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Representations of animal harm and objectification in the works of 

Walt Disney Animation Studios’ films: 1937-2016 

 

This PhD thesis critically examines how Walt Disney Animation Studios (WDAS) has 

depicted – and sometimes failed to depict – different forms of harming and objectifying 

animals (1937–2016). This is an interdisciplinary project that contributes new research 

into Disney studies and critical animal studies. As such, this project will utilize past 

research in critical animal studies, particularly speciesism, throughout. Each chapter 

of this thesis focusses on a different form of harm or objectification that animals can 

experience: Chapter 1: Animal Food Farming, Chapter 2: Hunting and Fishing, 

Chapter 3: Clothing, Chapter 4: Pets and Working Animals, and Chapter 5: 

Entertainment. Each chapter begins by outlining the history, relevant scholarly 

literature, and other relevant cultural depictions of that form of harm. Then, each 

chapter presents the data that demonstrates how many times these types of harm or 

objectification have been depicted in WDAS films. Next, each chapter offers a broad 

exploration of how the chapter’s topic(s) has been depicted in WDAS films and (where 

appropriate) across the wider Disney brand. Finally, each chapter includes case 

studies relevant to that chapter’s topic. For example, Chapter 1: Animal Food Farming 

includes a close-reading of Home on the Range (2004), a WDAS film set on a dairy 

farm. As well as studying WDAS films, this project will also explore other elements of 

the Disney brand such as the theme parks and merchandise in order to understand 

Disney’s depictions of animals and animal harm more broadly. The thesis concludes 

by arguing that since 1937 WDAS representations of animals and animal harm have 

been shaped by speciesist attitudes. Throughout WDAS’s history, higher-order, 

heavily-anthropomorphised, neotenized, pro-social, and individualized animal 

characters have been depicted as un-deserving of the harm or objectification that their 

species commonly experience. In contrast, lower-order, non-anthropomorphised 

species have been depicted as little more than objects. Additionally, it is evident that 

WDAS has only challenged animal harm that has become socially unacceptable, such 

as the production of fur. Animal harm that is socially-acceptable or involves lower-

order species (such as the production of leather) has been minimized, attenuated, or 

depicted romantically. Additionally, some forms of animal harm that are very common 

in reality, such as medical testing, have never been depicted, or even acknowledged, 

in WDAS films.  
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Representations of animal harm and objectification in the works of Walt 

Disney Animation Studios’ films: 1937-2016 

 

As far as realism is concerned, you can find dirt anyplace you look for it. I’m 

one of those optimists. There’s always a rainbow. The great masses like happy 

endings. If you can pull a tear out of them, they’ll remember your picture. That 

little bit of pathos was Chaplin’s secret. Some directors in Hollywood are 

embarrassed by sentimentality. As for me, I like a good cry.  

- Walt Disney (in: Barrier, 2007: 284) 

 

This thesis explores how animal harm and objectification are depicted in the fifty-six 

Walt Disney Animation Studios (hereafter: WDAS) films from 1937-2016, beginning 

with Snow White and ending with Moana. Since 1937, the treatment of non-human 

animals (hereafter: animals) in the Anglo-American world has changed for both the 

better and the worse. By August 2016, there were more laws and charities than ever 

before to protect animals from harm, yet there were also record numbers of animals 

being routinely mistreated and killed for the production of food. Some of the routine 

harm and objectification that animals commonly experience are depicted in WDAS 

films, but other forms are not. This thesis will demonstrate that whether or not animal 

harm and objectification are depicted in WDAS films depends upon four factors: the 

social acceptance of the harm or objectification, the species affected, the number of 

animals involved, and how visible the harm is to humans (in both film and reality). 

As this thesis will demonstrate, animals populate every WDAS film, and their roles 

vary greatly. They have been depicted as protagonists, pets, best friends, background 

characters, and much more. They also commonly appear in objectified forms: as meat, 

leather, and so forth.1  Their characterization or objectification within WDAS films 

depends largely on the species of animal they are based on. For example, as primary 

characters, rats are always villainous. They also commonly exist as minor characters 

to symbolize a dangerous location, such as a witch’s dungeon. In contrast, dogs are 

usually detailed, heavily-anthropomorphised, individualized, neotenous, pro-social 

characters that are depicted as loyal, friendly, and undeserving of even minor harm, 

such as name-calling. To illustrate, in Lady and the Tramp (1955), the pet dogs are 

heavily anthropomorphised, neotenous, and detailed. The narrative repeatedly implies 

that these dogs should be respected and not harmed in any way. Yet in the same film, 

the villainous non-anthropomorphised rat character is unceremoniously killed by one 

of the dogs, which is portrayed as a justified action by the dog. Furthermore, some 

species, such as cows, are more frequently depicted in their objectified form (as meat 

or leather) than in their living form. Yet other commonly-depicted species, such as 

 
1 Within this project, “objectification” refers to the literal reduction of animal to object. For example, a cow being processed into a 
hamburger. This thesis will not use “objectification” to refer to symbolic objectification (such as a tiger caged in a zoo) unless 

explicitly stated otherwise.  
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cats, never appear in an objectified form. Thus, an animal’s species very much 

determines the harm or objectification it experiences in WDAS films, as well as its 

characterization.  

Animals, both living and objectified, pervade WDAS films. However, in most WDAS 

films that feature animals, or products made from animals, something significant is 

missing: the processes that transform animals into objects, such as those that occur 

in slaughterhouses. Additionally, the routine mistreatment animals frequently 

experience in reality, such as being caged, is rarely depicted by WDAS. When WDAS 

does depict harm towards animals, it is often romanticized, which is particularly evident 

with their2 depictions of animal farming and pet ownership as Chapters 1 and 4 will 

demonstrate respectively. However, the fact that WDAS films commonly romanticize 

animal harm and objectification is unsurprising given that WDAS romanticizes many 

challenging areas of life. For example, WDAS films often romanticize poverty. To 

illustrate, Cinderella (1950) optimistically depicts the destitute, overworked, and 

verbally-harassed Cinderella as content with her miserable situation. However, as the 

quotation at the beginning of this introduction highlights, Walt 3  was proud of the 

romantic nature of his films. In response to criticism that his films were too sweet, he 

famously said that: “There’s enough ugliness and cynicism in this world without me 

adding to it” (Walt, in: Schickel, 2019: 58). This seems to confirm that WDAS’s 

romanticism of complex issues was intentional, at least in the studio’s early days.  

The scope of this thesis begins in 1937, with a film that changed animation, film, and 

Anglo-American culture overnight. Snow White and the Seven Dwarfs was an 

expensive risk that many doubted would succeed (Wasko, 2001: 14). However, Walt’s 

gamble paid off handsomely; Snow White was a resounding critical and financial 

success. As a result, it has received much academic attention from film scholars (for 

example: Inge, 2004: 132-42; Kalmakurki, 2018: 7-19; Layng, 2001: 197-215). Despite 

this, the film’s many animal characters, and the harm or objectification they 

experience, have not yet been studied in sufficient detail. Yet, there is much to be said 

about these elements of the film. The opening shot of Snow White depicts the angelic 

Snow White scrubbing steps and singing tunefully to a dole of adoring, slightly-

anthropomorphised, white doves. Prince Charming enters the scene soon after with a 

non-anthropomorphised horse by his side and a large fluffy white feather in his regal 

blue cap.  

 
2 “WDAS” is being used as a singular noun in this project. However, the pronouns used to refer to WDAS in this project are they / 
their/ themselves and not it/itself. This is also true of “Disney”, “PETA”, and the “AHA”. 
3 This thesis will refer to Walt Disney (the person) as “Walt” rather than “Disney”. While people should be referred to by thei r 
surname in academic writing, to do so would be confusing with Walt Disney in this thesis because the main focus is Disney films. 
In this project, “Disney” will refer only to the general Disney company. Similarly, “Roy Disney” will be referred to as “Roy” . This is 

consistent with other recent Disney scholarship, such as Davis (2007). All other people will be referred to by their surname.  
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Figure 1: Prince Charming introduces himself to Snow White as subservient doves 

watch on adoringly 

This moment – the first time that WDAS depicts animals – not only establishes how 

ubiquitous animals are in WDAS films, but it also captures three very different 

depictions of animals that will be focused on individually within this thesis: as 

anthropomorphised beings that interact with the human characters (the doves), as 

subservient non-anthropomorphised beings (Prince Charming’s horse), and as objects 

(the white fluffy feather in Prince Charming’s hat). However, the main focus of this 

thesis is animal harm and objectification, so the feather and Prince Charming’s 

subservient horse is what this project will analyse in detail. Yet the doves are still 

significant as they present the romantic alternative to animal harm and objectification 

that is commonplace in WDAS films. As Snow White continues, more animal 

characters and objects appear, and more harm and objectification are evident. To 

illustrate, the huntsman who takes Snow White to the forest wears leather clothing, 

and the dwarfs use a deer to pull their mining cart. Moreover, certain species (such as 

doves) are clearly associated with pro-social characters and safe situations, yet other 

species (such as bats, rats, and eagles) are clearly associated with anti-social 

characters and danger. For example, when Snow White subsequently gets lost in the 

forest, she is frightened by a cloud of black bats; rats populate the evil stepmother’s 

potion-making dungeon; eagles gleefully follow the stepmother as she falls off a cliff 

to her death. Additionally, certain species experience socially-acceptable harms, and 

other species do not. For example, the bird whose feather decorates Prince 

Charming’s hat is never mentioned; therefore, the objectification of this bird is only 

implied and is thus contextualised as being acceptable. In contrast, the 

anthropomorphised, neotenous, subservient rabbits that assist Snow White with 

cleaning and cooking face no harm or objectification at all. As this thesis will evidence, 

this discrimination between different species recurs throughout WDAS’s outputs. It 

was not until 2016’s Zootopia, the second last film in this study, that these speciesist 

attitudes were challenged.  

As the literature review will further explain, this project is interdisciplinary; it will offer 

unique contributions to both animation studies and critical animal studies. There are 

eleven reasons why WDAS was selected as the case study for this project, such as 

their global audience, unique reputation, and time period. These eleven points will be 
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explained in detail in the literature review. Additionally, the specific reasons why critical 

animal studies and Disney studies are being brought together for this project will be 

established in the conclusion of the literature review. That chapter will also 

demonstrate that Disney (and especially WDAS) has received a generous amount of 

academic and critical attention. However, no known study has yet explored the 

widespread discrimination towards different animal species in WDAS films.  

 

Methodology 

Primary Research Question: How are animal harm and objectification 

depicted in WDAS films (1937-2016)? 

Sub-Question #1: How have different animal species been depicted in WDAS 

films?  

Sub-Question #2: Why have different forms of animal harm or objectification 

been depicted with differing levels of sympathy?  

Sub-Question #3: Can depictions of animals and animal harm/objectification 

affect species in reality? 

Sub-Question #4: What does WDAS’s depiction of harm towards animals 

reveal about violence in WDAS films generally? 

 

Within film studies and critical animal studies, various research methods are utilized. 

Generally, most research into film is not quantitative; it usually relies upon other, more 

qualitative measures, such as categorization schemes (Allen, 2017: 2). Most studies 

of film have tended to focus upon theory and criticism, and the key component in these 

studies is the meaning of the texts; thus, most studies of film are interpretive (Allen, 

2017: 2). Critical animal studies, as will be established in the literature review, is 

studied across various disciplines and thus alongside various research methods 

(Almiron, Cole, and Freeman, 2018: 367-380). Therefore, there are several 

approaches that could have been adopted for this study. This project will utilize a 

hermeneutic approach to answer the questions posed.4  The word “hermeneutics” 

comes from the Greek term “hermeneueuein”, which means “to interpret” (Anzaruddin, 

2010: 82). This is, at a very basic level, what the hermeneutic approach still entails. 

Specifically, this thesis will use textual analysis 5  (of WDAS films) to answer the 

questions posed above. Textual analysis has been selected as the research method 

for this project because it provides the opportunity to directly question representations 

of animal harm and objectification in WDAS films. This is the most common scholarly 

technique in this field, so it is consistent with prior research. For example, David 

 
4 For information on hermeneutics research methods, see: Paterson and Higgs (2005: 339-57).  
5 For an overview of textual analysis methods, see: Given (2008). 
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Whitley’s 2008 text The Idea of Nature in Disney Animation is currently the closest 

published work to this project, and it also utilizes textual analysis. However, while the 

hermeneutic approach is usually purely qualitative, this project will also employ a 

quantitative approach. The chapters and appendixes of this project include unique 

data generated for this thesis. This data documents how many times each animal 

species is depicted in WDAS films (1937-2016). It also records how often animal harm 

and objectification (such as hunting) are depicted, along with locations (such as pet 

shops) in which animals are sometimes harmed. The data is used throughout this 

thesis to support its arguments. All fifty-six WDAS films (1937-2016) have been viewed 

five times each to record this information. This data impartially demonstrates how often 

WDAS has depicted animals and the harms they experience. Therefore, it offers an 

objective history of how animals and animal harm have been depicted by WDAS, with 

no comment on these portrayals from the author of this thesis. This benefits this study 

because qualitative research alone is potentially subject to bias, especially with 

emotive topics such as animal harm. By offering a mix of quantitative and qualitative 

research, this study seeks to restrict its potential for bias. Therefore, this quantitative 

data gives this project an advantage over similar qualitative studies, such as Whitley 

(2008).  

As with all research, there are some limitations to this study. First, this thesis will only 

document and explore the harm and objectification experienced by extant non-human 

animal species. Extinct and mythical species are not being included in this project 

because these animals cannot face any harm or objectification in reality. Additionally, 

almost-all extinct and mythical animals are not based upon real species, so there is 

nothing to compare them with in reality. Second, in animated films, it is not always 

clear which species or object is being depicted. For example, as will become evident 

in Chapter 2, WDAS’s representations of fish are often ambiguous; they are not based 

on any clear species of fish. Such characters lack detail and distinguishing features. 

These animals are counted within their respective species category as “ambiguous 

fish”, “ambiguous birds”, and so forth. Similarly, objectified animal-forms, such as 

leather, can also be ambiguous. This thesis is counting “leather” as any item that 

plausibly and contextually appears to be leather, such as brown belts, black shoes, 

and so forth. However, it must be accepted the animators may not have been seeking 

to depict leather in such cases. Third, some species can only be defined by their wider 

taxonomic species category. For example, there are over 2,000 known species of 

jellyfish (Gershwin, 2016: 56). However, this thesis is counting all species of jellyfish 

as jellyfish. This is again because specific species or breeds are not always clearly 

defined in animation. Fourth, animals that exist through metamorphosis are included 

in the data. For example, each species Melvin the wizard morphs into in The Sword 

and the Stone (1963) is included because they are identifiable. Fifth, hybrid animals 

(such as mermaids) are not included, even when based upon two extant species. This 

is because all of WDAS’s hybrids are mythical hybrids, such as centaurs. WDAS has 

never depicted a real hybrid animal, such as a liger. Thus, as with the first limitation, 

there is no species to compare these characters to in reality. Sixth, ornaments, dolls, 
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toys, and so forth based upon animals (such as teddy bears) are not included. Only 

living animals are included. For example, the animal-based ornaments in Pinocchio 

are not included in this data. Seventh, still images of animals are also not being 

included in this project. Only animals that move in some way are included. For 

example, in the opening of Snow White, a peacock is depicted in a book. However, 

this peacock is not included in this thesis’s species count as it does not depict a 

moving, and thus living, animal. Eighth, it is difficult to determine the sex of WDAS’s 

animal characters. This is because WDAS tends to signify sex through gender 

stereotypes (hair bows, handbags, and so forth). WDAS’s animal characters never 

have physiological differences (such as genitals) to confirm their sex. While gender 

and sex are not synonymous, gender is how sex is typically communicated within 

animation, and children’s media6 generally. Thus, this thesis will (reluctantly) accept 

that WDAS’s feminine-presenting characters are intended to be female, and 

masculine-presenting characters are intended to be male. Ninth, only animated 

animals are being included in the film’s data count. A small number of WDAS films, 

such as Saludos Amigos (1942) and Fun and Fancy Free (1947), contain live-action 

scenes. Any animals, harms, or instances of objectification in these scenes, such as 

the live-action donkeys in Saludos Amigos, are not included here. However, any 

animated animals in live-action scenes are included. For example, The Three 

Caballeros features several live-action scenes that include animated characters such 

as Donald Duck. The animated animals in those scenes are included here. Real 

animals are not being included as they cannot be interpreted in the same way that 

animated animals can be. This will be further explained in Section 3 of the Literature 

Review. Tenth, only animals that appear on screen visually are counted. For example, 

in The Jungle Book, frog ribbits are heard, yet frogs are not depicted on-screen. 

Therefore, frogs are not included in The Jungle Book’s count. Eleventh, this thesis will 

only study intentional human-on-animal harm and objectification. For example, it will 

not study animal-on-animal hunting or animal-animal pet ownership. Moreover, it will 

also not include harms that are accidental. Twelfth, the species counted are based 

upon the author’s own perception of that species, which could occasionally be 

mistaken. Similarly, the author may be (unconsciously) biased towards certain 

species. Each film has been viewed five times to ensure that the results are as 

accurate as possible. Thirteenth, this project includes every WDAS film released from 

1937-2016. This project began in 2016; therefore, any WDAS films released after this 

year (such as 2018’s Ralph Breaks the Internet) are not included. The full list of films 

included are given in the appendixes. Fourteenth, some WDAS scholars do not include 

the wartime package films, Fantasia films, and/or Winnie the Pooh films in their 

analysis. For example, Davis (2015) omits both Winnie the Pooh films from her study 

of WDAS’s male characters. However, all WDAS films are included in this study as 

this project aims to analyse WDAS’s entire filmic history (up until 2016). Fifteenth, all 

WDAS films were watched in their original, unedited, formats. Some scenes and 

 
6 Within this project, “children’s media” refers to any media that are advertised as suitable for children. For example, a WDAS 

film with a “U” or “PG” certification. It does not refer to media aimed solely at children. 
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characters have been removed from recent edits of WDAS films because they depict 

a person or situation that is no longer considered socially-acceptable. For example, 

this project’s analysis of Make Mine Music (1946) includes “The Martin and the Coys”, 

a segment that is almost-always removed from modern edits because of its comedic 

gunplay (Roberts, 2018). Sixteenth, this project studies all WDAS films produced from 

1937-2016. One of the problems with this is that animal harm, and the world generally, 

changed massively during this time period. However, it should be acknowledged that 

animals were continuously harmed by the industries discussed in this project (such as 

the farming industry) from 1937-2016. Therefore, even though animal harm changed 

during this period, it continued to happen. The specific chapters of this project will 

highlight how these industries have changed over time, and how those changes are 

relevant to WDAS. Sevententh, there are complex authorship issues surrounding 

WDAS films and Disney media in general. This is because WDAS films are often 

adapted from external sources, and then re-written by several writers at WDAS. 

Furthermore, with animation, there are often several producers, directors, plus many 

animators. Thus, even though this thesis repeatedly references “WDAS”, WDAS’s 

personnel changes with each production. This thesis will not expand upon the issue 

of WDAS authorship as this project is specifically about WDAS’s depictions of animals 

and animal harm/objectification. For ease, this project will simply use “WDAS” to refer 

to all authors involved in the process of all WDAS films. However, since Walt originally 

held full control of WDAS, his influence will also be acknowledged and discussed 

where relevant.7   

 

Structure 

This thesis begins with a three-part literature review. The literature review is split into 

three parts because this project is interdisciplinary. The first section of this literature 

review explores previous research on WDAS films and Disney generally. The second 

section studies previous research relating to critical animal studies. The third section 

explores how animals have commonly been depicted in cultural representations, 

particularly film. Throughout the literature review, the relevant gaps in previous 

research will be highlighted. This will clearly outline this thesis’s unique contribution to 

knowledge, and its place within both animation studies and critical animal studies.  

This thesis will then present five chapters that each explore how different forms of 

animal harm or objectification have been depicted within WDAS films. The forms of 

harm or objectification discussed are the ones that have been the most commonly 

depicted by WDAS. As will be explained in the literature review, some common forms 

of animal harm, such as medical testing, have never been depicted, or even 

referenced, in any WDAS film. Thus, there is not enough information to warrant a full 

chapter on these types of harm or objectification. The topics of each chapter will be 

explored alongside speciesism, as well as romanticism, the “collapse of compassion” 

 
7 An introduction to the complex issue of Disney authorship can be found in: Pallant, 2011: 3-13. 
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effect, anthropomorphism, and neoteny.8 Each chapter will begin by summarizing the 

literature, history, and theories relevant to that specific area of harm or objectification. 

Each chapter also contains at least one WDAS film case study relevant to that topic. 

The specific filmic case studies in each chapter were chosen because they explicitly 

depict the harm or objectification relevant to that chapter’s topic. For example, Brother 

Bear depicts both hunting and fishing, making it an appropriate case study for Chapter 

2. Therefore, previously under-studied WDAS works, such as 2004’s Home on the 

Range, will be explored in this project, countering the tendency in prior research to 

focus on WDAS’s more commercially-successful films. To illustrate, as Section 1 of 

the literature review shall evidence, Beauty and the Beast (1991) has received much 

more academic attention than some other, less financially-successful, WDAS films. 

Further to this, this project will discuss other elements of Disney, such as their 

merchandise and theme parks, where relevant.  

Chapter 1 “Little Patch of Heaven” will examine depictions of animal food farming, 

encompassing meat production, dairy farming, farmhouses, farmers, and the various 

species that usually live on farms in WDAS films. Part I of this chapter will explore the 

history of animal farming, and the common tropes that are evident in notable cultural 

representations of it. Part II will document how often farm locations, farm animals, and 

the products of farming (meat and so forth) have been depicted in WDAS films. Part 

III will analyse key depictions of farming within WDAS films, concluding that WDAS is 

complicit in keeping the “happy farm” myth alive. It will also explore the limited ways 

in which WDAS has depicted characters that consume farm products, such as meat. 

Finally, Part IV will examine Home on the Range (2004), a WDAS film set on a dairy 

farm that reinforces many misconceptions about the farming industry, the tone of 

which is shaped by romanticism and comedy. This chapter will conclude by arguing 

that WDAS’s image of animal farming has been consistently unrealistic and saccharine 

even though life has evidently become far worse for farm animals during the period in 

which WDAS has been producing films. This is because over the past one hundred 

years, farming has become increasingly industrialised and efficient, to the detriment 

of animal welfare.  

Chapter 2 “Bigger Fish to Fry” will focus on WDAS’s depictions of hunting and fishing. 

Hunting and fishing are analogous practices; they both involve tracking and (usually) 

directly killing an animal. However, these practices differ in terms of the species 

involved, the location of the practice, and the degree to which they are socially 

accepted. Part I of this chapter will explore the history and current discussions 

surrounding these two practices. For example, it will question why trophy hunting has 

become socially-unacceptable, yet fishing is still socially-acceptable. Then, Part II will 

document the frequency with which these practices have been depicted in WDAS 

films. Next, Part III will explore how WDAS has portrayed hunting and fishing, paying 

particular attention to how hunted and fished animals have been depicted, as well as 

the portrayal of humans who participate in these practices. Finally, Part IV will 

 
8 These theories will be defined in the literature review. 
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concentrate on how hunting and fishing were portrayed in 2003’s Brother Bear. Brother 

Bear was chosen for this chapter’s case study because it reinforces the idea that 

hunting mammals is immoral, but that fishing is socially-acceptable. This chapter will 

conclude by arguing that the manner in which WDAS has depicted hunting and fishing 

reflects common speciesist attitudes. Additionally, WDAS has helped to sustain these 

speciesist attitudes with their own texts. Since hunting (as a hobby in contemporary 

Anglo-American culture) is broadly no longer socially-acceptable, it is rarely 

romanticized in WDAS films. It is only depicted as socially-acceptable when committed 

by indigenous people or towards villainous animals. This is true both in WDAS films 

and wider media. In contrast, fishing is rarely romanticized, except occasionally as a 

relaxing past time for higher-order species, such as humans and dogs. In fact, WDAS’s 

representations of fishing as a practice typically imply that fish are objects rather than 

sentient animals.  

Chapter 3 “All Fur Coat and No Knickers” will examine how WDAS has depicted 

clothing and other objects made from animals’ bodies, such as fur coats, leather 

books, and feather quills. While the production of fur has become socially-

unacceptable in the Anglo-American world, the production of leather, feathers, and so 

forth, are still widely considered to be socially-acceptable. Part I of this chapter will 

outline the relevant history surrounding clothing and other objects produced from 

animals’ bodies. It will explore why similar products made from different species have 

been responded to very differently. It will also illustrate how PETA9 has campaigned, 

both successfully and unsuccessfully, against the production of fur, leather, and so 

forth. Part II will provide data that demonstrates how often these products have been 

depicted in WDAS films. Then, Part III will delineate how WDAS has depicted fur 

products, compared to how they have depicted other products made from animals’ 

bodies (such as leather-bound books and feather quills). Finally, Part IV will scrutinise 

WDAS’s most famous film about the ethics of producing clothing from animals: One 

Hundred and One Dalmatians (1961). This chapter will conclude by claiming that 

WDAS is selective with their criticism of products made from animals’ bodies. 

Comparisons will be drawn to the inconsistencies highlighted in Chapters 1 and 2 with 

farming, hunting, and fishing. This is because the social-acceptance of clothing made 

from animals depends significantly on both the species affected and human consumer, 

which is also true of farming, hunting, and so forth.  

Chapter 4 “Man’s Best Friend” will assess depictions of pets and working animals in 

WDAS films. These two types of characters are widespread in WDAS films. That 

prevalence perhaps reflects how central pets and working animals have been in 

human cultures throughout history. Part I will explore that history, outlining the 

common ethical objections towards keeping animals as pets and using animals as 

labourers. Part II will quantify how often pets and working animals have been depicted 

in WDAS films, documenting the species, scale of anthropomorphism, and purposes 

 
9 PETA (People for the Ethical Treatment of Animals) is the largest animal welfare charity in the world. They will be further 

discussed in the literature review.  
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that these characters serve. Then, Part III will examine this data, highlighting the types 

of direct and indirect harm and objectification these animals face in WDAS films. 

Finally, Part IV will examine Lady and the Tramp (1955), a WDAS film that focusses 

on pet animals and also features various working animals. This chapter will conclude 

by claiming that direct harm towards non-villainous pets appears to be acknowledged 

and criticized more than any other type of animal harm in WDAS films. In contrast, 

working animals tend to face routine physical harm, which is rarely criticized or even 

acknowledged by WDAS. This chapter will conclude by stating that this disparity 

reflects wider socially-acceptable speciesist attitudes towards these two types of 

animals.  

Chapter 5 “The Greatest Show on Earth” will explore how animals in entertainment 

have been depicted in WDAS films. This is one of the most-debated and controversial 

areas of animal welfare. This is evident from the many high-profile campaigns 

surrounding this issue, several of which will be highlighted and discussed in this 

chapter. Part I of this chapter will explore the most common objections towards using 

animals for entertainment. Part II will document the number of times animal 

performance has been depicted in WDAS films. Part III will begin by outlining the 

history of zoos and circuses. Then, this section will focus on how WDAS has depicted 

these locations, drawing comparisons with the wider Disney brand (including their 

Animal Kingdom theme park). This section will employ Dumbo (1941) as a case study. 

Finally, Part IV of this chapter will contextualise the use of animals in the North 

American (hereafter: American) film industry. It will begin by examining the history of 

animal actors in American films, and then it will explore how WDAS and Disney have 

used and depicted animal actors. This section will employ Bolt (2008), a CGI film about 

the ethics of using animals as actors, as a case study. This chapter will conclude by 

arguing that it has evidently become socially-unacceptable to use animals to produce 

entertainment. A study of WDAS films, the wider Disney brand, and numerous welfare 

campaigns will demonstrate that this issue has garnered attention because animal 

performers are higher-order species that are typically individualized. 

This project’s conclusion will highlight several original contributions to knowledge that 

have been made apparent throughout the chapters of the thesis. First, it will 

demonstrate that WDAS films reflect speciesist attitudes. WDAS films repeatedly imply 

that it is unacceptable for certain species, such as dogs and elephants to be harmed, 

yet WDAS films also imply that is socially-acceptable to harm other species, such as 

fish and insects. Second, WDAS has only challenged animal welfare issues that are 

already socially-unacceptable, or are becoming socially-unacceptable. Moreover, they 

only question issues that affect small numbers of animals, such as the use of animals 

in entertainment. Third, WDAS repeatedly romanticizes, humourizes, and minimizes 

the routine harm and objectification that animals experience during processes that are 

potentially harmful, such as dairy farming. Fourth, WDAS films can influence how 

viewers feel towards animal welfare, perhaps more so than even many animal-centred 

organizations, such as PETA. Fifth, individualization significantly influences how 

viewers feel towards animals, even when these animals are fictional and animated. 
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Sixth, the amount of harm an animal character experiences, and how much sympathy 

the narrative offers that animal, depends largely on the level of anthropomorphism that 

character has. It is often implied that heavily-anthropomorphised animals should not 

be harmed. In contrast, non-anthropomorphised animals are often depicted 

experiencing harm that is portrayed as acceptable. Seventh, since WDAS films rarely 

feature violence towards animals (which, as the literature review will evidence, is the 

most prevalent form of violence globally), WDAS fails to depict scale of harm done to 

animals in the real world. Animals exist in every WDAS film, yet their most common 

causes of death (slaughterhouses and so forth) have barely been mentioned. 

Therefore, in WDAS films, animals are disconnected from the harms they often 

experience in reality. This project will conclude by suggesting topics for future research 

projects in similar areas. The conclusion will also suggest how animal welfare charities 

and media companies can best depict animal harm in order to effectively challenge it.  
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Literature Review 

 Section 1: Disney  

 

The Walt Disney Company (hereafter: Disney)10 is not even one hundred years old, 

yet they have already established themselves as one of the most financially successful 

companies ever (Wills, 2017: 77). Further to their financial success, they have a 

massive global audience. For example, an estimated 95% of people worldwide have 

seen a Disney film (Wasko, 2001: 252). Given their success and prevalence, Disney 

has already been well-studied, yet not all prior studies are relevant to this project. This 

project is focussed upon depictions of animals, animal harm, and animal objectification 

in WDAS’s fifty-six feature-length films from 1937-2016. These parameters 

significantly narrow the external research relevant to this project and thus this literature 

review. There are eleven reasons why WDAS films were chosen as the case studies 

for this project. These reasons will be highlighted throughout this section and 

summarized in the conclusion. The first reason is, as highlighted above, Disney’s, and 

thus WDAS’s, massive global audience.  

Animation has become more widely-studied in recent years. As a result, there have 

been many academic books and scholarly articles on various aspects of it, including 

Disney and animals, yet rarely together. Texts such as Paul Wells’ The Animated 

Bestiary: Animals, Cartoons, and Culture (2009) provide a general overview as to how 

animal characters have been used within animated storytelling. One of the conclusions 

drawn by Wells is that animal characters are often used to challenge the social taboos 

that humans often avoid, such as discussions of ethnicity or gender (Wells, 2008: 3-

4). Whilst Wells’ text raises several points that will be further explored in this thesis, 

his work explores the animal characters used across many films and animation 

studios. Therefore, Wells’ scope is far wider than the scope of this project. More 

specific studies of animals and animation, such as this project, are rare in animation 

studies, and this project seems to be one of the first of its kind in the field.  

The second reason why WDAS was chosen is because their films are animated.11 In 

film, animals appear most often in animation and documentary (Leventi-Perez, 2011: 

58). Animation was chosen over documentary because animation is more controlled 

than documentary is. Within documentary films, much of the action is accidental or 

organic rather than filmed with purpose.12  In contrast, most of what Disney has 

produced has been carefully nurtured and controlled (Wasko, 2013: 222). This means 

that WDAS’s depictions of animals are intentional, rather than accidental. The majority 

of WDAS films have been produced using cel animation. In fact, Disney’s innovative 

 
10 Within this thesis, “Disney” refers only to The Walt Disney Studios, Walt Disney Animation Studios, Pixar Animation Studios, 

Disney Nature, Disney Music Group, Disney Theatrical Group, and Disney’s “parks, experiences, and products” (The Walt Disney 
Company, 2019b). Thus, in this project, “Disney” does not refer to everything owned by Disney, as this scope is too wide. For 
example, within this thesis, “Disney” does not refer to the Marvel Studios. A full list of all the companies owned by Disney can be 

found at: https://www.thewaltdisneycompany.com/about/#our-businesses (accessed: 4 September 2019).  
11 A small number of WDAS films, such as Fun and Fancy Free, include live-action segments. However, only the animated scenes 
and characters are being focussed upon in this project.  
12 An introduction to documentary film can be found in: Saunders, 2010, pp. 11-32. 
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animation techniques, such as the multiplane camera, pushed the boundaries of cel 

animation to far higher standards. To illustrate, Snow White famously changed 

perceptions on what a feature-length animated film could look like (Dobson, 2010: 38). 

Cel animation began as a labour-heavy animation method in which animators would 

paint directly onto cels, but today technology is commonly used to produce, print, and 

photograph cels (Dobson, 2010: 38). However, a small number of WDAS films, such 

as The Black Cauldron, Dinosaur, and Moana, utilize, or are produced, using CGI 

(Disney Animation, 2019). Furthermore, animation is a unique form of storytelling that 

can depict the unrealistic and unbelievable (Wells, 2013: 200). In animation, animals 

can be anthropomorphised, neotenized, and so forth. As will be noted in Section 3, 

many of WDAS’s most notable characters are their heavily-anthropomorphised 

neotenized animals, such as Mickey Mouse. These techniques are much more 

challenging with live-action films. This again means that Disney’s depictions of animals 

have been controlled and purposeful; thus, their meaning warrants study. Additionally, 

a comprehensive study of WDAS films encompasses a broad range of genres, which 

is also an advantage because it means that this project is exploring how animal harm 

has been depicted across various genres and contexts.13  

WDAS’s founder, Walt Disney (1901-1966), was much more than an animator. In his 

lifetime and beyond, he became an American icon; a perfect example that dreams 

really could come true if one works and wishes hard enough (Harrington, 2015: 167). 

More directly relevant to this thesis is that Walt was fond of animals and was known 

to have sympathized with the harms they often experienced. For example, it was 

documented that Walt “could never bear to look upon animals in zoos or prisoners in 

jail or other “unpleasant things”” (Berberi and Berberi, 2013: 197). Walt’s concern for 

animals is frequently evident within early Disney media, such as Dumbo (1941) and 

Bambi (1942) (Thomas, 1976). While some of the ways that Walt used animals at 

Disney will be criticized in this project, there is much evidence to suggest that he 

genuinely did care for the reputation and representation of animals. For example, 

during the making of Bambi, Walt insisted that his animators intensely studied the 

bodies and movements of deer in order to depict them accurately (Lutts, 1992: 163). 

This is the third reason why WDAS was chosen for this project: their founder clearly 

liked and respected animals. This is evident throughout their early works and 

continues to influence the Disney brand today.  

Disney historian Jim Korkis14 describes Disney’s history as oral and has often criticized 

their lack of record keeping during their early-years (2012: 209).15 For this reason, 

biographies of Walt, and other key Disney employees, such as Walt’s “Nine Old Men”-

 
13 A frequent misunderstanding of animation is that it is a film genre of its own. This is not true because, as Clarke (2013) notes, 
“A genre is a set of narrative patterns and character types and ideologies” (2013: 26). 
14 Jim Korkis is an ex-Disneyland employee, Disney historian, friend of Diane Disney (Walt’s daughter), and lifelong fan of Disney. 
He has written several books on various aspects of Disney, such as The Vault of Walt (2010) and Who’s Afraid of The Song of 
the South? And Other Forbidden Disney Stories (2012). Korkis often uses first-hand accounts, real archive resources, and 

personal interviews. Very few other Disney researchers can offer such a unique insight (Mouse Planet, 2019). However, it must 
be acknowledged that Korkis’s work is almost-always written in favour of Disney and is not often critical. Therefore, whilst Korkis’s 
work is unique, it is problematic from an academic perspective.   
15 Korkis claims that this was because the studio was constantly busy and usually behind schedule (Korkis, 2012). 
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a group of animators who supervised production on many Disney films16, are useful to 

Disney scholars (Pallant, 2011: 10). In some cases, they are the only primary sources 

available for WDAS’s early works. 17  There are several autobiographies and 

biographies of Walt, Roy,18 and other key Disney figures, such as Homer Brightman,19 

Eric Larson,20 and Jack Hannah.21 These texts provide useful insights into Disney’s 

early-history, and many of the creative decisions made at WDAS. For example, in 

Homer Brightman’s biography, he notes that during a research-based trip to Latin 

America for The Three Caballeros (1944), the animators witnessed a bloody bullfight, 

yet they consciously chose not to include it in the film (Brightman et al., 2014: 1534). 

Brightman’s observation illustrates the fourth reason why WDAS has been chosen for 

this project: WDAS is evidenced to have purposefully attenuated or removed animal 

harm during their production process.   

WDAS is also evidenced to have attenuated or removed animal harm during their text-

to-film adaptation process. For example, there are several instances of purposeful 

animal harm in Carlo Collodi’s original Pinocchio (1883), almost all of which were 

removed in WDAS’s animated adaptation (Rollin, 2014: 36). To illustrate, in Collodi’s 

text, Pinocchio kills a cricket with a mallet; yet in WDAS’s version, the cricket becomes 

Pinocchio’s “conscience” and Pinocchio never harms him (Rollin, 2014: 39) While 

there is some research into Disney’s film adaptations, very little focusses on the 

attenuation of animal harm as this thesis will do. For example, in Greenhill and Matrix’s 

(2010) broad study of fairy-tale adaptations, animals are barely mentioned, even 

though animals feature prominently in both versions of the texts discussed. However, 

this attenuation and removal is not exclusive to animal harm.  For instance, Swan 

(1999) argues that Disney made their adaptation of Beauty and the Beast more 

romantic and fantastical by purposefully removing the Gothic elements of the original 

story. Other critics have claimed that Disney often tones down source material during 

their adaptation process (Hastings, 1993: 83-92). For example, Hans Christian 

Anderson’s The Little Mermaid is very violent and gruesome, unlike its later WDAS 

adaptation (Hastings, 1993: 83-92). However, not all criticism of WDAS’s adaptations 

has been negative. Fleming (2016) notes that adaptations need to be contextual in 

order to relate to their viewers; therefore, it is not surprising that Disney’s Oliver & 

Company (1988) and Dickens’ Oliver Twist (1837-9) are quite different in content. As 

 
16 Further information on them can be found in Andreas Deja’s 2015 text The Nine Old Men: Lessons, Techniques, and Inspiration 
from Disney's Great Animators.  
17 The Walt Disney Archives in Burbank, California, was opened in 1970. This building curates millions of items from Disney’s 
history (The Walt Disney Company, 2013). Since it only opened in 1970 (after Walt’s death), it is clear that, as Korkis (2009) 
highlights, Disney did not value record keeping in their early years. Accessing the archives is difficult, even for Disney scholars 

(Pallant, 2011: X). This is another reason why Disney scholars need to rely upon autobiographies and such.   
18 Roy O. Disney (1893-1971) was the older brother of Walt. He is relevant to this thesis because he was heavily-involved with 
the Disney company and was the company’s first CEO. He was mostly in charge of finances and business. Further information 

on Roy can be found in: Bob Thomas, Building a Company: Roy O. Disney and the Creation of an Entertainment Empire (1998). 
He should not to be confused with his son Roy E. Disney, who was also heavily-involved in the Disney company. Further 
information on Roy E. Disney can be found in William Silvester’s 2015 text Saving Disney: The Story of Roy E. Disney.  
19 Homer Brightman was a screenwriter who worked on many early Disney films, such as Saludos Amigos (1942) and Cinderella 
(1950). His biography Life in the Mouse House: Memoir of a Disney Story Artist was published in 2014 (Brightman et al., 2014). 
20 Eric Larson was a key Disney animator and one of Disney’s “Nine Old Men”. He worked on films such as Pinocchio (1940) and 

Bambi (1942). His biography, 50 Years in the Mouse House: The Lost Memoir of One of Disney’s Nine Old Men, was published 
in 2015 (Larson et al., 2015). 
21 Jack Hannah was a Disney animator who was credited with partly-creating Donald Duck. His biography, From Donald Duck’s 

Daddy to Disney Legend was published in 2017 (Hannah et al., 2017). 
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will be highlighted in Section 3, animal harm is a challenging subject for people to 

acknowledge and engage-with. This is likely to be the reason why it is rarely adapted 

and often removed by WDAS.  

Further to WDAS’s selective adaptation and production process, there is evidence that 

WDAS has even avoided adapting texts that feature animal harm. In 1979, Don Bluth 

and eleven other prominent Disney animators left Disney to set-up Don Bluth 

Productions (later named Sullivan Bluth Studios) (Harmetz, 1979). This studio’s first 

film, The Secret of NIMH (1982), is a dark-fantasy about a group of mice and rats that 

escape from a medical testing laboratory. Disney had reportedly been offered the 

rights to the book NIMH was adapted from (Mrs Frisby and the Rats of NIMH by Robert 

C. O’Brien), yet they supposedly turned this offer down (Cawley, 1991; Carpenter, 

2012). This suggests that WDAS has purposefully avoided texts that contain themes 

of animal harm.  

To summarize, this literature review has so far highlighted four reasons why WDAS 

was chosen for this project: because they have a massive global audience, because 

their films are (mostly) animated, because their creator loved animals, and because 

WDAS is evidenced to have purposefully attenuated or avoided animal harm. The fifth 

reason is because the name “Disney” is widely associated with childhood, family, 

innocence, and similar pro-social terms (Best and Lowney, 2009: 443). Disney has a 

strong reputation for providing wholesome family entertainment that is suitable for 

children (Best and Lowney, 2009: 434; Wills, 2017: 105). However, while a good 

reputation can be advantageous, it is claimed that it has had disadvantages for Disney 

(Best and Lowney, 2009: 431). Disney has often been accused of creating morally 

questionable products, reinforcing social inequities, and producing inauthentic 

entertainment (Best and Lowney, 2009: 431). For example, Griffin et al. argue that 

Disney animations oversimplify complex solutions while exaggerating darkness (2018: 

4-23). Furthermore, whenever Disney has depicted darker content (such as killing 

Bambi’s mother), they have been heavily criticised (Best and Lowney, 2009: 443). 

Davis (2015) claims that Disney is aware of their wholesome, yet problematic, 

reputation:  

Disney is aware that it cannot be too radical with its depictions and themes: 

while controversial topics may be fine in some genres, they tend to be 

problematic in the family and children’s film markets. It is not necessarily, as 

some would have it, that Disney “promotes” conservative ideas; rather, long 

experience has taught them to be careful with their level of experimentation. Go 

too far, and they lose the audience, lose money, and have to deal with a film 

which becomes a drain on the studio’s resources. This may be why, in so many 

of their films, Disney has tended to favour the tried and true plotlines found in 

traditional tales, many of which are based in romance.  

(Davis, 2015: 251)  



16 
 

It is claimed that Disney’s wide visibility and family-friendly products attract far more 

critics than other film studios (Best and Lowney, 2009: 442). This means that they 

have to be more cautious than other film studios. To illustrate, in 1984, Disney began 

releasing adult-orientated films, such as Pretty Woman (1990), under “Touchstone 

Pictures” (a now dormant film distributor) (Atkinson, 2012). Even though Touchstone 

Pictures is owned by Disney, it is claimed that these films were purposefully not 

associated with Disney because of their more liberal and adult content (Harmetz, 

1984). However, whilst this may seem unfair, many researchers have argued that 

Disney’s widespread reach means that they should be held to higher standards. For 

example, Van Wormer and Juby (2016) claim that because of Disney’s ubiquity and 

influence upon family life, it is important that they are held accountable for the values 

they teach (2016: 579). This is the fifth reason why WDAS films, and Disney generally, 

were selected for this study: WDAS has a wholesome reputation that limits their 

output. Thus, what they have depicted has been more cautious and considerate than 

other film studios.  

Disney’s wholesome, family-friendly, image has led to the common misconception that 

their products are aimed solely at children. This myth was contested by Walt himself, 

who claimed that “We try to please ourselves instead of some composite, imaginary 

child” (Fleming, 2016: 186). In fact, Disney’s products are successfully aimed at 

various ages (Wasko, 2013: 185-6). Yet while they are produced with a wide, inter-

generational, audience in mind, almost every Disney product, and certainly every 

WDAS film, is suitable for children. Thus, WDAS films are much more likely to be 

viewed by children than the films of many other film companies. This is significant 

because it has been proven that children are influenced by depictions of animals in 

cultural representations. For example, Kidd and Kidd (1990) found that what children 

learned about animals from the media heavily affected their subsequent attitudes and 

behaviours towards their own pets. Similarly, Valkenburg (2004) suggests that the way 

children treat animals in reality is influenced by cultural representations (2004: 25). 

Additionally, Anderson and Henderson’s 2005 study claimed that depictions of animals 

in the media can influence children for life (2005: 301). These studies demonstrate 

that care is needed when depicting animals, especially in children’s media. It is unlikely 

that the children in these studies had had direct contact with every species they liked 

or disliked; thus, it is reasonable to conclude that some of the speciesist prejudices 

they held had developed from their engagement with cultural representations. 

Therefore, the attitudes reflected in cultural representations, such as WDAS films, are 

important because they are evidenced to influence how children view and treat 

animals in reality (Kidd and Kidd, 1990; Valkenburg, 2004; Anderson and Henderson, 

2005). Thus, the influence that Disney films have upon children is the sixth reason why 

WDAS films (all of which are marketed as suitable for children) were chosen for this 

study.  

Further to this, it has been repeatedly found that depictions of animals in film strongly 

influence the species and breeds that people subsequently choose as pets. This has 

been dubbed the “Disney effect” by newspapers and researchers. Despite its name, 
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the “Disney effect” is evidenced to occur with other film companies too. For example, 

sales of Collies significantly rose after the release of Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer’s Lassie 

Come Home in 1943 (Ghirlanda et al., 2014). The “Disney effect” is evidenced to occur 

with both live-action and animated films (Garner, 1996). For example, after Disney’s 

live-action The Shaggy Dog (1959), sales of Old English Sheepdogs rose by 100% 

(Carter, 2014). After 1961’s Dalmatians, demand for Dalmatians doubled even though 

the film was animated (Garner, 1996). However, this surge in Dalmatian adoptions 

became a problem because, despite their leisurely behaviour in the 1961 WDAS film, 

Dalmatians are high-energy dogs. The demanding nature of Dalmatians resulted in 

many pet-owners giving their new dogs to shelters (Jeppley, 2010). Therefore, many 

dogs were abandoned because they did not live up to their anthropomorphised 

depiction in WDAS’s Dalmatians. This also affected Dalmatians in the long-term as 

this surge in demand led to over-breeding and irresponsible breeding. This reduced 

the overall quality of the breed and was claimed to have resulted in genetic problems 

for the dogs (Jeppley, 2010). The “Disney Effect” is believed to last for around a 

decade after a film’s release; if this is correct, it has the potential to affect a significant 

number of real animals (Carter, 2014). Because of the “Disney effect”, animal welfare 

organizations have become pro-active with the release of subsequent animal-centred 

films. For example, before the release of Disney’s live-action Dalmatians remake in 

1996, several organizations urged the public not to buy Dalmatians impulsively 

(Garner, 1996). For example, The British Dalmatian Club urged their members to 

distribute flyers that said: "Seen the film? Read the book? Want the dog? Wait" 

(Garner, 1996). Disney was evidently aware of the “Disney effect” as Dalmatians 

(1996) encouraged their viewers to adopt dogs responsibly during the film’s credits 

(Sheen, 2005: 237). Yet despite this acknowledgement, Disney released Dalmatians 

at Christmas, which generated further criticism (Garner, 1996). This is because it is 

well known that dogs are often bought impulsively at Christmas (Dogs Trust, 2018). 

The “Disney effect” is evidenced to affect other species too, not just dogs. For 

example, after the release of Disney-Pixar’s Finding Nemo (2003), sales of clown fish 

soared (Jeppley, 2010). As with dogs, this was problematic from a welfare perspective 

as clown fish are much more demanding than traditional pet fish (Jeppley, 2010). 

However, it has also been argued that the “Disney effect” can benefit real animals. For 

example, it has been argued that Disney-Pixar’s Ratatouille (2007) changed attitudes 

towards rats for the better (Jeppley, 2010). The “Disney effect” further demonstrates 

why WDAS’s depictions animals are important and warrant study: because WDAS’s 

portrayals of animals have the potential to affect huge numbers of the real species that 

they are based upon. Thus, the “Disney effect” is the seventh reason why WDAS was 

chosen for this study.  

As the appendix of this project highlights, animals are depicted in every WDAS film 

(while humans are not). Additionally, it is notable that, unlike other major film 

companies, many of Disney’s most famous characters are animals (Wills, 2017: 114). 

Despite these two points, there is a clear lack of research into Disney’s depictions of 

animals, and the products produced from their bodies. However, this does not mean 



18 
 

that there is little to be said on this topic; as this project will demonstrate, there are 

many important points to be made about WDAS’s depictions of animals. This is the 

eighth reason WDAS were chosen for this study; there has not been enough research 

in this area. This literature review will now summarize the small amount of work that 

has been conducted in this field, which will further highlight how this project is 

contributing to this area of study.     

Leventi-Perez’s 2011 research is one of the closest known studies to this project. It 

studies animals in the twelve WDAS films released between 2000 and 2010. Leventi-

Perez found that three major themes were evident: stereotypes, family, and a 

human/non-human animal dichotomy. It was also found that these Disney films 

celebrated speciesism and mankind’s superiority over animals (2011). Additionally, 

Leventi-Perez claims that entire categories of animal species, such as fish, had been 

assigned roles as passive background characters (2011: 89). However, this study is 

limited by its short time period. Additionally, it is also problematic that it focusses 

mostly on the Neo-Disney period, in which WDAS departed from their established 

norms in several ways (Pallant, 2010b: 103-117).22 Thus, Leventi-Perez’s project is 

focussed upon a Disney era that does not typify how animals are depicted in WDAS 

films overall. To counter that issue, this project has included all WDAS films (1937-

2016) in its scope.  

David Whitley’s text The Idea of Nature in Disney Animation (2008) is another project 

similar to this one. Whitley argues that wild nature has been of central importance 

since Disney began making animated features in 1937 (2008: 2). He splits his study 

into three areas: fairy tale adaptations, the North American wilderness, and tropical 

environments. His text explores nature quite generally, encompassing animals, 

weather, and the environment. Thus, while it is a comprehensive study, it is quite 

broad, which leaves many areas of nature in WDAS films understudied. Whitley’s text, 

along with Leventi-Perez’s, again highlight the eighth reason why WDAS was chosen 

for this project: WDAS’s depictions of animals and animal harm have been under-

studied up to now. Moreover, extant studies have not analysed a research area 

specific enough (such as “animal harm”), or their sample size has not been large 

enough.  

The small amount of prior research into Disney’s animals has emphasized Disney’s 

romantic portrayal of animals. It has been repeatedly claimed that Disney presents a 

“cosy”, romantic, and nostalgic view of nature, especially when depicting animals 

(Whitley, 2008: 81). This is often termed “Dis-nature” (Wills, 2017: 114). “Dis-nature” 

is significant because it corresponds with the public’s own detachment from the natural 

 
22 The Neo-Disney period (2000-2008) was an experimental period that included eleven films (Fantasia 2000 – Bolt). It is 
sometimes referred to as “The Disney Post-Renaissance”, “Disney’s Second Dark Age”, or “Disney’s Experimental Era”, but the 

specific dates given for these eras are slightly different. During the Neo-Disney period, WDAS moved away from the hand-drawn 
animation they had become famous for and started making animation using CGI-technology (Pallant, 2010b: 104). There were 
several other changes too, many of which have since been abandoned. For example, the Neo-Disney films did not use music as 

most popular WDAS films do, i.e. with characters singing. Instead, they used montage and background music (Pallant, 2010b: 

110).  
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world (Wills, 2017: 114). Over the past hundred years, urbanization has accelerated. 

By the end of the twentieth century, just ten percent of Americans lived in rural 

environments (Whitley, 2008: 81). Several scholars have noted that the pattern of 

Walt’s life (beginning on a farm and later working in a metropolitan city) was 

symptomatic of a larger social pattern of migration during this time period (Whitley, 

2008: 81). Moreover, it has been found that as humans started to live apart from 

animals, more animals began appearing in cinema (Du, 2016: 436). Thus, WDAS’s 

frequent and romantic use of animals (“Dis-nature”) is the ninth reason why WDAS 

films were chosen as the case studies of this project. 

As there has been little research into WDAS’s animal characters, this literature review 

will now briefly explore some of the past research into WDAS’s other characters, which 

has mostly been of humans. Disney has received harsh criticism for their portrayals of 

gender (Swan, 1999), race (Johnson, 2013), romance (Tanner et al., 2003), and 

violence (Olson, 2013). Texts such as Elizabeth Bell et al.’s From Mouse to Mermaid 

(1995) and Byrne & McQuillan’s Deconstructing Disney (1999) accuse Disney of 

depicting unrealistic images of gender, race, and history. However, most previous 

criticism of Disney films only focuses on the human characters and ignores (or 

completely humanises) the animal characters. For example, Giroux and Pollock (2010) 

criticize Disney’s effect on audiences, yet they ignore the potential effects that Disney 

has had upon real animals, which is typical of studies in this field.  

Schwartz et al. (2013) claim that characters with learning difficulties are often depicted 

as being animals or “other” in Disney (2013: 181). Additionally, they are often used to 

provide humour or as a “punching bag” for other characters (2013: 184). Schwartz et 

al. use Dopey from Snow White and Gus (the mouse) from Cinderella as examples of 

these points (2013: 187). To illustrate, they note that Dopey looks and acts like an 

animal, despite being human (2013: 183). Schwartz et al. argue that by using mental 

disability for laughs, WDAS makes it acceptable to laugh at mentally-disabled people 

in reality. Schwartz et al.’s study is relevant to this project for three reasons. First, it 

suggests that disadvantaged humans, such as the mentally-disabled, are animalized 

by Disney, which de-humanizes them. Second, it suggests that when WDAS uses 

minority demographics for humour, it becomes socially-acceptable to mock these 

demographics in reality. Third, it highlights that WDAS’s animal characters are often 

studied alongside human characters with little comment on the species they are based 

upon. In Schwartz et al., Gus (Cinderella) is compared with Dopey (Snow White) even 

though Gus is a mouse and Dopey is a human. Thus, in this study, Gus the mouse is 

humanized, rather than studied as a mouse.  

Disney films, both animated and live-action, have received much criticism for their 

portrayal of race. 23 This is what much prior Disney scholarship has focussed upon, 

and there are many comprehensive studies in this area. For example, Jason Sperb’s 

2013 text Disney’s Most Notorious Film: Race, Convergence, and the Hidden Histories 

 
23 An in-depth analysis of race in Disney films can be found in Section 1 (pp. 1-98) of Johnson Cheu’s Diversity in Disney Films 

(2013).  
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of Song of the South is an in-depth study of depictions of race in 1946’s Song of the 

South. Prior criticism of Disney’s depictions of race has often explored how Disney 

has depicted race through their animal characters. It is believed that many of WDAS’s 

animal characters follow set human characterizations, such as “white female” or 

“English elderly lady” (Leventi-Perez, 2011: 88). It has been argued that when films do 

this, they teach children to maintain racial stereotypes (Lugo-Lugo and Bloodsworth-

Lugo, 2009: 174-5). Additionally, WDAS has been accused of using animal characters 

to allegorize political agendas and racial tensions. For example, Elahi (2001) claims 

that The Lion King (1994), which was made and released during fierce immigration 

discussions in South Africa, has anti-immigrant and homophobic undertones. Elahi’s 

paper (2001) demonstrates that many researchers are more concerned with what 

animals represent as humans, rather than who24 they are as animals. It seems that 

researchers like Elahi (2001) do not see Disney’s animal characters as animals; they 

view them as metaphors for human characters or situations. This tendency is common 

in Disney scholarship.  

WDAS has notably received much criticism for their reinforcement of gender 

stereotypes and lack of female characters. A study of sixteen animated Disney films 

found that male characters outnumbered female characters by a fair margin (Wiersma, 

2000). The study recorded 282 human and animal characters across sixteen films, 

and it was subsequently found (in a later study) that 71% of these characters were 

male and 29% female (Auster and Michaud, 2013: 2). In addition to these findings, all 

of Disney-Pixar’s major films from 1990 to 2008 had only male protagonists (Gillam 

and Wooden, 2008: 2). Thus, Disney has clearly discriminated against female 

characters. However, it must be added that Disney has attempted to rectify this bias 

in recent years. For example, Davis (2015) suggests that WDAS stopped using so 

many female villains after much criticism that such characters were anti-feminist. In 

WDAS’s early films, there are many female villains, such as the evil queen (Snow 

White, 1937), Lady Tremaine (Cinderella, 1950), and Maleficent (Sleeping Beauty, 

1959), to name just three. However, from 1990 onwards, most of WDAS’s villains have 

been male (Davis, 2015: 244). Thus, WDAS has clearly responded to the feminist 

criticism they have received and has changed their depictions of women accordingly. 

Furthermore, Holcomb et al.’s 2015 study of motherhood in animated Disney films 

(1937-2009) found that over time marriages were delayed, there were more births to 

single mothers, and there was a rise in maternal employment (2015: 1957-81). This 

suggests that WDAS has improved their depictions of women alongside social 

changes in attitudes towards women. This is the tenth reason why WDAS was chosen 

for this project: whilst WDAS has been heavily-criticized for various reasons, it is clear 

that they have often listened, and pro-actively responded to, the criticisms that they 

have received. Evidence suggests that feminist scholars have changed WDAS’s 

depictions of women for the better; therefore, it is possible that critical animal scholars 

 
24 While the relative pronouns “who”/ “whom” are usually reserved for humans, they will be used with animals in this thesis. Since 
many of WDAS’s animal characters are anthropomorphised, it is reasonable to use language usually reserved for humans to 
describe them. However, the relative pronoun “which” will also be used on occasion to refer to non-anthropomorphised animal 

characters, real animals, or animals generally.  
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can instigate similar changes for animals. This is also evident with Disney’s 

subsequent reaction to the “Disney effect”. As noted earlier, Disney encouraged 

audiences to adopt dogs responsibly at the end of their live-action Dalmatians (1996) 

re-make. Therefore, Disney was aware of the “Disney effect” and has taken steps to 

minimize the harm that this influence has.  

Another area of Disney studies that has received much attention, and criticism, is 

violence. Everhart and Aust’s (2006) paper studies instances of human violence in 

animated films. It documented 464 incidences of violence and 564 weapons across 

just twenty-four Disney films, with every film studied containing seven or more 

instances of violence. Violence is usually instigated by young males towards other 

males, using their bodies as a weapon (Everhart and Aust, 2006). The victims of 

violence are usually vulnerable females, who are then “saved” from the violence by 

another male character (Everhart and Aust, 2006). Furthermore, some scholars have 

noted that violence and death are separated in the classic Disney films because, while 

some characters do die, their deaths are rarely violent (Harrington, 2015: 137). 

Additionally, the deaths (of both pro-social and anti-social characters) are usually not 

visible, and if they are, it is only for a few seconds (2015: 138). Moreover, Harrington 

observed that the term “death” was never used in any Disney film in his study (2015: 

137). Therefore, while Disney films are said to contain large amounts of violence, 

death is rare and seldom mentioned. Thus, violence and death are separated in 

Disney films. This point will be further evident with the findings of this project, which 

will demonstrate that animals, animal harm, and the deaths of animals have been 

separated in WDAS films even though they are very much connected in reality, as 

Section 2  of this literature review will demonstrate.  

Further to this, some Disney films have received much more criticism than other 

WDAS films for their violent content. For example, Cummins (1995) and Olson (2013) 

both note the high amount of violence in Beauty and the Beast. These two studies 

highlight the common criticisms, but also gaps and oversights, in previous research. 

Cummins (1995) and Olson (2013) both note the amount of violence towards humans 

in Beauty and the Beast, yet they ignore the violence experienced by horses and 

wolves in the very same film. By ignoring violence towards animals, these studies are 

anthropocentric. For this reason, this thesis will argue that, contrary to Everhart and 

Aust’s findings (2006), there is actually not enough violence in WDAS films. It is clear 

that there are recurring types of violence, violent characters, victims of violence, and 

patterns with death in Disney films. However, it is also clear that this mainly affects 

and involves humans, which is an inaccurate reflection of reality. As Section 2 will 

demonstrate, the most prevalent forms of violence globally are committed by humans 

towards animals (during food production and so forth). Yet this reality has rarely been 

depicted in WDAS films, or in cultural representations generally. This is the eleventh 

reason why WDAS was chosen for this study: there has been much criticism of 

violence in WDAS films, yet this criticism has, up to now, focussed on violence 

involving or affecting humans. What has remained under-studied is WDAS’s 

depictions of animals, and the harms that these animals face.  
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To conclude the first section of this project’s literature review, there are eleven reasons 

why WDAS films have been chosen as the case study for this project. First, WDAS 

has a massive global audience and impact. Therefore, their films, and the depictions 

of animals in them, have been widely viewed. Second, WDAS’s films are animated, 

and animals appear more frequently in animation than in most other types of film. 

Additionally, animation offers film-makers more creative freedom with animal 

characters than other film formats. In animation, animals can be anthropomorphised, 

neotenized, and so forth. Therefore, animation is a controlled portrayal of animals that 

warrants further study. Third, WDAS’s main creator, Walt Disney, was evidenced to 

have cared greatly for animals. This concern is evident throughout WDAS’s early 

works and seems to have contributed to WDAS’s early success. This means that many 

WDAS films are animal-centred, making them an apt choice for this study. Fourth, it is 

well-evidenced that WDAS has attenuated animal harm when adapting texts into film. 

Additionally, they have avoided texts or scenes that contain too much animal harm. 

Thus, there is clear evidence that WDAS is purposefully avoiding depicting animal 

harm even though every WDAS film features animals. Fifth, WDAS has a unique 

reputation for providing wholesome, romantic, entertainment. This reputation restricts 

WDAS’s output, especially concerning challenging issues, such as animal harm. This 

restriction undoubtedly influences their depictions of challenging subjects, such as 

animal harm. Sixth, every WDAS films is suitable for children. This is significant 

because children’s attitudes towards animals are evidenced to be influenced by 

cultural representations of animals. Seventh, it has been repeatedly noted that 

Disney’s depictions of animals affect the species and breeds that are chosen as pets 

in reality. This is commonly termed the “Disney effect”. Eighth, while WDAS has been 

generously studied, WDAS’s use of animals, and the harms they experience, have not 

yet been studied in sufficient detail. Ninth, the time period under consideration (1937-

2016) corresponds with accelerating urbanization and the Anglo-American public’s 

detachment from nature and animals. Perhaps to compensate for this loss, WDAS 

films have often romanticized animals, particularly in relation to how humans treat 

them. Therefore, this project follows a unique moment in the relationship between 

humans and animals. Tenth, WDAS has evidently listened to the criticisms (both 

academic and otherwise) that they have received on their depictions of race, gender, 

and so forth. Thus, studies like this one could encourage WDAS to consider how they 

depict animals and animal harm in the future. Eleventh, WDAS has received much 

academic attention for the amount of violence in their films, yet no known study has 

yet explored this in regards to animals even though animals are the most-common 

victims of violence globally. In fact, most previous studies have either ignored or 

humanized WDAS’s animal characters. It is clear from these eleven points that 

WDAS’s depictions of animals warrants an in-depth study. The next section of this 

literature review will focus on critical animal studies. This will further highlight why 

WDAS was selected as a case study for this project.  
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Section 2: Critical Animal Studies 

 

Aristotle’s scala naturae, also known as “the great chain of being”, is a hierarchal 

structure that ranks humans, animals, plants, and so forth in order of perfection 

(Archibald, 2014: 1-3). According to scala naturae, wild land mammals are the most 

important non-human animal species, followed by useful land animals, then tame land 

mammals. The animal species at the bottom of the scale are crustaceans, arthropods, 

and finally molluscs (Martinelli, 2010: 184). While scala naturae is today considered to 

be outdated, it was influential within human culture, research, and scientific 

understanding for hundreds of years (Kutschera, 2011: 1-20). Since the production of 

scala naturae, perspectives on animals have varied greatly. For example, René 

Descartes, a notable 17th century philosopher, claimed that animals are devoid of 

reason and cannot feel pain (Gray, 2014: 23). Yet other renowned philosophers, such 

as Aquinas, Locke, and Kant, advised kindness towards animals because they all 

believed that people who were cruel towards animals were also cruel towards humans 

(Benthall, 2007: 2). The rich history of how humans have viewed and treated animals 

over time has already been studied and will not be expanded upon here (for example: 

Guither, 1998; West, 2016). This project is specifically interested in depictions of 

animal harm and objectification in WDAS films. This significantly narrows the scope 

that this literature review will cover. However, scala naturae is still relevant to this study 

because it reifies the speciesist attitudes that have persisted throughout history and in 

cultural representations. Within modern animal rights scholarship, the welfare of 

mammals is often still considered the most important. For example, Tom Regan25 

stated that he was specifically referring to the rights of "mentally normal mammals of 

a year or more" (Regan, 2004: XVI). While Regan’s guideline is speciesist, ageist, and 

disablist, it does encapsulate how many humans judge animals. In contrast, Peter 

Singer26 claims that it may be reasonable to consider that pain stops around molluscs 

(Singer, 1990: 174; MacClellan, 2013: 58). From this, it can be assumed that Singer 

believes molluscs feel pain, and thus considers their welfare to be just as important as 

other animals. Throughout this thesis, it will be assumed that all animal species 

(including molluscs) are equal beings. In WDAS films, molluscs are sometimes 

anthropomorphised (for example: the singing sea snails in The Little Mermaid), and if 

they are anthropomorphised, then it is implied that they are sentient and thus surely 

do feel pain.  

