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Mickey Mouse History: Portraying
the Past at Disney World

Mike Wallace

“Industry has lost credibility with the public, the government
has tost credibility, but peaple still have faith in \mm Mouse
and Donald Duck.”™ Marty Sklar, vice- president, WED Enter-
prises, Inco i
{
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Walt Disnev nu\'c:'/gvt a Ph.D., but he was, nevertheless, a
passionate historian. FAY: Disneviand in California and Disney
World in Flonida, the E dstis powerfully evoked tor v mluxw——usm;7
Music, movies mbut\ and the latest in special_effects. Thirty-
three million pu)pk visited these attractions in 1983; it possible
that Walt Disnev has taught people more history, in a more
memorable way, than they ever learned in school, As a profes-
sional historian interested in popular presentations of the past, |
dETTTTTG roview the work of this premicer interpreter of the
American expurience,
I soon discovered there are fioo Walt Disnevs. The man we
might call “Original Walt” built the Magic l\mwdum in Disneviand
in the 19305, Later, the Magic Kingdom was cloned and trans-

ported to Disnev World in Florida. Loday both kinedoms remain

-essentially intact, frozen in time, their pwwntmmns ol “Mam

Street,” “Frontierland CAdventureland,” and the “Hall of Prosi-
dents” retlecting Qriginal Walt's 1930 -5ty le approach o history.
Disnev died in 19eo—J&Spite porsstentrumors Mt ho Tad

Adimsell frozen, and Tyt be bdd\ But.iin a wav he did lives o




As WED (Walter Elias Disney) Enterprises, Inc., he was reincar-
nated as a corporation. . '
In the 1970s, this “Corporate Walt,” claiming it was carrying
out Original Walt's wishes, forged an alliance with other corpora-
“tions (the créeme de la créme of U.5. multinationals). Together they
built EPCOT—the Experimental Prototvpe Community of Tomor-
réw—and housed itin Disney World, next door o the Magic King-
dom. EPCOT, too, is saturated with history, but of a remarkably
different kind from Disney’s 1950s version. It is these two histori-
cal perspectives, side by side in Orlando, that I want to explore
and juxtapose. While there are intriguing continuities between
them, EPCOT's approach suggests that the sixties and seventies

had an extraordinary impact on popular historical consciousness,

enough to warrant extraordinary efforts by corporate America to

reconstitute a past they could live witn. =
LEEOL e 4 past ey _could live v
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In the early 1950s Walt Disney set out to build an amusement
park ti.it ~vas clean, wholesome, and altogether different from the
seedy carnivals he remembered from his youth. Against great
odds (bankers frowned on the project and he had to borrow on his
insurance policy to do the initial planning), he brought Disney-
land into being in 1955. /WMW?EOF the project, right along
with his fantasy characters, Disney placed a series of history-fla-
vored entertainments, T

This was new for Walt. Aside from the spectacularly success-
ful ©i0 Crockett: King of the Wild Frontier, a few costume dramas
like Rub Roy, the Highland Rogue, and Song of the South (whose idyl-
lic depiction of master/slave relationships drew NAACP fire), Walt
had shied away from history. Perhaps his turnaround was influ-
enced by the crowds flocking to John D. Rockefeller, Jr.’s Colonial
Williamsburg and Henry Ford’s Greenfield Village as 1950s Ameri-
cans took to the highways in search of their roots. Certainly his
technique resembled that used at Williamsburg—he transported
visitors back in time.

The minute you stroll through the turnstiles into the Magic
Kingdom you “turn back the clock,” as vour guidebook tells you,
“to the turn-of-the-century.” Your first steps take you to Main
Street, the heart of a small American town. It's a happy street,
clean and tidy, filled with prancing Disney characters. It has a

foylike quality} perhaps because it C built five-eighths frue size
(“people like to think their world is somehow more grown up than
Papa’s was"). It's like playing in a walk-in doll's house that is
simultaneously a consumer’s paradise, equipped with dozens of
little olde-time shoppes with corporate logos tastefully affixed.

But Main Street, ostensibly, is grounded in historic reality. It

was fashioned, we are told, out of Disnev’s recollections of his
turn-of-the-century bovhood in Marceline, Missourt, a small town
a hundred miles northeast of Kansas Citv. The intent, Walt said,
was to “bring back happy memories for those who remember the
carefree times it recreates.”” This is puzzling to those familiar with
Disney’s own storv, which was rather grimmer.

Disney’s father Elias, a hardscrabble smalil operator, drifted
back and forth between countrv and citv in an unsuccessful at-
tempt to establish himself and his family. After failing at citrus
growing in Florida, he moved to Chicago,‘where‘ he worked as a
carpenter on the Columbian Exposition of 1893, and then estab-
lished a hand-to-mouth small contracting business. Walt was born
in 1901, just before the business faileq and the familv moved
again, this time to a fortv-eight-acre farm near Marceline, on
which Elias entered into the precarious and indebted life of the
American small farmer. (Perhaps the then pervasive agrarian re-
sentment of bankers was a source of the elder Disnev’s socialism—
he voted consistently for Eugene Debs and subscribed to the Ap-
peal to Reason). Walt was set to hard farm labor (drudgery which
his two elder brothers escaped by running off) and a diet of stern
patriarchal beatings. In 1910, Elias failed again. Forced to sell the
farm and auction off the livestock, he moved to Kansas City, Mis-
souri, bought a newspaper route, and set Walt and his remaining
brother Roy to work as newsbovs; Roy ran away the following
vear. After living meanly in Missouri a few more vears, Elias
drifted back to Chicago, where he became chief of construction
and maintenance in a jellv factory, and put Walt to work washing
bottles. Finally, in 1919, Walt made his own break. He spent the
early 1920s in Kansas City as a commercial artist, hustling hard to
stay alive and ahead of the bill collectors. In 1923 he moved to Hal-
ly»\./ood, where his career began to click.

he confectionerv quality of Magic Kingdom'’s @n Stfg,t}t
thus bears little resemblance to Disnev’s real childhood home. -

And indeed a Disnev official historv confesses that ~historicallv
speaking, ;*higmmg,sitmgxﬁwaiquite unlike the real Main Streets of
vesteryear. Here, evervthing would always remain fresh and new.
And the Tows of old-time shops and the traffic vehicles and all the
other elements would function together in harmony and unison
unlike anything grandfather ever experienced.” e
Original Walt's approach to the past was @hus,(ﬁt&:}igﬂfg;
duce it, but to improve iQ.—\ Disne(’imagineeg,’ﬁ(as the designers
stvle themselves) -t‘wl:gii how the prqces>: \\'orks:w‘u’\\’hat we
create is a’Disnev Realismy sort ofUtopian in naturedwhere we
carofullvwgigvmm L\Lli?:}gi;gl]::"g\L‘ﬂﬂti\'t‘ unwanted elements and

program in the positive elements.” (This vacuum-cleaning of the
- e —




“tressed and | rcpclled vlsltor

past is reminiscent of Walt’s film work in which he transformed

Grimm’s FOMCHOTTOrTmes into cute and cheerv cartoons.) As
another Dlsnev planner puts it: “This is what the real Main Street
ShOL ld . .,, ya B w5 s P AP TR =

The DISHC_V people don’t consider this retrospective tidying ™
up an abuse of the past—they freely and disarmingly admit its fal-
sification, pointing out that this is, after all, just entertainment.:
But they also insist they are bringing out deeper truths. John
Hench, a leading member of the organization, expanded on this in
an interview, explaining that Disney sought to recapture the vs-
sence of a period. “You take a certain style, and take out the con-
tradictions that have crept in there through people that never un-
derstood it or by accident or by some kind of emergency that hap-
pened once and found itself being repeated—vou leave those
things out, purify the stvle, and it comes back to its old form
again.” Like the French architect Viollet-le-Due, who in the 1860s
and 18705 strove to restore churches to imagined Gothic purity,
Original Walt aimed to strip away the accretions of time. In the
case of Main Street, Hench explams, he was striving to recreate
the Victorian era, “which is probably one of the great optimistic
periods of the world, where we thought progress was great and
we all knew where we were going. [Main Street] reflects that pros-
perity, that enthusiasm.”

