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10 Introduction

Instructions on How to Become a General in the Disneyland Club

My dog bas become a famous lifeguard and my
nephews will be brigadier-generals. To what
greater honor can one aspire? (Donald Duck,
D 422)!

Baby frogs will be big frogs somedny, which bring
high prices on the market . .. I’'m going to fix some
specialtrog food and speed up the growth of those
little hoppers! (Donald Duck, D 451, CS 5,/60)

It would be wrong to assume that Walt Disney is
merely a business man. We are all familiar with the
massive merchandising of his characters in films,
watches, umbrellas, records, soaps, rocking chairs,
neckties, lamps, etc. There are Disney strips in five
thousand newspapers, translated into more than
thirty languages, spread over a hundred countries.
According to the magazine’s own publicity puffs, in
Chile alone, Disney comics reach and delight each
week over a million readers. The former Zig-Zag
Company, now bizarrely converted into Pinsel
Publishing Enterprise (Juvenile Publications Com-
pany Ltd.), supplies them to a major part of the Latin
American continent. From their national base of
operations, where there is so much screaming about
the trampling underfoot (the suppression, intimida-
tion, restriction, repression, curbing, etc.) of the
liberty of the press, this consortium, controlled by
financiers and “philanthropists” of the previous
Christian Democrat regime (1964-70), has just per-
mitted itself the luxury of converting several of its
publications from biweeklies to weekly magazines.

Apart from his stock exchange rating, Disney has
been exalted as the inviolable common cultural her-
itage of contemporary man; his characters have been
incorporated into every home, they hang on every
wall, they decorate objects of every kind; they con-
stitute a little less than a social environment inviting
us all to join the great universal Disney family, which
extends beyond all frontiers and ideologies, trans-
cends differences between peoples and nations, and
particularities of custom and language. Disney is the
great supranational bridge across which all human
beings may communicate with each other. And
amidst so much sweetness and light, the registered
trademark becomes invisible.

Disney is part — an immortal part, it would seem —
of our common collective vision. It has been observed
that in more than one country Mickey Mouse is more
popular than the national hero of the day.

In Central America, AID (the U.S. Agency for
International Development) — sponsored films pro-
moting contraception featuring the characters from
“Magician of Fantasy.” In Chile, after the earthquake
of July 1971, the children of San Bernardo sent
Disneyland comics and sweets to their stricken fellow
children of San Antonio. And the year before, a
Chilean women’s magazine proposed giving Disney
the Nobel Peace Prize.?

We need not be surprised, then, that any innuendo
about the world of Disney should be interpreted as an
affront to morality and civilization at large. Even to
whisper anything against Walt is to undermine the
happy and innocent palace of childhood, for which he
is both guardian and guide.
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How can one assert that children do not learn from
talking animals? Have they not been observed time
and again engaging in tender dialogues with their pet
dogs and cats, while the latter adapt to their masters

No sooner had the first children’s magazine been
issued by the Chilean Popular Unity Government
publishing house Quimantd, than the reactionary
journals sprang to the defense of Disney:

The voice of a newscaster struck deep into the mi-
crophone of a radio station in the capital. To the
amazement of his listeners he announced that Walt
Disney is to be banned in Chile. The government
propaganda experts have come to the conclusion that
Chilean children should not think, feel, love or suffer
through animals.

So, in place of Scrooge McDuck, Donald and
nephews, instead of Goofy and Mickey Mouse, we
children and grownups will have to get used to
reading about our own society, which, to judge from
the way it is painted by the writers and panegyrists of
our age, is rough, bitter, cruel and hateful. It was
Disney’s magic to be able to stress the happy side of
life, and there are always, in human society, char-
acters who resemble those of Disney comics.

Scrooge McDuck is the miserly millionaire of any
country in the world, hoarding his money and suf-
fering a heart attack every time someone tries to
pinch a cent off him, but in spite of it all, capable
of revealing human traits which redeem him in his
nephews’ eyes.

