
propaganda materials — including the Disney shorts — should at least
be allowed a seat at the table of public discourse. If, for example, the
message of The Spirit of *43 is correct, then of course it ought to be
heard. And even if it is false, allowing public discussion of its message
is still valuable; for it can serve as a counterpoint to the truth.

Even though, at first glance, Mill’s views seem to allow for the
inclusion of propaganda in public discourse across the board, this
initial appearance is somewhat misleading. For one thing, problems
can arise with respect to the temperance of the discourse. We must
exercise caution, says Mill, to steer clear of “what is commonly meant
by intemperate discussion, namely invective, sarcasm, personality, and
the like.”?* But surely this isn’t sufficient for excluding a viewpoint
from public discourse. Just because Der Fuehrer’s Face relies on
mocking the Axis leaders in making its point, that doesn’t mean it
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is automatically out of bounds. The same goes for the other
propaganda shorts.

But there is a second problem with uncritically using Mill’s
argument to defend propaganda pieces — and it is one that Mill
himself notes. He writes:

No one pretends that actions should be as free as opinions. On the
contrary, even expressions lose their immunity when the circumstances
in which they are expressed are such as to constitute their expression a
positive instigation to some mischievous act.”

Mill’s point here apparently cautions against what Walton called the
“ultimate goal” of propaganda — enticing someone to act in an inap-
propriate way. If a propaganda piece incites someone to act in a
manner that harms others, then it is rightfully prohibited. Is this the
case with the Disney propaganda shorts? Not obviously. How does
being thrifty, paying one’s taxes, and donating money to the war
effort qualify as harmful and mischievous? The clear and evident
goal of the Disney propaganda shorts, as Baxter puts it, was to help
the war effort.

Consider the following thought-experiment. Imagine that there’s a
cartoon studio — call it the Yensid studio — similar to Disney in its
capabilities, but that makes propaganda films supporting the Axis
war efforts. Its messaging is precisely the opposite of Disney’s. So for
Disney’s Der Fuehrer’s Face, Yensid releases Uncle Sam’s Posture; for
Commando Duck, they give us Der Kommando Donald, and so on
for all the other shorts. The question now becomes: if we allow the
Disney propaganda shorts to be propagated, why not the Yensid
propaganda as well?

A full and complete answer to this question would no doubt take
up a book in itself. It’s worth noting, however, that another eminent
and noteworthy World War II propagandist, Theodore Geisel (better
known by his pen name, Dr. Seuss) purposely distanced himself from
his previous propaganda work. His classic Horton Hears a Who — with
the message “A person is a person, no matter how small” - was
intended to make personal amends (a penance of sorts) for Geisel’s
dehumanizing depictions of the enemy. Nevertheless, it is undeniable
that there is a significant and real distinction between the Disney and
fictional Yensid propaganda shorts:

From the beginning, the Axis regimes had forfeited the moral high
ground of international opinion through their unprovoked attacks on
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other nations and their subsequent treatment of occupied civilian
populations. There was no acceptable justification for such behavior,
so their propaganda had to consist almost entirely of barefaced lies
about themselves and scurrilous innuendo about anyone opposing
them. Conversely, the Allied propagandist’s job was a simple matter of
holding a mirror up to the enemy and reciting his résumé in order to
depict him as a menace to civilization.?®
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WALL-E, the Environment,
and Our Duties to Future
Generations

J. Edward Hackett

“WALL-E” stands for Waste Allocated Load Lifter Earth-class. The
last robot on planet Earth, WALL-E is programmed by the Buy n
Large (BnL) Corporation to clean up the environment. Fittingly, in the
first moments of the movie the robot acts on a moral reason to care
for a part of nature. As he is going about his official duties, WALL-E
finds a plant. Instead of leaving the plant, he brings it back to his lair
and gives it sunlight. With this depiction of a world in which only a
single green plant survives, WALL-E offers a brilliant look at environ-
mental devastation. Beyond that, WALL-E raises important ques-
tions. Since the environment isn’t a human person, do we have a duty
to treat it in certain ways? Is our duty instead to future generations?
If we have violated our duty, how can we move forward?

The Problem of Future Generations

Imagine that you find a wallet in the food court at the local shopping
mall. What would you do? Morality is meant for these occasions. If
you keep the wallet your action will have a negative effect on some-
one else in the present. Maybe that fact would be enough to motivate
you to return the wallet.

But what about an action that will affect a future generation, peo-
ple who have not even been born yet? What can we say about our
duties beyond present intrapersonal relationships?' What can we say
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about our use property and land? What can we say about consuming
resources that others may need in the future but that we have abun-
dantly in the here and now? These questions depend on our under-
standing of what it means to have intrapersonal relationships and the
very limits of our Western thinking when it comes to morality.

Here’s a thought-experiment independent of the movie. Suppose we
find a plant in the woods of the Pacific Northwest. We cannot farm
this plant in fields or grow it artificially. The plant would, if harvested,
eradicate brain tumors. Morally speaking, it might be our duty to
allocate this resource among those in the present who we know are
suffering from brain tumors. However, we may use it up and conse-
quently deprive future people of this resource. It’s easier to conceive
of a moral duty to alleviate suffering of those around us now who
have brain tumors than to entertain the conditions of those so far
away from us temporally.

The Problem of Valuing Nature Like Persons

One way to overcome the tendency to shortchange future generations
is to focus on the intrinsic value of nature. If we can show that nature-
as-a-whole is a person or has the same intrinsic value as a person, then
we can argue that morality should also take into consideration nature-
as-a-whole. When WALL-E finds a plant jutting up from the ground,
he assumes a level of care that someone might exhibit if they found
that nature-as-a-whole was in danger.

At first it may sound strange to conceive of nature-as-a-whole as a
person, but we need to give it due consideration. Some non-Western
religions emphasize interdependency and interconnectedness with
nature, but Western individualism — in terms of how we organize our-
selves socially, economically, and politically — gets in the way of learn-
ing from those religions.

To be a “person” might be too human-centric, considering some
major elements of Western thought: the Judeo-Christian God, the
Greco-Roman rational soul, and certain interpretations of Darwinian
evolution. Each conception is entirely human-centric. Moreover, some
primacy of the individual is valued in each of them. Individuals are
thought to be rational, self-sufficient, and more-or-less associated
with consciousness. The Greco-Roman and Judeo-Christian concep-
tions often associate the most real elements of the person with an
immaterial consciousness devoid of a physical body. But in the late
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nineteenth century, Darwinian evolution was sometimes interpreted
in materialist and individualist terms in the form of social Darwinism.
The rich evolved to be rich, and nature sorted out losers and winners.
The freedom of the individual was rooted in the liberty to be a prop-
erty-owning male, and in this economic system (very much favored by
conservatives and free-market enthusiasts) freedom does not entail
any obligations to people beyond those with whom you enter into
contractual agreements.

To be clear, though, we are not considering the obviously false idea
that nature is a person in the sense of being human. Rather, we are
considering the possibility that nature might be a “person” in the
sense that means a bearer of rights. Along these lines, James Hutton
(1726-1797) proposed the idea that the earth is a superorganism,
inspiring the later work of James Lovelock, whose Gaia: A New Look
at Life on Earth argued that the planet Earth (named Gaia) is a sen-
tient being and that many aspects of this being regulate the environ-
ment.> The take away from this all-too-brief summary is that an
environmental ethics that attempts to move past our human-centricity
must posit a metaphysical reason for why it is the case that we have
obligations beyond the immediate necessity (whether it is the Gaia
hypothesis, deep ecology, process theology, nature spirituality or some
other alternative not listed here). In Wall-E, the animators attempt
to overcome the defects of our own self-interest by illustrating the
love and care for the plant. We can see this depiction of love of
the environment as an effort to prompt us to think more about the
environment as if nature is a person.

Capitalist Greed Gets in the Way of Valuing
Nature and Persons

As demonstrated by the BnL Corporation in WALL-E, the value judg-
ments of corporations may be the biggest obstacle to accepting the
rights of nature as a person. From the capitalist perspective, nature
does not have rights of its own. Quite the contrary, nature is some-
thing owned and harnessed. It is simply instrumental to acquiring
wealth and property. If the corporations were the only ones who
thought this way, we would have a good chance of opposing them,
but most of us tend to see the world through the same capitalist, indi-
vidualist lenses. The antagonists in WALL-E work for BnL, taglined
throughout the movie as “your very best friend.” The robots are like
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us, programmed to serve the interests of corporate overlords. The BnL
Corporation and the starliner Axiom, have a vested interest in keep-
ing the human beings on the ship obese, lazy, and distracted from the
possibility of a new society and home.

Insofar as corporations are profiting, they would like to keep us blind
to the devastating effect they are having on the very possibilities for our
world. Recall the scene when WALL-E finds himself on the Axiom before
he meets John. Human beings are in huge recliners with their heads
fixed before screens, as huge gulping drinks simply float to them. They
need not have any concerns apart from what products and interests the
BnL Corporation provides on the ship. In effect, the Axiom is one giant
super mall; it is the perfect metaphor for capitalist greed writ large.

Corporate interests dominate in our world as well. Tobacco compa-
nies resisted putting warning labels on cigarettes despite decades of veri-
fiable science, much as the petroleum industry refused to acknowledge
the verifiability of dangers posed by leaded gasoline. In light of corpo-
rate greed, we should not be surprised when AUTO reveals to the
Captain that his orders included never returning to Earth. The Axiom
had received the order in 2110, and so the BnL Corporation has kept the
human beings floating in space for seven centuries. Whenever you chal-
lenge prevailing corporate interests and the status quo, the powerful will
fight back, as AUTO does against the protagonists EVE and WALL-E.

An intriguing element in the story of WALL-E is that in order for
capitalist greed to go unchecked, BnL had to remove people from
Earth while the Earth healed. The BnL Corporation knew that its days
were numbered because the mass consumption of the planet was
unsustainable. Thus, WALL-E satirizes capitalism. The way corpora-
tions were going had already damaged Earth beyond repair — so much
so that BnL put people in intergenerational ships where the activities
of BnL would cause no damage. Only when the Captain starts watch-
ing videos about Earth does he even conceive that there might be a
better way to exist beyond living out the isolationist capitalist prison
of his ship. If the humans aboard the Axiom were educated, then they
could move beyond the capitalist prison BnL created.

Intergenerational Ships and Sustainable Duties

In science fiction, the idea of the intergenerational ship has its root in
the reality that we may never be able to reach beyond the speed of
light. What’s more, we might not even have the ability to cryogenically
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freeze ourselves for trips that might take centuries. Given this reality,
one might speculate that we’ll move to other parts of our galaxy in
“real-time.” This type of travel would require that whole human com-
munities persist from generation to generation.

The intergenerational ship also captures the conditions under which
BnL could thrive. They need people to be blind to the effects that their
consumption and resource allocation have on the planet. The fact is
that present-day people can exercise control over the conditions that
future persons will inherit, and we might have to think long and hard
if our current generational aims and projects are coming at the cost of
future persons. Rather than profits, we need to consider justice, value,
and morality.

In Wall-E, humans on the intergenerational ship have lived so long
under BnL rule that they cannot conceive of a place like Earth. Thus
we find the Captain researching all the aspects of life on Earth, and
even things like a “hoedown” are wildly unfamiliar to him. The
Captain, WALL-E, and EVE are agents of change, persons (not all
human) who see a new horizon of possibility and fight to make change
happen. In effect, their efforts raise some alarming questions about
intergenerational justice: Why should we continue as we have been
going? How might we learn to change our ways given a new redemp-
tive chance at a new and healed Earth, as opposed to the one we are
currently ruining? Even more urgently, how do we design our society
to have less impact — or none at all — on the very world we all share
with others?

There are no easy answers to these questions, but we do have sus-
tainable duties to future persons. Our science can calculate rates of
pollution, and we have a deep understanding of how technologies
impact the natural world beyond our human borders. So, allow me to
offer a principle of environmental ethics that addresses the minimal
threshold of what our actions require:

Principle of Sustainable Duties: All persons should act in ways that
minimize or do not contribute to the overall net damage to our cur-
rent environment and should envision the long-term impact of how
we organize our material needs along the same lines.

In effect, our human world includes the world of future generations
(and while I haven’t argued for it here, animals who live in and around
us). The ending of WALL-E is suggestive along the lines of sustaina-
bility, but it does not come out and directly advocate for solutions.
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Instead, we find people learning to be more human once again and
connecting to the environment, with the Captain, for example, telling
a young boy that they will learn farming again. The movie ends by
suggesting that humans might adopt something like the Principle of
Sustainable Duties, but we are less than certain that the humans will
make it. With the brilliance of a Platonic dialog, WALL-E leaves us
with an aporia, an impasse, an unresolved ending requiring us to
think more about it.

Personally, I don’t know if we can get there. I say this not as a pes-
simist, but as a realist — the damage to the Earth might be too far gone
for any utopian change to occur. At this point, the Principle of
Sustainable Duties becomes, as it were, justification to engage in con-
sequential reasoning to maximize any course of action that will lessen
the damage currently underway.

If we’re feeling pessimistic, we might understand WALL-E as a dys-
topian story. The movie presents itself in classic Disney fashion. Love
will solve our problems, or at least transform our harsh realities. But
consider that only the love of robots can survive those harsh realities.
Perhaps this means we may need to change our own physical realities
to cope with the damage that we organic human beings did to the
environment. In addition, corporate interests are so recalcitrant that
they have put up effective barriers to changes needed worldwide, at
least as far as global warming is concerned. Even now, you’ve bought
a book made of paper. Trees were cut down to read this book. If
you’re reading it on a tablet or computer in electronic form, then a
coal plant may be burning fuel right now so that your device may be
powered. In this way, you have consumed and are consuming a good
that might have been better off had it not been written. We might be
screwed beyond all recognition, given the price we pay both for the
materiality of human existence and the impact that materiality has on
the environment. Consequently, we may need to transform ourselves
into something more than human to survive the very destruction we’ve
caused in what scholars are now calling the anthropocene.