In 2011, Steven Pinker claimed that humans are the least violent they have been in 

recorded history. 27  Pinker argued that humans are becoming smarter and more 

empathetic, which is causing them to be less violent. This broad claim was met with 

 
25 Tom Regan (1938-2017) was one of the most notable modern animal rights’ scholars. He wrote many influential books and 
articles on the subject, such as The Case for Animal Rights (1983) (The Vegan Society, 2017). 
26 Peter Singer is a notable animal rights scholar. He authored Animal Liberation (1975), an influential text within the field of 

animal ethics. Further information on his work can be found at his website: www.petersinger.info (accessed: 19 July 2019). 
27 Steve Pinker is a cognitive psychologist and popular science writer. His 2011 book: The Better Angels of Our Nature: The 
Decline of Violence in History and Its Causes uses notable instances of violence throughout human history, such as stories from 

The Bible and the harsh laws in the British Middle Ages, to argue that humans are less-violent today. 
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outrage from animal welfare groups who responded that humans are actually the most 

violent they have ever been if the amount of animals being mistreated and slaughtered 

are accounted for (Singer, 2011).28 Pinker’s argument is anthropocentric; it ignores 

the violence that animals face, such as that incurred via normalized agricultural 

practices. If violence towards animals had been included in Pinker’s research, he likely 

would have come to the opposite conclusion: that humans are in fact the most violent 

they have ever been at any point in recorded history. Pinker likely did not include 

animals in his research because animals are commonly forgotten or ignored in 

discussions of death and violence. There are several reasons why this is the case. 

The two primary reasons are speciesism and anthropocentrism. 29   

Speciesism is a key theory that will be utilized throughout this project. Horta (2010) 

studied the various definitions of speciesism and concluded that:  

Speciesism is the unjustified disadvantageous consideration or treatment of 

those who are not classified as belonging to one or more particular species 

(2010: 244) 

This thesis will use Horta’s definition of speciesism as the understood definition. 

Speciesism has been clearly documented throughout human history and culture, as 

scala naturae demonstrates.30 The academic discussion of speciesism has ancient 

roots, dating back to the Ancient Greeks.31 However, the term “speciesism” was not 

coined until 1970. Richard Ryder coined the term, yet Peter Singer is undoubtedly the 

most famous modern academic to have researched and discussed it.32 It is claimed 

that speciesist attitudes are based on a “socio-zoological scale” of value (Arluke and 

Sanders, 1996). This scale determines how important a species is, or is not, to 

humans. For example, cats score very highly on this scale, whereas cockroaches 

score very low. A species rank is determined by the following five criteria: usefulness, 

relationship to humans, appearance, danger factor, and how demonic the animal is to 

humans (Arluke and Sanders, 1996). The socio-zoological scale is vital to this project 

and will be used in every chapter to describe the status of WDAS’s animal characters. 

Additionally, this project will add two more factors to the socio-zoological scale’s 

criteria: species category and size. First, species category (such as mammal, reptile, 

and so forth) is being added because it is clear that this is also a key factor for how 

highly a species scores on the socio-zoological scale. Most higher-order species are 

 
28 Because of the scale of modern animal harm, it is impossible to accurately determine how many animals are killed every day. 
To illustrate, Zampa (2019) claims that three billion animals (including fish) are killed each day. Safina (2018) claims that 2.7 

trillion fish are killed each year. Khazaal and Almiron (2016: 375) claim that 70 billion land animals were killed in 2011. Thus, the 
numbers vary between researchers, and it is unlikely that a precise number could ever be known. From this point, this thesis will 
use Zampa’s findings (three billion daily), as most researchers do seem to estimate that the number of animals killed daily is in 

the billions. 
29 “Anthropocentrism” refers to any view which centres or benefits humans (Blackburn, 2016).  
30 A history of speciesism is given in Greg Goodale’s 2015 text The Rhetorical Invention of Man: A History of Distinguishing 

Humans from Other Animals.  
31 Cheryl E. Abbate’s 2016 work, ‘"Higher" and "Lower" Political Animals: A Critical Analysis of Aristotle's Account of the Political 
Animal’ explores theories of animal rights in Ancient Greece, highlighting key examples of early speciesist discussions and 

theories. 
32 Richard D. Ryder is a British academic known for coining the term “speciesism”. Even though Ryder coined the term, Ryder 
credits Singer with bringing speciesism into the mainstream with Animal Liberation (1975). Ryder had been asked to co-author 

Animal Liberation, but he turned this offer down due to other commitments (Ryder, 2004: 84).  
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mammals, and most lower-order species are fish33 or insects. The second factor that 

this thesis will add to the socio-zoological scale is size. MacClellan (2013) argues that 

size is often overlooked when discussing speciesism, even though it is a significant 

factor for many humans. For example, people often campaign to save whales and 

elephants, which are physically large species, but rarely to save rats and cockroaches, 

which are much smaller. MacClellan (2013) also noted that while some large animals 

(such as whales) are routinely slaughtered to benefit humans, they usually experience 

“free-range” lives before their deaths. Therefore, their lives are less-restricted and 

more-organic than the lives of many physically-smaller species commonly harmed by 

humans, such as chickens. Thus, size will also be added to the socio-zoological scale 

as its seventh factor.  

Speciesism is frequently evident with the language that humans use towards animals 

and the products made from their bodies (Karlsson, 2012: 708; Cudworth, 2015). For 

example, Cudworth (2015) notes differences such as “euthanasia”, instead of 

“slaughter”, depending on the perceived value of the species. Cudworth (2015) finds 

similar instances of linguistic dishonesty in notable instances of human harm, such as 

the Holocaust in which human victims were often compared to lower-order animals, 

such as cockroaches (2015: 6). Similarly, naming an animal is said to be a powerful 

way of controlling them (Borkfelt, 2011: 116–125). Animals that are special to humans 

(such as pets) are typically ascribed individual names. In contrast, animals that are 

routinely harmed or objectified, such as factory-farmed animals, usually remain 

nameless. As this thesis will demonstrate, this point is repeatedly evident in WDAS 

films; WDAS’s named animals are characterized with far greater detail than nameless 

animals.  

In 1975, Animal Liberation by Peter Singer was first released. This text is significant 

because it is directly credited with increasing modern academic interest in critical 

animal studies34, particularly speciesism. In 2015, Singer noted that when Animal 

Liberation was first published, vegetarianism was unheard of in many western 

cultures. However, vegetarianism, and discussions of animal ethics, have since 

entered mainstream discourse. Since Animal Liberation was published, many other 

notable scholars have contributed to the field of critical animal studies, such as Carol 

J. Adams, Tom Regan, Steve Wise, and Andrew Linzey. These academics discuss 

animal ethics from differing viewpoints. For example, Wise explores speciesism within 

North American law (Nonhuman Rights Project, 2019b), Linzey studies animal ethics 

within religion (Oxford Animal Ethics, 2019), Adams is known for exploring vegan 

feminism (Adams, 2010), and so forth. These scholars are being highlighted here 

because their work demonstrates that critical animal studies is usually interdisciplinary, 

which is also the case for this project. However, while all of these scholars, plus several 

others not mentioned, have made significant contributions to critical animal studies, 

 
33 The correct plural form for multiple species of fish is “fishes” (Lexico, 2019b). However, “fish” is more commonly used in modern 

everyday English, so it is used throughout this project for naturalness. 
34 Critical and communication studies have been accused of neglecting studies of animal harm (Almiron, Cole, and Freeman: 
2018: 367). In response to this, Almiron, Cole, and Freeman introduced “Critical Animal and Media Studies” as a sub-discipline. 

This thesis will use the term “Critical Animal Studies” to refer to this field. 
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they are not all relevant to this project. This project will only utilize the work of those 

directly relevant to this thesis, which mostly excludes fields such as law and 

criminology. Additionally, because this thesis will explore all instances of animal harm 

that have been depicted by WDAS, the external research utilized is broad. Therefore, 

specific researchers will be discussed within the chapters in which they are relevant. 

For example, Carol J. Adams’s work is only useful to the first chapter of this project 

(animal farming), so her work will be introduced there, rather than here in the literature 

review.  

As well as utilizing the work of critical animal studies scholars, this thesis will also 

utilize the research of animal welfare charities and organizations where relevant. This 

is necessary because, as will demonstrated later, there is a lack of research into 

animal harm; therefore, in some cases, the research conducted by animal charities is 

the only source available. The most notable animal charity is undoubtedly People for 

the Ethical Treatment of Animals (hereafter: PETA). PETA claims to be the largest 

animal rights organization in the world with 6.5 million members (PETA, 2019a). They 

focus their campaigns on the four areas in which they believe animals suffer the most: 

laboratories, the food industry, the clothing trade, and the entertainment industry 

(PETA, 2019a). Because of their broad scope, PETA’s campaigns and research will 

be utilized throughout this thesis. However, it must be acknowledged that PETA is 

often criticized for various reasons, some of which will be discussed in the chapters of 

this project (for example: McWilliams, 2012).  

The term “animal rights” is often said to be an oxymoron because animals have no 

legal rights of their own (Linzey et al., 2004). As this thesis will demonstrate, most 

ways of harming or objectifying animals are legal, socially-acceptable, and even 

viewed by many as ethical (for example: Hopwood and Bleidorn, 2019: 10-14). 

Furthermore, defining “animal harm” is challenging because “animal harm”, and to a 

lesser-extent “animal rights”/“animal justice”, are subjective terms that differ according 

to culture, species, and personal opinion (White, 2008: 32; Peterson and Farrington, 

2007: 23). For example, people living at subsistence level are believed to have less 

concern for animal welfare than those with disposable incomes (Stevens and 

McAlister, 2007: 95). This is because those living at subsistence level are believed to 

limit their concern to the survival of humans (Stevens and McAlister, 2007: 95). Thus, 

the animal rights debate has mainly involved those in the developed world or those 

from religious settings, such as Buddhists (Stevens and McAlister, 2007: 95). This 

point is important because it illustrates why terms such as “animal harm” are culturally 

contingent. Moreover, it highlights a significant limitation with almost-all previous 

research in this field.  

This thesis is specifically looking at WDAS films, all of which were produced in North 

America, and most of which depict Anglo-American cultures. This specific context can 

provide this thesis with more precise definitions of the key terms relevant to this work. 

As should be apparent from the introduction and literature review so far, this project is 

avoiding the term “animal abuse”, except when directly quoting other scholars who 

https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0950329318309327#!
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0950329318309327#!
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have used it. 35 This is because the term “abuse” is too subjective for the scope of this 

thesis, and for discussing animal harm generally. “Abuse” is a value judgement that 

closes off discussion too abruptly. To illustrate, some people consider pet-keeping to 

be an abusive practice (for example: PETA, 2019e). However, to label pet-keeping as 

abusive outright is problematic because it condemns the entire practice of pet-keeping 

as harmful rather than the specific elements of the practice that can be harmful to pets. 

To determine that pet-keeping is harmful, one should draw attention to the specific 

harms entailed, such as de-clawing. Additionally, when using “abuse”, too many 

different kinds of harm, with varying levels of severity, are conflated together under 

one label. “Abuse” can range from verbal harassment (such as name-calling) to severe 

physical harm (such as rape) (Lexico, 2019a). Additionally, with the term “abuse”, it is 

implied that there is an “abuser” present. However, since animal harm has been 

industrialized, animals can be harmed without “abusers”. For instance, animals killed 

in slaughterhouses are often killed by machines (Hansch, Nowak, and Hartung: 2009: 

248). Thus, there is no direct abuser in this instance, so “abuse” is the wrong term to 

use. For these reasons, this thesis will use the terms “harm” and “objectification” 

instead of “abuse”. “Harm” is a better term to use because it has less subjectivity. 

“Harm” is focussed upon the consequences of the practice, and it implies that the 

victim was hurt by what they experienced. Despite this, the term “harm” is still 

subjective as there is no single unitary notion of harm (Hanser, 2019: 1-17). Hanser 

(2019) gives the simplest definition of “harm” as “an action or event harms a subject if 

and only if the subject would have had a better life – a greater level of “lifetime 

wellbeing” – had the action not been performed or the event not occurred” (2019: 1-

17). Thus, by this definition, all animals kept in factory farms are “harmed”. This is the 

definition of “harm” that will be utilized in this thesis. Additionally, this thesis will use 

“objectification” to refer to the process by which animals become objects, such as a 

fur coat or meat. In this thesis, “objectification” will not refer to metaphorical 

objectification (such as a live puppy for sale) unless otherwise stated. Furthermore, it 

is important to note that there are also significant differences between “direct” and 

“indirect” animal harm. “Direct animal harm” refers to the purposeful, targeted harm of 

individual animals (such as beating a pet dog), whereas “indirect animal harm” is 

passively allowing animal harm or objectification, but not physically harming the 

animal, or participating in the harm, oneself (such as eating meat or visiting a zoo). As 

this thesis will evidence, “indirect animals harm” is today far more common than “direct 

animal harm” in Anglo-American cultures. To summarize, the terms “harm” and 

“objectification”, along with “direct”/“indirect”, will be used throughout this project 

instead of “abuse”, unless referring to, or directly quoting, another scholar who has 

directly used it.  

Vollum et al. (2004) claim that there is not enough research into animal harm, and that 

this is a global problem because it is negatively affecting both humans and other 

animals. Furthermore, they noted that much previous research into animal harm only 

 
35 While “animal abuse” is very commonly used by critical animal studies scholars, several recent studies (such as: Flynn and 

Hall, 2017: 299-318) have also used the term “animal harm” instead of “animal abuse”.  
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studies it in relation to how it negatively impacts upon humans, which is 

anthropocentric (for example: Peterson and Farrington, 2007: 21-43). This is 

problematic because the most common victims of animal harm (in terms of numbers) 

are animals, not humans. The specific reasons why animal harm is under-studied were 

hypothesized by Arluke and Luke (1997). They argued that animal harm is rarely 

studied because: 1. Animals are less-valued, 2. There are more important issues, 3. 

Animal abuse is rare, and 4. Crimes towards animals are isolated and not part of larger 

networks (Arluke and Luke, 1997: 195-204). In 2012, Flynn added two more factors to 

these reasons: 5. Animal harm is normalized, and 6. Animals cannot speak up about 

the violence they face (2012: 11). Additionally, Flynn argues that animal harm must 

receive attention because: 1. It is anti-social, 2. It is too common, 3. It can lead to 

psychological disorders (in humans), 4. It often indicates domestic harm (in humans), 

5. It is linked to an increase in both violent and non-violent offenses, 6. The number of 

victims is uncountable, and, 7. Ending animal abuse is a vital step towards ending 

human abuse (Flynn, 2012: 11-12). Flynn’s list demonstrates the importance of further 

research into animal harm, and thus the importance of this project. However, like much 

past research, Flynn’s approach is anthropocentric, foregrounding how animal harm 

affects humans.  

Further to Arluke & Luke’s (1997) and Flynn’s (2012) list of reasons, other potential 

reasons for the lack of previous research into animal harm have been suggested. First, 

McPhedran (2009) claims that animal harm is not taken seriously due to the widely-

held misconception that humans are not animals. This myth has been declining in 

credibility since the Enlightenment Period, yet it is still widely accepted (2009: 1-4). 

Second, Cudworth (2015) claims that sociologists are resistant to the study of non-

human animals, shaped by the belief that studying non-human animals undermines 

human oppression (2015: 3). Third, Boyer (2014) claims that most humans find animal 

suffering emotionally disturbing (2014: 2). The fourth reason commonly hypothesized 

is self-deception.36  Self-deception is when people knowingly deceive themselves 

and/or others about the reality of a situation. For example, the overwhelming evidence 

that animals are sentient beings is still frequently denied by many (McPhedran, 2009). 

Cudworth (2015) argues that the resistance towards bringing animal harm into 

academia is because most people do not want to acknowledge the reality of animal 

harm and the “love-hate” relationship that most humans have with animals (2015: 3). 

This is because most people harm animals indirectly, not directly. This suggests that 

animal harm has been under-studied because humans are more comfortable when 

harm is attenuated, hidden, or ignored. This point will become further evident 

throughout this thesis as animal harm is often not depicted in film for the same reason. 

These four additional points will be added to Arluke & Luke’s (1997) and Flynn’s (2012) 

list of reasons as to why animal harm has been under-studied. 

 
36 The self-deception of challenging issues is not exclusive to animal harm and objectification. It evidently occurs in many 

challenging areas of human society and culture. Another example of self-deception in children’s media is the lack of attention 
given to poorer children (such as street children), children in developing countries, and children affected by war (Davies, 2010: 
53). This is comparable to the self-deception surrounding animal harm, which is also largely-ignored in cultural representations 

(especially children’s media), and probably for similar reasons. 
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Another highly-plausible reason for the lack of concern towards animal harm is the 

“collapse of compassion” effect. Cudworth (2015) argues that animal harm and 

objectification have been simplified and normalized by the huge, uncountable, 

numbers they involve (2015: 2). The number of animals slaughtered annually to serve 

humans is so high that it cannot even be accurately recorded. Moreover, the deaths 

of some species, such as fish, are recorded by mass weight rather than individual 

bodies (Cottee, 2012: 5-15). It has been repeatedly demonstrated that humans care 

more about animals when they are presented as named individuals, rather than when 

they are shown in groups (Payne, 2010). Generally, the more victims a tragedy has, 

the less humans will care, and the less-likely they are to donate their time or money to 

help solve the situation (Payne, 2010; Cameron et al., 2011: 1). This is termed the 

“collapse of compassion” effect. Psychologists believe that the “collapse of 

compassion” occurs to stop humans from becoming overwhelmed with emotion 

(Payne, 2010). This is why the billions of animals being routinely slaughtered daily 

does not attract as much empathy as one would imagine it should, yet instances of 

animal harm involving small, often singular, numbers of animals attract greater 

sympathy. For example, newspapers often only feature select reports of individual 

animals, such as the birth of a gorilla in a zoo, yet they rarely discuss issues that affect 

large numbers of animals, such as the increase in factory farming (Singer, 2009: 216). 

The “collapse of compassion” effect will be used in every chapter of this project as it 

is key to understanding WDAS’s depictions of animals and animal harm. This project 

will demonstrate that the “collapse of compassion” effect is one of the main reasons 

why the routine slaughter of animals has become the “accepted background of daily 

life” (Worsham, 2013: 64). Thus, the “collapse of compassion” will also be added to 

Arluke & Luke’s and Flynn’s list as the fifth additional point.  

One area of animal harm that has received considerable academic attention is the 

demographics of people who harm animals. There are some minor differences in the 

findings, but three profiles are frequently concluded: troubled adolescent males, 

abused children, and male spousal-abusers (Flynn, 2012: 10-30, 34; Currie, 2006: 

425-435; Baldry, 2005: 97-110). Other demographics of direct animal harmers have 

been noted, but in insignificant numbers. For example, one exception to the three 

portraits above is animal hoarders, who are usually mature females (Flynn, 2012: 21). 

The reason why the portraits of direct animal harmers have received much attention 

in academia may be because it has been repeatedly demonstrated that there is a 

direct link between those who commit direct violence towards animals and those who 

are violent towards humans. This is often termed “the link” (Flynn, 2012: 38). 

According to Flynn (2012), people who directly harm animals usually begin doing so 

in childhood, and later move onto violent crimes towards humans. This trend is 

especially evident with men and children (Peterson and Farrington, 2007: 21-43). 

Furthermore, it has been noted that directly harming animals is linked to psychopathy 

and antisocial personality disorders (Nurse, 2013: 15). However, even though animal 

harm is an indicator of anti-social behaviour, the opposite is not true, i.e. those who 

are kind to animals are not necessarily kind to humans too (Arluke, 2006: 3). For 
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example, some notoriously cruel criminals, such as Robert Stroud and the Birdman of 

Alcatraz, exhibited extreme concern for animals (Arluke, 2006: 3). This has led to 

some academics (including Arluke, 2006) to disputing the existence of “the link”. “The 

link” is relevant to this thesis because direct animal harm is often portrayed as an 

indicator of psychopathy in cultural representations. To illustrate, notable horror writer 

Stephen King claimed that one of the easiest ways to create a cruel and unlikable 

character is by making them an animal abuser (Arluke, 2006: 3). Thus, whether “the 

link” is true or not, animal harm is commonly understood to be an indicator of villainy 

and anti-social behaviour in cultural representations. This is also usually the case in 

WDAS films, as the chapters of this thesis will demonstrate.  

To summarize Section 2 of this literature review, six points have been observed. First, 

some animal rights scholars, such as Tom Regan, do not consider the welfare of all 

species to be equally important, only higher-order, neuro-typical, ones. However, this 

thesis will understand that all animal species (ending at molluscs) do have, or rather 

do deserve, moral status. Moreover, this thesis will understand that all animals species 

are sentient and can feel pain. Second, the theory of speciesism is vital to this project 

as it explains why some species experience more harm than others. Speciesism can 

be better understood alongside the socio-zoological scale, which will be utilized 

throughout this project. Furthermore, this project is expanding the socio-zoological 

scale by adding two new factors: size and species category. Third, only critical animal 

studies scholars directly relevant to the topics of the chapters will be drawn upon. For 

example, while Steve Wise has been important to the modern animal rights movement, 

his work is based in legal studies, and is therefore not relevant to this project. 

Additionally, the research of animal charities and organizations such as PETA will also 

be utilized when relevant. Fourth, it is clear that the past research into animal harm 

and objectification has been limited, anthropocentric, and speciesist. Animal harm is 

usually only studied in relation to its negative effects on humans, rather than its 

negative effects on animals. For example, “the link” is one area of critical animal 

studies that has received considerable attention, perhaps because it affects humans 

negatively. However, this project will understand that animal harm and objectification 

are important and warrant study because of their catastrophic consequences upon 

both humans and animals. Fifth, this thesis is adding five additional points to Arluke & 

Luke’s and Flynn’s (2012) list of reasons as to why animal harm is under-studied. The 

most important of these is the “collapse of compassion” effect. Sixth, this thesis 

understands that many forms of harm towards animals are forms of violence. For 

example, the death of an animal in a slaughterhouse is a violent death. Therefore, this 

thesis understands that animal harm is the most-common form of violence globally, 

and that non-human animals are the most-common victims of violence in terms of 

numbers. These six points, along with the points made in Section 1, lead onto 

questions about how animal harm has been depicted in common cultural 

representations, which will be explored in the next section of this literature review.  
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Section 3: Animals in Cultural Representations 

 

Several critical animal studies scholars, such as Peter Singer, have noted that humans 

are physically and mentally disconnected from the modern reality of animal harm and 

objectification (Singer, 2009: 216). For example, despite the overwhelming evidence 

to the contrary, meat-eaters tend to believe that their diet is humane (Adams, 2010: 

19). Moreover, 95% of hens in North America are raised in cages, yet Americans 

believe that just 40% of hens are raised in this way (Norwood and Lusk, 2011: 246). 

This means that there are many misconceptions on this issue, which are likely to have 

developed from romantic depictions of animal harm in common cultural 

representations, such as film. Thus, this thesis will draw on romanticism to understand 

depictions of animals and animal harm in cultural representations.  

The term “romanticism” is said to have several meanings. This thesis will define 

“romanticism” by using the definition that is sometimes referred to as a 

misunderstanding of it, that is, someone who romanticizes the past or present (Ruston, 

2007). However, this definition is only seen as a misunderstanding when used to refer 

specifically to the romantic British poets, which is not the case in this thesis (Ruston, 

2007). Romanticism was originally an artistic movement that fought back against the 

increase in scientific rationalism, industrial capitalism, and the technology produced 

by the Age of Enlightenment. The art that was produced from this movement 

romanticized nature, including animals, which suffered particularly badly from the new 

technology being produced (Jones, 2009b: 136-152). Many romantic writers prioritised 

natural states of behaviour over those that were artificial (Jones, 2009b: 137). For 

example, crowds and factories were often depicted negatively, whereas natural 

locations were depicted much more positively (Jones, 2009b: 137). Furthermore, the 

more negative aspects of animal behaviour, such as when they attack humans and 

poor hygiene, were widely ignored by the romantic writers (Jones, 2009b: 136-152). 

Additionally, many romantic writers spoke against the rise in poor animal welfare. For 

example, Percy Shelley famously argued that animals should be spared cruelty in his 

influential 1813 essay ‘A Vindication of Natural Diet’ (Preece, 2009: 253). Moreover, 

many of the romantic writers, such as Joseph Ritson, were vegetarian, which was an 

extremely unusual diet (of choice) for their generation (Preece, 2009: 252). The way 

that animals began to be romanticized by the British romantic writers is still widely-

used today in cultural representations, particularly those aimed at children. The 

depictions of farming and pet-ownership in WDAS films are indicative of such trends. 

However, as will be demonstrated throughout this thesis, WDAS only romanticizes 

socially-normative forms of animal harm, such as animal farming and pet-ownership. 

Animal harm that is today socially-unacceptable, such as hunting, is not usually 

romanticized by WDAS. In fact, WDAS is fairly critical of these practices, as the main 

chapters of this thesis will demonstrate. 

The first series of cinematic images were of a galloping horse in 1878 (Sheehan, 2008: 

119). This was named Sallie Gardner at a Gallop; it was work of Eadweard Muybridge, 
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twenty-four cameras, and a Kentucky bred mare called Sallie (Sheehan, 2008: 119). 

Thus, animals have been part of the film industry since it began; however, they have 

rarely been credited for their contribution. Animals appear in most film genres, but with 

varying significance and character roles (Burt, 2002: 18). Animals have even inspired 

their own genres, such as the “animal hero” film (Burt, 2002: 115). For many genres 

and categories of film (such as children’s films), animal characters add value (Burt, 

2002: 11). Moreover, some of the most celebrated film stars, such as Rin Tin Tin and 

Lassie, have been animals, or rather based upon animals (Burt, 2002: 22, 150). 

Despite this, there have been very few studies into animals in film. One of the only 

comprehensive studies is Jonathan Burt’s 2002 text Animals in Film, which will be 

utilized throughout this thesis. Another text that explores animals on-screen is Brett 

Mills’ 2017 text Animals on Television: The Cultural Making of the Non-Human. This 

text argues that humans encounter more animals through television than anywhere 

else. Mills also notes that most of these representations are anthropocentric, which is 

also what this project will be arguing in regards to representations of animals in Disney 

media.  

As highlighted in Section 1, animals appear most often in documentary and animation. 

However, the way that animals are depicted in these two formats is strikingly disparate. 

As this thesis will demonstrate, animation tends to offer romantic images of animal 

harm, whereas documentary tends to expose the worst harms animals experience. 

One of the most well-known and repeated quotations from the animal rights movement 

is the one that states that if slaughterhouses had glass walls, everyone would be 

vegetarian (Jones, 2009a). The film industry, particularly documentary, highlights why 

this quotation holds so much merit: when animal harm is visible, it often drastically 

changes how people feel towards the end product. It is even argued that people are 

more sensitive towards film violence involving animals than humans (Burt, 2002: 136-

7). For this reason, film is said to be “the last, albeit immaterial, universal sanctuary 

for animals” (Schnug, 2011: 21). Because of this sensitivity, film, particularly 

documentary, is often used by the animal rights’ organizations, such as PETA, to raise 

awareness of harmful industries.37 For example, a modern tactic of the animal rights 

movement is to work undercover at slaughterhouses and film the worst instances of 

animal harm that they witness. Upon release, these videos are often met with outrage 

towards the farms or equivalent (Lancaster and Boyd, 2015: 186). Filmed instances of 

animal harm that become public, and the moral shocks38 they create, have evidently 

had a positive effect on animal welfare. For example, they have led to an increase in 

animal welfare laws (Lancaster and Boyd, 2015: 188-9). They have also put some 

companies that use animals out of business (Shea: 2015: 349). This is why the 

American meat industry has tried to stop the production of videos and photography on 

their slaughterhouses and farms (Shea, 2015: 349).  

 
37 PETA’s YouTube channel hosts hundreds of videos, most of which are documentaries (YouTube, 2019). This suggests that 
they use documentary more than any other film format.    
38 “Moral shocks” are instances that create an urge for one to become involved in a movement, i.e. they create activists (Lancaster 

and Boyd, 2015: 188). 
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These points can be illustrated with Blackfish (2013), a documentary about captive 

orcas at SeaWorld (Gray, 2014: 8). After the release of Blackfish, there was a 5% drop 

in SeaWorld’s attendance. This was believed to be directly because of Blackfish’s 

impact (Trigaux, 2014). Additionally, SeaWorld has since announced that they are 

phasing their orca-breeding program out, which the film directly criticized (Newkirk, 

2017). Furthermore, the ending to Disney-Pixar’s Finding Dory (2016) was altered 

after Andrew Stanton39, the director of Finding Dory, saw Blackfish. In the original 

ending, several of the marine characters ended up at a SeaWorld-type park, but this 

was changed after Stanton saw Blackfish (Kaufman, 2013). Instead, in the revised 

ending, the marine characters had the option to leave the park (Kaufman, 2013). 

Therefore, it is clear that Blackfish had a significant impact on the film industry, the 

oceanarium industry, and the species it represented. This is one of the many examples 

that demonstrates why film, particularly documentary, can be such a significant tool 

for the animal rights movement. 

While realistic images of animal harm have often been used in documentary, realistic 

images of animal harm are much rarer in other genres and categories of film. In fact, 

the few fictional films that have depicted realistic animal harm or death have become 

notorious for doing so. For example, Trader Horn (1931), Old Yeller (1957), and 

Watership Down (1978) are three films that are infamous for the bloody violence they 

depict towards animals rather than their artistic merits (Burt, 2002: 131-2, 180-2; 

Barnes, 2016). However, the outrage and notoriety that films attract when depicting 

animal harm does change genre to genre. Burt argues that:  

Certainly different genres of animal films (family stories, adventure and safari, 

natural history documentaries, medical films, animal rights topics, experimental 

and avant-garde films) have different criteria by which to judge what might be 

considered acceptable or unacceptable imagery (2002: 141).  

WDAS is clearly one of the film studios that attracts much criticism when they depict 

animal harm. The few instances in which WDAS has depicted direct harm towards 

individual, anthropomorphised, animals are often considered to be their most shocking 

and controversial moments. For example, the death of Bambi’s mother (Bambi) and 

the death of Mufasa (The Lion King) are often claimed to be WDAS’s saddest moments 

(Bradley, 2019). As highlighted in Section 1, WDAS’s unique, wholesome, reputation 

is one of the reasons why they were chosen for this project; it is almost as if WDAS is 

not allowed to depict darker issues, such as animal harm. In contrast, PETA is known 

for promoting films that feature images of real animal harm (for example: The 

Ecologist, 2009). This is, of course, what makes WDAS an apt choice of case study 

for this project; their depictions of animal harm have been carefully controlled and 

restricted.   

 
39 Andrew Stanton is a notable director, writer, and producer at Disney-Pixar (IMDB, 2018a). He is no known relation to the author 

of this thesis.  
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As Section 2 highlighted, the reality of animal harm today is gruesome and quite 

hopeless. To illustrate, it is so rare for a farm animal to escape slaughter that it is 

almost-always noteworthy on the rare occasion that it does happen. 40  This 

hopelessness is likely why images of realistic animal harm in film, such as PETA’s 

documentaries, are controversial. For example, Earthlings (2005), a feature-length 

documentary about the scale and reality of animal harm today, is notorious for being 

difficult to watch in full (Rotten Tomatoes, 2018). Because of this, cultural 

representations that feature animal harm or similar issues often include optimism to 

make the narrative engaging (Winston, 2010: 1). To illustrate, even though a small 

number of animals die in WDAS’s Bambi, most of the hunted animals manage to 

escape from danger unharmed. However, perhaps because of this, there are many 

falsehoods commonly depicted in animal-centred narratives. For example, in fictional 

films, animals usually die by accident, hunting, or illness (Burt, 2002: 181). This is very 

different from how most animals worldwide die (i.e. in slaughterhouses or fishing 

farms).  

Perhaps because of this optimism and romance, mainstream cultural representations 

have often been accused of simplifying complex issues involving animal harm, such 

as poaching. To illustrate, the global population of tigers has dropped for two reasons: 

habitat loss and commercial poaching (Duffy, 2010: 88-9). Yet cultural representations 

often blame population decline solely on poachers (Duffy, 2010: 88-9). This is perhaps 

because poaching is a problem that can be resolved (thus there is hope). However, 

habitat loss is unlikely to ever be reversed, thus it is a much more hopeless issue. This 

simplification is a problem because if people are mis-educated on the causes of these 

issues, it may stop these issues from being resolved. This is one reason why romantic 

images of animals and animal harm are problematic.  

Similarly, the romanticization of certain species in cultural representations is also 

problematic. For example, it is said that only the romantic side to elephants is shown 

in wildlife programmes, picture books, campaigns, and so forth (Duffy, 2010: 129). 

This has created a misleading image of elephants, which is somewhat false. In reality, 

elephants have a destructive nature. For example, they are known to raid crops, which 

can cause local communities to be hostile towards them (Duffy, 2010: 153). However, 

even if a species’ cultural representation is false or misleading, it can still change 

attitudes towards them. This will be further demonstrated in the chapters of this thesis 

with notable animal-centred films, such as Dalmatians (1961), Jaws (1975), and Babe 

(1995).   

To summarize Section 3 of this literature review thus far, animals have been a 

significant part of cultural representations, such as film. However, the routine harms 

animals commonly experience have been ignored in most genres and categories of 

 
40 For example, during the UK’s outbreak of foot-and-mouth disease in 2001, a single calf (Phoenix) became famous after 
surviving death twice. Phoenix had been given the lethal injection, along with 70 other cattle and 47 sheep. However, she was 

found alive, buried under the other animal carcasses, six days later. Despite the severity of the foot-and-mouth crisis, it was 
decided that Phoenix would not be killed again (Browne, 2001). This was likely because of the high-profile campaigns, such as 
the one by The Mirror newspaper, that pleaded for her to be saved from death (Browne, 2001). This high-profile instance involving 

a singular, named, farm animal demonstrates how rare it is that a farm animal escapes the routine harm assigned to their species.  
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film, such as animation. The only category of film that commonly has challenged the 

reality of animal harm is documentary. Many of these documentaries, such as 

Blackfish, have encouraged a practical change in attitudes, suggesting that film is one 

of the most effective tools of the animal rights movement. Whilst animals are a 

significant part of film history, they have been un-credited and under-studied. Two of 

the only areas relating to animals in cultural representations that have received much 

attention are the theories of anthropomorphism and neoteny, which this literature 

review will now explore in detail.41  

Kallery and Psillos (2004) define anthropomorphism as: “the tendency to ascribe to 

nonhuman beings and inanimate objects not only life but also reasoning, feelings, 

desires and human capabilities: that is, human characteristics” (2004: 291). It is 

claimed that the anthropomorphising of animals likely began no more than 40,000 

years ago and is now part of a human’s cognitive coping mechanisms (Serpell, 2002: 

440; Boyer, 1996: 83-97). The early effects of anthropomorphism were both pet-

keeping and domestication, two practices that may never have occurred otherwise 

(Serpell, 2002: 440). The theory of anthropomorphism received much academic 

recognition after Heider and Simmel’s 1944 study, which is still widely used today as 

evidence of how humans commonly anthropomorphise objects.42 

Serpell (2002) claims that anthropomorphism, and its corollary pet keeping, have clear 

positive effects on both physical and mental human health, especially social wellbeing 

(2002: 437). Additionally, anthropomorphism is evidenced to benefit animals. It has 

been demonstrated that humans have more consideration for anthropomorphised 

animals than non-anthropomorphised ones (Butterfield et al., 2012: 957-960). 

Because of this, anthropomorphism has been successfully utilized by animal welfare 

campaigners, such as PETA, to create captivating, and thus influential, campaigns 

(Chan, 2012: 1889). It has also been argued that many animal-centred films would not 

be engaging if they did not use anthropomorphism (Burt, 2002: 187). For example, the 

audience relate to the death of Bambi’s mother (in Bambi), because the scene and 

characters are heavily anthropomorphised. As Chapter 2 will evidence, this scene 

impacted attitudes towards hunting in reality. In contrast, when non-

anthropomorphised animals are harmed in animation, the narratives they inhabit offer 

little or no sympathy, as this thesis shall later demonstrate.  

However, while bringing some advantages to humans and animals, 

anthropomorphism has negatively affected the behaviour, anatomy, and appearance 

of many species of animal (Serpell, 2002: 437). For example, some harmful pet 

grooming practices, such as tail-docking and de-clawing, are said to occur because 

pet-owners want their pets to resemble themselves as much as possible (Serpell, 

 
41 Another area relating to both animals and animation that has received considerable academic attention is the “uncanny valley” 
theory (for example: Schwind et al., 2017: 49-61). However, the uncanny valley is not directly related to this project and will not 
be discussed at any point. Therefore, it is not included in this literature review.  
42 Heider and Simmel’s study ‘Experimental Study of Apparent Behaviour’ (1944) documented how participants felt towards 
simple shapes moving around a screen and interacting with each other. The participants gave the shapes personalities, such as 
ascribing “bully” to the large triangle that pushed smaller shapes around. The experiment argued that when people see objects 

moving for no reason, they see these objects as intentional, i.e. having their own purpose to move (1944: 243-259). 
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2002: 448). Moreover, there is little concern and backlash over these practices, even 

though humans tend to protest the idea of this happening to other humans (Serpell, 

2002: 447). Furthermore, Keeley (2004) argues that humans often incorrectly perceive 

certain animal gestures due to frequent exposure to anthropomorphism (2004: 529). 

To illustrate, chimpanzees smile when they feel threatened. However, when humans 

see chimpanzees smile, they often mistake them to be expressing happiness, a 

reaction that anthropomorphism encourages (Keeley, 2004: 529). Keeley (2004) 

further claims that it is unfair to apply abstract human concepts (such as kidnapping) 

onto animals since they are unlikely to ever understand these concepts themselves 

(2004: 530). Furthermore, Anderson and Henderson (2005) argue that 

anthropomorphism is unfair to both humans and animals because it raises 

expectations of animal behaviour to a level that is impossible to achieve (2005: 304-

5). As highlighted in Section 1, this is one of the many problems with the “Disney 

effect”.  

A recent study by Geerdts (2016: 10-14) documented how ubiquitous 

anthropomorphism is within children’s media. It was found that animals were featured 

in nearly half of all children’s picture books. However, in only a quarter of the books 

were the animals featured naturally, such as in the wilderness or in animal habitats 

(nests and so forth). Therefore, Geerdts suggests that children more often see 

anthropomorphised animals than natural animals (2015: 12). However, Geerdts also 

found that children’s books featuring anthropomorphised animals are much more 

popular with children than books featuring realistic animals (2016: 12). Further to this, 

Batt’s study of species preferences also found that humans preferred animals with 

similar behaviour to their own, concluding that similarity to humans is one of the most 

important factors of speciesism (2009: 180-190). Batt (2009) also noted that when an 

individual animal engages in behaviour often deemed to be animalistic, it can 

subsequently cause their species to be viewed negatively, regardless of how highly-

ranked it is. For example, a study that recorded how humans felt towards bonobos (a 

highly-ranked species closely related to humans) before and after viewing a video of 

them mating found that humans viewed the bonobos much more negatively after 

seeing their mating behaviour (Beatson and Halloran, 2010: 619-632). This 

demonstrates that it is not enough for a species to be higher-order, they must also 

behave in a pro-social manner and be, to some extent, anthropomorphised, in order 

for humans to like them. A similar study by Westbury and Neumann (2008) documents 

the amount of empathy humans feel towards animals in victimized suffering. They 

found that humans had much more empathy for animals that are closer related and 

similar in appearance to themselves, such as monkeys (Westbury and Neumann, 

2008: 66-74). Furthermore, Borgi and Cirulli (2015) found that children overwhelmingly 

prefer higher-order species (such as tigers) and domestic animals (such as dogs and 

cats), and that they usually dislike invertebrates (such as snakes) and wild animals 

(such as boars). The study concluded that children responded much better to animals 

that were similar to humans in appearance and size (Borgi and Cirulli, 2015: 45). 
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These studies illustrate why WDAS’s pro-social animal characters are domesticated 

mammals that are usually highly anthropomorphised.  

It has been noted that most famous animals are caricatures, or animations, of animals, 

rather than live animals (Malamud, 2012: 27). Very few famous filmic animals are 

realistic, non-anthropomorphised, animals. Moreover, these animal characters are 

rarely accurate depictions of the species they are based on in terms of colour, size, 

and behaviour (Malamud, 2012: 27). For example, Mickey Mouse is often depicted as 

being much larger than a real mouse. Anthropomorphism is evident throughout Disney 

media. Walt confirmed his heavy reliance upon anthropomorphism when he stated 

that: “We never think of him [Mickey] as a mouse. Nor as a drawing. He is always 

human” (Walt, in: Korkis, 2013: 4735). One of the frequent criticisms of Disney’s use 

of anthropomorphism is that it is unnatural. WDAS’s anthropomorphised animal 

characters live in human worlds, with human cultures, and human problems (Nelson 

and Whitley, 2012). The actual problems that animals experience (such as animal 

farming) are attenuated within Disney films through anthropomorphism. However, it 

has also been argued that since animals are not able to depict themselves in the 

media, no representation of them can ever be free of anthropomorphism or human 

bias (Leitsberger et al., 2016: 1003-1019). Due to the technical process of film 

making, it would be almost impossible to give an accurate portrayal of real animal life, 

even in documentary format (Burt, 2002: 166). As Burt argues, any form of animal 

representation in film is “either fiction or in some way falsely motivated” (2002: 166). 

Thus, while anthropomorphism is problematic, it is unavoidable in cultural 

representations of animals. 

Another common technique utilized in the design of WDAS’s animal characters is 

neoteny. It is said that Walt had a sign on every one of his artist’s desks reminding 

them to “keep it cute!” when animating (Walt, in: Bryman, 2004: 84). This “cuteness” 

is evident throughout WDAS films, and it is something that Disney has become both 

famous and infamous for, especially with their pro-social animal characters. 

Grauerholz (2007) argues that animals are “cutified” in three ways: personification, 

neoteny, and Disneyfication (2007: 339-40). Meamber describes “Disneyfication” as 

follows:  

The term “Disneyfication” has been widely used by scholars across many 

disciplines to describe an approach to literature and history that simplifies and 

cleanses an object of unpleasantness (2011: 127).  

For example, a cow presenting itself as a delicious meal for humans to eat is 

“Disneyfied” (Grauerholz, 2007: 340). Thus, “Disneyfication” is a form of romanticism 

and is very common in WDAS films, particularly in situations where humans are 

controlling animals, such as farming. “Personification” is similar to anthropomorphism, 

but it is usually used when applying specific personal identifying human traits onto 

animals or objects (Cambridge Dictionary, 2019). Thus, it has more individuality than 
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anthropomorphism or Disneyfication. 43  Personification has only been used 

occasionally in WDAS films. For example, the eagles in The Jungle Book were based 

on The Beatles (Loughrey, 2016). Grauerholz’s third way of “cutifying” animals is 

arguably the one used most commonly by WDAS: neoteny. Within the context of 

anthropomorphism, neoteny is the process of adding juvenile features to a character. 

Gould (1977) claims that neotenized characters trick the brain into evoking a nurturing 

reaction that humans evolved for the benefit of their own offspring. New-born humans 

have large heads and eyes, which is a significant part of animated neotenized designs 

(Estren, 2012: 6). Thus, humans developed this instinct to increase the chances of 

offspring survival (Borgi and Cirulli, 2016: 3). This uncontrollable feeling of nurture 

makes audiences subconsciously attracted to neotenized characters (Lamaree, 2011: 

124). The species that score the highest on the socio-zoological scale, tend to be the 

most neotenous (Estren, 2012: 6). For example, it is noted that juvenile-looking 

animals, such as robins and rabbits, are favoured over older-looking animals, such as 

lizards and seagulls (Gould, 1977). This is why it is often employed in the design of 

pro-social characters and avoided in the design of antagonistic characters (Estren, 

2012: 7).  

Preston Blair44, an animator for Disney and later Hanna-Barbera, wrote many books 

on how to animate likeable characters. One of them, Advanced Animation (1947), 

describes how to design animal characters as “cute”:  

 

Figure 2: Preston Blair’s guide to “The Cute Character” 

Blair’s guide to animating cute characters clearly suggests that using juvenile features 

and circles can make a character appear cute. The main diagram in Blair’s guide is of 

 
43 A common example is when specific political figures are depicted as animals in a derogatory manner. For example, in April 

2018, New York Magazine personified Donald Trump as a pig in order to insult his character (White, 2019).  
44 Blair’s time at Disney was influential, but short-lived. He left during the infamous animators’ strike in 1941, after which he worked 
for MGM and Hanna-Barbera. Today, he is probably best-known for the many animation manuals he authored (Animation 

Resources, 2010).  
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a human infant, even though the animals animated underneath are not necessarily 

young characters.  

As this thesis will demonstrate, WDAS’s pro-social animal characters of all ages have 

neotenous features, such as plump cheeks and large eyes (Artz, 2004: 118). This look 

is often achieved by using soft bright curves and few sharp lines. This is evident with 

Mickey Mouse, for example (Artz, 2004: 118). These techniques are believed to affect 

audiences psychologically by subconsciously comforting them. As John Hench45, a 

former Disney artist, claimed: “Circles are very reassuring. People have had millions 

of years’ experience with curved objects and they have never been hurt by them. It’s 

the pointed things that give you trouble” (Hench, in: Artz, 2004: 118). At the time, 

Hench was discussing how best to animate characters in order to appeal to a mass 

audience. An example of how Disney has used neoteny and circular design can be 

seen with Mickey Mouse and Donald Duck, two of Disney’s most repeatedly-used pro-

social characters.  

 

Figure 3: Various Mickey Mouse designs in chronological order 

It has been found that both Mickey and Donald have grown more juvenile in physical 

appearance over the years (Gould, 1977). This may be because Disney’s artists 

discovered the benefits of neoteny over time (Lamarre, 2011: 122). Furthermore, Marc 

Davis, the main animator of the neotenous and heavily-anthropomorphised Bambi, 

claimed that when initially designing Bambi, he put the image of a human baby’s head 

onto the body of a fawn to help him design Bambi (Forgacs, 1992: 365). 

 
45 John Hench (1908-2004) was an influential Disney animator and storyboard artist. For example, he produced four official 

portraits of Mickey Mouse during his career at Disney (Holland, 2004). 
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Figure 4: Bambi (right), as sketched by Marc Davis 

While human attraction to neoteny benefits humans (because it increases the chances 

of offspring survival), its effect on real animals has been much less positive (Estren, 

2012: 6). It has been argued that while neotenized animals are evidenced to be 

preferred by humans, they are not seen as equals by humans (Grauerholz, 2007: 348). 

Additionally, Lamaree (2011) suggests that this nurturing, caregiving feeling is 

problematic because it gives humans a sense of control over an animal or character, 

which is a form of oppression (2011: 124). To illustrate, Leventi-Perez (2011) found 

that WDAS’s neotenous animal characters were often depicted as inferior to WDAS’s 

human characters (2011: 102). Moreover, it has been argued that giving an animal 

neotenous features is a form of de-humanization because it disrespects the 

appearance of that animal’s original species (Grauerholz, 2007: 348-9).  

To conclude Section 3 of this literature review, the following four points should be 

noted. First, romanticism will be a key theory to this project. WDAS films are famously 

romantic, as are common cultural representations of animal harm and objectification. 

This is commonly termed “Disneyfication”. Second, animals have had a significant role 

within the film industry, particularly within animation and documentary, yet they have 

been significantly under-studied. However, it is clear that depictions of animals and 

animal harm can have positive effects on animal welfare as they often encourage 

change. This is evident with the documentary Blackfish, for example. Third, while 

animals are common in the media, the harms they commonly experience in reality, 

have not been. Most cultural representations of animal harm are hopeful, romantic, or 

optimistic. In fact, humans are evidenced to dislike realistic images of violence towards 

animals, such as slaughterhouses. This explains why WDAS films depict animals and 

animal harm romantically, and avoid locations (such as slaughterhouses) where 

animals are commonly harmed. Fourth, anthropomorphism and neoteny significantly 

affect how humans view animals, particularly in animation. WDAS’s most notable pro-

social characters are both heavily-anthropomorphised and neotenized. Very few 

famous filmic animals, Disney and otherwise, are non-anthropomorphised animals.  
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Literature Review  

Conclusion 

 

This literature review has highlighted much of the previous research that will be utilized 

throughout this thesis. This includes theories of speciesism, romanticism, the “collapse 

of compassion” effect, anthropomorphism, and neoteny. The history and common 

criticisms of Disney and WDAS are also important to note because they demonstrate 

why WDAS films are the right case study for this project. The scope of this literature 

review has been broad. This is because specific forms of animal harm, objectification, 

and/or Disney will be discussed where relevant in each chapter. For example, Disney’s 

Animal Kingdom theme park has not been discussed here (even though it encodes a 

great deal about Disney’s depictions of animals and animal harm) as it is only relevant 

to Chapters 2 and 5 of this project.  

It is clear from the research presented here that even though animals have been a 

significant part of the film industry, there has been very little research into the history 

of animals in film. This is true especially in relation to the harm and objectification that 

animals commonly experience. Additionally, Disney's use of animals is yet to be 

intensely scrutinized. Previous research in this area tends to humanize WDAS’s 

animal characters, rather than study them as the species they are based upon. Further 

to this, some critics of Disney have argued that there is too much violence in WDAS 

films. However, as the chapters of this project will demonstrate, this argument is 

inadequate because there are so few images of animal harm in WDAS films, which is 

the most-common form of violence globally. The few instances in which animal harm 

have been directly depicted are some of WDAS’s most controversial and widely-

discussed moments. Given that three billion animals are intentionally killed every day, 

animal harm clearly has a significant role in human culture, yet its existence has been 

largely ignored in cultural representations, such as WDAS films. Critics of Disney may 

be correct in saying that there is too much human-on-human violence in WDAS films, 

but there is definitely an underrepresentation of direct animal harm and objectification 

in WDAS films.  

As summarized in the conclusion of Section 1, there are eleven reasons why WDAS 

films have been chosen as the case studies for this project. Additionally, it is clear from 

the points raised here why it is right for Disney and critical animal studies to be brought 

together for this study. WDAS has benefitted from animals in the sense that some of 

their most memorable films and scenes feature animal characters. Thus, WDAS owes 

their unique success and global prevalence to their many anthropomorphised 

neotenous animal characters. However, WDAS has shown little interest in the 

problems most animals face. For example, during WDAS’s history (1937-present), 

farming has moved increasingly towards industrialised efficiency, and the number of 

animals involved has risen exponentially. Today, animal farming kills more land 

animals than any other industry. Since WDAS films include numerous images of farms 
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but do not depict the reality of modern farming, they are complicit in propagating 

misleading images, and consequently the continuation of poor animal treatment. 

WDAS (and Disney) are not directly responsible for the problems associated with 

farming; however, given how large and global their audience is, they have the ability 

to improve public knowledge about contemporary agricultural practices. Additionally, 

given that WDAS has the attention of many children, they have a responsibility to 

consider the attitudes embedded within their narratives. While WDAS continues to 

negate the realities of contemporary industrialised farming, they are suggesting that 

there are few problems associated with it. These points will be examined in detail in 

the first chapter of this project: animal farming in WDAS films.  
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“Little Patch of Heaven” 

Chapter 1: WDAS’s Problematic Portrayal of Food Farming 

 

 

 “If you’re gonna kill the cow, I don’t wanna hear the rest of the story.”  

– Mortimer Snerd, Fun and Fancy Free (1947)  

 

The quote above is taken from “Mickey and the Beanstalk”, the second half of WDAS’s 

Fun and Fancy Free (1947). This short film opens with images of fertile fields that are 

inhabited by happy, free-range, farm animals living comfortably in small numbers. 

However, the fields become barren overnight after an antagonistic giant steals the 

town’s magic harp. As a result, three humanoid farmers – Mickey Mouse, Goofy, and 

Donald Duck – become starving and destitute. All they have left is their farm and cow. 

Upon hearing this, the little girl listening to the story optimistically exclaims: “At least 

they had milk”. 46 It is then apparent that even though the three farmers are starving, 

they have not eaten their dairy cow. Instead, the farmers share a vegan meal: a tiny 

slice of bread and a single bean. However, after going mad with hunger, Donald Duck 

tries to kill their cow with an axe. He is stopped by Mickey and Goofy, who are both 

horrified by Donald’s murderous intentions. Upon hearing that Donald planned to kill 

their cow, the little girl announces that this is terrible given that the cow was their “best 

friend”. One of the ventriloquist’s puppets then suggests several gruesome and 

cartoonishly-dramatic ways that the farmers could kill their cow, such as by pushing 

her off a cliff whilst she sleeps. This is when Mortimer Snerd states: “If you’re gonna 

kill the cow, I don’t wanna hear the rest of the story”. Of course, the dairy cow is not 

killed or harmed in any way. Therefore, “Mickey and the Beanstalk” depicts a farm cow 

as a character worthy of a life without harm. It also implies that farmers do not harm 

animals, even in desperate circumstances. Both of these points are unrealistic given 

the harsh reality of agriculture both today, and when Fun and Fancy Free was 

produced and set.  

This chapter will explore WDAS’s portrayal of animal farming. This will include 

analyses of meat production, dairy farming, farmhouses, farmers, and the various 

animals that usually live on farms in WDAS films. These concepts will be studied 

alongside theories of romanticism and speciesism, two techniques often used to 

justify, attenuate, and hide the harsh realities of modern animal farming. This chapter 

will also note the influence that the “collapse of compassion” has upon farm animals. 

Part I of this chapter will explore the history of animal farming, and the common and 

notable cultural representations of it. Part II will list how often farm locations, farm 

animals, and the products of farming (such as meat) have been depicted in WDAS 

films. Part III will analyse farming in WDAS films, concluding that WDAS is complicit 

 
46 Fun and Fancy Free features two short films, “Bongo” and “Mickey and the Beanstalk”. “Mickey and the Beanstalk” is narrated 
by notable ventriloquist Edgar Bergen who tells the story in live-action to a young girl with his ventriloquist dummies, which is 

segmented between the animation. 
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in keeping the “happy farm” myth alive. It will also look at the limited way in which 

WDAS has depicted characters that eat farm products, such as meat. Finally, Part IV 

will examine Home on the Range (2004), a WDAS film set on a dairy farm. This film 

supports many of the misconceptions about the farming industry that are 

commonplace in cultural representations, the tone of which is shaped by romanticism 

and comedy. This chapter will conclude by arguing that WDAS’s portrayal of farming 

has been consistently unrealistic and saccharine even though over the past one 

hundred years, industrialisation and striving for efficiency (under capitalism) have been 

detrimental to animal welfare.47  

 

Part I: The History and Romance of Animal Farming 

The exact number of animals reared and slaughtered annually for meat and dairy 

production is so large that it can only be roughly estimated to the nearest billion. In 

2011, the approximate number was 70 billion land animals worldwide (Khazaal and 

Almiron, 2016: 375). This is larger than the number of animals killed for hunting, 

shelters, and research combined (Brown, 2011: 23). The only industry responsible for 

more animal deaths is the fishing industry (Safina, 2018). The population of living farm 

animals is about four times that of humans (Khazaal and Almiron, 2016: 375). Most of 

these animals are denied meaningful protection and treated as nothing more than 

machines (Perry and Brandt, 2008: 118). For example, most chickens in factory farms 

are unable to stretch their wings, a natural behaviour for birds (Leder, 2012: 73). 

However, despite the staggeringly high numbers involved, farming is not the area of 

animal harm that attracts the largest amount of human concern. Three factors 

contribute to this lack of concern. The first reason is speciesism; the animals involved 

in food farming do not score on the higher-level of the socio-zoological scale. The 

second reason is because of the “happy farm” myth; romantic images of animal 

farming generally suggest that modern farms are happy and wholesome places for 

animals to live at. This misleading image is frequently repeated and is often at the 

forefront in WDAS films set in rural narratives, as this chapter will evidence. The third 

reason is because farm animals are rarely individualized; this factor leads to the 

“collapse of compassion” effect. To summarize, speciesism, romanticism, and the 

“collapse of compassion” effect have resulted in the problems with animal farming 

being widely ignored.  

After the last Ice Age came the Neolithic Revolution (around 10,000 BC) in which 

humans changed from hunter-gatherers to farmers (Pringle, 1998: 1446). During this 

period, humans began to settle close to each other and develop complex social bonds. 

These social bonds are what would subsequently become early human civilizations 

(Norwood and Lusk, 2011: 18).48 Additionally, as a result of farming, human societies 

 
47 This chapter will focus only on the farming of land animals for food: therefore, fur farms, puppy farms, fish farms, and so forth 

will not be discussed in this chapter. 
48 One of the main secondary texts utilized throughout this chapter is Norwood and Lusk’s 2011 book Compassion by the Pound: 
The Economics of Farm Animal Welfare. This text is a comprehensive study of human-on-animal farming as it explores most 

areas of this subject.  
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began to produce healthier children, which allowed societies to grow much larger than 

they had previously, and at a much faster pace (Pringle, 1998: 1446). In the past, not 

all regions had huge amounts of animals and land suitable for farming: therefore, early 

farming somewhat shaped the future wealth of many countries (Norwood and Lusk, 

2011: 13). Today, around 38% of the Earth’s ice-free land is used for farming, with 

about 70-75% of this land being used to farm animals (Deckers, 2016: 22).  

During the past 10,000 years, most humans would have been farm workers of some 

kind. For example, in the fourteenth century, 76% percent of people worked in farming, 

but today just 26% of all workers globally work in agriculture (Van der Zee, 2018). 

Additionally, in developed countries, this number drops even further. For example, in 

the UK, only 2% of people are directly employed by the farming industry (Van der Zee, 

2018). However, this does not mean that farming has declined; in fact, more animals 

than ever before are killed as part of the farming industry’s routine operations. This 

decrease in employment is because agriculture has become industrialized; many of 

the jobs previously undertaken by humans are now performed by machines. 

Traditionally, farm animals were used to assist in farm labour, as well as to provide 

meat, dairy, and so forth (Leder, 2012: 74). However, the rise in farm technology meant 

that animals were no longer needed to help with the labour; they were only needed for 

the products they could produce, and this shift led to the development of factory 

farming. The first species to be factory farmed was the chicken, then pigs, and more 

recently cattle (Van der Zee, 2018). The increased production scale of factory farming 

requires that these animals live shorter lives, and also that they weigh more. For 

example, since 1925, the life of a farmed chicken has dropped from 112 days to 48 

days, while their weight has risen from 2.5 pounds to 6.2 pounds (Van der Zee, 2018). 

Because of this efficiency, the cost of meat and dairy has dropped considerably 

(Brown, 2011: 23). For example, the price of chicken has decreased by 110 percent 

over the past fifty years (Norwood and Lusk, 2011: 39-40). The efficiency of modern 

agriculture quickly became more profitable than the more humane, free-range, farming 

alternatives. However, these shifts have been detrimental for the animals involved. 

For example, Brown (2011) suggests that modern factory farms have no regard for the 

individual needs of the animals (2011: 23). This has been repeatedly demonstrated 

through the many exposé videos that have been produced by undercover animal rights 

activists (for example: PETA, 2019f). As a result, factory farming is often compared to 

infamous examples of the poor treatment of humans in history, such as the prisoners 

in the gulags, or the way that privileged classes once colonized indigenous peoples 

(Plumwood, 2012: 57, 72). In general, there are very few laws protecting farmed 

animals, and the ones that do exist are inconsistent. For instance, in America, the 

Humane Slaughter Act prohibits the unnecessary suffering of farmed animals, but this 

act excludes birds, which is problematic because more chickens are slaughtered for 

food per year than any other land animal (Norwood and Lusk, 2011: 60-1). Thus, 
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chickens, the most commonly-farmed species of land animal, can legally be neglected 

and mistreated in North American farms. 49  

As with some other forms of animal harm and objectification, humans are negatively 

affected by the farming industry. The majority of slaughterhouse 50  employees in 

America are low-paid, young, single, men (Fitzgerald et al., 2009: 160; Schlosser, 

2004: 149). It is claimed that large farms (also known as megafarms) are purposefully 

built near deprived areas, presumably to attract people who are more willing to work 

in poor conditions for low-wages (Deckers, 2016: 16). It is noted that the rate of suicide 

amongst farm workers is three times the national average in North America 

(Schlosser, 2004: 146). It is also claimed that the annual staff turnover rate in the 

meatpacking industry is around 400 percent, with the average worker leaving or being 

dismissed within three months (Schlosser, 2004: 160). In fact, Adams51 (2010) argues 

that the staff turnover rates amongst slaughterhouse workers are the highest of any 

occupation in America (2010: 80). Moreover, a 2018 Guardian article claimed that 

American meat plant workers are three times more likely to suffer serious injury than 

other US workers, with an average of two amputations per week (Wasley et al., 2018). 

Cumulatively, this evidence suggests that working in the modern farming industry has 

severely negative physical and mental effects on employees. Additionally, given the 

economic background of these workers, it seems likely that most employees of the 

modern animal farming industry work in that industry because they have few other 

options, and not because they have chosen  to work in such a challenging 

environment. Singer (2009) claims that the people who kill animals in socially-

acceptable ways, such as in slaughterhouses, are generally not “cruel and wicked” 

(Singer, 2009: 97). The reality is that the jobs these people undertake are a result of 

normalized speciesism, rather than an intention to inflict harm for personal 

gratification. Given that the evidence presented here suggests that these industries 

have a high turnover and are purposefully built in deprived areas, Singer’s claims do 

appear to hold merit. Despite this, cultural portrayals of those who work in 

slaughterhouses are often unsympathetic. To illustrate, in The Texas Chain Saw 

Massacre (1974), an antagonistic family of villainous cannibals repeatedly reference 

that they used to work in a slaughterhouse. Throughout the film, a connection between 

cannibalism, violence, and slaughterhouse work is frequently alluded to (Bernard, 

2011: 413-32). Massacre seems to suggest that the cannibal family became evil as a 

result of their earlier slaughterhouse employment, or perhaps that evil people are 

attracted to these industries. Thus, from either reading, the portrayal of slaughterhouse 

employees in Massacre is an unflattering and unsympathetic one. As will be discussed 

in Part III of this chapter, the harsh reality of farm work is far removed from WDAS’s 

 
49 Animal farming also has negative effects on the environment, primarily because of water usage, deforestation, and climate 
change. Further information can be found in: Zwane, 2019. However, this chapter, and wider thesis, will only focus upon the 
negative impacts that farming has upon humans and other animals. 
50 Factory farms and slaughterhouses are separate locations with separate purposes. Thus, they are not synonymous terms. 

However, almost all animals raised in factory farms will die in a slaughterhouse or similar facility (PETA, 2019g). This is why the 

two locations are discussed alongside each other and often interchangeably in this chapter.   
51 Carol J. Adams is a notable animal rights scholar who authored The Sexual Politics of Meat (1990) (Carol J. Adams, 2019). 
Adams’ text is unique in that it focusses upon vegan feminism: that is, the connection between farming and female animals. Al l 

animals farmed for dairy are female; therefore, the majority of animals eaten for meat are also female (2010: 21).  
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romantic portrayal of it, and this inaccuracy extends to the humans who work in these 

industries. WDAS commonly depicts farmers, but these tend to be nomadic or organic 

farmers that live harmoniously alongside a small number of pet-like farm animals. 

WDAS has not yet included a modern slaughterhouse worker or factory-farm worker 

among their large cast of characters, only organic, “free range”, farmers. WDAS has, 

however, depicted some hunters and poachers (i.e. people who attempt to directly kill 

animals, sometimes for food). These characters will be discussed in the next chapter.    

Despite the fact that farming has changed greatly during the past one hundred years, 

cultural representations of farming suggest that this practice is still aligned with its 

nomadic roots. Singer notes that most depictions of farms are optimistic, romantic, and 

far removed from the reality of most modern farming (2009: 96). Singer further claims 

that many people think of farms as more pleasant than “our own industrial, profit-

conscious city life” (2009: 96). Misleading depictions of farms often include happy, 

subservient animals that are treated as willing co-workers and pets, rather than objects 

(Buller, 2013: 159-60). Additionally, farms are rarely depicted as places where 

intentional killing occurs (Buller, 2013: 159-60). These misleading, romantic, and 

unrealistic images are particularly widespread in children’s media, such as storybooks 

(Connell, 2018). For example, children’s books often depict picturesque, spacious 

farms, occupied by a variety of happy farm animals (Newkey-Burden, 2018b). In 

reality, most modern farms only house one type of species, but in huge numbers. For 

example, in the UK, chickens are typically housed in artificially-lit barns with 20,000-

30,000 other chickens (Lawrence, 2016). Each chicken will typically have the space 

of a sheet of A4 paper to move and live in for most of their short life (Lawrence, 2016). 