The decades before and after the turn of the centurv had their
decidedly prosperous moments. But theyv also included depres-
sions, strikes on the railroads, warfare in the minefields, Squalor
in the immigrant communities, lvnching, imperial wars, and the
emergence of mass protests bv populists and socialists. This his
tory has been whited out, presumably because it would have dis-
“As Hench noted, “Walt wanted to

reassure people.”
Walt’s approach, though it had its roots in Hollywood, was
emblematic of larger developments in 1950s America. The domin-)

“ulture, seemingly determined to come up with a happv past
to match its own contentod present, contracted a seléctive am-{
nesia. Leading academic historians downplaved past conflicts and »
painted optimistic, even uplifting pictures of the American past.
Colonial Williamsburg's recollection of olden times conspicuously
excised the presence of black slaves, 30 percent of its eighteenth-
centurv inhabitants. Greenfield Village—another nflict-free
small town—overlooked such realities of rural life as foreclostres
and farmers’ movements.

Walt's Main Street, therefore, can perhaps best be understood%%
as part of a larger trend. As a stage set that cultivated nostalgia for |
a fabricated past, it contributed 1ts bit toward fashioning an {

H
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i — Ay
mma,c~nm~ deeply etched into popular meniory —of _the " pay
5 orld mtm Ut classes, ummu or crime, aw orlq utq\_

provided the mod T Tor e mnda or’ mlomal suburbs, Disneyv-

LT s Main Street Decamce a model for the developing American
shopping mall and the “ve vide” entertainment centers beginning

to festoon the Amerjca dscape. On the face of it, Eisenhower-
" i . . ) S
era Gihzens could assume that America’s present had evoived
gently, naturally, and inevitably out of its past.

There ar plmw i Disneviand that recall the bumpier Pﬂtkhe:

i At Lm'*txermu n and z\d\nnturgl‘” d, con-

fradictions are not deleted but dw elt upon. Here we go on rides
that travel to the distan: and benighted places which vnce
threatened Civiitzation. I the 3ild West, Darkest Amnca, and the

Caribbean, we are in the domatn of dangerous op“uncnts—-ln-
dians, pygmy headhunters. pirates. But there 1s no real danger in
these realms. As Hench explans: * What we do here is to throw a
challenge at vou—not a real menace, but a pseudo menace, a
theatricalized menace—and we allow you te win.”"
Scary but harmless images are a sto;k in-trade ot amuse
parks. But it 15 striking that Disnev’s “pseudo-menaces” ar
ﬁ&f‘f’?ﬂncal ones—the SRo<s of once vigorous, now defeated
encmies of KTain Strest—transtormed into tun-tilled characters.
Onthe iide up the Congo River, your atfable host regales vou with
such witticisms as T..nc natives have one thing in mind; they
I'he robot pirates are agreeably wicked

>

just want to get ahead
and the robot women seem to enjoy being ravished. In Frontier-
land you can hole up in an old fort and shoot Indians, with a bar-
rage of canned gunfire as an accompaniment (this was Walt’s fa-
vorite part of the park).

For all the whizziny bullets, the experience of reliving ancient
passions is a suothmb one. For one thing, as Hench comments
shrewdly, these are “old-fashioned weapons. The\ re part of the
safe past. Nobody worries about the past. ” For another, cow-
boys-and-Indians is a W ell-established and mnunlmnal pame,
and historical LOﬂﬂlLt 15 thu> shuttled into a regressive world.ot
childlivod fantasy ¢ d brush up
against some realities of the past, but in the end thev serve as
ritual reassurance of Man Street’s triumph over its opponents.

The Magic Kingdom includes a direct portraval of American
history-—at the Hall ot Presidents. The ve hall has a peculiar history
of 1ts own. Designed in [93,-08, 1t was put on the shelf because




Disney imagineers lacked the technology to produce it. Break-
throughs in “audioanimatronics” (robot building) came in the
early 1960s, and at the 1964 World’s Fair Disney tried out the new
engineering. In collaboration with the State of [llinois, he built the
“Visit with Mr. Lincoln” pavilion, starring an artificial Abe. In the
1970s, the original Hall of Presidents show was dusted off, and the
Lincoln robot became its centerpiece.

The Hall of Presidents is housed at Liberty Square, in a mock-
up of the eighteenth-century Philadelphia mansion. Visitors wait
for the next show in the Rotunda, where paintings of the Found-
ing Fathers establish respectful atmospherics. Then they are
ushered into a theater (and told that no eating is allowed—""to
maintain the dignity of the presentation”). A film begins. It shows
the Founding Fathers making the Constitution. We learn that the
new document was soon challenged bv the Whiskey Rebels, a
churlish mob, and that George Washington crushed them. Then
slaveholders, an aristocratic mob, threatened it again. Andrew
Jackson threatened to hang them from the nearest tree. Finally the
Confederates launched the greatest challenge to date, and Lincol :
took up the burden of defense. The movie implies that intern
disorder remains the chief threat to America’s survival.

The film ends. With great fanfare the screen goes up, reveal-
ing a stage full of robot presidents. All of them, from Washington
to Reagan, are in motion, nodding or solemnly (if somewhat ar-
thritically) gesticulating. They are done up with scrupulous atten-
tion to detail. George Washington’s chair is a precise reproduction
of the one in which he sat at the 1787 Constitutional Convention.
Their costumes are authentic down to the last stitch. Wig-makers
in Guatemala reproduced their hair strand for strand. (The atten-J
tion to detail, characteristic of Hollywood costume dramas, again
reminds us of Disney’s cinematic roots.) o e

A sepulchral voice-over calls the roll of these men “who have
defended the Constitution.” The audience is hushed—perhaps in
awe at the solemnity of the occasion, perhaps in amazement at the
spectacle of thirty-odd robots twitching about on stage. When the
roll call gets to FDR and the more recent presidents, there is a
whisper here and there. But when it gets to Nixon, chortles and
guffaws break out. The contrast between the Official Historv and
living memories is too great—Nixon as defender of the Constitu-
tion’—and the spell snaps under the strain. T asked later if this was ™
simply a ba ~INixomn; ~vras told that no, the crowd
always rumbles when RN takes his bow.

#/ The Nixon disturbance is symptomatic of a larger problem
vith the ‘Hall of S wMs..for all its technical

, less believable than

X

it was in the hevday of McCarthvism. The Disnev people deny any
dissatisfaction with it, but in retrospect we can see tha% in the 1960s
thev began exploring alternatives to the nationalistic appm,lgh.
The trARSHOI AT eventual solution (EPCOT) was provided by
another Disney 1964 World's Fair eXITOIT, afousel of Progress,
created in collaboration with General Electric.