Notes

1. A similar concern exists in Aldo Leopold’s land ethic when he men-
tions the principle of expanding our conception of moral community
to the biotic community at large. The ambiguity of the principle
doesn’t lend itself to clarity in the same way that morality does as
I am explaining here.
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Lovelock, J. (1979). Gaia: A New Look at Life on Earth. Clarendon:
Oxford University Press. Lovelock expressed these ideas earlier in two
notable journal articles, and I’d like to mention them here for the
reader. First, Lovelock, J.E. (1972). Gaia as seen through the atmos-
phere. Atmospheric Environment 6 (8): 579-580. And with Lynn
Marguilis he published Atmospheric Homeostasis by and for the
Biosphere: the Gaia Hypothesis. Tellus Series A 26(1-2). (Stockholm:
International Meteorological Institute, 1974): 2-10.






Is There Any Utopia
in Zootopia?

Frauke Albersmeier and Alexander Christian

Disney’s Zootopia (2016) is a crime story about the involuntary
partnership between Judy Hopps, the first rabbit police officer in the
city of Zootopia, and Nick Wilde, a red fox making his living as a con
artist. Together they uncover a conspiracy that threatens to shake the
foundation of the mammalian metropolis: the peaceful coexistence of
animals who used to be predators and prey. Strikingly, peace between
the species is not even Zootopia’s claim to fame. What makes Zootopia
a utopia and the city of Judy’s dreams is that it appears to be “where
anyone can be anything.” However, Judy learns that reality doesn’t
always live up to this promise. She faces discrimination, is taken in by
stereotypes herself, and has to acknowledge: “we all have limitations.”
But in a final speech, marked by Disney-brand optimism, she remains
fiercely attached to her ideals, urging her fellow creatures: “I implore
you: Try! Try to make the world a better place.”

Utopias feed such aspirations by depicting ideal states of affairs.
They spell out in detail what the perfect world would look like, but
they run up against factual barriers in the attempt to translate ideals
into reality. Zootopia confronts us with three utopian ideals: of secu-
rity and social order, of individual self-determination and fulfillment,
and of a just multispecies society. As we shall see, the line between
realistic expectation and far-out fantasy is always moving. Indeed,
Judy’s reluctance to accept cultural and biological barriers to social
progress pushes the boundaries of our thinking.
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Man Is a Wolf to Man

The term “utopia” — originally coined by Thomas More in his
sociopolitical satire Utopia — comes from the Greek ou-topos (liter-
ally: “no place”), undoubtedly a pun for ex-topos which simply means
“good place.”! A utopian society exists in no actual place; it is an
idealized fiction. While striking us as unreal (or perhaps even unreal-
izable), utopias nevertheless depict society at its civil best: the absence
of war, ample opportunities for intellectual growth and development,
and lives consistently lived by the highest moral standards. Zootopia
has “political ideal” literally written all over it. But what kind of
utopia is Zootopia?

Zootopia begins with the founding myth that tells the story of how
the animals overcame an anything-but-ideal natural state, in which
prey animals lived in constant fear of predators. Thomas Hobbes
(1588-1679), whose political theory was birthed in the midst of civil
unrest and war in England, based his reflections on a pre-civilized
human existence strikingly similar to that of primitive Zootopia.

According to Hobbes, all of us are motivated by self-preservation
and the pursuit of pleasure. In sharp contrast to the views of such
political philosophers as Aristotle and Jean-Jacques Rousseau, who
envisioned human beings as naturally social, Hobbes took a rather
bleak outlook on human life outside political structures. Describing
existence in a state of nature where everyone pursues self-interest
without restraint, Hobbes famously says that life would be “solitary,
poor, nasty, brutish, and short.” Without a strong government, human
beings must live in a state of “war of each against all,”? in which they
are simultaneously both predators and prey — with each posing a
grave threat to the others. No one is exempt because even the strong-
est individuals can’t watch out for danger 24/7. Hobbes writes that
without a strong government, “Man is a wolf to Man.”?® Despite
his grim view of human nature, Hobbes doesn’t think we’re bound to
live in this state of nature. Instead, humans can forge a social contract,
transferring their natural rights to a political authority — whether it be
a king or a committee — whose role is to secure the safety and freedom
of the citizens by upholding law and order. Of course contemporary
political philosophy holds democratic values in higher regard, but
maintaining a social order is still a rather uncontroversial responsibility
of the state.

In Zootopia, animals have achieved a seemingly stable social
order. Carnivores and herbivores live together in peace. Still, this
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accomplishment might be too little to qualify the Zootopian society
as utopian. In most parts of the world, establishing social order and
protecting individual rights is no longer deemed utopian. Rather, it is
regarded as a basic and primary function of any state. And the movie,
too, takes this function as a given fact. For Zootopia’s forefathers
(depicted in the school play) and Hobbes’s contemporaries (not to
mention the many individuals — animal and human - in crisis-shaken
parts of the world today), securing a social order may be a far-out
ideal. The fact is: contemporary Zootopian animals and human
moviegoers are looking for a lot more than simply not living in a
state of nature.

“You Can Only Be What You Are”

Life in the city of Zootopia promises more than just law and order.
Zootopia is committed to ensuring individual self-determination and
self-fulfillment. At least this is the promise of the city’s slogan: “Where
anyone can be anything.” This claim seems to have two connotations:
on the one hand, everyone can overcome individual biological traits
(nature); on the other, social upbringing (nurture) doesn’t determine
your future way of life. This is why Judy - though raised in the coun-
tryside as one of the many children of rabbit vegetable farmers — moves
to Zootopia to fulfill her dream and become the first rabbit police
officer.

The realization of such ideals is often an indicator of upward social
mobility: where individuals are free to determine their own life goals,
experiencing the self-fulfillment that comes with that, and even
acquiring a new social status (apart from the one they were born
into). To be sure, you can’t become just anything. If you’re blind, we
can’t allow you to pursue your dream of becoming a commercial air-
line pilot. That’s out of the question and for good reason. What mat-
ters is that restrictions are put in place that ensure fairness, that every
citizen is entitled to a fair chance, unhindered by illegitimate interfer-
ence on the part of the government or even other citizens.

Frustration with how society falls short of this ideal is the driving
force behind Zootopia’s plot. In a conversation with Judy, standing
knee-deep in wet concrete, Nick expresses his disillusionment on the
painful lack of social mobility: “Everyone comes to Zootopia, thinking
they could be anything they want. But you can’t. You can only be what
you are. Sly fox. Dumb bunny.” On another occasion, while walking



238 FRAUKE ALBERSMEIER AND ALEXANDER CHRISTIAN

into the department of motor vehicles (DMV) in order to figure out
some details of their case, Nick teases Judy about her naive belief in the
Zootopian promise: “Are you saying that because he’s a sloth he can’t
be fast? I thought in Zootopia, anyone could be anything.”

Nick’s sarcastic comment points to the important distinction
between justified (biologically shaped) boundaries to social mobility
and misconceptions about one’s biological limitations. A sloth can’t
move quickly (except if he’s in a sports car speeding through the
streets of Zootopia). Flash can work at the DMV, but he wouldn’t be
our first choice for a paramedic. Judy can hop the wall in the police
academy obstacle course, but it’s physically impossible for her to
climb it. There’s a difference, though, between what prevents Flash
from becoming a professional first responder, and the troubles Judy
faces in becoming a police officer. In her case, the limitation isn’t so
much biological as it is the misconceptions of others. She faces artifi-
cial and arbitrary barriers to entering the police force that confuse
apparent incapacities and real biological limitations. That’s the kind
of thing that frustrates Nick, and it’s the main reason Zootopia doesn’t
live up to its bumper sticker slogan.

Both Judy and Nick - as well as their antagonist, Dawn
Bellwether — are the subjects of stereotyping that prevents them from
pursuing their chosen paths in life. When she announces her plans to
become a police officer, Judy is laughed at and mocked by the audi-
ence at her school play. When young Nick wants to become a boy
scout, he is tricked by the other children to think he can, only to be
lured into a dark basement, where he is muzzled and held against his
will. And then there’s the power imbalance between Dawn Bellwether
and Mayor Leodore Lionheart. In a revealing speech, the Assistant
Mayor attributes her marginalization at the workplace to her mem-
bership in the group of prey animals. As a petite sheep, she is naturally
much weaker compared to members of the predator species, and she
insinuates that this is the real cause for social inequalities. The fact
that her evil plan works so well reveals what a fragile society Zootopia
really is. It rather quickly loses hold of its ideals, when speculations
arise that predators suffer from an infection that causes them to lose
self-control and give in to their hunting instinct. A truly free and fair
society, where “anyone can be anything,” would be far more sensitive
in restricting the freedoms of its citizens. Thus Zootopia doesn’t
appear to be a utopia. As the movie draws to a close, however, the
anyone-anything ideal is held up as a standard — one that might even
be within reach.
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“Deep Down, We’re Animals”

Still, there is a sense in which life in Zootopia rises to utopian heights.
For it paints a picture of a rather peaceful coexistence between animals
who used to be predators and prey, but now live together in harmony.
Civil interspecies coexistence seems like a much more ambitious pro-
ject than building a society around the interests and needs of just one
species (say, humans). In fact, a just multispecies society is the latest
ideal in political philosophy.

In Zootopia, this ideal has been approximated by luck — through
the sheer forces of evolution. In her school play, young Judy explains
that “over time, we evolved and moved beyond our primitive savage
ways,” and later, when Mr. Big discusses the case of Mr. Otterton, one
of the animals who have “gone savage,” he offers this interpretation
of Otterton’s behavior: “We may be evolved, but deep down, we are
still animals.” In other words, the evolutionary account of the social-
ity of Zootopia’s animals also implies that what’s “animal” about
them is that part of their nature which isn’t conducive to peaceful
coexistence. Mr. Big’s assessment is very much in line with the picture
that political philosophy has traditionally drawn of the supposedly
unique human capacity for sociality. Hobbes didn’t choose the image
of man being a “wolf to man” by accident. The Zootopians rightly
fear they are reverting back into a Hobbesian state of nature, where
life is “poor, nasty, brutish, and short.” Judy wants to say the change
is a relapse, as she speculates: “It may have something to do with
biology ... A biological component, you know, something in their
DNA.” In an explanation that Darwin himself would approve, she
concludes: “What I mean is: thousands of years ago, predators sur-
vived through their aggressive hunting instincts. For whatever reason,
they seem to be reverting back to their primitive, savage ways.”

“Even Though You’re a Fox?”

No doubt Disney intends this depiction, in part, as a metaphor for how
we human beings tend to see each other — as natural threats. But it also
says something about our attitudes toward nonhuman animals. In the
same way as the all-prey boy scouts are hostile to Nick, the fox, joining
their ranks, humans have long kept animals at bay: squarely outside the
realm of its political theories and moral demands. The animals won’t let
Nick join because he’s deemed “shifty and untrustworthy.” But that at
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least credits him with a certain intelligence. Until recently, we humans
haven’t been willing to say even that much about nonhuman animals.
At any rate, that’s the diagnosis given by Sue Donaldson and Will
Kymlicka in their 2011 book Zoopolis, in which they develop a “politi-
cal theory of animal rights.”* They disagree with the prevailing opinion
that animals can’t be part of political communities — partly because
they already are. Humans have brought domesticated animals like cats,
dogs, horses, and cows into their communities, while other animals, like
raccoons, pigeons, and mice have made their own homes within human
settlements. So multispecies societies are already a reality.

Moreover, Donaldson and Kymlicka point out that it was precisely
animals’ abilities to communicate and cooperate that led us to select
them for domestication in the first place. That’s why we want them in
our lives and homes.

Three capacities are crucial for animals’ laying claim to being rec-
ognized members of our society:

1. That they know and show what they want and like; they have
and communicate “a subjective good”;

2. That they are empathetic, understand and internalize rules, and
are capable of restraining themselves in interaction with each
other and with us (just think of what it takes to engage in play
and not let it turn into a fight);

3. That they can take part in shaping rules of interaction, and that
it’s possible to take their preferences and needs into account in our
political decision-making (they can be “co-authors” of the law).’

The reason animals have been kept outside of political theory for so long
is an over-intellectualized picture of all of these capacities — which doesn’t,
however, fit the human case either (just think of young children and some
people with disabilities). So the mistakes we’ve made with respect to ani-
mals are the same as those that that cause Judy and Nick so much frus-
tration. Like Nick, animals are being denied the capacity to sociality that
they actually possess; like Judy, they are held to irrelevant standards (e.g.,
standards of rationality we don’t even expect from other humans).

Where Humans Did Happen

In Zootopia, “humans never happened.”® Lucky Zootopians, we might
say. Because being a nonhuman animal in a world where humans did
happen can mean your life will be made “solitary, poor, nasty, brutish,
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and short.” The kind of discrimination Judy faces when she is assigned
to parking duty, and that Nick experiences as a predatory animal who
is often met with distrust, is nothing compared to the treatment non-
human animals receive in a world ruled by humans who treat them as
commodities. Domestication isn’t just the process in which animals
were selected for having socially valuable traits. But it is the one in
which they were bred to fulfill human needs and become dependent on
their exploiters. This is the way Donaldson and Kymlicka see it. Unlike
other animal rights theorists, however, they don’t think the way to
undo the injustice that’s been done to nonhuman animals is to stop
having them around altogether. Instead, domesticated animals need to
be recognized as our co-citizens. Animals in Zootopia have become
adapted to life in a multispecies metropolis, and similarly domesti-
cated animals in our world have become very unlike their wild ances-
tors in many ways. They can’t, at this point, just be left to live in the
wild. The important thing to see is that their social capacities are what
makes it possible to serve animals’ interests by giving them citizenship.
However, it isn’t how they earn the privilege to become co-citizens.
Citizenship isn’t given out as a trophy for intellectual excellence.
Rather, citizenship is a form of protection that gives individuals a place
and a community to which they belong, where they share the goods
the community provides, and have their interests represented in the
political process that shapes their shared lives.