In addition to the culturally prevalent “happy farm” image, modern megafarms are often 

kept hidden from the populace by being purposefully built in areas uninhabited by 

humans (Plumwood, 2012: 55-74; Singer, 2009: 216). Moreover, the buildings 

themselves do not usually advertise their purpose. As a result, few people would be 

able to differentiate a storage barn from a broiler shed (Singer, 2009: 216). Part of this 

attenuation is also evident in the way that meat and dairy is sold. The majority of 

commercially sold meat is neatly packaged and sealed (Connell, 2018). This meat is 

sometimes dyed with a red colorant and injected with water to make it look more 

appealing, or perhaps more like the meat people are used to seeing in common 

cultural depictions (Connell, 2018). This highlights that consumers are not only misled 

about the reality of farming, but also the reality of animal products. Perhaps because 

of its established romantic image, it is believed that the average person has little 

knowledge about the realities of modern farming (Norwood and Lusk, 2011: 246, 259). 

This miseducation may be because of the false portrayals of animal farming fed to the 

public, such as those present in WDAS films. Additionally, it is noted that the meat and 

dairy industries have run many high-profile advertising campaigns that promote their 

products as both healthy and natural. For example, the dairy industry often boasts 

about the apparent health and nutritional benefits of their products (Wrenn, 2017: 74).  
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Figure 5: A 1998 “got milk?” advert, which suggests that drinking milk makes bones 

less likely to break 

However, even though these images are somewhat misleading, and in some cases 

incorrect, it is argued that there is much interest in keeping this romantic image alive 

in order to protect these profitable industries (Buller, 2013: 159-60).  

The romanticized “happy farm” image frequently depicted in children’s media is usually 

set in the pre-industrialized past, as is the case with the farms in most WDAS films. 

However, it is unlikely that ancient farms were as ethical as the “happy farm” image 

suggests. As evidenced earlier, farm animals were usually required to participate in 

the hard labour of pre-industrial farms. This practice would likely be viewed as cruel 

by many today, hence why it is often omitted in depictions of nomadic farming. The 

reason that the “happy farm” image exists is simple: when animal harm is visible, it 

can drastically change how people feel about the end product. For instance, a 2013 

study found that when people were shown images of animal cruelty in 

slaughterhouses, the most common reactions were sympathy for the animal and 

disgust at the situation (Tiplady et al., 2013: 869, 882). As highlighted in Section 3 of 

the literature review, animal rights activists have successfully used this sensitivity to 

further their cause (Lancaster and Boyd, 2015: 186). For example, a common tactic of 

the modern animal rights movement is for activists to go undercover on farms, film the 

worst instances of cruelty that they see, and then portray it as being normal practice. 

Upon their release, these videos are often met with outrage towards the farms or 

equivalent. In fact, documented instances of animal harm have put many farming 

companies out of business (Shea, 2015: 349). This type of activism has worked well 

to reduce consumption of certain farm products, such as veal and foie gras (Paynter, 

2014). For example, the production of veal, which involves keeping male calves in 

crates, was banned in the UK in the 1990s after many anti-veal campaigns focussed 

on the cruelty of this practice (Levitt, 2018; Paynter, 2014). Consequently, the 

American meat industry has recently tried to stop the production of videos and 

photography in their slaughterhouses and farms (Shea, 2015: 349). For these reasons, 

some companies that use animal products, such as McDonald’s, have publicly 

attempted to help improve farming conditions to better their own PR image (Leder, 



49 
 

2012: 74). However, despite these points, American consumers spend more on meat 

than any other food category (Norwood and Lusk, 2011: 204). In addition to these 

points, some research has noted that people who oppose the consumption of meat 

and dairy, such as vegans, are frequently ridiculed in the media.52 Therefore, it can be 

concluded that most people do not want to see an end to meat consumption; they want 

higher standards of welfare for farm animals. However, a desire for ethical farming is 

somewhat illogical given that meat cannot exist without the un-consensual death of an 

animal (Adams, 2010: 66). This problem is also partly caused by the “happy farm” 

image, which creates the illusion that farming does not involve death.  

Even though billions of animals are slaughtered for food annually, only a select few 

species are used by the farming industry. In the Anglo-American context, farming 

mainly affects chickens, cows, pigs, and turkeys (ASPCA, 2018).53 This is one of the 

main arguments against animal farming from an animal rights viewpoint: farming is 

speciesist. Not all animals are capable of being domesticated, and thus farmed. 

Species that were able to be farmed grew quickly. Such animals are comfortable in 

packs, eat a mostly herbivorous diet, and are docile (Norwood and Lusk, 2011: 12-3). 

Over time, humans have selectively bred these species to accentuate what humans 

have believed to be their more-useful features, such as large breasts on chickens 

(Schatzker, 2015). However, as a result, these species have since been genetically 

altered by humans, and therefore would today struggle to survive without human 

assistance (Norwood and Lusk, 2011: 8). Therefore, even if animal farming was 

stopped, it is unlikely that modern farm animals could ever return to their natural 

habitat.  

While some species, such as cats and dogs, are often individualized in WDAS films, 

farm animals are usually depicted in groups. However, this is problematic from an 

animal welfare perspective because depicting animals in larger groups can result in 

the “collapse of compassion” effect: thus, any harm the group undergoes might result 

in a less compassionate response than individual instances elicit. On the rare 

occasions when farm animals have been individualized in fiction, perceptions of their 

rights have changed. For example, Babe (1995) is a film that appears to have 

influenced some viewers’ perceptions of eating meat. Babe is a comedy-drama about 

an anthropomorphised, individualized, pig that dreams of being a sheep dog.  

 
52 A 2011 study demonstrated that British newspapers frequently discredit and ridicule veganism. These newspapers often portray 

meat abstainers as “ascetics, faddists, sentimentalists, or in some cases, hostile extremists” (Cole and Morgan, 2011: 134-153). 
53 It is noted, however, that farmed species vary somewhat between cultures. For example, in India, cows are worshipped, but, 
in the UK, they are commonly bred for slaughter (Norwood and Lusk, 2011: 20). This project is focussed on animals in the Anglo-

American context as this is the location of the majority of WDAS films. Therefore, in this thesis, cows, pigs, and chickens are 
considered to be the three most commonly farmed animals (ASPCA, 2018). Additionally, while horses often “live” on farms, they 

are not usually eaten in the Anglo-American world. Therefore, they will be discussed in Chapter 4 alongside working animals. 
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Figure 6: Babe (1995) individualized and anthropomorphised farm animals  

During the film, Babe (the pig) escapes being slaughtered several times, often in 

comical circumstances. The story ends happily with Babe achieving his ambition of 

becoming a “sheep dog” and thus avoiding his fate as a farmed pig. In the period 

following the film’s release, there was a dramatic rise in the number of vegetarians, 

especially young female vegetarians (Nobis, 2009: 58). This change in attitude was 

dubbed the “Babe effect” (Nobis, 2009: 58). The “Babe effect” likely occurred because 

this film depicted farm animals as intelligent, individual, and compassionate 

individuals, something that had seldom been done previously and is usually reserved 

for higher-order species (Plumwood, 2012: 55-74).  

Because they are purposefully built in uninhabited areas, very few people have been 

inside a megafarm or slaughterhouse. Most people’s only experience of them is 

vicariously, such as through a book or film (Adams, 2010: 78). While farms are often 

portrayed positively, Babe providing one example, slaughterhouses and the like are 

rarely presented favourably. The Texas Chain Saw Massacre is one such example of 

this point. Burt (2002) notes that the slaughterhouse image rarely appears in 

mainstream films. Similarly, documentary films that accurately document realistic 

slaughterhouses and the like are usually reviled. For example, PETA has produced 

many videos that aim to show the harsh reality of these places (Tonsor and Widmar, 

2012: 59-72). Such films have often been censored, or in some cases banned outright 
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(PETA, 2019c). A rare exception to this is Chicken Run (2000), a British stop-motion 

animation centred around a chicken pie factory. In Chicken Run, the farmed chickens 

manage to escape from their farm unharmed before they are turned into chicken pies 

(Cole and Stewart, 2016).  

 
Figure 7: The final shot of Chicken Run (2000) 

As depicted in Figure 7, the animals in Chicken Run spend the rest of their lives on a 

“chikin sanctuary” after successfully escaping their farm. None of the primary 

characters die, and the only chicken deaths mentioned are off-screen and typically 

involve nameless characters. Thus, while Chicken Run offers a slightly more realistic 

look at modern animal farming, its optimistic ending is unrealistic because real farmed 

chickens have almost no chance of escape.  

To summarize, this section has demonstrated that animal farming has been a key 

component of human civilization for the past ten thousand years. Animal farming 

initially benefitted humans, but it has resulted in a massive amount of animal harm and 

deaths. Moreover, the species involved have had their biology permanently altered by 

selective breeding practices. Yet despite the many problems with modern farming, 

farms are typically represented in an old-fashioned romantic way in cultural 

representations, which has perhaps led to people being mis-educated on the realities 

of contemporaneous agricultural practice. This is often termed the “happy farm” myth. 

This is because only a small number of cultural representations, such as PETA’s 

exposés, have attempted to address the reality of the situation. 
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Part II: Data 

Please see pages 202-203 for a full list of all of the individual instances of animal 

farming in WDAS films. In summary, WDAS has depicted dairy54 in twenty-five films 

(45%)55, eggs in twelve films (21%), meat in thirty films (54%), a farm house in fourteen 

films (25%), chickens in nineteen films (34%), cows in fifteen films (27%), and pigs in 

sixteen films (29%). In total, this means that thirty WDAS films (54%) feature a species 

that is usually considered a farm animal. 

 

Part III: Animal Farming in WDAS Films 

Walt spent his early-childhood on a rural farm, which he often claimed were the best 

days of his life: “Those were the happiest days of my life, and maybe that’s why I go 

in for country cartoons. Gosh, I hated to leave it” (Walt, in: Jackson, 2005: 11). Roy 

also remembered this farm fondly and stated that it was “a very cute, sweet little farm” 

(Roy, in: Barrier, 2007: 11). The farm itself was forty-five acres and included orchids 

of apples, peaches, and plums, plus fields of grain (Barrier, 2007: 11). The farm also 

housed animals, such as hogs, chickens, horses, and cows, but it is claimed that there 

were only a few dozen of these animals (Barrier, 2007: 11). This suggests that the 

farm’s emphasis was on crops rather than animal products. It is clear that these fond 

memories affected Walt’s early-animations, an influence that can still be seen 

throughout WDAS films today. However, Tobias (2011) argues that:  

For the Disney family, as for most Americans, farm animals were objects, 

devoid of subjective content. Their capacity to suffer was limited, and their duty 

in life was to serve. [Walt]’s barnyard humour provided the foundation for much 

of his early work. He relegated domesticated animals to the lowest echelon of 

life because he, like most Americans, considered them soulless husks, 

undeserving of moral consideration.  

Given how favourably some animals were presented in the early Disney works, it 

would be unfair to agree that Walt viewed animals in the way that Tobias (2011) 

suggests. However, it is clear that Walt afforded much more moral consideration to 

certain species of animals, as this thesis will repeatedly demonstrate. For example, 

higher-order species, such as dogs, have been spared negative depictions in many 

WDAS works, such as Lady and the Tramp and Oliver & Company. Yet Tobias (2011) 

is correct in claiming that some species have been largely placed in the background 

of Disney media, and WDAS’s common depictions of farm animals as subservient 

characters and objects demonstrate this.  

Overall, the farms, farmers, and farm animals depicted by WDAS are overly positive, 

optimistic, and romantic. As highlighted in the literature review, this may be because 

 
54 This includes any product that can reasonably be considered dairy, such as milk, cheese, or ice-cream. This does not include 

products that often include dairy, such as pies or cakes, as dairy is not the primary ingredient of these products. Additionally, only 
dairy and eggs normally consumed by humans, such as chickens’ eggs or cows’ milk, are included. Thus, the list does not include 
the dinosaur eggs in Fantasia (1940), for example.  
55 The percentages have been rounded-up/ down to one decimal point. 
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the timeline of the Disney company corresponds with the public’s own detachment 

from nature (Wills, 2017: 114). Walt’s childhood farm was undoubtedly very different 

from the ones that existed later in his lifetime, given that farming has become much 

more industrialized since 1901 (when Walt was born). It simply would not have been 

possible for WDAS to depict farming realistically and still appeal to mainstream film 

audiences. As evidenced earlier in this chapter, realistic depictions of farming are 

usually disliked by Anglo-American film audiences. However, while WDAS’s farm 

animals, farms, and so forth have been unrealistic, they have not been accidental. In 

animation, nothing appears accidently since everything must be drawn purposefully. 

Thus, WDAS’s depiction of farming is an intentional one, which means that its romantic 

nature warrants questioning.  

While WDAS has ignored the negatives associated with farming (such as slaughter 

and factory farming), they have not neglected farms themselves. As shown in the data 

presented in Part II of this chapter, farms are depicted in 25% of WDAS films. WDAS’s 

farms are usually family-run and based around family homes with free-range paddocks 

that house a small number of pet-like animals. Additionally, most of the farms in WDAS 

texts are part of a wider community and do not hide the fact that they are farming 

animals. As evidenced in Part I, modern factory farms are intentionally built in 

uninhabited areas and hide their true purpose. In contrast, WDAS’s farms are proud 

of their existence. For example, in The Black Cauldron (1985), the sweet-natured 

protagonist Taran lives on “Caer Dallben”, a little farm populated with a small number 

of happy free-range animals.  

 

Figure 8: The Picturesque “Caer Dallben” in The Black Cauldron (1985) 

Taran’s farm is depicted as a warmly-lit, safe, and happy location for both humans and 

other animals. In contrast, the outside world (which Taran later travels to) is presented 

as dangerous and with many villainous characters. Additionally, it has also been noted 

that the plants on WDAS’s farms are also unrealistic and somewhat romanticized. For 

example, Whitley (2008) notes that the crops in Pocahontas (1995) are unnaturally 

organized in straight neat rows with few insects, meaning that they resemble idealized 
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genetically-modified crops rather than the crops that would have existed in the pre-

industrial period in which Pocahontas is set (2008: 86). Therefore, WDAS’s 

romanticism of farming extends beyond animals.   

Despite the lack of realism in WDAS’s depictions of farming, it is worth noting that 

critics have often praised Disney for their commitment to realism compared with their 

animation rivals, such as Warner Brothers and UPA (Pallant, 2010b: 105-6). It is 

claimed that Disney’s early work displayed a predominantly-abstract and non-realist 

form, but with verisimilitude in respect to characterization, contexts, and narratives 

(Wells, 1998: 23). Walt wanted his characters to move realistically and be plausibly 

motivated (Wells, 1998: 23; Pallant, 2010b: 104). This form of animation continued 

throughout Walt’s career, and by the time WDAS was founded, Walt insisted that his 

animators study the movements of real animals and people in order to perfect the 

movement and appearance of their characters (Wells, 1998: 23).  

 

Figure 9: Walt sketching live deer  

However, this commitment to realism has not yet extended to WDAS’s portrayal of the 

farming industry. Additionally, this accuracy seems to only apply to the positive 

aspects of animal behaviour and appearance. For example, the usefulness of farm 

animals, such as cows providing milk, is depicted. However, the reality of modern 

farming, such as cows being milked via efficient machinery, is not. A slaughterhouse 

or similar facility has never been shown in any WDAS film. This is problematic because 

the farming industry kills more land animals than any other industry. Thus, WDAS is 

misleading their viewers by negating a large part of the modern farming industry and 

real farm animals’ lives. Since every WDAS film features animals, it seems fair to 

suggest that their second most common cause of death should be acknowledged. It 

seems that WDAS leans towards realism when accentuating positive elements and 
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eschews realism if it means engaging with negative elements. The same approach is 

evident elsewhere; WDAS often depicts overweight middle-aged male characters 

(such as the sultan in Aladdin or LeFou in Beauty and the Beast), but they do not 

regularly depict the negatives of middle-age obesity, such as heart attacks or diabetes 

(even though that is a commonplace reality for this demographic). Thus, WDAS seems 

to only ever depict the more light-hearted or romanticized elements of serious issues. 

This will be further evidenced in this project with pet-keeping, animal performers, and 

the production of fur.  

Furthermore, it is clear that WDAS’s commitment to realism applies to some species 

of animals more than others. There is no evidence of conventional farm animals being 

brought into Disney’s animation studios for the animators to observe. However, this 

practice was common with other, often higher-order, animals, such as elephants (for 

Dumbo) and dogs (for Lady and the Tramp) (for example: Pallant, 2011: 47). By not 

animating directly from farm animals, WDAS’s representations are even further 

separated from the reality of modern agricultural practice. For example, it is common 

practice for battery chickens to be de-beaked to prevent them from pecking other 

animals (BHWT, 2019). Yet the farm chickens depicted in WDAS films, such as The 

Fox and the Hound (1981) and Home on the Range (2004), always appear to have 

their beaks, and this practice is not mentioned in these narratives. Further to this, 

WDAS’s farm animals are animated in a much simpler, less-anthropomorphised, and 

less-unique way than WDAS’s other animal characters. This is a form of 

Disneyfication. For example, chickens are rarely protagonists or antagonists, nor are 

they usually individualized. They are usually light-hearted supporting and background 

characters in small groups of their species. Their appearance is usually similar to other 

characters of their species with few individual characteristics. In contrast, higher-order 

species, such as dogs, are usually designed with a distinctive appearance and 

individual personality, as can be seen in Lady and the Tramp, for example. 

Additionally, the farm animals in WDAS films always seem happy with their situation 

and never show any signs of mistreatment. Moreover, none of the animal characters 

that have ever died in WDAS films have been conventional farm animals even though 

animal farming is the most-common killer of land animals in reality.  

Singer notes that portrayals of dairy cows in cultural representations tend to be 

romantic even though most cows alive today have been essentially reduced to milking 

machines (2009: 137). In WDAS films, cows are usually depicted as being content 

farm animals, even when producing milk for humans or other animals. Outside of the 

industrial agricultural context, real cows produce milk for the nutritional benefit of their 

own offspring (RSPCA, 2019b). However, there are no examples of calves drinking 

cows’ milk in any WDAS film. In fact, no calves are depicted in any WDAS film; all of 

WDAS’s cows are adults and none appear to be pregnant. This implies that cows’ milk 

does not exist for calves, but for humans and other animals. For example, in 

Dalmatians, there are several anthropomorphised dairy cows that happily offer their 

milk to the travelling Dalmatian puppies. The cows are shown as happy to lactate for 

another species, and they also seem quite content in their barn. This is evinced by 
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their grins and the statements they make, such as “I wish they [the puppies] could stay 

with us for always” [sic]. This suggests that the cows’ only purpose in this film is to 

provide milk to the travelling puppies. They are not depicted before or after this scene, 

nor do they have calves or appear to be pregnant even though they are able to express 

milk. Thus, their only purpose is to provide milk when needed by other species. 

However, as Chapter 3 will highlight, Dalmatians argues that puppies are worth more 

than their fur, i.e. the objects their bodies can produce. This shows a clear 

contradiction between the errors of objectifying one species (puppies) and the social-

acceptance of objectifying another (cows). This is because the production of milk is 

socially-acceptable, whereas the production of fur is not.  

 
Figure 10: The dairy cows are clearly happy to see the travelling puppies in 

Dalmatians (1961) 

A similar argument can be made for the way in which WDAS has depicted chickens. 

Connell (2018) argues that the scrawny mutilated chicken could serve as a mascot for 

the reality of factory farming. This is because around 80% of all meat produced is 

chicken flesh, meaning that more chickens are killed in the production of food than any 

other land animal (Deckers, 2016: 54). Somewhat accurately, chickens are also 

WDAS’s most commonly-depicted farm animal. However, there are zero instances of 

chicken slaughter in any WDAS films; thus, WDAS is again ignoring the uncomfortable 

reality of modern animal farming. This is problematic because WDAS’s output negates 

the reason why most chickens exist: the species’ existence is almost solely defined by 

human using their bodies (consuming their flesh or the eggs they produce). Evidence 

suggests that many people believe that farm animals are happy with their lives. For 

example, a study in North America found that 71% of people believe that free-range 

hens are happy and content (Norwood and Lusk, 2011: 247). This suggests that many 

people are unaware of how far removed farm animals are from their natural living 

conditions. Most chickens spend their lives in wire cages in windowless “barns” 

(Norwood and Lusk, 2011: 247). These aspects of chickens’ lives are rarely 

represented in culture, and certainly never in WDAS films even though chickens are 

such common characters. 34% of WDAS films feature chickens, but only in free-range 
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situations far removed from the lives that most chickens experience. For example, The 

Fox and the Hound (1981) includes a single hen nesting with her three chicks in Widow 

Tweed’s barn.  

 

Figure 11: A free-range chicken in 1981’s The Fox and the Hound 

This hen is seen smiling and looks comfortable in her roomy nest. In this respect, 

WDAS has helped to sustain a notion that hens are content with their role in the 

agricultural setting. Even Amos Slade, the film’s fox-hating antagonist, has a large 

outdoor pen and hen house for his small brood of chickens. Thus, in WDAS films, even 

the villains treat farm animals kindly. The example above also demonstrates how farm 

animals are less-anthropomorphised than the other species in the same text. In The 

Fox and the Hound, the fox (Tod) and Copper (the dog) can speak and express many 

human-like facial emotions. In contrast, the nameless chicken and her nameless 

chicks do not speak.  

Additionally, WDAS’s jolly farmers are far removed from contemporary farm workers. 

From Johnny Appleseed in Melody Time to Pearl Gesner in Home on the Range, 

WDAS’s farmers are optimistic and wholesome characters with no interest in harming 

animals. It is usually the case that WDAS’s farmers live in a farm house with their 

animals performing pet-like roles. For example, in The Fox and the Hound (1981), 

Widow Tweed is a jolly elderly woman who lives in a bungalow with a barn outside. In 

her barn, she has a small number of individualized farm animals that she personally 

farms in a compassionate way. For example, she is seen gently milking and talking to 

her pet cow Abigail. Later, she is shown hugging Abigail after Tod scares her.  

 

Figure 12: Widow Tweed hugging her cow Abigail in 1981’s Fox and the Hound 
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This conflation of home and farm connotes that the cow-human relationship is semi-

familial. Even if there is an inbuilt hierarchy, the cow and human co-exist in a 

productive way: it is not that the cow is purely of instrumental value to the human. The 

situation also contrasts with the now typical geography of contemporary agriculture – 

which happens far from the consumer’s everyday context. Thus, WDAS’s depiction of 

farmers is in stark contrast to the reality of most farm workers today. Part I presented 

evidence that most modern farm workers do work that is both mentally and physically 

challenging; additionally, they have little chance for bonding with individual animals 

because of the sheer numbers and short lives of the animals involved.  

Meat and dairy are often evident in WDAS films, but the intense farming required to 

generate those foods is rarely depicted. Cows are occasionally milked in WDAS films, 

but this has never been depicted as cruel or unnatural. Whenever WDAS has shown 

cows producing milk, the cows are happy to do so, as Figure 10 highlights. Similarly, 

only once have chickens been shown laying eggs (Home on the Range). However, 

while farmers, farm locations, and farm animals have been romanticized, the people 

that eat the products of animal farming have not been. As highlighted in Part II of this 

chapter, 54% of the WDAS films in this study feature some kind of meat, and 54% 

feature a common farm animal. However, these instances do not always coincide. 

Some films that feature meat or dairy, such as Atlantis (2001), do not feature any farm 

animals. Similarly, some films that include common farm animals, such as Winnie the 

Pooh (2011), feature no farm products at all. This again demonstrates the 

disconnection between farm animals and animals as food. It implies that the two are 

separate, even though meat and dairy cannot exist without farm animals. It is worth 

noting here that the wider Disney brand sells meat, fish, dairy, and so forth at their 

many resorts and theme parks. For example, the Flame Tree Barbeque restaurant in 

Disney’s Animal Kingdom theme park specializes in meat and, at the time of writing, 

has no vegan options (Disney World, 2019g). Furthermore, there is no evidence that 

the farm products Disney sells are sourced from the organic farms WDAS has 

continuously depicted. This is noteworthy because WDAS’s portrayal of meat-eaters 

is unflattering, which seems incongruous with how pro-meat their theme parks are.  

Adams claims that patriarchal structures promote the idea that meat is masculine 

(2010: 48, 56). For example, physically-strong, heavily-muscular men, such as 

wrestlers and weight-lifters, are commonly portrayed as heavy meat eaters (Adams, 

2010: 56-7). Moreover, men who abstain from meat eating are often perceived as un-

masculine (Adams, 2010: 57). This idea is echoed in WDAS films. For example, the 

overtly-masculine Gaston in Beauty and the Beast (1991) proudly boasts about his 

high meat and raw egg intake to other, less-muscly, men.  
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Figure 13: Gaston eating raw eggs whole in 1991’s Beauty and the Beast 

Gaston has a large physique, brags about his hunting achievements, and even has 

his own eponymous song that celebrates his many manly features. Gaston’s 

henchman LeFou compliments him by telling him that: “No beast alive stands a chance 

against you, and no girl for that matter”. Another example of this characterization is 

found in 1963’s The Sword and the Stone (1963), in which the spoilt and brutish Sir 

Kay is seen eating enormous amounts of meat after his knighthood training.  

 

Figure 14: Sir Kay in 1963’s The Sword in the Stone 

This example also suggests that eating large amounts of meat produces more muscle. 

This connotation is about mastery and control over the self (training), but also an 

exertion of power over animal flesh. Animal flesh is there to become part of his flesh, 

to improve him – he possesses it. As he eats large amounts of meat, Kay boasts about 

how little he cares about Arthur, whom he refers to as “the wart”. This slur, alongside 

the large amounts of greasy meat around him, portrays Kay as an insensitive 

character. It again suggests, as Adams (2010) highlights, that meat-eaters are toxically 

masculine.56 These men are insensitive to the processes involved in creating meat 

(death), and although the films seem critical of their insensitivity, the films are also 

complicit in negating those processes. As established in Section 2 of the literature 

review, harming animals is an indicator of a villainous character, so it makes sense 

 
56 This thesis understands that “toxic-masculinity” is when men suppress emotions, mask distress, maintain an appearance of 

hardness, and use violence as an indicator of power (Salam, 2019). 
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that meat eating also indicates this because the production of meat always involves 

animal death.  

In contrast to this, WDAS’s male characters that do not eat meat are portrayed as 

somewhat feminine. For instance, Johnny Appleseed in Melody Time (1948), is a 

skinny gentle unmarried man, who seems to only eat and farm apples and is never 

seen eating any animal products or farming animals for food. There are animals in his 

narrative, but Johnny does not use or harm them. 

 

Figure 15: Johnny Appleseed in 1948’s Melody Time 

To refer back to quote at the beginning of the chapter, it is worth noting that in Fun 

and Fancy Free, the starving farmers Mickey, Goofy, and Donald do not eat meat 

when they arrive at the giant’s castle, even though they are starving, and it is freely 

available to them. Instead, the three pro-social farmers feast on peas and jelly. In 

contrast, the insensitive oafish giant eats chicken ungraciously, which immediately 

establishes him as a villainous character. By depicting toxically-masculine men as 

meat consumers, and gentle men as herbivores, WDAS implies that the consumption 

of meat is associated with villainy and toxic-masculinity. Therefore, it is clear that 

WDAS’s inaccurate portrayal of farming also extends to the products created on farms, 

such as meat. Connecting meat-eating with antagonistic characters is inaccurate given 

that most humans today, male and female, eat meat (The Vegan Society, 2019b). 

Additionally, given that some of Disney’s own restaurants focus on meat and do not 

even offer vegan dishes, this criticism of meat-eaters seems contradictory with the 

attitude of the wider Disney brand. 

It is also notable that most of WDAS’s meat-eating animals are also villainous. For 

example, in The Lion King, Scar feeds a large chunk of zebra meat to his villainous 

hyena minions.  
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Figure 16: Scar feeding zebra meat to his hyena minions in The Lion King 

The mixed-gendered group of hyenas eat this meat aggressively, animalistically, and 

ungraciously, even though they are heavily-anthropomorphised in many other ways. 

They bend over the carcass, chomp quickly, and then talk with their mouths full. This 

action adds to the unforgiving and insensitive character that the hyenas display 

elsewhere in the film, such as when they attempt to kill Simba. In fact, at the end of 

the film, the hyenas turn on Scar and appear to eat him (off-screen) after he falls from 

a cliff. Unlike the hyenas, the pro-social lions in the film are never seen eating meat, 

despite the fact that lions are carnivorous animals in reality (although Simba is shown 

to reluctantly eat some non-anthropomorphised insects as he adapts to life in the 

jungle). Therefore, it seems that meat symbolizes villainy in animal characters as well 

as human characters.  

It is clear from both the data in Part II and the points raised in this section that WDAS 

has often depicted animal farming, but in a romantic way that does not reflect the harsh 

reality of modern agricultural practices. WDAS’s farms are happy, wholesome places, 

inhabited by content, servile animals and considerate human farmers. This depiction 

perhaps originated from Walt’s own idealistic farm experience, which was evidently a 

pre-industrialised haven seen through the naive eyes of a child and subsequently a 

nostalgic gaze. On WDAS’s farms, there is never any mistreatment or slaughter, which 

is the reality for almost-all farm animals today. Thus, despite their modern prevalence, 

modern megafarms and slaughterhouses are simply not part of WDAS’s rendition of 

farming. Furthermore, WDAS’s depictions of meat and dairy consumers are typically 

negative in tone. WDAS seems to associate meat-consumption with two types of 

character: toxically-masculine men and villains. However, this does not reflect the 

reality of modern western Anglo-American consumers, most of whom eat meat. 

Furthermore, consuming meat is not a socially-unacceptable act in reality, despite 

being portrayed negatively in WDAS films. These observations are further evident with 

a close examination of 2004’s Home on the Range, a Neo-Disney WDAS film set on 

a pre-industrial dairy farm. 
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Part IV: Animal Farming and Home on the Range  

As the beginning of Part I demonstrated, the reality of animal farming industry is quite 

gruesome. However, as the end of Part I demonstrated, and Part III of this chapter 

indicated, WDAS only depicts romantic images of animal farming. Therefore, it seems 

that despite the negative aspects of modern agriculture, this chapter will have the 

happy ending that WDAS films are famous for. The story of Home on the Range is a 

WDAS original, rather than being based on external texts (Singer, 2004). Range is 

about a trio of female dairy cows that attempt to capture a cattle rustler who wants to 

buy their dairy farm. All of the villains are human, and most of the heroes are animals, 

which could serve as a metaphor for the dairy industry. As shown in Part I, the dairy 

industry is often labelled as cruel because of its inattention to animal welfare. Thus, in 

reality, humans are the “villains” of the dairy industry. However, this metaphor is where 

the reality of dairy farming ends with Range.  

The film opens with a hot branding iron (the type that brands cattle) stamping the iconic 

Disney logo onto parchment. This opening seems to minimize what is a common way 

of harming farm animals. During this moment, there are no cattle on screen, and the 

music playing is country-western style. Because there are no cattle and the music is 

upbeat, cattle-branding is not depicted as a practice that is painful or which 

metaphorically objectifies cattle. Branding irons are disconnected from their usual use 

and instead depicted as harmless objects that stamp parchment, not animals.  

The dairy farm that Range centres around is sweetly named: “Little Patch of Heaven”. 

This farm offers a saccharine portrayal of farm life. When the film opens, a jolly opening 

song “Little Patch of Heaven” plays over an opening montage to introduce the location, 

and to exemplify the happy attitude the farm encapsulates: 

Everything's green 

Know what I mean 

Darlin' it's quite the sweetest sight that you ever done seen 

Ain't nothin' much out there 

Just life at its best 

On that little patch of heaven 

Way out west [sic] 

These lyrics establish that the farm is a happy, peaceful, and natural location that is 

safe for animals, and this is indeed confirmed by the narrative. The story of Range 

begins with Maggie, an ex-show cow, being sold to “Little Patch of Heaven”, a 

transaction that she is happy with. Maggie’s previous owner (Mr. Dixon) had to sell 

Maggie after his cattle herd was stolen by Slim, the film’s villain. Upon seeing “Little 

Patch of Heaven”, Maggie grins and states that: “I hope it’s not one of them fat-free 

places”. By referencing “fat-free”, Maggie shows an understanding of how dairy 

products are sold outside of farms today. This is humorous because real dairy cows 

almost certainly have little understanding of the products made from their milk. This is 

the first of many jokes made about the modern farming industry, even though the film 
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is set in the past. For example, Maggie proclaims: “Yeah, they’re real. Quit staring!” in 

reference to her prize-winning udders. These jokes allude to the reality of modern 

animal objectification, but in a way that children are unlikely to understand. These 

jokes seem to exist in lieu of realistic depictions of modern agriculture.57 Further to 

this, the film’s subtle jokes also (perhaps more significantly) demonstrate that the film 

is not entirely blind to contemporary agricultural practices, and it expects the audience 

to share in that awareness (since the jokes rely on that awareness). 

Upon her arrival at the farm, Maggie describes the farm as “heaven”, “green”, and 

“roomy”. This is further confirmed by the visuals of the film. The farm is first shown 

through a wide camera angle, making it look large and spacious. Also, given that there 

are only a small number of animals living there, every animal has a generous amount 

of space to themselves. Each farm animal on “Little Patch of Heaven” has an individual 

name and personality.  

 

Figure 17: A promotional image for Home on the Range showing Pearl (the farmer) 

with her small group of individualized farm animals 

For example, there is an elderly grumpy goat named Jeb that collects tin cans. 

Because the animal characters are individualized, the “collapse of compassion” effect 

does not occur. Thus, when the trio of dairy cows later face danger and misfortune, 

the film encourages sympathy through their individual pain.  

The farm is decorated with various fruit trees and sweetcorn plants, which is an 

uncontroversial type of farming to depict (compared with battery chicken farming, for 

instance). During the farm’s introductory song, the cows help Pearl (the farmer) to 

collect fruit from the trees. Pearl does all the farming with just the help of her 

subservient farm animals. She has no machines or human workers to aid her, nor does 

she seem to need them. For example, Mrs Calloway, one of the main cow characters, 

uses her flowery hat to help collect eggs from the hens. This scene implies that “Little 

Patch of Heaven” has a leisurely pace of life, which contrasts hugely with the inhumane 

efficiency of modern agriculture. Furthermore, the pigs, chickens, and cows are all 

 
57 It was because of these crude jokes that Range was given a PG rating, which is unusual for a WDAS film (IMDB, 2018c).  
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depicted eating within the first five minutes of the film, implying that they are well-fed, 

and thus well-cared for. 

Pearl, the human farm owner, is a loving, kind, elderly lady who clearly loves her farm 

animals and refers to them as her “family”. This is illustrated in Figure 17 by the way 

that Pearl is hugging her animals and smiling. After the opening song, it transpires that 

“Little Patch of Heaven” is in serious debt due to a bad harvest. This again suggests 

that the farm’s emphasis is on selling crops rather than animal products. However, 

Pearl refuses to sell her livestock to save her farm on the basis that her animals are 

her family. She even aggressively threatens the sheriff with a hoe after he suggests it. 

Thus, the farm animals are clearly treated like pets rather than products. Most of the 

harm the farm animals later face is a result of their own choices and jokes rather than 

harms inflicted by the human characters. In reality, farmed animals are directly and 

indirectly harmed by humans, through no fault of their own.   

In addition to the subtle jokes about modern farming throughout the film, the way that 

the cattle are controlled by the film’s villain Alameda Slim is also comedic rather than 

violent. Alameda Slim, the film’s human cattle-rustling antagonist, uses yodelling to 

hypnotize the cattle into following his commands.  

 

Figure 18: Slim hypnotizing the cattle with yodelling 

Slim uses no cattle prods, branding irons, and so forth. Again, the lack of violence or 

inhumane farming tools is not reflective of how many cattle are treated by humans in 

reality. Slim was voiced by Randy Quaid, a famous American comedy actor (Collin, 

2017). This seems to further confirm that WDAS envisioned the character as 

humorous, rather than villainous. Despite this humour, Slim and his gang are 

described by Maggie (the cow) as “The meanest bunch of cattle rustlers in the west” 

before they even appear on screen. The trio of farm cows try to find Slim in order to 

claim the $750 reward for his capture and pay off their farm’s debt. As highlighted in 

the literature review, people who directly harm animals are often vilified both in WDAS 

films and other cultural representations. However, despite his role as a cattle rustler, 

Slim never harms any animals, only humans. For example, he often hits his hapless 

(human) nephews when they do not do as he asks, or when they misunderstand his 

commands. It is clear that Slim does not value farm animals as dearly as Pearl does, 
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but it could not be said that he harms, neglects, or mistreats the cattle in any way. If 

Slim did harm the cattle, it would likely detract from his engaging comedic character.  

The human villains are easily outwitted by the farm animals, suggesting that the farm 

animals are equally, if not more, intelligent than humans. The film also suggests that 

farm animals feel pain, prejudice, love, and friendship. Thus, these farm animals are 

depicted as sentient and capable of feeling pain. The fact that Range depicts violence 

towards humans as justifiable, and violence towards farm animals as unethical, seems 

to indirectly suggest that farm animals do not deserve to be harmed. Thus, Range 

opposes factory farming, albeit indirectly. What little violence is included in the film is 

frequently perpetrated by animals rather than humans. For example, Patrick (the 

horse) and the cows defeat several human cowboys with a whip during the climax of 

the film. This scene ends with several of the cowboys being tied up. This sequence 

inverts the normal function of whips, which are typically used to control horses and 

livestock. However, this scene is problematic because it presents the dichotomy 

between humans and farm animals as a fair fight, with the animals having an equal 

chance of winning. In reality, farm animals have little chance to “fight back” against 

their mistreatment because they are usually caged and do not have access to 

weapons.  

However, Range is not entirely without violence towards animals. After the film’s 

opening shot, a wild rabbit (aptly named “Lucky Jack”) is chased by a snarling grey 

wolf. Lucky Jack falls into a cactus and is then viciously pecked by a flock of owls. 

Subsequently, he is caught by a rattle snake and carried off-camera.  

 

Figure 19: “Lucky Jack” (left) during the film’s opening 

This narrative continues throughout the film, often as a way of opening scenes. For 

example, Lucky Jack appears later in the film with a peg-leg, suggesting that the rattle 

snake was partially successful in its attempt to eat him. This violence occurs in the 

wilder locations, beyond the farm’s boundaries, contrasting with the calm, non-violent, 

lives that the farm animals on the dairy farm enjoy. If Lucky Jack lived on “Little Patch 
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of Heaven”, he would be shielded from physical harm. Additionally, the farm animals 

in Range only experience harm when they are not on their farm, suggesting that farms 

are safer for animals than their natural environments. In fact, Jeb (the farm’s goat) 

declares that the cows are “stew meat” as they leave the farm, further suggesting that 

farms are less-dangerous for cows than the outside world. This situation is the 

opposite of reality for most farm animals. Moreover, this depiction of farms as 

sanctuaries from violence is problematic given that contemporary farms are locations 

in which animals routinely undergo harm during meat and dairy production. 

Range romanticizes the way animals were farmed before the industrial revolution, and 

indeed it appears to be set in that pre-industrial era. The inclusion of wagons and 

steam trains suggest that it is set at the beginning of the Industrial Revolution. The film 

could not have realistically been set in the contemporary era given that this type of 

farm rarely exists in Anglo-American cultures today (Khazaal and Almiron, 2016: 374-

91). In fact, most of WDAS’s farms – such as those depicted in The Fox and the Hound 

(1981), The Black Cauldron (1985), and Beauty and the Beast (1991) – appear to be 

set in the past. By setting their farms mostly in the past, WDAS is ignoring the real 

issues that affect the majority of living farm animals today. However, as the literature 

review noted, WDAS films can affect how people view and treat animals and animal 

products in reality. This will be later demonstrated with Bambi, Dumbo, and 

Dalmatians, for example. Therefore, WDAS should care about their depictions of 

animal farming because they have the potential to improve it.   

To summarize, Range is problematic because of its happy protagonists, idealized 

locations, crass jokes, and non-violent villains. The film’s narrative centres around 

three dairy cows keeping their farm open to benefit themselves and their kind, animal-

loving, owner Pearl. In Range, farm animals are treated like pets rather than products. 

Most of the objectification they face is metaphorical; it is a result of their own jokes 

rather than the human characters. Additionally, the direct harm they face is a result of 

their own choices; if the animals stayed on their dairy farm, they would not have 

experienced any physical harm. Range demonstrates how WDAS frequently 

minimizes, attenuates, and negates animal abuse, yet still portrays animal farming. 

Range does indirectly challenge farming, yet in a way that is too subtle to be impactful. 

Thus, WDAS benefits from using animals, yet animals themselves do not. Like other 

Neo-Disney films58, Home on the Range (2004) broke many of WDAS’s artistic and 

narrative traditions, but it also reinforced many too, one of which being an idealistic 

view of farm life. However, perhaps because of its deviation from WDAS’s norms, it 

was not as financially successful as most other WDAS films, and it is actually 

considered one of their worst by both critics and viewers (Rotten Tomatoes, 2019).59  

 

 
58 Please see page 18 of the literature review for further information on the Neo-Disney period.  
59 Range was released in April 2004, making it the first ever WDAS film to not be released in the lucrative summer or winter 
cinema seasons (IMDB, 2018c). Additionally, it did not make its original budget back, which is also unusual for a WDAS film (The 

Numbers, 2019b). 
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Chapter 1: Conclusion 

Farm animals have provided humans with much more than food: they have helped 

shape human civilization (Norwood and Lusk, 2011: 32). However, while animal 

farming may have initially benefitted humans, it is today problematic for both humans 

and other animals. There are billions of farm animals in existence, almost-all of which 

will live uncomfortable lives and be unceremoniously killed. However, most people are 

unaware of, or perhaps in denial about, how these billions of animals live and die 

(Freeman, 2009: 79). Most people do not experience farms or slaughterhouses first-

hand, and so they rely upon these cultural representations as a source of knowledge.  

At the time of writing, there are several new farm laws and practices on the horizon 

that may further impinge on the welfare of farm animals. For example, a new program 

in North America aims to increase slaughter speeds and recruit fewer safety inspectors 

(David, 2018). However, at the same time, the numbers of people adopting vegan 

diets (and thus avoiding farm products altogether) are rising swiftly (Hancox, 2018). 

These changes will likely put media companies such as WDAS in a difficult position. 

As demonstrated here, WDAS tends to depict what is socially-acceptable. This is why 

they have avoided depicting the production of veal or foie gras, i.e. forms of animal 

farming that have become socially-unacceptable, for example. Thus, if animal farming 

does become socially-unacceptable, then WDAS is likely to follow this trend, which 

would be a significant deviation from their norm. Indeed, there are some small signs 

that Disney is aware of the shifting attitudes towards farming. In Moana (2016), one of 

WDAS’s most-recent films, the protagonist (Moana) has a pet pig sidekick named Pua 

and a pet chicken named Hei Hei. As with WDAS’s other farm animals, Pua and Hei 

Hei are not as anthropomorphised as WDAS’s other animal characters. For example, 

they are both mute and do not wear clothing. However, this is one of the first times 

WDAS has characterized farm animals in a non-farm role. Additionally, the film subtly 

acknowledges the fate of most chickens and pigs today. Moana is clearly embarrassed 

after eating pork in front of Pua. This highlights that pork is sourced from pigs, which 

had seldom been directly acknowledged previously. This suggests that WDAS is 

responding to changes in attitudes towards farming and farm animals. Moana does 

not challenge the common mistreatment that farm animals experience, but its 

depiction of them as more than subservient machines is an improvement on WDAS’s 

previous depictions of farm animals. This suggests that WDAS is slowly re-considering 

their depictions of animal farming, which could significantly improve some of the lives 

of the three billion farm animals that are killed every day.   
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“Bigger Fish to Fry” 

Chapter 2: Hunting and Fishing in WDAS Films 

 

Now, if you're so foxy and old Chief is so dumb 

Then why does that hound get the fox on the run? 

'Cause he's got the hunter 

And the hunter's got the gun 

Ka-blam, elimination! 

Lack of education! 

- Big Mama, The Fox and the Hound (1981) 

 

On July 1st, 2015, Walter Palmer paid around $50,000 to hunt and kill Cecil, a male 

lion, in Zimbabwe (Goldman, 2016; Kassam and Glenza, 2015). Palmer had acted 

legally, yet his actions sparked a worldwide moral outrage. To illustrate, Cecil’s death 

was mentioned over 94,000 times in print media in the three months afterwards 

(Bekoff, 2018). This was believed to be the largest ever public response to wildlife 

conservation (Goldman, 2016). Prior to Cecil’s death, Zimbabwe had been a popular 

location for trophy hunters like Palmer; however, after Cecil’s death, there was a sharp 

reduction in this type of tourism, which has since been dubbed the “Cecil effect”. In 

2016, it was estimated that around six-hundred lions died from trophy hunting 

annually; today, this number is believed to be even lower because of the “Cecil effect” 

(Hance, 2016). Yet, in the grand scheme of annual animal deaths, six-hundred seems 

relatively insignificant. For example, as the previous chapter highlighted, it is estimated 

that seventy billion land animals are killed for the production of food every year. There 

are three key reasons why the death of Cecil caused so much outrage. First, Cecil 

was a lion, which is a higher-order species. Second, hunting, especially trophy hunting 

by westerners, is a type of direct animal harm that has become socially-unacceptable. 

Third, since this incident involved just one animal, it did not elicit the “collapse of 

compassion” response. Furthermore, Cecil had a name and well-documented 

backstory, which individualized him. 60  This further prohibited the “collapse of 

compassion” from occurring.  

This chapter will discuss and analyse WDAS’s depictions of hunting and fishing.61 

Hunting and fishing are analogous practices; they both involve tracking and usually 

directly killing an animal. However, they differ according to the species involved, 

context, and social acceptance. Hunting generally affects small groups of wild animals, 

 
60 Cecil had been part of an ongoing study at Oxford University. This study had been monitoring Cecil for eight years prior to h is 
death (Oxford University, 2017). This was why he was a “famous” lion.  
61 Hunting involves directly capturing and often killing an animal (Duffy, 2010: 83). The products of hunting, such as meat and fur, 

are indirect types of animal harm and will be further discussed in other chapters. Fishing is usually a direct form of animal harm, 
but it can also be indirect when machinery is used. This chapter will only discuss direct fishing as WDAS has never depicted fish 

farming.  
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such as birds and mammals. Fishing affects large numbers of marine life, but mostly 

fish, which score low on the socio-zoological scale. Part I of this chapter will explore 

the history and current debates surrounding these two practices. Then, Part II will look 

at the number of times these practices have been depicted in WDAS films. Next, Part 

III will explore how WDAS has portrayed hunting and fishing. Finally, Part IV will 

concentrate on how hunting and fishing are portrayed in 2003’s Brother Bear. This 

chapter will conclude by arguing that analyses of hunting and fishing offer a direct 

example of common speciesist attitudes through the disparate ways that the public 

reacts to these two similar practices. Additionally, WDAS and Disney have helped to 

sustain these speciesist attitudes with their own texts. Since many types of hunting 

are no longer socially-acceptable, hunting is rarely romanticized. However, when it is 

committed by indigenous people, it is often responded to as if it is acceptable. This 

disparity is true both in WDAS films and the wider media, as will be highlighted in Parts 

I and IV. In contrast, fishing is rarely romanticized, except occasionally as a relaxing 

past time for higher-order species. This is because fish score so low on the socio-

zoological scale that the harms they experience do not need to be romanticized. In 

fact, WDAS’s representations of fishing imply that fish are objects rather than sentient 

animals. Fishing, therefore, is not depicted as harmful or painful in the same way that 

hunting is, and thus does not need to be romanticized or obfuscated.  

 

Part I: The History of Hunting and Fishing62 

In the past, hunting was a necessity for most humans; humans that did not hunt would 

find survival much harder; this is why humans developed a hunting instinct (Nelson et 

al., 2005: 396). Unlike many other forms of animal harm, hunting is not a practice 

unique to humans. Many other animals, such as felines, canines, and other primates 

also hunt (Norwood and Lusk, 2011: 9). What set humans apart from other animal 

hunters were their tools, and that they learned to cook meat. It is believed that hunting 

had several positive effects on human evolution. For example, it is thought that 

humans became bipedal as a result of carrying hunting tools and weapons (Cartmill, 

1996: 9). However, since humans invented weapons and tools, they did not have the 

same incentive to develop the superior hunting instincts other species, such as felines, 

exhibit (Cartmill, 1996: 12). There are various reasons why people hunt, such as food, 

pest-control, population control, environmental protection, and amusement (Scruton, 

2002: 543). These reasons change according to the time period, location, and local 

environment. For example, before the advent of farming, hunting was a necessity for 

survival, but today this is no longer the case in some parts of the world. The social 

acceptance of hunting seems to depend upon the reason for hunting, the species 

hunted, and the people hunting. To illustrate, it is unlikely that Walter Palmer would 

 
62 This chapter will only consider past research directly relevant to WDAS films. It will not provide comprehensive analyses of 

hunting and fishing. A detailed overview of the history of human hunting is given in Matt Cartmill’s 1996 text A View to a Death in 
the Morning: Hunting and Nature through History. A thorough analysis of modern poaching is given in Rosaleen Duffy’s 2010 text 
Nature Crime: How We're Getting Conservation Wrong. Additionally, the history of human fishing can be found in: Brian Fagan’s 

2018 book Fishing: How the Sea Fed Civilization.  



70 
 

have attracted such a strong backlash after killing Cecil the lion if he had been 

subsistence hunting rather than trophy hunting.  

Serpell (1999) argues that, contrary to popular belief, many ancient civilizations treated 

animals ethically. For example, in the Ancient Agrarian civilizations, such as Ancient 

Greece and Egypt, the unnecessarily killing of an animal was commensurate to 

manslaughter (1999: 44). Serpell further argues that in traditional “hunter-gatherer” 

settings, the respectful hunter (i.e. one that did not make the animal suffer) was seen 

as a better hunter (1999: 41-2). However, when humans began to farm (around 10,000 

years ago), they no longer needed to hunt as much. This change from hunter-

gatherers to farmers is believed to have made humans less-ethical hunters (Nelson et 

al., 2005: 396). As highlighted above, ancient humans were believed to have held a 

close affinity and respect for the animals they tracked and ate. However, because wild 

nature can negatively affect the production of farms, it is believed that humans became 

less-sympathetic towards wildlife as they became better farmers. For example, 

animals that ate food crops were, and still are, culled (Nelson et al., 2005: 396). 

Resultantly, hunting has become increasingly controversial since farming became a 

more sustainable way of producing food. Therefore, the social-acceptance of hunting 

has been declining ever since humans began farming. By the 1990s, less than ten 

percent of Americans over the age of sixteen hunted (Mechling, 2004: 69-70). The 

majority of hunting takes place in rural areas away from cities, with deer being the 

most commonly hunted animals in America (Zencey, 1987: 59). Thus, unlike other 

forms of animal harm, hunting has not changed much along with the rise in technology, 

except perhaps for the weapons used.  

Hunting has been a widely-discussed issue within animal rights discourse. A study in 

1996 found that 25% of Americans opposed hunting, which is more significant than 

the opposition to some other forms of animal harm, as this thesis will demonstrate 

(Hastings, 1996: 53-9). However, as with other areas of animal harm, there is an 

inconsistent application of the underlying ethical principle to this opposition. For 

example, while many people oppose the wealthy Anglo-Americans trophy hunters that 

hunt endangered animals in Africa (such as Walter Palmer), people generally find it 

challenging to criticize the subsistence hunting practiced by indigenous people (for 

example: Randhawa, 2017). This is because, as with other areas of animal harm, 

hunting is viewed in a speciesist way by the public. Furthermore, views on this practice 

often change depending on the demographics of the humans involved. To illustrate, 

animal rights campaigners have occasionally been accused of racism when criticizing 

native or indigenous practices, particularly hunting and fishing (Beinart, 1995: 11). 63  

In recent years, it has been argued that indigenous people have inherent rights over 

their traditional territories, and thus should be exempted from legal restrictions 

 
63  In the mid-1980s, this issue turned violent in Canada when the Canadian aboriginals carried out organized attacks on 
environmental and animal rights groups. This was after animal rights activists successfully campaigned against the clubbing of 
baby seals, which led to a ban on seal pelts by the European Economic Community. The indigenous people affected were later 

awarded an exemption, but the export market still collapsed by 97 percent. This led to what was described as a “cultural 
breakdown” in the Inuit community: rates of domestic violence, suicide, drug abuse, welfare payments, and alcoholism rose 
sharply. Greenpeace later clarified that they were not in conflict with any indigenous groups and later argued that indigenous 

people should be excepted from some modern laws (Beinart, 1995: 11). 
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implemented by Anglo-American cultures (Simon, 2009: 405). This exception includes 

their right to hunt, fish, and trap animals (Simon, 2009: 418). This is because it is 

argued that wildlife hunting is part of the cultural identity and subsistence of many 

indigenous people (Luz et al., 2015: 382). For example, some indigenous cultures 

teach hunting and fishing as part of their schooling (Luz et al., 2015: 382). However, 

in contrast to this, some animal rights campaigns have been accused of ignorance for 

promoting the idea that indigenous people live harmoniously with nature (Beinart, 

1995: 11). Many seem to hold the idea that all indigenous hunting is subsistence 

hunting, which is not always the case. For example, even though the native Canadians 

hunt nomadically, they often sell their pelts to auction houses (Beinart, 1995: 11). This 

is relevant because it demonstrates why different demographics are judged by 

different standards. However, if hunting is immoral per se, then that immorality should 

surely apply to all acts of hunting, regardless of the species hunted or the hunter’s 

identity. This inconsistent application of the underlying ethical principle can also be 

seen in WDAS films, as Part III will demonstrate.  

Another inconsistent application of the underlying ethical principle applies to the 

species hunted. For example, from 2015-2018, over four hundred domestic cats were 

dismembered and decapitated in South London (Dodd, 2018). This was initially 

believed to be the work of a human trapping and killing the cats. The police 

investigation later concluded that the cats were killed by foxes; however, many of the 

cats’ owners have not accepted this explanation (Yeginsu, 2018). These deaths 

caused a moral panic in the neighbourhoods affected and wider country; this led to 

many of the cat-owners affected to set up their own vigilante group. This passionate 

response clearly demonstrates that hunting domestic cats is socially-unacceptable in 

the UK. However, the hunting of other species in the UK receives little criticism, press 

attention, and police time, which again highlights the speciesism of the issue. For 

example, even though it is illegal to hunt foxes with dogs in the UK, fox hunting with 

dogs is evidenced to still take place regularly, with the police being aware, yet not 

enforcing the laws (Agerholm, 2018).  

Furthermore, one of the reasons why poaching 64  garners so much attention is 

because of the species involved, which are often physically-large, highly-ranked 

species, such as elephants, lions, and rhinos. These species are frequently depicted 

as being entitled to their natural environment and behaviours, unlike other commonly 

hunted and farmed animals, such as chickens and fish. For example, common images 

of elephants come mostly from wildlife programmes, animation, films, and books, in 

which they are depicted as majestic creatures, undeserving of the harm they 

sometimes receive (Duffy, 2010: 129). This is also how they are depicted in WDAS 

films, such as The Jungle Book, The Lion King, and Tarzan. However, as evidenced 

in the literature review, most Anglo-American people have not seen elephants in their 

 
64 Poaching is defined as the illegal hunting of any animal (Duffy, 2010: 83). It can also include fishing, collecting birds’ eggs, and 

even buying banned animal products such as ivory and tiger bones (Duffy, 2010: 86). This means that poaching is a subset of 

both hunting and fishing.  
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natural habitats exhibiting their natural, often-destructive, behaviours, which means 

that cultural representations of elephants are perhaps romanticized, and thus 

misleading (Duffy, 2010: 153).  

Additionally, while the hunting of animals by humans is seen by many as 

unacceptable, animal-on-animal hunting is largely seen as natural and thus 

acceptable. For example, in the UK, household cats are responsible for the deaths of 

approximately 175 million animals annually, mostly birds and rodents (Scruton, 2002: 

561). However, these 175 million animal deaths are rarely commented upon; thus, the 

public clearly accept it. As highlighted earlier in this chapter, the hunting of domestic 

cats was met with outrage, but the continual hunting of wildlife by domestic cats 

attracts little attention. In fact, carnivorous animals (i.e. animals that hunt) are usually 

higher-order species that are protected from being hunted by humans. For example, 

when Walter Palmer hunted Cecil, there was much public outrage over Cecil’s death. 

However, given that Cecil was a lion, he likely hunted many animals himself, which 

was not dwelt upon in the commentary surrounding the incident. It seems that even 

though humans have a natural instinct for hunting, it is today not socially-acceptable 

for them to act upon it, which contrasts from how people treat other animals that 

instinctively hunt. This inconsistency may be because of the widespread 

misconception that humans are not animals (McPhedran, 2009). This may be why 

hunting, an act commonly practiced by non-human animals, is seen as animalistic, 

and thus socially-unacceptable, for humans.  

While hunting for food and clothing was a common ancient practice, trophy hunting 

(the slaughtering of large wild animals) has always been less common, probably 

because it is much more dangerous for the hunters and involves animals that are 

sometimes inedible. In Africa, trophy hunting is rooted in both colonialism and 

patriarchy given that it is practiced predominantly by wealthy white males 

(Weisberger, 2017). However, it is also worth noting that trophy hunting, like 

purchasing fur and ivory, is too expensive for most people to practice. For example, 

Walter Palmer’s trip to Zimbabwe in which he killed Cecil cost around $50,000 

(Weaver and Gajanan, 2015). Thus, the majority (with an average income or less) 

cannot afford to indulge in these practices. Thus, since these practices are only 

engaged with by a minority, they are not normative by default. In contrast, consuming 

meat, practising fishing, and wearing leather are much more affordable, and these 

practices are all socially-acceptable. This suggests that trophy hunting is more vilified 

than local wildlife hunting because of the wealth disparity it exemplifies. This point will 

be further expanded upon in Chapter 3 with fur, leather, and other products made from 

animals’ bodies.   

Given the importance of hunting throughout human evolution and history, it has often 

been depicted and documented in art, literature, mythologies, and so forth (Van der 

Zee, 2018). These depictions have changed greatly over time, depending on the 

context, culture, people, and animals involved. The visual media has attempted to 

https://www.scientificamerican.com/author/mindy-weisberger/
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televise real hunting, but with little success (Zencey, 1987: 60). Because of this, it is 

noted that there are few famous hunters, which is in contrast to most other sports 

(Zencey, 1987: 62). In fact, the most famous, or rather infamous, hunters are probably 

ones from cultural representations, such as the faceless men in Bambi, Disney’s Davy 

Crockett, or the often-shamed real ones on social media. Hunting as a practice is 

seldom seen in full (both in fiction and reality) because it takes place over long periods 

of time. This means that most people only see hunters before and after they hunt, 

which creates a set, and perhaps misleading, image of this practice (Zencey, 1987: 

60).  

As Part III of this chapter will evidence, hunting is often portrayed negatively in WDAS 

films. However, since many people oppose hunting, it is perhaps unsurprising that 

cultural representations of hunters are typically unflattering. This is consistent with 

other types of characters that harm or objectify animals in ways that are socially-

unacceptable, such as slaughterhouse workers and fur-wearers. Hunters are often 

stereotyped as being insensitive, misogynistic, violent, insecure, and heavy-drinkers 

(Zencey, 1987: 63). One famous example of this is in Golding’s Lord of the Flies 

(1954). In this text, a group of school boys hunt and kill a boar after becoming standard 

on a desert island. After the incident, the boys become noticeably more violent and 

aggressive towards each other (Golding, 1954). Therefore, Lord of the Flies strongly 

suggests a link between hunting animals and hunting humans. Certainly, in WDAS 

films, direct animal harm, such as hunting, is often depicted as unacceptable, 

abnormal, and is usually associated with villainous characters. Despite this, hunting is 

committed by various demographics of people for different reasons. This is similar to 

the points raised in the previous chapter in that fictional meat-eaters are often depicted 

unfavourably in WDAS films, yet in reality, meat is eaten by most humans.  

To summarize the first section of Part I, it is clear that hunting is viewed negatively, 

but this negativity depends on the species, time period, and the demographic of the 

hunter. Thus, this issue is quite complicated despite the fact that cultural 

representations tend to simplify the situation by leaning on established stereotypes. 

What perhaps makes this issue even more complicated is that there is another type of 

animal harm very similar to hunting that evokes little outrage even though it is 

responsible for more animal deaths than any other: fishing.  

It is estimated that 2.7 trillion fish are killed each year, making them the most-common 

victims of speciesism globally in terms of numbers (Safina, 2018). This is a rough 

estimate because, unlike mammals, the number of fish slaughtered is usually recorded 

by mass weight, rather than individual bodies (Cottee, 2012: 5-15). As with farming, 

and in contrast to hunting, the fishing industry has grown significantly over the past 

hundred years. For example, from 1950-1990, consumer demand for fish doubled 

(Hollander, 2003: 56). As demonstrated by the socio-zoological scale, marine 

mammals are usually offered greater respect and ethical consideration than non-

mammal marine life, such as fish and crustaceans. For example, there is a growing 
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demand for dolphin-friendly tuna.65 This suggests that the public dislikes the fishing of 

mammals, but not fish. Further to this, and unlike hunting, there are few laws to protect 

fish from harm (Brown, 2015: 3). However, because of oceanic pollution and over-

fishing, there have been recent changes in attitudes towards fishing. For example, the 

“catch and release” fishing method has recently gained popularity. This is when the 

fisher releases the fish they catch back into the water. The purpose of this is to 

preserve fish stocks (Rose, 2010). However, this practice is arguably unethical as it is 

likely very traumatizing for the fish involved, even though they mostly survive this 

process (Rose, 2010).  

The main reason why fish are subject to speciesist attitudes is because humans are 

unable to empathise with fish suffering in the same way that they can with the suffering 

of other animals, such as mammals (Hill and Broom, 2009: 531-44). There are several 

reasons why this is the case. First, it is believed that the appearance and behaviour of 

fish, such as their scaly skin and lack of vocalizations, stops humans from having the 

same level of empathy that they do towards species similar to themselves, such as 

apes and dogs (Elder, 2014: 16-29). As evidenced in the literature review, humans 

prefer animals similar to themselves in both appearance and behaviour, such as other 

mammals. Second, since fish are much smaller than humans and travel in large 

groups, it is much harder for humans to individualize, and thus anthropomorphise, 

them (Wadewitz, 2011: 425). This leads to the “collapse of compassion” effect. Third, 

humans rarely experience fish in their natural environments (Brown, 2015: 2). As a 

result, humans are unable to relate to fish as much as they can with animals who share 

human environments, such as cats. Cumulatively, these three reasons help explain 

why there is less concern for fish and thus less backlash against fishing as a practice.  

Animal rights campaigners have often been accused of ignoring the harms fish 

experience. For example, one of the most notable marine charities is the Sea 

Shepherd’s Conservation Society (SSCS). The SSCS is an anti-hunting charity that 

focuses on marine mammals, rather than fish and crustaceans. The majority of the 

SSCS’s operations have been to stop whaling and sealing, rather than fishing. 66 

However, this may be because the few pro-fish campaigns by animal rights groups 

have been unsuccessful. For example, in 2009, PETA launched a website which 

rebranded fish as “sea kittens” in an effort to change public opinions (Newkirk, 2009).  

 
65 This is tuna fish products that did not harm dolphins during the fishing process. Thus, the people that buy this product likely 
care about dolphin welfare, but they do not have the same respect for tuna fish (Watson, 2015). 
66 An overview of the SSCS’s past operations can be found on their website’s home page: https://seashepherd.org/ (accessed: 5 

March, 2019).  



75 
 

 

Figure 20: One of PETA’s “Save the Sea Kittens!” images 

The fish in the image are notably anthropomorphised and neotenized in a manner 

similar to how Disney animates animals. However, the fish characters featured in this 

campaign did not achieve the same level of prevalence as Disney’s animal characters 

frequently do. In fact, this campaign was mocked for being “bizarre” and “idiotic” (The 

Daily Telegraph, 2009). This reaction contrasts with the strong, emotive, reaction 

people often display towards hunting, as demonstrated by the “Cecil effect”.  

One of the most famous films that features fishing is 1975’s Jaws. However, this film 

does not oppose fishing; it supports and justifies it. Jaws is about a predatory shark 

that intentionally kills several humans. The film implies early on that the shark is 

consciously hunting humans. The film ends with the shark being intentionally killed by 

an explosion, much to the relief of the surviving human characters. Jaws is a strong 

example of the effect that film can have upon specific animal species. The film is 

directly linked with a sharp rise in the numbers of false shark sightings, increased 

phobias of sharks, and the “Jaws-effect”. The “Jaws-effect” refers to the mass-

slaughtering of sharks by fishermen after the release of Jaws. This led to a dramatic 

decrease in shark populations by as much as 90% (Choi, 2010). In fact, the backlash 

against sharks was so severe that Peter Benchley (the book’s author) expressed much 

regret over writing the book and spent the later years of his life campaigning for shark 

conservation (Donnelly, 2015). The attacks have since stopped, but certain species of 

sharks have not yet recovered their populations (Neff, 2015: 114-127). The reaction 

to Jaws demonstrates that when hunting or fishing are depicted as necessary for 

human survival, it can cause an increase in hunting or fishing in reality.  