At the Carousel of Progress, Disnev takes visitors on a ride
through time. After thev settle down in the _Carousel’s sn@ll thea-
ter, the curtain rises on a robot middle-class family at hon}e in 41900‘
Mom, Dad, and the kids are chatting about housework. They have
the latest in labor-saving devices—gas lights, telephones,
iceboxes—and think that lite couldn’t be anv easier, but we see that
poor Mom is still subject to all kinds of drudgery. Luckily, as Dad
reads in the paper, some smart fellers down at Generfal Electric are
cooking up new gadgets. At this point the thea.ter beyins to r_e\"ol\"e
around the stage (accompanied bv a cheerv dittv whose refrain is
“Now is the best time, now is the best time, now is the be.st time of
vour life”) until it reaches a new set, this one peopled with _19205-
style robots. Mom and Dad enthuse about their new machines—
pércolators, refrigerators, electric irons—~but' note that those re-
search people at General Electric are still at it. And on we go to ]
1940, and finally to 1960. Things have really progressed now. Dad
is cooking dinner (though somewhat cll_imsily) and Mom is cele-.
brating passage of a bond issue (on which she‘had time to work
thanks to her GE dishwasher and drver). At ride’s end a hgarty
voice-over concludes that we live in “the best time” ("one of the
reasons is that electricity has improved our lives’), and that things
will get even better (“each new vear and each new day wa bring a
better way of life”’). Finally we are shuttled toward the Kltcl}en of
Tomorrow to see what General Electric has dreamed up for us
next.

The Carousel of Progress is more than simply an e,\tende'd
commercial break. It is a paean to Progress—defined as the avail-
ability of emancipatorv consumer goods. This was new for Dlsne.\.'.
He had tended to political rather than commercial themes. But it
was an old line of argument for industrial corporations. E\'en the
pseudo-feminist claim that household commodities liberated
women had been advanced by advertisers since the 1920s and had
been a staple at the 1939 World’s Fair. | would like to suggest that
the Disnev-GE collaboration represents an important merging of
several loﬁgstanding traditions of American culture.

Consider, first, the roots of Disney’s Magic Kingdom §!}0\\'$.
They descend, in part. from the patriotic dioramas, tableaux vivants,
and_waxworks”of ‘the nineteenth century. Disney upgraded the




This extraordinary project might scem quite a jump from an
amusement park, but the overheated reaction Disnevland evoked
may have been instrumental in EPCOT's creation. Walt had been
praised extravagantly as an urban planner. James Rouse, master
builder of new towns and historical shopping malls modeled on
Main Street (Boston’s Faneuil Hall, Baltimore's Harborplace, New
York’s South Street Seaport), told a 1963 Harvard conference that
Disneyland was the “greatest piece of urban design in the United
States today.” Architectural critic Peter Blake called the Anaheim
park the only significant New Town built in the U.S. since World
War 1l—"staggeringly successful’—and suggested, ~only halt-
humorously, turning Manhattan over to Disney to fix up.

All this went to Walt's he | erediinto a n
._This was partly a family legacv: as Michael Harr gton
has perceptively noted, Disney’s father had been an admirer of Ed-
ward  Bellamy’s  “warmhearted, futuristic  authoritarianism.”
Partly, perhaps, Walt had been inspired by the 1939 World's Fair's
Democracity, a scale model of a perfectly planned “World of To-
morrow’’~—a “vast, Utopian stage set’” housed inside the greal
globe of the Perisphere. Whatever its roots, the hothouse atmos-
phere of the Kennedy-Johnson years speeded the process. Gigantic
projects of social reconstruction seemed plausible in those boom
years and though Walt was a Goldwater Republican (and an early
financial supporter of Ronald Reagan), he too dreamed of creating
a Great Society.

Like Johnson, Disney acted boldly. By 1965 he had bought up,
scerelly, forty square miles (fwice the size of Manhattan) in central
Florida. The state, anticipating mammoth tourist revenues,
granted him virtually feudal powers. Democracy for the residents
of the Community of Tomorrow would Rave been a ‘nuisance.
There will be no landowneérsand therefore no voting control.”)

ensure that EPCOT ran smoothly, Walt would be King. "

But in 1966, in the midst of planning the new society, Walt
died. WED Enterprises considered going ahead with his prototype
city, but the company was nervous; it could see lawsuits in its fu-
ture from disgruntled and disfranchised residents. So it scrapped
the notion of a living city and went with a safer version, an exten-
sion_of_Disney’s collaboration with General Electric. WED pro-
posed to some of the biggest corporations. in the U.S. a joint pro-
ject: the construction of a permanent World's Fair. There the com-
panies, with the help of Disney imagineers, would display evolv-
ing technologies and promote their visions of the future. EPCOT
was thus transformed from utopian community to sound bus
proposition. B L

ing Y s instead of Mouseketeers, WED got itselt
ny t;}rii:‘n:rii\i(lf«f?rl;slia looming babv bust.that';\m)-mlljt“d l;)
01”’0 ¥ : i iiliux{\l prime market of n\'c-tn-mnc—:\mr olds. '(.
5"‘”.”'“‘ o lermt g s‘trateg\' recently dictated scrapping Dick Van
e m'a'r‘ ‘Lf:r ?’G films like Splasil: pre-teens no longer ﬂockedht'o.
D-\\’Eieti[:)\l:):lu[;isnc\' farc and the studic s forced t n‘lcspi)n:'lll:ol:“x:
shift.) The 'ﬁérti&'pating companies wou da bL‘\ ;.n ht: o
% bh“'t ')‘ : ‘tx‘ roduct lines and drape themselv es in the
mantle of Dit;::e\;f;espzct‘milit_\v, no small matter in fh:::;gn;zpu-‘
: tmuspheré of the 1970s. The corpgl.'ate gxa‘n‘tls‘cs,]m%t. !
rid‘t&la »d that sponsorship ol a land pavilion .wa.t.’ the most fee-
Hoe we st our corporate identity. General %l?dlm
ion is abs p >rb inin-
cxplined that e Disnes Rt vty 1o
tt;rpritxlt?h%L'm;(L(::‘;:}Ei:lﬁ\sjrr\dégdt;::]m\e;/vhat baldl}:, thatt“_\'.uu m;‘?::
o ' dav ow he's going to invest hi
on nc?nal:gg:liii;cl:q'déeﬁz:atlol‘:j;:))t:rs took a}l’:vmader \'i:'w, m}:
mone : " Gener, t vl e
- nZt o i EPCQT ists,”’ hlemt tk:te\\c:lagt‘ a good op-
:  with millions of motorists, b.ut tha v ¢ 2 good ob-
LU”t:knitv to point out how technological pm%rc» has contn
}t?:rthe world and the free entt"rpr‘ise sy‘stem. e tho
In the end, majqr_;;})11__11tu)gpoga‘l;.—‘—nota v th
st successtul at the 1939 Fair—signe
ould be like in the twenty-fi
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tive wayv we can enhance '
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At EPCOT,

orev and AT&T does munications. Trans-
rov AT&T does Communications. Flans:
e tation 15 prese Lf&i_\b«"‘éé veral Motors, the Land by Kraft, the
i is > : l ! s ‘ LR R i . wiE
. n is presented by :neral Motors, the LaRe B s
e (F Fmagination” by Kodak., F..‘}h’u?l}“‘,ldtmn h \‘,‘
il | of which is a ride. Seated passengers