Even though Zootopia is designed to mirror human-specific ways of
life, it has some features that might illustrate how drastic the change in
our human-centered world would be if nonhuman animals were indeed
respected as full-fledged co-citizens. Zootopia’s different districts are
built to fit different animals’ sizes and ways of life, and it even accom-
modates different climate zones to meet the needs of their respective
inhabitants. Judy chasing Weaselton through Little Rodentia graphi-
cally shows that public space is not a one-size-fits-all kind of matter
for individuals of different species. Similarly, a world built to suit
humans is often an inapt and hostile environment for nonhuman ani-
mals. If human beings were to respect other animals’ claims to space,
we would have to build a more Zootopian civilization.

“Real Life Is Messy”

Humans have “happened” not only to the animals that have become
domesticated or come to populate human territories, but to wild
animals as well. In many ways, human activities pose grave dangers to
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animals in nature. This is why Zoopolis asks us to respect their
need for and claim to their territory, and to cut back our harmful
interference with them. But should we perhaps do more than that?

Unlike the animals in Zootopia, many animals in real life have not
evolved beyond predation. They eat one another. And even though
this can make one miss the fact that empathy, cooperation, and care
are just as much parts of many animals’ nature as their striving for
survival,” there’s just no denying that the predator—prey-relationship
that takes center stage in Zootopia is shaped by fear, suffering, and
death. Whether humans might have a duty to interfere in this relation-
ship has been a topic for debate in animal rights theory. It is not clear
whether ending predation even qualifies as utopian or rather is a dys-
topian prospect (from Greek dys, meaning “bad”). Political and moral
philosopher Martha Nussbaum has toyed with the idea of “the grad-
ual supplanting of the natural by the just,”® hinting at the possibility
of human intervention in predation. In Zoopolis, Kymlicka and
Donaldson refrain from such a suggestion, claiming that predation
is just part of the parameters within which animals in nature can
exercise their autonomy. A crucial worry about systematic interfer-
ence in predation is that it would result in turning the world into a
giant zoo — or Disney theme park — thus failing to secure the rights
and freedoms of animals.’

From this perspective, the most utopian element in Zootopia seems
to be what is presented as old news from the start: the end of predation
to — seemingly — no one’s disadvantage. But the extent of peace that
has been achieved in Zootopia occurred thanks to an evolutionary
lucky strike, and covers only a small group of animals. After all, Judy
passes the fish market on her way into the city, and it is left unclear
how the other non-mammalian animals are dealt with by Zootopians.

Zootopia is too much of a metaphor for human ways of life to be a
utopian human-animal society, and too “messy” to count as a meta-
phoric utopia for humans. As Judy puts it: “Turns out, real life is a little
bit more complicated than a slogan on a bumper sticker.” But in the
next few lines of her police academy commencement speech, she also
emphatically promotes the way toward improvement. Because utopias
are utopian relative to a certain status quo and because an important
kind of hindrance on the way toward a better state of affairs is the con-
fusion of biological necessity and contingent cultural barriers, self-scru-
tiny and individual responsibility are essential to bringing ideals into
reach. In the words of Judy Hopps, “Look inside yourself and recognize
that change starts with you. It starts with me. It starts with all of us.”
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How | Learned to Stop
Worrying and Love Disney

Marx and Marcuse at Disney World

Elizabeth Butterfield

“You’ve just won the Super Bowl. What are you going to do next?”
“I'm going to Disney World!”?

The Disney vacation” is iconic in American culture. Advertising
promises us that a trip to Disney will bring adventure, family togeth-
erness, and even happiness itself. But for many, “doing Disney” has
also become something to be achieved — something every good
American family is expected to do. When we post on social media, are
we just sharing memories with Grandma back home, or are we also
showing off our trip as a status symbol? Maybe those posts are letting
everyone know that “We’ve made it! We are living the American
dream! We went to Disney!” What could be a better example of con-
spicuous consumption?

Many critics scoff at the idea of a Disney vacation. They see it as
just another trap of consumer culture, one that makes false promises
of happiness as a pretext to get us to spend more money, and that
turns precious vacation time into just another opportunity to shop.
Other critics take issue with the desire to escape to an artificial
Fantasyland while ignoring real-world problems. To these critics,
Disney is just a cog in the capitalist machine, and the values it embod-
ies encourage us to accept our own alienation.

While I care deeply about the pitfalls of consumer culture, and I see
where these critics are coming from ... I love Disney! I always have.
I grew up with reruns of The Mickey Mouse Club and The Wonderful
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World of Disney in the 1970s, the Disney channel in the 1980s, and
the renaissance of Disney film animation in the 1990s. My working-
class parents scraped together enough money to take us on two road
trips to Disney World, and as an adult taking my own kids, I fell in
love all over again.

Now, my cultural critic friends might read this and conclude that
I’ve been brainwashed by my own upbringing. After all, I have more
than 40years’ worth of exposure to media telling me that Disney
stands for happiness. But I am optimistic enough about my own free
will and self-awareness to suspect there is more to my love of Disney
than indoctrination. While these critics might have a point, isn’t it also
possible that a Disney vacation could play a really positive role in our
lives too?

Heigh-ho, Heigh-ho, It’s Off to Work We Go

To understand why someone might see Disney as “the ultimate
embodiment of consumer society,”® we can start with Karl Marx
(1818-1883).* It might be helpful to temporarily forget everything
you’ve heard about Marx, because what counts as “Marxism” in
mainstream culture is often just a caricature of an interesting and
wide-ranging philosophy.

In the nineteenth century, Marx was trying to understand the suf-
fering he saw among the working classes in industrial capitalist states.
These nations had great wealth, resources, and infrastructure, as well
as democratic value systems that claimed each member of society was
entitled to “life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness.” So it seemed
absurd to Marx that a majority of citizens were living in conditions of
poverty, exhaustion, and exploitation, while a wealthy few profited.
He believed a better future was possible.

But Marx was not just writing about economics and politics. He
was also a philosopher, and he developed a fascinating theory of our
human potential. When he described the obstacles that he believed
stood in the way of leading meaningful lives, the flip side of this was
that he also explored the idea of what is possible for us, and what it
might be like to develop our potential, or to fully “flourish.”’

Marx explained that when the workers went to their dehumanizing
and underpaid jobs, they were alienated from both their work and the
products they were making. Like the Seven Dwarfs, “we dig up dia-
monds by the score ... but we don’t know what we dig them for ... we
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dig, dig, dig.”® Marx recognized that this alienation occurs because we
actually have a true human need for fulfilling work. The right kind of
work, in which we see ourselves reflected, could be part of our
flourishing.

Marx also saw workers as alienated in their relationships, because
in a capitalist economy relationships come to be dominated by com-
petition and money. This implies that we have a true human need for
relationships of respect and care, and that a positive social life could
be another part of flourishing.

Finally, Marx argued that the workers were alienated from their
own “species-being,” by which he meant their own humanity, or
human potential. We are amazing, intelligent, talented, creative beings
with so many possibilities. But in oppressive living conditions, the
nineteenth century industrial workers were so exhausted, and had so
little leisure time, that they didn’t actually have the freedom to explore
other parts of themselves. Their identities were reduced to their alien-
ated work.

This is where the importance of leisure comes in. To really explore
one’s human potential, Marx believed, a person needs to have some
time that is not dominated by work or the drive to meet basic survival
needs. In true “free” time, we could step out of our everyday pigeon-
holed work identities, and we could experience what it means to be
free, exploring our interests, our thoughts, and our creativity.

Now Is the Best Time of Your Life! (Isn’t 1t?)

Fast forward to mid-twentieth century America. In the post-war eco-
nomic boom, it was the age of automobiles, housing construction,
and new suburbs. Glossy magazines, radios, and televisions appeared
in every home. With a spirit of innovation, new time-saving gadgets
came onto the market every day, along with new forms of entertain-
ment. People were experiencing an abundance like never before, only
this time, it was not just for an elite few, but for the average Joe.” As
long as you ignore the occasional atomic bomb drill, you could say
that the period was dominated by an optimism about technology and
the future.

We can see this in the 1964 World’s Fair, where Disney debuted the
Carousel of Progress, sponsored by General Electric. This perfor-
mance of ground-breaking audio-animatronics, which you can still
experience today in Walt Disney World’s Magic Kingdom, shows how
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through the decades technology keeps making life better and better.
As the song goes, “Now is the time / Now is the best time / Now is the
best time of your life.”®

In this context, Marx’s concern for the suffering of the masses
seems out of place. Surely humans must be able to meet their needs,
and to fulfill their potential and fully flourish as never before? But
according to a group of philosophers known as the Frankfurt School
Critical Theorists, Marx’s analysis continues to be relevant. They
argue that even in advanced industrial society, we continue to experi-
ence alienation from the work itself, from others, and from our own
potential for fulfillment. Herbert Marcuse (1898-1979), in his book
One-Dimensional Man,’ describes this in American culture in the
1960s. What really worried Marcuse was an innovative new form of
social control in which political protest is stifled, not by threat of vio-
lence, but by pleasure.

According to Marcuse, we continue to be unable to meet our true
human needs, and we experience this as a deep dissatisfaction. But to
distract us from this suffering, our culture presents us with artificially
designed “false needs.” We are told that what we really need is just the
most recent smartphone, the latest video game, or this season’s fash-
ions. “Most of the prevailing needs to relax, to have fun, to behave
and consume in accordance with the advertisements, to love and hate
what others love and hate, belong to this category of false needs.”!°

We are promised that if we just buy these products, we will be
beautiful, loved, successful, and happy. Of course this isn’t true.
Tomorrow we will wake up hungry again, our phones will be out-
dated, and there will be new fashions to buy. We find ourselves in a
cycle of work-shop-work. But in the meantime, Marcuse says, the
pleasures of immediate gratification lead us to experience “euphoria
in unhappiness.”!!

This euphoria is dangerous because it prevents us from seeing what
is truly missing in our lives. In light of our rising standard of living, it
appears irrational to challenge the system. After all, we wouldn’t want
to endanger the system that makes life so good. Consumption
“becomes a way of life. It is a good way of life — much better than
before — and as a good way of life, it militates against qualitative
change.”"?

As our real political freedoms and freedom of thought are gradu-
ally eroded, we mistakenly believe that we have more freedom than
ever before. This is because true freedom has come to be replaced by
the idea of freedom of choice among a range of products. We may be
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losing the freedom to recognize or question the system that oppresses
us, but at least we have the freedom to choose from more varieties of
HDTVs than ever before. For this reason Marcuse writes, “a comfortable,
smooth, reasonable, democratic unfreedom prevails.”!3

#EuphoricExhaustedBroke

From Marcuse’s perspective, we could say that the American culture
industry tells us via media and advertising that we need to take our
families to Disney so that we can be happy. And what do we associate
with Disney more than the idea of happiness?'* Of course, this is not
true happiness; it is a temporary experience of artificially stimulated
pleasures. The parks are designed to create experiences of pleasure
and reassurance via the architecture, the staging, the cleanliness, the
background music, the piped-in smells. It all works together to stimu-
late an artificially induced euphoria.

The critic might also argue that going to Disney is a terrible way to
spend our precious leisure time. We have a true need for free time. We
need it in order to understand how we are doing, to explore our inter-
ests, and to think for ourselves. But when we spend our vacation at
Disney, free time can easily turn into just another high-pressure check-
list of things to be accomplished. While some might waltz into the
parks midday with no plan and still enjoy themselves, for many oth-
ers, a Disney vacation means Go! Go! Go! After months of planning,
many true parks fans show up with a schedule and a strategy for
maximizing experiences while navigating crowds, from rope drop to
close. Does this sound familiar? “Hurry! We’ve got to make it to our
next FastPass!” “A bathroom break is not in the schedule!” “No, you
can’t stop to look at the ducklings; you can see ducks at home!” The
constant entertainment and hectic pace of the park experience leaves
little time for self-reflection, and we return home exhausted, needing
a vacation to recover from vacation.

If “happiness” is the first word we associate with a Disney vacation,
surely the second is “expensive.” Disney is in business to make money.
At the parks, it is unfortunately common to hear a parent yelling at a
crying child, “Do you know how much I paid for this? You’re sup-
posed to be happy!” We pay for travel, hotel, park tickets, food, and
special events and tours. Then once we are in the parks, we are con-
stantly exposed to theming from Disney’s IP (intellectual property).
You could say that the entire stay is really just an experience of
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advertising. Then there is the old joke that every attraction exits into
a gift shop. For many, shopping is part of the fun, and when we buy
Disney products to take home with us, we participate in the advertis-
ing ourselves. Our critic would point out that a Disney vacation takes
our scarce leisure time, which could be an opportunity to step out of
the hamster wheel of servitude to the economy, and “magically” trans-
forms it into just another mode of consumption.

So, we return home exhausted and broke. But hey, at least we got
to go, right? And now we get to brag about it, publicly displaying
wealth and social power! Our culture tells us that taking our children
to Disney is something every parent should aspire to, like a rite of pas-
sage in American childhood and a sign of good parenting. We may not
be able to meet our true needs, but at least for a little while we get to
feel like we did something important because we were finally able to
go to Disney like we’re supposed to, like everyone else.