To conclude Part I of this chapter, it is clear that while hunting and fishing are 

analogous practices, responses to these practices differ greatly because of speciesist 

attitudes, cultural representations, and the individual people involved. Hunting is a 

controversial area of animal studies, yet fishing is probably one of the areas with the 
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least concern, even though it is responsible for more animal deaths than any other 

form of animal harm. Unlike many other species, the welfare of fish is less-concerning 

to humans because fish are not individualized, they are un-empathetic, and they are 

rarely seen in their natural environment. The recent considerations towards fishing 

have come from a place of environmental concern, rather than the welfare of fish. In 

contrast, hunting affects singular members of highly-ranked species that humans are 

sympathetic towards, such as lions. As a result, hunting is today vilified in cultural 

representations, which may be why it has become socially-unacceptable. The only 

form of hunting that is widely-viewed as socially-acceptable is indigenous hunting, 

subsistence hunting, or the hunting of villainous animals. These points are further 

evident with an analysis of WDAS films.   

 

Part II: Data 

Please see pages 204-206 for a full detailed list of all human-on-animal hunting and 

fishing in WDAS films. 

• Eleven films (20%) feature human-on-animal hunting. Out of the eleven times 

humans hunt, four instances (36%) result in the definite death of an animal 

(Bambi, The Fox and the Hound, Beauty and the Beast, and Brother Bear). 

91% of WDAS’s hunters are male. There is only one female hunter (Cruella De 

Vil), and she is unsuccessful.  

• Eight films (14%) feature humans fishing. In 87% of films, the fishers are male. 

WDAS has only depicted a female fishing once (Mulan). Out of the eight times 

humans are depicted fishing, seven instances result in the definite death of fish 

(Pocahontas does not explicitly depict fish being caught). 

 

Part III: Hunting and Fishing in WDAS Films 

As highlighted elsewhere in this thesis, many of Walt Disney’s biographies claim that 

Walt was a proud animal-lover who often sympathized with the harms animals often 

face. Unsurprisingly, there is no evidence that Walt ever went hunting, even though it 

was not an uncommon pastime for a man of his demographic in his lifetime (for 

example: Dunlap, 1988: 51-60). This attitude was perhaps influenced by two traumatic 

events that occurred during Walt’s early childhood. First, it is well-documented that 

Walt was traumatized as a young boy after accidently killing an owl:  

It was sitting on the low branch of a tree as I crept up behind it and made a 

grab. The bird, half-blinded by the daylight, whirled on me and nearly scared 

me to death. In my terror I stamped on the owl and killed it. I’ve never forgotten 

that poor bird, and maybe that has something to do with my liking for animals.  

(Walt, in: Jackson, 2005: 11) 

Second, Walt's beloved childhood farm was overrun with wild rabbits. One day, Roy 

shot the biggest of these rabbits with an air rifle, and then broke its neck in front of 
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Walt. Walt was apparently distraught by Roy’s behaviour and refused to eat the rabbit 

stew his mother later served that evening (Cartmill, 1993: 166-7). These two 

anecdotes perhaps help explain why hunters, and the unjustified harming of animals 

generally, have often been presented unfavourably in WDAS films.  

From the data presented in Part II, some patterns and similarities are evident with 

WDAS’s portrayal of hunting. First, it is quite notable that the majority of hunting in 

WDAS films takes place in pre-industrial settings. For example, The Sword and the 

Stone, Beauty and the Beast, and The Princess and the Frog are all set in the past, 

i.e. before hunting declined in practice. As highlighted in the previous chapter, this is 

also true of animal farming. By setting their narratives in the past, WDAS can easily 

avoid addressing the modern difficulties between humans and animals.  For example, 

by setting their farms in the pre-industrial era, WDAS can avoid addressing the issue 

of modern megafarms. However, by doing this, WDAS is benefitting from animals by 

using them to create engaging films, yet they are not benefitting animals in reality 

because they are ignoring the challenges most animals today experience. Second, all 

four WDAS films featuring indigenous cultures (Pocahontas, Mulan, Brother Bear, and 

Moana) include either hunting or fishing, and in two cases both. As highlighted earlier, 

the hunting and fishing practices of indigenous cultures are the most controversial part 

of this debate. This will be further discussed in Part IV of this chapter. Third, it is quite 

notable that while anthropomorphised animals are sometimes hunted, it is the mostly 

non-anthropomorphised animals that are killed during hunting (Bambi being the 

notable and very famous exception to this point). Fourth, WDAS does accurately 

depict that hunting and fishing are male-dominated practices (Cartmill, 1993: 233). 

They have only once depicted a female hunter and female fisher once. However, in 

the fishing instance, it is Mulan, who is pretending to be male. Mulan (1998) is about 

a female who pretends to be male to save her father from having to enlist in the army. 

She unsuccessfully fishes as part of her army training. It is implied that her lack of 

success is because she is female.  Fifth, hunters are usually villainous, but not in every 

instance. For example, in “Peter and the Wolf”, it is the hunted wolf that is the villain, 

not Peter.  

WDAS’s hunters are usually villainous characters that unjustifiably hunt 

anthropomorphised animals with weapons. Forbes (2011) claims that there are two 

types of fictional villains – the repellent and the intriguing – both of which have different 

narratives, purposes, and meanings (2011: 14). The repellent villains commit worse 

crimes, which, within the context of animal harm and objectification, usually involve 

unnecessary suffering and death. Forbes uses the villainous characters in Holocaust-

focussed films, such as Schindler’s List (1993), to exemplify repellent villains, and the 

types of crimes they commonly commit. However, because of this, films featuring 

repellent villains are harder to identify with and thus less engaging. This is why 

repellent villains, such as the hunters in Bambi, are much rarer than the intriguing 

villain, such as someone like Cruella De Vil. In WDAS films, the worst types of direct 

animal harm (i.e. those which result in death or suffering) are usually committed by 

faceless or off-screen human characters. The shadowed deer hunters in Bambi are 
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one such example of this. As mentioned, this type of villain is rare in WDAS films. In 

fact, WDAS has on occasion removed this type of villain when adapting external texts. 

For example, WDAS’s 1967 adaptation of Rudyard Kipling’s The Jungle Book (1893-

4) completely removed Buldeo, a prominent human hunter and villain in Kipling’s text. 

Buldeo is a repellent villain that tries to kill several of the jungle animals and Mowgli. 

Buldeo has been excluded from all of Disney’s The Jungle Book adaptations so far in 

favour of more intriguing comical animal villains. Additionally, in WDAS films, the 

repellent villain is sometimes reformed by the end of a film, usually due to their 

experiences with the (often anthropomorphised) animal characters. For example, in 

The Fox and the Hound, Amos is introduced as a cruel farmer who hates foxes. 

However, during the film’s climax, Amos’s hunting dog Copper protects the hunted fox, 

Tod, from being shot. This heroic act by Copper appears to change Amos’s character 

for the better. Later, during the film’s ending, Amos is depicted with a changed, more-

relaxed, outlook towards life.   

 

Figure 21: Widow Tweed (left) and Amos Slade at the end of The Fox and the 

Hound  

During his last scene, Amos is seen allowing the sweet-natured Widow Tweed to 

bandage his broken leg, which is an improvement on his previous aggressive and 

violent character. It is also notable that Amos no longer has his hunting gun in this 

scene, which had previously been by his side for most of the text.  

Forbes’ other villain-type, the intriguing villain, is much more common in WDAS films. 

WDAS often depicts humans who directly harm animals as humorous, overly-

dramatic, or cartoonish. This type of character can be seen with Peter from Make Mine 

Music (1946), Gaston in Beauty and the Beast (1991), and Clayton in Tarzan (1999). 

Classic Disney animators, Ollie Johnston and Frank Thomas, seemed to acknowledge 

this character type when they claimed that: “A villainess, even though chilling and 

dramatic, should have appeal; otherwise, you will not want to watch what she is doing.” 

(Thomas and Johnston, 1981: 68). They later added (in a different text) that “The 

villains we created together at the Disney studio were memorable because they were 

entertaining” (1993: 18-19). This demonstrates that WDAS was aware that their villains 

had to be intriguing if they were to be engaging and memorable. As Chapter 3 will 

demonstrate, WDAS’s most revived villain has been Cruella De Vil, who is 

undoubtedly an intriguing villain.  
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As is clear from this chapter’s data, there is another type of WDAS hunter that is not 

depicted as villainous, and that is the justified hunter. Peter from Make Mine Music is 

an example of this character. Peter hunts and catches a wolf, but the wolf he hunts is 

villainous. It is implied early in the story that the duck (Sonya) has been eaten by the 

wolf, which is why Peter subsequently hunts the wolf. This immediately establishes 

the wolf as villainous, and Peter as the hero who is trying to save the innocent hunted 

animals. This is similar to how shark-hunting was justified in Jaws. Jaws begins with 

a young woman being killed by the shark, which then justifies the later hunting of the 

shark. The justified hunter occasionally overlaps with the intriguing villain, but never 

with the repellent villain. This type of hunter is rare, however. In fact, characters that 

one would reasonably expect to be depicted as justified hunters, such as Robin Hood 

(Robin Hood) and Mowgli (The Jungle Book), do not hunt. For example, in The Jungle 

Book, Mowgli is never seen hunting or eating meat, even though he is raised with a 

wild wolf pack (Whitley, 2008: 104). The context would justify presenting Mowgli as a 

subsistence hunter, yet WDAS does not.  

In reality, hunting is often practiced by groups of men (Flynn, 2012: 24-5). This has 

been occasionally depicted in WDAS films, but usually as background 

characterization, rather than as part of the main plot (Flynn, 2012: 24-5). For example, 

the deer hunting in Bambi (1942) and the bear hunting in Brother Bear (2003) are both 

conducted by groups of men. A key example of this behaviour is in the introductory 

scene of Beauty and the Beast, in which Gaston shoots a bird from the sky that is 

quickly picked up by his obedient sidekick, Le Fou.  

 

Figure 22: Gaston (left) and LeFou hunting together in Beauty and the Beast 

Hunting bonds these characters and establishes their masculinity. The bird that 

Gaston shoots is in the background of the action, non-anthropomorphised, and never 

mentioned again. Thus, the purpose of this scene is to characterize Gaston and LeFou 

as toxically-masculine characters, which is indeed how their role in the story continues. 
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WDAS has only ever depicted groups of male hunters; there are no examples of a 

female group of hunters in WDAS films at all.  

WDAS’s hunters often have companion animals to help them hunt. These are usually 

dogs or horses. Such animals are not usually anthropomorphised or individualized 

even though they co-exist with other individualized and anthropomorphised animals in 

their diegetic world. For example, in Bambi, the hunting dogs that assist the hunters 

are not anthropomorphised or individualized at all, which contrasts with the 

individualized, named, and anthropomorphised woodland creatures depicted 

throughout the film.  

 

Figure 23: The non-anthropomorphised hunting dogs in Bambi 

In several cases, these companion animals die or are seriously injured during their 

hunts. However, the narratives present the deaths or harms of these animals much 

less sympathetically than the deaths of individualized animal characters, such as 

Bambi’s mother or Mufasa in The Lion King. For example, after the hunting dogs in 

Bambi fall off a cliff, presumably to their deaths, there is no solemn music or pained 

reaction from the other animals. Therefore, it seems that the injury or death of an 

animal that harms other animals is depicted as justifiable. Similarly, as demonstrated 

earlier with Jaws, cultural depictions commonly imply that it is acceptable to hunt and 

kill animals that harm humans or other animals. The one exception to these points is 

The Fox and the Hound, in which this exception to the norm forms the main storyline.  

In WDAS films, anthropomorphised hunted animals usually survive being prey. In fact, 

even some anthropomorphised fish have survived being fished, which is surprising 

given how WDAS has depicted fishing generally. However, the fact that 

anthropomorphised animals survive routine animal harm, whereas non-

anthropomorphised animal characters do not, is anthropocentric. It implies that only 

animals that behave in human-like ways are worthy of avoiding harm and death. To 

illustrate, the deaths of the non-anthropomorphised, non-neotenous, hunting dogs in 

Bambi are presented in a justified manner because of the animalistic aggression they 

demonstrated previously towards other animals. In contrast, the deaths of 

anthropomorphised individualized animals, such as Bambi’s mother, are reflected 

upon in the narrative in a sympathetic manner.  
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WDAS’s most famous film centred around hunting is undoubtedly 1942’s Bambi, a film 

so emotionally-charged, it has been cited as a catalyst for the decline in the social-

acceptance of hunting (Lutts, 1992: 160). Bambi was adapted from Bambi, A Life in 

the Woods (1923) by Felix Salten. Unlike Walt, Salten was a hunter and even owned 

his own hunting preserve (Cartmill, 1993: 163). This is noteworthy because Bambi, A 

Life in the Woods is critical of hunters and sympathetic towards hunted animals 

(Cartmill, 1993: 163). Salten’s novel was a critical and financial success, but it was 

criticized for its realistic graphic violence. For example, in Salten's text, a ferret kills a 

mouse, crows attack a baby hare, and Bambi is shot in the shoulder (Cartmill, 1993: 

163-4). Much of this violence was removed or attenuated during WDAS’s adaptation 

process. Yet despite removing many of the darker elements of the text, the WDAS 

adaptation did emphasize realism. During the making of Bambi, the animators 

benefitted from drawing lessons, trips to the zoo, and live and dead deer. This allowed 

them to accurately design the animal species depicted (Riffel, 2012: 13).67  

WDAS’s Bambi depicts an almost-perfect harmonious woodland life that is carelessly 

disrupted by human hunters. The film follows various woodland animals from infancy 

to adulthood who quickly learn to fear “man”, i.e. hunters.  

 
Figure 24: One of the early scenes in Bambi with the main characters as infants 

The different animal species in the film respect and care for each other and are united 

against their understandable fear of humans. The woodland creatures only seem to 

eat vegetation, such as flowers, and they are never shown eating meat. The only 

naturally carnivorous animals in WDAS’s version are an owl and a skunk, yet neither 

are depicted as hunting or eating other animals (Hastings, 1996: 53-9). This is in 

contrast to Salten’s original text, which contained several instances of fatal animal-on-

animal hunting (Hastings, 1996: 53-9). 

The death of Bambi’s mother was a fully-storyboarded scene, but it was not included 

in the film’s final edit (Beiman, 2007: 281). Instead, the film shows what happens 

during hunting, and its repercussions. Midway through the film, Bambi and his mother 

are chased by hunters. Bambi runs ahead of his mother and safely manages to hide 

in some bushes. Once Bambi is safe, a loud gunshot is heard, but not shown. Bambi 

 
67 While these production methods were innovative at the time, they were expensive, which is why WDAS never repeated this 
with any other WDAS films. Bambi took six years to make and made less revenue than expected, but this was partly due to World 

War Two (Pallant, 2010a: 350). 
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is then shown naively calling and looking for his mother, clearly unaware of what the 

gunshot indicated.  

 

Figure 25: Bambi after his mother is shot off-screen 

The off-screen gunshot a few seconds earlier and solemn music imply that Bambi’s 

mother has been shot and killed. However, the body of Bambi’s mother is never 

depicted. Her death is soon confirmed by the re-appearance of Bambi’s father, The 

Great Prince of the Forest. The death of Bambi’s mother is vital to make the film’s anti-

hunting message work. This scene focusses on the unnecessary loss of an infant’s 

mother, a situation that most people can empathise with (Hastings, 1996: 53-9). Thus, 

this moment demonstrates why hunting is immoral: it can result in the death of animals, 

and in doing so, can leave other animals parentless.  

Even though Bambi is most famous for its emotional hunting scenes, these comprise 

just a small portion of the film (Whitley, 2008: 66). In fact, the hunters only appear 

thrice. While the animals in Bambi are rendered in great detail, the human characters 

are not; they are never fully-shown onscreen, nor do they speak (Hastings, 1996: 53-

9). They exist as shadows and through the sound of gunshots. Even when the human 

camp is shown, there are no hunters visible. 

 
Figure 26: Man’s shadowy camp in Bambi 

As noted earlier, Forbes (2011) argues that villains fall into two categories: intriguing 

and repellent. The hunters in Bambi are the repellent type. This repellent character is 

aided by their lack of physical appearance. Additionally, by not being developed 

characters, there is little opportunity for the narrative to convey a reason for their 

hunting. In “Peter and the Wolf”, Peter’s hunting is justified through the wolf’s earlier 
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villainy. This is not the case in Bambi; the hunters’ motives remain mysterious, and so 

it appears as if they have no justifiable motive for their actions.  

Bambi has often been criticized by pro-hunting groups for its depiction of hunters as 

irresponsible. The film’s shadowy hunters violate several rules of modern ethical 

hunting practices, such as being careless with their campfire, hunting out of season, 

and shooting animals carelessly (Hastings, 1996: 53-9). Upon the film’s release, 

American hunters argued that this carelessness did not represent the majority of 

modern hunters (Hastings, 1996: 53-9). For example, in the 1942 edition of the pro-

hunting magazine Outdoor Life, the editor Raymond Brown claimed that the film was: 

"The worst insult ever offered in any form to American sportsmen" (Cartmill, 1996: 

178). Brown’s concern that the film might tarnish hunting’s reputation was not ill-

founded as hunting significantly declined as a practice after the film’s release 

(Hastings, 1996: 53-9). Indeed, the film’s anti-hunting message is still used today. In 

2018, a deer poacher in America was ordered to watch Bambi once a month during 

his year-long jail sentence for killing hundreds of animals illegally (The Guardian, 

2018). After Bambi, WDAS depicted several other unethical and inconsiderate 

hunters, such as Amos Slade in The Fox and the Hound (1981) and Clayton in Tarzan 

(1999). For example, in Tarzan (1999), Clayton is dramatically introduced to the film 

with the sound of several loud gunshots. Then, he carelessly chops down parts of the 

jungle with a machete, desperate to find some gorillas. Furthermore, Clayton 

frequently shoots his shotgun randomly, without any care for the animals or 

environment around him. This demonstrates that WDAS is committed to their depiction 

of hunters as both unethical and irresponsible, highlighting a clear bias over this issue. 

This demonstrates that WDAS evidently did not uphold the complaints real hunters 

had about the film. 

It has been noted that children’s media exhibits an overwhelming opposition to 

hunting, which seems to have begun in the children’s literature of the eighteenth 

century and continues to the present day (Hastings, 1996: 53-9). For this reason, some 

researchers have claimed that Bambi should not be given sole credit for changing 

public opinion on hunting, as this was actually the work of many anti-hunting texts 

(Hastings, 1996: 53-9). Another film suggested to have affected public attitudes 

towards hunting is 1978’s Watership Down. Watership Down depicts animal-on-animal 

hunting and human-on-animal hunting; however, it does so in a much more graphic 

way than WDAS ever has. At the beginning of the story, one of the female rabbits 

(Violet) is hunted and killed by a hawk. Later, another female rabbit (Hazel) is shot by 

a farmer. Both of these moments occur onscreen and involve explicit bloodshed. 
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Figure 27: Bob, a guard dog, after hunting and killing an Efrafan rabbit in Watership 

Down 

These visual elements contrast with WDAS’s depictions of hunting, which usually 

occur off-screen and are implied, rather than literally depicted. However, it seems that 

this lack of onscreen violence may have worked in WDAS’s favour. Watership Down 

subsequently became infamous for these bloody scenes rather than famous for its 

artistic merits (Hoad, 2014). 68 Perhaps for this reason, Bambi and Watership Down 

have left vastly different legacies. For example, Bambi merchandise is still widely-sold 

today, suggesting that the characters are seen affectionately, despite the story’s 

darker tones.69  

In contrast to WDAS’s hunters, WDAS’s fishers are never portrayed as villainous, but 

this is mostly because their roles are minor or passive. In WDAS films, fish are usually 

non-anthropomorphised background objects rather than individualized animal 

characters. For example, in Fun and Fancy Free, Bongo the circus bear juggles a fish 

in a goldfish bowl amongst other objects as part of his circus act. Similarly, in Beauty 

and the Beast, a non-anthropomorphised goldfish lives inside an anthropomorphised 

clock. Thus, WDAS’s fish characters are often depicted as nothing more than 

background objects rather than living, sentient, animals. Further to this, WDAS has 

never characterized a fish as a protagonist or antagonist. There are believed to be 

over 32,000 species of fish (Brown, 2015: 1). However, only twenty-one distinct fish 

species have been depicted in WDAS films. Additionally, this project’s data produced 

a category of ambiguous fish (fish without a clear species).   

 
68 Upon its release, the BBFC received many complaints about Watership Down due to its “U” certification (BBFC, 2010). A “U” 

certification means that the film is suitable for children, which many felt was not the case with Watership Down (for example: 
Barnes, 2016).  
69 For example, Disney’s UK shops still stock various types of Bambi merchandise, such as clothing, soft toys, and crockery 

(Shop Disney, 2019a).  
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Figure 28: Some ambiguous fish in Fantasia 2000 (1999) 

Figure 28 demonstrates “ambiguous fish”, i.e. fish that have no clear species. 

Ambiguous fish can be seen in nineteen WDAS films, which is more than a third of 

WDAS films (1937-2016).70 Additionally, this is more than the amount of times any 

clear species of fish is depicted. Therefore, WDAS is depicting ambiguous fish more 

often than any clear species of fish. There is no equivalent “ambiguous” category for 

mammals. This further highlights that WDAS’s fish are often undetailed, and without a 

clear character or species. Furthermore, the fish that do exist in WDAS films are 

usually not anthropomorphised or named, which, as the literature review highlighted, 

makes them less-engaging as characters.  

When the practice of fishing is shown, it is often un-sympathetic towards the harms 

that fish experience. During “Piano Concerto No. 2”, the fourth segment of Fantasia 

2000, an anthropomorphised toy soldier finds himself in the sea after fighting with 

another toy in his home. The toy escapes the sea after being caught in a large fishing 

net amongst hundreds of non-anthropomorphised fish (see Figure 28). Because the 

toy is anthropomorphised and individualized, and the fish are not, the narrative 

encourages more sympathy for the toy, leaving the fish as background objects. The 

fish and the toy soldier are boxed up and sold, which allows the toy soldier to find his 

way home serendipitously. Therefore, the lives and welfare of many fish are depicted 

as less-worthy of consideration than one toy soldier.  

Similar to the anti-hunting and pro-fishing messages presented in WDAS films, the 

Disney theme parks also appear to proudly oppose hunting, but not fishing. The 

Disney park that best demonstrates this point is undoubtedly Disney’s Animal Kingdom 

in Florida.   

 
70 Please see the appendixes. 
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Figure 29: The Animal Kingdom’s logo suggests an emphasis on mammals, the 

supernatural, and the extinct, rather than all animal species 

The Animal Kingdom once had an entire ride that centred around an anti-poaching 

narrative. The Kilimanjaro Safaris ride is set in a hyperreal71 version of an East African 

Savannah (Scott, 2007: 119). The ride’s originally-planned narrative involved riders 

“chasing” fictional poachers. In the plans for this, riders would have seen the dead 

body of Big Red, a (fake) mother elephant (Hill, 2000; Yee, 2015).  

 

Figure 30: The (fake) corpse of Big Red, which was removed from the Kilimanjaro 

Safaris prior to opening 

However, this storyline was re-written and re-designed before the ride officially opened 

to the public. Within the second storyline, guests heard a message over the jeep’s 

radio that poachers had been spotted trying to capture two endangered elephants 

(Bettany and Belk, 2011: 172-3). This turned the “safari” into a thrill ride and made the 

 
71 “Hyperreal” is a term coined by Jean Baudrillard to refer to an “advanced capitalist, consumerist society in which images refer 
to other images or to themselves and the representation of reality becomes obsolete and subsumed by the creation of a 

hyperreality dependent on the circulation  and interrelation of simulacra” (Everly, 2010: 189).  
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guide seemingly change the ride’s route in order to track the poachers and “save the 

elephants” (Scott, 2007: 119). Along the way, guests would see staged tusks, paw 

prints in red clay, and a poachers’ camp with piles of (fake) ivory (Scott, 2007: 119-

20).  

 

Figure 31: The animatronic poached elephant “Little Red” that has since been 

removed from the Kilimanjaro Safaris ride  

The ride ended with the poachers being stopped, thanks to the help of the park guests 

(Scott, 2007: 119). Despite this, the toned-down storyline has also been removed due 

to complaints that it was too upsetting (Ford, 2012). The Kilimanjaro Safaris now has 

a photography storyline (Ford, 2012). Thus, because of complaints, Disney changed 

a ride’s storyline to something less-controversial and more family-friendly. This 

suggests that Disney’s anti-hunting attitude only exists alongside public support. 

Therefore, Disney’s opposition to hunting is a commercial driver rather than a moral 

stance.   

Despite being anti-hunting, the Animal Kingdom appears to support similar practices, 

such as fishing. For example, some statues at the park show Mickey Mouse and 

various other notable Disney characters fishing in a leisurely fashion.  

 

Figure 32: A statue of Mickey Mouse and Goofy fishing in Disney’s Animal Kingdom 
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This suggests that the park is only interested in protecting certain species of animals, 

of which fish are not included. In fact, Disney even offer fishing-themed holiday 

packages at some of their other American theme parks (Disney World, 2019f).  

 

Figure 33: A promotional image advertising fishing on Disney’s resort website 

During these excursions, customers can fish for largemouth bass using live bait. The 

Disney World website advises potential fishers that: “Fish like largemouth bass are 

largely active in the early morning or later in the evening. They tend to ‘nap’ during the 

day and may not be as excited to bite” (Disney World, 2019f). Therefore, Disney is 

helping their guests catch, and thus kill, fish. Disney is even less sympathetic to the 

“live bait” used during these fishing excursions: “When using live bait, try not to thread 

the hook entirely through a worm’s body or it won’t be able to move naturally. Instead, 

thread your hook through a worm in a pleated or zig zag pattern to attract fish” [sic] 

(Disney World, 2019f). Therefore, it is clear that the lives and suffering of fish (and 

“live bait”) are not a concern at Disney World. In fact, quite the opposite; practices that 

directly harm fish are celebrated and sold as leisurely activities.  

The Disney theme parks will be discussed in greater detail in Chapter 5. What is 

relevant to this chapter is the park’s inconsistent views on animal harm, evident 

through their disparate attitudes towards hunting and fishing. It is clear from the 

research presented in this chapter that Disney’s opposition towards hunting only exists 

alongside public support. When the public do not like the message conveyed, or find 

it too upsetting, as was the case with the Kilimanjaro Safaris, the message is changed 

to reflect this. This suggests that Disney cares more about their customers than animal 

conservation and welfare.  

To conclude Part III, it is evident that WDAS has often criticized hunting, most notably 

with Bambi. Most of WDAS’s hunters have been villainous characters acting 

maliciously and carelessly. There are various types of hunters in WDAS films, such as 

grouped, the repellent, the intriguing, and the justified. However, it is notable that 

WDAS’s hunters are often unsuccessful with their aims. In contrast, the wider Disney 

brand has taken a more balanced view towards hunting. For example, the Animal 

Kingdom quickly removed a poaching storyline that was deemed to be too upsetting. 
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In contrast, both WDAS and Disney have shown little interest in criticizing fishing. Fish 

are rarely individualized or anthropomorphised in WDAS films. Additionally, fishing as 

a practice is usually portrayed as socially-acceptable. Unlike farming, fishing is not 

even romanticized, suggesting that there is nothing upsetting or unethical about this 

practice. The next section of this chapter will explore how hunting and fishing are 

depicted in 2003’s Brother Bear. This is a WDAS film that, like Disney’s Animal 

Kingdom, reflects and reinforces the wider inconsistent speciesist and socially-

acceptable attitudes towards both hunting and fishing.  

 

Part IV: Hunting, Fishing, and Brother Bear (2003) 

It may seem odd that Bambi is not this chapter’s case study given that it is undoubtedly 

WDAS’s most famous anti-hunting film. However, as is clear from Part III of this 

chapter, Bambi has already received intense academic attention. Furthermore, Bambi 

does not question and explore the motives of hunters. Additionally, Bambi only 

demonstrates how WDAS has depicted hunting. It does not explore fishing, which 

raises similar ethical concerns to hunting. Therefore, this chapter will instead conclude 

by studying the depictions of hunting and fishing in Brother Bear, a Neo-Disney WDAS 

film that has not received much academic attention to-date.  

After the massive success of 1994’s The Lion King, Eisner72 (Disney’s CEO at the 

time) noticed that WDAS had no animal-centred films in production, so he formulated 

the idea for Brother Bear (2003) (Jessen, 2003). The narrative was then created from 

several notable Inuit stories.73 In Brother Bear, an Alaskan Inuit hunter (Kenai) is 

transformed into an anthropomorphised bear after maliciously hunting and killing a 

non-anthropomorphised bear. This transformation drastically reverses Kenai’s opinion 

on hunting. As a bear, Kenai is himself hunted by humans, leading him to understand 

why animals fear hunters. However, despite the film’s anti-hunting message, Brother 

Bear exhibits speciesist bias because it only focusses on the cruelty of harming 

mammals and birds. Other animal species, such as fish and insects, are directly 

objectified and harmed in the film. This makes the film’s seemingly pro-animal 

message problematic.  

As highlighted in Part I, indigenous hunting is a contentious issue and not often 

criticized in the same way that hunting practiced by Anglo-Americans is. Therefore, it 

is perhaps surprising that WDAS chose to produce an anti-hunting story with 

characters based upon indigenous people, especially given WDAS’s own problematic 

history with depictions of race and indigenous people.74 However, while WDAS’s past 

portrayals of indigenous communities have been criticized, it was not for how they 

portrayed the use of animals within these cultures. In fact, WDAS has usually 

 
72 Michael Eisner was the chairman and CEO of the Disney Company from 1984-2005 (The Hollywood Reporter, 2016).  
73 Inuit are known for their oral storytelling, and human-animal transformation is very common within these stories (Prudíková, 

2015: 12-13). In Inuit culture, totems, transformation, animal spirits, bears, and shamanism are common, all of which play a 
significant role in the film’s narrative (Prudíková, 2015: 6, 19). 
74 For example, a history of how WDAS has problematically depicted Native Americans can be found in: Prajna Parasher ‘Mapping 

the Imaginary: The Neverland of Disney’s Indians’ (2013).  
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romanticized the way that indigenous societies use animals, rather than criticized 

them. For example, in Pocahontas, it is implied that the Native Americans have an 

affinity with nature that the settlers do not. The Native Americans are depicted as an 

ethical organic farming and fishing community, whereas the British settlers are 

presented as merciless hunters with little understanding of nature (Whitley, 2008: 85). 

For example, Pocahontas stops John Smith from shooting a bear on-sight during the 

“Colours of the Wind” montage (Whitley, 2008: 85). After stopping Smith, Pocahontas 

picks up a bear cub of the larger bear Smith attempted to shoot, seemingly educating 

Smith on the local wildlife (Whitley, 2008: 87).   

 

Figure 34: Pocahontas hands John Smith a wild bear cub 

However, the message here is somewhat confusing; Pocahontas teaches Smith not 

to hunt, but she then metaphorically objectifies the bears by playing with them as if 

they are pets (Whitley, 2008: 87). The “Colours of the Wind” song that plays over this 

moment implies that Pocahontas’s actions are the ones that are more natural and 

moral. Yet by picking up the bear cub, Pocahontas (and the narrative) ignores the 

instinctive murderous response of the mother bear (Whitley, 2008: 87). Thus, the 

hunting instincts of wild animals and the behaviour of the Native Americans are 

romanticized. Some of the Native Americans are depicted with bows and arrows, 

which implies that they do hunt animals; however, only John Smith is depicted hunting 

and as treating animals badly. WDAS seems to be implying here that the Native 

American’s treatment of animals is more ethical because they live alongside them. 

This may be because the indigenous people have a legitimate claim over the land they 

are on, which Smith does not. However, this romanticization is troubling given that 

colonists traditionally labelled indigenous people as animalistic or savage, which 

depictions like this seem to support by presenting Native Americans as being 

harmoniously connected to nature (Mechling, 2004: 69). Furthermore, Pocahontas 

attempts to present the Native Americans as non-predatory near-vegetarians in a 

perfect world that balances nature (Whitley, 2008: 85). Yet Native Americans are not 

traditionally pescatarian, so this is a misleading depiction that likely exists only to 

romanticize the Native Americans and further the stereotype that they have an affinity 

with animals. A similar criticism can be applied to Brother Bear, which also 

romanticizes the Inuit-animal relationship. In Brother Bear, the Inuit characters have 

an affinity with nature. However, Kenai breaks this affinity by hunting a bear out of 
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malice rather than necessity. As in Bambi, the different non-human animal species in 

Brother Bear live harmoniously with each other, with man as their only enemy. There 

are no villainous or predatory animals, nor are any animals depicted eating meat (with 

the notable exception of fish). 

Kenai, the protagonist of Brother Bear, begins the narrative as disrespectful towards 

animals, which is in contrast to the other members of his tribe. For example, during 

the film’s opening montage, he rides a distressed mammoth for his own amusement. 

It is soon mentioned that Kenai will be receiving his totem from the tribal shaman later 

that day, signifying that he has come of age. Kenai tells some children that he expects 

a sabre tooth tiger as his totem; thus, he shows a preference for a higher-order 

carnivorous animal. However, much to his disappointment, Kenai is given a bear 

instead.  

 

Figure 35: Sitka (left), Kenai (middle), and Denahi (right) in Brother Bear 

Soon after Kenai receives his totem, one of his brothers (Sitka) dies after falling from 

ice during a bear hunt. This leads Kenai to blaming the bear for the tragedy and vowing 

revenge. Kenai’s other brother (Denahi) warns Kenai that his abrupt reaction is 

unnecessary, unspiritual, and unnatural. As evidenced in Part I, it was believed in the 

past that respectful hunters were better hunters, which may be what Denahi’s belief is 

based upon. However, Kenai hunts and kills the bear anyway. The bear’s death leads 

to a spiritual switch between Kenai and the bear’s body. It later transpires that the bear 

had a cub, which is now orphaned because of Kenai. At first, Kenai does not 

understand that he is a bear, or why many other animals are scared of him. Kenai 

decides to head towards the Northern Lights, where he believes he will be able to 

transform back into human form. Kenai is helped along his journey by Koda (the bear 

cub whom he orphaned).75 However, Koda and Kenai’s journey becomes dangerous 

because they are tracked by Denahi, Sitka’s brother. Denahi (who is still human) is 

angry that both Kenai and Sitka were killed by the same bear, so he hunts the bear, 

which unbeknownst to him is now Kenai. This allows Kenai to see how terrifying 

hunting is for bears and other animals, causing him to reverse his opinion on hunting.  

 
75 The body of Koda’s mother is the body that Kenai transforms into. However, the fact that Koda’s mother was female and Kenai 
is male is not elaborated on in the film. Furthermore, Koda does not appear to recognise his mother as Kenai. Thus, even though 

Kenai is depicted as transforming into the bear he killed, there are plot holes within this narrative.  
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Once Kenai and Koda arrive at the “salmon run” (which is in the same direction as the 

Northern Lights), Kenai realizes that Koda’s mother is dead, and that Kenai was the 

hunter who killed her. During this scene, Koda tells the story of how his mother was 

hunted, but it is clear that Koda does not know that his mother is dead; he believes 

that she is missing. While this flashback is similar in narrative structure to the death of 

Bambi’s mother in Bambi, it does not hold the same emotional power. This is partly 

because by this point, the narrative has encouraged sympathy for Kenai’s situation. 

Kenai killed the bear because he was grieving his brother’s death, as such he is able 

to show regret in hindsight. In Bambi, however, the hunters’ intentions are never 

explained, suggesting a lack of remorse and regret. Additionally, in Brother Bear, the 

hunt is much fairer since the hunters do not have guns and are smaller than the bear. 

In Bambi, the animals can only run away; they have no chance to fight back against 

the hunters, making the situation unfair in contrast. Additionally, Koda’s mother is not 

anthropomorphised, which Bambi’s mother was. As evidenced in the literature review, 

audiences have more sympathy for animals that are anthropomorphised than those 

that are not.  

While the anti-hunting message of the film is clear, similar forms of animal harm are 

not criticized; in fact, some are celebrated. The narrative drives towards a fairly 

complicated dissection of why hunting might be problematic, then displays a similar 

practice (fishing) as being completely acceptable. The film opens with the three 

(human) brothers bonding through fishing. The numerous non-anthropomorphised fish 

that they catch are kept in a leather fishing net and brought back to their camp. Kenai 

is then shown emptying the bag of dead fish into a basket in front of some children 

who show no disgust over the situation. The children hold the basket for Kenai and 

chat to him as he empties the fish into it. This lack of disgust highlights the practice’s 

social acceptance within the tribe. Later in the film, during Kenai and Koda’s journey 

to the Northern Lights, they participate in the bears’ annual “salmon run”. Upon arrival, 

they see a sleuth of bears fishing salmon as the upbeat song “Welcome” plays over 

them.  

 

Figure 36: The bears’ annual salmon run 

Ironically, this song celebrates the beauty of nature, even though the scene depicts 

bears killing and eating numerous live fish raw. For example, some of the lyrics are: 



93 
 

“This has to be the most beautiful, the most peaceful place I've ever been to. It's 

nothing like I've never seen before”. This is a harmonious and cheerful scene that 

celebrates the brotherhood and friendship of the bears, and the moral lessons learnt 

by Kenai. The salmon are not anthropomorphised, and there is no blood or distress 

from them. This characterizes them as objects rather than sentient animals. Thus, the 

narrative does not encourage viewers to reflect upon the deaths of these fish.  

 

Figure 37: Kenai (left) and Koda (right) with a non-anthropomorphised salmon fish 

they have caught 

During the “salmon run”, the bears pass around a decapitated fish as they take turns 

telling their stories from the year. Here, fish are clearly presented as objects rather 

than animals. However, this speciesism towards fish is somewhat acknowledged at 

the end of the film, albeit in a comical manner. After some of the end credits, Koda 

addresses the audience and tells them that: “In accordance with all federal and state 

law regulations, no fish were harmed during the making of the film”. This clearly mimics 

the American Humane Association’s end-of-film “No animals were harmed…” 

message that accompanies live-action films which have used animals.76 As Koda 

speaks, a bear can be seen in the background chasing an anthropomorphised salmon. 

The salmon leaps from the water and screams in a human-like manner as it is chased. 

This is the only anthropomorphised fish in the entire film, and it is part of a joke about 

animal harm. Additionally, this one anthropomorphised fish is not caught and thus 

does not die, which is in contrast with the numerous non-anthropomorphised fish that 

do die unceremoniously in the main narrative. This scene also reinforces the point that 

anthropomorphised animal characters experience less harm than non-

anthropomorphised ones.  

The fact that WDAS offers much more respect to anthropomorphised animals is 

evident with other animal characters in the film too. In Brother Bear, none of the 

animals are anthropomorphised until Kenai metamorphoses into a bear. Yet even after 

Kenai’s metamorphosis, some animals remain non-anthropomorphised, notably most 

 
76 The AHA will be further discussed in Chapter 5.  
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of the salmon, but also the insects. For example, the fleas on the moose are not 

anthropomorphised, but the moose they live on are. The moose can speak English, 

which provides comic relief throughout the film. The lack of anthropomorphism given 

to the insect and fish characters is consistent with how WDAS has depicted lower-

order species generally; they are rarely anthropomorphised, nor are they ever main 

characters.  

To conclude Part IV, it is clear that Brother Bear reinforces many of WDAS’s anti-

hunting notions, but it also reinforces many of their speciesist attitudes too. The film 

clearly depicts hunting as an unfair and uncivilized practice, yet it also presents fishing 

as completely acceptable, as long as the fish are non-anthropomorphised. Thus, 

Brother Bear is another film that highlights the importance of anthropomorphism in 

WDAS films; anthropomorphised animal characters evidently experience far less harm 

than non-anthropomorphised ones. Furthermore, the film justifies the hunting 

practices of indigenous people by allowing Kenai to show remorse for his actions in 

hindsight, which WDAS does not do for other groups, such as toxically-masculine 

Anglo-American men, like Percival McLeach (The Rescuers Down Under) or John 

Smith (Pocahontas). This highlights WDAS’s bias on certain issues. They are evidently 

only comfortable criticizing practices and groups of people that are socially-acceptable 

to do so.  

 

Chapter 2: Conclusion 

WDAS’s history spans across the sharp decline of hunting in the Anglo-American 

world. WDAS can take a small amount of the credit for this decline with their 

unflattering portrayals of hunting and hunters, particularly with Bambi. However, in 

WDAS’s lifetime, fishing has risen towards dangerous and uncontrollable levels, which 

they have shown little concern for. In fact, Disney has helped to normalize fishing 

through their films and theme parks. There are a few reasons for this. Hunting and 

fishing are analogous practices; however, they involve different species and numbers 

of animals as well as demographics of humans, and all of these factors significantly 

affect how the public react towards animal welfare issues. In WDAS films, fish are only 

occasionally spared from fishing, but only when they are anthropomorphised and 

individualized, which is rarely. In contrast, the ethics of hunting forms the main plot line 

of several WDAS films, such as Bambi, The Fox and the Hound, and Brother Bear.  

The next chapter of this thesis will consider how WDAS has presented clothing and 

other products made from the bodies of animals. The findings of this chapter follow 

through into the next argument: the products of high-order and individualized species 

(such as dogs) are deemed to be unacceptable, yet products made from fish (such as 

shell jewellery) are acceptable. Moreover, the demographics of the consumer affect 

the social-acceptance of the issue. These ideas are, again, reinforced by WDAS films, 

as the next chapter will demonstrate.  
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“All Fur Coat and No Knickers” 

Chapter 3: Clothing and Other Objects Made from Animals  

 

Randall: “I heard humans skin monsters and make toilet covers out of their 

fur" 

Sully: “That’s nonsense”  

(Monsters, Inc., 2011) 

 

In 2010, the pop star Lady Gaga famously, or perhaps infamously, wore a dress made 

of raw beef during a red-carpet appearance (Baron, 2016). This “meat dress” attracted 

much criticism from both the public and animal rights groups (for example: Newkirk, 

2010).  

 

Figure 38: Lady Gaga wearing her “meat dress” 

However, the outrage caused by this dress is inconsistent when compared with other 

attitudes expressed towards Gaga’s clothing. Lady Gaga frequently wears leather, a 

material produced from the same species as her controversial “meat dress” was (for 

example: Heching, 2020). Yet when Gaga wears leather, she attracts almost no 

criticism, outrage, or attention. It is as if the ethics of wearing meat and leather are 

separate moral issues, despite both materials originating from the same species and 

being utilized in similar ways. The public’s distaste for Gaga’s “meat dress” 

demonstrates a common logical inconsistency towards clothing made from animal 
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products. This inconsistent reaction is further evident through the common reactions 

to other non-perishable products made from animals’ bodies, such as fur, leather, 

shells, and so forth.  

This chapter will study how WDAS has depicted clothing and other objects made from 

animals’ bodies, such as fur, leather, shells, and feathers. This chapter will argue that 

WDAS and Disney are selective with their criticism of products made from animals’ 

bodies. Additionally, like farming, hunting, and fishing, such criticism is contingent on 

the species involved as well as the demographics of the consumer. It is clear that while 

fur has become socially-unacceptable, leather, shells, and feathers are widely seen 

as acceptable. As with the other chapters of this thesis, this lack of attention and 

concern is symptomatic of the prevalence of speciesist attitudes. Part I of this chapter 

will explore the relevant history and discourses surrounding clothing and other objects 

produced from animals’ bodies. Part II will provide data that documents how often 

these products have been depicted in WDAS films. Then, Part III will examine how 

WDAS has depicted fur, compared with how they have depicted other clothing and 

objects, such as leather and feathers. Finally, Part IV will look at WDAS’s most famous 

film about the ethics of producing clothing and other objects from animals: One 

Hundred and One Dalmatians (1961).77  

 

Part I: When Animals Become Objects 

Fur is believed to be one of the earliest materials used for human clothing, and it was 

also one of the first ways that humans utilized animal bodies (Roth, 1997: 354). 

Originally, fur provided a practical purpose for humans: warmth. However, today, in 

the Anglo-American world, fur is usually worn on the outer-part of the clothing as a 

fashion item (Mahe, 2011). Historically, humans produced fur clothing from many 

different mammals, but today, the majority of fur used comes from rodents, such as 

mink and chinchilla (Fur Free Alliance, 2018). As with food farming, fur farming was 

industrialized at the beginning of the twentieth century (Roth, 1997: 354). Today, PETA 

claims that 85% of fur comes from fur farms. These farms usually house thousands of 

animals with little concern for individual animal welfare (PETA, 2019n). However, 

unlike food farming, there has been a significant backlash against fur farming, 

especially in the Anglo-American world. Moreover, unlike many other backlashes 

against animal objectification, anti-fur campaigns have successfully led to widespread 

changes in law and public opinion as this chapter will demonstrate.  

As with fur, humans have been producing and using leather for as long as they have 

been hunting animals for food (Moore and Giles, 2018). Leather is renowned 

worldwide for its durability and comfort, making it much more practical, and thus more 

widely-used, than fur has been (Moore and Giles, 2018). For example, throughout 

human history, humans have used leather to build shelters, make clothing, footwear, 

 
77 Some sections of this chapter are taken from an earlier article written by the same author. That article is being published as a 
chapter in an upcoming book about the ethics of fur. The book is being published through the Palgrave Macmillan Animal Ethics 

Series (Palgrave Macmillan, 2019).  
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buckets, shrouds, and so forth (Moore and Giles, 2018). As with some other industries 

that objectify animals, such as the dairy industry, the leather industry has successfully 

convinced consumers that leather is a sustainable product (Vegan Life Magazine, 

2017). For example, leather is often defended because it has been successfully 

marketed as a “by-product” of the meat industry (Siegle, 2016). This is an argument 

that the fur industry cannot use because the animals that are used to make fur clothing, 

such as mink, are usually not consumed. Critics have responded to the “by-product” 

argument by claiming that leather is a subsidy rather than by-product (The Guardian, 

2008). This is because animal skins are actually the most profitable part of farmed 

animals (Vegan Life Magazine, 2017). In fact, the leather industry is worth billions of 

dollars annually, clearly making it much more than just a by-product (The Guardian, 

2008). In 2016, it was estimated that around 290 million cows die every year to make 

leather, most of which live on factory farms (Siegle, 2016). This figure is predicted to 

rise to 430 million by 2025 in order to keep up with the growing consumer demand for 

this product (Siegle, 2016). Like the fur industry, the leather industry is responding to 

the growing changes in consumer opinions by providing more sustainable options, 

such as pineapple leather (Siegle, 2016). However, unlike fur, the current backlash 

towards leather is rooted in its negative effects on the environment – methane and 

greenhouse gas produced by livestock – rather than concerns over the welfare of the 

animals involved (Mosley, 2014; Siegle, 2016).  

Within critical animal studies discourse, the two most-commonly discussed clothing 

materials made from animals seem to be fur and leather. However, there are several 

other materials produced from animals’ bodies that are regularly used by humans, 

such as shells, pearls, wool, silk, and feathers (PETA, 2019n). The animal rights 

movement has generally campaigned less against these products. The main reason 

for this is speciesism. For example, shells come from molluscs, which, as evidenced 

in this project’s literature review, are not even considered to be an animal by many. 

Additionally, unlike fur and leather, pearls, wool, and feathers can be taken from 

animals without harming or killing them. However, these products are mostly produced 

in factory farms, meaning that there is a high chance that the animals involved live 

caged lives and are killed when no longer useful (Farm Sanctuary, 2018). The 

production of shells and silk requires the animal to die, but the animals involved 

(shellfish and silkworms) score so lowly on the socio-zoological scale that their death 

is not a concern to most people. Because fur and leather are focused on more 

frequently than other products, this chapter will now question why they are responded 

to so differently.  

Celebrated fashion designer Karl Lagerfeld controversially claimed that “In a meat-

eating world, wearing leather for shoes and clothes and even handbags, the 

discussion of fur is childish” (Adams, 2009). By “childish”, Lagerfeld is implying that 

the public’s reaction to the fur industry is undercut by a lack of critical reflection on 

other ways of objectifying animals, such as the production of leather and wool. 

Lagerfeld’s point seems to be affirmed by the ways these products are depicted in 

Disney media and represented in culture more broadly. Alongside hunting, the social-
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acceptance of fur production has sharply dropped since it stopped being necessary 

for human survival. In fact, fur farms are today banned in many Anglo-American 

countries. For example, in 2000, the UK proudly banned fur farms ahead of EU 

legislation (Brown, 2001b). This decision clearly reflected public attitude as a 2011 

estimate found that 95% of British people opposed the wearing of fur (McVeigh, 2014). 

However, the UK has over eight hundred megafarms, which attract little criticism 

(Wasley et al., 2017). This demonstrates that different uses of animals are perceived 

in disparate ways. Thus, the UK seems to only oppose specific types of animal harm 

and objectification. In fact, the same 2011 survey that found that 95% of British people 

opposed fur found that just 2% of British people opposed using leather (McVeigh, 

2014). As highlighted earlier, leather is widely-used in the Anglo-American world, yet 

it faces very little criticism in comparison to fur. Leather and fur are produced in similar 

ways, yet the former rarely evokes the same sympathetic and passionate reactions 

elicited by the latter. This contradiction can also be applied to the use of feathers, silk, 

pearls, wool, and shells. It seems clear from both the law and public attitudes that the 

production of fur is socially-unacceptable, whereas other products made from animals 

are permissible. This disparity in social-acceptance is clearly about more than just 

animal welfare.  

One difference between fur and other clothing made from animals is the cost. Modern 

fur products are quite expensive and thus out of most people’s price range. For 

example, designer fur coats generally cost thousands of pounds, which is a prohibitive 

price for many (Karlson, 2013). In fact, one of the few department stores in the UK that 

still stocks fur clothing is Harrods, a shop famous for its high-cost products (Harrods, 

2018). In contrast, leather, wool, and so forth are usually affordable and available to 

purchase widely (for example: Debenhams, 2019). Therefore, they attract different 

demographics of customers. As will be highlighted in Part III, this is accurately 

reflected in WDAS through the types of characters that often wear fur and leather. For 

example, in WDAS films set in modern narratives, fur is often worn by wealthy women, 

such as Ms. Bianca (The Rescuers) and Cruella (Dalmatians). However, leather 

appears to be often worn by less-wealthy characters, such as Amos (The Fox and the 

Hound). As the previous chapter demonstrated, ways of using or harming animals that 

are unaffordable to most people, such as trophy hunting, are usually socially-

unacceptable. In contrast, ways of using animals that are affordable, such as wearing 

leather and fishing, are usually socially-acceptable. This suggests that the widespread 

distaste towards fur is rooted in an underlying anger over wealth disparity.  

Another difference is that fur and leather are worn by different demographics. Fur is 

often advertised at, and thus mostly worn by, wealthy women. As a result, the hatred 

people exhibit towards fur could stem from a hatred towards rich women (Betts, 2012). 

Relating to this, it has been found that people typically judge crimes committed by 

females more harshly than they do crimes committed by males (Kennedy, 2018). This 

is believed to be because of society’s expectations of women as more nurturing than 

men (Kennedy, 2018). Perhaps because of this expectation, products predominantly 

used by women that involve animal harm during production are criticized far more than 
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other products. For example, cosmetics (that have been tested on animals) and fur 

clothing appear to be judged harshly, which has led to many campaigns and legal 

changes towards these products. For example, since 2013 it has been illegal to sell 

cosmetics tested on animals in states in the European Union (RSPCA, 2019a). 

However, similar products, such as cleaning products, can still be tested on animals 

and sold in countries such as the UK (Dalton, 2019).  In contrast, leather, wool, and 

so forth are worn by many different types of people, making them harder to attack on 

a large scale. 

Additionally, the appearance of fur may also contribute towards the public’s opposition 

towards it. Clothing made from fur usually has the same appearance as the species it 

came from. Thus, another reason people object to fur clothing is for the same reason 

that they objected to Gaga’s “meat dress”: its appearance is redolent of a dead animal. 

Visible instances of animal harm are widely disliked, as the literature review 

highlighted. As highlighted in Chapter 1, animal farming is only socially-acceptable 

because it is attenuated. Leather does not look like the species it was produced from, 

which is why it is acceptable, yet Gaga’s “meat dress” was not. Feathers also look like 

the animal they came from, but, unlike leather and fur, a bird does not have to be killed 

to produce feathers, which likely makes it more acceptable. Dairy is more socially-

acceptable than meat for the same reason (as dairy cows do not need to be killed to 

produce milk). Shells also look like the animal they came from, but since they are 

produced from molluscs, an animal that scores very low on the socio-zoological scale 

and is not even considered an animal by many, their welfare is not a concern to most 

humans (MacClellan, 2013: 58). 

However, the main difference between fur and other products made from animals is, 

of course, the species they come from. Anti-fur campaigns suggest that fur usually 

comes from neotenous fluffy animals that score highly on the socio-zoological scale, 

such as puppies and seals.  

 

Figure 39: An anti-fur protest by PETA, which implies dogs are commonly used in 

fur production 
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As highlighted earlier, this image is false since most fur produced today actually comes 

from rodents (Fur Free Alliance, 2018). In contrast, leather comes from livestock, such 

as cows, which score lower on the socio-zoological scale. Thus, speciesism explains 

why the production of fur is no longer socially-acceptable. Species that score highly 

on the socio-zoological scale are often mammals with plentiful body hair, i.e. fluffy 

animals. It is often these animals whose mistreatment is not socially-acceptable, as is 

the case with the puppies in Dalmatians, for example. Fur is a neotenous attribute – 

i.e. excessively furry animals are younger-looking – because baby mammals and 

birds, such as chicks and puppies, often have much more hair than older animals.  

Fur is also separated from leather and other objects made from animals by the 

“collapse of compassion” effect and anthropomorphism. The species that the public 

believe fur comes from, such as dogs, are often individualized and anthropomorphised  

through pet ownership and the like. Because of this individualization, people typically 

exhibit greater compassion towards the plight of animals farmed for fur. Other 

products, such as leather and feathers, are produced from species that are less likely 

to be anthropomorphised or individualized, such as cattle and birds. Additionally, since 

these species of animals are not usually kept as pets or used for entertainment, the 

public has fewer opportunities to individualize them. Thus, the “collapse of 

compassion” effect occurs, and humans are significantly less-likely to feel concern.  

As with farming, hunting, and fishing, cultural representations seem to have influenced 

how people view fur, leather, and other materials made from animals. As a result, 

cultural representations are often credited for fur’s sharp decline in sales and social 

acceptance over the past hundred years (O’Connor, 2018). Today, fur is widely 

depicted as unacceptable in cultural representations, even when necessary to the 

context. For example, Game of Thrones (2011-2019) has faced much criticism for 

using real furs as part of their character costumes even though fur clothing is relevant 

to the show’s context (Boydell, 2016). The show responded by claiming that the furs 

used were mostly sourced from vintage markets, rather than purchased from fur 

retailers (Boydell, 2016). This example demonstrates that the entertainment industry 

is aware of the negative connotations of using fur. Game of Thrones seem to have 

predicted that their use of fur would be questioned, which is likely why they purchased 

their furs second-hand rather than new.  

In 1994, PETA launched one of their most successful campaigns, in which five 

supermodels (Emma Sjoberg, Tatiana Patitz, Heather Stewart Whyte, Fabienne 

Terwinghe, and Naomi Campbell) declared that “We’d rather go naked than wear fur” 

(Bekhechi, 2010).  
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Figure 40: PETA’s original 1994 “We’d rather go naked…” campaign 

 

After this campaign, fur became dramatically less fashionable (McVeigh, 2014). For 

example, soon after the advertisement’s release, many fur retailers, such as 

Selfridges, refused to stock it (McVeigh, 2014). Unlike many of PETA’s campaigns, the 

“We’d rather go naked…” campaign was not bloody or graphic, instead it simply 

featured five prolific supermodels naked. Its appeal was its nudity. This campaign has 

been revived many times with various naked celebrities opposing the use of fur.  

 

 
Figure 41: Pop star P!nk in a 2015 anti-fur campaign for PETA 

 

PETA’s naked campaigns tend to be much more influential than their graphic 

campaigns (Bekhechi, 2010). For example, in 2014, PETA released a video titled Hell 

for Leather. This grim footage followed the final hours of a caravan of mistreated cattle 

travelling in-between India and Bangladesh. After the cattle are skinned alive in front 
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of each other, their skins are processed by child workers (Siegle, 2016). As of February 

17th, 2019, ten years after the film was released on YouTube, it has accrued fewer 

than 9,000 views. Thus, its potential for impact is minimal compared to PETA’s iconic 

“naked fur” campaign. Furthermore, many of PETA’s anti-leather campaigns have 

been bloody or depicted mistreatment, which may be why they have been less-

engaging and thus had less impact (Atkins-Sayre, 2010: 309-28).  

 

Figure 42: A 2016 anti-leather campaign by PETA 

As discussed in the literature review and Chapter 1, when realistic animal harm is 

depicted in cultural representations, such as film, it becomes notorious for doing so. 

Moreover, these types of images rarely result in mainstream success. However, 

cultural representations that challenge animal harm without being gory and 

distressing, such as PETA’s “We’d rather go naked…” campaign and films such as 

Babe (1995), are evidently far more engaging and thus usually more successful.  

To conclude Part I, it is clear that, as with other forms of animal objectification, 

discussions surrounding products made from animals, such as fur and leather, are 

another welfare issue divided by speciesist attitudes, which cultural representations 

have helped to sustain. Additionally, fur clothing has been further vilified because of 

the people who wear it (wealthy western women), its high cost, and its animal-like 

appearance, which have cumulatively led to it being one of the most opposed areas 

of animal objectification. 
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Part II: Data 

Please see pages 206-207 of the appendixes for a full list of all depictions of fur, 

leather, feathers, and shells78 in the fifty-six WDAS films of this study. Feathers79 

appear in thirty-six films (64%), fur80 appears in thirty-three films (59%), leather81 

appears in forty-seven films (84%), and shells82 appear in eight films (14%).    

 

Part III: Disney’s Depictions of Clothing and Other Products Made from Animals 

From the data presented in Part II, it is clear that products made from animals’ bodies 

are commonplace in WDAS’s films. However, most of the time, they are simply 

background objects, presented without comment. Given that many of these products 

are not considered controversial in everyday life, it is unsurprising that WDAS films 

replicate that attitude. The only clothing product made from animals that has been 

questioned and criticized by WDAS is fur. However, this has not been the norm 

throughout Disney’s history, as Disney has often used fur clothing to personalize their 

characters without criticism.  

In the 1950s, Disney produced the live-action television series, Disneyland, which was 

based on the iconic American frontiersman, Davy Crockett. The real Davy Crockett 

(1786-1836) was a famous hunter and storyteller. For example, in his autobiography, 

Crockett claimed that he had killed 105 bears in one hunting season (Groneman, 

2007). In Disneyland, Crockett (played by Fess Parker) usually wore his leitmotif, a 

prominent “coonskin” hat made from real raccoon skin and fur.  

 
78 Due to the restrictions of animation, it is not possible to accurately record instances of wool and silk in WDAS films. This is 
because the clothing worn in WDAS films is not usually overly-detailed or explicitly named. Both wool and silk are materials that 
are difficult to animate using cel-animation, which is how the majority of WDAS films in this study were produced. Therefore, for 

accuracy, they are not being included here. Furthermore, they are never directly referenced, and the species they are produced 
from are rarely depicted, so they do not warrant the same level of discussion as other products. Leather is different because 
WDAS frequently depicts cows (the species leather is produced from) and meat (which cows are often objectified into). Therefore, 

it is important that leather is included here for consistency.  
79 This specifically means feather products, such as feather quills, feather hats, and so forth. It does not include feathers on living 
animals.  
80 This specifically means processed fur products, such as a fur coat. It does not include fur on living animals.  
81 This encompasses all depictions that realistically look like leather, such as a leather book strap or leather belt. Of course, it 
needs to be accepted that given the limits of animation, this may not be entirely accurate. 
82 This refers to processed shells, i.e. without a mollusc, such as Ariel’s shell bra.  
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Figure 43: A promotional image showing Disney’s Davy Crockett wearing his 

“coonskin” hat 

Given the massive financial success of Disneyland, many sequels were made, and 

each featured Crockett wearing this distinctive fur hat. This led to the hat becoming 

hugely popular, especially with young boys. During this craze, it was estimated that 

5,000 of these “coonskin” caps were sold every day (Johnson, 2002). However, unlike 

Fess Parker’s, the mass-market version of the hat was made using rabbit or squirrel 

fur (Mosley, 1985: 247-8). This was apparently because the massive demand for the 

hat outstripped the availability of raccoon fur (Mosley, 1985: 247-8). Additionally, to 

attract the attention of female fans, a “female” version of the hat was also made. This 

was dubbed the “Polly Crockett” hat (named after Crockett’s wife) and was produced 

using white rabbit fur (Bowers, 2014). As mentioned in Part I, fur products are often 

disliked because of their high cost; however, the Crockett hat was affordable, meaning 

that it did not evoke wealth resentment in the way that fur products often can. The 

Davy Crockett craze is notable because this huge use of fur was not commented upon 

by Disney, even though the scale of animal deaths necessitated for producing these 

hats seems to be at odds with the anti-fur stance Disney would adopt soon after with 

Dalmatians in 1961. Disney even cashed in on this lucrative trend by depicting 

Crockett’s fur cap on other popular Disney characters, such as Mickey Mouse and 

Donald Duck (Walker, 2015: 24). Traces of Disney’s Davy Crockett-craze are still 

evident today, mainly through their merchandise and at the Disney parks. For 

example, Disneyland Paris has a Davy Crockett Ranch (Disneyland Paris, 2019). 

Disney’s Crockett character has not had the longevity of many other Disney 

characters. To illustrate, in recent years, Disney has re-made several of their most-

successful films, such as The Jungle Book, The Lion King, and so forth. However, at 

the time of writing, there is no planned re-make of Crockett’s adventures. Yet 

Crockett’s lack of longevity has not been because he wears fur. In fact, it seems that 

the “coonskin” cap has remained popular with the public even though the Davy 

Crockett character has not. For example, the hats are still sold in Disneyland (but they 

are now entirely faux fur) (Kirk, 2013).  
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WDAS famously adopted an anti-fur stance with 1961’s Dalmatians, which will be 

further discussed in Part IV. However, before and after Dalmatians, fur was used by 

Disney and WDAS without criticism, as the Davy Crockett era demonstrates. The 

WDAS characters that often wear fur clothing are often wealthy female characters, 

which is reflective of modern fur-wearers. To illustrate, in 1970’s The Aristocats, 

Madame Adelaide Bonfamille is lavishly draped in pink fur to establish her wealth, 

which is later confirmed through the large inheritance she plans to leave her beloved 

pet cats.  

 

Figure 44: Madame Adelaide Bonfamille wearing fur in The Aristocats (1970) 

In 1977’s The Rescuers, fur is a symbol of culture and elegance for the film’s charming 

heroine Ms. Bianca, an upper-class diplomat. Another example is 1991’s Beauty and 

the Beast, in which a regal fur-trimmed cloak indicates that Belle is an elegant and not 

impoverished character. Similarly, fur is also worn by WDAS’s wealthy male 

characters to establish their high-status. For example, Prince John in Robin Hood 

(1973) and Jim Dear in Lady and the Tramp both wear fur coats, which signifies their 

wealth. Thus, it is clear that WDAS has often used fur to depict the socio-economic 

background of their characters.  

While most of the fur clothing that has been depicted by WDAS has not been worn by 

villains, there are a few examples of villainous characters wearing fur in a manner 

similar to Cruella. This form of characterization supports the idea that fur clothing can 

be a feature of the anti-social. For example, Georgette in Oliver & Company, The 

Horned King in The Black Cauldron, and Prince John in Robin Hood are all villainous 

characters that wear fur throughout their respective narratives.  

 

Figure 45: The Horned King wears black fur throughout The Black Cauldron 
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However, given that WDAS’s villains are usually titled or privileged, it makes sense 

that they are also wealthy (Artz, 2004: 130). As highlighted in Part I, many people 

dislike fur clothing because it is sometimes seen as a vulgar display of wealth 

(McVeigh, 2014). Thus, WDAS perhaps sometimes depicts wealthy villains wearing 

fur in order to connote that they are anti-social characters. 

In contrast, leather appears to be often worn by poorer, more working-class, 

characters, such as Amos from The Fox and the Hound and Robin Hood in Robin 

Hood. As Figure 46 illustrates, Robin Hood appears to wear a leather belt.  

 

Figure 46: Robin Hood appears to wear leather clothing and no fur (except his own) 

Additionally, WDAS has often depicted their nomadic and historical characters wearing 

fur. These depictions also pass no comment on the ethics of using animal’s bodies to 

produce such clothing. For example, in Hercules (1997), Hercules is shown wearing 

the dead carcass of Scar (the antagonistic lion) from The Lion King (1994).83  

 

Figure 47: Hercules wearing the carcass of Scar in Hercules 

In another example of nomadic fur wearing, Brother Bear (2003) and Pocahontas 

(1995) both depict indigenous people wearing fur and feathers as part of their 

everyday clothing. They wear these products while living harmoniously around the 

species that they are produced from. Additionally, it is notable that the animals used 

 
83 This is an intentional historical reference to the legendary killing of the Nemean lion, which, according to Ancient Greek 
mythology, was killed by the real Hercules (Stafford, 2017: 240). Disney often cameos their animated characters in other films 

for comedic purposes (The Telegraph, 2017). 
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for fur in these historical films are “free-range” animals, and not fur-farmed or similar. 

Similarly, the Lost Boys in Peter Pan wear fur onesies, hats with feathers, and they 

have fur rugs in their treehouse.  

 

Figure 48: The Lost Boys in Peter Pan 

In Peter Pan, this is to highlight that these characters live nomadic lives away from the 

city-life that the Darling children came from. The Lost Boys wear and use fur, feathers, 

and leather, i.e. clothing that they can make themselves using materials from their 

natural environment. This makes their use of fur justifiable. In contrast, the Darling 

children wear tailored clothing symbolizing the suburban life in London they have left 

behind.  