Hone ML e
. hh‘— tcil']’\i?a;):;:rl;’ut:\‘: t::x;]x:els which open out into dri\'c-tlﬂ';‘uﬁ\
‘Zil;t:)rt::i?a:—:amgc sots crammed with n-)b-ossy"1\"d-cL:r’\da;:i]d:ltn
yrams. Supplementing each ride are e,\hlblt.:, tilms, nd handsol
ILimlir:‘\:lh'tmtiom The pavilions are grouped into an area ot the |

Y h N a3 '
:nlled (echoing 1939) the world pt Iumur:m\.T o, France.
Ration-states were also invited to EPCO 1. 1 ;,‘;a”\,' Frapee,
Germany, ltaly, Japan China, Mexico, (:.aqai;‘a——Bu:;i%h tln con
iunc‘tion—with national b;:singsses’uapan Alrlines, t 1_\'81 lwar

‘ Beer)—exhibit their wares and p‘ro.nmte‘ ravel to helr
R INduineers hulpcd them design terrains th’at por
trav the “essence” of their culture. V,"&'bf‘f"‘“k? U\thl:“:}‘\tn”dt:::
Nations is the host pavilion, ﬂ\t‘ Ar}n‘rlcq’n;:\‘d:t‘_lT ,l'll ‘tl t}Tﬂ“
jn’ihll\’ "bv”.r\n‘\c‘r‘ic.m l:\prL-;‘S A.m.{ L;\;;Lt ::l\) devoted enlineiy
Pft“*tl%tﬁﬁ;i_fh;I}Ez?;“ﬂ;ﬁﬁ;ﬁ? l{:\lklcd‘lt:elt as ' community ot
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i ‘here free enterprise can
a testing ground where tree entery

shores. Disney

ideas and nations and




C\plorm‘monstratc snd showcase new ideas that relate Lo ‘Zé -
man’s hopes and dreams.” In its first vear, over twenty-two, mil-

lion PEOPIC Visited. More businesses and countries signed on. By

1984, total'investment had reached $1.75 billion and was still ¢limb-
ing.

An amazing amount of the World of Tomorrow is devoted to
the world of vesterday. Virtually all the rides are time travels. Pas-
sengers settle themselves into moving \uhulcx which carry them
from the dim past to an imagined future. rrators, like
those on TV commercials, explain the passing views and propound
an interpretation of historical development.

Fach multinational historian has its own style. GM's tends to-
ward the relentlessly cheery; the past was endlessly droll, even
“wacky” and “zany.” AT&T's is more portentous: “Who Are We?
Where Are We Going?”" it asks in sepulchral tones as we climb
aboard our Time Machines, and informs us that the answer must
be sought in the “Dawn of Recorded Time.” But it is the similarities

that compel attention.

There is a discernible uupumtu vision ot history., Al first blush
it appc?:‘r? rl\uu\' thratottreSrron ettt Il&,lLss wr(l‘r'rrg(_‘ his-
tory is a record of the invention of commodities which allow Man
ton master is environment BUut EPCOT voes bevond this THe tem-
poral dimensions are far grander—from the cave men to outer
space. And, sienilicantv, vach corporation admits there lmvc been
Problems in the past. ' ‘

Taach journey. bevins Lin GAN's history of
transportation has robot ncanderlhals stumbling around”” by foot-
power. Exxon’s history of energy commences with robot dinosaurs
(reminiscent of those in Fantasia) battling one another in a primeval
swamp as tossil fuels cook beneath their feet. AT&T's history of
communication starts with cave men attacking mammoths and
painting on walls.

Then Man climbs out of primitive times. GM’s Man does this
inan unrelievedly hearty wav. As we ride along (accompanied by a
background ditty pmdmmm that “It's fun to be free, to go any-
where, with never a care”), we watch Man slowly produce im-
proved forms of transport—canoes, horse-drawn vehicles—until
we reach that favorite corporate period. the Renaissance. Here
GM's robot Leonardo turns from culture to engineering: he s
shown tinkering with a flving machine while a scowling robot
Mona Lisa model taps her foot. Then it's on to the Era of Inven-
tions and a cornucopia of improv ements—bicveles, horseless car-
riages, trains, airplancs-—that bring us to the present.

'

FRaTy L‘hl\[()l'lk'
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AT&T's trajectory is similar. It tracks the slow progress ot mx'xi-
munications—Egyvptians invent scrolls (a rqbot pharoah gives dic-
tation to a robot secretarvy. Greeks give birth to Fheater (rgbots de-
claim on stage), and monks illuminate manuscripts (one is showp
cutely snoring at his desk). When AT&T hits the Ren‘?lssance, it
tilts (unlike GM) toward the cultural dinwnsit).n,ltcatur‘u‘lg a robot
Michelangelo, on its back, laboring at the Sistine ceiling. Then
AT&T's Man also enters the jet stream of Progress, and inventions
tumble oul on what seems a selt-sustaining basis.

But when the rides reach the near past, there is a sudden de-
lism. Each Lorporatmn mknowlcd;.,cs some
Blomishes on the record. To be sure, many were inconsequential:

one General Motors diorama jovially deput.s the first .tratm. }am
Other problems were serious. Kratt

(which it blames on a borse).
reminds us graphically ot Dust Bowl davs. Exxun reminds us llmt
st was ot thc best of all poss

an energy crisis emerged. le P

The corporate
cmerged. SOMC Seoii
T Timited quantities of h)\\ll tucl But pcnplc are u\pnn\mlu tor

others. Kraft tells us that “we” (or, occaxmnallr tnhngl}?‘;ual
man’’) m S We  abused the environi . “We pol-
luted th “There is a hint that “unplanned desciopment” had
something to do with'it7a praume presumabl\ n w nn.h mulﬂna—

tmnals Jdo not cng‘u,c)
—"Tuckilv, we are given to understand, people (or, more pre-

ciselv, corporations) are working on these problems. The adjacent
exhibits expand on this; and we shall return to them. .

Each ride then breaks through the troubled recent Dd%‘.tmhﬂe
Future. The Future is always setin ouferspace. ’Th'e narrative tapes
and ditties shut off, Close Enconnters of the Third Kind music comes
on, laser beams flash, and we are launched into awesome 5ta-rr‘\' -
panses in which space stations and satellites hover. In the l-u.luru,
Problems have been eliminated, presumably by thve corporations,
whose logos are visible evervawhere (as in the movie 2001). I ite in
space looks remarkably hike fite on sitcom I'V. Mom back on carth
communicates (via AT&T’s Network) with Sis up on the space sta-
tion, and they chat about homework and bovfriends. . Tw
senge of serene ordinariness about the Future, which is not acci-
dental, AT totiores rroboth orres-ThoTttheE lutu e,
tim going o be up in space. in the space LOlklnlL) And Marty
‘Sklar, WED VP, savs: “We admit to being optimistic ov er man’s
Lure. You can call EPCOT our answer to the gloomy future prm Ic-

tions of the Club of Rome.”