Escaping to the Disney Bubble

For true Disney parks fans, however, there is more to the story. If you
ask why they continue to return, some of the most common reasons
you’ll hear are: “It is my happy place,” and “it is my escape from real
life.” From the beginning, Walt Disney intended for his theme park to
be a “happy place” where you could “leave today, and enter the world
of yesterday, tomorrow, and fantasy.”" At Walt Disney World in
Florida, the man-made Seven Seas Lagoon was constructed with this
in mind, so that in crossing a mile of water, guests could literally leave
the daily reality behind in order to arrive at the Magic Kingdom.
Fantasyland in particular has been described as “a perfect world beck-
oning, where the killjoy of the clock doesn’t exist,” and “an immersive
land where you are reassured that no matter how chaotic and confus-
ing the outside world gets, this land will remain as it always was.”!®

What could be wrong with the desire to escape from Realityland?
Life can be stressful! Even Marx recognized the importance of getting
away. But from the perspective of our critic, the spirit of escapism that
draws us to a Disney vacation can be dangerous. We are drawn to the
“Disney bubble” because it reassures us — but could this be part of
the problem?

The critic would argue that Disney presents us with a false reassur-
ance about our history, whether in the idealized Main Street USA
which never really existed, or in a light-hearted Jungle Cruise sailing
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past “natives” of various sorts, oblivious to any real history of racism
or colonialism. Disney also gives us a false reassurance about the state
of the world today. Spending time at Epcot would lead you to believe
that there is no need to worry about politics or global affairs — we’ve
got it all taken care of. While Living with the Land acknowledges
environmental concerns, it also reassures us that we’re already devel-
oping new technologies that will save the day. Spaceship Earth tells us
that technology is our hope for the future. And the nightly Illuminations
show reassures us that we can all live together in peace.

The problem with this optimism is that it plays right into the false
consciousness of our culture that tells us, yes, “now is the best time!”
Yes, if you simply continue to spend (to fulfill your false needs), you
can be happy. “No matter how your heart is grieving, if you keep on
believing, the dreams that you wish will come true.”!” All you have to
do is to “wish upon a star.”!®

There’s one Disney sentiment our critic might actually agree with:
the placard in the Splash Mountain queue that reads “You can’t run
away from trouble ... ain’t no place that far.” Escapism is not the
answer. This false reassurance works like a drug, blurring our aware-
ness of the true dissatisfaction of our lives in Realityland, and pre-
venting political resistance from taking root. After the vacation ends,
we will return to work and continue to support the status quo, when
instead we should be challenging the system of alienation itself.

But Everybody Needs a Laughin’ Place

Obviously a trip to Disney is not the same thing as true happiness.
And yes, the whole experience may be geared toward earning profits.
The perfection of the parks is fiction, and sometimes a Disney vaca-
tion becomes conspicuous consumption. All of this may be true. But
it’s also true that a Disney trip could play multiple roles and could
mean different things to different people.

As I mentioned at the beginning of the chapter, critics might say that
I have just been brainwashed by my own upbringing. As another
Frankfurt School philosopher, Theodor Adorno (1903-1969), wrote,
“The triumph of advertising ... is that consumers feel compelled to buy
and use its products even though they see through them.”' Maybe my
love for Disney is a predictable response to conditioning that encour-
aged me to accept my own alienation. But I am ever the optimist about
my own powers of free thought and self-reflection. I am willing to go
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so far as to argue that enjoying some time at Disney could actually chal-
lenge our alienation, and play a positive role in human flourishing.

Part of the alienation we experience in our daily lives is the loss of
ourselves to our work identities. Going to Disney can’t bring you true
happiness, but when it is done right, it can give you a real break.
Getting away can help us to remember that, hey, there are other parts
of myself, other things I enjoy, other things I am interested in and
want to learn about. This can take the form of rebellion and can be a
reclaiming of our humanity. Of course you don’t have to go to Disney
to experience this — with some genuine free time you can experience
this anywhere and without paying a dime. But “escaping” to Disney
World can open up this opportunity.

Another common reason true Disney parks fans give for why they
continue to return is that “when I am there, I feel like a kid again!”
Our critic might say that’s ridiculous, but I see this very differently.
Another element of our alienation in Realityland is the expectation
that adults are meant to be serious, and that “fun is only for children
or for Saturday nights.”? But Disney parks provide a space where
anyone can embrace childlike joy and playfulness. And though you
definitely don’t have to go to Disney to experience this, Disney does
provide a unique setting where adults can fly with Peter Pan to
Neverland, and where we are welcome to wear silly hats, dance in the
streets, and go on imaginative adventures.

Frankfurt School philosophers worried that the entertainment indus-
try was causing the death of real imagination, and they saw Disney as
a major player in that. But this doesn’t have to be the case. Away from
the limitations of daily life, we are freed up to explore other aspects of
ourselves and our interests, to have fun and to see the world with child-
like wonder, and to imagine. Though the reassuring messages of the
Disney parks might stifle reflection for some, for many others the
images of the world they encounter — real and imagined — surely stimu-
late curiosity and creativity. For many Americans who have little expo-
sure to other cultures, visiting the pavilions of World Showcase in Epcot
can nurture a desire to learn more. And in attractions like the Land
Pavilion, Spaceship Earth, and The Living Seas, curious children and
adults come away excited and wanting more.

Finally, another common reason parks fans give for their love of
Disney is that it is something they can enjoy together as a family. We
know that the reality of “family togetherness™ is not always as rosy
as the advertising promises. Especially in the huge crowds and hot
temperatures of summer peak season, being in a Disney park can be a
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recipe for family disasters. But there is still something uniquely wel-
coming for families at Disney.

We can trace this back to Walt Disney himself. The story goes that
Walt was first inspired to build a theme park when he was with his
own young daughters, watching a carousel. He was struck with the
inspiration that there should be more places in the world where adults
and children could have fun together.”! You can see this reflected in
the Disney parks today, where most attractions and experiences are
designed to be enjoyed together. Disney is also one of the few places
where people of diverse abilities can easily vacation and feel wel-
comed. This can be a big relief for families who deal with obstacles
back home on a daily basis.

Disney’s emphasis on including everyone and experiencing things
together as a family challenges the alienation in relationships we so
often encounter. But I also see Walt Disney’s concern to include par-
ents in the fun as a rebellion against alienating expectations for adults,
and in particular, for the 1950s “serious” working father. Again, you
don’t have to go to Disney to have quality time with your family. But
Disney can provide an opportunity for exploring our relationships
outside of our everyday alienations.

Things Worth Believing

Joe Rohde, a Disney executive with an impressive career in
Imagineering, recently wrote:

I’m spending the night at the Disneyland Resort, which gives me an
opportunity to meditate upon the nature of our work, because it is
nowhere more clear than it is here. Disneyland was created as a place
where the young and the old could share experiences and stories equally
enchanting to both. But that enchantment is chiefly conveyed through
the eyes of children... Our storytelling skills and art design abilities
can be appreciated by an adult, but to a child, they are invisible.
Invisible because they create an entire captivating reality which a child
simply believes. And when we, who are old and weary with knowledge,
see the belief in the eyes of a child, especially a child we love, we are
revived and reminded that there are things worth believing. I don’t
necessarily mean the fairies and talking animals, but the deeper
things.... the things those imaginary creatures represent...like ideas that
good will prevail, that magic can occur, that the lost will be found, that
justice will prevail, that someone small and insignificant may be the
source of something great. There’s no denying that these parks are real
places, with all the opportunities and inconveniences that real places
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sometimes present. But they are also transcendent places, where, for a
second, all the world and all of time and the secret meaning of every-
thing can be encapsulated in the wonder of a child.??

Much of what Rohde articulates rings true for me. As places where
young and old can share experiences together, Disney parks really
give us “old folks” a chance to see through the eyes of a child again
and to feel revived.

But beyond that, Rohde points out that being in a Disney park can
remind us that there are values worth believing in — values like good-
ness, justice, and hope. Disney World is a place where we can feel in
touch with something greater. Disney’s Fantasyland is “a place of
belief amidst a world of doubt, it’s a place for renewed perspective,
reflection, and of gentle reminders that, in time, happily ever afters
and fairy-tales endure more than all hardships.”*

Our critic might say this talk about values is just marketing. But surely
it could also be more. If there were no truth to optimism, or in the hope
that it really is possible to do good in the world or to make the world a
better place, then really, what is it all for? Yes, the Disney brand empha-
sizes kindness, friendliness, and trying to do good. This goodness is the
heart of Mickey’s appeal. But it is also a reality that many people who
love Disney, as well as those who choose to work for Disney, are drawn
to this because they really do care about kindness, friendliness, and
doing good in the world. Some of these values really are worth believing
in. In the words of Disney fan and podcaster, Harrison Ownbey,

For me, Fantasyland is the land for the broken-hearted, because things
outside aren’t the way they’re supposed to be ... Fantasyland says that
if you keep believing ... no matter what kind of trouble you’re against,
you, yes, you, have a happily ever after waiting for you. And on the way
there, be sure to touch the stones of the castle, and breathe in the sweet
aroma of the popcorn. The heartbreak, the happiness, the terror, and
the triumph, together weave your unforgettable story.>*

So, dear critic, I would argue that it doesn’t have to be an all-or-nothing
choice. We can be politically engaged, actively trying to be responsible
world citizens who help others, while also having some fun at Disney.
In fact, in the right circumstances, a trip to Disney can even challenge
our alienations, giving us a chance to explore other sides of ourselves
and our relationships. A Disney excursion can open us up to imagin-
ing a better future. In reminding us that some values really are worth
believing in, Disney can inspire us to bring the magic home, and to
make the world more as it should be.
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Colonizing the Geography
of the Imagination
Media, Mind, and the Magic Kingdom

Read Mercer Schuchardt

All media exists to invest our lives with artificial perception and
arbitrary values.

— Marshall McLuhan,

Understanding Media

The world of the human will and imagination is the world of

mirages. It is common to man and the fallen angels, and imagina-
tion is, therefore, often a conductor of demonic energy.

—St. Silouan the Athonite,

The Imagination and the Ascetic Struggle against Its Various Aspects

When my second daughter Genevieve was three years old I found
myself once again re-reading to her Winnie The Pooh, by A.A. Milne
which was at the time her very favorite book. Her baby brother had
just had his Mickey-Mouse-branded Huggies “Snug-N-Dry”
Newborn-Size diaper changed, and was fast asleep on the couch next
to us. Curled up in a ball of coziness on my chest, with the small-for-
mat book in front of us, she actually pulled her legs up and tried to
push her delicate feet into the pages of E.H. Shephard’s decorations of
the Hundred Acre Wood, and whispered to me in all earnestness:
“Daddy ... get me in there!”

If you understand that feeling, sympathize with that sentiment, and
remember having that same desire at some point in your life, then you

Disney and Philosophy: Truth, Trust, and a Little Bit of Pixie Dust, First Edition.
Edited by Richard B. Davis.
© 2020 John Wiley & Sons Ltd. Published 2020 by John Wiley & Sons Ltd.
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already know the secret to the astonishing global success of the Walt
Disney Corporation. What they do, amazingly well, consistently,
impressively, and with a refinement that staggers the imagination, is
get you in there. Is there anything more beautiful than the elderly
couple’s romantic trajectory in the first five minutes of Pixar’s UP?
Is there anything more genius and perfect than making the depart-
ment of motor vehicles officers all super-slo-mo moving and talking
sloths in Zootopia? It doesn’t matter if there is literal or fictitious,
historically real or mythically imagined, what Disney is able to do is
transport you into the world of the imagination in such a way that
will, in all likelihood, make you both enjoy the journey and not
want to leave. And it is right there in the middle, between the literal
and fictitious, between enjoying the journey and not wanting to
leave, that Disney creates a tension that can only be resolved by not#
letting you leave a world they have entirely fictionalized. Because
when you leave, you’ll hardly ever notice that the geography of your
imagination — a phrase used by writers from Aldous Huxley to Guy
Davenport — no longer has any unexplored territory: no Australias,
Timbuktus, or Antarcticas. For Disney is, has been, and forever will
be, not only the first and last colonizer of that geography, but also
the creator of all mythologies of all possible future visits to that
geography. And that is what we need to talk about. So sit down for
an hour; this is going to be one of those TLDR (Too Long Didn’t
Read) articles you’re really, really going to wish you had finished.
The internet can wait.

Johnny Depp Is Channeling Keith Richards
as a Permanent Peter Pan Disguised as Captain
Hook Doing a Pepe Le Pew

By the end of the twentieth century, the Walt Disney Company seemed
all out of story. Disney had achieved this fatigued-to-cultural death
status by exhausting every narrative option available to them:

e remaking old favorites (Herbie The Love Bug, Cheaper by the
Dozen).

* buying new properties for cheap (such as the Winnie the Poob fran-
chise from Sears).

e discovering they had no ear or talent for new material (Pocahontas.
Mulan. Hercules?).
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e recycling their animated properties into live action films (The
Jungle Book, 101 Dalmatians, Beauty and the Beast).

¢ making sequels, prequels, and “meh”-quels enough to kill the most
avid fan (Long John Silver, 102 Dalmatians, Hercules: From Zero
to Hero).

e remaking a live-action film into an animated film, but with a twist!

Nobody believed this last one could be done, but by 2002, when
Treasure Planet came out (oh, you missed that one?), the wailing and
gnashing of teeth for the glory that was Disney became audible. As if it
couldn’t get any worse, the company then turned pathetically to a tech-
nique that exactly no one had considered before in the quest for novel
storylines: deriving a plot from one of their own theme park rides.

This tactic is roughly analogous to recycling toilet paper to make
tableware. I mean, how desperate do you have to be when you turn to
theme park rides for inspiration for a movie? At least the Tea Cup ride
is based on Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland, and makes you feel
small again. But what do you do when ...

First The Country Bears came out in 2002, based on the Country
Bears Jamboree show, with one bear channeling Jerry Garcia and the
rest of them channeling The Eagles. Then, in what looked like a final
act of desperation, 2003 saw the release of Pirates of the Caribbean,
a ride most people remembered as being not terribly fun even when
they were 11 years old. Wait a minute. Just a sec.

Did you just say, Pirates of the Caribbean?

I love that movie!