 

Figure 49: The Darling children’s tailored clothing contrasts with The Lost Boys’ 

homemade clothing 

As well as using fur to characterize their human and anthropomorphised animal 

characters, WDAS seems to also use the natural fur on animal characters to make 

them cuter. In Blair’s guide to animating “cuteness” (Figure 2), it is notable that fur and 

hair seem to be exaggerated and fluffy on all of his examples of cute characters (Blair, 

1947). This fluffiness can often be seen on WDAS’s animal protagonists and sidekicks. 
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For example, Thumper, Flower, and Bambi in Bambi all exhibit an exaggerated 

amount of fur for their species.  

 

Figure 50: Bambi, Flower, and Thumper in Bambi 

As demonstrated in Figure 50, Flowers’ fluffy tail is almost as big as his body. In 

contrast, villainous animal characters tend to be less fluffy than the species they are 

based upon. For example, Scar (The Lion King) has a greasy and lank mane, which 

contrasts with the fluffiness of Mufasa and Simba’s manes.  

 
Figure 51: Scar’s greasy and lank mane 

 
Figure 52: Simba’s mane is much fluffier and better-groomed than Scar’s 

Therefore, it is clear that animals with exaggerated fur tend to be pro-social characters 

whereas villainous animal characters tend to have less fluffy fur than their species 

usually has.  
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Disneyland America currently does not sell any real fur products, but they do stock 

several faux fur items (Shop Disney, 2019d). While the Disney parks seem to today 

avoid the use of real fur, they have made several jokes about the fur industry. For 

example, Disneyland’s The Country Bear’s Jamboree is a musical animatronic 

attraction that features anthropomorphised animatronic singing bears. One of the 

jokes throughout this attraction is that there are several (fake) bear pelts and hunting 

trophies hung in it.  

 
Figure 53: Some of the “hunting trophies” inside The Country Bear’s Jamboree 

This is ironic given that the attraction centres around bears, which are often hunted for 

their fur (for example: Genovali and Fox, 2011). There are several similar jokey-

references to fur production in the attraction. For instance, the band are called “The 

Five Bear Rugs”, and part of the background story is that the wife of one of the bears 

works as a fur coat model at a local boutique (Barnes, 2013). Therefore, it is not just 

WDAS films that have subtly made light of the fur industry.  

Several other WDAS and Disney films have also joked about the fur industry. For 

example, in The Fox and the Hound (1981), the wearing of fur clothing is directly 

mocked.  

 

Figure 54: Boomer wearing Tod’s tail as a shawl in The Fox and the Hound 

Boomer, the comical woodpecker, picks up Tod’s bushy fox tail and pretends to wear 

it as a shawl, similar to how Madame Bonfamille wears fur, as shown in Figure 44. 

This is significant because it demonstrates that WDAS seems to challenge the fur 

industry by mocking it, rather than depicting its harsh reality. A more recent example 
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of Disney joking about the fur industry can be seen in 2012’s Partysaurus Rex. Earlier, 

in Pixar’s 2001’s feature film, Monsters, Inc., the antagonist Randall intimidates the 

film’s protagonist Sully, a furry monster, by telling him that: “Humans skin monsters 

and make toilet covers out of their fur” (Monsters, Inc., 2001). Eleven years later, a 

toilet seat made from fur with Sully’s distinctive coloration is clearly seen in 

Partysaurus Rex, implying that Sully may have been killed for trivial ends (Lazarus, 

2015).  

 

Figure 55: The furry toilet seat in Partysaurus Rex that resembles Sully’s fur 

These jokes demonstrate that while Disney avoids depicting the reality of the fur 

industry, they are happy to joke about what happens before and after fur production. 

This is also similar to the points raised in Chapter 1 in regards to farming in Home on 

the Range. These jokes may seem like harmless fun, but they make a mockery of the 

fur industry. By joking about the production of fur, Disney minimizes the harm that this 

industry does. It is likely that Disney is doing this because the truth of these industries 

is far too gruesome to depict accurately, so, as with animal farming, the reality is 

attenuated in favour of light-hearted jokes.  

It is clear that fur has been mostly used by Disney to simply establish character roles 

or context. As evident from the data in Part II, fur appears in thirty-three of the fifty-six 

(59%) WDAS films in this study. However, it is most often just background clothing, 

with no comment or criticism given, just as it was during the “Davy Crockett” craze. 

Similarly, in the same group of films, leather appears forty-seven times, feathers 

appear thirty-six times, and shells appear eight times. Yet, unlike fur, the use of these 

products is always included without passing explicit comment or criticism on the ethics 

of using animals’ bodies to produce those materials. For example, many of the older 

WDAS films, such as The Jungle Book (1967), begin with the opening of a live-action 

book that appears to be leather-bound.  
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Figure 56: The opening of 1967’s The Jungle Book 

Therefore, WDAS has repeatedly presented leather as a socially-acceptable material 

to use.  

WDAS has used feathers in two main ways: as feather quills and in hats. As with 

leather, it is often the poorer or working-class characters that seem to have a feather 

in their cap. Examples of WDAS characters with a single feather in their cap include 

Robin Hood, Pinocchio, and Peter Pan; none of which are wealthy characters or have 

high status. For example, Robin Hood lives in a forest and appears to be unemployed.  

 

Figure 57: Pinocchio with a singular feather in his hat 

There are a few examples of wealthier characters having a feather in their hat, and in 

the few instances of this, the feather is usually distinctive, decorated, tailored, and 

colourful. One example of this is of both Aladdin and Jafar in Aladdin:  
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Figure 58: Jafar and Aladdin wear distinctive, tailored feathers in their extravagant 

hats 

Jafar’s feather sits much taller than Pinocchio’s and is attached with a jewel. 

Additionally, the shape of Jafar’s feather also suggests that it has been cut or groomed 

in some way. This could be a metaphor for Jafar’s high and privileged status compared 

to Aladdin.  

These points demonstrate that WDAS has criticized animal harm and objectification, 

but only selectively. WDAS films have not offered explicit critique of the use of leather, 

feathers, or shells even though they commonly feature in their films. In fact, Disney 

even sells these products in many of their parks and stores worldwide.84 However, in 

a stark contrast to this, Disneyland America do not appear to sell or use real fur at all. 

Although, until very recently, Disneyland Tokyo was selling fur products in their gift 

shops (Fruno, 2014). This highlights that the social-acceptance of these products 

changes within different cultures. Disney is evidently aware of these cultural changes 

and pro-actively adapts to them. It also demonstrates that Disney’s stance on fur is 

dependent upon consumer opinions, rather than ethics. A similar example of this was 

presented in the previous chapter, in which Disney’s Animal Kingdom removed an 

anti-hunting storyline from their Kilimanjaro Safaris ride after complaints from park 

guests. These two examples illustrate that Disney places the opinion of their 

consumers before their opposition to animal harm.   

As evidenced in Chapter 1, meat products have often been used by WDAS to 

characterize toxically-masculine and/ or villainous characters. However, it is clear from 

this chapter that other products made from animals have been presented without 

criticism most of the time. Clothing and other products made from animals have 

evidently been used throughout WDAS’s history to personalize characters, almost-

always with little comment on the ethics of the fur industry. These items are usually 

just character clothing or background objects and are not involved in the main plotline 

of Disney’s stories. Fur clothing has evidently been worn by various types of 

characters, such as wealthy and nomadic characters. Thus, it is not always associated 

with villains. For example, Davy Crockett, a pro-social character, almost-always wears 

a distinctive fur cap. Additionally, Disney has made some subtle jokes about the fur 

 
84 For example, Disney sells a wide range of leather bracelets in their theme parks (Shop Disney, 2019f).  
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industry, which fleetingly acknowledge the brutal reality of the fur industry. These jokes 

do seem to highlight the morbid fate that animals in the fur industry experience. 

However, Disney and WDAS have never ever passed comment on leather, feathers, 

and shells even though these products have been widely depicted in more than half 

of their films. Disney even sells leather products at their theme parks and shops.  

 

Part IV: Fur, Leather, and One Hundred and One Dalmatians 

One Hundred and One Dalmatians (1961) is an example of how to persuasively argue 

against the fur industry: with humour, extravagance, and no violence towards animals 

at all. Like PETA’s hugely-influential “We’d rather go naked…” anti-fur campaign, 

Dalmatians demonstrates that non-violent portrayals of violent industries can be 

influential and encourage a practical change in attitudes.   

Dalmatians’ success and lasting legacy is mostly thanks to one character: Cruella De 

Vil. In fact, Cruella is one of the most famous film villains ever, Disney and otherwise 

(Dockterman and Conniff, 2014). However, like other WDAS antagonists adapted from 

external sources, the nastiness of WDAS’s 1961 Cruella pales in comparison to the 

original Cruella depicted in Dodie Smith’s illustrated children’s novel The Hundred and 

One Dalmatians (1956). Smith’s original text evidently contains much more direct 

animal harm than Disney’s first Dalmatians adaptation. It includes stray dogs, abused 

cats, drowned kittens, and much more serious danger for the hunted Dalmatian 

puppies. For example, when discussing her unloved Persian cat, Smith’s Cruella 

proudly boasts: 

I’ve drowned dozens and dozens of my cat’s kittens. She always chooses some 

wretched alley-cat for their father. So they’re never worth keeping.  

– Cruella in Smith’s text (Smith, 2010: 14) 

Much of this direct animal harm was adapted out, attenuated, or handled with humour 

by WDAS, which chose to only ever imply harm.  

Cruella’s appearance was dramatically different in Smith’s text too. In Smith’s text 

(which was illustrated), Cruella was noticeably prettier, younger, and more elegant 

than she would later be in the WDAS adaptation.  
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Figure 59: Dodie Smith’s original Cruella  

WDAS’s iconic 1961 Cruella character was designed by one of Disney’s “nine old 

men”, Marc Davis. Davis also animated the ugly sisters in Cinderella (1950) and 

Maleficent from Sleeping Beauty (1959), so he had a strong history of creating 

memorable female villains (Gartler, 2015). Davis evidently experimented with Cruella’s 

look. In some early sketches, she was much prettier and younger than she would later 

be.  

 

Figure 60: An early Cruella sketch by Marc Davis depicts a younger-looking Cruella 

As was common with WDAS at the time, live actors performed the film’s storyboard to 

inspire the realistic appearance and movements of the animated characters (Thomas 

and Johnston, 1981). 
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Figure 61: A photograph of Mary Wickes (right) playing Cruella 

It was after this live-storyboarding that Davis created the final iconic look of WDAS’s 

famous Cruella character.  

 

Figure 62: WDAS’s 1961 Cruella 

WDAS’s Cruella is skeletal with unnatural, zombie-like, grey skin. She is often smoking 

a long thin cigarette. As was highlighted in this project’s literature review, audiences 

instinctively prefer characters that are circular in design, such as Mickey Mouse (Artz, 

2004: 118). This is why animated villains are usually skinny and tall, as is the case 

with Cruella. This design of villainous character can also be seen with the evil queen 

(Snow White), Lady Tremaine (Cinderella), and Maleficent (Sleeping Beauty).  

Additionally, by making Cruella older, she is not neotenous, which also makes her 

instinctively less likeable. As was also detailed in the literature review, young, or 

young-looking, characters are favoured over older characters (Gould, 1977). This is 
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why WDAS’s villains are usually the oldest characters in their narratives. Thus, 

Cruella’s appearance alone makes her instinctively unlikeable, which makes her 

appear villainous before she has even expressed her desire to harm puppies.  

Cruella is infamous for her selfishness, dramatics, and greed. This is what makes her 

character, and thus the film, so comical. As highlighted in the previous chapter, there 

are two types of villains: the repellent and the intriguing (Forbes, 2011: 13-27). Like a 

pantomime dame85, Cruella is an intriguing villain because she is comical, but also 

because her villainous aims are unsuccessful. This is similar to many of WDAS’s other 

intriguing villains, such as Captain Hook (Peter Pan) and Ursula (The Little Mermaid). 

The attempted harms of these villains are also unsuccessful, which is what makes 

them intriguing rather than repellent. While Cruella is less cruel in WDAS’s adaptation 

than in Smith’s original, she is still the text’s main villain, and she still repeatedly 

expresses a desire to harm animals for her own selfish needs. When Cruella is first 

introduced, she carelessly drives through a flock of peaceful white birds (which are 

unharmed by the incident). Then, after seeing the new-born Dalmatian puppies, she 

is disgusted by their spot-less appearance. She labels them as “mongrels” and “horrid 

little white rats” upon seeing that they do not yet have their signature black Dalmatian 

spots. After Roger refuses to sell the puppies to Cruella, she angrily exclaims “Do as 

you like with them, drown them!” She then aggressively leaves, screaming and 

smashing a window pane as she loudly exits. Despite this aggression, and her 

gruesome plans, Cruella seems unwilling to directly harm the puppies herself. 

However, she is happy to suggest violent ways for others to do it. For example, she 

instructs her hired helpers (Jasper and Horace) to: “Poison them, drown them, bash 

them in the head! You got any chloroform?” Yet despite not being directly violent 

towards any animals, Cruella is violent towards the human characters. For example, 

she slaps Jasper and Horace after seeing that they have not yet killed the puppies, 

which is more violent than she ever is towards the puppies. Thus, even though 

Dalmatians is a film about direct animal harm, no direct animal harm is ever presented 

in the film. The most harm the dogs experience is during their difficult journey in the 

snow storm, which is no direct fault of Cruella’s. In fact, most of the on-screen violence 

and peril affects the would-be animal harmers (Cruella, Jasper, and Horace), rather 

than the animals. The dogs do face neglect and peril, such as being carelessly put into 

a bag, but never violence. Furthermore, the small amount of mistreatment the puppies 

experience is kept off-screen and temporary, as is often the case in WDAS films.  

Cruella De Vil is probably one of the Anglo-American world’s most famous would-be 

direct animal harmers despite the fact that she never actually harms any animals. 

However, while some of Cruella’s character traits, such as her lack of empathy and 

choice of target animal are also frequently evident in real direct animal abusers, most 

of her character does not fit the profile of a person who directly harms animals (Marino 

and Mountain, 2015: 5-21; Flynn, 2012: 23). As the literature review highlighted, 

 
85 British pantomime is a typical a family theatre show with comedy and music. Such shows usually feature a “pantomime dame”, 

a matronly, camp, older women that is played by a male. Further information can be found in: Sladen, 2015: 80-89.  
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research into people who directly harm animals has claimed that direct animal harm 

is overwhelmingly committed by individual teenage males from lower socio-economic 

backgrounds, usually as a result of mental instability (Flynn, 2012: 10-30). Therefore, 

Cruella, as a mature wealthy female, does not fit the typical demographic of a direct 

animal harmer. However, she does perfectly characterize people that harm animals 

indirectly, i.e. people who buy fur products. As highlighted in Part I of this chapter, in 

the Anglo-American context, fur is a product that is mainly aimed at wealthy Anglo-

American women. This is one of the reasons why it is so disliked compared to similar 

products made from animals’ bodies.  

The other characters that attempt to harm animals in Dalmatians are Cruella’s hapless 

dog thieves, Jasper and Horace. Like Cruella, these two inject amusement into the 

story with their comic incompetence and slapstick humour.  

 

Figure 63: Jasper and Horace being threatened by Cruella 

Unlike Cruella, they are working-class men. This is conveyed through their cockney-

rhyming slang, inexpensive clothing, and motivation (they are only helping Cruella for 

money). This stops them from being repellent villains. Thus, without Cruella, Jasper 

and Horace would likely not attempt to harm animals directly. Also like Cruella, these 

two are only ever violent towards humans, despite their plans to harm animals. For 

example, when kidnapping the puppies, Jasper and Horace are very aggressive 

towards the housekeeper, Nanny. They violently overpower her and lock her in the 

attic in order to steal the puppies. This is the most purposefully violent these two are 

in the whole narrative, and it is towards a human character, not an animal. After 

overpowering Nanny, Horace and Jasper put the puppies in a bag off-screen, showing 

a clear lack of concern for the dogs’ welfare. However, the thieves later keep the stolen 

puppies in an old mansion, which does not accurately reflect the harsh conditions on 

real fur farms. While in the mansion, the puppies are seen enjoying several luxuries, 

such as television and snacks. Thus, they are not caged, neglected, or mistreated by 

Jasper and Horace. Furthermore, Jasper and Horace are reluctant to harm the 

puppies and only attempt to do so after Cruella aggressively insists. Jasper then says: 

“I’ll pop ‘em on the head, you do the skinning” before arguing with Horace about who 
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will do the puppy-skinning. While this dispute occurs, the puppies safely escape from 

the mansion unharmed. As Jasper and Horace chase the dogs, the dogs repeatedly 

overpower them in a slapstick fashion. For example, Jasper and Horace are bit on the 

bottom, fall into a fire, are thrown against a barn wall, and, eventually, the mansion 

roof falls in on them. They survive the violence, but they do not re-capture the dogs, 

all of which escape safely.  

It is also worth noting that even though Cruella is pro-fur, the other human and animal 

characters are not anti-fur. At the beginning of the film, Pongo (the Dalmatian) is 

searching for a girlfriend for his owner Roger. As he searches for a suitable partner, 

he sees several women walking their dogs. Most of these women are wearing fur. For 

example, the poodle-owner appears to be wearing poodle fur, and so forth.  

 

Figure 64: A poodle-owner wearing what appears to be poodle fur at the beginning 

of Dalmatians 

This is a comical scene that suggests that dog-owners look like their dogs. The ethics 

of the fur industry are not alluded to at all during this scene. This is significant because 

the production of fur is later what Pongo and his Dalmatian family almost become 

victims of. Additionally, upon hearing Cruella talk about fur, Anita (the owner of the 

Dalmatians) claims that “I’d like a nice fur, but there are so many other things…”. This 

implies that Anita is not against the idea of wearing fur, she merely believes that there 

are better ways to spend money. Additionally, Nanny, the sweet-natured housekeeper, 

appears to have a leather handbag. In fact, there are numerous objects that appear to 

be leather throughout the film, and they are presented without comment. For example, 

in one scene, the puppies are sat on what appears to be a leather sofa, highlighting 

the stark difference in attitudes towards fur and leather products. 
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Figure 65: Some of the Dalmatian puppies on what appears to be a leather sofa 

This ultimately highlights the problem with Dalmatians: its replication of speciesist 

attitudes. The intentions of the story – i.e. to highlight the cruelty of wearing fur – are 

laudable. However, the problem is that this film reflects, and thus normalizes, 

speciesist attitudes. Dalmatians suggests that it is permissible to objectify some 

species, such as cattle, but not others, such as anthropomorphised, individualized, 

neotenized dogs. As highlighted in Part I, the fur trade is one of the most-criticized 

areas of global animal objectification even though it has far fewer victims than other 

industries that harm animals, such as the meat and dairy industry. If Dalmatians was 

about Cruella chasing cows to make a leather coat, it is unlikely that it would have 

conveyed such an influential message. This is similar to the logical inconsistencies 

towards hunting and fishing within Brother Bear, as highlighted in the previous chapter.  

After the release of Dalmatians in 1961, real fur became noticeably less fashionable 

in the Anglo-American world (North, 2000: 17-8). Additionally, supporters of fur directly 

criticized the film. For example, the now-defunct pro-fur publication Fur Age Weekly 

claimed that Dalmatians offered children “a gruesome picture” of the fur industry 

(Urquhart, 1991). The anti-fur trend exploded in the 1980s alongside the birth of PETA, 

which focused many of their eye-catching campaigns on the cruelty of fur production, 

such as their 1994 “We’d rather go naked…” campaign (McVeigh, 2014). Dalmatians’ 

anti-fur message is still used today in animal welfare campaigns. For example, “Furry 

Tales” (2014) is a set of 2014 graphic designs that depicts various popular Disney 

characters, such as the Dalmatian puppies and Bambi, as skinned, bleeding, and in 

distress, in order to highlight the suffering usually involved in fur production (Dearden, 

2014).  
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Figure 66: Saint Hoax’s anti-fur images (2014) 

However, while sales of fur declined after the release of Dalmatians, Cruella’s 

popularity did not. WDAS’s ugly, inelegant, dramatic Cruella proved to be much more 

popular than Smith’s original. In 1967, Smith released a sequel novel, The Starlight 

Barking, in which Cruella appears only briefly (Smith, 1967). The text follows where 

the previous novel finished, yet during Cruella’s fleeting appearance, she is asleep. 

However, as was clear from the 1961 WDAS film, Cruella was the star of this story, 

and unsurprisingly, Disney has yet to show any interest in adapting Smith’s sequel. 

Yet Disney has since adapted Smith’s original text again, and they have also written 

their own sequels to this story. These adaptations and appropriations have each 

centred around WDAS’s 1961 Cruella character, rather than Smith’s crueller and 

younger version. This demonstrates that despite Cruella’s villainy, she is the story’s 

most memorable character. In 1996, Cruella’s character was brought to life in the live-

action Dalmatians remake (The Numbers, 2019a). As with the 1961 adaptation, 

Cruella’s puppy kill count remained at zero. The critical and financial success of the 

1996 remake encouraged Disney and other media companies to make more 

adaptations and appropriations of this story, all of which have focused upon WDAS’s 

Cruella rather than the dogs or Smith’s Cruella. In 1997, Disney Television produced 

the animated show, 101 Dalmatians: The Series (IMDB, 2019). Three years later, in 

2003, another animated sequel, 101 Dalmatians II: Patch’s London Adventure was 

released by Disneytoon Studios. Cruella was once-again the main villain in this text. 

In 2009, the story was adapted into a stage musical: The 101 Dalmatians Musical (not 

by Disney). The theatrical role of Cruella was played by Rachel York, who, like Glenn 

Close before her, quickly established herself as a “huge animal lover” while promoting 

the show (Scherer, 2009). More recently, Cruella also came to life in the Disney 

Channel’s Descendants movie (2015) (Snetiker, 2014). Descendants features Cruella 

as a stand-alone character in an entirely new story, which again highlights her 

memorability compared to the original story’s other characters. Unsurprisingly, 

Cruella’s adaptation journey is not over yet. Disney is currently developing yet another 

Cruella-focused live-action film, aptly titled Cruella, which is due for release in late 

2020 (IMDB, 2018b). Further to the media mentioned above, Cruella has inspired 

books, video games, songs, merchandise, and more (for example: Shop Disney, 
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2019c). Therefore, Cruella is undoubtedly one of WDAS’s most revived fictional 

villains, despite her socially-unacceptable attitude towards the welfare of dogs. Of 

course, there are many other notable villains that have also been revived several 

times, such as The Joker, The Terminator, and Freddy Krueger. However, Cruella 

seems to be one of the very few female villains that has been repeatedly revived in 

such a way.  

There are three patterns are evident with the post-1961 Cruella characters. First, they 

are all based upon WDAS’s much-less violent 1961 Cruella, rather than Dodie Smith’s 

Cruella. This is true even in non-Disney productions, such as the 2009 stage musical. 

Second, Cruella never actually kills any puppies in any of these adaptations. Her on-

screen puppy kill count remains at zero, despite the many chances she has had to kill 

animals, and the many times she has threatened to. Third, all of Cruella’s live-action 

actors have been very vocal about their off-screen love of animals, particularly dogs, 

which seems incongruous with Cruella’s personality, yet essential for media promotion 

(Stanton, 2017). It seems clear that Cruella’s attempted animal harm has to be 

thwarted for the character to be funny, which may also help explain why Dodie Smith’s 

much crueller Cruella has been eschewed in favour of Disney’s. However, this unique 

clause seems exclusive to the Cruella character. For example, actors that play serial 

killers are not expected to confirm that they are not really serial killers. As will be 

demonstrated in Chapter 5, audiences tend to be sensitive towards violence involving 

animals in film. Documented instances of animal harm can destroy a film’s reputation, 

which is why films are expected to say that “No animals were harmed…” during their 

credits. This is perhaps why actors playing Cruella are expected to confirm that 

Cruella’s character is fake.  Looking at all of Cruella’s media appearances, it certainly 

seems unusual that despite her violent intentions and reputation, she does not actually 

ever harm any animals, on or off-screen. However, this is what makes her character 

engaging, rather than repellent.  

Cruella does not murder any animals across her many Disney adaptations even 

though she has had many chances to do so. In contrast, so many animals are killed 

during the production of fur clothing that the numbers cannot be accurately recorded. 

The fur industry is real; it is not fictional, animated, or exaggerated. In fact, its existence 

is minimized and ridiculed by mainstream cultural representations, such as 

Dalmatians. Furthermore, real fur wearers are normal, everyday people. Additionally, 

they rarely have to hunt the animals they are wearing because most fur clothing comes 

ready-made from fur farms, which are notorious for their inattention to animal welfare 

(Meredith, 2013). Moreover, the species used by the fur industry are also 

misrepresented in this text. Dalmatians suggests that animals hunted for fur are free-

range baby pet animals, which is not typically the case. As highlighted in Part I, the 

majority of fur comes from rodents on fur farms (Fur Free Alliance, 2018). The reality 

of the fur industry has never been depicted by Disney, despite their numerous 

adaptations of this fur-centred story. If anything, Dalmatians (1961) and its many 

adaptations could be seen as a compliment to the fur industry because it places the 

blame onto unrealistic fictional characters, such as Cruella. This can also be compared 
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to the ways in which WDAS has attenuated and minimized the reality of animal 

farming, as was demonstrated in Chapter 1.  

However, WDAS’s wholesome, funny animation, and its many adaptations, have been 

effective and lucrative precisely because they do not depict violence towards animals, 

only the threat of it. If Dalmatians had contained violence towards puppies, it likely 

would have had a different legacy, as is indicated by other films that have contained 

depictions of violence against animals. As highlighted in Part I of this chapter and 

elsewhere in this thesis, PETA’s shocking exposé films often receive negative 

reactions from both critics and viewers (Burt, 2002: 171). In fact, it is usually argued 

that the grisly violence of PETA’s campaigns makes these campaigns less-engaging, 

which undermines their aims. 86  In contrast, Dalmatians (1961) and its many 

adaptations are entertaining films with happy and optimistic endings.87 This happiness 

and optimism provides hope, which is what makes Dalmatians so engaging.  

Walt apparently disliked Dalmatians because of its poor-quality animation in 

comparison to WDAS’s earlier films (Pallant, 2011: 70). Despite this, Dalmatians has 

become one of Disney’s most revered stories. Counterintuitively, Cruella herself is 

today one of Disney’s most famous characters despite her sinister intentions. This is 

because she never actually kills or harms animals, she only threatens to. Cruella as a 

character is engaging and thus intriguing because she is comical and unrealistic. 

Dalmatians could reasonably be considered the most recognizable anti-fur films ever, 

but its depiction of the fur industry and other products made from animals is 

problematic. Because of this, Dalmatians ultimately serves as a compliment to the fur 

industry because it is the Anglo-American world’s most famous anti-fur film, yet it 

minimizes the harsh reality of the fur industry. Additionally, it leaves other products 

derived from animals, such as leather and dairy products, unquestioned and thus they 

are depicted as socially-acceptable. This normalizes speciesist attitudes, which is 

problematic given that WDAS’s films are aimed at a young, impressionable, audience. 

However, there is no denying the film’s success and lasting popularity, which has been 

mostly thanks to Cruella.  

 

Chapter 3: Conclusion 

The evidence presented throughout this chapter suggests that Karl Lagerfeld is right: 

the discussion of fur is childish. It is childish because it lacks critical thinking and is 

underpinned by illogical speciesist biases, as Part I demonstrated. Disney, like the 

public, is speciesist and inconsistent with their concern towards animals. The Davy 

Crockett era implies that Disney was happy to sell massive amounts of fur. In contrast, 

Dalmatians and its many adaptations imply that puppies should be protected from the 

 
86 A brief overview of some of PETA’s controversial campaigns can be found in: Yount, 2008: 15-17. 
87 The 1961 Dalmatians film did, however, receive criticism and complaints for a scene in which the Dalmatian puppies nurse 
from some happy free-range dairy cows. This scene was cut from the film’s theatrical release in many countries as the sight of 

animated cow teats was deemed offensive (Cochrane, 2014).  
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fur industry, but this film does not extend this protection onto other species, such as 

cows and birds. Products made from animals’ bodies are usually just background 

objects without criticisms or compliments in Disney media. Therefore, it could not be 

said that Dalmatians is a brave or ambitious text; it is simply another example of Disney 

following consumer trends to their advantage.  

Disney’s next Dalmatians adaptation (due 2021) focusses entirely on the younger 

Cruella. As is clear from PETA’s “We’d rather go naked…” campaign and the success 

of Disney’s various Cruella characters, using sexy, dramatic, and funny characters has 

the potential to shape public opinions. Therefore, if this new adaptation still has the 

original text’s anti-fur message, it may continue to discourage people from wearing fur. 

However, that is likely to be as far as the film’s pro-animal message will go. It is unlikely 

to challenge the issues that affect a far greater number of animals, such as the meat 

and leather industries. As demonstrated here, Disney clearly has limits to their concern 

for animal welfare that are in line with the public’s social-acceptance of the issue.  

This chapter has focused mostly on fur products as that is where the previous foci of 

this discussion has been. However, given that the production of fur is now mostly 

socially-unacceptable (and even in some countries illegal) in the Anglo-American 

context, it is perhaps time for animal rights’ campaigns to begin opposing leather and 

other products made from animals, as the production of these products affects a far 

greater number of animals. Up to now, campaigns against the production of leather 

have been ineffective, but this is perhaps because of the off-putting violence and 

hopelessness that they exhibit. As this chapter has demonstrated, the most influential 

anti-fur campaigns have been non-violent and optimistic, so this is how anti-leather 

campaigns should undoubtedly proceed in order to be successful with their aims. 

  



124 
 

“Man’s Best Friend” 

Chapter 4: Pets and Working Animals in WDAS Films 

 

“I only hope that we never lose sight of one thing… that it was all started by a 

mouse.” 

- Walt Disney (in: Smith and Clark, 2002: 1) 

 

Peter Singer famously differentiated between “the human” and “the person” by arguing 

that some non-human animals can be individual persons, and that not all humans are 

necessarily persons. Singer believes that for an animal to be a person, it must possess 

memories, a family, and unique behaviours (1995: 180-183, 197-198). He argues that 

some humans, such as babies and the severely mentally-disabled, cannot be persons 

because they are unable to meaningfully possess these individual qualities. Thus, 

according to Singer’s reasoning, some pet animals can be more of a person than a 

human can. Yet some other animals, such as working animals, are excluded from the 

category of “persons” because they are forced into monotonous, isolated, working 

routines which mean that they have little chance to develop familial bonds. Therefore, 

while animals have the capacity for personhood, their ability to develop that capacity 

is limited by human intervention.  

To explore these ideas further, this chapter will examine depictions of pets and working 

animals in WDAS films. These two types of characters are widespread in WDAS films; 

their prevalence is perhaps reflective of reality since these animals have been so 

common in everyday human life and history. Part I will explore the history of and 

common ethical objections towards pet-keeping and making animals work. Part II will 

document how often these practices have been depicted in WDAS films. Then, Part 

III will examine and highlight any patterns evident in the data, along with the types of 

direct and indirect harm that pets and working animals face in WDAS films. Finally, 

Part IV will analyse Lady and the Tramp (1955), a WDAS film that focusses on pet 

animals but also features working animals. This chapter will conclude by claiming that 

direct harm towards non-villainous pets appears to be acknowledged more than any 

other type of animal harm in WDAS films. In contrast, working animals tend to face 

routine physical harm as part of their role, yet such harms are rarely criticized or even 

acknowledged. This chapter will conclude by arguing that this disparity in concern 

towards the welfare of working animals and pets is the result of speciesist biases.  

 

Part I: The History and Ethics of Pet-Keeping and Making Animals Work 

Throughout this chapter, the term “working animal” will refer to an animal that has been 

domesticated or trained to perform physical labour – transporting humans, carrying 
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loads, providing protection, and so forth – for human benefit. 88  As Part II will 

demonstrate, working animals have been depicted in 54% of WDAS films. However, 

given their importance and prevalence within human history, this is perhaps not 

surprising. It is believed that humans have used animals for labour since before the 

advent of agriculture. For example, when humans were hunter-gatherers, they trained 

dogs to assist with hunting (Sullivan, 2012: 54). Today, it is believed that cattle are the 

most common species of working animal globally, followed by horses, donkeys, and 

then mules (Starkey, 2000: 478). It is notable that working animals are more commonly 

male since they are often stronger than females, but also because they cannot 

produce dairy, so they are often surplus on farms (Starkey, 2000: 478).89  

There are four common criticisms of making animals work. First, they are unwaged 

(Hribal, 2003: 436). Second, working animals have physically-challenging lives 

(SPANA, 2019b). Third, once they are too old to work, they are often killed 

unceremoniously (Barnett, 2006). Fourth, working animals are unable to consent to 

the roles assigned to them. Therefore, working animals experience similar welfare 

issues to farmed animals. However, few campaigns have focussed on improving the 

welfare of working animals when compared to other animals that routinely experience 

harms. This may be because working animals, such as donkeys, do not tend to score 

on the higher-level of the socio-zoological scale, meaning that their welfare is 

instinctively less-concerning to humans. This lack of concern may also be because 

working animals are not often individualized. Animals used for labour usually work in 

large groups of their species, which elicits the “collapse of compassion” response. To 

illustrate, in WDAS films, horses usually exist in the background of the story in large, 

non-anthropomorphised, groups. This can be seen in Sleeping Beauty, The Little 

Mermaid, and The Princess and the Frog, amongst many other examples. 

Furthermore, only a small amount of cultural representations have accurately depicted 

the harsh lives that working animals experience. For example, Anna Sewell’s 1877 

novel Black Beauty questioned the ethics of forcing horses to perform hard labour for 

long periods of time. This text is directly credited with the widespread removal of a 

leather-strap that held working horses’ heads unnaturally high (Dorré, 2002: 157-78). 

This suggests that if cultural representations did challenge the harms entailed in 

making animals work, there could be more consideration towards these animals. This 

highlights why WDAS’s depictions of working animals are important and warrant study. 

The exception to this lack of concern for working animals is dogs. Although dogs are 

sometimes given jobs, they are still individualized, and their treatment outside of labour 

is much more considerate than the care provided to donkeys, for example. 90 

Additionally, dogs do not tend to perform physically challenging labour, such as 

 
88 The term “working animal” can sometimes include animals that are kept mainly to produce food and/ or clothing, such as cows. 
However, since farm animals were discussed in Chapter 1, they will not be discussed again here. Similarly, animals that provide 

entertainment for humans, such as circus animals, will be discussed in Chapter 5, so they will not be discussed in this chapter.  
89 This chapter will not explore the history of working animals in-depth as the focus of this project is WDAS films. A more-detailed 

overview on the history of working animals can be found at: https://spana.org/thenandnow/ (accessed: 4 April 2019). SPANA 
(The Society for the Protection of Animals Abroad) is a British charity that focuses on the welfare of working animals. 
90 To illustrate, there are several charities specifically for the welfare of guide dogs, such as the Guide Dogs Association (Guide 

Dogs, 2019) and Assistance Dogs UK (Assistance Dogs, 2019).    

https://spana.org/thenandnow/
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transporting goods, with rare exceptions such as snow dogs. However, if dogs had not 

originally been used as working animals, it is unlikely that they would have developed 

strong relations with humans and become the most popular species of pet, which they 

are today (Borgi and Cirulli, 2015; 2016).  

As noted above, humans have lived alongside animals for thousands of years. 

However, these animals were kept to provide labour, not companionship (McRobbie, 

2017). Animals that lived alongside humans in the past were not viewed as 

affectionately as they are today. For example, in the Middle Ages, dogs that died were 

often eaten rather than buried (McRobbie, 2017). Pet-keeping, as it is known today, is 

a recent phenomenon that appears to have arisen alongside disposable incomes 

(McRobbie, 2017). Today, pets91 are highly valued animals when compared to many 

other categories of animal, such as working animals and farmed animals. For example, 

90% of British people claim that pets are a part of their family (McRobbie, 2017). There 

are three reasons for this: pets are usually higher-order species, they are visible in 

everyday human life, and they are individualized. It is estimated that 46% of UK 

households and 62% of US households have pets (Shuttlewood et al., 2016: 181). 

Therefore, pet-keeping is today very common in Anglo-American culture, and, as Part 

II will demonstrate, it is commonly-depicted within WDAS films.  

In quantitative terms, fish are the most common pet (Brown, 2015: 1). However, 

several studies have found that both adults and children listed dogs are their favourite 

species of pet (Borgi and Cirulli, 2015; 2016). Singer argues that humans express 

concern for dogs because they are the species that humans have the most direct 

experience with (2009: 30). It is commonly believed that dogs were the first animal 

domesticated by humans. This was to help humans with practical tasks, such as 

hunting (Sullivan, 2012: 54). Yet today, the majority of modern dog-owners own a dog 

for companionship rather than for practical reasons (Zawistowski and Reid, 2016: 

228). Dogs are still used by humans as guide dogs, police dogs, guard dogs, and so 

forth. Yet unlike other animals that work, such as horses, dogs usually live with 

humans when not working and after retirement (for example: Retired Police Canine 

Foundation, 2019). There are many Disney films based on true, or plausible, stories 

of the love and loyalty dogs exhibit towards humans, such as Homeward Bound (1963, 

1993), Old Yeller (1957), Lady and the Tramp (1955), and Bolt (2008). As Part II will 

highlight, dogs are widespread characters in WDAS films, especially as pets. Across 

the fifty-six films in this study, dogs are depicted in thirty-three films, which is more 

often than any other species.92 Furthermore, some of the official Disney hotels even 

allow pet dogs (not just service dogs) to stay with their human owners (Disney World, 

2019h). This privilege is offered to no other species. However, despite their 

domestication, dogs still exhibit behaviour that humans consider disgusting (Serpell, 

2016: 310). For example, their olfactory preoccupations, uninhibited sexually 

promiscuous behaviour, and fondness for human garbage are often considered 

 
91 Within this chapter and wider thesis, “pet” will refer to a non-human animal that lives with a human in the human’s home or 
garden. 
92 See the appendixes of this project for further information.  
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embarrassing to humans (Serpell, 2016: 310). This is likely why these traits are rarely 

depicted when dogs are anthropomorphised. Additionally, these behaviours are 

discouraged in pet and working dogs (Serpell, 2016: 310). It is mostly the supposedly 

human-like behaviours of dogs (such as loyalty) that have been amplified and 

celebrated. Thus, while dogs are well-liked by humans, their likeability depends on 

their behaviour.  

The only other species comparable to dogs in terms of popularity are cats.  House 

cats were first domesticated once humans began farming in set locations over 8,000 

years ago (Zax, 2007). Cats became invaluable to farms because of their instinctive 

abilities to keep mice and other rodents away from food stores (Zax, 2007). Today, 

34% of US houses have cats, making them one of the most common pets (Zax, 2007). 

However, despite being common pets, there have been some notable difficulties 

between humans and cats. Throughout recorded human history, cats have often been 

associated with witchcraft, shapeshifting, and other supernatural villainous acts 

(Kleen, 2017: 101-3). For example, during the Christian Age and European Middle 

Ages, cats were frequently associated with devils and witchcraft. As a result, many 

were brutally tortured and killed (Zax, 2007). Even today, cats are vilified in ways that 

are not evident with other higher-order species. For example, cats are often depicted 

as the pets of villains. This vilification may be because, unlike many other species that 

have evolved alongside humans, cats are generally not scared of humans. In fact, 

both wild and domestic cats are known to boldly make demands of humans without 

fear. For example, domestic cats are known to slap humans who pet them incorrectly 

(Alger and Alger, 1999: 201-202). Thus, cats have likely been vilified because they are 

less obedient and less dependent than dogs. Humans cannot train and thus control 

cats in the same way that they can dogs and horses, and humans often vilify what they 

cannot easily control (Corbey and Lanjouw, 2013: 1-2). Additionally, specific types of 

cats are vilified more than others. For example, black domestic cats are associated 

with villainy more than any other colour of cat. A study of speciesism within school 

children found that children often expressed an extreme hatred for black cats because 

they saw them as sneaky and sly (Peterson and Farrington, 2007: 24). This 

widespread association has affected black cats negatively as they are less likely to be 

adopted from animal shelters (Kogan, 2013: 18-22). Moreover, because of their 

association with villainy and their global availability, it is estimated that cats are the 

most common victims of direct animal harm (Flynn, 2012: 28-9). 

Even though pets seem to be treated better than many other animals, such as working 

animals, there are several objections to pet-keeping. Some of the most common 

criticisms are aimed towards pet shops, puppy farms, and forced inbreeding 

(McRobbie, 2017).93 Certain practices, such as declawing, have even inspired their 

own campaigns and as a result have been banned in some countries. For example, 

declawing is banned in Germany (PETA, 2019k). There are also several objections to 

 
93 This chapter will not discuss these issues in great detail. Further information on the ethics of pet-keeping can be found in: Run, 

Spot, Run: The Ethics of Keeping Pets by Jessica Pierce (2016). 
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pet-keeping from a more philosophical angle. For example, animals become pets 

because the human wants them, and not vice-versa (McRobbie, 2017). Therefore, pet 

ownership is seen as anthropocentric because it is based entirely on the human’s 

desires and choices. Furthermore, it is claimed that pet owners often have insufficient 

knowledge about the natural environment and behaviour of the species they own 

(Endenburg and Vorstenbosch, 1992: 129). These objections suggest that there has 

been much more critical thinking in this area compared to many other areas of animal 

welfare. These points also imply that there is more appreciation of the sentience of 

pets compared to other animals. Because the ethics of pet ownership have elicited 

greater concern than the ethics of working animals, people who display concern for 

the welfare of pets are sometimes labelled speciesist (Spencer et al., 2006: 17-25). 

Criticisms of pet-keeping, such as those highlighted above, are rarely allayed at 

practices involving lower-order animals, such as working animals. For example, while 

puppy farms are heavily criticized (for example: The Kennel Club, 2019b), the farming 

of most other animals receives very little attention, as was highlighted in Chapter 1.  

To conclude Part I, it is clear that pet-keeping and using animals for labour are two 

practices that have been a significant part of human history and culture. However, the 

animals involved in these two practices face different forms of discrimination and harm. 

For example, a significant number of working animals have physically-challenging 

lives and are not treated as individuals, which prohibits them from being considered 

“persons”. In contrast, pets are usually individualized and are offered a high-level of 

respect. Some animals, such as dogs and cats, have shifted from being predominantly 

working animals to pets. This is “progress” because pets commonly experience less 

harm than working animals. Pets are commonly given “personhood”, which working 

animals are not. Other species, such as horses, have remained as working animals 

and are rarely considered to be pets. Like many other animals, pets do sometimes 

face harms. For example, cats are believed to be the most-common victims of direct 

animal harm because of their vilified portrayal in cultural representations. However, it 

is generally socially-unacceptable to harm pets; this is evident from the many 

campaigns and laws that exist to protect them (for example: PETA, 2019e). In contrast, 

there are few laws and campaigns for the welfare of working animals. Moreover, very 

few cultural representations have explored, questioned, or even individualized, the 

lives of working animals. In contrast, pets are commonly depicted favourably in cultural 

representations, wherein they are commonly anthropomorphised and individualized. 

However, as highlighted in the literature review, this has led to the “Disney effect”. The 

“Disney effect” refers to Disney’s influence on the pets subsequently sold, and as a 

result, sometimes abandoned, in reality. As the literature review highlighted, this is 

most notable with dogs, but it has affected other species, such as fish, too. The 

remainder of this chapter will now examine how pets and working animals have been 

depicted in WDAS films.  
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Part II: Data 

A full list of all depictions of pets and working animals in WDAS films (1937-2016) can 

be found on pages 208-216 of the appendixes.  

 

Combined Numbers 

• Animal shelters/pounds are featured in three films (5%). 

• Pet shops are featured in three films (5%). 

• Pets are featured in thirty-two films (57%). Across these thirty-two films, there 

are fifty-four different pets or same-species groups of pets. 

• Working animals are featured in thirty films (54%). Across these thirty films, 

there are forty different working animal characters or same-species groups of 

characters.  

 

WDAS’s Pets 

• Fifteen films feature cats as pets (27%). Fifteen films feature dogs as pets 

(27%). Four films feature goldfish as pets (7%). Two films feature lizards and 

ravens as pets (4%). Angel fish, chickens, crocodiles, crickets, falcons, foxes, 

goats, hamsters, hummingbirds, monkeys, owls, parrots, pigs, raccoons, 

snakes, and tigers are each depicted in one film as a pet (2% each).  

• Pets are mammals in thirty-seven films (69%). Birds are pets in seven films 

(13%). Fish are pets in five films (9%). Reptiles are pets in four films (7%). 

Insects are pets once (2%).  

• In thirty-six cases (67%), pets are anthropomorphised but mute. In thirteen 

cases, pets are heavily-anthropomorphised (24%). In five instances, pets are 

not anthropomorphised at all (9%).  

• Twenty-nine pets are male (54%), eight are female (15%), thirteen are without 

a clear gender (24%), and four exist in mixed-gender groups of their species 

(7%).  

• Forty-one pets have names (76%), and thirteen are nameless (24%).  

• Nine of WDAS’s pets are villainous (17%). 

 

WDAS’s Working Animals 

• Twenty-six films feature horses as working animals (65%). Five films feature 

dogs as working animals (12.5%). Two films feature donkeys, cattle, and/or 

llamas (5%). Camels, deer, and reindeer appear in one film each (2.5% each). 

Therefore, all of WDAS’s working animals are mammals.  

• In eleven films, working animals are anthropomorphised, but mute (27.5%). In 

twenty-five films, working animals are not anthropomorphised at all (62.5%). In 
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four films, working animals are heavily anthropomorphised and can speak 

(10%).  

• In thirty-six films, working animals are genderless (90%). In three films, they are 

male (7.5%). In one film, they are female (2.5%).  

• The purposes of working animals are as follows: animals are used for 

riding/human transport in twenty-nine films (72.5%); animals are used for 

carrying goods in six films (15%); animals are used for animal hunting or as a 

police animal in two films each (5%); animals are used for protection in one film 

(2.5%).  

• In thirty-six cases (90%), working animals are nameless. In four cases (10%), 

most of the working-animals have names.  

 

Part III: WDAS’s Pets and Working Animals 

As this thesis has demonstrated, Walt had a fondness for animals that helped shaped 

the unique, animal-centred, output of the Disney studios (Wills, 2017: 26). As detailed 

in Chapter 1, Walt spent his early life on a farm populated with a small number of 

animals that he individualized and anthropomorphised. Both Walt and Roy found it 

difficult to leave their beloved farm because of the animals they had to leave behind. 

Roy remembered one animal in particular: 

We had a little six-month colt [that] was sold and tied up to a buggy and taken 

away, and Walt and I both cried. Later on that day… we were down in town and 

here was this farmer and his rig hitched up to the hitching rack and our little colt 

tied on behind… and the damn little colt saw us when we were across the street 

and he whinnied and whinnied and reared back on his tie-down, and we went 

over and hugged him and cried over him… That was the last we saw of him. 

[sic]        (Roy, in: Barrier, 2007: 17)  

Anecdotes such as this one perhaps help to explain why animal characters were such 

a significant part of Walt’s later work. It also suggests that Walt felt sympathy with 

unconventional species of animals, such as colts, which are not often individualized 

because they are usually considered working animals. This suggests that Walt 

perhaps viewed working animals more affectionately than most people, at least when 

he was a child. It is also well-documented that Walt was fond of mice and would keep 

them as pets:  

I used to find them [mice] in my waste basket in the mornings. I kept several in 

a cage on my drawing board and enjoyed watching their antics.  

(Walt, in: Barrier, 2007: 56)  

This quote demonstrates that Walt enjoyed keeping mice as pets, but also that he did 

not question the ethics of keeping “pet” animals caged. Walt seemed to have placed 

his enjoyment of “watching their antics” above the freedom of the mice. As Part I 
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highlighted, selfishness is a common criticism of pet-keeping. This again demonstrates 

that while Walt liked animals, many of his actions were shaped by anthropocentric 

views. These anthropocentric ideas are reflected in WDAS films, which celebrate 

certain species of animals, but only those that dote on humans (such as dogs) or act 

human (i.e. are heavily-anthropomorphised).  

It is clear that WDAS has depicted working animals and pets in very different ways, so 

this chapter will now discuss them separately, beginning with pets. The data presented 

in Part II yields several patterns with WDAS’s pets. First, WDAS’s pets often overlap 

with other character roles. For example, they often serve as sidekicks or minions. This 

is because they are often anthropomorphised. Second, whilst pets are almost-always 

anthropomorphised, they are often mute (67%). Generally, the more anthropomorphic 

a WDAS character is, the more central they are to the narrative’s plot. This may be 

why pets are more anthropomorphised than working animals but less so than primary 

characters. Third, in many films, pets animals want to be pets rather than live in the 

wild or their natural habitat. WDAS pets seem to dote on their owners, even when their 

owners are villainous. Fourth, cats and dogs are WDAS’s most common pets (27% of 

the time). This means that WDAS’s pet characters do somewhat accurately reflect the 

reality of pet ownership. Fifth, most (69%) of WDAS’s pets are mammals. This is 

probably because pets have to be species that humans like, and domesticated 

mammals usually score higher on the socio-zoological scale than species such as fish 

and reptiles do. Sixth, WDAS’s pets tend to be associated with the locations they are 

based in. For example, Lady and the Tramp features dog breeds that are native to the 

UK, which is where the film is set. Thus, there is a reasonable amount of contextual 

realism to WDAS’s pet characters. However, despite some realism with the 

characterization of WDAS’s pets, the harms pets often experience are usually 

romanticized or attenuated.  

As the data in Part II demonstrates, 57% of all WDAS films feature a human character 

with some kind of pet. In reality, pets are in danger of being mutilated, euthanized, 

caged, and so forth (PETA, 2019e). Some of these harms have been selectively 

depicted in WDAS films. However, there has been much romanticization of pet 

ownership too. To illustrate, Bolt, Lady and the Tramp, and The Aristocats all imply, or 

in some cases explicitly state, that being a human’s pet is the best possible life for an 

animal. For example, in Bolt, both Bolt and Mittens desire a human owner rather than 

a life outdoors. Additionally, some harms that pets experience are depicted as comical 

rather than unethical. For instance, in Pinocchio, Cleo’s goldfish bowl is turned black 

after being used to extinguish a fire naively started by Pinocchio. Subsequently, Cleo 

(who is a goldfish) is seen coughing at the surface of the water. However, this moment 

is designed to humorously convey Pinocchio’s naivety, rather than the dangers of 

polluting a goldfish bowl; thus, the negligence displayed towards Cleo’s wellbeing is 

eschewed.  

As is the case with other forms of harm, WDAS often blames pets for their own 

misfortune. For example, in The Fox and the Hound, Tod (the pet fox) is released into 
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the forest after repeatedly behaving in an uncivilized, non-pet-like, manner. Tod had 

been adopted by Widow Tweed as an infant and raised as a pet. The narrative implies 

that Tod’s status as a pet is rescinded because of his un-domestic behaviour. For 

example, he chases chickens, which he is repeatedly warned not to do. Rather than 

suggesting that Widow Tweed is neglectful for abandoning Tod, the narrative is 

sympathetic towards her position. For example, sombre low-tempo instrumental music 

plays over the moment she abandons him in the forest and the build-up to it. 

Additionally, Widow Tweed is shown as physically distressed by the situation. She 

repeatedly shakes her head and cries as she leaves Tod in the forest alone. 

 

Figure 67: A close-up of Widow Tweed after she abandons Tod 

This is problematic because it suggests that Tweed is more harmed by the 

abandonment than Tod is. Tod does not cry as he is left alone, whereas Tweed cries 

as she drives off. As highlighted in Part I, animals become pets because their owner 

wants them, and not vice versa. Therefore, it is reasonable to expect humans to take 

responsibility for the welfare of their pets. Yet The Fox and the Hound offers more 

sympathy for Widow Tweed than Tod. By implying that disobedient pets deserve 

punishment, WDAS suggests that pets can be responsible for their own misfortune. 

As this thesis has demonstrated elsewhere, similar approaches can also be seen with 

other types of animal harm in WDAS films. For example, as Chapter 1 demonstrated, 

the farm animals in Home on the Range only faced harm after they left their dairy farm. 

Thus, their later misfortunate was depicted as a result of their own choices.  

Similar to WDAS’s other films, pets that face mistreatment or harm often escape or 

manage to improve their situation. For example, in Peter Pan, the Darling family have 

a beloved pet dog called Nana. At the beginning of the narrative, Nana is forced to 

sleep outdoors in a dog kennel by George Darling. Nana is not happy with the situation; 

she frowns and walks limply as she is dragged outside by George. However, a few 

hours later, George has a change of heart and allows Nana back inside for the night. 

Therefore, her mistreatment is mild and only temporary. Similarly, stray animals 

usually manage to find loving homes in WDAS films. For example, Tramp (Lady and 

the Tramp), Mittens (Bolt), and Thomas O’Malley (The Aristocats) are all stray animals 

that find permanent loving homes at the end of their respective narratives. In another 
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example, during the birth of the puppies in Dalmatians, one of the puppies appears to 

be stillborn. While “dead”, the puppy is covered with a blanket, as shown in Figure 68.  

 

Figure 68: Roger (right) rubs the stillborn puppy back to life 

Upon seeing this, Roger (the owner of the Dalmatians) rubs the puppy gently until it 

comes to life. Thus, in some cases, humans can improve, and even save, their pets’ 

lives.  

Similarly, some potentially harmful ways of treating pets, such as spoiling them, are 

depicted as acts of love and care in WDAS films. In fact, it is often implied that the 

owners who spoil their pets care more about their pets than those who do not. For 

example, in Oliver & Company, Jenny demonstrates her love and affection towards 

her pets by offering them expensive luxury accessories and large amounts of food. It 

is notable that the pets spoiled most frequently are WDAS’s villainous pets, which are 

often showered with material possessions by their owners. Indeed, some of WDAS’s 

villains appear to treat their pets exceptionally well. One of the most pampered pets is 

Percy, the pet of Ratcliffe (the main antagonist) in Pocahontas, for example.  

While some of the harmful aspects of pet ownership have been depicted or 

acknowledged, others have not. The practices that have not been depicted, or have 

only been depicted once, are the ones that are the most controversial in reality. For 

example, the euthanasia of homeless pets has only been depicted once (Lady and the 

Tramp), and it is depicted as terrifying. Tail docking, ear cropping, and similar harmful 

practices have never been depicted or referenced, even though they are common 

practices in reality (Sinmez, Yigit, and Aslim, 2017: 431-437). De-clawing has been 

referenced once (Bolt), and it is depicted as being unnecessary and cruel. Towards 

the end of Bolt, Mittens (the cat) confides in Bolt (the dog) that her previous owners 

had de-clawed her. The process of de-clawing is not shown, but Mittens is clearly 

upset and embarrassed by her lack of claws. She blurts out that she is declawed whilst 

angrily telling Bolt why she dislikes humans. This scene implies that de-clawing is cruel 

and harmful to cats. Since many of these pet-keeping practices are socially-

unacceptable, they are more challenging to romanticize and minimize, which is likely 

why WDAS has mostly avoided them. This is similar to the way that WDAS has 

avoided the more controversial side of farming, such as the production of foie gras 

and veal, as Chapter 1 highlighted. Additionally, Lady and the Tramp, Dalmatians, and 
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Aristocats all feature pets with offspring that they are allowed to keep. In none of these 

three examples are any of the infants removed from their parents, nor is this even 

suggested. In fact, in Dalmatians, the dog-owners refuse to sell their many puppies 

even though it is implied that they are struggling financially. In fact, they later agree to 

give homes to even more puppies despite their financial woes. Despite this, it is very 

common for pets to have their offspring removed in reality (for example: The Kennel 

Club, 2019b). Thus, some situations depict the romantic opposite of pet-keeping.  

Given the prevalence of pets in WDAS films, it is perhaps unusual that very few pet 

shops, shelters, and so forth are depicted. Additionally, WDAS has never depicted a 

veterinary hospital or similar. On the few occasions that pet shops have been depicted, 

they have been presented in a neutral or positive manner. For example, animals for 

sale in pet shops are usually portrayed as happy with their situation. To illustrate, in 

Lady and the Tramp, the Cocker Spaniel puppies in the pet shop window are grinning 

and wagging their tails. Additionally, the shops themselves are clean and spacious. 

Thus, the more objectionable side of these locations has never been depicted. This 

will be further discussed in Part IV with Lady and the Tramp. In contrast, 

shelters/pounds have been depicted more negatively but also rarely. For example, in 

Lady and the Tramp, a dog is euthanized in a pound. In Bolt, Mittens and Bolt are 

caught and kept in a shelter for a short while. The cages they are held in are depicted 

as small and uncomfortable.  

 

Figure 69: Mittens (right) in a small, dark, empty cage in Bolt (2008) 

These small dark cages contrast with the vast outdoor locations where Bolt and 

Mittens were previously roaming. However, every primary animal character that is 

taken to a shelter in a WDAS film manages to escape. This suggests that shelters are 

harmful, uncomfortable locations, but also that they are escapable. This is both an 

acknowledgement of the unfair treatment pets can also experience, but it is also a 

romanticization of reality. In reality, animals in shelters, pounds, and so forth, have an 

extremely low chance of escape.  

As the previous paragraphs highlight, WDAS has occasionally depicted direct harm 

towards pet animals. However, as with the types of harm highlighted and discussed in 

the previous chapters, WDAS has minimized, romanticized, and attenuated some of 

these issues. Additionally, pets that face harm are usually able to escape their 
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mistreatment and find a better life, which is another way in which the real issues some 

pets experience are negated.  

WDAS’s pet characters can be divided into two categories: pets as protagonists and 

pets as supporting characters. These different types of pet face different harms and 

forms of discrimination. For example, the only pets to have died have been villainous 

secondary pets. Therefore, this chapter will now discuss pets as protagonists and pets 

as secondary characters separately. 

A protagonist pet is an animal character that is the main character of their narrative, 

but also has a human owner (who is usually a supporting character). Pet protagonists 

can be seen in Lady and the Tramp, The Aristocats, and Bolt, for example. While there 

are several villainous pets in WDAS films, none of them are main characters. Thus, all 

of WDAS’s pet protagonists are pro-social characters. Films that feature pet 

protagonists usually have human villains. For example, the villain in The Aristocats is 

Edgar Balthazar, a human, even though the narrative is centred around cats. Pet 

protagonists are much more independent and anthropomorphised than secondary 

pets. For example, they are all able to speak. In contrast, pets that are secondary 

characters are usually mute. However, pet protagonists usually only speak to other 

animals and rarely to humans. Despite being more anthropomorphised than 

secondary pets, pet protagonists are never heavily-anthropomorphised in the same 

way that non-pet animal protagonists, such as Mickey Mouse, are. For example, 

WDAS’s pet protagonists rarely wear clothing, walk upright, and so forth. They always 

maintain some of their non-human qualities, such as walking on all-fours. Classic 

Disney animators, Thomas and Johnston (1981) claim that:  

If an animal in a film is wearing any kind of costume, he can be handled with 

human attributes and the audience will accept him. In contrast, if an animal in 

his natural fur should suddenly stand up and start gesticulating, the viewers will 

feel uneasy. Put a cap on him, or a tie, and he can swagger around, gesturing 

and pointing like any ham actor.  

(Thomas and Johnston, 1981: 331) 

This suggests that the reason pets often retain many of their animal-like qualities is 

because of their lack of clothing. However, this lack of clothing is necessary for the 

realism of these characters.  

WDAS’s secondary pets are generally less-anthropomorphised than WDAS’s 

protagonist pets. This is evident in several ways. First, they are usually mute and can 

only produce animal sounds, even though the other animal characters in their diegetic 

world can often speak. For example, in Cinderella, Lucifer (the pet cat) cannot speak, 

but the mice can. Second, secondary pets rarely wear much clothing. In fact, they are 

often “naked”, i.e. not wearing any human clothing at all. Third, they always seem to 

keep some non-human traits, such as walking on all-fours. They are not fully-

anthropomorphised like Goofy the dog is, for example. To illustrate, in Pinocchio, 

Figaro (Geppetto’s cat) is mute, but Gideon (Honest John’s sidekick cat) wears a full 
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outfit. This is perhaps because pets need to be less-developed than the main 

character they are associated with to avoid upstaging them (Simpson, 2001: 39). 

However, this point evidently does not apply to the other animal characters in the 

secondary pet’s diegetic world. As the quote from Thomas and Johnston in the 

previous paragraph highlights, “naked” animals cannot be too heavily-

anthropomorphised, or they become uncanny.   

Protagonists and antagonists need to have something distinguishing about their 

character or appearance to make them memorable, but this is not usually the case for 

the pets of these characters, which are usually less-developed, detailed, and unique. 

The normalness of secondary pets often complements the main character by making 

them look more beautiful or special, or, in the case of antagonistic pets, uglier or more 

disgusting. This lack of detail further implies that pets are subordinate to their owner. 

To illustrate, WDAS’s human princesses are always very detailed in appearance; 

however, their pets are often designed with far fewer distinguishing details.  

 

Figure 70: Rapunzel with her pet lizard Pascale 

This subservience is furthered through the pet’s lack of voice, which is very common 

with WDAS’s secondary pets, even though they are often anthropomorphised. By 

characterizing pets with non-verbal communication, WDAS implies that these 

characters are less important to the narrative. This lack of voice also stops the 

character from voicing any discomfort or unhappiness that they may face. In reality, 

animals cannot speak; however, in WDAS films, they often can, especially when they 

are supporting characters. Thus, the fact that WDAS has an entire category of animal 

character that usually cannot speak suggests that there is a reason these characters 

do not speak. That reason is because they are pets, and their human owner is the 

more important character. As well as being lower-status, pet characters are always 

physically smaller than the human they are associated with. For example, in Tangled, 

Pascale often sits on Rapunzel’s shoulder (as shown in Figure 70). His diminutive size 

seems to serve as a metaphor for the difference in character status between the two, 

i.e. that pets usually have a smaller, less-important, role in the narrative. This contrasts 

with pets as protagonists, which are often larger pets. To illustrate, in Dalmatians, the 
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Dalmatians are smaller than their owner, as pets usually are, yet they are much larger 

than almost-all of WDAS’s secondary pets.  

WDAS’s secondary pets fulfil various narrative functions, such as: comedy, friendship, 

rescue, and so forth. Their role depends on the type of story they exist in, and the type 

of character they are associated with. For example, villainous pets always have 

villainous owners, and small male animals often accompany female princesses. 

Secondary pets often fill the void of loneliness for humans that are alone due to 

personal tragedy (Mollet, 2013: 109-124). This can be clearly seen in The Rescuers 

and Tangled, both of which feature female human characters that have been socially 

isolated from other humans. These narratives imply that this character only has a pet 

because they struggle to form relationships with humans. This is problematic because 

it implies that the only purpose of these pets is to alleviate the loneliness of humans. 

Additionally, the animal’s own desires are rarely mentioned in these texts, only the 

human character’s wishes. Therefore, these films imply that pets are accessories to 

humans, rather than individuals worthy of their own characterization and story.  

Every pet owned by a human antagonist is villainous. WDAS’s villainous pets differ 

from non-villainous pets in several ways. First, the pets of villains tend to be less 

developed, or more minor, characters than the pets of protagonist characters are. For 

example, they are more likely to be mute than non-villainous pets are. Second, in many 

cases, villains abandon their pet, or vice-versa, by the end of the text. For example, 

Percy (Ratcliffe’s Pug in Pocahontas) stays with Pocahontas in America, and Joanna 

waves off McLeach as he falls to his implied (off-screen) death in The Rescuers Down 

Under. This type of ending does not happen with the pets of pro-social characters. 

Therefore, the relationship between a villain and their pet is evidently less loyal than 

the relationship between pro-social owners and their pets. Third, a common 

occurrence with WDAS’s villainous pets is that they often die or face severe 

punishment at the end of their narrative. For example, Diablo (Sleeping Beauty) is 

turned into stone, and Iago (Aladdin) is trapped in a lamp for 10,000 years. In contrast, 

the pets of protagonists never die or face severe harm. Therefore, it is implied that it 

is acceptable for villainous animals to die or face harm. As a result, the human 

characters who harm pets are not necessarily villains. Some of WDAS’s pro-social 

human characters, i.e. those who typically demonstrate kind and caring behaviour, 

have exhibited cruelty towards pet animals. For example, in Sleeping Beauty, Diablo 

(Maleficent’s pet raven) is turned into stone by Merryweather, one of the film’s 

charming fairy godmothers. As Chapter 2 demonstrated, any harms experienced by 

villainous animals (such as when the hunting dogs in Bambi fall off a cliff) are depicted 

as deserved rather than cruel. Fourth, previous research has found that certain types 

of villains are often associated with certain colours, themes, or even animal species. 

For example, female villains are often associated with lower-ranked species of 

animals: Medusa with crocodilians, Maleficent with a raven, and so forth (Bowman, 

2011: 93). In contrast, male villains tend to have higher-ranked species of pet. To 

illustrate, Jafar (Aladdin) has a parrot, and Sykes (Oliver & Company) has two 

Dobermans. This implies that certain colours and species of animals are associated 
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with villainous characters. However, this colour-scheme is problematic because it 

suggests that black animals are evil, an association that has clearly affected real 

animals negatively. As highlighted earlier, black cats are less-likely to be adopted from 

shelters.  