Donald is the eternal enemy of work and lives
dependent upon his powerful uncle. Goofy is the
innocent and guileless common man, the eternal
victim of his own clumsiness, which hurts no one
and is always good for a laugh.

Big Bad Wolfand Little Wolf are masterly means of
teaching children pleasantly, not hatefully, the dif-
ference between good and evil. For Big Bad Wolf
himself, when he gets a chance to gobble up the
Three Little Pigs, suffers pangs of conscience and is
unable to do his wicked deed.

And finally, Mickey Mouse is Disney in a nut-
shell. What human being over the last forty years, at
the mere presence of Mickey, has not felt his heart
swell with emotion? Did we not see him once as the
“Sorcerer’s Apprentice” in an unforgettable car-
toon which was the delight of children and grown-
ups, which preserved every single note of the
masterly music of Prokoviev [a reference no doubt
to the music of Paul Dukas]. And what of Fantasia,
that prodigious feat of cinematic art, with musi-
cians, orchestras, decorations, flowers, and every
animate being moving to the baton of Leopold
Stokowski? And one scene, of the utmost splendor
and realism, even showed elephants executing the
most elegant performance of “The Dance of the
Dragonflies” [a reference no doubt to the “Dance
of the hours”].

and show with a purr or a twitch of the ears their
understanding of the orders they are given? Are not
fables full of valuable lessons in the way animals can
teach us how to behave under the most difficult
circumstances?

There is one, for instance, by Tomas de Iriarte
which serves as a warning against the danger of
imposing too stringent principles upon those who
work for the public. The mass does not always blindly
accept what is offered to them.?

This pronouncement parrots some of the ideas pre-
vailing in the media about childhood and children’s
literature. Above all, there is the implication that
politics cannot enter into areas of “pure en-
tertainment,” especially those designed for children
oftender years. Children’s games have their own rules
and laws, they move, supposedly, in an autonomous
and asocial sphere like the Disney characters, with a
psychology peculiar to creatures ata “privileged” age.
Inasmuch as the sweet and docile child can be shel-
tered effectively from the evils of existence, from the
petty rancors, the hatreds, and the political or ideo-
logical contamination of his elders, any attempt to
politicize the sacred domaine of childhood threatens
to introduce perversity where there once reigned
happiness, innocence and fantasy. Since animals are
also exempt from the vicissitudes of history and
politics, they are convenient symbols of a world
beyond socio-economic realities, and the animal
characters can represent ordinary human types, com-
mon to all classes, countries and epochs. Disney thus
establishes a moral background which draws the child
down the proper ethical and aesthetic path. It is cruel
and unnecessary to tear it away from its magic garden,
for it is ruled by the Laws of Mother Nature; children
are just like that and the makers of comic books, in
their infinite wisdom, understand their behavior and
their biologically-determined need for harmony.
Thus, to attack Disney is to reject the unquestioned
stereotype of the child, sanctified as the law in the
name of the immutable human condition.

There are automagic* antibodies in Disney. They
tend to neutralize criticism because they are the same
values already instilled into people, in the tastes,
reflexes and attitudes which inform everyday experi-
ence at all levels. Disney manages to subject these
values to the extremest degree of commercial



112 ARIEL DORFMAN AND ARMAND MATTELART

exploitation. The potential assailer is thus condemned
in advance by what is known as “public opinion,” that
is, the thinking of people who have already been
conditioned by the Disney message and have based
their social and family life upon it.