Hang on ... Oh, now I remember: EVERYONE loved that movie:

e Gross Worldwide Receipts for Treasure Planet: $109 million (on a
budget of, ahem, $140 million)

® Gross Worldwide Receipts for Pirates of the Caribbean: $654
million

® Gross Worldwide Receipts for the entire Pirates franchise (5 films
thus far, with #6 coming soon): $4.5 billion

* Amount Disney Paid George Lucas for the entire Star Wars fran-
chise: $4.06 billion.

How’d they do this? Well, the first thing is that it is not what it looks
like. Just as the 2001 Planet of the Apes was not a remake of the 1968
Charlton Heston original but rather a remake of the 1956 Charlton
Heston film The Ten Commandments (Moses = Semos, Crossing the
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river to freedom), so too is Pirates of the Caribbean hiding in plain
sight with its startling premise: it’s not a narrativized makeover of a
Disney ride. It’s a remake of the ride of your life in the capitalists-
gone-global-empire story starting from the Dutch East India Trading
Company (the world’s first multinational corporation) in the seven-
teenth century to the Disney empire itself in the twenty-first. Executed
so beautifully, so stylishly, and so accurately, Pirates of the Caribbean
has yet to have a film critic recognize it as an allegory of the political
economy called globalization ever since America (and then the whole
world) went off the gold standard in 1933. It is only in a world where
value is an absolutely relative thing that you can create entirely new
and entirely arbitrary values (cue the McLuhan epigraph) for a cul-
ture to embrace.

We Have Found the Lemmings, and They Are Us

What you see in a movie can affect your perception of reality for the
rest of your life. One thing Walt Disney was committed to was the
theory of evolution, and he made great and creative use of the
medium of animation to demonstrate the plausibility of the theory
with his 1940 film Fantasia. While Charles Darwin never actually
found any evidence of transmutation from one species to the
next — the proverbial “missing links” he thought the fossil record
would show outnumbering the extant species — the medium of ani-
mation can, and does, quite beautifully, demonstrate all the in-
between “states” just as compellingly as the ILM film-technology of
morphing can demonstrate from 1988s Willow to every Terminator
movie and beyond. So what is visually perceivable by special-effects
technology becomes a sort of default retroactive “proof” for a theory
that never actually found anything close to the substantive proof it
went looking for in the fossil record.!

Then, in 1958, Disney actually came up with a misperception that
we still cling to today: that lemmings will naturally “select” themselves
for annihilation when their breeding population becomes too large.
The Disney nature documentary White Wilderness actually shows
lemmings jumping down a steeply inclined cliff, only at the end, to
have them jump headlong into the ocean and swim out to sea where a
number of them, the narrator tells us, will drown.? What the film
doesn’t show is the tight angle of production, the importing of these
lemmings from a different part of Canada, and the actual corralling of
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the poor beasts into a funnel so that the film crew can actually force
them to their deaths. In other words, Disney wanted this element of
natural selection to include group suicide, and so he “made it so” by
documenting it in film. To this day, popular culture speaks of lemmings
and lemming-like behavior as though it is as true and obvious as the
ostrich burying its head in the sand, another natural phenomenon that
never once in the history of the universe has actually happened.?

So if Watching a Disney Product is Good, and Going to Disney World
is Better, How Do I Achieve my Best: By Being in, Of, and About Disney
... Permanently

Like Playboy, McDonalds, and Coca-Cola, the Disney brand is also
an epistemology, a philosophy, a metaphysics, a worldview, and a way
of life. It teaches you — implicitly and explicitly — how to live, what to
believe is real, what to believe is important, and what to value as you
journey through this veil of tears.

Ultimately, then, one of the reasons the Walt Disney Company’s
products and theme parks and movies and toys are so popular is that
it is such good fun, such escapist fantasy, such a permanent joyride of
nostalgia, that if we are completely honest, we love it so much because
it finally represents the death of true religion which everyone (reli-
gious or not) secretly hates. Even an old Christian hymn acknowl-
edges this tendency: “Prone to wander, Lord I feel it, prone to leave
the God I love.” Whether it’s their theme parks, movies, events, TV
shows, pop stars, princesses, toys, or parades, you know that you
never have to live by “the rules” of your ordinary life, your culture, or
your religion when you are in a Disney environment. Just drop your
garbage right there on Main Street, and an army of Cast Members
will dutifully sweep up after you, making the place as clean as
Singapore but without all the repressive rules for achieving that effect.
You know you are in a Magical Kingdom when the experience actu-
ally permits, condones, and even encourages magical thinking of this
sort: your actions do not have to have consequences, because we are
here to just make it fun for you.

Give Me That Old Time Mythology

What props up all this on the structural subconscious level is that
Disney Corp has carefully studied Carl Jung, carefully read Joseph
Campbell, and carefully attended, since at least the late 1980s to
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the company’s core internal mantra: “We Create the Mythology of
the Future.”

If you need a brief primer on this, read up on how Carl Jung
dismissed his father’s Swiss Reformed Heritage and opted instead
for four universal human archetypes — sensation, intuition, feeling,
and thinking — which led a Swarthmore College graduate and
her mother to develop the Myers-Briggs Type Indicator (MBTI),
which is why nowadays you know the four-letter combo that
unlocks your personality almost before you learn your own Social
Security number. Jung’s universalizing was then refined and per-
fected by comparative religion expert and Sarah Lawrence litera-
ture professor Joseph Campbell in The Hero With a Thousand
Faces which inspired George Lucas to rewrite his Star Wars saga
into a final draft that had Luke Skywalker taking all 12 steps of the
Hero’s Journey, a pattern that just about every blockbuster film
(and most Disney films, including the aforementioned Star Wars
franchise which Disney now owns) have subsequently patterned
themselves after.

The Myth Made Real ... Must Be Made Mythic Again to Be Tolerable

Campbell’s secret project attempted to “remythologize” Christianity
away from historical fact by blurring the lines between its claims and
the numerous other “messiah figures” that had preceded it. This was
a tricky dance in a culture that claimed Christianity as the dominant
belief system of its citizens. So what Disney has done, and done really,
really well, and carefully, and subtly, and sometimes not-so-subtly, has
been to “universally mythologize” what was once a “universal reli-
gion.” So where C. S. Lewis would describe Christianity as “the myth
made real” by the historical appearance of the God-man Jesus Christ,
Disney has gone to great pains to both appease a Christian culture by
purchasing such properties as The Chronicles of Narnia, and then to
have its actors pronounce in the media that it is not in fact, a Christian
story. Here is Liam Neeson ’splaining it to you dummies without the
PhDs in comparative mythology:

“Aslan symbolizes a Christlike figure,” Neeson said, “but he also sym-
bolizes for me Muhammad, Buddha and all the great spiritual leaders
and prophets over the centuries.” Producer Mark Johnson is siding
with Neeson, telling the Hollywood Reporter that “resurrection exists
in so many different religions in one form or another, so it’s hardly
exclusively Christian.*
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What neither Neeson nor Johnson will acknowledge, is that
Christianity (like it or not, believe it or not) is the only religion to not
claim a “Christ-like figure” but to claim that God actually chose, of
His own free will and love, to incarnate as a Palestinian carpenter
named Yeshua and then “took pity on your ridiculous plight and
entered the space and time of your insignificant planet to tell you
something.”’ The Walt Disney Corporation has neither condoned nor
approved Neeson’s remarks — but neither has it prevented them.®
Where Christians believe that the incarnation of God in Christ offers
the user a means of bearing up under life in a fallen Reality, Disney
counteroffers with the illusion of a return to life in a pre-fallen Reality,
albeit one that is technologically aided and abetted to produce this
very illusion. As Umberto Eco puts it, “Disneyland tells us that tech-
nology can give us more reality than nature can.”” Both worldviews
have their believers. You get to choose which is which, and then you
get to choose only one, because you can’t have both.

And here’s the rub: Disney represents a mythology that is universal
because they are rapidly acquiring every possible alternate reality that
one cares to enter, except for — so far — the sexual realm and the
Christian religion realm. Winnie The Pooh? Check. Marvel Universe?
Check. Star Wars? Check. About the only alternative universe media
franchise bigger than Star Wars is Pokemon, which as of this writing
Disney has not (yet) acquired. When Disney owns all possible signifi-
cant alternate universes, then only Disney can colonize your imagina-
tion, and only Disney will give you the lens through which to perceive
any competing claim on understanding your ultimate Reality. A phrase
applied to Steve Jobs and his Apple products was the Reality Distortion
Field, referring to Jobs ability to convince himself and others to believe
almost anything with a mix of charm, charisma, bravado, hyperbole,
marketing, appeasement, and persistence. This is perhaps the most
exquisitely perfect description of what life inside the Disney World is
like. When you can Exit Through the Gift Shop,® but not through the
Psychic Structure of Disbelief,’ then you actually do have a uniquely
metaphysical problem. It’s what Walker Percy meant when he said, “It
is this monstrous bifurcation of man into angelic and bestial compo-
nents against which the old theologies must be weighed before new
theologies are erected. Such a man could not take account of God, the
devil, and the angels if they were standing before him, because be has
already peopled the universe with his own hierarchies.'’

What are the Marvel, the Star Wars, and the Disney franchises but
a competing series of man-made hierarchies with which to people the
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universe?!'! As long as I can conceive of Christianity as just another
old mythology whose primary value is simply in intertextual homage
from which to borrow an occasional “Christ-like figure” or “Judas
figure” then I am safe from any existential threat bigger than the ques-
tion of which is cooler, Star Wars or Star Trek? To put it another way,
there are two ways of creating a plausible incarnation: (i) The Myth
Made Real (come to life) via the Incarnation of God in Christ — the
downside here is that it requires (a) a lot of faith, (b) a lot of time, and
concomitantly, (c) a lot of patience — Christianity is nothing if not the
religion of deferred gratification. The other way to do it, is of course,
(ii) the Disney Way,'? or the Myth Manufactured as Playground for
those Willing to Suspend their Disbelief. (The only downside here is
that it requires a lot of money, but the gratifications are instant, ongo-
ing, and very, very fun.)

In 1983, media watchdog Ben Bagdikian raised the alarm by point-
ing out that only 50 media companies controlled 90% of what
Americans read, watched, listened do, and did for fun. By 2018, that
number has been reduced to six major corporations. In order of 2017
revenues, they are as follows':

1. Comcast ($85bn): NBC, MSNBC, Universal Pictures, Telemundo,
Dreamworks, Focus Features.

2. Walt Disney ($55bn): Theme Parks, Pixar, ABC, Touchstone,
ABC, ESPN, Pixar, A&E, Lifetime, Marvel, Star Wars.

3. AT&T/Warner Media ($31 bn, formerly Time/Warner): HBO,
Cinemax, Turner Entertainment Networks, CNN, Time Magazine,
Cartoon Network, Adult Swim, DC Comics, New Line Cinema,
Fandango, MySpace.

4. 21st Century Fox ($29 bn, formerly News Corp): Fox News,

20th Century Fox, Wall Street Journal, New York Post, FX,

Barrons, HarperCollins Publishing, Sky TV, The Sun, The Times,

Realtor.com, numerous Australian media holdings.

CBS ($14bn): CBS, Simon & Schuster, CNET, Metacritic, ZDNet

6. Viacom ($13bn): Paramount Pictures (Star Trek), Comedy
Central, MTV, VH1, TV Land, Nickelodeon, BET.

9]

Right now, in the six-corporation mediasphere you inhabit, the con-
servative view is held primarily by one company: Rupert Murdoch’s
21st Century Fox, formerly News Corp. Like it or not, agree with it
or not, or even watch it or not, it does represent a sociocultural point
of view not held by the other five major media companies.
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So when Disney announced on July 27, 2018 that it would
be acquiring 21st Century Fox for 71.3 billion, it means that the
metaphysteal-warfarejust-hit-your-wi-fi-stgnat shit just got real: your
six-corporation mediasphere will be going down to five.'* Further, it
means that the one conservative media outlet is about to be swal-
lowed by one of the more liberal media outlets. This, by the way, is the
entire subtextual message of Disney’s 2016 animated film Zootopia,
in which Judy Hopp (reprising Oswald The Lucky Rabbit, Disney’s
original cartoon character) has to drag, kicking and screaming, the
conservative fox Nick Wilde over to her worldview, and why the “ele-
phant in the room” is the Republican party, the primary customer
base of Fox News and other 21st Century Fox media products.'
What it really means, of course, is that control of the Overton
Window — the range of ideas tolerated in public discourse — just got a
little smaller, that its opening range just got narrower, and that the
whole thing just got harder to budge. Or, as Judy Hopp says in the
film, “You can’t call me cute unless you’re another rabbit.”

The Visual Containment of Metaphysical Values

Perhaps one of the best and most effective psychological tricks
deployed by Disney to not just get you in there, but “keep you in
there,” is the visual rules of engagement for their theme parks. Next
time you visit, notice your environmental surroundings while in the
parking lot. Look at the tallest buildings, corporate office towers, and
hotels all around you. Then enter the park. Notice that wherever you
are, in whatever section of the park you’re in, you can’t see those
buildings anymore because, by clever design of the Imagineers, you’ve
been visually contained in the fantasy world. This is part and parcel of
the same employee rule that requires each Disney character to keep
his or her headpiece on even if they pass out or vomit inside the mask,
as one of the Chip and Dale characters famously did on a Disney
Parade float years ago. Well, visual containment helps the psyche stay
in the mode and the mood for the various psychic propaganda pro-
grams being run, and allows you to enjoy and prolong the fantasy, as
well as empty your wallet of all possible contents since the only way
to experience “more” Disney is to hand them exactly all of your
cash.!'® Thus, in short order, Disney has successfully colonized an
awful lot of the global imagination, from young to old, male to female,
from history to fantasy, and now from right to left.



268 READ MERCER SCHUCHARDT

Hey Goofy! Somebody Just Slipped
My Culture a Mickey...