 

WDAS’s Working Animals94 

As is clear from this project’s data, working animals are a significant part of WDAS’s 

cast of characters. They are included in 54% of WDAS films, which makes them almost 

as common as pets. WDAS’s working animals seem to be realistic when compared to 

real working animals. For example, all of WDAS’s working animals are mammals, 

which is also usually the case in reality (SPANA, 2019a). Also similar to reality, the 

welfare of working animals is rarely portrayed as important in WDAS films. In most 

WDAS films, working animals exist in the background of the text as genderless, 

nameless, non-anthropomorphised characters.  

Horses occupy a unique role in human culture. Like dogs and cats, they have lived 

alongside humans for thousands of years, yet unlike dogs and cats, they have 

remained outdoors (Blue Cross, 2019). Unlike dogs, which also have a long history 

working alongside humans, horses rarely fall into the pet role. They almost-always 

stay as working animals and are usually killed when no longer useful (Surendra, 2019). 

The reason why horses are rarely considered pets is likely because of their large size. 

As demonstrated in this project’s literature review, humans prefer animals smaller than 

themselves, such as cats, or much larger, such as elephants (MacClellan, 2013: 57-

68). This is likely to be one of the key reasons why most working animals, such as 

horses, are rarely seen as pets. A significant number (65%) of WDAS’s working 

animals are horses. In fact, horses are the second most commonly depicted species 

across all of the fifty-six WDAS films in this study.95 However, despite their prevalence, 

horses are often non-anthropomorphised, nameless, genderless, and without 

individual personalities. This is unusual because WDAS typically anthropomorphises 

and individualizes their animal characters, as was demonstrated earlier with pets. As 

has been noted throughout this thesis, WDAS’s most notable characters are their 

heavily-anthropomorphised, individualized, named ones, such as Mickey Mouse, 

Simba, and Jiminy Cricket. However, animals are only given names when they are 

special to humans (Borkfelt, 2011: 116–125). Therefore, the fact that the majority of 

WDAS’s horses are nameless suggests that WDAS does not deem horses to be 

special or unique animals. Moreover, very few of WDAS’s horses have genders. The 

lack of gender is notable because, as the literature review demonstrated, WDAS films 

are infamous for their reliance and reinforcement of gender stereotypes, even with 

animal characters. To be optimistic, WDAS’s lack of gender stereotypes with horses 

could be seen as progressive rather than unfair. However, given that gender is a 

 
94 The author of this project also authored a blog post for The Society of Animation Studies, which discusses similar ideas to 
those raised here. The blog post can be found at: Stanton, 2019.   
95 Please see the appendixes of this project.  



139 
 

significant part of the personality of many of WDAS’s animal characters, it seems more 

likely that this lack of gender is because these characters lack detail. Thus, their lack 

of gender does not liberate these animals, it objectifies them.  

 

Figure 71: Non-anthropomorphised, nameless, genderless horses in Sleeping 

Beauty (1959) 

Despite being WDAS’s second-most commonly-depicted species, horses have never 

been the main character of any WDAS film. They mostly exist as background 

characters to provide transportation for human characters. Since many WDAS films 

are set before the Industrial Revolution, the inclusion of horses for transportation is 

necessary for historical realism. In no WDAS film does a horse exist solely for 

companionship; their primary purpose is always to transport humans or loads. 

Moreover, unlike pets, horses do not usually have personalities that echo their human 

owner’s personality. For example, human villains do not usually have antagonistic 

horses. Thus, working animals imply much less about the human they are associated 

with than pets do. These points suggest that WDAS depicts horses as objects rather 

than sentient, individual, animals. Their value is solely based on their ability to 

transport humans rather than their potential for companionship.  

Further to this, working animals sometimes face direct harm and neglect in WDAS 

films, yet their narratives encourage little sympathy for their pain. For example, in Make 

Mine Music, two non-anthropomorphised cart horses are whipped to instruct them to 

move. In another example, the non-anthropomorphised donkeys that transport 

Pinocchio to “Pleasure Island” in Pinocchio are repeatedly whipped and have rocks 

catapulted at them. However, because the animals in both examples are not 

individualized or anthropomorphised, their mistreatment is less likely to elicit 

sympathy. Certainly, in neither example does the narrative encourage sympathy when 

these animals are harmed. For example, there is no sombre music or pained reaction 

from other characters, which are common when an anthropomorphised animal is 

harmed or dies, such as after the death of Bambi’s mother. This lack of pause for the 

harms inflicted upon working animals suggests that working animals do not feel pain, 

or perhaps that the human need for animal labour is prioritized over the animal’s 

suffering. It also further supports the notion that WDAS’s working animals are depicted 

as objects rather than sentient animals.  
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The ethics of making animals work have largely gone unquestioned in WDAS films, 

which was also the case for farmed animals as Chapter 1 demonstrated. Furthermore, 

since most of WDAS’s working animals are non-anthropomorphised, their happiness, 

or unhappiness, is not evident. One of the only films that questions the ethics of making 

animals work is The Fox and the Hound, in which Copper (a dog) refuses to fulfil his 

role as a hunting dog after befriending a local fox. This situation suggests that working 

is a choice for Copper. Despite his training, Copper refuses to harm the fox, and Amos 

(his owner) accepts Copper’s choice without punishing him. In reality, working animals 

have no choice over the job assigned to them. They are trained to perform jobs, and 

if they do not do so, they are often punished or even killed (for example: Barnett, 2006). 

The fact that this rebellion happens with a dog, rather than a horse is significant. 

Horses are much more common as working animals, yet they have never been 

depicted as seriously rebelling against their role. This suggests that WDAS’s working 

dogs are characterized as having greater sentience and free will than horses. 

Rebellion is also evident with some other species of working animal, albeit to a lesser 

extent. For example, in Snow White, the cart-pulling deer kicks Sleepy (one of the 

dwarves) after he mistakenly hits the deer with a stick. This implies that the deer is in 

control of the situation and able to reject any mistreatment, which is another 

romanticization of the reality that working animals experience. However, there is one 

film which implies that working animals have challenging and depressing lives. In 

Pinocchio, various boys (including Pinocchio) are tricked into going to “Pleasure 

Island”. Once there, they are transformed into mute donkeys and forced into small 

crates. The crates are labelled with “sold to the salt mine” and similar. 

 

Figure 72: The unhappy donkeys in Pinocchio 

Thus, the metamorphosed donkeys are almost-certainly going to be forced into 

working, which distresses them. Therefore, WDAS has fleetingly acknowledged the 

cruelty of forcing animals into work, but in a way that centres the feelings and fears of 

humans, rather than working animals.  

 

To conclude Parts II and III, it seems clear that even though pets and working animals 

are common characters in WDAS films, they have been characterized very differently. 
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WDAS’s pets are usually named, anthropomorphised, and individualized, but they are 

often mute. In contrast, WDAS’s working animals are usually non-anthropomorphised, 

genderless, nameless, and without distinguishing characteristics. Moreover, unlike 

pets, working animals do not usually further characterize the human characters they 

exist alongside, which pets do. Thus, WDAS’s pet characters have been much more 

detailed and individualized than WDAS’s working animals have been.  

There is some acknowledgement of the mistreatment and harm that pets and working 

animals can experience in WDAS films. However, the most controversial forms of 

harming pets and working animals have not yet been depicted, which is consistent 

with WDAS’s portrayal of other forms of animal harm. For example, in regards to pets, 

euthanasia and declawing have both been depicted once, but castration and puppy 

farming have never been. The exception to this point is antagonistic pets. In many 

cases, villainous pets are severely harmed or even killed in WDAS films, which is 

depicted as deserved rather than cruel. This is similar to how WDAS depicted the 

hunting of antagonistic animals as justifiable, which was highlighted in Chapter 2. The 

issues working animals experience have mostly been focussed upon when they 

involve dogs or humans, i.e. a higher-order species. Moreover, WDAS has never 

depicted a working animal being killed for rebelling against their assigned job, which 

is common in reality. However, as Part I demonstrated, the lack of attention given to 

WDAS’s working animals may be reflective of reality since working animals are often 

metaphorically-objectified in real life, while pets are not.  This chapter will now explore 

some of these points alongside Lady and the Tramp, a WDAS film that focusses on 

pets, but also features working animals.  

 

Part IV: Pets, Working Animals, and Lady and the Tramp 

Lady and the Tramp (1955) was released in 1955, during WDAS’s “Silver Age”.96 It 

was adapted from two short stories. 97 As evidenced in the literature review, WDAS 

often removes or attenuates animal harm during their text-to-film adaptation process. 

However, Lady and the Tramp is one of the few WDAS films that adds direct harm 

towards animals during its adaptation process. Lady and the Tramp includes an animal 

pound, euthanasia, a muzzle, neglect, and so forth. However, from this information it 

should not be assumed that WDAS was attempting to break boundaries here. The 

 
96 Disney’s “Silver Age” (1950-1967) was an era that replicated many of the well-loved trends established during Disney’s “Golden 
Age” (1937-42) but abandoned during Disney’s “Wartime Era” (1943-9). Disney’s “Silver Age” returned to using detailed 
backgrounds and soft colours, techniques previously found in the “Golden Age”. During this time, Disney also began  to invest in 

more complex characters alongside their “sentimental modernism” (Watts, 1995: 95).  
97 The idea for Lady and the Tramp initially came from Joe Grant, one of Disney’s own in-house artists and writers, in 1937. 

Grant’s story was based upon his experience with his own pet Springer Spaniel, Lady, which had been neglected after the birth 

of Grant’s first baby. Walt liked Grant’s sketches and asked Grant to expand the idea into a storyboard. However, once story-
boarded, Walt did not like the full narrative, so the idea was abandoned. A few years later, Walt bought the rights to the illustrated 
short story Happy Dan, the Whistling Dog by Ward Greene. Walt believed that the two dog-focussed short stories could be 

combined into one to create a feature length film (Beck, 2005: 136-137). This combination became Lady and the Tramp, and 
production began a few years later. The delay between finding the two stories and animation was primarily because of World 
War Two. During the Second World War, the Disney studios spent much of their time and resources making propaganda 

animations (Teurlay, 2014). 
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inclusion of animal harm serves a vital function to the expanded storyline devised by 

WDAS, which will be further detailed in this section.  

As with WDAS’s other early animal-focussed films, such as Bambi and Dumbo, many 

of the dog characters in Lady and the Tramp were animated directly from live animals 

(American Film Institute, 2017). For example, “Lady” was modelled from the pet 

Cocker Spaniel of the voice actor for Aunt Sarah (American Film Institute, 2017). 

However, there is no evidence that the horses were animated from live horses, which 

is in contrast to the detailed dog characters. While horses are a large species, WDAS 

is evidenced to have directly animated from other large species previously. For 

example, when producing Dumbo, WDAS’s artists animated from live elephants, which 

are generally much larger than horses (Pallant, 2011: 47). Thus, the reason WDAS 

did not animate directly from live horses is likely because of speciesism rather than 

practicality. It is also well-documented that the animators had a miniature model of 

Lady’s home that they used to animate the film from a dog’s point of view (American 

Film Institute, 2017). This is why the faces of the human characters are not usually 

seen (see Figure 73). This further suggests that WDAS prioritized the dogs over the 

other species in the film. Indeed, these speciesist attitudes are then reflected 

throughout the film, especially through its characterization of pets and working 

animals.  

Lady and the Tramp centres around the issue of pet-ownership, and the problems it 

can cause for animals and humans. The main protagonist is Lady, a Cocker-Spaniel 

who belongs to a young middle-class couple. When Lady is first introduced, she is a 

gift-wrapped puppy in a hat box.98 

 

Figure 73: Lady’s first appears as a puppy in a hat box 

Lady is boxed because she is being given to Darling as a Christmas present from Jim 

Dear.99 This scene is problematic because it metaphorically objectifies pets, yet this 

objectification is masked behind romance. This scene, in which a young married 

couple celebrate Christmas together, has a romantic atmosphere. The scene opens 

 
98 This scene was famously based upon a real moment in Walt’s life when he gifted a puppy to Lillian (his wife) in a hat box 
(American Film Institute, 2017). 
99 Perhaps because the film is from a dog’s viewpoint, most of the human characters do not have realistic names. Lady refers to 

her owners as “Jim Dear” and “Darling” throughout the text, and their real names are never given (IMDB, 2016). 
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with a shot of a small, peaceful, village. Snow falls gently over the large houses, 

making it clear that it is winter. The next shot is inside the Darling’s home, which is 

tastefully decorated for Christmas. This romantic, peaceful, festive, atmosphere 

distracts from the ethical issues this scene has. Lady is presented as a wrapped 

Christmas gift, similar to how objects are gifted. Additionally, her box has no holes, 

which would be vital to the welfare of a live animal in this situation. Thus, even though 

the film’s depictions of dogs are positive, it begins by metaphorically objectifying them. 

As the film progresses, Lady is established as an independent character and thus not 

metaphorically objectified further. However, this opening shot establishes her place as 

a pet dog. It makes it clear that Lady is a human’s pet and thus belongs to humans.  

Lady’s background, such as her mother and littermates, is not mentioned. However, 

the fact that she is in a box and being gifted suggests that she was purchased. This 

implies that it is ethical, and even romantic, to buy puppies as Christmas presents. As 

highlighted in the literature review, Disney films significantly influence the breeds of 

dogs subsequently sold in reality. Therefore, it seems reasonable to suggest that this 

influence could also affect how and when dogs are sold. Lady and the Tramp was 

released in 1955, before animal welfare charities urged people not to buy dogs as 

Christmas presents (Dogs Trust, 2018). It was in 1978 that Dogs Trust [sic] (which at 

the time was named the National Canine Defence League) first ran their influential “A 

dog is for life, not just for Christmas” campaign. This campaign encouraged people not 

to buy dogs impulsively at Christmas time or to gift them as Christmas presents. This 

was because animal shelters noticed a trend in dogs being adopted before Christmas, 

and then returned to shelters in January-March (Dogs Trust, 2018). Thus, at the time 

of the film’s release, the act of gifting a puppy could have been seen as romantic rather 

than harmful. Even though Lady and the Tramp was produced in North America, it is 

set in England; therefore, the Dogs Trust campaign is relevant to the film’s context. 

Because the Dogs Trust’s 1978 campaign was so influential, this scene would be less 

socially-acceptable by today’s standards of responsible pet owning. Yet despite this, 

the scene is still problematic from an animal welfare perspective because it 

metaphorically objectifies animals.  

On her first night as a pet, Lady is placed into a small basket with a blanket and pillow. 

The basket looks like it is designed for a human baby rather than a puppy. Additionally, 

Lady is placed on her back, again as if she is a human baby, not a puppy. 

 

Figure 74: Lady is placed on her back as a puppy 
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Lady smiles widely during this moment, suggesting that she is comfortable in this 

human-like, rather than dog-like, sleeping position. By depicting Lady as a small 

puppy, sleeping like a human baby, WDAS makes Lady appear vulnerable. Lady 

spends most of the film as an adult dog, but her introduction as a needy, vulnerable, 

puppy encourages nurturing feelings from the audience. This is similar to the care-

giving reaction that occurs when audiences see a neotenous character. However, 

given that Lady was metaphorically-objectified in the previous scene (by being gifted 

as a Christmas present), this scene is perhaps an improvement from an animal welfare 

perspective. It establishes that Lady is not an object; she is a puppy with similar needs 

to a human baby.  

After Lady’s owners leave her alone in her basket downstairs, she cries and whines. 

However, she is crying because she has been separated from her owners, not 

because she misses her own mother, or because of her human-like sleeping 

conditions. Once she escapes from the downstairs room, she immediately makes her 

way upstairs and into her owner’s bed, where she is then depicted as comfortable and 

happy. This is problematic because it suggests that humans are more important to 

puppies than their own canine family. The film then fast-forwards to Lady at six-months 

old, and she is still sleeping in her owner’s bed. Therefore, Lady was able to 

permanently escape a situation she disliked with relative ease. Whilst Lady was 

unhappy with being isolated, this situation could not be considered harmful when 

studied alongside some of the common issues pets experience in reality, such as 

being caged. This is another example of WDAS questioning simple, often unharmful, 

situations, rather than more challenging problems, such as the forced separation of 

puppies from their mother.  

Once Darling and Jim Dear learn that they are expecting a baby, they become less 

considerate and attentive towards Lady. For example, Jim Dear refers to Lady as “that 

dog”, which greatly upsets Lady. This is problematic because a real dog is unlikely to 

be offended by insensitive words or phrases. Within Lady and the Tramp, the pet 

animals speak to each other and understand English; however, they do not speak 

directly to the human characters, and it seems that the humans do not know that their 

pets can understand them. Thus, it would appear that Jim Dear does not know that his 

language offends Lady. Despite this, Jim’s language towards Lady is still undignified, 

whether she can understand it or not. It suggests that Jim lacks respect for Lady. Lady 

then reveals to the other dogs that Darling hit her after she misbehaved. However, 

Lady adds that the slap did not hurt. In fact, Lady explicitly states that the insensitive 

words said by Jim Dear hurt her more than the physical violence from Darling did. 

These two instances, the slap and Jim’s curt words, highlight that Lady is being 

excluded from the familial in-group that she believed she previously belonged to. 

However, the issue with this scene is that real dogs are unlikely to be harmed by curt 

words and are more likely to be harmed by physical violence. Thus, Lady and the 

Tramp creates anthropocentric problems that do not exist for pet dogs rather than 

depicting the real problems that pets can experience. Given the effect that Disney films 

have had upon real pets, this is problematic. As highlighted in the literature review, 
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depictions of pets in cultural representations can influence how people treat animals 

in reality. Thus, by suggesting that insensitive words can hurt dogs more than physical 

harm, Disney could be influencing how people treat their dogs in reality. If Disney 

implies that words can hurt dogs more than violence, this could cause people to 

minimize violence towards pets in reality.  

In the middle of the film, Lady is caught by the dog catcher and taken to the dog pound 

after wandering the streets with Tramp. In the dog pound, Lady is clearly more 

neotenous, better spoken, and better behaved than the homeless dogs. Lady speaks 

with an upper-class Received Pronunciation British accent, which contrasts with most 

of the other dogs in the pound. For example, the British Bulldog (named Bull) speaks 

in a cockney accent, suggesting that he is more working-class than Lady is. The other 

dogs refer to Lady as “Miss Park Avenue” after sensing that she is someone’s pet 

rather than a stray like them. Lady was likely designed with civilized behaviour and an 

attractive appearance to make her instinctively more-likeable than the other dog 

characters. As noted in the literature review, humans prefer animals with similar 

appearance and behaviour to themselves, which is why WDAS’s animal protagonists 

are normally their most human-like characters in both behaviour and appearance. This 

instinctively encourages sympathy for Lady’s plight, much more so than the other 

dogs, who behave in less-civilized ways. For example, Bull drools as he speaks, which 

makes his behaviour animalistic. It is implied that the other dogs in the pound are likely 

to be euthanized if they do not find homes, but their fate is not returned to, only Lady’s 

is. 100  Thus, like WDAS’s other animal-centred films, only the welfare of specific 

animals (which are usually the most anthropomorphised and neotenous) is implied to 

be important. The film cannot follow the life of every animal character. However, it is 

clear that the other dog characters in this film have more challenging and less-hopeful 

lives than Lady. Therefore, WDAS is again only addressing simple, easily-resolved, 

issues that animals experience, rather than the darker, more hopeless, issues, which 

are much more challenging to romanticize. This scene also demonstrates how 

Singer’s argument about personhood can be applied to animals. The dogs in the 

pound have lost some of their individuality, and thus personhood, because they do not 

have families; their diminished state of personhood makes their lives appear less-

valuable than Lady’s, which adds to the tone of despair surrounding these characters.  

The other dog protagonist is Tramp, who initially contrasts greatly with Lady in both 

appearance and behaviour. To illustrate, he is less neotenous and human-like than 

her. For example, in the scene before Lady is sent to the pound, Tramp wants to chase 

chickens, but Lady does not because she is concerned that they will hurt the chickens 

if they do. Chasing chickens is a behaviour that is somewhat natural to dogs; therefore, 

the fact that Lady does not want to do it suggests that she no longer has her natural 

dog instincts, which Tramp does (Willis and Ludlow, 2015: 18, 39). While Tramp 

appears to be a stray dog, he claims to have a different home for every night of the 

 
100 The fate of these dogs is not returned to in Lady and the Tramp; however, two of the stray dogs (Peg and Bull) have a cameo 
appearance six years later in 1961’s One Hundred and One Dalmatians. This suggests that they are re-homed or similar 

(Animation Source, 2018).   
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week. Certainly, he has no problem sourcing food or shelter. This is another example 

of WDAS romanticizing the common problems some animals experience. Stray dogs 

are likely to suffer from hunger, cold weather, and so forth (Mullins, 2018). However, 

none of these issues seem to affect Tramp. For example, Tramp is twice shown visiting 

an Italian restaurant and being swiftly offered large plates of food by the obliging 

waiters. Thus, hunger and sourcing food are not issues that affect Tramp. Additionally, 

Tramp is never portrayed as being cold or without adequate shelter. When Lady 

spends the night with Tramp outdoors, they sleep in a peaceful park and show no 

signs of being cold or uncomfortable. In fact, Tramp repeatedly states that he enjoys 

living outdoors. Tramp’s past is not directly mentioned; however, it is implied that 

Tramp was abandoned by his previous owners. Upon meeting Lady and hearing of 

the neglect she is experiencing due to Darling’s pregnancy, Tramp tells Lady that it is 

common for dogs to be abandoned once their owners have a baby. He impersonates 

human mothers with an exaggerated screechy voice during this scene: 

Tramp: "Put that dog out! He'll get fleas all over the baby". You start barking 

at some strange mutt. "Stop that racket! You'll wake the baby".101 

The screechy exaggeration in Tramp’s voice makes the scene comical rather than 

depressing. Tramp seems to be speaking from experience, which suggests that he 

was abandoned. Tramp’s implied abandonment is a depressing problem that affects 

many dogs in reality (PETA, 2018a). However, rather than depicting this issue as 

miserable, WDAS opted to make it comical. Thus, this is another example of WDAS 

joking about, and thus minimizing, the real, and very common, problems that affect pet 

animals. Of course, as the previous chapter demonstrated, WDAS minimized and 

joked about the fur industry with Dalmatians. However, after the release of Dalmatians, 

fur clothing became much less popular; thus, WDAS’s comical approach (albeit 

unrealistic) helped change attitudes towards the fur industry. Yet in Lady and the 

Tramp, this comical approach does not benefit pet animals, and it is for the same 

reasons that Home on the Range did not benefit farm animals. By implying that 

abandoning pets can be comical, WDAS portrays this issue as socially-acceptable. 

Similarly, in Home on the Range, WDAS masked the problems of the dairy industry 

behind happy farm animals and jokes. In Dalmatians, even though the film joked about 

the fur industry, the fur industry was still depicted unfavourably. This is why the comedy 

utilized in Dalmatians is not problematic, but the comedy in Lady and the Tramp and 

Home on the Range is.  

One of the film’s most famous aspects is the love story between Lady and Tramp. 

Lady, the upper-class pure-bred house dog, falls in love with Tramp, an "Average Joe" 

street dog (Spector, 1998: 46). The film ends with Lady and Tramp living at Lady’s 

home together with their new-born puppies. This type of ending is common in WDAS’s 

love stories involving animals. WDAS’s animal romances usually end with offspring, 

whereas WDAS’s human romances often end in marriage. Of course, in reality, dog 

breeds like Lady usually have their mate chosen for them by humans (for example: 

 
101 The sentences in quotation marks are spoken with an impersonated screechy female voice by Tramp. 
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The Kennel Club, 2019a). Despite being a famous filmic animal romance, the love 

story between Lady and Tramp is evident solely from their human-like behaviour. To 

illustrate, the dogs famously eat spaghetti at a restaurant table together. They also 

intentionally place their paws and sign their initials in wet cement. Their love is not 

evident from dog-like behaviour. For example, they do not sniff and lick each other, 

which is how real dogs demonstrate affection towards each other (Hoffman and 

Ackerman, 1998: 161). Therefore, the film anthropomorphises the relationships of 

dogs. As highlighted in the literature review, films that feature pro-social dog 

characters influence the dogs that are bought in reality. However, it has been found 

that many dog owners are often surprised to learn that their new pets exhibit behaviour 

far-removed from their romantic anthropomorphised Disney portrayal (Henderson and 

Anderson, 2005: 297). Therefore, Disney’s romantic anthropomorphised portrayal of 

dogs in films such as Lady and the Tramp is unlikely to benefit animals in reality, quite 

the opposite.  

Lady and the Tramp has several villainous characters. Two of the villains are Si and 

Am, two identical Siamese pet cats that belong to Aunt Sarah. 102 Aunt Sarah brings 

them to Lady’s house and lets them roam free, which results in chaos. Si and Am 

intentionally harass Lady, the pet bird, and the pet fish. After causing destruction, they 

manipulatively portray themselves as the victims to Aunt Sarah, which results in Lady 

being forced to wear a muzzle. As highlighted in Part I of this chapter, cats are often 

depicted as a villainous species in wider culture. Therefore, it is unsurprising that this 

is how they are commonly depicted in WDAS films, such as Lady and the Tramp. The 

problem with Si and Am is that they cause many of the problems Lady subsequently 

experiences, such as wearing a muzzle and then ending up in a dog pound. Thus, this 

is another instance in which animals are to blame for the problems that they, or other 

animals, experience. Lady and the Tramp is about pet animals, yet half of the villains 

in this text are other animals, not humans. As highlighted in Part III, it is common for 

WDAS’s human villains to have a villainous pet that causes problems for pro-social 

characters. For example, in Cinderella, Lucifer the cat (Lady Tremaine’s pet) 

repeatedly harms the mice. Yet these villainous pets are problematic because they 

blame the mistreatment of pets on other animals. The problems pet animals 

experience in reality are solely because of humans not other animals.  

Lady and the Tramp is one of just three WDAS films to feature a pound/ shelter. The 

dog pound is the most miserable-looking location in the film. It is a run-down dark 

building surrounded by barbed wire, dark clouds, and barren land.  

 
102 Most prior research into Si and Am has claimed that these two characters reflect racist attitudes. Si and Am are said to be 
offensive because they reinforce the “naughty Asian” stereotype that was common in films of the 1950s (Akita and Kenney, 2013: 

50-66). Si and Am speak in non-native English with several grammatical errors, which implies that they are foreign. For example, 
upon hearing that there is a baby upstairs, Am says: “Where we finding baby there are milk nearby”. Despite this, Si and Am are 
still included in modern releases of the film. Unlike other WDAS characters that are today considered racist, such as Sunflower 

from Fantasia (1941), Si and Am have not yet been removed from modern edits of the film (Murguía, 2018: 182). 
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Figure 75: The depressing dog pound in Lady and the Tramp 

This dark location contrasts with Lady’s bright, colourful, spacious, house. In the 

pound, the dogs are locked in bare cages with just bowls of water and some straw. 

The first shot inside of the pound depicts several dogs crying, which implies a mood 

of despair. The bars of the cages are cast onto the dogs, making them look striped, 

as if they are wearing prisoner uniforms.  

 

Figure 76: The dogs singing harmoniously in the dog pound 

The dogs are introduced through a harmonious, melodic, whine. After the music stops, 

it is revealed that the dogs are crying together in order to cover the sound of an escape 

tunnel that the Dachshund is digging. This is another example of WDAS making light 

of quite a serious situation. This escape tunnel implies that these dogs have a fair 

chance at escaping from the pound, which in reality, dogs in pounds do not. However, 

given the wider context of the film, this chance of escape is necessary as it adds hope 

to a situation that would otherwise be very depressing. It becomes clear soon after 

that dogs are being euthanized in this pound. If Lady and the Tramp offered no 

optimism for the caged dogs, it would not be as engaging to watch. As highlighted in 

the literature review, optimism and hope are necessary for making dark issues, such 

as animal harm, engaging.  

The dog pound scene is notable for containing WDAS’s only depiction of euthanasia. 

The euthanasia is not explicitly shown, but it is suggested through dark shadows and 

soft, solemn, instrumental, low-tempo music. The dog that is euthanized is never fully 
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depicted, nor does it speak. It is only ever shown as a shadow walking alongside a 

human figure.  

 

Figure 77: The shadowy dog that appears to be euthanized in Lady and the Tramp 

The dog walks with its ears high, tail upright, and tongue out. Throughout the film it is 

implied that dogs are more aware of their surroundings than humans give them credit 

for. However, in this scene, the happiness of the shadowed dog, which is suggested 

through body language, implies that it is unaware of its morbid fate. The naivety of this 

one dog makes the situation seem more harmful. Because the dog is seemingly 

unaware of its fate, it does not attempt to escape, which the other dogs do. The 

shadowed dog is taken into a dark room at the back of the pound, which has a sign 

reading “Keep out”. The other dogs are clearly aware of what will happen to the 

shadowed dog, and they explicitly state this. This suggestion of euthanasia makes 

Lady’s situation much more serious than previously. Therefore, the purpose of this 

scene is to suggest that Lady could be killed if she remains in the pound. Thus, this 

scene is dramatic because it suggests Lady’s potential fate, rather than because an 

un-characterized dog has been killed.  

Lady and the Tramp also features a pet shop, which is shown twice. In the pet shop, 

the anthropomorphised animals for sale look happy with their situation. For example, 

when the shop is first depicted, there are some Cocker Spaniel puppies in a clean, 

cageless, window display. They wag their tails happily as Tramp approaches the 

window to greet them. There is no adult dog, i.e. mother, present during this scene. 

This suggests that infant animals do not need their mothers to be happy. As highlighted 

earlier, this was also how Lady was depicted as a puppy: motherless yet happy. 

Therefore, this is another example of WDAS romanticizing, and thus ignoring, the 

ethically-challenging areas of pet ownership. However, the romantic pet shop is 

necessary to the film because it suggests that Lady was adopted from a pet shop that 

treated her well. This again distracts from the wider ethics of “buying” pet animals, a 

practice often criticized by animal welfare organizations.  

As with many other WDAS films that focus on animals, Lady and the Tramp is 

speciesist. Both Lady and Tramp are shown eating meat and harming other animals. 

For example, Tramp takes much pleasure is chasing a group of terrified non-

anthropomorphised chickens. Tramp also suggests that the hyena in the zoo needs a 
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muzzle after it laughs manically at Lady while she is wearing a muzzle. Thus, while 

Tramp believes that Lady should not have to wear a muzzle, he does not extend this 

belief onto other species. The speciesism in Lady and the Tramp is particularly evident 

from the film’s depictions of working animals, which differ from the film’s depictions of 

pets in significant ways. To illustrate, Trusty is a pet Bloodhound that lives in a large 

house near Lady. Like Lady, he clearly has a comfortable life as a pet, which is evident 

from his large house and high-quality dog collar. However, it is implied that Trusty, or 

at least his ancestors, were working dogs. On occasion, Trusty talks proudly about 

how his grandfather (Old Reliable) worked alongside detectives and solved many 

crimes. However, Jock confides in Lady that Trusty has lost his sense of smell. This 

implies that Trusty is now unable to work, which is why he is now a pet. This suggests 

that working animals that lose their abilities, specifically dogs, are given loving homes, 

which is a romanticization of the truth for many species of working animals. In reality, 

once working animals lose their abilities, they are often killed unceremoniously 

(Barnett, 2006). However, as highlighted in Part I, dogs are the one exception to the 

unfair treatment working animals often experience. The film also suggests that Trusty 

wants to work, which is problematic because it suggests that working animals are 

subservient; in reality, working animals are not truly able to articulate what they want. 

WDAS has clearly depicted working dogs with much more respect than any other 

species of working animal. This is through detailed characterization, heavy 

anthropomorphism, and concern for any harms that these animals experience. This is 

also notable in The Fox and the Hound (1981), for example. However, this is the 

opposite of how Lady and the Tramp depicts a different, but much more common, type 

of working animals: horses.  

During the film’s climax, Trusty chases the dog-catcher’s horse-pulled cart. During this 

scene, Trusty intentionally frightens the non-anthropomorphised horses, which results 

in Trusty being seriously injured. However, the narrative encourages no sympathy for 

the non-anthropomorphised horses, which are barely shown after the accident. In 

contrast, the narrative encourages much sympathy for Trusty who is depicted as 

seriously injured by the crash. He lies in the street lifelessly as the other dogs watch 

solemnly. Jock (one of the other pet dogs) howls into the moonlight during this 

moment, suggesting that Trusty has died. In the original script for Lady and the Tramp, 

Trusty did die in this scene. However, one of the film’s voice artists (Peggy Lee) was 

concerned about the effect that such a scene would have on young children, and so 

she asked Walt to change it, which he agreed to (Gavin, 2015: 149, 480). Trusty is 

subsequently depicted in the film’s final scene limping with a bandaged leg. This 

demonstrates again that WDAS has been cautious with their depictions of animal harm 

and death. However, the horses involved in the collision are never seen or mentioned 

again. Thus, their pain, injuries, and so forth are not reflected upon. This lack of detail, 

characterization, and anthropomorphism is how horses are portrayed throughout the 

film. For example, during the birth of Darling’s baby, a horse is seen waiting outside in 

the rain. The horse is non-anthropomorphised and does not move, suggesting that it 

is an object, not an animal.  
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Figure 78: A non-anthropomorphised horse waits outside Lady’s house 

These horses contrast significantly with the heavily-anthropomorphised and 

individually-characterized dog characters. The horses only exist to provide transport 

and realism. Thus, they are metaphorically objectified because they are not depicted 

expressing pain, emotions, and so forth, which the dog and cat characters are.   

Many of the dog characters in Lady and the Tramp have had cameo appearances in 

later dog-centred WDAS films, including Dalmatians (1961) and Oliver & Company 

(1988). This highlights the lasting popularity of the dog characters compared to Lady 

and the Tramp’s working animals, which are never seen again. Further to this, the 

merchandise released during Lady and the Tramp’s release, and even today, focusses 

on the dog characters and occasionally the Siamese cats. For example, the official 

Disney merchandise shop today sells various toys and clothes relating to Lady and 

the Tramp, yet none feature the non-anthropomorphised horses (Shop Disney, 

2019e).   

 

Figure 79: A Lady and the Tramp mug that was available to purchase from the 

official UK Disney store in 2019 
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Yet there is no evidence that the horses have ever been used to promote the film even 

though they are significant to the film’s climax. This point, along with the film itself, 

demonstrates the speciesist attitudes WDAS often reflects and reinforces, especially 

towards pets and working animals. Lady and the Tramp implies that dogs deserve 

loving homes, free from harm, with kind, sensitive owners. This consideration is not 

given to the lower-order working-animals, such as horses. The horses are non-

anthropomorphised, nameless, genderless, and without any distinguishing 

characteristics. There is no celebration of their species, or criticism of the routine harm 

or objectification that they can face. That is not to say that pets are offered a flattering 

portrayal as characters. The film includes both villainous and pro-social pets. 

Additionally, even the pro-social pets exhibit speciesist attitudes. However, this 

demonstrates that WDAS’s pets are complex in characterization, which implies that 

these type of animals are capable of a much-wider range of emotions, and thus it is 

implied that they are sentient and perhaps even have “personhood”.   

 

Chapter 4: Conclusion 

Pets and working animals have been depicted in WDAS films an almost equal amount 

of times. Further to this, dogs (WDAS’s most common species of pet) are depicted in 

more WDAS films than any other species of animal. The second-most common 

species depicted in WDAS films are horses, which are WDAS’s most common species 

of working animal. However, pets and working animals are treated very differently by 

humans, and this disparity has been accurately reflected in WDAS films. As the 

introduction of this chapter states, Peter Singer argued that some animals can be 

persons, and some cannot be. It is clear that a significant number of WDAS’s pet 

characters could be considered persons, yet almost-all of their working animals could 

not be. In Lady and the Tramp, most of the dog characters are persons; they have 

homes, names, families, and so forth. Much of the main plot in Lady and the Tramp 

centres around Tramp’s lack of home and family, i.e. his diminished state of 

personhood, which is happily resolved by the end of the film. However, the horses in 

Lady and the Tramp could not be considered persons as they do not possess these 

qualities, or rather, they have not been assigned those qualities by humans. This 

chapter’s comparison between working animals and pets provides this thesis with the 

most convincing examples of speciesism in this project thus far. Pets and working 

animals are two groups of animals that have both lived alongside humans for 

thousands of years and still hold significant roles in human lives and culture. WDAS’s 

pet characters are heavily anthropomorphised and assigned meaningful, individual, 

lives. In contrast, WDAS’s working animals are often nameless, without individuality, 

and non-anthropomorphised. They exist in the background of WDAS films providing 

little more than context and realism. As this chapter demonstrated, they are depicted 

more often as objects (metaphorically) than as sentient animals. In contrast, while pets 

are less-anthropomorphised than many of WDAS’s other animal characters, they are 

clearly given their own names and distinctive personalities.  However, the positive 
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portrayal that WDAS has given pets has not entirely benefitted pets in reality, which 

the “Disney effect” demonstrates. 

This chapter has also evidenced that pets and working animals experience different 

types of harm in WDAS films. Additionally, WDAS’s narratives encourage vastly 

different reactions to the harms that these two categories of animals experience. 

WDAS has implied that pets are not deserving of even minor harms, such as name-

calling, unless they are villainous. If they are villainous, then mistreatment and even 

death is depicted as deserved. As with the other forms of animal harm studied in this 

thesis, there is also much romanticization, minimization, and attenuation of the 

common issues that pets face. For example, WDAS films imply that pet animals 

choose to be pets. Moreover, several films suggest that being a human’s pet is the 

best possible life for an animal. In contrast, there is little romanticization of the harms 

that working animals experience, mainly because they are usually depicted as little 

more than objects (metaphorically). The existence of WDAS’s working animals is 

necessary to the context of WDAS films, but not to the story. However, this un-

sympathetic portrayal of working animals is perhaps reflective of how most humans 

view these animals in reality. Thus, WDAS’s working animals exist purely to add 

realism, unless they are dogs. This is another example of how WDAS films are 

repeatedly speciesist.  

  



154 
 

“The Greatest Show on Earth” 

Chapter 5: Animal “Entertainers” in WDAS Films and the Wider Disney Brand 

 

“I’m always partial to animal actors anyway.” 

- Walt Disney (in: Jackson, 2005: 99) 

 

A few days before the premiere of A Dog’s Purpose (2017), there was an incident that 

would drastically change this film’s legacy. On the 18th of January 2017, the 

entertainment website TMZ posted a minute-long clip of a dog being dragged and 

dipped into rushing water in order to film a scene for the movie. During the clip, an 

unidentified voice shouts: "Well, he ain't going to calm down until he goes in the water. 

Just got to throw him in" [sic] (Loughrey, 2017). The off-stage voice then guffaws a 

few moments later as the dog (Hercules) is forced into the artificial rapids, seemingly 

against his will. The dog whines and attempts to break free of the trainer as he is 

lowered in. The video quickly went viral. This led to many organizations, such as 

PETA, to call for A Dog’s Purpose to be boycotted (Polone, 2017). Additionally, some 

of the film’s own cast and crew spoke out in defence of the dog, rather than the film, 

during the controversy (Brucculieri, 2017). As a result, the premiere of the film was 

cancelled, along with much of the movie’s planned promotion (Shoard, 2017). This 

dramatic instance highlights just how swiftly and strongly animal welfare organizations 

react to animals being mistreated for the purpose of producing entertainment. There 

are three main reasons why this incident became high-profile and led to instant action: 

the higher-order species involved, the visibility of the incident, and because it did not 

evoke the “collapse of compassion” effect.  

This final chapter will explore how live animals have been used for entertainment 

purposes by the Disney brand, and how the use of animals in entertainment has been 

depicted in WDAS films. The use of animals for entertainment purposes is one of the 

most-debated and controversial areas of animal welfare. This is despite the fact that 

the entertainment industry uses far fewer animals than many other industries that use 

animals, such as factory farming. There are numerous ways that animals are used for 

entertainment; they are used in the film industry, circuses, zoos, oceanariums, horse 

racing, bullfighting, and so forth (Animal Equality, 2019). This chapter will focus only 

on the six forms depicted in WDAS films: the film industry, stage performance, 

parades, street performance, circuses, and zoos.103 Part I will examine why there is 

so much concern for animals in the entertainment industry and explore the problems 

with using animals as performers. Part II will document the number of times animal 

performance has been depicted in WDAS films. Then, Part III will explore the history 

of zoos and circuses. It will analyse how WDAS has depicted zoos and circuses, 

drawing comparisons with the wider Disney brand, such as their Animal Kingdom 

 
103 Horse riding was discussed in the previous chapter, so it will not be discussed further here.   
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theme park. This section will include Dumbo (1941) as a case study. Finally, Part IV 

will study the use of animals in the North American film industry. It will begin by 

examining the history of “animal actors” in the film industry, and then it will explore 

how WDAS and Disney have used and depicted animal actors. This section will use 

Bolt (2008) as a case study. This chapter will conclude by arguing that it is evidently 

becoming socially-unacceptable to use animals for entertainment purposes. This is 

proven through both WDAS films and the wider Disney brand. It is important to discuss 

the wider Disney brand’s use of animals for entertainment alongside WDAS’s 

depictions of animals in entertainment because it helps to explain why WDAS has 

depicted, or in some cases not depicted, specific forms of animal harm.  

 

Part I: Animals in Entertainment 

As highlighted in the literature review, visible instances of animal harm significantly 

affect how people view industries that use animals. This is particularly evident from 

the film industry. As this chapter will demonstrate, entertainment companies need to 

be careful when training and working with animals as this can greatly shape their 

product’s subsequent reception. For example, the leaked footage from the filming of 

A Dog’s Purpose negatively affected the planned release of this movie. A Dog’s 

Purpose would have surely had its planned Hollywood premiere if the alleged animal 

mistreatment on-set had remained hidden from the public. By cancelling the film’s 

premiere, the distributors seemed to be acknowledging that the actions in the leaked 

footage were unacceptable. Similarly, as Chapter 1 evidenced, one of the only reasons 

why the farming industry is socially-acceptable is because its reality has been well-

hidden behind romanticized images that minimize and distort the truth. This is the first 

reason why the use of animals for entertainment is such a sensitive area of animal 

welfare: since it is visible, the reality of it cannot be hidden, attenuated, or 

romanticized, as other ways of using animals have been.  

The second reason why using animals for entertainment is controversial is because of 

the species involved. The species usually used in entertainment, such as big cats, 

tend to be higher-order species. Since entertainment is visible, animal performers 

need to be species that the public will want to view. Lower-order species within 

entertainment tend to be animated, neotenous, and anthropomorphised, such as 

Mickey Mouse and Roland Rat. In addition to the species, there are three factors of 

animal appearance that are also highly-favoured within animal performers: neoteny, 

colour, and size (Estren, 2012: 9; MacClellan, 2013: 57). The fact that physically-large, 

higher-order, neotenous, colourful animals are provided with higher standards of 

welfare is demonstrated by the fact that these species are usually socially-

unacceptable to consume, hunt, and so forth (for example: Webb, 2015). The only 

somewhat acceptable way to use these animals is in entertainment; however, as will 

be demonstrated in this chapter, this is gradually becoming unacceptable too.  
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The third reason why the use of animals in entertainment is such a sensitive issue is 

because the “collapse of compassion” effect usually does not occur. This is because 

animals in entertainment usually perform solo or in small groups. Moreover, many 

entertainment establishments, such as zoos, name their captive animals and give 

them personalized backstories, which further individualizes and anthropomorphises 

them (for example, see: Bristol Zoo Gardens, 2019). This personalization prohibits the 

“collapse of compassion” effect from occurring and thus makes the animals 

instinctively more engaging. The amount of time and money that has been spent trying 

to remove individual animal performers from captivity demonstrates this point. For 

example, the failed attempt at re-integrating Keiko (the whale that “starred” in Free 

Willy) back into the wild cost around twenty million dollars (Lusher, 2003). 104  In 

contrast, animals used in industrialised farming contexts are almost never given the 

same consideration. Farm animals are purposefully grouped into uncountable 

nameless masses, which evokes the “collapse of compassion” response.  

To summarize, the three main reasons why animal performance is subject to greater 

ethical scrutiny than other areas of animal harm and objectification are because it is 

visible, it involves higher-order species, and the animals are individualized (thereby 

negating the “collapse of compassion” effect). As evidenced in Chapter 2, these are 

also the reasons why hunting is no longer socially-acceptable. However, even though 

the use of animals in the entertainment industry attracts much concern from animal 

rights campaigners, it only affects a relatively small number of animals.105 Despite this, 

many animal welfare campaigns are focussed in this area (for example: PETA, 2019b; 

2019d; 2019h; 2019i). Moreover, the fact that the entertainment industry affects only 

a small number of animals does not mean that it shouldn’t be challenged. Like other 

industries that use animals, the entertainment industry is harmful. There are six key 

reasons why using animals for entertainment is harmful: the training can involve harm, 

the animals are frequently forced to mimic human-like behaviours, the living conditions 

are often poor, the lives of the animals after performance, the risk animals pose to 

humans, and because it reinforces the anthropocentric idea that animals are human 

property.  

One of the central issues with animal performers is the training involved. Since many 

animal performers are wild animals, they are difficult and time-consuming to train 

without the use of physical punishment and/or mutilation (The Jane Goodall Institute 

Australia, 2018). For example, big cats are often declawed and usually have their teeth 

removed or filed down (Born Free Foundation, 2016: 12). If an animal is mutilated or 

 
104 Keiko was an orca that had been living in captivity since he was captured and removed from his mother in Iceland at the age 

of two. The release of Free Willy was followed by an outcry over comparisons between Keiko’s own life and the story of Willy, 
which was presented as tragic and miserable in the film (Orlean, 2002). For example, Keiko had been living in a small tank 
designed for dolphins and isolated from other whales for most of his life. This led to several campaigns to re-integrate Keiko back 

into the Icelandic waters that he had been taken from (Orlean, 2002). The campaigns were successful, and Keiko’s owners 
agreed to have him transferred back to Iceland. However, despite several attempts to integrate Keiko with natural whale pods, 
he lacked the social and survival skills to do so and kept returning to humans for food and comfort. After several failed integration 

attempts, Keiko was returned to captivity, and he died soon after (Orlean, 2002). Most experts agree that Keiko had become too 
dependent on humans to have ever been successfully released into the wild (Brahic, 2009). 
105 For example, there are only forty-eight zoos in the UK (About Britain, 2019). In contrast, the UK has around 800 megafarms 

(Wasley et al., 2017).  
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trained with the use of physical punishment, this occurs before the animal reaches a 

film set or circus big top; thus, it usually remains invisible to audiences. An infamous 

example of this is the 1989 case of Bobby Berosini. Berosini was a Las Vegas 

entertainer who was (unbeknownst to him) filmed backstage beating the orangutans 

used in his show (O’Connor, 2016). During the trial spearheaded by PETA, Berosini’s 

defence was that he was “correcting” the apes (Roderick, 1990). This incident, and the 

high-profile trial it resulted in, raised public awareness of the physical mistreatment 

that many wild animals suffer during “training” and led to boycotts of similar shows 

(O’Connor, 2016). This again highlights that the social acceptance of using animals 

for entertainment is dependent upon the treatment of any animals involved. When 

mistreatment is evident during training, as happened with Berosini’s apes, the end 

product becomes infamous and is often blacklisted or boycotted.   

The second problem is that animal performers are often required to perform human-

like behaviours that are unnatural to them. For example, the Moscow State Circus 

trains their captive bears to walk on their hind legs while wearing human clothing and 

high heels (Cataldi, 2002: 106). One reason why some humans enjoy this type of 

performance is because humans prefer animals with similar behaviour to their own 

(Batt, 2009: 180-190). As the literature review highlighted, higher-order species are 

viewed negatively when they engage in animalistic behaviour, such as mating “in 

public” (Beatson and Halloran, 2010: 619-632). Thus, it is not enough to simply have 

higher-order animals as entertainers, they must also exhibit positive human 

behaviours and be trained to avoid their animalistic behaviours. As will be evidenced 

later, the particularly animalistic behaviour of zoo animals, such as eating raw meat, 

often purposefully takes place “backstage” in zoos to avoid upsetting guests. This 

explains why the most successful animal performers are mammals that have been 

trained to perform human-like behaviours, such as smiling and walking upright. 

However, this type of performance is often seen as undignified since it is unnatural to 

the animal. Yet others have claimed that embarrassment and self-respect are likely 

not felt by animals (Cataldi, 2002: 115). This could be true of real animals but given 

that WDAS’s animal characters are typically anthropomorphised, they are presented 

as being cognisant of their own dignity and embarrassment (as will be illustrated with 

Dumbo in Part III). Furthermore, these human-like skills, such as walking upright, are 

rarely useful to the animals themselves, except perhaps to relieve their own boredom 

(Stokes, 2004: 152). Another issue with animals performing human-like behaviours is 

that it creates unrealistic expectations of that species. For example, non-human apes 

show their teeth to express discomfort, not happiness as humans do (Aldrich, 2018: 

5-21). Since animal performers are often trained to “smile” to mimic human 

behavioural norms, it is common to see apes “smiling” during performance (Aldrich, 

2018: 5-21). However, if an ape is trained to smile, it cannot be conclusively known if 

the ape is smiling because it is trained to or because it is anxious (and so is adhering 

to its species’ behavioural norms). Humans rely upon behavioural cues to determine 

an animal’s mental state. Therefore, if animals are trained to change these cues, their 
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true state becomes impossible to decipher. Thus, it is difficult to ever assess a trained 

animal’s specific welfare needs.  

The third problem with animal entertainers is that they are often forced to perform and 

live in conditions far-removed from their natural habitats and lifestyles (Born Free 

Foundation, 2016: 4). As a result, these animals often exhibit mental distress via 

behaviours such as repetitive swaying, incessant pacing, bar biting, and even self-

harming (Born Free Foundation, 2016: 4). In order to tame a wild animal, the animal 

is usually removed from its family group during infancy, sometimes when they are just 

a few days old. This is to force the animal to bond with humans and become familiar 

with their contact (Born Free Foundation, 2016: 4). Because these animals are 

removed from their families while young, they do not learn the necessary survival skills 

that they would need if ever returned to the wild. This means that they cannot ever 

successfully be integrated back into their natural environment. This problem was 

demonstrated by the failed attempt at re-integrating Keiko, the whale that “starred” in 

Free Willy (1993). 

The fourth problem with using animals for entertainment is what happens to them after 

their “careers” end. Once wild animals are too old for performance, they often spend 

the rest of their lives in zoos. Very few are ever released back into the wild or even 

into sanctuaries (Born Free Foundation, 2016: 4, 13). Additionally, many animal 

performers, such as apes, can only be used as performers for a few years of their lives 

(PETA, 2019h). This is because apes become rebellious and unpredictable in their 

teenage years. However, apes have a life expectancy of fifty to sixty years, meaning 

that many spend the rest of their lives in zoos and sanctuaries once they are too old 

for performance (Pinto, 2004). Michael Jackson’s pet chimpanzee, Bubbles, is one 

example of this problem. Bubbles was rescued by Jackson as an infant and became 

well-known as Jackson’s pet in the eighties (Hadley, 2009: 41). Bubbles would often 

wear human clothes and “perform” to humans. However, once Bubbles matured, he 

became aggressive, unpredictable, and badly-behaved. As a result, Bubbles was put 

into an animal sanctuary where he still lives today. Bubbles currently lives at the Center 

for Great Apes in Florida, a sanctuary for many of the great apes that used to work in 

the entertainment industry (Hadley, 2009: 41). 

The fifth issue is that animal performers pose significant dangers to humans (Born 

Free Foundation, 2016: 6). For example, in 2003, the entertainer Roy Horn was 

viciously attacked and dragged off-stage by one of his tigers during a live magic 

performance (Peterson, 2007: 33). The attack left Horn paralysed and abruptly ended 

his Las Vegas show, which had been one of the most successful shows in Vegas 

history (Preschel, 2005). Additionally, there is a risk of disease transmission (zoonotic 

diseases) between animals and humans, which can be fatal for both parties (Born Free 

Foundation, 2016: 6). This suggests that interaction between humans and wild animals 

needs to be appropriately distanced.  
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The sixth problem with using animals as entertainers is that it implies that animals are 

human property. In 1929, it was rumoured that Rin Tin Tin, an internationally-famous 

German Shepherd that had “starred” in more than twenty feature films, received the 

most nominations for “Best Actor” during the Academy Awards “Oscars” ballot 

(Brooks, 2012). More recently, Uggie, the Jack Russell Terrier that starred in The Artist 

(2011), inspired several campaigns that aimed to award him an Oscar or BAFTA for 

his film performance (Hawkes, 2016). However, neither animal actor received an 

award or were even formally nominated. This highlights two points: the public’s love 

and respect for animal actors, but also the discrimination that these “actors” face. Even 

though animal actors are named “actors” and are protected by SAG106, they are not 

treated the same as human actors are. In fact, the Academy Awards’ guidelines even 

specify that only actors and actresses (i.e. humans) are eligible for these awards, 

which is why Rin Tin Tin and Uggie were never awarded Oscars for their performances 

(Diamond, 2017). The fact that these animals are denied awards suggests that they 

are seen as objects, rather than actors.  

These six points demonstrate the central issues with using animals for performance. 

On the basis of these issues, animal welfare groups, such as PETA, have been 

campaigning for films, circuses and so forth, to entirely stop using real animals (for 

example: PETA, 2019d; 2019o). These campaigns have so far been relatively 

successful. For example, in 2012, Disney responded to the growing backlash against 

the use of ape actors by announcing that they would no longer be using apes or large 

primates in any of their live-action films (Aldrich, 2018: 5-21).107 This is one indication 

that the use of animals in entertainment is becoming socially-unacceptable. 

Surprisingly, however, this is an area that has rarely been depicted and thus 

challenged by WDAS for various reasons that will be outlined in Parts III and IV of this 

chapter.  

 

Part II: Data 

Below are all of the depictions of animal actors, circuses, zoos, and so forth in the fifty-

six WDAS films included in this study. 108 This data only includes instances of animals 

performing for humans. For example, the stage performance in The Great Mouse 

Detective (1986) is not being included as it involves mice performing for other mice. 

• Dumbo (1941): Zoos and circuses 

• Fun and Fancy Free (1947): Circuses 

• Lady and the Tramp (1955): Zoos 

• The Rescuers (1977): Zoos  

• Aladdin (1992): Zoos and a parade 

 
106 SAG is the Screen Actors’ Guild, an American labour union for film performers. SAG will be further discussed in Part IV of th is 

chapter.  
107 Disney has, however, continued to use other primates, such as capuchin monkeys (Aldrich, 2018: 5-21). 
108 “Willie the Whale Who Wanted to Sing at the Met” from Make Mine Music (1946) is not being included here since Willie’s 

performance takes place during a dream sequence. 



160 
 

• Fantasia 2000 (1999): Street performance 

• Meet the Robinsons (2007): Stage performance 

• Bolt (2008): Animal actors in the film industry 

From this data, it is evident that zoos have been depicted in four films, circuses have 

been depicted in two films, and the use of animals in film, animals on stage, animals 

in parades, and animal street performance have been depicted in one film each. 

Therefore, it is apparent from this data that WDAS has not often depicted the use of 

animals in entertainment. This is in stark contrast to how often they have depicted 

other ways that humans use animals, even socially-unacceptable ways such as 

hunting, as the previous four chapters of this thesis show. There are several possible 

reasons for this. First, as Parts III and IV of this chapter will demonstrate, the wider 

Disney company has benefitted from the use of live animal performers through both 

their theme parks and films. Thus, by exposing these industries as harmful, Disney 

may expose themselves to criticism and accusations of hypocrisy. Second, this area 

is controversial and upsetting to many, which has been the case for all of WDAS’s 

history (1937-present). As highlighted in Chapter 1, WDAS has obscured the harsh 

reality of modern farming behind unrealistic, romanticized images. However, as 

evidenced in Part I of this chapter, it is difficult to romanticize animal performance 

because it is visible. The most controversial forms of entertainment that use animals, 

such as bull fighting109, dog fighting, and so forth, have never been depicted by WDAS. 

Similarly, as highlighted in Chapter 1, socially-acceptable forms of farming, such as 

dairy farming, are often depicted in WDAS films, yet socially-unacceptable farming 

practices, such as the production of veal and foie gras, have never been. As 

highlighted in Part I of this chapter, the use of animals in film, circuses, zoos, and so 

forth is becoming socially-unacceptable, which perhaps indicates that they are unlikely 

to be depicted frequently by WDAS in the near future. This chapter will now discuss 

the most common forms of animal entertainment depicted by WDAS: circuses and 

zoos.  

 

Part III: Circuses, Zoos, Dumbo (1941), and Disney’s “Animal Kingdom” 

The opposition towards using animals for entertainment is not a recent phenomenon: 

it is evident in ancient history. For example, the ancient Roman philosopher Cicero 

noted after a visit to the notoriously-violent games that the audience felt compassion 

for the elephants involved (Stevens and McAlister, 2007: 95).110 Additionally, some of 

the first modern animal welfare laws in the UK concerned animals in entertainment. 

For example, in 1835 all forms of animal baiting were banned in Britain (Stevens and 

McAlister, 2007: 96). Today, there appears to be increasing opposition towards the 

 
109 In The Three Caballeros (1945), there is a scene in which Donald Duck pretends to be a bull and wears a mechanical bull 
costume. During this scene, Jose Carioca (a parrot) pretends to be the bull fighter and holds up a red flag for Donald to run  

towards. This is not being included here as it is mocking bull fighting rather than depicting it. The “bull” is Donald Duck in a paper 
costume; thus, it is not a real bull.  
110 The Roman games were barbaric spectacles that killed humans and animals in bizarre and cruel ways for the purpose of 

entertainment (Stevens and McAlister, 2007: 95). 
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use of animals in entertainment. This is particularly evident from social media and 

animal rights activism (Wilson, 2017: 363). Because of this, many circuses, zoos, and 

similar environments have adopted a welfare-focussed image or, in some cases, 

stopped using animals altogether.  

Modern public zoos became widespread after the age of enlightenment when people 

began to study animals for scientific purposes (National Geographic, 2019). These 

zoos grew alongside the rise in cities, offering green places away from noise and 

pollution (Vandersommers, 2017). Over time, zoo enclosures have changed from 

simple concrete living spaces to ones that closely resemble the natural habitat of the 

species kept (Gray, 2014: 43-4). Even though there was opposition towards keeping 

animals captive in ancient history, it was not until the end of the nineteenth century 

that zoos became welfare-focussed (Vandersommers, 2017). For example, it was not 

until 1907 that a zoo without cages opened (Phillips, 2015). This cageless zoo design, 

which separated animals from the public with moats, was influential and inspired the 

design of the modern welfare-focussed zoos that are common today (Phillips, 2015). 

In 2017, there were around 10,000 zoos worldwide, which were host to around 675 

million guests annually (Vandersommers, 2017). Thus, zoos are clearly still both 

common and popular attractions, despite their modern controversies.  

There are several arguments often made against modern zoos. First, wild animals, 

such as lions and chimpanzees, react badly to life in a zoo (Pierce and Bekoff, 2018: 

45). There are a small number of species, such as snails111, that appear to thrive in 

zoos; however, the species that thrive tend to be of little interest to the public (Pierce 

and Bekoff, 2018: 45-6). Therefore, while zoos can adequately house some species, 

it is mainly the ones that do not benefit which are kept. Second, animals bred in 

captivity are unlikely to ever be re-introduced back into the wild (Stoddart, 2004: 26-

7). In fact, most animals in zoos today were born there rather than taken from the wild 

(Phillips, 2015). Third, as with other forms of animal entertainment, zoos only tend to 

hold and conserve animals that the public will want to view, such as lions, elephants, 

and baby animals (Gray, 2014: 48). Zoo animals that are purposefully euthanized tend 

to be killed as they enter adulthood as this is when they become of less interest to the 

public (Gray, 2014: 52-3). For example, in 2014, Copenhagen Zoo legally euthanized 

a healthy two-year old giraffe named Marius. They defended this decision by claiming 

that Marius’s genetic material was redundant (Gunasekera, 2018: 93). In light of these 

three common criticisms, many zoos have adopted a welfare-focussed image. Within 

this image, there are several arguments often raised in support of zoos. First, it is 

argued that zoos house species that are extinct in wild. These are usually species that 

would likely face extinction if released; thus, zoos provide their only chance of survival. 

Second, it is often argued that modern zoos are educational and raise awareness of 

conservation issues (Stoddart, 2004: 26-7). Third, it is said that circuses and zoos offer 

animals better lives than in the wild since they provide medical attention, easy access 

 
111 Since snails are small in size and have a limited home range, zoo environments do not seem to affect them negatively (Pierce 

and Bekoff, 2018: 46).  
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to food, and so forth (Nijland et al., 2013: 529). Thus, it has been argued that if a zoo 

mimics an animal’s biological and social needs, then the animal’s rights are not 

violated (Gunasekera, 2018: 95-6). However, recent research has claimed that most 

zoos are “horrific” places, with just 3% meeting the ethical standards set (Pierce and 

Bekoff, 2018: 45; Gray, 2017: 208). 112  This suggests that most zoos do not 

meaningfully replicate the environment that captive animals need and are thus, for the 

most part, harmful.  

A 2015 survey that found that 69% of Americans were concerned about animals in the 

circus. This was higher than the concern for other industries that use animals in far 

higher numbers, such as research and food (Yuhas, 2015). Circuses are commonly 

seen as less-ethical than zoos and the film industry even though the animals involved 

often overlap (Born Free Foundation, 2016: 3). This is likely because of the 

“performance” involved, which, as evidenced in Part I, usually involves animals 

mimicking human behaviours that are unnatural to them (Cataldi, 2002: 104-6). 

Additionally, and also unlike zoos, circuses travel. Some circuses travel for up to fifty 

weeks each year, which is believed to be very uncomfortable for the animals involved 

(Gray, 2014: 41). For these reasons, there are many upcoming laws for the benefit of 

circus animals (Birkett, 2018). Like zoos, circuses are also responding to the growing 

backlash against animal performance by finding more ethical alternatives. For 

example, the Cirque du Soleil is probably the most financially-successful modern 

circus, and it uses no animals at all (One Green Planet, 2019). Additionally, Ringling 

Brothers and Barnum & Bailey Circus, a circus that was infamous for its use of live 

animals, permanently closed in 2017 (Davis, 2017: 346).113  

During the nineteenth century in America, there were many dramatic instances that 

occurred in touring menageries and circuses, such as escaped wild animals and 

collapsing tents (Coleman, 2015: 606-7). These chaotic instances were written up as 

spectacular stories, creating exciting publicity for these forms of entertainment 

(Coleman, 2015: 606-7). Thus, audiences began to expect thrilling incidents at these 

places, which arguably further pushed the boundaries of danger within animal 

performance. This danger is still drawn upon in advertisements for zoos and circuses. 

For example, zoos often describe their animals as being wild and dangerous, even 

though the animals are caged, and therefore pose little danger to the public (Wilson, 

2017: 350). Additionally, dramatic incidents are often used in narratives centred 

around zoos and circuses, as can be seen in Dumbo (1941) and We Bought a Zoo 

(2011), for example. However, when an animal does escape or behave in a dangerous 

manner, zoos and circuses usually respond by putting the welfare of the animal 

second to the customer. For example, in 1994, Tyke (an elephant) killed her trainer, 

seriously harmed her groomer, escaped from the circus, and then rampaged through 

 
112 Jenny Gray, chief executive officer of Zoos Victoria, claims that just 3% of zoos are striving to meet ethical standards in her 

2017 text The Challenges of Compassionate Conservation (Pierce and Bekoff, 2018: 45; Gray, 2017: 208).  
113 Ringling Brothers and Barnum & Bailey Circus was created by P. T. Barnum in the nineteenth century. In 2016, a year before 
their closure, they agreed to stop using elephants, but they continued to use tigers, lions, and other wild animals. The circ us’s 

2017 closure was blamed on high operating costs and decreased attendance (The Guardian, 2017). 
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the streets of Honolulu (Hawaii). Tyke was killed soon after by being shot 87 times by 

the police (Cave, 2017). This dramatic incident attracted much publicity worldwide.   

As highlighted in Part II, WDAS has seldom depicted zoos and circuses, even though 

they have often depicted the species that can commonly be seen in these locations, 

such as lions. WDAS’s first portrayal of zoos and circuses was in one of their earliest 

films, Dumbo (1941). Dumbo was adapted from Dumbo, the Flying Elephant, an 

illustrated “Roll-a-Book”, by Helen Aberson and Harold Pearl (Langer, 1990: 310). 114 

It is likely that the book was likely inspired by one of P. T. Barnum’s notable elephants, 

Jumbo, who was believed to have been the most successful circus attraction in 

American history (Brooke, 2001). For example, Jumbo was directly credited with 

helping Barnum’s show gross $336,000 in his first six weeks (Brooke, 2001). The 

original Dumbo roll-a-book by Aberson and Pearl contained just a few lines of text and 

eight pictures. Perhaps because of its unusual format, no copies of the original roll-a-

book are known to exist (Barrier, 2011). However, it is believed that the story was 

similar to WDAS’s later adaptation (Barrier, 2011). Dumbo was produced at the same 

time as Bambi, but it is notable for having much lower-quality animation. Despite this, 

Dumbo was WDAS’s most profitable film of the forties (Barrier, 2011).115 Even though 

the animation of Dumbo was of a much lower-quality than on Bambi, some of the 

production techniques were similar. For example, there was a small zoo in the 

animation studio so that the artists could draw directly from live animals, including 

elephants (Pallant, 2011: 47).  