The publication of this book will of course provoke
a rash of hostile comment against the authors. To
facilitate our adversaries’ task, and in order to lend
uniformity to their criteria, we offer the following
model, which has been drawn up with due consider-
ation for the philosophy of the journals to which the
gentlemen of the press are so attached:

Instructions on How to Expel
Someone from the Disneyland
Club

1 The authors of this book are to be defined as
follows: indecent and immoral (while Disney’s
world is pure); hyper-complicated and hyper-
sophisticated (while Walt is simple, open and sin-
cere); members of a sinister elite (while Disney is
the most popular man in the world); political
agitators (while Disney is non-partisan, above pol-
itics); calculating and embittered (while Walt D.
is spontaneous, emotional, loves to laugh and
make laughter); subverters of youth and domestic
peace (while W. D. teaches respect for parents, love
of one’s fellows and protection of the weak);
unpatriotic and antagonistic to the national spirit
(while Mr Disney, being international, represents
the best and dearest of our native traditions); and
finally, cultivators of “Marxism-fiction,” a theory
imported from abroad by “wicked foreigners””
(while Unca Walt is against exploitation and pro-
motes the classless society of the future).

Next, the authors of this book are to be accused of the
very lowest of crimes: of daring to raise doubts about
the child’simagination, thatis, O horror!, to question
the right of children to have a literature of their own,
which interprets them so well, and is created on their

behalf.

FINALLY, TO EXPEL SOMEONE FROM
THE DISNEYLAND CLUB, ACCUSE HIM
REPEATEDLY OF TRYING TO BRAINWASH
CHILDREN WITH THE DOCTRINE OF

COLORLESS SOCIAL REALISM, IMPOSED BY
POLITICAL COMMISSARS.

There can be no doubt that children’s literature is a
genre like any other, monopolized by specialized
subsectors within the culture industry. Some dedicate
themselves to the adventure story, some to mystery,
others to the erotic novel, etc. But at least the latter
are directed towards an amorphous public, which
buys at random. In the case of the children’s genre,
however, there is a virtually biologically captive, pre-
determined audience.

Children’s comics are devised by adults, whose
work is determined and justified by their idea of what
a child is or should be. Often, they even cite
“scientific” sources or ancient traditions (“it is popu-
lar wisdom, dating from time immemorial”) in
order to explain the nature of the public’s needs. In
reality, however, these adults are not about to tell
stories which would jeopardize the future they are
planning for their children.

So the comics show the child as a miniature adult,
enjoying an idealized, gilded infancy which is really
nothing but the adult projection of some magic era
beyond the reach of the harsh discord of daily life. Itis
a plan for salvation which presupposes a primal stage
within every existence, sheltered from contradictions
and permitting imaginative escape. Juvenile liter-
ature, embodying purity, spontaneity, and natural
virtue, while lacking in sex and violence, represents
earthly paradise. It guarantees man’s own redemption
as an adult: as long as there are children, he will have
the pretext and means for self-gratification with the
spectacle of his own dreams. In his children’s reading,
man stages and performs over and over again the
supposedly unproblematical scenes of his inner ref-
uge. Regaling himself with his own legend, he falls
into tautology; he admires himself in the mirror,
thinking it to be a window. But the child playing
down there in the garden is the purified adult looking
back at himself.

Soitis the adult who produces the comics, and the
child who consumes them. The role of the apparent
child actor, who reigns over this uncontaminated
world, is at once that of audience and dummy for
his father’s ventriloquism. The father denies his pro-
geny a voice of his own, and as in any authoritarian
society, he establishes himself as the other’s sole
interpreter and spokesman. All the little fellow can
do is to let his father represent him.



But wait a minute, gentlemen! Perhaps children
really are like that?

Indeed, the adults set out to prove that this liter-
ature is essential to the child, satisfying his eager
demands. But this is a closed circuit: children have
been conditioned by the magazines and the culture
which spawned them. They tend to reflect in their
daily lives the characteristics they are supposed to
possess, in order to win affection, acceptance, and
rewards; in order to grow up properly and integrate
into society. The Disney world is sustained by rewards
and punishments; it hides an iron hand with the velvet
glove. Considered, by definition, unfit to choose from
the alternatives available to adults, the youngsters
intuit “natural” behavior, happily accepting that their
imagination be channelled into incontestable ethical
and aesthetic ideals. Juvenile literature is justified by
the children it has generated through a vicious circle.