Subsidiary exhibits explain the basis for this optimism—corpo-

rate problem solvers are at work. Kratt, in full environmentalist re-
galia, talks about the need for “symbiosis” with the land, shows
films about replanting forests and reoxygenating rivers, and ex-
plains the artificial farms of the future. AT&T appropriates Bucky
Fuller’s environmentalist imagery—its geodesic dome pavilion is
called Spaceship Earth—and shows how AT&T's Network will
overcome  communications bottlenecks on earth and in outer
space. Exxon tells us it is working away at solar power (the roof of
its pavilion is bejeweled with photoelectric panels). Solar, sadly,
still seems far from practicable. So, Exxon explains, until the big
breakthroughs come, we must rely onoil (videos sing the romance
of offshore rigs and ccologically correct pipelines) and coal (films
prove that strip mining can be beautiful). Exxon also wants us to
keep the naclear option open and visitors can pl@i_v al running a nu-
clear plant. But the company is not heavy-handed about plumping
for oil or atoms. All options must be kept open and in competition,
including geothérmal and biomass. Let the best one win.
e wGM, éhotherycorrpo‘raté;énivi‘rﬂohmentalist, also believes.in open
oplions. In‘its “Engine of the Future™ show, films project cartoon
characters onto large overhead screens. Each promotes a different
cnergy-conscious design. On the left, GM’s own persona, a jolly
cowboy, pitches for an improved internal combustion engine.
Then alternatives are presented: an Archie Bunker sort favors coal,
a Yuppie lady pushes solar, even the omnipresent Leonardo has a
better idea. All these notions are shot down for one reason or
another. Finally, on the extreme right, we meet a character who
looks like a cross between mad scientist and Japanese dwarf, and
sounds like Peter Lorre. He is working—fanatically—on a totally
pollution-free and inexpensive water engine, using hvdrogen. In
the grand finale this crackpot blows everything up, and flames
sweep across all the screens.

Then cowboy Tex gets the floor back, applauds the others,
says they have a wavs to go before thev beat out the “good ole reli-
able internal combustion engine,” but assures them General
Motors wants them all in competition, so the consumer will benefit
in the end. (Consumers are indeed never far s.mind;. the
last exhibit is"a showroom of current- ( GM is the
r—a huck
?—but even the suav

rooted in the 197(
lerpsTBusine

; gl Jagic.King-
bish itself in the public mind. EPCOT design Magic King
i» n boost ce. So the imagineers admitted to
dor Lt L

past but rejected, horate.respo wibility for th ‘ 7

. 1 - - ~1% YLy

) v stll, thev presented bu:}mes;g;(t.,l,\,q(\.uttm
mm;\ ovonont America s problems, Corporate

Tave, are lechmcal ones; rcspm’{:il;lc c(.\rpof;ﬂihhs are vthc T\llr.‘
Goodwrenchos who can fix them. AKmtt \’I’;Usu,l;]1}1‘)r§49§1&V‘t‘{{22
strategy: “‘Hopefully [visitors to our,pavl‘hpny ?\'ln‘]:;,e Q.“l;_,r ol
Ao orwanizations are working at new wayvs of controtling the
e e | an adcqu.llc foud

i “disrupting the ecology—to ensure
land—without disrupting the ecology fequate toy
ks‘upplv. To our benefit will be the message that here is Kraft with

that kind of concern.’ - . .
This is a difficult message to sell. Exaxon the champion ot alter

; - rof 3= 1sit? Kratt
General Motors the promoter ol Qm.s.s.lrm v ‘p
practitioners ot symbiosis with the land!
Nivon

native energy? :
rribusiness the
;\";L:;ktr‘:lt savior of Spaceship Earth? Asn thgt case of t.hc. e
robot, the discrepancy between cl.aim and. reality 'm\'x)tcl; )rn: ILL‘I]:).t
Corporate Walt, a skillful communicator, tries toﬂbnflgi t ]f :Zﬁ
only through bald assertion but in more mchregt ways as tl )
" As in the Magic Kingdom sets, a “whiteout” approac 1)1.-: :
ork—silence blankets the sorrv environmental record ot the cor-

w ‘ .
(This doesn’t fool people who know better, but it

- porations. \ ;
iioesn’t enlighten those—particularly children—who L?Uﬂ t.) '
Another technique is EPCOT's bravura display ot technologi-

. e O o in-
cal mastery and management capacity, which scems intent on i
¢ - L

ducing awe at the capabilities of the Cnr}mmti}?x;s,la? 1’11;\1%'1)\:1::;5“1‘:
Greek temples once impressed ﬂw populace w it 1‘ t 1.L };1\ t{ ot
Imagine, the place im"ph’cks,: \-vlmt.:km.slqgs.s U‘U‘S 4Lt; et
loose on America’s ills (and never m\_nd it Fr::ated mcd(l‘_])'\j‘k;', e\lt. nin
the first place, or that the cost of attaining EP l'il-t\Fi’CO1'
ciciney=5$1 billion per hundred acres—seems a mite high). ! -
thus forms a chapter in capital’s lon‘gstandmg attempf t‘g,g‘m“ k’
as il controls production space; it echoes company-

social space echoes compa
| } Ats from Lowell to Pullman (all of w hich failed —-but

town experime
hope springs eternaly.

t the most 'L}‘bfl‘lg ka‘n‘l rful

af

omorrow implies that capit
il does so by ridig visitors, Titeraih
“prosentation of thye past o anan-

poverished vision ol the future. The
tory was madc by inventors and busi
. Fremerr slocan might be:
eaenlitdes them o rim Tomorrow,

ISUme.
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ble durix.]g, the 1950s and 1960s, updated the Victorian belief in a
mavrch of progress from “savagerv’’ to “civilication,” substituting ‘"1
trajectory from “traditional” to “modern’ society, with the latt\ur‘—
da‘v- terminus understood to be contemporary America. IUis worth
noting that EPCOT’s popularization of modernization the :v reac-
tionary though it s, was the product 6F 3 relatively liberal corr or;te
culture. Had EPCOT been designed in the tooth-and-claw wgrld of
the 198057t wwould- probably-have drgued that the'd Eoreeof
maximization, an approach that mightknmke; the
Sl henipn T e e

Corporate Walt’s history is bad history. All historical interpre-

Dlslnev did not invent this approach: it had respectable
academic roots in “modernization theor. ™ This analvsis, fashiona-

l].‘) e SFATTETST PRI N H ——
AHOITS AT NOCCSEanly selochive in their lacls, bulere the silences

EI[S* ;{'g‘»tpgndl‘\’ distorting. Consider, tor example, ‘that in all
(_.LL .l"l‘s.deplctlons of the past as a continuous expansion of man’s
qossibilities thr '} Ty ‘
;\])t . IULLB through technology, there is not a word about war.
H i critical i i ' -
othing about the critical impetus it provided through the ages to
g

scientitic development. Nor about the phenomenal destruction
sUctT=gevelopment’” wr And nothi ntenipo
el . } Ln“t‘_ \\‘mught. And nothing about the contempo-
ary possitTres—ot—planetary_extermination. Perhaps the im-
7 SYIY TR T - 2
agineers stuck therr heads in the sand on this one because they
wanted us to think only the most positive thoughts. But the '
Lo - ostrichi hi