As highlighted earlier in this chapter, objections towards animals in entertainment are 

notable throughout history. Thus, even though Dumbo was released in 1941, the use 

of animals for entertainment was a topical issue at this time. Dumbo highlights some 

of the common problems with using animals in circuses/ zoos, yet, like other WDAS 

films about industries that use animals, such as Dalmatians, it avoids being too critical 

or gruesome. The beginning of Dumbo presents a balanced view of circus/ zoo life in 

which the lives of captive animals are romanticized, yet mistreatment is also 

suggested. For example, a still image in the film’s opening credits depicts a circus 

ringmaster with a whip stalking a tiger. However, in the actual film, no animals are 

whipped at all.  

 
114 A “roll-a-book” is a picture book built into a box that the reader twists to get to the next slide (Barrier, 2011).  
115 The main purpose of Dumbo was to generate much-needed revenue for the financially-troubled WDAS studios. This was why 

the animation quality on Dumbo is much lower than on other WDAS works of the time. WDAS was financially-troubled because 
they had invested much of their money into both Fantasia and Bambi (Langer, 1990: 310). Unlike its much more expensive 
predecessor Fantasia, Dumbo was released to positive reviews; however, its strong publicity was somewhat cut short by the 

unexpected attack on Pearl Harbour that occurred a few weeks after its release (The Walt Disney Family Museum, 2011).  
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Figure 80: The opening credits of Dumbo 

These still images are accompanied by the sound of an upbeat brass band, which 

suggests excitement rather than a harmful situation. This suggestion of mistreatment 

is even further contrasted during the film’s opening, which romanticizes zoos, circuses, 

and parenthood. In the film’s first scene, anthropomorphised storks are seen delivering 

blanket-wrapped new-born offspring to the various captive zoo/circus animals, much 

to the animals’ delight. During this scene, the cages the animals are kept in are quite 

small, yet the animals themselves appear to be comfortable and happy. For example, 

some are smiling, and some are sleeping peacefully. There is no bar baiting or other 

unnatural behaviours that real captive animals are evidenced to suffer from. This 

scene suggests that wild animals are comfortable and happy in captivity, even when 

housed in small confined spaces unreflective of their natural habitat. Furthermore, in 

contrast to the film’s opening image (Figure 80), the tigers in Dumbo are not chased 

with whips by ringmasters. Instead, they appear to live free from physical harm in 

nuclear family units. 

 

Figure 81: The captive zoo/circus animals with their new offspring  

Throughout the film, the animals remain with their young and are not separated, with 

the notable exception of Mrs Jumbo and Dumbo. 116 As evidenced in Part I, circus 

animals are usually separated from their families when young to prepare them for a 

lifetime of human contact. Therefore, this portrayal of zoos is not reflective of how 

captive animals are usually treated in reality. This inaccuracy matters because it 

misrepresents the harsh lives that many captive animals experience. As the literature 

 
116 As revealed early in the film, Dumbo’s name is actually Jumbo Jr. However, given that he is almost-always referred to as 

“Dumbo”, that is the name that will be used here for clarity.  



165 
 

review demonstrated, many people develop their knowledge of animals, particularly 

wild animals, from cultural representations such as WDAS films. Therefore, if WDAS 

films are portraying zoos/circuses as locations in which captive animals stay with their 

families for life, these false ideas could mis-educate viewers on the harsh reality of 

these locations. It is not Disney’s responsibility to educate people; however, Disney 

should be cautious of the fact that their depictions of animals may be the only exposure 

to some species that many people have.  

The next morning, the captive animals and their new offspring willingly board a 

specially-built circus train to travel to their next city. Different species are seen mixing 

harmoniously during this moment. For example, the camels board and share a cart 

with the zebras, which both species appear to be comfortable with. This is another 

romanticization of natural animal behaviour. In reality, camels and zebras are unlikely 

to socialize in the wild because of their disparate native locations. However, the film 

does not present this as a problem as both species appear happy with their shared 

travelling conditions. Upon arrival at their new circus location, the animals 

subserviently help the human circus workers to set up the big top. Each species uses 

their distinguishing characteristics to facilitate the process. For example, the camels 

use their humps to carry poles.  

 

Figure 82: A camel using its hump to carry poles for the big top 

This scene suggests that the captive animals are willing participants within the circus, 

rather than being forced to work and perform. Throughout this scene, the animals are 

not caged, chained, or restricted in any way. They move around freely with the 

humans, and none attempt to escape. Thus, the animals do not only perform when 

onstage (by enacting trained behaviours): they are part of the operation in toto. The 

human circus workers work alongside the animals in this scene. This suggests that 

both humans and other animals are equal employees in the circus, rather than the 

humans dominating or controlling the animals. This scene also suggests that the 

cages the animals were in in the first scene were not necessary, which makes the 

them seem even less-harmful. Thus, the cages in Dumbo are depicted as both 

comfortable and unnecessary, which, as the evidence presented earlier suggests, is 

the opposite of reality.  
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During the circus’s opening parade the next day, the wild animals are paraded through 

their new location, with some of the animals being transported in moving cages. During 

this scene, a seemingly angry gorilla accidently breaks the bars on its cage while 

growling at the crowds. The gorilla is shocked by this breakage and dutifully replaces 

the bar.  

 

Figure 83: The gorilla is shocked that its performance breaks a bar on its cage  

This implies both that the gorilla is happy to be caged, and also that it is willingly and 

knowingly performing. The cage appears to be a part of the gorilla’s performance, 

rather than a harmful restriction of the gorilla’s freedom. The gorilla’s shocked reaction 

suggests that it is knowingly performing rather than acting naturally. This implies that 

the gorilla’s wildness is just an act, and that its natural state is caged domestication. 

Additionally, this scene suggests that the anger captive animals exhibit is part of their 

act, rather than because of their unnatural living conditions. Furthermore, this scene 

implies that the animals in Dumbo are knowingly part of an industry that uses animals, 

and they are happy to work in it, rather than restricted or enslaved by it. This was also 

how animals in the dairy industry were depicted in Home on the Range, as 

demonstrated in Chapter 1. 

Further to this, and also similar to Range, the main storyline of Dumbo suggests that 

animals are responsible for their own misfortune. After the circus parade, Mrs Jumbo 

is forcibly separated from Dumbo after attacking a zoo guest that mocks Dumbo’s big 

ears. This attack leads to a stampede in the tent, and it takes at least twenty men to 

restrain Mrs Jumbo. As highlighted earlier, chaotic scenes like this are common in 

circus/zoo narratives and are occasionally evident in reality. However, this moment is 

problematic because it partly justifies the later punishment of Mrs Jumbo. Because of 

her aggression towards humans, Mrs Jumbo is locked in an isolated cage with her 

movements restricted by a ball and chain. A sign on her small dark cage reads “MAD 

ELEPHANT”.  
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Figure 84: Mrs Jumbo is punished with solitary confinement 

However, the narrative implies that Mrs Jumbo is partly at-fault for her imprisonment. 

Because of the stampede she caused prior to her imprisonment, the film depicts 

violence towards humans before it displays any mistreatment towards animals. As 

highlighted in Chapter 2, when animals are initiators of violence (towards humans or 

animals), the narrative subsequently encourages less sympathy towards them. In 

reality, zoo/circus animals are frequently separated from their offspring. However, in 

Dumbo, it is implied that this separation only occurs when the mother misbehaves; if 

Mrs Jumbo had not acted aggressively, she would surely not have been separated 

from her baby. Thus, Dumbo misleads viewers on the real reasons why captive 

animals are separated from their infants; it blames this regular practice on the actions 

of animals rather than the industries themselves. Further to this, the other elephants 

(except Dumbo) blame Mrs Jumbo’s solitary confinement on Dumbo rather than the 

captive circus/zoo environment. The elephants explicitly state this opinion when 

gossiping about Mrs Jumbo within earshot of Dumbo: 

Prissy: Well, l-I must say, l-I don't blame her for anything. 

Catty: You're absolutely right. It's all the fault of that little F-R-E-A-K.  

Off-screen elephant: Yes, him with those ears that only a mother could love. 

This narrative distracts from underlying problems inherent to the circus environment, 

which deflects the misfortune and subsequent unhappiness that captive animals can 

experience onto the animals themselves. The other elephants imply that Mrs Jumbo 

should not have attacked the guests to defend Dumbo. At no point do they criticize the 

ignorant actions of the zoo guest that mocked Dumbo, who, from an animal welfare 

perspective, was the one at fault in the situation.   

After his mother is caged, Dumbo is made to perform an “elephant pyramid” with the 

other elephants. During this act, the elephants climb on top of each other to create a 

pyramid shape.  
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Figure 85: The doomed “elephant pyramid” in Dumbo 

Dumbo is supposed to stand on the top of the other elephants with a flag; however, 

as he approaches the “pyramid”, he trips on his big ears and falls into it instead. This 

leads the “pyramid” to collapse, resulting in chaos for the circus and much pain for the 

other elephants. As with the imprisonment of Mrs Jumbo, this scene blames Dumbo 

for the chaos, rather than the environment itself. If these wild animals were living in 

their natural habitats, it is unlikely that they would be making “elephant pyramids” and 

thus would not have been harmed. As highlighted in Part I, the tricks learned by captive 

animals are rarely useful to the animals themselves. Thus, the circus is at fault here. 

However, in Dumbo the animals are the ones blamed, and indeed they blame each 

other for the problems they experience. Additionally, given Dumbo’s young age, 

naivety, and oversized ears (which make him clumsy), it seems particularly harmful 

for him to be a part of a circus act such as this one.  

The way that the elephants speak to each other during the “elephant pyramid” scene 

is humorous, which further distracts from the harms of the scene. For example, one 

says: “Gaining a little weight, aren’t you honey?” as another elephant climbs on top of 

her. Furthermore, by implying that one of the elephants has gained weight, the text 

subtly suggests that these elephants are not underfed, and thus their basic needs are 

being sufficiently met by the circus environment. Additionally, this question implies that 

the amount of food the elephants eat is at their own discretion. This implies that the 

elephants have the freedom to exercise autonomy, and also that the circus is offering 

plenty of food (negating any implication that the animals might be neglected).  

After their doomed “elephant pyramid” ends in disaster, the elephants are comically 

bandaged up in a cartoonish fashion.  
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Figure 86: The elephants are bandaged up in a cartoonish fashion after their fall 

For example, one of them has her skinny tail in a sling. Again, this comedy removes 

the anxiety that viewers may hold over the harms that have come to the animals. It 

also further suggests that the elephants are well cared-for off-stage, perhaps overly 

so, given the excessive amount of bandages they wear.  

Because of the elephant pyramid collapse, Dumbo is demoted to a clown, which the 

other elephants find shameful. This leads to Dumbo to being ostracised from the herd. 

As is illustrated by Figure 86, the other elephants put their trunks together to promise 

that they will no longer associate with Dumbo because of his clown status. This 

demonstrates that the other elephants take great pride in their circus act and are willing 

performers. They see being human (i.e. a clown) as more shameful than having to 

perform an “elephant pyramid”. They did not ostracise Dumbo when he was part of the 

“elephant pyramid”, only when he became a clown and thus performed alongside 

humans rather than other elephants. Thus, these circus animals are presented as 

having pride in their exclusively-animal performance. This suggests that circus animals 

do have feelings, such as pride, but that their feelings are in support of the circus rather 

than their own interests, such as their potential life in the wild. Therefore, the film 

appears to support the use of animals in the circus, as long as the animals involved 

are content with their situation, which by the end of the film, all of the animals are. 

Dumbo is the least anthropomorphised of any of WDAS’s animal protagonists. This is 

mainly because he (and his mother) do not speak, yet all of the other elephants and 

some of the other animal characters do. Dumbo and his mother face the worst 

treatment in the circus; however, because they do not speak, their unhappiness is 

implied (such as through crying) rather than stated. In other WDAS films about the 

ethics of using animals, harm is more evident because of the voice the characters 

have. For example, in Bambi and Brother Bear, the animals explicitly state their fear 

of hunters verbally. In Dumbo, the animals that are happy with their lives in the circus, 

such as the rest of the elephant herd and Timothy Q. Mouse (Dumbo’s sidekick), do 

speak. Furthermore, as the previous paragraphs highlight, it is obvious from their 

conversations that they are not ashamed of, or unhappy with, their circus lives. For 

example, it is Timothy Q. Mouse who coaches Dumbo as a performer and makes him 

the star of the circus. If Dumbo and his mother did speak, they would surely speak 
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negatively about the circus and perhaps express a desire to leave. Yet by not 

speaking, there is less blame applied to the circus. Thus, the two characters who would 

complain about the circus environment literally cannot voice their criticisms.  

Similar to Bambi, the humans in Dumbo are less-developed than the animal 

characters. They are nameless and often appear as shadows.  

 

Figure 87: The faceless human clowns in Dumbo 

This lack of characterization de-humanizes these characters and encourages the 

audience to engage less with them. As demonstrated in the literature review, nameless 

groups of characters evoke less compassion than individuals. This is similar to the 

characterization of the grouped, faceless, nameless, human villains in Bambi (which 

was being produced at the same time). After Dumbo is demoted to a clown and forced 

to jump a large distance from a diving board, the human clowns excitedly decide to 

make his jump even higher, and thus even more dangerous, in order to further impress 

the crowd. When one human clown suggests that this stunt may harm Dumbo, another 

declares that “Elephants ain’t got no feelings”, and then another quickly adds: “They’re 

made o’ rubber”. Thus, these clowns are ignorant to the sentience and pain of the 

animals they are using. Their only interest in Dumbo is with his potential as a 

performer. Thus, most of them view circus animals as objects rather than sentient 

beings. However, the film makes it clear that these animals do have feelings, can feel 

pain, and so forth. This is particularly evident from the emotional mother-son 

relationship between Dumbo and his mother. This ignorance, along with the clowns’ 

lack of character, makes the clowns villainous. However, as quoted above, one of the 

clowns believes that elephants are made of rubber; therefore, they do not understand 

that their actions are harmful. This stops their villainy from being malicious or repellent. 

This contrasts with the villains in Bambi, for example, who do seem to know that their 

actions are harmful. Thus, the clowns are intriguing villains, like Cruella. As highlighted 

earlier, Dumbo was much more successful than Bambi, which was released soon 

after. The villains in Bambi are known for being terrifying (i.e. repellent) as Chapter 2 

demonstrated. They even feature at 20th place on the AFI’s list of greatest villains 

alongside the likes of Hannibal Lector and Norman Bates (American Film Institute, 

2019). In contrast, the clowns in Dumbo, whilst ignorant, are not terrifying. This could 

have contributed to the unexpected success of Dumbo over Bambi. As Chapter 3 
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demonstrated, WDAS’s intriguing villains, such as Cruella, have evidently been far 

more popular with audiences than their repellent ones. For example, Cruella has been 

revived many times and still features in much Disney merchandise today. In contrast, 

the human villains from Bambi are not remembered fondly. There is no known 

merchandise that features them, nor have they been featured in subsequent Disney 

media, which is in stark contrast to engaging characters like Cruella. The clowns in 

Dumbo also do not feature in any Disney merchandise; yet nor are they remembered 

as terrifying villains like the hunters in Bambi are. Thus, even though the clowns are 

intriguing, their lack of characterization seems to have made them forgettable.  

The film ends with Dumbo becoming the “star” of the circus, but only after he learns to 

use his big ears to his advantage as a performer. Additionally, Mrs Jumbo is released 

from her “MAD ELEPHANT” cage after Dumbo becomes a star. She is last depicted 

riding comfortably in Dumbo’s luxurious train carriage as he happily flies above her. 

Thus, Dumbo’s life in the circus improves because his circus skills improve. If he had 

continued to perform badly, it is unlikely that he would have become a “star” and given 

many luxuries. Therefore, in Dumbo, both the happiness and unhappiness of captive 

animals is based upon their own actions and choices. In reality, the lives captive 

animals live are dictated entirely by humans. Dumbo implies that captive animals have 

a choice in their future, which in reality, they do not. Thus, Dumbo ends by depicting 

circuses as happy, comfortable, locations for animals, as long as they behave 

themselves and learn to perform well. This is not to say that Dumbo entirely 

romanticizes the circus/zoo environment as there is some acknowledgement of how 

these locations can potentially harm animals. For example, the depiction of circus 

guests as mindless and ignorant seems to reference that these places do not always 

encourage visitors to respect the animals. However, the six main problems 

experienced by animal performers, as detailed in Part I, are either ignored, minimized, 

or romanticized in Dumbo. For example, whilst captive animals are depicted living in 

small, caged, spaces, un-reflective of their natural habitat, they are portrayed as being 

happy with this situation. Moreover, these cages are escapable and sometimes the 

animals are free to roam outside of them. Furthermore, it is notable that whenever 

Dumbo performs a new trick to a large crowd, he is performing that trick for the first 

time. Thus, the text has removed one of the most-common problems with using 

animals in entertainment: training. Additionally, the film also does not depict what 

happens to the animals once they can no longer perform. Mrs Jumbo’s imprisonment 

is portrayed as her own fault, rather than routine practice for older animals. The only 

animals that are depicted as unhappy with their lives are Dumbo and his mother, which 

is portrayed as their own fault and is fully resolved by the end of the film. Throughout 

the entire narrative, all of the other captive animals are happy to live in cages and 

proud to perform dangerous tricks in the big top. In fact, the circus animals even 

encourage each other to do so. Thus, despite some  acknowledgement of the harms 

circus/ zoo animals can experience, the portrayal of circuses/ zoos in Dumbo could 

only be considered as a favourable depiction of these locations.   
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Six years after Dumbo, WDAS released Bongo, which also centres around the lives of 

circus animals.117 Like Dumbo, Bongo is the star of the circus, and he is happy to 

perform dangerous stunts, such as jumping from great heights. However, after his 

performance, the narrator reveals that Bongo the bear is treated quite badly by 

insensitive circus workers (who, as in Dumbo, are also faceless and nameless). The 

narrator announces that Bongo is “tossed around like an old shoe” after each circus 

performance. However, this mistreatment is not explicitly depicted. Bongo is then 

shown in a cage, but one that has several luxuries, such as a bed and dressing table.  

 

Figure 88: Bongo the bear in his cage 

Thus, even though the film states that Bongo is being mistreated, his mistreatment is 

still downplayed. Real circus animals that are neglected are unlikely to have spacious 

bedrooms with furniture, nor any chance of escape. It is clear that Bongo dreams of a 

life in his natural habitat. These thoughts encourage him to escape, which he does 

with relative ease. However, Bongo initially struggles to adapt to life in the wild since 

he is unable to perform natural animal behaviours, such as climbing trees and fishing 

by hand. Thus, it is implied that his earlier life in the circus was easier than his chosen 

life in his natural habitat. Given that Bongo was intended as a sequel to Dumbo, it is 

unsurprising that they have many similarities. Like Dumbo, Bongo is mute, is unhappy 

with his initial situation, and is bullied by other animals. Additionally, as in Dumbo, 

Bongo’s difficulties are fully-resolved by the end of the text. The problem with Bongo 

is similar to those in Dumbo in that the challenges the circus animals face do not come 

entirely from the circus. Even though it is explicitly stated that Bongo is mistreated by 

the circus, the actual harm Bongo experiences on-screen is from wild bears, not 

human circus workers. For example, Bongo almost dies in the wild after getting into a 

fight with a wild bear. Thus, the film presents the wild as a more dangerous place for 

animals, which is problematic because it suggests that circuses are a safer option for 

wild animals. This is similar to Home on the Range, in which a dairy farm is depicted 

as a safer location than the wild for farm animals. The problems for both Bongo and 

 
117 This was the first half of Fun and Fancy Free (1947), one of WDAS’s “Wartime Era” package films. Bongo was originally 
intended to be a feature-length sequel to Dumbo. However, the script was finalized one day after the attack on Pearl Harbour; 
therefore, on the very same day, the Disney studios became occupied by the U.S. military. During this time, the studio was 

commissioned to make propaganda films, meaning that Bongo and a few other planned films were shelved. Once back in 
production, it was decided that the animation of Bongo and Mickey and the Beanstalk was not good enough to be a feature film, 

so they were paired together to create Fun and Fancy Free (AFI: American Film Institute, 1999: 838).  
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Dumbo stem from the fact that they are circus animals; however, both texts blame the 

animals themselves for their own misfortune.   

In March 2019, Walt Disney Studios released their live-action remake of 1941’s 

Dumbo. Upon hearing of the plans for the film, PETA urged the director (Tim Burton) 

to change the original ending and allow Dumbo and his mother to escape the circus 

at the film’s end (Sanchez, 2018). The original ending of WDAS’s 1941 Dumbo implies 

that both Dumbo and his mother are happy to continue living and performing in the 

circus, despite their earlier mistreatment. This ending is problematic from an animal 

welfare perspective for the reasons highlighted here and in Part I. It seems that Disney 

listened to the concerns from animal rights’ groups; the ending of 2019’s Dumbo 

depicts Dumbo and his mother leaving the circus and travelling to India to join a wild 

elephant herd. Moreover, the circus that they escape from vows to never use captive 

animals again. This hopeful, optimistic, ending is romantic and does not reflect the real 

lives that most circus animals have after retirement. However, it does highlight that 

Disney is adapting their texts to align with the social-acceptance of using animals for 

performance. Disney’s revised ending also highlights just how much attitudes towards 

keeping animals captive have changed in just a few decades.  

WDAS’s romanticization of circuses/ zoos in Dumbo and Bongo is not hugely 

surprising when considered alongside the wider business interests of Disney. Disney 

keeps captive animals in several of their parks. However, over the years, Disney has 

carefully avoided negative publicity with their use of live animals. From 1974 until 

1999, Disneyland Florida was home to Discovery Island.118 On this island, there were 

many species of animals, including the Dusky Seaside Sparrow, which would later 

become officially extinct there (Barker, 1999). In 1989, Disney was charged with 

sixteen counts of animal cruelty after workers on Discovery Island were accused of 

improperly trapping and caring for some of the birds (Navarro, 1998). The workers 

were also accused of beating several black vultures to death, which they claimed was 

to defend other animals that the vultures had been attacking (Navarro, 1998). Disney 

pleaded guilty to capturing more vultures than their permit allowed, and they also paid 

$95,000 to settle the other charges without admitting to any wrongdoing (Navarro, 

1998). After the closure of Discovery Island in 1999, all of the animals living there were 

transferred to Disney’s Animal Kingdom and other zoos (Rowney, 2019). The 

attraction’s closure, along with the expensive settlement paid, suggest that the welfare 

of the animals on this island was not Disney’s primary concern. In fact, from this 

information, it could even be suggested that Disney had more concern for their 

wholesome reputation rather than the animals under their care.   

Disney’s Animal Kingdom is currently Disney’s largest theme park at 403 acres (Sim, 

2014). The park’s script highlights a great concern for the environment, human rights, 

and animal rights (Bettany and Belk, 2011: 172). However, its concern for animals is 

inconsistent given that it proudly opposes some forms of harming animals, such as 

hunting, yet supports others, such as fishing and keeping animals captive (Wills, 2017: 

 
118 Disney still owns Discovery Island, but it is no longer open to the public (BBC News, 2016). 
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117). The Animal Kingdom houses more than 2,000 animals, encompassing around 

300 species (Sylt, 2018). These animals are mostly higher-order species, such as 

tigers and elephants. This is problematic because, as highlighted in Part I of this 

chapter, these species react badly to zoo life (PETA, 2019o). The Animal Kingdom’s 

website clearly celebrates these animals, yet it gives little indication as to where they 

came from (Disney World, 2019d). External sources claim that all of the animals came 

from other zoos; thus, they were likely not poached or hunted by Disney (Navarro, 

1998). Additionally, it is said that the park’s staff were headhunted from the best zoos 

in the country (Danyliw, 1998: 64). Yet even though it sought particular zoo animals 

and specialized zoo staff, Disney’s Animal Kingdom has purposefully tried to avoid 

being labelled as a “zoo”. For example, upon its opening, it playfully labelled itself 

“nahtazu” (which said out loud sounds like “not a zoo”) (Russo, 2014). The Animal 

Kingdom does not cage its animals, at least to the public (Sylt, 2018). However, this 

does not mean that the animals are free to roam. It is claimed that the animals are 

“stage-managed”. For example, the lions are separated from guests by an unseen 

gulch, rather than a cage (Corliss, 1998: 66–70). Furthermore, it is claimed that certain 

practices, such as tigers eating meat, are not shown to the public, even during the 

“behind-the-scenes” attractions (Bettany and Belk, 2011: 172-3). Therefore, despite 

marketing itself as being more natural than a zoo, the Animal Kingdom clearly 

manipulates the reality of nature.   

As well as incorporating animals as exhibits throughout the park, several of the park’s 

shows and rides involve live captive animals. For example, the Kilimanjaro Safaris, 

which is set in a hyperreal version of an East African savannah, involves captive wild 

animals, such as ostriches, lions, and elephants (Scott, 2007: 119-20). Another 

attraction, Flights of Wonder, proudly boasts that it is: “an exotic bird show with a 

difference. No birds riding miniature bikes here, everything is based on natural bird 

behaviour, and guests leave the show educated in birds and conservation while being 

entertained” (WDW Magic, 2018). Despite this claim, the show involves various live 

birds, with human-like names such as “Groucho”, chatting, singing, and making jokes 

in English. Throughout the show, the birds speak (or rather mimic) English; they make 

very few natural bird noises (Crazy About Disney, 2017). However, as noted above, 

the show claims to be based upon “natural bird behaviour”. Yet this claim seems false 

given that the birds are mimicking English, rather than vocalizing natural bird sounds. 

While this situation may not be harmful or particularly undignified, it highlights that the 

park seems to be liberal with their definition of “natural bird behaviour”. This is 

problematic because it could lead to guests holding misconceptions about these 

species. For this reason, and the other points highlighted, it can be concluded that the 

Animal Kingdom manipulates nature, rather than celebrates it (Scott, 2007: 112). The 

park claims to be educational, but by making tigers eat meat “off-stage” and training 

birds to sing in English, these claims are questionable. In fact, Disney’s Animal 

Kingdom could be considered even less-educational than a traditional zoo because it 

misleads guests into believing that the way their animals live and behave is natural, 

when it is not.  
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Furthermore, much evidence suggests that the Animal Kingdom downplays serious 

incidents involving animals. In the park’s year of opening, more than a dozen animals, 

including cheetah cubs and a hippo, died at the Animal Kingdom or on their journey 

there. The causes of death varied from hearts attacks to kidney failure (Corliss, 1998: 

66-70). Disney later claimed that some of the deaths, such as a black rhino that died 

after swallowing a large stick, predated their move to the Animal Kingdom (Navarro, 

1998). Thus, they attempted to distance themselves from any wrongdoing by blaming 

external sources and factors. However, the animals were under Disney’s care. Thus, 

regardless of whether Disney were directly to blame or not, it is reasonable to argue 

that they should have taken some responsibility and offered sympathy for the affected 

animals, especially given their animal friendly image. By focussing on themselves, it 

seems that Disney is business-orientated rather than animal-orientated. This 

dismissive attitude is similar to how they reacted to the instances of harmed animals 

on Discovery Island. 

Another problem with Disney’s Animal Kingdom is its use of live elephants. Unlike in 

Dumbo, the captive elephants that reside in the Animal Kingdom are not expected to 

perform tricks. Additionally, park guests are not permitted to touch the elephants or 

get too close to them (Disney World, 2019b). However, the elephants are captive, 

which prohibits them from behaving and living as they would in the wild. The Animal 

Kingdom’s elephants reside in a part of the park titled “Africa”, and guests can view 

them by riding the Kilimanjaro Safaris or during the Caring for Elephants tour (Disney 

World, 2019b). At the time of writing, seven elephant calves had been born into the 

Animal Kingdom, which the park boasts about on their website (Disney World, 2019a). 

For example, in 2017, Disney posted pictures of their newborn elephant calf Stella on 

their “savannah”. Park guests can view Stella while riding the Kilimanjaro Safaris. 

Stella’s age is not disclosed, but she is clearly still an infant (Disney Parks, 2017). This 

suggests that Disney does not find it unethical to keep baby elephants captive or use 

them for publicity (Disney World, 2019a). In 2014, the animal rights’ group “In Defense 

of Animals” included the Animal Kingdom on their list of the ten worst zoos for elephant 

welfare (Zanolla, 2015). This came after the death of Mayo, a pregnant elephant that 

died during childbirth after being re-located from the Animal Kingdom to an elephant 

centre (Rothkopf, 2015). The baby elephant also died. Disney’s Animal Kingdom 

offered no comment on this situation, which is how they commonly react when animals 

are harmed or killed while under their care, as Part IV will further demonstrate. In 

contrast, Disney boasted about the successful birth of Stella on their website. 

Therefore, Disney carefully promotes what they perceive to be positive instances of 

animal welfare, yet they avoid reporting or commenting upon any negative instances. 

This again suggests that they care more about their image than their animals. Overall, 

Disney’s use of elephants in reality is far more considerate than how elephants were 

treated in Dumbo; however, this does not mean that Disney’s treatment of these 

elephants is not harmful. By breeding elephants in captivity, Disney is creating animals 

that will likely spend their whole lives in zoos and never experience their natural 

habitat. From an animal welfare perspective, this is harmful.  
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It should be added that the Animal Kingdom and the Disney parks in general do not 

house animals in the particularly harmful conditions when compared with other zoos 

in North America. For example, the Animal Kingdom is just miles away from SeaWorld, 

Suncoast Primate Sanctuary, and other companies that keep captive animals in far 

more questionable conditions than Disney does (PETA, 2019i). Despite this, Disney 

clearly receives much more scrutiny than other zoos/ parks, even the ones strongly 

evidenced to have far less concern for animal welfare than Disney. The amount of 

negative attention and general publicity Disney’s Animal Kingdom receives is 

undoubtedly because it is owned by Disney, and, as established in the literature 

review, Disney is held to higher standards than other companies because of their 

wholesome, animal-friendly, image. This wholesome, animal-friendly, image was 

initially established via their films, which will now be discussed in detail.  

 

Part IV: Animal Actors, Disney’s Live-Action Films, and Bolt (2008)119 

As evidenced in Section 3 of the literature review, animals have been involved in film 

since it began (Burt, 2002: 87). They often open scenes, or even introduce whole films, 

as illustrated by MGM’s famous roaring lion logo (Burt, 2002: 19). As this chapter has 

already demonstrated, there have been many campaigns against the use of animals 

in entertainment (Burt, 2002: 165-7). When there is visible evidence that animals were 

harmed during filmmaking, there is usually backlash towards the film. The swift, 

passionate backlash against A Dog’s Purpose demonstrates this point. As a result of 

this sensitivity, many film companies often boast that their animal actors are treated 

just as well as their human performers are. It has even been argued that the film 

industry provides animals with a “universal sanctuary” since animal actors are often 

protected from the normalized mistreatment and neglect their species routinely face in 

other industries (Schnug, 2011: 21). The amount of concern consumers exhibit 

towards animal actors is perhaps best evidenced by the support and respect given to 

the American Humane Association (hereafter: AHA), an organization focussed on the 

welfare of animal actors.  

The AHA was founded in 1877 to advocate on behalf of animals and children. Their 

first animal-focussed aim was to improve the treatment of farm animals during 

livestock transportation (American Humane, 2019d). Today, the AHA is a non-profit 

organization that mainly monitors the use of animals on American film sets (American 

Humane, 2019f). Their website proudly claims that they support the welfare of all 

species of animal actors, from ants to zebras (American Humane, 2019f). Before the 

AHA began monitoring animals in the film industry, animals were commonly mistreated 

on film sets (Rees, 2017: 355). The AHA first started investigating animal harm within 

the film industry in the 1920s after seeing how many horses were injured and killed 

during the production of “wild west” films. For example, during the production of Jesse 

James (1939), a blindfolded horse died after being intentionally ridden over a seventy-

 
119 Some of this section is due to be published elsewhere. It is currently under peer review.  
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foot drop into a river (American Humane, 2019d). After this particular incident, there 

was increased public concern towards the use of animals in the film industry (Baum, 

2013a). This subsequently helped the AHA to gain the authority to monitor film sets 

(American Humane, 2019d). Since 1980, the Screen Actors Guild (hereafter: SAG) 120 

has given the AHA the sole authority of overseeing animal welfare in Hollywood films 

(American Humane, 2019d). Today, the AHA claims to be an independent group with 

no conflict of interest (American Humane, 2019f). They currently monitor around 70% 

of professional American film sets, which is around 2,000 productions annually 

(American Humane, 2019f). However, in 2013, The Hollywood Reporter released a 

detailed exposé that questioned the AHA’s practices and ethics, concluding that they 

are “inadequate” (Baum, 2013a).121  

The AHA is notable for their “No animals were harmed…” slogan, which was first used 

in 1972 on The Doberman Gang (American Humane, 2019d). Since then, it has 

become a reassuring disclaimer for film audiences worldwide (Humane Hollywood, 

2018e). As this thesis has demonstrated elsewhere, the use of animals is much more 

socially-acceptable when it is hidden, attenuated, or romanticized. This can be 

achieved through reassuring labels, such as “free range” or “no animals were harmed”. 

However, the AHA’s seal of approval has evidently been allotted to films that have 

entailed potentially harmful incidents involving animals, such as A Dog’s Purpose.122 

This is because a film can still receive the disclaimer even if an animal was harmed or 

killed as long as the film was following the AHA’s guidelines when the incident 

occurred. For example, Life of Pi (2012) was awarded the “No animals were harmed” 

disclaimer, even though there was strong evidence to suggest that a tiger nearly 

drowned during filming (Child, 2013; Baum, 2013b). Only films rated as “Outstanding” 

are permitted to use the full “No animals were harmed…” disclaimer.123 However, 

since 99.98% of AHA-monitored films achieve the “outstanding” rating, many have 

questioned just how strict the AHA are when assigning these grades (PR Newswire, 

2013). The AHA is allowed to view scripts before filming, and the AHA’s set monitors 

can show up on-set at any time during the filming of any scene involving animals 

(Baum, 2013a). Whether or not a film can receive the AHA’s disclaimer is decided 

once a production is finished. Once the final edit of a film is complete, it is viewed by 

the AHA to ensure that the scenes involving animals were the same ones that the 

 
120 SAG (also sometimes known as SAG-AFTRA) is an American labor union that represents a large number of professional 
media performers, such as film actors (SAG-AFTRA, 2018). All SAG films, television shows, and so forth that use animals and 

are filmed in North America are required to give the AHA full access to their sets (Humane Hollywood, 2018c). However, films 
that are not part of the SAG are under no obligation to follow the AHA’s guidelines if they do not wish to (Humane Hollywood, 
2018c). If a non-SAG film chooses not to follow the AHA’s guidelines, all this means is that they will not be eligible for any of the 

AHA’s disclaimers. 
121 This detailed exposé interviewed six AHA staff members and reviewed a large amount of internal AHA documents, such as 
logs, e-mails, and meeting minutes. The article claimed that the AHA “distorts its film ratings, downplays or fails to publicly 

acknowledge harmful incidents and sometimes does not seriously pursue investigations” (Baum, 2013a). 
122 Since A Dog’s Purpose was a SAG production, the use of animals on-set had been monitored by the AHA throughout filming 
(BBC News, 2017). However, the AHA’s independent investigation of the leaked video, which was swiftly completed in just over 

two weeks, concluded that the footage was “misleading” and “manipulated” (American Humane, 2019e). Furthermore, the AHA’s 
official statement did not condemn the actions of those involved in the incident, but instead questioned the “motives and eth ics” 
of whomever leaked the footage. The AHA concluded their investigation by stating that: “No animals were harmed in the making 

of this film” (American Humane, 2019e). 
123 There are currently six different grades given by the AHA: 1. Monitored: Outstanding, 2. Monitored: Acceptable, 3. Monitored: 
Special Circumstances, 4. Monitored: Unacceptable, 5. Not Monitored: Production Compliant, and 6. Not Monitored (Humane 

Hollywood, 2018c).  
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AHA’s set monitor viewed (Humane Hollywood, 2018b). However, this means that the 

AHA only judges the welfare of animals physically on-set (American Humane, 2019f). 

They do not assess the welfare of any animals in training, transit, or holding, which is, 

as Part 1 demonstrated, where animals are more likely to experience mistreatment or 

neglect. The AHA even admits that some of their “outstanding” or “acceptable” films 

may have entailed animal deaths, but they insist that in these cases the animal’s death 

was off-set and/or not the fault of the production company or the AHA (Baum, 2013a). 

Thus, the AHA essentially masks problems that follow from using animals for 

performance rather than tackling the core issues with using animals as performers. 

Since 1997, the AHA’s set monitors have been licensed law enforcement officers 

within the state of California. This means that they can write citations and even make 

arrests. Nevertheless, the AHA is yet to use either of these legal powers, even though 

they are estimated to have monitored over 35,000 films in this time (Baum, 2013a).  

There are over 500 points made in the AHA’s 131-page guideline book. For example: 

on-set sedation is banned, except in veterinary emergencies (American Humane, 

2019c). The introduction of the guidebook claims that:  

At its most fundamental level, American Humane Association’s role is to 

prevent legally defined cruelty to animal actors. In reality, the industry today is 

primarily composed of caring and responsible individuals.  

(American Humane, 2019c) [emphasis added] 

This statement seems somewhat naïve given that there were many instances of 

intentional harm towards animals before the AHA began monitoring film sets. 

Moreover, it seems to imply support for, and thus bias towards, the industry that the 

AHA claims to be impartial towards. The AHA’s claims of impartiality are further 

questionable when considered alongside their response to incidents involving animal 

harm. To illustrate, after the controversy surrounding A Dog’s Purpose, the AHA did 

not condemn the actions of those who allegedly forced Hercules underwater. Instead, 

they criticized the person(s) who released the footage (American Humane, 2019e). 

This suggests, along with the AHA’s guidebook introduction, that the AHA is not 

entirely impartial.  

Although WDAS has not often depicted animals in the film industry, other Disney 

studios have frequently used animal performers in their live-action films. From 1948-

1960, Disney produced their True-Life Adventure films, a series of animal-focussed 

documentaries (Harrington, 2015: 193-220). However, these documentaries were 

criticized for manipulating natural animal footage in order to create plots and 

characters (MacDonald, 2006: 7). For example, it was claimed that the narratives in 

these films were purposefully reflective of middle-class American families and 

reinforced human notions of gender (MacDonald, 2006: 7). Additionally, there is 

evidence that the production methods of these films involved directly mistreating real 

animals. For example, 1958’s White Wilderness contains a scene that implies that a 

group of lemmings committed mass suicide after leaping into the Arctic Ocean (Rust, 
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2013: 226-40). However, it was later revealed that this scene was not filmed in the 

Arctic Ocean, but actually at a river in Canada (Chester, 2015: 47). Moreover, it has 

been claimed that the specific breed of lemming shown is not one that migrates or 

commits suicide (Rust, 2013: 226). This has led some people to accuse the filmmakers 

of trapping the animals, transporting them to Calgary, and forcing them into jumping, 

which killed them (Nicholls, 2014). This incident has become quite notorious, yet 

Disney is still yet to release any official statement on it. This scene was filmed before 

the AHA had the authority to monitor SAG film sets; additionally, documentary films 

are not usually SAG productions since no performers are usually involved. Therefore, 

the White Wilderness incident did not fall within the AHA’s purview, but it is highlighted 

here because it demonstrates that even though Disney has an animal-friendly image, 

they also have a questionable history when it comes to using live animals in their films. 

However, even though the True-Life Adventure films have been criticized for various 

reasons, they are reputed to have had a positive effect on animal welfare and 

environmental issues (MacDonald, 2006: 8). Walt himself often spoke fondly about 

these films and the animals in them (Jackson, 2005: 99). Their financial and critical 

success inspired him to make live-action fictional films with real animal performers, the 

first of which was 1957’s Perri (Wills, 2014: 51-5). Therefore, Disney has been making 

live-action films with animal performers for many years, but these films have not 

necessarily been welfare-focussed, despite their animal-friendly topics.  

As evidenced earlier, the AHA has had an influential role within the American film 

industry for many years. Furthermore, they have a strong relationship with Disney that 

began in the 1940s and continues to the present day (The Official Disney Fan Club, 

2018). The AHA has proudly monitored hundreds of live-action Disney films and 

television shows, even in countries where the AHA has no jurisdiction. For example, 

the AHA monitored 102 Dalmatians (2000), which was filmed in London (Frammolino 

and Bates, 2001). In 1955, the AHA awarded Walt with a plaque to celebrate his 

“humane ideals”. The plaque is displayed at the main Disneyland theme park 

(Strodder, 2015: 21).  
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Figure 89: A plaque presented to Walt from the AHA 

However, this partnership is questionable because there is substantial evidence of 

animals coming to harm, and even dying, in several of Disney’s recent AHA-monitored 

live-action films.  

In 1999, the AHA gave a “believed acceptable”124 grade to the live-action film The 13th 

Warrior. This was because a horse had to be euthanized after having a tendon and 

artery sliced by some loose wire. The AHA described the horse’s death as an 

“industrial accident” (Campbell, 2001). Additionally, Disney claimed that they were 

never informed about the incident; thus, they distanced themselves from it 

(Frammalino and Bates, 2001). Four years later, during the filming of 2003’s Pirates 

of the Caribbean: The Curse of the Black Pearl, thousands of fish and other marine 

life died and washed up onshore. This happened after crew members set off several 

explosions underwater to film battle scenes without taking any precautions to protect 

the wildlife in the area (Baum, 2013a). Despite this, the film received the AHA’s 

“acceptable” rating (the highest possible rating at that time), and therefore the film 

included the “No animals were harmed” disclaimer. When later questioned about the 

deaths, the AHA said that: "It was never determined that the cause of the fish washing 

up was due to the explosions” (Baum, 2013a). The AHA’s official webpage for Pirates 

does not mention this incident at all; instead, the webpage focusses on the “healthy” 

animal actors that went on to live with the people that had first supplied them (Humane 

Hollywood, 2018f). The webpage also claims that the fish seen in the film were “all 

computer generated” and fails to mention the fish that washed up on shore during 

 
124 “Believed acceptable” is assigned when the AHA did not monitor all of the scenes involving animals. This grade is no longer 

used by the AHA (Humane Hollywood, 2018b).  
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filming (Humane Hollywood, 2018f). A few years later, during the production of 2006’s 

Antarctic sledding film Eight Below, a husky dog was repeatedly punched in the 

diaphragm after a fight broke out between the dogs on-set. The AHA’s incident report 

stated that: "The hero dog seriously got into a fight with two other dogs. The trainer 

beat the dog harshly, which included five punches to its diaphragm. […] The trainer 

had to use force to break up the fight. As a result, the dogs were not injured." (Baum, 

2013a). This film received a grade of “acceptable”. As with 2003’s Pirates, the AHA’s 

official webpage for Eight Below focusses on the production’s positive instances of 

animal welfare and does not mention that a dog was punched (Humane Hollywood, 

2018d). It seems clear that while these three incidents were questionable, both Disney 

and the AHA were able to distance themselves from any wrongdoing. The AHA did 

this by promoting instances of good welfare, and Disney did this by not commenting 

on any documented instances of animals potentially coming to harm. In these cases, 

the incidents seemed to be the result of negligence rather than malicious intentional 

physical harm. However, in 2008, there were a series of incidents on a live-action 

Disney film that were too severe for the AHA to ignore.  

Snow Buddies (2008), the fifth film in Disney’s live-action Air Bud film series, received 

an “unacceptable” rating from the AHA after at least three dogs died on-set (Humane 

Hollywood, 2018g). For the purpose of the film, 25 six-week old puppies were 

transported from New York (where they had been bred) to Canada (where they were 

filming). On this 3,000-mile journey, many of the puppies fell ill. Once on-set, at least 

three of puppies died from contagious viral diseases that they were too young to 

recover from in the extremely cold Canadian weather (Humane Hollywood, 2018g). 

The AHA later claimed that the puppies were younger than they had previously been 

told; as a result, they were too young to have been vaccinated against the viruses they 

caught (Humane Hollywood, 2018g). However, PETA claimed that the puppies had 

been obtained from an unlicensed commercial breeder (PETA, 2007). Despite trying 

to control the on-set disaster, it was claimed that the puppies’ health deteriorated to 

the point that some were put on drips between filming (Gruttadaro, 2016). In their 

statement, the AHA seemed to distance both themselves and Disney from the deaths 

of these puppies:  

It is speculated that the unhealthy puppies arrived on the set underage and 

already ill. The contagious nature of their illness and the stress of their journey 

compounded the situation.                                   (Humane Hollywood, 2018g) 

This statement seems to blame the puppies and external influences for the deaths and 

illnesses. By saying “their journey” the AHA’s statement suggests that the puppies 

embarked on the journey voluntarily. However, the puppies only took “their” journey, 

and thus became stressed and “unhealthy”, because of the film. Therefore, it seems 

reasonable that the AHA and the production companies involved should have taken 

some responsibility. The AHA then added that: 
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American Humane would like to acknowledge that the production cooperated 

in every way with the Animal Safety Representative’s recommendations, and 

once the unhealthy puppies were removed from the set to receive veterinary 

care, healthy puppies were then brought in -- using proper procedures and 

following all guidelines regarding age limits, vaccinations, illness prevention 

methods and other safety protocol -- to ensure that healthy puppies were 

ultimately used during filming.                              (Humane Hollywood, 2018g) 

The AHA’s full statement does not mention Disney, or the other production companies, 

at all.125  However, it does mention that the “production” was cooperative without 

specifying to whom they are referring. Therefore, the AHA seemed to be trying to avoid 

attracting negative publicity for Disney by not directly associating that brand name with 

the incidents that occurred on-set. Once the film was finally completed, PETA publicly 

asked Disney not to distribute it, but Disney did not respond to PETA’s request (PETA, 

2007). Moreover, the film’s on-set incidents barely made the news at all, despite 

having been allocated an extremely rare “unacceptable” rating from the AHA. This 

contrasts with the widespread negative publicity Dreamworks, Amblin Entertainment, 

and others, received following the leaked footage from the set of A Dog’s Purpose. 

However, this may have been because there was no leaked footage from the set of 

Snow Buddies. Thus, the incident was not visible, which is a significant factor in these 

cases. Upon its eventual release, Snow Buddies is estimated to have made over fifty-

million dollars in DVD sales alone (The Numbers, 2019d). This financial success 

suggests that the public had little knowledge of the tragic events that happened on-

set. The final cut of the film simply states that: “American Humane monitored the 

animal action” (Gruttadaro, 2016). However, this statement does not acknowledge the 

illnesses and deaths that occurred on-set. In fact, it could even be argued that this 

statement potentially misleads viewers into believing that since the AHA was 

monitoring the animal action, the animals came to no harm. Disney has since released 

five more live-action films in their Air Bud film series, and no further animal welfare 

incidents have been reported; all five subsequent films have been awarded the AHA’s 

full “No animals were harmed…” disclaimer (Gruttadaro, 2016).  

In 2008, the same year as the release of Snow Buddies, Disney released another dog-

centred film, Bolt. Bolt is a CGI-animated WDAS film about the ethics of using animals, 

particularly dogs, as actors in the film industry. Bolt, the film’s protagonist, is a canine 

actor that “stars” in a live-action television show. However, he does not understand 

the difference between his reality and his role in the television show. He believes that 

he has the life, relationships, and super-powers of the superhero dog character that 

he portrays. At the beginning of the film, Bolt is chosen as a puppy from an animal 

shelter by Penny (his human co-star). Soon after, they are seen starring in a television 

show (also named Bolt) together. However, at the end of each day of filming, Bolt 

 
125 It should be added that Disney was not the only production company involved in this film. Walt Disney Home Entertainment 
was one of the production companies. Full details of the other companies involved can be found at: IMDB, 2018d. However, on 
the promotional materials for Snow Buddies, and the Air Bud film series in general, is Disney’s name and logo. This suggests 

that it is a film series that they are proud of and want to be associated with.  
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stays on-set in a trailer, whereas (unbeknownst to him) Penny and the other animal 

actors go home to their real lives. Therefore, the premise of Bolt is very similar to the 

premise of The Truman Show (1998), a film which centres around a television show 

starring a man who does not know that he is the star.  

Throughout the film it is clear that both Bolt and Penny want to live together off-set; 

however, they are prohibited from doing so by the television producers and Penny’s 

agent. This is because the producers place much importance on Bolt’s belief that the 

television show is real. This decision is portrayed as being harmful towards both Bolt 

and Penny. Early in the film, Penny asks her mother and agent (Roland) if she can 

take Bolt home: 

Penny: So I can bring Bolt home? 

 

Roland: As your friend I say, "Yes, absolutely," but as your agent, I have to 

remind you this is Bolt's world. He has to stay right here. Okay, let's go. 

   

Penny: But he never gets to be a real dog, and it would only be for the 

weekend… 

Bolt and Penny’s forced separation is at the forefront of this film; it is presented as the 

worst harm that Bolt routinely experiences as an animal actor. Moreover, Bolt appears 

to be the only animal actor that this harm applies to. The television show Bolt stars in 

also features two cats, both of which leave the set each night. These two cats enjoy 

verbally taunting Bolt about his beliefs that the show is real. Thus, the cats do know 

that the show is not real, which Bolt does not. When compared with Snow Buddies or 

Eight Below, the treatment of animal actors in Bolt does not seem particularly harmful. 

Bolt is never physically mistreated or badly neglected by the film industry. It is more 

that as an animal actor his life is severely restricted in a way that he is unable to fully-

understand. He lives in a trailer on-set and is apparently only allowed to leave when 

filming scenes. However, it is notable that he is lives in a clean, spacious, nicely-

decorated trailer, not a cage. Thus, even though Bolt acknowledges that the freedom 

of animal performers is restricted, Bolt is still presented as living comfortably. This is 

in stark contrast to how Disney has occasionally treated animal actors in reality. As 

highlighted earlier, some of the dogs involved in Eight Below and Snow Buddies came 

to serious harm and some even died during filming, which Bolt does not. Therefore, 

WDAS is again only exploring instances of mild animal harm that are easily-resolved. 

This was also highlighted in the previous chapter with regards to pet-ownership in Lady 

and the Tramp.  

The film ends with Bolt and Penny getting what they wished for throughout the film; in 

the film’s final scene, Bolt is seen living comfortably in Penny’s home after they both 

retire from the entertainment industry.  
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Figure 90: The final scene of Bolt  

However, it should be added that Bolt’s happy ending (retiring from entertainment and 

living with his human co-star) is not unrealistic. Research has found that many 

domesticated animal actors do live in permanent homes off-set, rather than shelters 

and the like (Wills, 2012). For example, the “dire wolves” in Game of Thrones (2011-

2019) were portrayed by Northern-Inuit dogs that lived with the show’s actors off-set 

when not working (Vonledebur, 2013). As highlighted earlier, the AHA has even noted 

and praised films in which this has happened, such as Pirates of the Caribbean: The 

Curse of the Black Pearl (2003) (Humane Hollywood, 2018f). Thus, WDAS is depicting 

an issue that rarely affects dog actors. As evidenced in Part I, wild animals usually end 

up in zoos and shelters once they retire from performance. This is perhaps why WDAS 

chose to make Bolt about a domesticated animal performer rather than a wild one.126 

If WDAS had centred Bolt around a wild animal actor, it would have been unrealistic 

to have given them an ending in which they either lived with a human off-set or were 

allowed back into their natural environment. Therefore, the ending of Bolt is only 

believable with domestic animals. As highlighted in Part III, Disney’s recent re-make 

of Dumbo (2019) did feature such an ending; however, this was apparently only after 

campaigns from animal welfare organizations. If there had been no campaigns for this 

romantic ending, perhaps it would never have materialized. As highlighted in Part I, 

the lives animal performers have after entertainment is one of the main problems with 

using animals for this purpose. In both versions of Dumbo (1941) (2019), plus Bolt 

(2008), this is not portrayed as a problem. In every one of these narratives, the animal 

protagonist gets the life they desire. Yet in reality, this ending can only realistically 

happen to domestic animals.  

As well as minimizing the harms animal actors can experience in the film industry, Bolt 

romanticizes some aspects of the film industry. For example, it is Bolt (the dog), not 

Penny (the human), who is the star of the television show. To illustrate, the promotional 

material for the television show (depicted within the narrative) focusses upon Bolt 

rather than Penny. On Bolt’s journey back to Hollywood, he is recognised by other 

animals, which greatly aids him. For example, Bolt becomes friends with Rhino the 

hamster after Rhino recognises Bolt. This friendship helps Bolt find his way back to 

 
126 Bolt is not based upon any external texts; it was devised by WDAS (IMDB, 2017).  
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Hollywood. Thus, Bolt seems to acknowledge the value that animal performers can 

bring to television shows and films. However, it suggests that the animals themselves 

can benefit significantly from this fame, even though this is unlikely to be the case in 

reality.  

Bolt does imply that film sets can be dangerous locations, but only accidentally. The 

introduction of the film features Bolt and Penny filming a “chase scene”, which includes 

many risky stunts. For example, Bolt is required to run swiftly between moving traffic 

as he is stalked by masked humans on motorbike. These scenes are filmed without 

danger. However, the film ends with a near-fatal fire (caused accidentally by props) 

that almost kills Penny. It is in this scene that Bolt demonstrates his undying loyalty to 

Penny by heroically saving her from the fire. Bolt is initially outdoors during the fire, 

and thus safe, but he runs inside to save Penny. Yet because it is an accidental fire 

that almost kills Penny and Bolt, the film industry is somewhat blameless here. 

Moreover, it is a human (Penny) that is severely injured in the fire, not an animal. In 

reality, the dangers that animal performers face are usually part of filmmaking/ shows 

and thus purposeful, not accidental. This was true of the harms faced by animals in 

both Jesse James and A Dog’s Purpose, for example. Thus, like Dumbo and Bongo, 

Bolt is both a romantic, simplified, portrayal of the entertainment industry. It 

acknowledges that film sets can be harmful towards animals, but only minimally or 

accidentally. Film sets are not depicted as locations in which animals experience 

purposeful or malicious harms even though this has sometimes been the case in 

reality.  

At the end of Bolt, both Bolt and Penny are replaced in their television show by new 

human and dog actors. Thus, the fictional television show in Bolt continues to be in 

production and continues to use animals. The dog that replaces Bolt does not speak, 

nor is it given an individual name. Thus, it is less-anthropomorphised and 

individualized than Bolt is. This instinctively makes the welfare of this nameless dog 

less-concerning to audiences. Additionally, the villainous cat actors that torment Bolt 

early in the film presumably also keep their role in the show. As the previous chapter 

demonstrated, villainous animals are often punished for their anti-social behaviour, 

which may be why the welfare of these cat actors is not returned to. Thus, even though 

the film criticizes the use of animal actors, the film ends with animal actors continuing 

to be used in the film industry without criticism. Thus, the message of Bolt seems to 

be that only individualized, anthropomorphised, pro-social, animals should not have to 

perform, if this is their choice. Additionally, in Bolt, animal actors (including Bolt for the 

most part) are happy and willing to perform. Bolt’s unhappiness is not because he is 

an actor; he is unhappy because he is abruptly separated from Penny (which happens 

outside of filming). Thus, as with Dumbo, animals are portrayed as wanting, and even 

happy, to perform for humans. This is perhaps because if Disney did portray animal 

actors as unhappy to perform, it would be in conflict with the wider interests of the 

Disney company.  
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The treatment of animals in Bolt contrasts with Disney’s treatment of animal actors. It 

is clear from The 13th Warrior, Eight Below, and Snow Buddies that Disney regularly 

uses animal actors, and in some cases animals have come to harm, or even died, 

during the production of live-action Disney films. Thus, it is clear that there are conflicts 

between WDAS’s depictions of animal actors and Disney’s use of animal actors in 

reality. Bolt suggests that dog actors should be free to leave the film industry if they 

choose to. This suggests that species such as dogs have agency. Moreover, it is 

implied that it is harmful to use dog actors given that they are unable to comprehend 

what they are actually participating in. However, Disney’s use of animals in reality is 

far more harmful than what they ever highlight and criticize in Bolt. Disney has been 

using live animals in film since the 1950s, yet it was not until 2008 that Disney 

addressed some of the problems with this practice. Yet, to-date, they have still only 

addressed the simple, easily-resolved, issues within this industry, which is the norm 

with WDAS’s depictions of animal harm generally.  

To summarize, the six problems with making animals perform (as highlighted in Part 

I) are not meaningfully considered in Bolt. Firstly, Bolt is depicted as wanting to 

perform; at no point is he depicted as being trained to perform in harsh conditions. 

Secondly, Bolt’s performance is based around his natural abilities as a dog (such as 

running fast); he is not performing human-like behaviours or made to dress in human 

clothing. Thirdly, Bolt’s living conditions are adequate; he lives in a roomy trailer and 

appears to be well cared for. It is only his loneliness that is an issue for him, which is 

fully-resolved at the end of the film. Fourthly, once Bolt retires from the film industry, 

he is allowed to live permanently with his human co-star. Thus, he does not end up 

living in a shelter or similar. Fifthly, Bolt poses no danger to humans; in fact, he wishes 

to protect them rather than harm them. Sixthly, Bolt is respected by many of the 

humans involved in film-making. For example, by not allowing Bolt to be fully-aware 

on the reality of his life, the producers seem to acknowledge that Bolt is sentient and 

can think for himself. Thus, he is not metaphorically objectified, which many animal 

actors are in reality. In summary, the six main issues with using animals for 

performance are not depicted in Bolt. They are replaced by much-simpler issues, all 

of which are harmoniously resolved by the end of the film. Moreover, the main issue 

Bolt experiences (living on-set) is not usually an issue for Bolt’s species. Additionally, 

the film does not depict Bolt being removed from his mother, living most of his life 

caged, being mutilated, or being trained with violence. Yet these harms are commonly 

experienced by animals in the film industry. Thus, the film ignores the real problems 

animal performers experience and instead depicts highly-unlikely scenarios, such as 

Bolt being accidently shipped across North America. 

One of the most unrealistic aspects of Bolt is perhaps that the AHA is not depicted or 

even mentioned. This is unusual given that they are such a significant part of the 

professional American film industry, which the narrative is set in. However, since Bolt 

expresses sympathy towards animal actors, if it had included the AHA, it would have 

been challenging to have depicted them favourably. There is little in Bolt that the AHA 

would take exception to. As a result, if the events if Bolt were to happen on the set of 
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a real television show, that show would still be awarded the AHA’s “No animals were 

harmed…” disclaimer. Such a depiction, whilst realistic, would surely be classed as a 

negative portrayal of the AHA. As highlighted earlier, the AHA is only concerned with 

legal, on-set, animal harm. Thus, there is nothing within Bolt that the AHA would object 

to. As evidenced earlier, Disney has had a strong working relationship with the AHA 

for many years. Thus, the AHA’s existence was likely entirely removed to avoid any 

portrayals that could have jeopardized this relationship. Yet, as highlighted in Chapter 

2, Brother Bear (a film set long before the film industry existed) gently mocks the AHA’s 

“no animals were harmed” slogan at the end of the film. Thus, WDAS has referenced, 

and joked about, the AHA previously; however, it was in a film far removed from the 

AHA’s normal context, and thus far from potential scrutiny.  

 

Chapter 5: Conclusion 

The fact that Bolt and Dumbo (1941) are animated films says much about Disney’s 

wider relationship with the industries that these films depict. It would have been 

hypocritical for Disney to have produced either film in live-action with real animals as 

that would be in direct conflict with the messages in these films. Film studios that have 

released live-action films about the ethics of using animals for performance have had 

to deal with the emotive after-effects of doing so. This became a significant problem 

for the producers of Free Willy, for example. The majority of Disney films that oppose 

using or harming animals are animated. For example, Bambi and The Fox and The 

Hound are both films that oppose harming animals, and they are both animations. This 

suggests that while Disney is keen to release films that condemn harming animals, 

they are much more likely to do it in animated form, which helpfully distances 

themselves from any difficult questions surrounding the use of animals across the 

wider Disney brand.  

As has been highlighted here, Disney’s use of animal performers has been 

problematic at times. When animal actors or captive animals have come to harm, or 

even died, while under Disney’s care, Disney has avoided commenting upon the 

instances. For example, Disney has often relied upon the AHA to deal with instances 

of animal harm and death on film sets. Yet if Disney genuinely cared about animals, 

then it seems reasonable to suggest that they should take greater responsibility for the 

welfare of their animal performers, such as doing more to prevent incidents form 

occurring, rather than relying upon the AHA’s intervention. Therefore, it is unsurprising 

that WDAS has rarely depicted the use of animals for entertainment, as they are partly 

implicated in these practices themselves. The evidence presented in this chapter 

suggests that the use of animals for entertainment is becoming socially-unacceptable. 

This is because animal performers are usually higher-order individualized animals that 

are visible. As a result, there are significant changes occurring for the benefit of animal 

performers. However, these changes are not originating from the AHA or any legal 

system, they are mostly arising from campaigns and shifts in public perceptions. For 

example, Disney no longer uses ape actors; this is likely because of the increasing 
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public backlash towards this practice. It would be perfectly legal for Disney to continue 

using apes, yet to do so in the face of negative public perceptions of this practice would 

surely damage the company’s animal-friendly reputation. Additionally, Disney’s recent 

live-action films, such as The Jungle Book (2016) and The Lion King (2019), have 

been produced with CGI animals; thus, no “animal actors” were used at all. Further to 

this, the message of several recent Disney films has further suggested that Disney is 

objecting to the use of animals in entertainment and captivity. For example, Dumbo 

(2019) ends with the captive animals being freed, and the circus that held them vowing 

never to use animals for entertainment again. These points suggest that Disney is 

taking the stance that using live animals for performance is unacceptable. However, 

there are few signs that Disney is re-considering the use of animals in their theme 

parks. Disney’s Animal Kingdom is home to gorillas, one of the species Disney says 

they will no longer use in their live-action films (Disney World, 2018). Therefore, it 

seems that Disney is only concerned with the use of animals in the film industry, rather 

than the entire entertainment industry.  
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Concluding Remarks 

 

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

– Walt Disney (in: Fleming, 2016: 195)  

 

As the above quotation demonstrates, Walt was somewhat bemused by the intense 

academic analysis that his work received. Thus, it is unlikely that he would have 

thought highly of this project or its conclusions. However, this thesis has not been 

about Walt, nor is it only about WDAS films or even Disney. This thesis has been 

principally concerned with how animal harm and objectification have been depicted in 

cultural representations, and WDAS films have been used to exemplify that case. 

Ultimately, this thesis has demonstrated that whether or not animal harm is depicted 

as socially-acceptable in mainstream cultural representations depends upon four 

factors: the species affected, the number of animals involved, the social-acceptance 

of the harm, and the visibility of that harm.  

Depictions of animals, and the products created from their bodies, are widespread 

within cultural representations, such as WDAS films. To-date, the literature 

surrounding Disney has not paid sufficient attention to WDAS’s depictions of animals 

either as characters or objects. Where animals have been focused upon in previous 

studies, attention has mostly been paid to anthropomorphism, gendered power, and 

racial biases. Thus, human politics (concerns over race and gender) have been 

transposed onto the animals in question, and therefore the human aspects of WDAS’s 

anthropomorphised animals have been focused on. Such work is anthropocentric in 

nature and has not done enough to account for WDAS’s animals as animals. 

Additionally, very few scholars have questioned how WDAS has depicted the harms 

that many animals experience even though those harms are frequently implicated in 

WDAS’s films. For example, WDAS films often depict meat and farm animals, yet they 

have never depicted a slaughterhouse (the process by which farm animals unwillingly 

“become” meat). Thus, previous scholars have questioned what is included in WDAS’s 

depictions, but very few have questioned what WDAS has excluded. This omission is 

important because three billion animals are legally killed every day, yet these animals 

– their lives, deaths, and the harms entailed by mankind’s use of animals – are seldom 

depicted in mainstream cultural representations (of which WDAS films are a key 

example). Thus, it is clear that this project has a significant place within both Disney 

and animal studies.  

Humans are one of 8.7 million animal species on Earth, yet humans routinely treat 

other animals in ways that entail causing harm and death on massive scales (Black, 

2011). Simultaneously, cultural representations, such as WDAS films, routinely 

minimise those harms or romanticize human-animal relationships. Culturally, the scale 

of harms done to animals remains invisible, and that helps to normalize the status quo 
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wherein animals are harmed. As a major media conglomerate that routinely depicts 

human-animal interactions in films that are seen by millions, if not billions, of viewers, 

WDAS has a significant global influence. WDAS films imply that some species, such 

as dogs, should be treated with respect and never harmed. However, they also 

perpetuate the idea that other species, such as fish, are not worthy of respect. 

Cumulatively, WDAS has helped to sustain a cultural imbalance that normalizes 

speciesist attitudes and negates the real harms that characterize human-animal 

relationships in the real world. For many people, cultural representations provide the 

only experience they have with many species of animals, particularly wild or exotic 

animals. Therefore, if these representations are false or misleading, it may affect how 

millions of people view that species in reality. As this thesis has shown, this is 

demonstrated by the “Disney effect” and “Jaws effect”, for example. Additionally, while 

people are unaware or mis-educated about the realities of using animals, the situation 

is unlikely to improve for the animals involved. As highlighted in Chapters 1 and 5, 

practical changes in animal welfare are caused by exposing the reality of how animals 

are treated by the industries that use them. Thus, if cultural representations attenuate 

the harms that animals experience, then these issues are unlikely to be resolved.  