The ONLY place left to go is Pornography and the Bible — the
sexual imagination and the Christian imagination. The porno-
graphic imagination is a fairly literal embrace of the limitless pos-
sibilities of the animation imagination. Porn Star Lolo Ferrari,
before she died at age 37 from complications from multiple plastic
surgeries said, “I hate reality; I want to be completely artificial.”
Jessica Rabbit, another Disney product, puts it this way: “I’m not
bad; I'm just drawn that way.” Which is why it’s slightly unsettling
to learn that Disney is going to be purchasing 21st Century Fox. If
you Google Search “Who owns the copyright to the NIV Bible?”
this 2008 answer comes up:

Zondervan is a subsidiary of HarperCollins, which is owned by News
Corp, which is owned by Rupert Murdoch. He is one of the biggest
producers of worldwide pornography on the planet. And his company,
Zondervan, holds the exclusive publishing rights to the New
International Version Bible.!”

Under these conditions, Disney will go from controlling one-sixth
to controlling one-third of the media, or roughly 33% of everything
you see, hear, watch, listen to, and do in the mediasphere. In a 12-
hours of media per day universe, this means a Disney park, product,
character, idea, or belief will be in your head roughly 4 hours per day,
which is, after all, only about one-fourth of your waking life.

It really is going to be a small world, after all...

Stand up straight, throw your shoulders back, and step right this
way, kiddies: you’ll need to be a lot metaphysically taller to take
this ride.

Notes

1. For the best, most recent take-down of Darwin’s original theory from a
non-religious point of view, see the last testament of Tom Wolfe’s writing
career, The Kingdom of Speech, a book so loudly ignored that The New
York Times failed to acknowledge its existence in an obituary that other-
wise mentioned by name every other book he wrote.

2. You can see this film, or just this clip, like most everything these days, by
doing a simple YouTube search.
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Ostriches lay their heads and necks flat and show only their bodies
when under predation, providing the visual illusion (at a distance) that
they have buried their head in the sand. The actual effect is to produce
a clump of feathers that at a distance looks somewhat innocuously like
a bush or shrub rather than a source of meat.

Brittany Mahaney (2010, December 9). “Is Aslan a metaphor for Jesus?
Liam Neeson’s not so sure.” National Post. https://nationalpost.com/
entertainment/movies/is-aslan-a-metaphor-for-jesus-liam-neesons-
not-so-sure.

This is Walker Percy’s phrasing, not my own. See his 1983 non-fiction
work, Lost in The Cosmos.

And prevent it they would, or could, if they wanted. See Disney’s micro-
managing of C-3PO’s Anthony Daniels over a tweet in which he said he
was delighted to have met an actor who was playing a role in The Force
Awakens. Disney actually required him to remove the Tweet. See James
Rainey (2015, September 4). “‘Star Wars’: Anthony Daniels Slams
Disney’s ‘Kremlin Attitude’ Over ‘Force Awakens’.” Variety. https://
variety.com/2015/film/news/star-wars-anthony-daniels-slams-disney-
force-awakens-secrecy-1201586167/.

Travels in Hyperreality, Umberto Eco.

This is Banksy’s memorable phrasing.

This is me riffing off Jordan Peterson’s phrasing.

Emphasis added at the end of the quote; Walker Percy, The Message In
The Bottle, p. 113.

Indeed, if you look at the pages of these alternate universe character’s
names on Wikipedia, you will see that in several instances they outnum-
ber all the Biblical characters — from historical figures to angelic/
demonic characters — from all 66 books of Old and New Testaments.
“The Disney Way” is the corporate name of the Disney employee pro-
gram to understand the “inside” of the system and peek behind the
curtains of all seven Disney divisions. It typically has a two-year wait-
ing list to get in, even once you’ve been employed. By contrast, early
disciples of Christ called themselves followers of “The Way.”

“Media cross-ownership in the United States,” Wikipedia, last modified
September 21, 2018, https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Media_cross-
ownership_in_the_United_States#Top_Five*.

This is a complicated and multilayered deal, as always; so much so that
it has its own Wikipedia page if you want to keep up with the origin,
evolution, details, and backstory: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Proposed_
acquisition_of_21st_Century_Fox_by_Disney

Disney hasn’t made an animated movie for children in at least three
decades, one reason why watching their movies with grown-up eyes is
so much fun. Like The Family Guy or South Park, the trick is to deploy
the medium of a children’s cartoon in order to carry the message of a
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very serious adult conversation — one that you could never get away
with on prime-time TV or in a G-to-PG-rated film.

The secret reason for Disney dollars is no secret at all: with a one-to-one
conversion rate of American dollars to Disney dollars, it would appear
that Disney makes no profit on the transaction. Dumbo: the profit is in
the huge percentage of tourists who want to keep a Disney dollar, a 10,
or even a 20, as a memento to put into their scrapbook for memories of
their epic vacation.

This answer seems dated to 2008, when News Corp had to divest its
BSkyB holdings because they were major holders of pornographic film
studios and content. But as of this writing, HarperCollins still does own
Zondervan which holds copyright on the NIV translation.



“We’re All Gonna Die”
Death and the Cycle of Life in Disney

Jessica Miller

My doctor likes to joke that all humans have a sexually transmitted
fatal disease: mortality. Funny guy. But he has a point: all living crea-
tures eventually die. Unlike most nonhuman animals, humans can
reflect on death as a concept, experience death through personal rela-
tionships, and express feelings and beliefs about death through art,
traditions, and rituals. Death, for self-conscious beings like us, is much
more than an unavoidable future event. We cannot help but have
a relationship to our own death, even if we try to ignore it. Death,
paradoxically, is an omnipresent feature of life.

Death has always interested philosophers. In 399 BcE, Socrates,
addressing an Athenian jury, responded to his death sentence by
reflecting on whether life’s end might be actually be a blessing.
Philosophers wonder when exactly human life ceases, and what our
answer to this question tells us about our concept of personhood.
They ask whether our deaths harm us, or just the people who might
miss us. Does being mortal make our lives more significant or less?
Are there virtuous ways of dying or facing death? Would the existence
of an afterlife change any of our answers to these questions?

Disney films don’t shy away from death, as anyone who has shed
a tear over Bambi’s mom surely knows. In fact, a recent study of
57 Disney and Pixar animated films found 71 character deaths — more
than one per movie!! Some deaths are implicit (Elsa and Anna’s par-
ents in Frozen), and some more explicit (Clayton in Tarzan). Some

Disney and Philosophy: Truth, Trust, and a Little Bit of Pixie Dust, First Edition.
Edited by Richard B. Davis.
© 2020 John Wiley & Sons Ltd. Published 2020 by John Wiley & Sons Ltd.
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deaths elicit strong emotional reactions (Hiro’s brother in Big Hero 6),
while others are met with sad acceptance (Moana’s grandmother).

From Snow White’s elaborate glass coffin in 1937, to Coco in 2017,
a film centered on Dia de los Muertos, Disney films draw from multi-
ple cultural traditions which align with Western, Indigenous, Latino,
and Eastern philosophies. The movies are thus a rich source of
material for introducing the subject of death from a philosophical
perspective.?

“Hey, | know a joke! A squirrel walks up to a tree
and says, ‘l forgot to store acorns for the winter
and now | am dead.’ Ha! It is funny because
the squirrel gets dead.” —Dug, in Up

If death marks the end of human life, we need to know what a human
life is. From a biological perspective, a living human being is a unified
individual, with the capacity to develop and maintain itself via pro-
cesses like metabolism, growth, and response to stimuli. Humans
develop secondary characteristics of self-awareness, rationality, and
capacity for language that, together, distinguish them from other liv-
ing organisms. From this biological perspective, death occurs when all
of these vital processes have stopped.

So, poison apple and spindle notwithstanding, Snow White and
Sleeping Beauty don’t actually die. Rather, they endure the “sleeping
death,” a spell that sends them into unconsciousness, until, of course,
they are revived by love’s first kiss. In real-life terms, they are sort of
like patients in a persistent vegetative state, who are non-responsive,
and whose vital processes are maintained by external means. On the
other hand, if we define human life as essentially the physical pro-
cesses that support our existence as minds, then a person who has
permanently lost the ability to think, remember, and feel, would no
longer be alive, even if other vital processes, such as heart rhythm,
breathing, and sleep—wake cycles, persist.

Many philosophers believe that our higher mental functions define
what it is to be alive. In addition, many philosophers believe that what
makes you you is a kind of psychological continuity: memories, inten-
tions, beliefs, goals, and desires creating overlapping chains of iden-
tity. After WALL-E is crushed underneath the holo-detector on the
ship, the Axiom, EVE rushes him back to his trailer on Earth and fixes
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him up: new wheels, new binocular eyes, and a new chip. But after
being charged back up, WALL-E fails to recognize EVE, ignoring her
as he scoops garbage and compresses it into cubes. Although he is a
functioning organism, WALL-E the person has disappeared. Luckily,
EVE’s farewell kiss, assisted by a jolt of electricity, restores his mem-
ory and personality. Once that psychological continuity is restored,
WALL-E is back.

Frozen’s Anna, Beast, and Eugene in Tangled all die, but they are
quickly reanimated by a loving kiss — or tear. The closest thing to this
in real life is the person who experiences a near drowning or near
fatal heart attack, someone who not only loses consciousness, but
whose heart and lungs stop working. So, as long as we are thinking of
human beings in terms of physical processes, it looks like we need to
add “permanent” cessation of vital life processes to our definition of
death. It follows that as terrible as they must be to experience, these
temporary “deaths” are not the real thing.

By contrast Carl’s wife in Up and Tadashi — Hiro’s beloved older
brother in Big Hero 6 — really, truly, die. And so do many, many antag-
onists in Disney films, often by falling from a high plateau. Gaston
falls from the Beast’s castle, Charles F. Muntz from the sky in Up,
Snow White’s Evil Queen from a cliff, Frollo from a gargoyle atop the
titular cathedral in The Hunchback of Notre Dame — the list goes on.
And although Disney rarely shows us the gruesome outcome (one of
the kid-friendly reasons to kill villains this way), it is safe to say none
of these baddies survives. In all of these examples, when the body
goes, so does the life within it.

But Disney films are full of characters who continue to exist in
some form after their physical bodies cease to be. Post-death existence
takes myriad forms: guardian angels (famed chef Auguste Gusteau in
Rataouille; Sitka in Brother Bear) ghosts (Zero the dog in The
Nightmare Before Christmas), ancestral spirits (Fa family ancestors in
Mulan), even demons (Dr. Facilier’s “Friends on the Other Side” in
The Princess and the Frog, or Chernabog’s minions in Fantasia’s
Night on Bald Mountain). These characters raise the possibility that
there is some life after physical death, while at the same time suggest-
ing that human existence is not merely physical.

Plato (427-347 BCE) believed that human beings are the temporary
union of souls and bodies. He argued that there are two basic kinds
of existence: the things we perceive with our senses, and the things we
perceive with our minds. Our bodies are material and eventually die



274 JESSICA MILLER

and decay, whereas souls are immaterial and immortal. In the Phaedo,
Plato defended this claim with what is called the “affinity argument.”3
There, he argued that the soul, which we cannot access via sensory
experience, is most like intelligible being, while the body, which we do
experience with our senses, is most like sensible being. The soul, being
intelligible, changeless, and indivisible, rules the body like the divine
rules over mortals.

Or it should. For some, bodily experience is too tempting and dis-
tracting. Why follow the rational dictates of one’s soul when one’s
body promises pleasure? In The Hunchback of Notre Dame, Judge
Claude Frollo views himself as a pious and holy man. But he lusts
after Esmeralda, comparing her effect on him to “hellfire ... this fire
in my skin this burning desire is turning me to sin!” Frollo’s lust and
rage at his own inability to tame it motivate some of his most heinous
acts. It would be no surprise to Plato that Frollo’s inability to control
his physical urges and emotions eventually led to his undoing.

We can contrast Plato’s view of the soul with that of Epicurus
(341-271 BCE). For Epicurus, atoms and the void (space) comprise
everything in the universe. Atoms are the elemental building block
of everything that exists, including humans. Although human souls
are special in some ways, they are, like everything else, composed of
atoms, and at death they disperse. Epicurus drew on this materialis-
tic metaphysics to make his famous argument, in his Letter to
Menoeceus, that fearing one’s own death is irrational.* Basically, if
we exist, we are not dead, and when we are dead, we do not exist.
Pain is the only thing to fear, and since being dead doesn’t feel like
anything, it cannot be painful. Even better, if all the world is com-
posed of atoms in the void, there is no afterlife, so no need to fear
eternal punishment.

Consider Marlin, Nemo’s father. After losing his wife and 399 baby
eggs to a hungry barracuda, he is so terrified of death that he can no
longer enjoy his life. His mantra is, “How do you know something
bad isn’t gonna happen!?” His fear doesn’t help him: it causes the
pain of what Epicurus called “perturbation.” Marlin’s overprotective-
ness leads to an estrangement from Nemo, which creates the danger-
ous situation he wanted to avoid in the first place. Luckily, Marlin has
a memory-challenged friend to help. Dory’s forgetfulness tends to
keep her focused on the present. She could be describing every moment
of human life when she tells Marlin, “So, we’re cheating death now.
That’s what we’re doing, and we’re having fun at the same time.”



“WE’RE ALL GONNA DIE” 275

“If you weren’t you, then we’d all be a bit less we”
—Piglet, Winnie the Pooh

“’Ohana means ‘family.’ ‘Family’ means ’no one gets
left behind’” —Lilo, Lilo and Stitch

The kinds of philosophical questions outlined so far tend to focus on
the meaning of death for an individual. But thinking about death,
dying, and the dead can tell us a lot about our communities and their
values. Several Disney films depict a porousness between the realms
of the living and the dead. What kinds of philosophical commitments
might support these beliefs?