Thus, adults create for themselves a childhood
embodying their own angelical aspirations, which
offer consolation, hope and a guarantee of a “better,”
but unchanging, future. This “new reality,” this
autonomous realm of magic, is artfully isolated from
the reality of the everyday. Adult values are projected
onto the child, as if childhood was a special domain
where these values could be protected uncritically. In
Disney, the two strata —adult and child —are not to be
considered as antagonistic; they fuse in a single em-
brace, and history becomes biology. The identity of
parent and child inhibits the emergence of true gen-
erational conflicts. The pure child will replace the
corrupt father, preserving the latter’s values. The
future (the child) reaffirms the present (the adult),
which, in turn, transmits the past. The apparent
independence which the father benevolently bestows
upon this little territory of his creation, is the very
means of assuring his supremacy.

But there is more: this lovely, simple, smooth,
translucent, chaste and pacific region, which has been
promoted as Salvation, is unconsciously infiltrated by
a multiplicity of adult conflicts and contradictions.
This transparent world is designed both to conceal
and reveal latent traces of real and painful tensions.
The parent suffers this split consciousness without
being aware of his inner turmoil. Nostalgically, he
appropriates the “natural disposition” of the child in
order to conceal the guilt arising from his own fall
from grace; it is the price of redemption for his own
condition. By the standards of his angelic model, he
must judge himself guilty; as much as he needs this
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land of enchantment and salvation, he could never
imagine it with the necessary purity. He could never
turn into his own child. But this salvation only offers
him an imperfect escape; it can never be so pure as to
block off all his real life problems.

In juvenile literature, the adult, corroded by the
trivia of everyday life blindly defends his image of
youth and innocence. Because of this, it is perhaps the
best (and least expected) place to study the disguises
and truths of contemporary man. For the adult, in
protecting his dream-image of youth, hides the fear
that to penetrate it would destroy his dreams and
reveal the reality it conceals.

Thus, the imagination of the child is conceived as the
past and future utopia of the adult. But set up as an
inner realm of fantasy, this model of his Origin and his
Ideal Future Society lends itself to the free assimila-
tion of all his woes. It enables the adult to partake of
his own demons, provided they have been coated in
the syrup of paradise, and that they travel there with
the passport of innocence.

Mass culture has granted to contemporary man, in
his constant need to visualize the reality about him,
the means of feeding on his own problems without
having to encounter all the difficulties of form and
content presented by the modern art and literature of
the elite. Man is offered knowledge without commit-
ment, a seif—colonization of his own imagination. By
dominating the child, the father dominates himself.
The relationship is a sado-masochistic one, not unlike
that established between Donald and his nephews.
Similarly, readers find themselves caught between
their desire and their reality, and in their attempt to
escape to a purer realm, they only travel further back
into their own traumas.

Mass culture has opened up a whole range of new
issues. While it certainly has had a levelling effect and
has exposed a wider audience to a broader range of
themes, it has simultaneously generated a cultural
elite which has cut itself off more and more from the
masses. Contrary to the democratic potential of mass
culture, this elite has plunged mass culture into a
suffocating complexity of solutions, approaches and
techniques, each of which is comprehensible only to a
narrow circle of readers. The creation of children’s
culture is part of this specialization process.

Child fantasy, although created by adults, becomes
the exclusive reserve of children. The self-exiled
father, once having created this specialized imaginary
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world, then revels in it through the keyhole. The
father must be absent, and without direct jurisdiction,
just as the child is without direct obligations.
Coercion melts away in the magic palace of sweet
harmony and repose — the palace raised and admini-
stered at a distance by the father, whose physical
absence is designed to avoid direct confrontation
with his progeny. This absence is the prerequisite
of his omnipresence, his total invasion. Physical
presence would be superfluous, even counterproduc-
tive, since the whole magazine is already his projec-
tion. He shows up instead as a favorite uncle handing
out free magazines. Juvenile literature is a father
surrogate. The model of paternal authority is at every
point immanent, the implicit basis of its structure
and very existence. The natural creativity of the
child, which no one in his right mind can deny, is
channelled through the apparent absence of the
father into an adult-authoritarian vision of the real
world. Paternalism iz absentin is the indispensable
vehicle for the defense and invisible control of the
ostensibly autonomous childhood model. The
comics, like television, in all vertically structured
societies, rely upon distance as a means of authori-
tarian reinforcement.