I\/IagiC

Kingdony's justitic L

\ . they think
o act. Or perhaps the silences are related to
N N PR -y b
the fact that many corporations are producing armaments as well
as toasters, and that if they and Reagan have their way, the outer-
space dioramas of the Future will have to be reconstructed to in-
clude killer satellites.
- ! A . N
Corporate Walt’s history, like modernization theory
) CRVCTCTIICVeT any L) S5
sharp political strugglesover which wav to go. EPCOT

visitors would never guess that millions of \mericans once ob-

parent to the

Aever any

jected to motoring down the capitalist road. The implication *'

moreover, is that there are no Ives . If thére '
(s that there are no alternatives now, If thero have been

‘pr()blems( they have been the price of progress; the onlv solution e
i Speed ahe T Corporate Space Shutl] AT AT
o peed ”(khmd on the corporate space shutlle;, MINOr CoUrSe cors
r%c:(lo‘nshcraxj BTG the pilof. Corporate Walt and the multina-
tionalsMave produced a pastthat leads ineluctably toward Hicir

kind of future. :

Corporate Walt's history is also a toy

political movements don’t exist in this ¢

ardlv encourages
Jutyre. (And EPCOT's impact
its sponsors have launched a massive out-

star b

2-’ - .
reach program to the nation’s classrooms; thev are mass-marketing

lesson plans and videos on land, energy, and communications.)
Corporate desire to fudge the past combined with Disney’s
ability to spruce it up promoles a sense of history as a pleasantly
nostalgic memory, now so completely transcended by the modern
corporate order as to be irrelevant to contemporary lite. This di-
minishes our capacity to make sense of our world through under-
standing how it came to be. The Disney version of history tﬁl}s}&%&%

of not seeing and-—perha v otnotacting,
R AR SEsREREER : A -
analvsis informs people about the matrix ot

' | ast and

yresent,

constraints and pL)sslbllltlt‘Sthevha\El erited from th
cnhances their capacity for effective social, ction in.the ;
EPCOT's World of Tomorrow does the opposite: it dulls historical
sensibility and invites acquiescence to what is. It should, con-
sequently, be regarded not as a historical, but as a historicidal en-
terprise, S b | o : .

EPCOT'S American Adventure—American Express and Caca-
Cola’s direct exploration ot U.S. historv—is jntriguinglyditlerent
from e Righ-tech pavilions; it also marks a startling departure
from OmRgimal walt's 19505 approach to the subject.

Like the Hall of Presidents, th ican Adventure is house

d

Again there
authors ranging from

P
Herman Melville to Ayn Rand. But
The model is closer to a TV variety

Mark
Twain robots. The American Adventure consists of a series of turns
b_v;mputer-operafed Tobot ensembles, alternately raised and low-
ered by a 350,000-pound apparatus below the floor boards. The
technolog is stunning. The robots are the latest in
litelike humanoids. obot actually walks up stairs.
The research into details (the size of Revolutionary War cannon-

here there are no

al

Jsitors to ﬂ'\' ¥

balls, Alexander Graham Bell's diction) is scrupulous as ever. And

o roceed 3l

Iy a'spitte .
It begins with an inspirational reading of the Pilgrims-to-Revolu-
tion period (robot Rebel soldiers chat at Valley Forge while a
George Washington robot sits dolefully on a robot horse). But with
Independence won, and westward movement underway, the
show departs dramatically from the expected. Emcee Twain tells us




. that ““a whole bunch of folks found out ‘we the people’ didn’t yet

mean all the people,” and a Frederick Douglass robot is hoisted up
on stage. As he poles (somewhat improbably) down the Missis-
sippi, Douglass speaks of the noise of chains and the crack of th

whip, and of his hope that “antislavery will unlock the slave
prison.” A subdued Civil War sequence follows, using Brady

photographs to stress costs rather than glory. &

The Civil War over, a new wave of immigrants pours in. This,
Twain tells us, heralds ““a new dawn to the American Adventure.”
But as we resign ourselves to melting-pot platitudes, a clap of
thunder introduces a -Chief Joseph robot. He notes that the New
Dawn means a “final sunset” for his people who are being shot
down like animals. He gives his famous “I will fight no more
forever” speech, reminding us (as Twain says) of “our long painful
journey to the frontiers of human liberty.”

Then it's on to the 1876 Centennial. But before launching into
a Carousel—of—Progress-type paean to inventions, a Susan B. An-
thony robot surfaces. In ringing voice she says: “We ask justice, we
ask equality be guaranteed to us and our daughters forever,” and
adds, quoting Edison (with whom she most improbably shares the
stage), that “discontent is the first necessity of progress.””

Edison, Carnegie, and the roll call of inventions then have
their moment, but after hearing about zippers, trolley cars, vac-
uum cleaners, and airplanes, a robot naturalist John Muir reminds
us that all this growth posed a threat to America the Beautiful, and
urges a robot Teddy Roosevelt to build national parks. Next comes
World War [—"ready or not, we were thrust into the role of world
leader”—and Lindbergh's flight. But then comes the Crash of 1929,
which “tarnished the golden dreams of millions,” and we are into
the Depression era. Here the set is a weatherbeaten southern post
office-cum-gas station. Two Black and two white robots sit on the
front porch (there is a lot of implausible retrospective integration in
the show). They strum “Brother, can you spare a dime,” chuckle
about ex-millionaires in New York, and listen to FDR on the radio
talking about “fear itself.” (There is also a momentary descent into
tacky self-promotion: the shack is plastered with contemporary
Coca-Cola and American Express ads.) Then Will Rogers plumps
for military preparedness, FDR announces Pearl Harbor, and we
are into World War ll—which consists entirely of a stage set featur-
ing Rosie the Riveter fixing a submarine.

The p material plays it.safer. History bec ).
series of filmic images of personalities is projected—_like
magazine covers—which then float up into clouds, to the
accompaniment of ethereal music about America spreading its
golden wings and flving high. It's an eclectic and distinctly inte-

grated assortment, including Jackie Robinson, Meﬂaril‘_vn h{ﬁ??,:;en
Jonas Salk, Satchmo, Elvis, Einstein, 'Walt Dlsf\c'y, h‘L Than
Rockwell, John Wavne, Lucy, Billie Jea.n -ng'.J_FF (E“'l.ng ésream”
not” speech), Martin Luther King (giving his 1 lTe a dream”
speech), Muhammad Ali, ,:\\mold Pal\,n\](er;‘:;e\hd' kb{\:znepof hock
oy te and the men on the moon. We enc laze of trad

ti{n::(!m[;i:::iy patriotism, with Ben and. Mark pcr;h.e.d af:g tixi
Stattie ‘of Libertv foreseeing a long run for the American Adve

ture.