In many indigenous philosophies, “living” is a relationship rather
than a quality. As Native American philosopher Vine Deloria, Jr.,
explains, “everything in the natural world has relationships with
every other thing and the total set of relationships makes up the natu-
ral world as we experience it.”* To have a life is just to be related to
other things in the web of existence, the entirety of which is sacred.
This includes plants, animals, and other material objects, all of which
are, in some way, conscious and ensouled.

It follows that “death,” in the sense of total annihilation and
non-existence, is not possible. Life is connected spirit or energy,
and it is never destroyed. Consider this conversation in The Lion
King:

MUFASA:  Everything you see exists together in a delicate balance. As king,
you need to understand that balance and respect all the creatures,
from the crawling ant to the leaping antelope.

SIMBA: But, Dad, don’t we eat the antelope?

MUFASA:  Yes, Simba, but let me explain. When we die, our bodies become
the grass, and the antelope eat the grass. And so we are all
connected in the great Circle of Life.

In many indigenous philosophies, respect for all life, not just human
life, is a foundational moral imperative. We can sense this in Pocahontas’
song, “Colors of the Wind”:

“You think you own whatever land you land on
The Earth is just a dead thing you can claim
But I know every rock and tree and creature
Has a life, has a spirit, has a name.”
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As Deloria puts it, “Not only is everything related, but it also
participates in the moral content of events, so responsibility for
maintaining the harmony of life falls equally on all.”®

For many contemporary indigenous philosophers, anything we
experience is a part of reality. Nonmaterial beings are no less “natu-
ral” than rocks or trees. Relationships with spirits help determine a
person’s identity. For example, Moana understands herself in terms of
her role as a future leader of her island, Motunui, but also as the heir
to a glorious, but buried, history of seafaring ancestors. It is a visit
from her grandmother’s spirit, asking pointedly, “Moana, do you
know who you are?” that spurs Moana to empathically claim both
identities:

“I am the daughter of the village chief
We are descended from voyagers

Who found their way across the world
They call me.”

For Tala, death is not merely an end, but a change in the way she
relates to the web of being.

We can see this in Brother Bear as well, set among a Native com-
munity in post ice age Alaska where they experience the Northern
Lights as “the spirits of our ancestors” who “have the power to make
changes in our world.” When his older brother Sitka is killed by a
bear, young Kenai kills the animal in retribution. Suddenly emerging
as a spirit from the aurora, Sitka turns Kenai into a bear himself, to
help him understand the interconnectedness of things. In this way, a
spirit helps young Kenai appreciate the web of being, and his respon-
sibility within it. In Brother Bear, as in many other Disney films,
ancestors don’t disappear but remain present in our lives. As Tina
Turner sings in “Great Spirits”: “Great Spirits of all who lived before.
Take our hands. Take our hands and lead us.”

Respectful relationships imply reciprocity, so it’s not just the living
who can be helped by the dead, but the dead can be helped — or
harmed - by the living. Consider the plot of Coco. In a small Mexican
town on Dia de los Muertos, 12-year-old Miguel mistakenly enters
the Land of the Dead, a Day-Glo world of spirit animals and ani-
mated skeletons. Day of the Dead originated in Mexico, combining
elements of indigenous Aztec ritual with Catholicism. Miguel discov-
ers that the famous balladeer Ernesto de la Cruz murdered Miguel’s
great-great-grandfather, Héctor, stealing his songs and his guitar.
When Miguel returns to the land of the living, his revelations destroy
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Ernesto’s reputation while elevating Héctor to be recognized as one of
the great Mexican artists. Ernesto is forgotten (suffering the “final
death” in the film), while Héctor returns to his rightful place in the
family, symbolized by his photo on the family ofrenda, or altar. He can
now partake with both his living and dead loved ones in the tradi-
tional rituals of the holiday, dancing and feasting. His legacy is secure.
Speaking of Catholicism, Saint Thomas Aquinas (1225-1274) disa-
greed with Plato’s view of the soul. As he puts it in his commentary on
1 Corinthians 15, the “soul is not the whole human being, but only
part of one: my soul is not me.”” For Aquinas, the body is not a prison
for the soul. Rather, body and soul are intertwined as matter and
form, and both are necessary. Humans are rational animals, living
bodies able to do incredible things with our minds. Aquinas believed
that when a person dies, they receive judgment. Those who did not
repent of their sins, and who rejected God are sent to hell. Disney
captures this possibility with Claude Frollo’s death. Judge Frollo
cloaked his evil deeds in righteousness: he “longed to purge the world
of vice and sin / And he saw corruption everywhere, except within.”
He dies when the gargoyle he clings to comes to life and demonically
roars at him. Our last image of Frollo is his plunge into a fiery lake of
molten metal, one of Disney’s more explicit portrayals of hell.
Epicurus’s student, Lucretius (99-55 BCE), would find this whole
story kind of silly. Like Epicurus, he denies that death can harm us, so
events after our death — our non-existence — cannot either. As he puts it,

Look back upon the ages of time past

Eternal, before we were born, and see

That they have been nothing to us, nothing at all.
This is the mirror that nature holds for us

To show the face of time to come, when we

Are at last dead.®

In this, the symmetry argument, Lucretius is saying that just as our
pre-birth non-existence doesn’t bother us, so our post-death non-
existence shouldn’t. Put another way, “Dead men tell no tales.”

And vyet, it certainly feels like Ernesto’s life was made worse by
events that took place after he died. In Coco, belief in the existence of
ancestral spirits that interact with the living helps generate this pos-
sibility. But even some philosophers who believe that death is the final
and total end of a person think that posthumous harm is possible. The
idea, argued most persuasively by the philosopher Joel Feinberg
(1926-2004), is that certain kinds of events can retrospectively affect
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the well-being of a person before death, by fulfilling or frustrating the
living subject’s desires and ambitions.’ Ernesto’s well-being was lower
in life than it might have been because of facts about his postmortem
future, while the other man’s is higher. In life, Ernesto wanted to be
adored and celebrated, whereas Héctor wanted to be respected for his
music and remembered fondly by his family. Thanks to Miguel’s
adventures, Ernesto’s greatest desire in life has been thwarted, and
Hector’s fulfilled.

This view of whether either Ernesto’s or Héctor’s life went well
assumes that well-being consists in having one’s desires fulfilled, an
assumption we can question. How can irrational desires contribute
to our well-being? It’s probably better for Olaf the enchanted snow-
man in Frozen if his longing for a warm summer goes unfulfilled!
Whether posthumous harm is a thing or not, many of us believe
that, somehow, a person is harmed, perhaps only symbolically, when
their corpse is desecrated, or when memories of them are diminished
by slander.

“The time has come, gypsy. You stand upon
the brink of the abyss” —Claude Frollo

Death and morality connect in interesting ways in Disney movies.
Disney often thematically connects the quality of a life lived with the
quality of a death. Villains meet violent, unexpected deaths, which
serve as fitting ends for their crimes. Clayton, who attempted to cap-
ture and sell a troop of gorillas, is hanged by jungle vines in Tarzan.
Dr. Facilier, a trickster who practices an evil form of voodoo, is killed
by the demons he invoked with his dark magic in The Princess and
the Frog. Scar is devoured by the hyenas he allied with to kill Mufasa.
It is not just death, but ghastly, painful deaths that serve as cosmic
punishment for the injustice and harm the villains have caused.

On the other hand, characters who have lived a good life, marked
by justice, caring, moderation, and honor, die with dignity. In the
2015 live-action Cinderella, “Ella’s” mother passes peacefully in her
home surrounded by family, but not before advising her daughter to
“Have courage and be kind.” In the same film, the King receives a
terminal diagnosis stoically, reminding Prince Kit that death is the
“Way of all flesh, boy.” He too, expires tranquilly in bed. Ellie, in Up,
dies in a more medicalized, but still quiet and peaceful, setting. Finally,
Moana’s grandmother Tala drifts off in a candlelit room surrounded
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by her loved ones, only to reappear as a glorious illuminated manta
ray, guiding Moana on her great ocean journey.

In some Disney films, heroes are defined partly by their willingness
to take risks that might result in death, as long as these risks are to
protect or obtain good things that make human life worth living.
Bambi’s mother sacrificed herself to the deer hunter to save her son.
Mulan, set mainly in fifteenth century China, tells the story of a girl
who joins the Imperial Army in her ailing father’s place, disguised as
a man. Before the climactic battle scene, the soldiers were told to,
“Prepare to fight. If we die, we die by honor.” Mulan takes this to
heart by charging alone, ahead of her own comrades, directly at the
rushing Hun cavalry. She fires the last remaining cannon at a mound
of mountain snow, creating an avalanche that buries the invaders.

Mulan’s risk-taking was for a good cause: protecting her
people from an invading army. The Chinese philosopher Confucius
(551-479 BCE) taught that a righteous person should not choose to
stay alive at the expense of virtue.'” Mulan’s respect for her father and
sense of duty to her people and her ancestors are very much in line
with Confucian teaching about living a good life. The Confucian good
life requires developing and manifesting our moral capacities in the
context of our interpersonal relationships, beginning with family
(including ancestors) and then branching out to include more and
more people as we develop and grow. For Confucius, every human
being owes her life to her parents, ancestors, and society, so this is
where moral obligation begins. A basic moral requirement is to cher-
ish life as something of the highest value; without physical life, we
could not manifest righteousness. But, recognizing that death is the
way for all humans, Confucianism teaches that a dignified life includes
the manner of death. If physical existence is an instrument to living a
morally good life, then to preserve it at the expense of morality makes
no sense. In Mulan’s battlefield situation, she made the brave choice
to put her mortal life at great risk to cultivate her higher nature. We
can say the same for Bambi’s mother.

A related ethical issue that Disney films address with regard to
death is appropriate grief. Moving on after a painful loss is the major
theme of Up and Big Hero 6. In Up, Carl’s life stops when his wife
Ellie dies. He sits alone, a bitter and reclusive old man, in the house
they once shared, while the city grows around him. A relationship
with a young explorer scout helps Carl move forward, symbolized by
letting his floating house free, only to land at the exact spot, Paradise
Falls, where Carl and Ellie had planned to travel before her death.
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In Big Hero 6, Hiro’s older brother is killed in an explosion set off
by the movie’s villain. Hiro openly scoffs at the idea that “People keep
saying he’s not really gone as long as we remember him. It still hurts.”
Instead of mourning openly and seeking emotional support, Hiro
closes himself off from friends and relatives. He reprograms Tadashi’s
marshmallow-like healthcare robot, Baymax, into a fighting machine
to seek revenge on Tadashi’s killer. By the end of the film, Baymax has
helped Hiro accept his loss. In exchange, Hiro reprograms the hug-
gable robot for the role Tadashi envisioned: helping people. The moral
arc of both Carl’s and Hiro’s characters involves learning to mourn,
and to ultimately accept and move on from death of a loved one.
Gusteau in Ratatouille put this Disney lesson best: “If you focus on
what you left behind, you will never be able to see what lies ahead.”

Disney films, on balance, show an awareness and respect for the
cycle of human life. Perhaps that’s why Disney reserves some of its
worst deaths for evil characters who refuse to accept the fact of their
own mortality. Mother Gothel in Tangled used the Healing
Incantation — and, of course, Rapunzel’s magical hair — to stop the
aging process, to “make the clock reverse” and “change the Fates’
design.” She dies by falling, screaming, out of the tower where she had
imprisoned Rapunzel, only to turn to dust as, wrapped in her heavy
cloak, she visibly and audibly hits the ground — a rare “post-fall”
image from Disney. Like Mother Gothel, The Queen in Snow White,
who yearns to stay “the fairest in the land” regardless of time and age,
also perishes from a fall off a cliff in a thunderstorm. What makes her
death especially gruesome is the two vultures who look on with mor-
bid interest, only to swoop toward her fallen body, eager for their
next meal. And then there’s Dr. Facilier: “No! I’'m I am not ready at
all! In fact, I got lots more plans! ... Just a little more time!” In all of
these examples, Disney illustrates the connection many philosophers
maintain between courage, cowardice, and death.

| think we’ve all arrived at a very special place, eh?
Spiritually? Ecumenically? Grammatically? —
Captain Jack Sparrow

Disney films, especially the animated ones, have a reputation for being
light and joyful, and many of them are. But the creative minds at the
Disney studios explore themes that run the gamut from light to dark,
and darkness includes death. The topic of death is addressed in so
many different films in so many different ways that it is impossible to
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cover them all. But death is a part of life, so it’s important to think
about, even if only in the abstract. Disney and Pixar films are so rich
and popular that we should use them to engage in difficult conversa-
tions about death and other subjects.! Lucretius’s argument notwith-
standing, it can be hard to think about our own mortality, and
especially hard to think about losses we have suffered. But talking
about death is a way into so many important questions about life.
And as Grandmother Willow told Pocahontas, “Sometimes the right
path is not the easiest one.”

10.

11.
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Liberty Square in the Shadow
of Cinderella’s Castle

Political Philosophy in Disney’s
Theme Parks

Timothy Dale and Joseph Foy

From humble beginnings as an animator, Walt Disney’s vision for a
world transformed by the power of his work was anything but mod-
est. Disney’s iconic characters have made an indelible mark on popu-
lar culture, and his ambitious branding and expansion into theme
parks has also made significant impacts on marketing, engineering,
and globalization. Walt Disney wanted to change the world by
remaking it through his grand vision and ubiquitous influence.
Beyond just being a brand, however, Disney was successful in realiz-
ing his global vision because he believed that ideas matter. Disney
theme parks are explicitly driven by principles — of innovation, edu-
cation, and the magic of engineered illusions. Below the surface,
however, distinctly philosophical questions lie in wait. If we are free
to choose our own path in life, why is Liberty Square in the shadow
of Cinderella’s Castle at the Magic Kingdom? If we should develop a
global perspective, how is this fostered by a theme park featuring
cultural caricatures? The underlying philosophical tensions in
Disney’s theme parks reflect those found in Disney’s stories them-
selves: princesses who defy traditional structures while embracing
hierarchy, characters who become authentic only through transfor-
mations, and a global perspective that is only gained through the
cultural appropriation of particular characters.
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We can gain a better understanding of these tensions by taking a
tour of the underlying political ideas lurking inside the Epcot and
Magic Kingdom theme parks.