The authoritarian relationship between the real life
parent and child is repeated and reinforced within the
tantasy world itself, and is the basis for all relations in
the entire world of the comics. Later, we shall show
how the relationship of child-readers to the magazine
they consume is generally based on and echoed in the
way the characters experience their own fantasy world
within the comic. Children will not only identify with
Donald Duck because Donald’s situation relates to
their own life, but also because the way they read or
the way they are exposed to it, imitates and prefigures
the way Donald Duck lives out his own problems.
Fiction reinforces, in a circular fashion, the manner
in which the adult desires the comic be received
and read.

Now that we have peeked into the parent—child
relationship, let us be initiated into the Disney
world, beginning with the great family of ducks and
mice.

Notes

1 Weuse the following abbreviations: D = Disneylandia F
= Fantasias, TR = Tio Rico (Scrooge McDuck), TB =

Tribilin (Goofy). These magazines are published in
Chile by Empresa Editorial Zig-Zag (now Pinsel), with
an average of two to four large-and medium-sized
stories per issue. We obtained all available back issues
and purchased current issues during the months fol-
lowing March 1971. Our sample is thus inevitably
somewhat random:

Disneylandin: 185,192,210, 281,292,294, 297, 303,
329,342,347,357,364,367,370,376,377,379, 381,
382,383,393,400,401,421,422,423,424,431,432,
433,434,436,437,439,440,441,443,444,445,446,
447,448, 449,451, 452, 453, 454, 455, 457.

Tio Rico: 40,48,53,57,61,96,99,106,108,109,110,
111,113,115, 116, 117, 119, 120, 128.

Fantasias: 57,60, 68,82,140, 155,160, 165, 168, 169,
170,173, 174, 175, 176, 177, 178.

Tribilin: 62, 65,78, 87,92,93,96,99, 100, 101, 103,
104, 106, 107.

(Translator’s Note: Stories for which I have been able to
locate the U.S. originals are coded thus: CS = (Walr
Disney’s) Comics and Stories; DA = Duck Album; DD =
Donald Duck; GG = Gyro Gearloose; HDL = Huey,
Dewey and Louie, Junior Woodchucks, and US = Uncle
Scrooge.

The figures following represent the original date of
issue; thus 7 /67 means July 1967. Sometimes, however,
when there is no monthly date, the issue number appears
followed by the year.)

2 “At the time of his death (1966), a small, informal but

worldwide group was promoting — with the covert
assistance of his publicity department — his nomination
for the Nobel Peace prize” (from Richard Schickel, The
Disney Version, New York, 1968, p. 303). San Bernardo
is a working-class suburb of greater Santiago; San
Antonio a port in the central zone. (Trans.)

3 La Segunda (Santiago), July 20, 1971, p. 3. This daily
belongs to the Mercurio group, which is controlled by
Augustin  Edwards, the major press and industrial
monopolist in Chile. The writer of the article quoted
worked as Public Relations officer for the American
copper companies Braden and Kennecott. (Cf. A.
Mattelart, “Estructura del poder informativo y
dependencia” in “Los Medios de Communicacién de
Masas: La Ideologia de la Prensa Liberal en Chile”
Cuadernos de ln Realidad Nacional (CEREN, Santia-
20), 3, Marzo de 1970).

4 A word-play on the advertising slogan for a washing

machine, which cleans “automagicamente” (automat-
ically and magically) — Trans.
5 Actual words of Little Wolf (D 210).