The American Adventure is thus a dramatic departure from

‘ 5 (ar irit of f Tomorrow).
i i ts (and thé spirit of the World o .
the Hall of Liesiaenss | i i about great white men; lnd?dL

d.
ne answer is the impact, by the
antiwar, and environmentalist

id-19: “the Black, women's ; ’
mid-1970s, ‘of the Black, wt 5. an , and environmental
movements that had heightened popular Lonﬁlouslneb;err’g:)eioar
Feneration of protest, 19308 celebrations would no lon
seneration of protest, 192 \ | o
;ublic historical presentations; even Cololmél Wllllamlilljur}g h]iﬂsts
restore Blacks to its streets. As a Disney briefing pamp et ord ;
says: “‘we couldn’t ignore certain major issues tgat qut;snonenszxis

ton's s iberty and justice.”” Even the spo
nation’s stand on human liberty u 1sors
»od: a Coca-Cola executive told me “the warts-and-al.l perspec
“ appreciated by most visitors because our country is T\hqttpe.r
fect and they know it.” In the last analysis, 1 behg\’ve, shifts in
ar opin-inn forced the Disney people to upa.ie th

The writers, though not academics, were z:lso xr}ﬂuengedt?i
i C 7 in
the new social historians who reconstrugteq LS hl‘stmj_\ in the
1960s and 1970s. Dr. Alan Yarnell, a UCLA historian mnsuh.et
i 5 —history
the project, insisted that “the Jesse Lemisch apprgqch Thx:cor_
1 - -
from the bottom up” replace the great-white-men vent;.s. fhe cor
porate sponsors went along with this a.pproagh-—the | eavy inter
vention of businessmen into World of Tomorrow sulpgnk,l va
} . N - . . - - ‘n-
missing here, perhaps because it was an area of lesser politica :L
n : i ' is ck re-
cern. Amex and Coke simply assumed from the Disney traiL .

' l . 1 3 Ll » (1 3 ‘.\I 'I]
cord that nothing embarrassing would emerge from the desig
process. ' ‘ t
In the end, they were rtght@ﬁ@&q&%&é
i can Adven
theme ot
partraved in
s o e

ings oL the ngw

s Disn S




~.*B. Anthony, Chief Joseph, and Frederick Douglass notwithstand-
ing, American History is still a saga of progress. The dissatisfac-
tions of Blacks, women, and ecologists are prp\‘nnrpm
been opportunities in disguise. As Disnev literature puts it: “In-
evitably, Americans have overcome the tragedies of their con-
troversies, which ultimately led to a better wav of life.”
American Adventu agial ¢ i

tradictions.are transcended

"

c rs, not col-Z
lective social movements. The spokespersons of the disconten
knocked, and the door was opened.

Some “controversial” aspects of U
ple wledged istory, o T,
While the show embraces individuals associated'in the public mind
with the struggle for civil rights and civil liberties, i.c., the indi-
vid (@Lﬂgh:&u_paptieular-gmupsﬁi;ﬂndijme“JLable to deal with
a movement long fou nded on_ 7r§n’ciu3‘l§;""9t collective rights and ¢o
lective action—namely unions. This reluctance, perhaps, is also
rooted in the 6ngoing challenge labor represents to the capitalist

systeni-as well as to the particular corporations bankrolling the
exhibits,

s T

The

s get louder the closer the show gets to the bresent.

s ghe l‘tb"L'i‘prism'gs:""n({"canmpus protests, n\
termmgifnmw Watergate. Most notoriously,
thiere s nothing about Vietnam Ofm
e o :

I searched for a Tong ttme~for a bhotograph of an antiwar
demonstration that HRiSH cer tound one.

(A picture of a helicopter was recentlv added—a distinctly
minimalist response to complaints.)

Though willing to accept that the past was made by the dis- )6

contented, the Shoiv disconnects the present from that tradition. it
abandons the narrative line on reaching the postwar period—King
1S there, but as an iCon, notas spokesman foga mavement—and.it
implies our problems are things of the past. At show’s end, Mark
and Ben Counsel worry only about the perils of plenty, the problem
of how to use leisure time, and how each individual can tulfill his

or her dreams. But begause the show refuses to acknowledge the .
. > v . . . ;
social constraints on individual

actors—sexism and racism, poverty™
and_unemployment remam ObSHNATE TOMBOReNTS

rary U.5. culture—it peters out into compla
to confront a changed Am ‘popular i
and to incorporate the work of radical scholars,
control. It defuses the danger inhere
history by redeploving it within
evitable progress.

Qf_contempo-
sterism. Forced
ical consciousness
itopts for damage
ntin the intrusion of ““real”
a vision of an imperfect but still in-

s history have an impact? How d -

le who visit? There is little direct evidence

other. Only a tew hundred have written letter:i t‘h]e
. sming f '] y s complain-

largest —single response coming from \@tnam \;tetre::;;t dOpSUCh

¢ - .

. A i i eir experiences. ou
ing about the obliteration ot th P D e
tenth of th
r: what accounts tor

cavils mean when set besidc
biggest single tourist des
entire U.S. population rav

is stupendous success: e The
e Deriographic statistics plrL.)vide ‘an a\'enu.e-tﬂjnn:t:\r;\;'e.rﬂfwv
-lass spectrum of EPCOT visitors 1s drgmatua \ - They
e Far s doiny best in terms of pav and personal po .
e job gPrloupbclian ibncome is $35,700, and fully thr‘ee-quarters
o ]Ob:"t ; lme nagers. (Professional and tecrhm,c.a,,l, person-
Tt Tor 48 percent. attendees, managers and administra-

nel account for 48 percent of
o2 percent.) Th

ercent opTITveS ~ent; sales, 8 percent; ser-
(Craftsmen, 4 percent; operatives, 4 percent; sales, B p
< i

c .or do Blacks (3 percent) or
2 percent; laborers, 2 percent.) Nor do Bl per '

vice, . Smbarer a degre
Hispanics (2 percent) come In ‘arg¢f~~““3,m?'?'r«s'7(tll‘?efr'é"Lsfl' 2 per-
1om'ngr1phu “simply reflect the cost of getting the m«‘ff'«f
C APt : e R P o

cent of visitors come from Florida; 7 PPS‘M. e
the U.S., chietly the Northeast and the Mi

A process of class self-affirmation séems to be at wo

I te o G ey TN
tainly Disney World seenis iritent on prgv1dmg r;(azsc;%rs e o
c‘hsc.- on préqenting it with its own pedlg;ee‘. E s sevntes
Vi : ism S s tailor-made for protessionals a
. - tism seems tailor-mac essional
stvle liberal corpora o e £ ionals and
t yhnocratq It's calibrated to their concerns—nothing on labor,
ec rats. It's !

sis individual

, ; aged, emphasis on individual

heavy on ecology, clean,, Pt ’é““’“f‘u“"““é’t“f ¢ night hind of

e staurant 165 U M{

solutions, good restaurants—ang 2 g of
pas’t‘ tor thf:xr Ripper s nsibilities. Perhaps, theretore, p

d“Ll m ”ldgelb manyv ¢ l V\h( m attﬁl a“ lUllCtlL)Il as Suk’a“ell\h Of
( r A] ) ’ i
<

capital) flock there because it r‘atifies their world. Perh l’_
doil il {0 LAt
comforting (and plausible) stereotvpes. T
Yet manv in this class are at least potentia }dar}i tﬁe ec.o‘mgv
the multinationals. Their members ha!ve. sp.earhleat euade ; imPOS“
movement. It was their growing sophxshca.tmn‘ t xgthr:tr ot mpos
sible for Disnev to recvcle 195(?5 a'p[‘;)roald'wem'ixmver N etion
theme parks (approaches now dlsmlsse}i o\ ‘a _\-tblani,in; s
as “Mickev Mouse™). We must be suspicious ot i [E;\iq $50%
on the receiving public. even such an affluent g;nc ;1\ s.
Would accurate history bore or repel them? il
iendes otten re: pond tav Vowhere con\'cn. 1ona \.\ B L ,'i_th
?llir\\'u\jutn’t (A dramatic and relevant comparison might be w




the spectacularly successful Roots—uvhich for all its Hollvwood de-
vices and elisions was a striking departure from Gone with the
Wind.) Do Disney's sitcoms in space work because people want
reassurance, or because that’s all they're being given? sito
getting what they want, or what co :
want?