“l Just Can’t Wait to Be King”: celebrating Equality
and Hierarchy in the Magic Kingdom

Walt Disney is largely responsible for popularizing the “princess
story” in American culture. In these stories a young female, usually
from humble beginnings, encounters some form of hardship and
emerges as royalty by the story’s end. The characters involved, the
structure of the stories, and the happy endings cause audiences to
identify with the main character, and allow us all to dream of some-
day becoming royalty.

These stories are the centerpieces of the Disney collection and their
flagship theme parks. Indeed, Cinderella’s castle itself is at the heart of
Disney’s Magic Kingdom. The first of Disney’s theme parks, the Magic
Kingdom was intended to capture the magic and imagination of the
Disney movies, and bring to life the settings of Disney stories. Even
though visitors enter the park along a Main Street like that of any
American town, there is no mistaking the fact that the park is ruled by
Cinderella who lives in the castle at its center.

As visitors continue into the park, they enter the American
Revolutionary era town of “Liberty Square.” This path into Magic
Kingdom brings into focus a tension in the core philosophy of the
park and the stories themselves: Disney celebrates both the hierarchy
of royalty and the equality of self-determination. For example, we can
celebrate American independence from monarchic rule at Liberty
Tree Tavern in Liberty Square by eating “Freedom Pasta with Sautéed
Shrimp” or a “Declaration salad,” while sitting in the shadow of a
castle built to represent the elitism of monarchy. This is more than a
simple irony. Philosophically speaking, a celebration of the American
Revolution specifically rejects hierarchy and elitism. Dismantling the
castle is what the Declaration (salad) does! A monarchy is what we
have freedom (pasta) from!

A castle, on the other hand, is a symbol of royal privilege and social
stratification. A castle protects the ruler and royal family from ordi-
nary people who are not allowed to participate in political decisions.
After all, the romantic attraction of being a princess is to be powerful,
wealthy, and not having to serve others. Thus, the castle — in both
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theme park and story — pictures the princess’ aspiration to elevate her-
self out of a miserable life. Although the Disney princess stories allow
us to feel included by leading us to believe that anyone can become a
princess, the appeal of the story, and what makes a princess special, is
that not everyone can become one. Cinderella’s castle at the center of
Liberty Square is no less problematic than a princess with special
privileges in a democracy. Regardless of how benevolent she is, the
principles of freedom and democracy are incompatible with the prin-
ciples of monarchy.

The philosopher John Locke, on whose work the Declaration of
Independence and the American Revolution is based, argues in his
Second Treatise of Government' that a society should only be ruled
by the collection of people who live within it. He writes “when any
number of men have, by the consent of every individual, made a com-
munity, they have thereby made that community one body, with a
power to act as one body, which is only by the will and determination
of the majority.”? Locke suggests that government be based on laws
created by this majority, and warns against a society containing rulers
who are above these laws. He argues that the principles of consent
and self-determination require that the state governs by “laws, prom-
ulgated and known to people, and not by extemporary decrees.”3

The Lockean principles of self-government specifically count
against the privileges of a princess, and indeed offer a stark alternative
to it. Locke would be willing to acknowledge that we all want to be
princesses, but that is precisely why we should prefer self-governance.
That is, Lockean democracy promises that we all can be princesses in
a political system which allows self-determination through a social
contract. In this way, a liberal democracy produces a society in which
we are all rulers.

Locke goes on to justify revolution when rulers exist who do not
follow the will of the people. There can be no special rights, he argues,
in a society attributed to rulers or families of those rulers.* In fact,
liberal democratic principles require that any special rights that may
exist be taken away from those enjoying these privileges. Perhaps we
will begin the revolution as soon as we finish our Declaration salads.

If he were to visit the Magic Kingdom, Locke might be confused
about how the values of monarchy could be so easily embraced in a
liberal democracy committed to freedom and equality. The explana-
tion for this, in part, has to do with producing stories for commer-
cial purposes. In the Disney theme park, the celebration of freedom is
manufactured so that it can be consumed. Similarly, stories glorifying



286 TIMOTHY DALE AND JOSEPH FOY

monarchy are produced because people like to imagine that they are
princesses (even in a democracy). Philosophical problems arise,
however, because commercial appropriation risks these values exist-
ing merely for consumption. Consuming values this way can also
lead to overlooking the ways in which these values are in tension
with each other.

“l Can Show You the World”: epcot
as a Multicultural Experience

Epcot was the second of four parks built at the Walt Disney World
Resort location in Florida. It features two separate sections: Future
World, showcasing science and technology; and the World Showcase,
designed to be a kind of permanent world’s fair. While Liberty Square
in the Magic Kingdom celebrates the independence of those who live
in liberal democracies, the World Showcase at Epcot celebrates multi-
culturalism, and the possibility of appreciating and learning from a
multitude of cultures. Adrift in a sea of culinary and cultural experi-
ences, visitors to the World Showcase at Epcot can sample a taste of
what it might be like to visit other countries. The purpose of an attrac-
tion is to provide visitors with a multicultural experience. But of
course this raises the question: what is multiculturalism?

The term “multicultural” refers to the coexistence of groups with
diverse traditions and backgrounds. Multiculturalism, the philosophi-
cal version of the term, proposes that the coexistence of these differ-
ences is good; it is a benefit to those living in a multicultural world to
learn as much as possible about the different cultures existing within
it. Politically speaking, a multicultural society is successful if there is
sufficient common ground to sustain a conversation between cultures,
and a recognition that each culture has a right to thrive. This is the
basic idea behind the World Showcase at Epcot: provide each of the
11 countries represented space to demonstrate their culture and
expose visitors to a slice of the experience.

So the cultural presentations at Epcot are consistent with some
philosophical principles of multiculturalism. It’s important for people
to have choices. Multicultural citizenship means that we have a range
of choices, and that we have the freedom to choose what is good for
us.’ Knowledge about these choices is also essential for being able to
make a choice. Opportunities to expand our cultural horizons by
encountering different art, food, and are essential for providing us
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with a menu of choices that define our own cultural identity. Epcot is
designed in part to give visitors cultural experiences they may not
otherwise have had; it broadens the range of multicultural options.

According to Seyla Benhabib, we need these experiences because
our individual identities are formed in response to different cultural
engagements.® Our culture and identity isn’t something fixed; rather,
this mixture of experiences helps us move away from the idea that
diverse cultures cannot peacefully coexist. From a multicultural per-
spective, the World Showcase is useful for showing us that we can
exist in the same space, and that people from different backgrounds
can have productive encounters with each other. It is only through
conversations across differences, says Benhabib, that we can tran-
scend those differences. She writes that “most democratic dialogue is
not about incommensurables, but about divergent and convergent
beliefs, and very often we do not know how deep these divergences
are, or how great their overlap may be, until we have engaged in
conversation.””

Benhabib’s arguments also suggest a potential problem for multi-
culturalism in the context of the World Showcase at Epcot. It reduces
culture to an oversimplified experience. Recent philosophical argu-
ments about multiculturalism, especially those advanced by Charles
Taylor, have stressed the importance of recognition for the full inclu-
sion of cultural differences within a society.® It is not enough to
merely acknowledge that another culture exists. It must be allowed
to exist on its own terms — with protections for its unique language
and traditions. The commercialized experience of culture at Epcot
reduces a country to a small set of restaurants, performances, and
clothing. While this may afford a cursory knowledge of a culture for
visitors, it works at cross purposes to multiculturalism if these expe-
riences are portrayed as accurately representing the complexity inside
these countries and cultures. Even with the best intentions, reducing
a culture to a limited set of characteristics limits our celebration of
that culture.

The multiculturalism of the World Showcase is restricted in an
additional way. Only eleven countries are permanently represented
(United States, Japan, Morocco, France, United Kingdom, Canada,
Mexico, Norway, China, Germany, Italy).” From a multicultural per-
spective, this narrow list begs the question: why were some countries
chosen and others passed over? In fact, it is a violation of the princi-
ples of multiculturalism to favor some cultures over others in terms of
recognition or rights.!® This may well be cost effective, but shouldn’t
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we avoid privileging one culture over another, remaining as neutral as
possible when representing different cultural modes of living.

“Look at This Stuff; Isn’t It Neat?”: disney
and the Commodification of Political Values

In the 1971 dedication of Walt Disney World, Roy O. Disney attempted
to capture the spirit and purpose of the Magic Kingdom with the fol-
lowing sentiment immortalized on the dedication plaque that rests at
the base of the flagpole on Main Street:

May Walt Disney World bring Joy and Inspiration and New Knowledge
to all who come to this happy place ... a Magic Kingdom where the
young at heart of all ages can laugh and play and learn — together.

More than a place for children to play and adults to relive their child-
hood, the Magic Kingdom was designed to be an experience that would
both educate and inspire. In addition to grandeur and innovation,
Disney’s vision for its theme parks is to create realistic environments for
capturing experiential truths (inspiration and new knowledge). But it’s
worth asking: Does this enrich our world, or merely offer the ultimate
form of escapism? Denying the tensions between philosophical ideas
like hierarchy and equality, multiculturalism and cultural appropria-
tion, can be problematic when the parks are built for the purpose of
celebrating and educating about the concepts they also obscure.
Perhaps the escapist nature of the entertainment underlying the
Disney experience is best revealed in the way the term “Disney” is
often used as a qualifier for a manufactured or insincere representa-
tion of something. Certain pejorative terms have even arisen within
the cultural vernacular to encapsulate this very idea as it is tied to the
Disney experience. Take for example the idea of “Disneyland Parent,”
a phrase commonly used in child custody situations to describe a
“noncustodial parent who indulges his or her child with gifts and
good times during visitation and leaves most or all disciplinary
responsibilities to the other parent ... provid[ing] luxuries ... in an
effort to gain or retain the child’s affection.”'! In this use of the term,
Disneyland Parenting is the “experience” of parenting without the
challenges or struggles of what it means to actually raise a child.
Disney is not the only corporation to receive such treatment. Many
of those large corporate entities that have become synonymous with
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Western capitalist cultures (Coca Cola, Walmart, McDonald’s, to
name a few) are seen in a similar way. Political theorist and social
critique Benjamin Barber even co-opted the McDonald’s franchise
term “McWorld” to describe this phenomenon.!? According to
Barber, the term “McWorld” signifies a global commodity market
that blends and homogenizes cultures in a shallow manner for com-
mercial purposes. Rapidly changing forces in technology and an
interconnected global market, as well as transnational issues like
environmental politics, shape the way that people think of them-
selves and relate to each other.

What makes Disney different here is that corporations like
McDonald’s, Coca-Cola, and Walmart generally don’t pretend to be
educating people or promoting specific values (apart from their
brand). By contrast, Disney theme parks are intentionally designed to
educate and promote values. That’s their mission. Naturally, this
forces us to ask whether Disney is promoting the values it seems to
be advancing in its parks. It’s also worth thinking about the type of
education at work in the parks given their marketed representation
of cultures and experiences. If it is possible to celebrate royalty and
equality at the same time, shouldn’t that tension at least be
acknowledged in the celebrations? If cultures are to be represented in
limited and simplistic ways, shouldn’t that be reflected within the
experience?

These questions are politically important in light of Benjamin
Barber’s observations about the impact of a globalized and marketed
reality on our cultural identity. Barber suggests that there are two
countervailing forces at work here — each operating in stark opposi-
tion to the other. First, there is the lived cultural identity so often
experienced in opposition to the mass-marketed forms of culture.
This experience of culture often leads to the type of tribalization that
is at the root of ethno- and religious-nationalist movements. Indeed, it
is so powerful that it tends to resist multiculturalism, as it dilutes the
sense of belonging one feels for her own group and experience. If this
is the response Disney’s theme parks produce, they are actually work-
ing at a cross-purposes with their vision.

On the other side of the coin, there is “McWorld” — the marketing
of cultures in shallow or blended ways to please consumers looking to
purchase a commodified version of an actual experience. This might
be what’s occurring with Disney. We’re receiving pre-packaged and
commodified versions of “freedom” in the Magic Kingdom and
“multiculturalism” at Epcot, resulting in our being mere spectators
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of these philosophical ideas. We leave the parks with the feeling of
having acquired new knowledge, but without having to confront the
complex, and sometimes conflictual, tensions that come with being
deeply embedded in a cultural experience. If that is what’s occurring
at Disney theme parks, we are having a reinforcing educational
experience rather than a transformative one.

The Disneyfication of experience is, therefore, similar to how
Barber defines and describe the globalizing forces of “McWorld.” It is
a commercially packaged opportunity to tour the most palatable
aspects of culture without having to confront the contentiousness of
reality. Of course, the appeal of visiting a Disney park for many of us
is to escape having to think deeply about reality. Philosophers, how-
ever, cannot help but question these things. But their purpose in doing
so isn’t to spoil the fun (philosophers also like to have fun!). It is but
to remind us of the values underlying our commitments, and to rein-
force the idea that the theme park experiences Disney wants us to
have matter in the way they intend. We can experience culturally
inspired foods, clothing, and art at Epcot, while acknowledging the
deep experience and historical context underlying #rue cultural iden-
tity. We can experience freedom in Liberty Square in the shadow of a
castle, while acknowledging the unacceptable political realities of
hierarchy.

Is there a better alternative? For many philosophers, conversation
around the nuances and tensions in the values we celebrate will alone
suffice. Even better, we could add a “Vote for Cinderella” cake to the
menu at Liberty Tree Tavern, rotate a few more countries into the
World Showcase at Epcot, and display some dissenting voices when
presenting political values in the Disney theme parks.
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