There is no_simple .answer to these questions. Some of
EPCOT's consumers may be inclined to adopt the comfortable and
convenient ideologies purveyed there. Others have no vested in-
terest in or are profoundly disserved by doing so. Regardless of
predisposition, however, EPCOT’s casual subordination of truth to
“entertainment”’ impairs visitors’ ability

to distinguish between re-
ality and plausible fiction. The conseq

when anindividual is
unable to face his own past and feels compelled to build his view of

; Are visitors
at corporate publicists want them to

uences for the country are
serious. George Kennan recentlyv noted-that

himseifon a tolal denial of it and.an wmw&

its place, this is normally regarded as a sign of extreme neurasis.”
A similar diagnosis, he argued, was warranted

for a society “that is
incapablé of SCEIRy Iy
t > s ab
as re g to the Soviet Union.

‘ States suffers from a similar malady. It Vs
our sOCTaT heatth~we had-botter pet bevond

Postscript: Mickey Mouse Amid the Big Bad Wolves
Disney World's im
nature of capitali 1 for the O
Her Distiey World story, reserved eaders of the Wall Street
Journal. Peeking behind EPCOT's sugar plum facade reveals how

the real capitalist world works.

In 1940, Walt found himself in a financial bind. Riding the
wave of his first big success, Snoie White, Disney had set aside his
inherited distrust of bankers—his films, like Capra’s, consistently
portraved them as villains—and plunged into debt to construct an ex-
pensive new studio. This and a full load of feature films ate up his
capital just as war closed the crucial foreign market to him. When
his debt to bankers reached $4.5 million, thev shut off his credit
line entirely. He was thus forced, for the first time, to make a pub-
lic stock offering and dilute his control of the company. Worse vet,
the stock soon started tumbling in value.

Some of the stock he had distributed to
worsened already bad labor relations.

emplovees. Its slide

A2l a bitter strike brégglge
out at the Disney studio, a ¢ nflict which D > to regard as

ERARRN

by ﬂﬁ/ : \

i c .. Disnev_stock
fa is to subvert the country. >y stock
sart of a comumunist plot. subvert the : : i
;(ric'c;; foll further—from 523 to 53 a share—and on?ngp\ e,,rnm;‘n,
T e training and propaganda films kept him
Vfien the company slowly climbed out of the r.ed alterlthte
S isnev bought back outstanding stock to regain complete
control. . ' ’ L
) His next encounter with finance capital came w hen hl;s I'Lll;l.el:s
tantly ~s‘ouk,;ht bank backing for Disneyla?\d. CaL:EOL:sav;r; >
3 - - , Y , e w
i n: “‘they stepped on my neck’ was \
turned him down: “"theyv stef ' . ; Pt
it. His project was rescued by the big corpqrahons tow hc;]rp;zfsthe
L.mcessions ind by ABC-Paramount, which bought a t ;]r r
; o : i 51. This time, however,
f Disney -., chartered in 1931. ,
shares of Disnevland, Inc., . Ihis tme, o,
i insis retti n option to repurchas . S
Disnev insisted on getting a c ise the e and
1id so by 1961. He had, he thought, finally achieved financial sta
L L . - ' ' - s . . !.
bility and independence of the tm.anmal commumt_x e e
“Luckilv for him, Walt died without having to witness e e
cent m mliﬁg and near dismemberment of his corporation by the
¢ ¢ 8¢ !
sharks of Wall Street,

wartime contra

in March 1984, Saul P. Ste nb;‘rg,\_a,f\jg\g York fi 5 ml(er,:n?\’d |
purcﬁasin} Disney Rumors of a Fak.eovler ::n 'slxz\ortﬂd b
Stroet. Disney management, led by Walt's bL?I[\)-.l{‘l- a“ Widt:w Li];
Miller, prepared for a fight. He was backed t?_\ 1>r\)e\> im‘e“r;wm
lian; her daughter, Sharon Disney Lund; D}D,n-t,(\.'bt k‘m.'er ot
banker, Morgan Stanlev & Compan_v;.and a-%.rad,\lu..‘d-, %450 ver I
firm. The defense team arranged to.tnple Disnev . 53
line of credit with a Bank ot .An?erlca-led

Disney management hne :
turned to the Bas nd ralders
i ir own right). In Mva) ) 5ETS ased a Bass real
mtt:tz‘rd;\'clos;ncnt firm. By paving for it “;l,t~h- Dl:lnt\ }:::Liﬂgl\‘
transferred a big share of the company to triendly” s !
anv—that would bring William E. Simon, the
fasury secretary (and a major Gibson stock-

power :
holder) onto the defense team.
At this point Sﬂt_ein@@g

cost . Ler e
gether a group ot raiders who lusted atter parts ot the Dlﬁ{l‘{i\_;:'t 1
| jori CR > - (4N
pany. Kirk Kerkorian, the majority stockholder of MG : '11“
¢ ) . e . . R N
F\ “tists. would be wiven Disnev's rich film library to sell in the
AL, < .




home video market. The Fisher brothers, major New York de-
velopers, would get the extensive Florida landholdings worth hun-
dreds of millions. Steinberg also announced he would launch a
proxy fight to make all stockholders who bought stock in the com-
pany after May 25 (i. e., the Bass brothers) ineligible to vote, and
then unseat the Disney management.

At this point, management panicked and decided
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back his block of stock
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cident, one institutional investor said I think Steinberg
did exactly what vou would expect someone to do, given the exist-
ing laws and free-market society we live in.”

The fight to stay independent left Disney bloodied. The com-
pany’s debt soared from $350 million to $850 million. Disney’s
stock value fell by more than 25 percent. In mid-June, with the
price down to $45 a share, a new group of raiders began buving
stock, this one led by Irwin L. Jacobs, a Minneapolis investor.

The Jacobs group and the Bass brothers then combined to
force Disney management to renege on the agreed-upon—but as
yet unconsummated—purchase of Gibson, thus freezing out Wil-
liam Simon, who would have shown a profit of 570 million had the
deal gone through. One Paine Webber analyst, noting that man-
agement had again caved in to blackmail, suggested that “this
company is going to continue to be very, very vulnerable to threats
from the outside.” This proved an accurate forecast: on September
7, Ronald W. Miller was forced to resign as president and chief ex-
ecutive.

The stage was now set for a gunfight at the Disney corral. The
Bass brothers increased their share of the company to 8.6 percent,
overtaking the Jacobs group’s 7.7 percent. Jacobs threatened to buy
enough stock to take over and break up the company. The Bass
brothers countered by buying $148.2 million more stock {at $60 a
share), bringing their holdings to nearly 16 percent. Jacobs, having
decided there was “not a place for both of us,” offered to buy out
the Basses at $65 a share. They refused, and countered with an
offer to buy out Jacobs at $61. He capitulated, sold at a tidy profit,
and left the Basses in command.

All this wheeling and dealing took its toll. For the operating
quarter ending September 30, 1984, the company posted a loss of
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greenmailers or any who would Fixsmember th,e orgflm:m > \.\.eak
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Walt Disney World laid off one hundred employ t‘th‘.‘D.‘ v Docs
EPCOT has no immediate plans to include a “Disne
‘Dallas’ " exhibit sponsored by the AFL-CIO.
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