Animal harm and objectification are more widespread than they have been at any 

previous juncture in history. The negative effects of this situation are not limited to 

animals; they also impact upon humans and the environment. However, that situation 

in itself does not explain why Disney specifically should care about their depictions of 

animals and the harms that animals face. Speciesist attitudes are not exclusively 

perpetuated via WDAS films; such attitudes are commonly iterated in mainstream 

Anglo-American cultural representations, including WDAS’s filmic rivals. As the 

chapters of this thesis have demonstrated, the public are rarely encouraged to reflect 

upon speciesism, and speciesist attitudes are rarely challenged in mainstream culture. 

However, as producers of cultural representations, WDAS has the unique potential to 

shape the discourses surrounding perceptions of animals and animal welfare. It has 

been proposed that Disney can influence behavioural changes that impact on animal 

welfare. For example, sales of fur hats massively increased during the Davy Crockett 

era, and hunting as an activity declined after Bambi. Furthermore, the “Disney effect” 

demonstrates the direct power companies like Disney have over which species and 

breeds of animals are chosen as pets, and even how they are treated. Very few other 

organizations have this powerful global impact. Thus, Disney should consider how 

they depict animals, and the harms animals experience, because there is much 

research to suggest that their portrayals of animals and animal harm can affect 

animals in reality, which is not the case for most other companies.    

The fact that all WDAS films are suitable for children further emphasizes why WDAS’s 

depictions of animals warrant study. Disney has a fundamental role in modern 

American culture that involves them being trusted to teach children moral codes about 

what is pro-social and anti-social (Wills, 2017: 106). Children often experience animals 

through cultural representations, yet they are rarely taught or informed about the harsh 

realities of how animals are treated. Children are mostly presented with misleading, 
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romantic, images that fail to depict the harms inflicted upon animals or the massive 

scale of those harms. Because of this, children (in the Anglo-American context) are 

unaware that their lifestyles are indirectly supporting industries that harm, objectify, 

and, in many cases kill, animals. The partial picture children receive about animal 

welfare – which almost entirely negates the routine harms done to animals – is likely 

to skew how children think about these issues.  

In animation (and cel animation in particular), every scene, character, and detail is 

painstakingly crafted. Thus, every animal in every WDAS film was designed with 

purpose, and thus every instance of objectification or speciesism was intentional 

(strictly speaking).127 There is strong evidence that WDAS’s outputs are shaped by 

broader shifts in socially-normative attitudes. Some of WDAS’s early films contain 

representations that are no longer socially-acceptable. In some cases, WDAS has 

even attempted to retrospectively “correct” past depictions that are no longer 

considered socially-acceptable. For example, “Sunflower”, the human-donkey hybrid 

in 1941’s Fantasia, has been completely removed from modern edits of Fantasia as 

she represents a derogatory racist stereotype that is now unacceptable. 128 

Furthermore, Disney does not appear to even reference her existence even though 

Disney still promotes Fantasia. Thus, it is clear that WDAS has consciously attempted 

to alter their depictions of race, gender, religion, and so forth to align with prevailing 

contemporaneous social attitudes. Yet, even though WDAS has consciously 

attempted to stop portraying humans in discriminatory ways, they continue to portray 

animals in discriminatory ways. This thesis has repeatedly demonstrated that WDAS 

films imply that higher-order species, particularly those that are neotenous, named, 

individualized, anthropomorphised, or pro-social should be treated better than non-

anthropomorphised, nameless, lower-order species. Thus, WDAS films have 

repeatedly reflected socially-acceptable speciesist attitudes from 1937 until 2016. This 

is a problem because speciesism is just as problematic and harmful as sexism, racism, 

and other forms of discrimination because it is responsible for billions of deaths daily.  

Despite this, there are few signs that WDAS is attempting to seriously challenge their 

speciesist attitudes. One of WDAS’s most recent films, Zootopia (2016), indicates that 

speciesist attitudes are morally wrong. Zootopia is set in a world populated by 

anthropomorphised mammals. These animals live and work alongside each other in 

the city of Zootopia. However, some species exhibit speciesist attitudes towards other 

species. For example, many of the characters hold the opinion that foxes are trouble-

makers and sheep are gentle. As the film progresses, it becomes clear that these 

attitudes are problematic because every animal in the city of Zootopia has an individual 

 
127 It is unclear to what extent the animators are unconsciously replicating social norms, or to what extent those representations 
are designed to appeal to the broadest possible demographic by reflecting normative ideas about animals. This relates back to 

the problem of authorship, which was highlighted in the introduction of this thesis. This point opens up an interesting research 
question that could be answered by a future project.  
128 Further information on Sunflower, and her removal from modern releases of Fantasia (1940), can be found in: Murguía, 2018: 

180-182. 
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personality. Thus, the message of the film is that speciesism is logically and morally 

wrong.  

 

Figure 91: A promotional image for Zootopia 

However, as illustrated from Figure 91, there is not one bird or fish species in 

Zootopia’s all-animal cast. Therefore, birds and fish are excluded from the film’s 

apparent anti-speciesist message. Given that fish and birds are the most-common 

victims of speciesism in reality, and that those harms are underpinned by speciesist 

attitudes, their exclusion from Zootopia is problematic.129 If this film sought to proffer 

an anti-speciesist message, a more inclusive approach to its depictions of different 

species would have solidified that message. As a result, Zootopia, a film about the 

ethical objections to speciesism, inadvertently reinforces speciesist attitudes. Thus, 

even WDAS’s criticism of speciesism is speciesist.  

 

In the introduction of this project, several research questions were posed. This thesis 

has demonstrated its original contribution to knowledge by answering these questions.  

 

Primary Research Question: How are animal harm and objectification depicted 

in WDAS films (1937-2016)? 

WDAS repeatedly romanticizes, humourizes, and minimizes the routine harm and 

objectification commonly experienced by animals in reality. To illustrate, WDAS’s 

 
129 As demonstrated in Chapter 2, fish are the most-common victims of routine animal harm in terms of numbers. Similarly, as 
demonstrated in Chapter 1, chickens are the most common victims of factory farming (which is the second most-common killer 

of animals globally). Thus, fish and birds are the most common victims of speciesism in terms of numbers.  
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vision of farming is limited to small, independent, free-range farms. The norms of 

industrialised factory farming (the second most-common killer of animals globally) are 

absent from WDAS’s body of films. WDAS’s romanticization and minimization of 

animal harm is further illustrated by the optimism and hope evident in situations of 

animal harm. As the literature review demonstrated, the number of animals that 

escape the routine harm and objectification assigned to their species in reality is so 

low that it is almost-always newsworthy when it does happen. This was evidenced by 

the reaction to Phoenix, the calf who survived death twice during the UK’s foot-and-

mouth outbreak (Browne, 2001). However, the number of animals slaughtered in 

reality is so high that it could never be accurately known and has to be roughly 

estimated to the nearest billion. Yet in WDAS films, the opposite logic is true. The 

number of times animals die or face serious harm in WDAS films is minimal, yet it is 

commonplace for higher-order, anthropomorphised, species to escape from harmful 

situations in WDAS films. Thus, WDAS is depicting the hopeful, romantic opposite of 

animal harm. In short, WDAS films that feature animal harm usually have optimism 

and luck, reality does not. However, as the answers to sub-question #1 and #2 will 

demonstrate, this point is only true of animals that are anthropomorphised, neotenous, 

pro-social, higher-order, and/ or individualized. 

Further to this, WDAS mostly challenges animal welfare issues that are easily 

resolved. To illustrate, Lady and the Tramp focusses upon simple issues commonly 

experienced by pets, such as a lack of dog license. The more serious issues pets 

experience are either minimized or ignored by the narrative. Additionally, WDAS has 

only challenged animal welfare issues that are already socially-unacceptable or are 

becoming socially-unacceptable. For example, although WDAS questioned the ethics 

of killing puppies to create fur clothing in Dalmatians, they have never addressed the 

ethics of killing cows to produce leather, which is a much more socially-acceptable 

and common practice. Thus, WDAS is selective with the animal welfare issues that 

they will question. As highlighted in Chapter 5, the use of animals in entertainment has 

become socially-unacceptable. This is perhaps why this industry has rarely been 

depicted by WDAS. On the few occasions when animal performers have been 

portrayed, a small amount of the problems they can experience have been highlighted. 

However, the issues the animals in these films experience are always happily resolved 

by the end of the film. Thus, the worst harms that the animals used by these industries 

experience are ignored by WDAS even though the industries themselves are 

challenged. Additionally, when attitudes towards industries that use animals change, 

Disney changes their stance. To illustrate, Disney’s recent re-make of Dumbo changed 

the 1941 ending to one more in line with contemporary attitudes towards captive 

animals. In these ways, WDAS and Disney films reflect how socially-acceptable 

contemporaneous forms of animal harm and objectification are at any moment in 

Anglo-American culture. 

This project has looked specifically at the harms animals experience from humans, or 

as a result of humans. It has been clear that WDAS’s human characters who harm 

pro-social animals are usually portrayed villainously. Specifically, there are two types 
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of villain: the intriguing and the repellent (Forbes, 2011: 13-27). The intriguing villain 

is a character such as Cruella (Dalmatians) or Alameda Slim (Home on the Range). 

These intriguing villains often plan to harm animals, yet they usually fail in comical 

circumstances. To illustrate, Cruella is comically outwitted by the many Dalmatian 

puppies that she tries to make a fur coat from. It is vital that the aims of the intriguing 

villains are unsuccessful for their character to remain engaging and thus memorable. 

Despite being villainous and trying to repeatedly harm animals, such characters are 

often remembered fondly. For example, Cruella De Vil, is undoubtedly one of WDAS’s 

most revered characters, villainous or otherwise, despite her murderous intentions. In 

contrast to the intriguing villain, WDAS’s repellent villains are notorious for their lack 

of remorse. Such characters, such as the faceless hunters in Bambi, are rarer. 

Moreover, they are not remembered fondly. To illustrate, the repellent hunters in 

Bambi feature in no known Disney merchandise. These repellent villains are rarer 

because there are limits to WDAS’s depictions of animal harm. Despite the prevalence 

of animals in WDAS films, animals rarely die, or are seriously harmed. When humans 

attempt to harm animals, the animals almost-always escape. This is again because 

WDAS is hopeful towards situations of animal harm. Most of the humans that attempt 

to directly harm higher-order, neotenous, anthropomorphised animals in WDAS films 

are unsuccessful. Moreover, they are usually villainous characters, which means that 

harming, or attempting to harm, certain types of animals is depicted as an anti-social 

behaviour in WDAS films. Furthermore, the consumption of meat and the wearing of 

fur have also been depicted as anti-social behaviours. This is because meat and fur 

clothing are redolent of a dead animal.  

Additionally, in many cases the harms animals experience are caused by other 

animals. For example, in Cinderella, it is Lucifer the cat who tries to harm the mice. 

The mice are actually protected and saved from harm by Cinderella (who is human). 

In other instances, animals face harm as a result of their own actions and decisions. 

For example, in Home on the Range, the dairy cows face no harm on their beloved 

dairy farm, but much harm after they decide to leave it at their own free will. Therefore, 

in contrast to reality, humans are often not to blame for animal harm in WDAS films. 

In fact, humans that help animals are usually pro-social characters. Thus, WDAS 

presents animal harm as anti-social and kindness towards animals as pro-social. 

Therefore, direct animal harm is depicted as a socially-unacceptable behaviour in 

WDAS films. 

 

Sub-Question #1: How have different animal species been depicted in WDAS 

films?  

This project has demonstrated that WDAS films reflect how commonplace speciesist 

attitudes are. WDAS films consistently suggest that higher-order, individualized, 

neotenous, heavily-anthropomorphised, pro-social mammals do not deserve to 

experience routine harm or discrimination. In fact, higher-order species are treated 
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more favourably than some demographics of humans. For example, elderly women 

and Native Americans are just two of the many demographics that have often been 

depicted in a derogatory manner in WDAS films.130 In regards to animals, pet dogs are 

almost-always depicted favourably. However, lower-order species, such as birds, fish, 

and working animals are usually objectified (either metaphorically or literally). As 

characters, they are mostly non-anthropomorphised, genderless, nameless, and so 

forth. WDAS uses these animals to add realism, context, or decoration. This bias 

implies that WDAS does not consider these species to be as worthy of attention as 

their higher-order, mostly mammalian, counterparts.  

Additionally, lower-order species, such as fish and insects, experience normalized 

harm and objectification, which WDAS’s narratives encourage little sympathy for. 

There is no solemn music or pained reaction from the other characters when a non-

anthropomorphised, lower-order, species is harmed or even killed. For example, in 

Fantasia 2000, hundreds of fish are pulled from the sea by a net. They are then boxed-

up and sold on land. Thus, they certainly die. However, the narrative only encourages 

sympathy for an anthropomorphised toy soldier that has accidently got lost between 

these fish, rather than the fish themselves.  

There are two common exceptions to this point. First, villainous higher-order animals, 

such as Lucifer the cat (Cinderella) or Iago the parrot (Aladdin), usually face harm or 

death for which their narrative offers no sympathy. However, such incidents occur at 

the end of their narrative, after they have established themselves as antagonistic by 

trying to harm (or even kill) pro-social characters. Therefore, the subsequent harm or 

misfortune that they experience are depicted as deserved rather than cruel. The 

second exception is that lower-order species that are heavily-anthropomorphised are 

usually spared harm. For example, in Brother Bear, the only salmon that is not harmed 

is the anthropomorphised, individualized one that appears at the end of the film in a 

joke about the AHA. Therefore, anthropomorphism and behaviour, as well as species, 

dictates whether or not an animal character will experience socially-acceptable harm.  

 

Sub-Question #2: Why have different forms of animal harm or objectification 

been depicted with differing levels of sympathy?  

This question is partly answered by the previous point; higher-order, neotenized, 

anthropomorphised species are offered more sympathy than lower-order species 

when they experience harm. This is also true of reality. For instance, as Chapter 5 

evidenced, there have been many campaigns to improve the welfare of individual, 

higher-order, animals in captivity (for example: PETA, 2019b; 2019d; 2019o). 

However, there is another key reason why different forms of harm and objectification 

are depicted in different ways: the number of animals involved. Every chapter of this 

thesis has demonstrated that the “collapse of compassion” effect significantly affects 

 
130 For further information on how Disney has repeatedly depicted certain demographics of humans in derogatory ways, see 

Diversity in Disney Films: Critical Essays on Race, Ethnicity, Gender, Sexuality and Disability edited by Johnson Cheu (2013).  
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people’s reactions towards animal harm. People almost-always express more concern 

for issues that affect individual or small numbers of animals. Furthermore, WDAS only 

challenges issues that affect a small number of animals, such as the entertainment 

industry. The industries that kill the most animals (fish farming and factory farming) 

have never been depicted, or even referenced, by WDAS. Moreover, these issues are 

often ignored by animal rights’ campaigners, as Chapter 2 evidenced with fishing. 

Further to this, WDAS films individualize the animal characters that they want the 

audience to develop sympathy towards, such as pet mammals. For example, before 

Lady the dog (Lady and the Tramp) experiences harm, the narrative establishes her 

as an individual, pro-social, character that deserves respect. Therefore, her 

mistreatment and misfortune seems more tragic as a result. In contrast, WDAS’s birds, 

fish, and working animals are typically presented in large homogenous, non-

anthropomorphised, groups. When such groups are harmed en-masse, the “collapse 

of compassion” response is elicited, and empathy for the individuals comprising the 

group is inhibited. For example, in Mulan (1998), an avalanche kills many warriors on 

horseback, yet the narrative encourages no sympathy for the many warriors or their 

horses. In contrast, the death of a singular deer (in Bambi) is one of WDAS’s most 

famously emotive moments. Thus, the welfare of large groups of characters is less-

concerning to audiences in such scenarios even though a far greater number of 

animals are harmed. In summary, WDAS depicts the harm experienced by higher-

order, neotenous, anthropomorphised, individualized animals as being more 

concerning than the harms that affect lower-order, non-anthropomorphised, grouped 

animals. Therefore, the “collapse of compassion” effect is not exclusive to humans or 

to reality; it also applies to animated fictional animals. Moreover, Disney is using this 

reaction to their advantage.  

 

Sub-Question #3: Can depictions of animals and animal harm/objectification 

affect species in reality? 

The technological developments since 1937 (the release of Snow White) have had 

both positive and negative effects on the treatment of animals worldwide. For example, 

as Chapter 1 demonstrated, the technological advancements in farm machinery have 

made life much worse for many species of farm animals. In contrast, technological 

advancements in the film industry have changed animal performance for the better by 

enabling film companies to use CGI rather than animal performers. This means that 

the film industry is no longer using as many animals as they would have previously; 

thus, less animal performers are experiencing the harms associated with the film 

industry. However, film technology is not the only way that film is improving the 

treatment of animals. This thesis has demonstrated that the message of films can 

encourage practical changes towards animals in reality. WDAS’s animal-centred films, 

such as Dumbo, Bambi, Dalmatians, and others, have evidently improved animal 

welfare through their message. This can also be seen with non-WDAS, animal-

centred, films, such as Babe (1995). However, in most cases, this was not the purpose 
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of those films. In contrast to this, several films produced with the sole purpose of 

improving animal welfare, such as Earthlings (2005), Dominion (2018), and the many 

PETA exposés, have had far fewer viewings than most WDAS films. To illustrate, Box 

Office Mojo, a website that documents how much revenue a film takes, does not even 

list Earthlings or Dominion in their database. This suggests that both films had low-

revenue and thus few viewings. In comparison, WDAS films are known for being 

hugely-profitable and watched by millions of viewers. Thus, people are more likely to 

develop their opinions of animals and animal harm from WDAS films.  Documentaries 

such as Earthlings are notoriously difficult to engage with because of their violent 

imagery and tone of despair (for example, see: Sullivan, 2017). In contrast, the WDAS 

films that encouraged a change in attitude towards animals have been romantic, 

optimistic, and comedic rather than violent and hopeless. For example, Dalmatians, a 

film about the ethics of producing fur clothing, features very little violence towards 

animals and no animal deaths at all. In fact, most of the violence in Dalmatians is 

directed towards humans. Additionally, every would-be victim of the fur industry avoids 

their fate in Dalmatians. Thus, the film offers a very romantic and optimistic portrayal 

of the notoriously cruel and violent fur industry. Despite this lack of realism, its 

message worked. After the release of Dalmatians, sales of fur products significantly 

declined. Similarly, as highlighted in Chapter 3, PETA’s most influential campaigns 

have been those that avoided violent or bloody imagery, such as their “We’d rather go 

naked than wear fur” campaign. This demonstrates that non-violent campaigns and 

films appear to be more engaging and successful than confrontational (albethey 

realistic) ones. Thus, since they are characteristically romantic, comedic, and 

optimistic texts, WDAS films have the potential to challenge assumptions about animal 

welfare issues while still engaging with viewers and being financially and critically 

successful. WDAS films are aimed towards broad family demographics, and realistic 

depictions of animal harm, such as those that occur in industrialised farming, have the 

potential to be upsetting. However, WDAS has managed to balance these issues on 

occasion. For example, the terrifying hunting in Bambi was a small part of a much 

larger text that also contained humour, romance, and other palatable elements, 

making it still an enjoyable and entertaining film despite its darker tones. Even today, 

more than seventy years after it was first released, Bambi is still cited as a film that 

passionately demonstrates why hunting is immoral. Moreover, merchandise from this 

film is still widely produced and sold today. This suggests that the anti-hunting 

message of Bambi was successful, but so too were the romantic elements.   

WDAS produces animated features, and their main aims as a company are to entertain 

and to generate profit. As such, WDAS does not have a direct responsibility towards 

animals in the same way that PETA (whose mandate is to help animals) does. This 

thesis, and external research, have been fairly critical of WDAS’s romanticism and 

lack of realism. However, despite the flaws in WDAS’s romanticism, WDAS’s approach 

to story-telling might be a useful way to engage audiences to reflect upon animal 

welfare issues. Therefore, WDAS’s romantic approach offers animal welfare 

organizations an effective way into successfully opposing animal harm and 
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objectification. Thus, organizations such as PETA should adopt the approach that has 

evidently been so effective for WDAS; they should challenge animal welfare issues 

with romance, humour, and optimism, rather than violent imagery. However, given that 

Disney’s influence has not always benefitted animals, caution is needed here. To 

illustrate, it is claimed that the “Disney effect” has negatively affected many breeds of 

dogs. Thus, it would be beneficial for organizations such as PETA to work closely with 

companies, such as WDAS, to have positive impacts on animal welfare and to avoid 

potential negative impacts. In summary, WDAS’s approach to challenging animal harm 

and objectification could be beneficial to animal welfare campaigners, but that 

approach must be practiced cautiously.  

 

Sub-Question #4: What does WDAS’s depiction of harm towards animals reveal 

about violence in WDAS films generally? 

As the literature review demonstrated, it has often been argued that there is too much 

violence in the media, and in WDAS films specifically (for example: Everhart and Aust, 

2006). This argument is inadequate, if only because it is anthropocentric. The most-

common form of violence globally, by far, is by humans towards animals for the 

production of food and so forth. This reality has rarely been depicted by WDAS even 

though animals are depicted in every WDAS film (1937-2016). Understood as violence 

(rather than as routine “food production processes”), no other form of violence comes 

remotely close in terms of the number of beings harmed. The number of animals 

slaughtered to produce food annually is higher than the number of all humans that die 

of any causes in a year, and that has been the case since the first WDAS film was 

released in 1937.131 Yet, as this project has demonstrated, WDAS often attenuates, 

negates, or romanticizes the routine violence that animals face. For example, as 

Chapter 4 highlighted, Trusty the dog was supposed to die in the climax of Lady and 

the Tramp. However, this scene was changed after it was decided that such a moment 

would be too upsetting for children (Gavin, 2015: 149, 480). WDAS also routinely 

attenuates violence towards animals where it occurs in a film’s source text. This can 

be seen with Dalmatians, as was evidenced in Chapter 3. Therefore, where scenes 

are deemed to contain too much violence or harm towards animals, WDAS frequently 

attenuates, minimizes, and/or romanticizes it, so as to not upset audience sensibilities. 

As such, WDAS contributes to the cultural invisibility of such violence by downplaying 

the scale of harm done to animals. However, even though WDAS has mostly negated 

animal harm and objectification, they have commonly depicted the products of animal 

harm and objectification, such as meat, leather, and even locations in which animals 

are commonly harmed, such as farms and pet shops. Yet WDAS rarely depicts the 

processes by which animals are turned into objects. No WDAS film depicts a farm cow 

being slaughtered, yet several WDAS films feature cows as living characters, as well 

 
131 It is estimated that around three billion animals are killed every day (Zampa, 2019). Since there are only an estimated 7.7 
billion humans in the world, the amount of humans that die every day is undoubtedly far less than the number of animals killed 

(World Population Review, 2019). 
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as other characters eating meat and wearing leather. This omission is important 

because visibility is needed to encourage a change in attitudes towards these 

practices, as the answer to sub-question #3 demonstrates.  

Furthermore, this thesis has demonstrated that animal harm that is more visible to 

audiences in their everyday lived reality – such as those that can be incurred when 

animals are used for entertainment, kept as pets, or hunted – are less socially-

acceptable than harms that are frequently occluded, such as those harms incurred 

during farming. Therefore, WDAS films reflect and propagate widespread reluctance 

to confront such harms. WDAS displays little interest in challenging the status quo 

wherein animals are harmed. However, WDAS clearly is interested in using animals, 

and the products created from their bodies, as central facets of their narratives in order 

to create engaging stories that audiences want to watch. Therefore, contrary to those 

who suggest that WDAS films contain too much violence then, it is argued here that 

there is not enough violence in WDAS films. Moreover, by occluding the harm done to 

animals while simultaneously frequently depicting animals, WDAS films commit a 

symbolic harm towards animals. This is because the misleading depictions of animals 

in WDAS films can be detrimental towards the cause for better welfare. Again, visibility 

of these issues is necessary for change.  

Three billion animals are intentionally killed every day for human benefit. Most of these 

animals lead severely restricted lives and are physically harmed by their inadequate 

living conditions. Of these three billion deaths, many will be painful and violent. The 

lives and deaths of these nameless animals will go uncounted, undocumented, and 

will be quickly forgotten. In contrast, WDAS’s cast of animal characters – found in films 

that centralise animals as lead protagonists (such as Dumbo), or films in which the 

entire cast are comprised of animals (such as The Lion King) – are remembered and 

treasured by audiences (for example: Clarke et al., 2017). Thus, WDAS films separate 

animals from their most common cause of death, which is the violence inflicted by 

humans.  

 

Future Recommendations 

This project has highlighted several gaps in research that could be explored in future 

projects. First, WDAS’s animal characters would benefit from further analysis. Even 

though WDAS’s animals comprise a significant proportion of their cast of characters, 

prior research has focussed mostly upon WDAS’s human characters. In fact, some 

WDAS films feature no humans at all, yet every WDAS film features animals. Also, the 

few Disney studies that have explored animals have mainly questioned which human 

features (gender, race, and so forth) are represented through the animals. Thus, the 

animals themselves have been neglected in favour of the human traits that they 

possibly represent. Second, further research is needed into how animal harm and 

objectification (the predominant forms of violence globally) are depicted in other 

mainstream cultural representations. Billions of animals are harmed and reduced to 

objects (meat products and so forth) daily. Therefore, these forms of harm and 
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objectification should be studied proportionately. As a starting point, similar studies 

could be conducted with the other Disney studios, plus similar animation studios, such 

as Warner Brothers, Dreamworks, and so forth. Those findings could then be 

compared with the findings of this project. Third, the romanticization of other forms of 

harm in WDAS films – perhaps harms towards humans or the environment more 

broadly – warrants further study. As with animals, WDAS’s human characters also 

experience harm, and that harm is commonly romanticized and minimized through 

victim-blaming, comedy, and so forth. As with the speciesist biases evident in WDAS 

films, harms done to specific groups of humans – such as women and the elderly – 

are more frequently subjected to romanticization and minimization, and those 

differences also warrant investigation. This would lead to further unique research into 

understanding cultural depictions of harm. Fourth, Disney has re-made and is 

continuing to re-make many of the early WDAS films in live-action, such as The Jungle 

Book (2016), Dumbo (2019), and Lady and the Tramp (2019). Depictions of animals 

and animal harm in these live-action re-makes could be compared with the depictions 

of animals and animal harm in the original WDAS films. This would perhaps further 

highlight how Disney adapts their films to suit attitudes towards animals and animal 

harm across different time periods.  

 

As established at various points in this thesis, Walt was fond of animals. They inspired 

his most famous characters and works, such as Mickey Mouse, Bambi, The Jungle 

Book, and so forth. Therefore, Walt, WDAS, and Disney, owe their unique global 

success to animals. In a small way, WDAS does pay homage to animals, yet they 

have continuously ignored the harsh lives that most animals today experience. This 

project is of the opinion that all animals are sentient and can feel pain. However, given 

the reality and scale of animal harm today, one should hope that this position is 

incorrect. One should hope that WDAS is right; fish are objects, wild animals want to 

live in captivity, dogs desire human owners, cows are happy to lactate milk for other 

species, and so forth. Disney’s depictions of animal harm are hopefully the ones that 

are correct because if animals do have lives of their own, away from the selfishness 

of humans, then companies like Disney have made a huge mistake.  

Despite the frequently anthropomorphised depictions offered in WDAS films, non-

human animals cannot speak for themselves. They cannot fight for the rights and laws 

that they need to protect them from the harms inflicted by humans. Animals are almost 

certainly incapable of understanding how they have been depicted in cultural 

representations, such as WDAS films. They cannot alter the attitudes humans have 

towards their species, which are developed and sustained through cultural depictions, 

such as WDAS films. Moreover, animals cannot understand the importance humans 

place on neoteny, anthropomorphism, individuality, and so forth. However, human 

judgements of an animal’s “value” are shaped by those ideas. Furthermore, animals 

have no apparent interest in and cannot take pleasure from film in the same way that 

humans can. Cultural representations about animals can aid conservation and 
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promote animal welfare. However, cultural representations can also perpetuate ideas 

about animals that are misleading, and they can entirely misrepresent the ways in 

which animals are routinely harmed by humans. At present, the latter kind of cultural 

presentation seems to far outweigh the former. As the harm-causing species and as 

the species with the most power in this dynamic, humans bear the responsibility to 

prevent harm to animals. Cultural representations of animals, such as WDAS films, 

have the power to impact the lives of billions of animals, so they should use these 

powers to do more.  

Academia is a key site in which this issue could be addressed. Previous academic 

studies have helped to raise awareness about other forms of discrimination, and those 

interventions have helped to shift social and cultural attitudes more broadly. For 

example, the work of feminist scholars has raised consciousness about discriminatory 

depictions of women in the cultural sphere. When coupled with campaigning for legal 

changes to enshrine gender equality, that work helped to shift the baseline of 

normative attitudes.132  Scholars concerned with speciesism can follow the same 

model to encourage changes in social attitudes towards animals. As the literature 

review highlighted, there is insufficient research into animal harm. This is a problem 

because research can lead to change. Animal harm and objectification are affecting 

animals, humans, and the environment in catastrophic ways. While WDAS films have 

received a generous amount of academic attention, animal harm and objectification 

have not received as much as they should have given the stakes: the routine harm 

inflicted upon billions of animals every day.  

  

 
132 As referenced in the literature review, Davis (2015) suggests that WDAS stopped using female villains after much criticism 

that such characters were anti-feminist (2015: 244).  
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Appendixes 

 

The species count conducted for this project is available at both  

https://figshare.com/s/50ed8f6600b2599760b9 and 

https://rebeccarosestanton.wixsite.com/mysite. Because of the size of this data and 

the submission requirements of the university, it was not possible to include this 

spreadsheet neatly in this document.  

 

Chapter 1: Data 

Below is a list of all of the depictions of farm animals, farm locations, and the products 

of animal farming in WDAS films, presented in chronological order: 

  Dairy Eggs Meat 

Farm 

Location Chickens Cows Pigs 

Snow White… 1937        
Pinocchio  1940 Y  Y     
Fantasia 1940        
Dumbo 1941   Y     
Bambi 1942        
Saludos Amigos 1942   Y   Y  
The Three… 1944     Y Y  
Make Mine Music 1946 Y Y  Y Y  Y 

Fun and Fancy… 1947 Y  Y Y  Y  
Melody Time 1948  Y Y Y  Y  
The Adventures… 1949 Y Y Y Y Y Y Y 

Cinderella 1950 Y    Y   
Alice in… 1951        
Peter Pan 1953        
Lady and…. 1955   Y Y Y   
Sleeping Beauty 1959 Y Y Y     
101 Dalmatians  1961 Y  Y Y  Y  
Sword in… 1963 Y  Y  Y  Y 

The Jungle Book 1967        
The Aristocats 1970 Y  Y     
Robin Hood 1973     Y  Y 

Winnie the Pooh 1977 Y      Y 

The Rescuers 1977        
The Fox…  1981 Y   Y Y Y  
The Black… 1985   Y Y   Y 
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The Great … 1986 Y       
Oliver &… 1988 Y Y Y     
The Little… 1989 Y    Y   
The Rescuers…  1990  Y      
Beauty and… 1991 Y Y Y Y Y  Y 

Aladdin 1992   Y  Y   
The Lion King 1994   Y     
Pocahontas 1995   Y Y    
The Hunchback…  1996 Y  Y  Y  Y 

Hercules  1997  Y Y Y Y   
Mulan 1998  Y Y Y Y Y Y 

Tarzan 1999        
Fantasia 2000 1999 Y     Y  
Dinosaur 2000        
The Emperor’s… 2000 Y  Y  Y Y Y 

Atlantis: TLE 2001   Y     
Lilo & Stitch 2002 Y  Y     
Treasure Planet 2002        
Brother Bear 2003        
HOTR 2004 Y Y Y Y Y Y Y 

Chicken Little 2005     Y Y Y 

Meet the… 2007   Y   Y  
Bolt 2008   Y     
The Princess… 2009 Y Y   Y Y Y 

Tangled 2010   Y     
Winnie the Pooh 2011 Y      Y 

Wreck-it Ralph 2012 Y Y      
Frozen 2013 Y  Y     
Big Hero 6 2014   Y     
Zootopia 2016 Y     Y Y 

Moana 2016  
 

Y Y Y  Y 

  Dairy Eggs Meat 

Farm 

Location Chickens Cows Pigs 

 Totals 25 12 30 14 19 15 16 

  45% 21% 54% 25% 34% 27% 29% 
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Chapter 2: Data 

Below are all of the instances of hunting and fishing in the fifty-six WDAS films included 

in this project. This only includes human-on-animal hunting and fishing. For example, 

Nala’s attempt to hunt Pumba in The Lion King (1994) is not included as this is animal-

on-animal hunting. Additionally, the live action fishing scenes in Saludos Amigos 

(1942) and The Three Caballeros (1942) are not included since they are live-action, 

not animated.  

 

Pinocchio (1940)  

Fishing: Slightly-anthropomorphised tuna fish are fished by Geppetto (a male 

human) with a fishing rod. It is implied that the fish die.  

Bambi (1942)  

Hunting: Deer, pheasants, and other forest wildlife are hunted by nameless 

human male hunters. The hunters use shotguns as weapons, and several 

animals are killed.  

Make Mine Music (1946)  

Hunting: The “Peter and the Wolf” short depicts a boy (Peter) hunting with a 

shotgun. Peter successfully captures the wolf, which is later tied up alive but is 

not shown dead.  

Fishing: During “The Whale Who Wanted to Sing at the Met”, Willie the whale 

is harpooned by male sailors and dies.133  

One Hundred and One Dalmatians (1961) 

Hunting: Dalmatian puppies are unsuccessfully hunted by Cruella, plus her 

hired hitmen, Jasper and Horace. They use various weapons. No puppies are 

killed.  

The Sword in the Stone (1963)  

Hunting: Sir Kay and Arthur (male humans) are shown unsuccessfully 

attempting to hunt a non-anthropomorphised deer with a bow and arrow.  

The Fox and the Hound (1981)  

Hunting: Amos (a male human) is shown hunting various species of animals 

(but mainly foxes) using a shotgun and trained hunting dogs. He is successful 

off-screen and unsuccessful on-screen.  

 
133 Whilst whales are mammals, the practice of killing them is referred to as both fishing and hunting. It is being labelled as fishing 

here as this scene takes place in the sea. 



205 
 

The Little Mermaid (1989)  

Fishing: The male human sailors are seen catching hundreds of mostly non-

anthropomorphised fish with large fishing nets.  

The Rescuers Down Under (1990)  

Hunting: Percival McLeach sets traps to capture various Australian animals, 

some of which are endangered. He uses old-fashioned traps along with a 

shotgun. McLeach successfully captures many animals, but he does not 

successfully kill any on-screen. However, he boasts about the many animals 

he has killed off-screen.  

Beauty and the Beast (1991)  

Hunting: Gaston and LeFou are shown successfully hunting and killing non-

anthropomorphised geese with shotguns.  

Pocahontas (1995)  

Fishing: Men are shown fishing with nomadic wooden spears.  

Hunting: The male Native Americans have bow and arrows, which implies that 

they are hunting animals, although this is never shown. Additionally, John Smith 

(one of the settlers) is depicted preparing to kill a bear with a shotgun, but 

Pocahontas stops him.  

Mulan (1998)  

Fishing: During their military training, the (mostly-male) soldiers are shown 

being taught to fish with their bare hands. Mulan (the only female) is at first 

unsuccessful at this task, whereas the males are successful. However, after 

she completes her training, she is successful.  

Tarzan (1999)  

Hunting: Clayton and his henchmen are shown unsuccessfully hunting 

anthropomorphised gorillas with shotguns to take back to England.  

Fantasia 2000 (1999)  

Fishing: During the “Piano Concerto No. 2” segment, fishermen are seen 

catching hundreds of non-anthropomorphised fish with a fishing net. The fish 

are boxed-up and sold, so they certainly die.  

Brother Bear (2003)  

Hunting: The three brothers are shown hunting bears with spears. 

Fishing: The three brothers are depicted fishing non-anthropomorphised fish 

with nets.  
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The Princess and the Frog (2009)  

Hunting: Three male hunters chase the anthropomorphised frogs with various 

weapons, such as nets and clubs. Their hunt is unsuccessful.  

Moana (2016) 

Fishing: Groups of men on Moana’s island fish daily with baskets. They are 

successful as fish are shown dead.   

Combined Numbers 

• Eleven films (20%) feature human-on-animal hunting. Out of the eleven times 

humans hunt, four instances (36%) result in the definite death of an animal 

(Bambi, The Fox and the Hound, Beauty and the Beast, and Brother Bear). 

91% of WDAS’s hunters are male. There is only one female hunter (Cruella De 

Vil), and she is unsuccessful.  

• Eight films (14%) feature humans fishing. In 87% of films, the fishers are male. 

WDAS has only depicted a female fishing once (Mulan). Out of the eight times 

humans are depicted fishing, seven instances result in the definite death of fish 

(Pocahontas does not explicitly depict fish being caught). 

 

Chapter 3: Data 

Below are all of the depictions of fur, leather, feathers, and shells in the fifty-six WDAS 

films of this study:  
  

Feathers Fur Leather Shells 

Snow White… 1937 Y 
 

Y 
 

Pinocchio  1940 Y Y Y 
 

Fantasia 1940 Y 
  

Y 

Dumbo 1941 Y Y 
  

Bambi 1942 
    

Saludos Amigos 1942 
 

Y Y 
 

The Three Caballeros  1944 Y 
 

Y 
 

Make Mine Music 1946 Y Y Y 
 

Fun and Fancy Free  1947 Y 
 

Y 
 

Melody Time 1948 Y Y Y 
 

The Adventures of… 1949 Y Y Y 
 

Cinderella 1950 Y 
 

Y 
 

Alice in Wonderland 1951 Y Y Y 
 

Peter Pan 1953 Y Y Y Y 

Lady and the Tramp 1955 
 

Y 
  

Sleeping Beauty 1959 Y 
 

Y 
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101 Dalmatians  1961 
 

Y Y 
 

Sword in the Stone 1963 Y Y Y 
 

The Jungle Book 1967 
  

Y 
 

The Aristocats 1970 Y Y Y 
 

Robin Hood 1973 Y Y Y 
 

Winnie the Pooh 1977 
  

Y 
 

The Rescuers 1977 Y Y Y 
 

The Fox and the Hound 1981 
 

Y Y 
 

The Black Cauldron 1985 Y Y Y 
 

The Great Mouse…  1986 Y Y Y 
 

Oliver & Company 1988 Y Y Y 
 

The Little Mermaid 1989 
   

Y 

The Rescuers Down… 1990 
 

Y Y 
 

Beauty and the Beast 1991 Y Y Y 
 

Aladdin 1992 Y Y 
  

The Lion King 1994 
    

Pocahontas 1995 Y Y Y Y 

The Hunchback… 1996 Y Y Y 
 

Hercules  1997 Y Y Y 
 

Mulan 1998 Y Y Y 
 

Tarzan 1999 
  

Y 
 

Fantasia 2000 1999 Y Y Y 
 

Dinosaur 2000 
    

The Emperor’s… 2000 Y Y Y 
 

Atlantis: TLE 2001 Y Y Y 
 

Lilo & Stitch 2002 
  

Y Y 

Treasure Planet 2002 
  

Y Y 

Brother Bear 2003 Y Y Y 
 

HOTR 2004 Y Y Y 
 

Chicken Little 2005 
  

Y 
 

Meet the Robinsons 2007 
  

Y 
 

Bolt 2008 
  

Y 
 

The Princess and… 2009 Y Y Y Y 

Tangled 2010 Y Y Y 
 

Winnie the Pooh 2011 
  

Y 
 

Wreck-it Ralph 2012 Y 
   

Frozen 2013 Y Y Y 
 

Big Hero 6 2014 
  

Y 
 

Zootopia 2016 
  

Y 
 

Moana 2016 Y  Y Y 

  Feathers Fur Leather Shells   
36 33 47 8 
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  64% 59% 84% 14% 

 

Chapter 4: Data 

Unlike the previous data sets of this project, it is necessary to add clear guidelines as 

to how this chapter will define the terms “pet” and “working animal”. This is because 

both terms are more subjective than those used in the previous data sets of this thesis. 

While pets are often quite easy to identify, the boundaries occasionally blur and 

overlap with other types of character, such as best friends, sidekicks, henchmen, and 

so forth. This is particularly true of anthropomorphised animals because they often 

take on a human role alongside their animal role. Therefore, to make the data as 

consistent as possible, the following guidelines have been followed when identifying 

pets and working animals in WDAS films.  

First, only animals that are the pet of a human character are included. For example, 

Timothy Q. Mouse (Dumbo) is not included here because he is an elephant’s pet. 

Second, the pet has to live with the human character on their property. For example, 

while Snow White is followed through the forest by various woodland creatures, they 

do not live in her castle or the dwarfs’ house with her. Thus, they are not her pets. 

Third, stray animals, or animals that reasonably appear to be stray, are not included 

here. For example, the dogs in “The Legend of Sleepy Hollow” from The Adventures 

of Ichabod and Mr. Toad do not appear to have owners, so they are not included here. 

The exception to this is stray animals that find homes within their narrative, such as 

Tramp (Lady and the Tramp) and Mittens (Bolt). Fourth, not all pets included here are 

domesticated animals. This is because not all WDAS films are set in the Anglo-

American context. For example, in Aladdin, Aladdin has a pet monkey and Jafar has 

a pet parrot. Fifth, as with the other chapters of this project, only extant, non-mythical, 

animal species will be included here. For example, Mushu (Mulan’s red dragon) is not 

included here because he is based upon a mythical animal. Sixth, pets of no clear 

species are also not being included. For example, the small yellow bird in Lady and 

the Tramp is not detailed enough to represent any clear species, so it will not be 

included here. Seventh, the pets counted must fall into the traditional subservient pet 

role. For example, Terk from Tarzan is not Tarzan’s pet; she is his best friend that he 

grows up alongside in the jungle.  

This data will also count WDAS’s working animals. Each animal character will only be 

counted once, as either a pet or working animal even though some working animals 

could be reasonably be considered pets and vice versa. A working animal will be 

considered any animal that has a job which aids humans. For example, Copper from 

The Fox and the Hound is listed only as a working animal because his main purpose 

is to assist a human with hunting. It is necessary to separate pets from working animals 

because they differ greatly in terms of characterization and anthropomorphism, as well 

as the types of harm and discrimination they face. As with pets, only working animals 

that exist alongside a human character are included in this data.  
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This data is also noting the names, genders, and level of anthropomorphism (or lack 

thereof) of WDAS’s pets and working animals. There are three levels of 

anthropomorphism noted: 1. non-anthropomorphised, 2. anthropomorphised but 

mute, and 3. heavily-anthropomorphised. “Non-anthropomorphised” refers to an 

animal character that lacks any human-like behaviour or appearance. In WDAS films, 

this usually refers to background animals. The fish depicted in Figure 28 (Chapter 2) 

are an example of this level of anthropomorphism. “Anthropomorphised but mute” 

refers to animal characters that are anthropomorphised but cannot speak. It is often 

the case that these characters understand English and respond through gesture, facial 

expression, and so forth. Two examples of this level of anthropomorphism are Lucifer 

(Cinderella) and Djali the goat (The Hunchback of Notre Dame). “Heavily-

anthropomorphised” refers to a character that has many human traits and can speak 

English, such as Lady (Lady and the Tramp) or Pongo (Dalmatians).134 

 

Snow White and the Seven Dwarves (1937) 

Pets: Raven (genderless, nameless, villainous, anthropomorphised but mute).  

Working animals: Horses for transport (genderless, nameless, non-

anthropomorphised).   

Deer for pulling loads (nameless, genderless, anthropomorphised but mute).  

Pinocchio (1940) 

Pets: Figaro the kitten (male, anthropomorphised but mute).  

Cleo the goldfish (female, anthropomorphised but mute).  

Working animals: Donkeys for pulling loads (genderless, nameless, non-

anthropomorphised).  

Bambi (1942) 

Working animals: Dogs for hunting (genderless, nameless, non-

anthropomorphised).  

Saludos Amigos (1942)  

Working animals: Llamas for carrying loads (genderless, nameless, 

anthropomorphised but mute).  

Horses for transport (genderless, nameless, anthropomorphised but mute).  

The Three Caballeros (1944) 

 
134 This may seem like a very simple way to categorize the complex anthropomorphism of WDAS’s animal characters; however, 
this project is not about anthropomorphism, it is about the harms that animals experience. Therefore, the purpose of noting the 
level of anthropomorphism here is to compare how differently working animals and pets have been depicted. For this reason, this 

scale of anthropomorphism is adequate for the purpose of this study.  
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Working animals: Horses for transport (genderless, nameless, 

anthropomorphised but mute).  

Make Mine Music (1946) 

Working animals: Horses for transport (genderless, nameless, non-

anthropomorphised). 

Fun and Fancy Free (1947) 

Pets: Goldfish (female, nameless, anthropomorphised but mute). 

Cat135 (male, nameless, anthropomorphised but mute).  

Melody Time (1948)  

Pets: Dogs (genderless, nameless, anthropomorphised but mute).  

Cats (genderless, nameless, anthropomorphised but mute). 

Working animals: Horses for transport (genderless, nameless, 

anthropomorphised but mute).  

Cattle for pulling loads (genderless, nameless, non-anthropomorphised). 

The Adventures of Ichabod and Mr. Toad (1949) 

Working animals: Police dogs (genderless, nameless, non-

anthropomorphised).  

Horses for transport (genderless, nameless, anthropomorphised but mute).  

Cinderella (1950) 

Pets: Lucifer the cat (male, villainous, anthropomorphised but mute).  

Bruno the dog (male, anthropomorphised but mute). 

Working animals: Horses for transport (genderless, nameless, non-

anthropomorphised).   

Alice in Wonderland (1951) 

Pets: Dinah the cat (female, anthropomorphised but mute). 

Peter Pan (1953) 

Pets: Nana the dog (female, anthropomorphised but mute).  

Lady and the Tramp (1955)  

Pets: Pet dogs (mixed-gendered group, individually-named, heavily-

anthropomorphised).  

 
135 Jiminy Cricket refers to the cat as “son”, implying that the cat is male. 
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Si & Am the cats (female, villainous, heavily-anthropomorphised).  

Yellow angel fish (genderless, nameless, anthropomorphised but mute).  

This film also features a pet shop and a pound. 

Working animals: Horses for transport (genderless, nameless, non-

anthropomorphised).  

Sleeping Beauty (1959)  

Pets: Diablo the raven (male, villainous, anthropomorphised but mute).  

Working animals: Horses for transport (genderless, nameless, non-

anthropomorphised). The one exception to this is Samson, Prince Phillip’s 

anthropomorphised male horse. 

One Hundred and One Dalmatians (1961)136 

Pets: Dogs (mixed-gendered group, individually-named, heavily-

anthropomorphised). 

This film also features a pet shop.  

The Sword in the Stone (1963)  

Pets: Archimedes the owl (male, heavily-anthropomorphised).  

Dogs (genderless, nameless, anthropomorphised but mute).  

Working animals: Horses for transport (genderless, nameless, 

anthropomorphised but mute). 

The Aristocats (1970) 

Pets: Cats (mixed-gendered group, individually-named, heavily-

anthropomorphised).  

Working animals: Frou-Frou the horse for transport (female, heavily-

anthropomorphised).  

The Rescuers (1977)  

Pets: Brutus and Nero the crocodiles (male, villainous, anthropomorphised but 

mute).  

Rufus the cat (male, heavily-anthropomorphised). 

The Fox and the Hound (1981) 

Pets: Tod the fox (male, heavily-anthropomorphised). 

 
136 The horse-riding shown within the film that the puppies watch is not included here.  
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Working animals: Chief and Copper, two hunting dogs (male, heavily-

anthropomorphised).  

The Black Cauldron (1985)137 

Pets: Cat (male, nameless, anthropomorphised but mute).  

The Great Mouse Detective (1986)138 

Working animals: Horses for transport (genderless, nameless, non-

anthropomorphised).  

Oliver & Company (1988)  

Pets: Dogs (mixed-gendered group, individually-named, heavily-

anthropomorphised).  

Oliver the cat (male, heavily-anthropomorphised).  

Goldfish (genderless, nameless, non-anthropomorphised).  

Working animals: Roscoe and DoSoto for protection (male, heavily-

anthropomorphised).  

Horses for transport (genderless, nameless, non-anthropomorphised). 

The Little Mermaid (1989)139 

Pets: Max the dog (male, anthropomorphised but mute). 

Working animals: Horses for transport (genderless, nameless, non-

anthropomorphised).  

The Rescuers down Under (1990)  

Pets: Joanna the lizard (female, anthropomorphised but mute). 

Beauty and the Beast (1991)  

Working animals: Horses for transport (genderless, nameless, non-

anthropomorphised). The exception to this is Belle’s horse Philippe (male, 

anthropomorphised but mute).  

Aladdin (1992)  

Pets: Abu the monkey (male, anthropomorphised but mute).  

Rajar the tiger (male, anthropomorphised but mute).  

Iago the parrot (male, villainous, heavily-anthropomorphised).  

 
137 Hen Wen the pig is not being included here as she is a farm animal. Additionally, the Horned King’s guard dog is not included 

since the Horned King is not human.  
138 Most of this film features only animal characters. The data noted here refers to the large horse and cart depicted at the 
beginning of the film that is clearly transporting human characters. 
139 Ariel is being counted as a mermaid in this project. Thus, she is not human and her pets do not count.  
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Working animals: Camels for carrying loads (genderless, nameless, 

anthropomorphised but mute).  

Horses for transport (genderless, nameless, anthropomorphised but mute). 

Pocahontas (1995)  

Pets: Meeko the raccoon (male, anthropomorphised but mute).  

Flit the hummingbird (male, anthropomorphised but mute).  

Percy the dog (male, villainous, anthropomorphised but mute). 

Working animals: Horses for transport (genderless, nameless, non-

anthropomorphised). 

The Hunchback of Notre Dame (1996)  

Pets: Djali the goat (male, anthropomorphised but mute). 

Working animals: Horses for transport (genderless, nameless, non-

anthropomorphised). Captain Phoebus also has an anthropomorphised (but 

mute) male horse called Achilles.  

Hercules (1997) 

Pets: Snowball the cat (genderless, anthropomorphised but mute).  

Working animals: Horses for transport (genderless, nameless, non-

anthropomorphised).  

Mulan (1998)  

Pets: Hayabusa the falcon (male, villainous, anthropomorphised but mute).  

Cri-kee the cricket (male, anthropomorphised but mute).  

Little Brother the dog (male, anthropomorphised but mute).  

Working animals: Horses for transport (genderless, nameless, non-

anthropomorphised).  

Cattle for transport (genderless, nameless, non-anthropomorphised).  

Donkeys for transport (genderless, nameless, non-anthropomorphised).  

Fantasia 2000 (1999)  

Pets: Dog (genderless, nameless, non-anthropomorphised).  

Working animals: Horses for transport (genderless, nameless, non-

anthropomorphised).  

“Rhapsody in Blue” also features a pet shop. 

The Emperor’s New Groove (2000) 
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Working animals: Llamas for pulling loads (genderless, nameless, 

anthropomorphised but mute).  

Atlantis: The Lost Empire (2001) 

Pets: Goldfish (genderless, nameless, non-anthropomorphised).  

Fluffy the cat (genderless, anthropomorphised but mute).  

Working animals: Horses for transport (genderless, nameless, non-

anthropomorphised). 

Lilo and Stitch (2002) 

This film features an animal pound/shelter.  

Brother Bear (2003) 

Pets: Dog (genderless, nameless, non-anthropomorphised).  

Home on the Range (2004) 

Working animals: Horses for transport (genderless, nameless, 

anthropomorphised but mute). Buck the horse (male, heavily-

anthropomorphised).  

Rusty the police dog (male, heavily-anthropomorphised).  

Meet the Robinsons (2007) 

Pets: Buster the dog (male, non-anthropomorphised).  

Bolt (2008) 

Pets: Bolt the dog (male, heavily-anthropomorphised).  

Mittens the cat (female, heavily-anthropomorphised).  

Rhino the hamster (male, heavily-anthropomorphised).  

This film also features an animal shelter/pound.  

The Princess and the Frog (2009) 

Pets: Stella the dog (female, anthropomorphised but mute).  

Cat (genderless, nameless, anthropomorphised but mute).  

Juju the snake (male, anthropomorphised but mute).  

Working animals: Horses for transport (genderless, nameless, non-

anthropomorphised).  

Tangled (2010)  

Pets: Pascal the lizard (male, anthropomorphised, but mute).  
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Working animals: Horses for transport (genderless, nameless, non-

anthropomorphised). The exception to this is Flynn’s horse Maximus (male, 

anthropomorphised but mute).  

Frozen (2013)  

Working animals: Horses for transport (genderless, nameless, non-

anthropomorphised).  

Reindeer for transport (genderless, nameless, non-anthropomorphised).  

The two exceptions to this are Sitron the horse (male) and Sven the reindeer 

(male). Both are anthropomorphised but mute.  

Big Hero 6 (2014)  

Pets: Mochi the cat (genderless, anthropomorphised but mute).  

Moana (2016) 

Pets: Hei Hei the chicken (male, anthropomorphised but mute)  

Pua the pig (male, anthropomorphised but mute) 

 

Combined Numbers140 

• Animal shelters/pounds are featured in three films (5%). 

• Pet shops are featured in three films (5%). 

• Pets are featured in thirty-two films (57%). Across these thirty-two films, there 

are fifty-four different pets or same-species groups of pets.141  

• Working animals are featured in thirty films (54%). Across these thirty films, 

there are forty different working animal characters or same-species groups of 

characters.142  

 

WDAS’s Pets 

• Fifteen films feature cats as pets (27%). Fifteen films feature dogs as pets 

(27%). Four films feature goldfish as pets (7%). Two films feature lizards and 

ravens as pets (4%). Angel fish, chickens, crocodiles, crickets, falcons, foxes, 

goats, hamsters, hummingbirds, monkeys, owls, parrots, pigs, raccoons, 

snakes, and tigers are each depicted in one film as a pet (2% each).  

 
140 The numbers have been rounded-up/down to one decimal place. 
141 Each species is being counted once per film. For example, even though Lady and the Tramp contains several pet dogs, dogs 
are only being counted once in this film. Lady and the Tramp contains three different species of pet (dog, cat, and fish), so this 
film has three pets. The data is being counted in this way to ensure that the results are not imbalanced.  
142 This is counted in the same way as with pets. Please see the previous footnote.  
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• Pets are mammals in thirty-seven films (69%). Birds are pets in seven films 

(13%). Fish are pets in five films (9%). Reptiles are pets in four films (7%). 

Insects are pets once (2%).  

• In thirty-six cases (67%), pets are anthropomorphised but mute. In thirteen 

cases, pets are heavily-anthropomorphised (24%). In five instances, pets are 

not anthropomorphised at all (9%).  

• Twenty-nine pets are male (54%), eight are female (15%), thirteen are without 

a clear gender (24%), and four exist in mixed-gender groups of their species 

(7%).  

• Forty-one pets have names (76%), and thirteen are nameless (24%).  

• Nine of WDAS’s pets are villainous (17%). 

 

WDAS’s Working Animals143 

• Twenty-six films feature horses as working animals (65%). Five films feature 

dogs as working animals (12.5%). Two films feature donkeys, cattle, and/or 

llamas (5%). Camels, deer, and reindeer appear in one film each (2.5% each). 

Therefore, all of WDAS’s working animals are mammals.  

• In eleven films, working animals are anthropomorphised, but mute (27.5%). In 

twenty-five films, working animals are not anthropomorphised at all (62.5%). In 

four films, working animals are heavily anthropomorphised and can speak 

(10%).  

• In thirty-six films, working animals are genderless (90%). In three films, they are 

male (7.5%). In one film, they are female (2.5%).  

• The purposes of working animals are as follows: animals are used for 

riding/human transport in twenty-nine films (72.5%); animals are used for 

carrying goods in six films (15%); animals are used for animal hunting or as a 

police animal in two films each (5%); animals are used for protection in one film 

(2.5%).  

• In thirty-six cases (90%), working animals are nameless. In four cases (10%), 

most of the working-animals have names.  

  

 
143 As noted in the data, some of the films feature many horses that are non-anthropomorphised, genderless, and nameless, but 
then they also have one horse that is named, gendered, and slightly-anthropomorphised. This is the case in Sleeping Beauty, 

Beauty and the Beast, and The Hunchback of Notre Dame, amongst others. In these cases, the data counts what is the norm for 
the majority of working animals in that film. For example, in Sleeping Beauty, there is one anthropomorphised horse and hundreds 
of non-anthropomorphised horses. Therefore, this data counts the horses in Sleeping Beauty as non-anthropomorphised, 

nameless, and genderless, as that is the case for almost-all horses in that film. In contrast, in some films, all, or almost all, of the 
working animals are individualized. For example, in The Fox and the Hound, the two hunting dogs have names, genders, and so 
forth. In these instances, the working animals are counted as heavily-anthropomorphised, gendered, and so forth as this is the 

norm for working animals in that film.  
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Disney Productions, California.   

Figure 37. Kenai (left) and Koda (right) with a non-anthropomorphised salmon fish 

they have caught = Brother Bear (2003), motion picture, Walt Disney Productions, 

California.   

Figure 38. Lady Gaga wearing her “meat dress”, viewed 22 March 2019, 

<https://www.cosmopolitan.com/uk/fashion/celebrity/news/a38329/lady-gagas-meat-

dress-what-looks-like-now-photos/>.  

Figure 39. An anti-fur protest by PETA, which implies dogs are commonly used in fur 

production, viewed 20 March 2019, <http://www.thedogplace.org/PETA-Better-Off-

Dead_Starr-1412.asp>.  

Figure 40. PETA’s original 1994 “We’d rather go naked…” campaign, viewed 20 

March 2019, <https://www.theguardian.com/media/2018/nov/23/how-hapless-wool-

got-blanketed-by-petas-shock-publicity>.   

Figure 41. Pop star P!nk in a 2015 anti-fur campaign for PETA, viewed 22 March 

2019, <https://www.eonline.com/news/624560/pink-stars-in-peta-s-i-d-rather-go-

naked-than-wear-fur-campaign-appears-on-90-foot-times-square-billboard>.   

Figure 42. A 2016 anti-leather campaign by PETA, viewed 25 March 2019, 

<https://www.eonline.com/au/shows/wags/news/775281/wags-star-nicole-williams-

poses-topless-for-gruesome-anti-leather-peta-ad>.   

Figure 43. A promotional image showing Disney’s Davy Crockett wearing his 

“coonskin” hat, viewed 27 March 2019, 

<https://tvtropes.org/pmwiki/pmwiki.php/Series/DavyCrockett>.   

Figure 44. Madame Adelaide Bonfamilie wearing fur in The Aristocats (1970) = The 

Aristocats (1970), motion picture, Walt Disney Productions, California.   
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Figure 45. The Horned King wears black fur throughout The Black Cauldron = The 

Black Cauldron (1985), motion picture, Walt Disney Productions, California.     

Figure 46. Robin Hood appears to wear leather clothing and no fur (except his own), 

Robin Hood (1973), motion picture, Walt Disney Productions, California.    

Figure 47. Hercules wearing the carcass of Scar in Hercules = Hercules (1997), 

motion picture, Walt Disney Productions, California.  

Figure 48. The Lost Boys in Peter Pan = Peter Pan (1953), motion picture, Walt 

Disney Productions, California.   

Figure 49: The Darling children’s tailored clothing contrasts with The Lost Boys’ 

homemade clothing = Peter Pan (1953), motion picture, Walt Disney Productions, 

California.   

Figure 50. Bambi, Flower, and Thumper in Bambi = Bambi (1942), motion picture, 

Walt Disney Productions, California.   

Figure 51. Scar’s greasy and lank mane = The Lion King (1994), motion picture, Walt 

Disney Productions, California.     

Figure 52. Simba’s mane is much fluffier and better-groomed than Scar’s = The Lion 

King (1994), motion picture, Walt Disney Productions, California.     

Figure 53. Some of the “hunting trophies” inside The Country Bear’s Jamboree, 

viewed 26 March 2019, <https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=WqA1JCCP3p0>.   

Figure 54. Boomer wearing Tod’s tail as a shawl in The Fox and the Hound = The Fox 

and the Hound (1981), motion picture, Walt Disney Productions, California.    

Figure 55. The furry toilet seat in Partysaurus Rex that resembles Sully’s fur = 

Partysaurus Rex (2012), motion picture, Walt Disney Studios Motion Pictures, 

California.  

Figure 56. The opening of 1967’s The Jungle Book = The Jungle Book (1967), motion 

picture, Walt Disney Productions, California.    

Figure 57. Pinocchio with a singular feather in his hat = Pinocchio (1940), motion 

picture,  Walt Disney Productions, California.    

Figure 58. Jafar and Aladdin wear distinctive, tailored feathers in their extravagant 

hats = Aladdin (1992), motion picture, Walt Disney Productions, California.   

Figure 59. Dodie Smith’s original Cruella =  Smith, D. (2010) The Hundred and One 

Dalmatians. Egmont UK, London.  

Figure 60. An early Cruella sketch by Marc Davis depicts a younger-looking Cruella, 

viewed 12 March 2019, <https://blog.animationstudies.org/?p=2049>.  

Figure 61. A photograph of Mary Wickes (right) playing Cruella, viewed 20 March 

2019, <https://blog.animationstudies.org/?p=2049>.   
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Figure 62. WDAS’s 1961 Cruella = One Hundred and One Dalmatians (1961), motion 

picture, Walt Disney Productions, California.    

Figure 63. Jasper and Horace being threatened by Cruella = One Hundred and One 

Dalmatians (1961), motion picture, Walt Disney Productions, California.     

Figure 64. A poodle-owner wearing what appears to be poodle fur at the beginning of 

Dalmatians = One Hundred and One Dalmatians (1961), motion picture, Walt Disney 

Productions, California.     

Figure 65. Some of the Dalmatian puppies on what appear to be a leather sofa = One 

Hundred and One Dalmatians (1961), motion picture, Walt Disney Productions, 

California.     

Figure 66. Saint Hoax’s anti-fur images (2014), viewed 20 March 2019, 

<https://www.zerottonove.it/furry-tale-disney/>.   

Figure 67. A close-up of Widow Tweed after she abandons Tod = The Fox and the 

Hound (1981), motion picture, Walt Disney Productions, California.    

Figure 68. Roger (right) rubs the stillborn puppy back to life = One Hundred and One 

Dalmatians (1961), motion picture, Walt Disney Productions, California.      

Figure 69. Mittens (right) in a small, dark, empty cage in Bolt (2008) = Bolt (2008), 

motion picture, Walt Disney Productions, California.    

Figure 70. Rapunzel with her pet lizard Pascale = Tangled (2010), motion picture,  

Walt Disney Productions, California.    

Figure 71. Non-anthropomorphised, nameless, genderless horses in Sleeping Beauty 

(1959) = Sleeping Beauty (1959), motion picture, Walt Disney Productions, California.   

Figure 72. The unhappy donkeys in Pinocchio = Pinocchio (1940), motion picture,  

Walt Disney Productions, California.     

Figure 73. Lady’s first appears as a puppy in a hat box = Lady and the Tramp (1955), 

motion picture, Walt Disney Productions, California.   

Figure 74. Lady is placed on her back as a puppy = Lady and the Tramp (1955), 

motion picture, Walt Disney Productions, California.    

Figure 75. The depressing dog pound in Lady and the Tramp = Lady and the Tramp 

(1955), motion picture, Walt Disney Productions, California.    

Figure 76. The dogs singing harmoniously in the dog pound = Lady and the Tramp 

(1955), motion picture, Walt Disney Productions, California.    

Figure 77. The shadowy dog that appears to be euthanized in Lady and the Tramp = 

Lady and the Tramp (1955), motion picture, Walt Disney Productions, California.    

Figure 78. A non-anthropomorphised horse waits outside Lady’s house = Lady and 

the Tramp (1955), motion picture, Walt Disney Productions, California.    
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Figure 79. A Lady and the Tramp mug that was available to purchase from the official 

UK Disney store in 2019, viewed 22 December 2019, 

<https://www.shopdisney.co.uk/disney-store-lady-and-the-tramp-animated-mug-

465030419527.html?cgid=2000334>.  

Figure 80. The opening credits of Dumbo = Dumbo (1941), motion picture, Walt 

Disney Productions, California.    

Figure 81. The captive zoo/circus animals with their new offspring = Dumbo (1941), 

motion picture, Walt Disney Productions, California.     

Figure 82. A camel using its hump to carry poles for the big top = Dumbo (1941), 

motion picture, Walt Disney Productions, California.     

Figure 83. The gorilla is shocked that its performance breaks a bar on its cage  = 

Dumbo (1941), motion picture, Walt Disney Productions, California.     

Figure 84. Mrs Jumbo is punished with solitary confinement = Dumbo (1941), motion 

picture, Walt Disney Productions, California.    

Figure 85. The doomed “elephant pyramid” in Dumbo  = Dumbo (1941), motion 

picture, Walt Disney Productions, California.    

Figure 86. The elephants are bandaged up in a cartoonish fashion after their fall = 

Dumbo (1941), motion picture, Walt Disney Productions, California.     

Figure 87. The faceless human clowns in Dumbo = Dumbo (1941), motion picture, 

Walt Disney Productions, California.     

Figure 88. Bongo the bear in his cage = Fun and Fancy Free (1947), motion picture, 

Walt Disney Productions, California.   

Figure 89. A plaque presented to Walt from the AHA, viewed 21 April 2019, 

<http://disneylandgazette.com/news/2011/11/23/photo-report-november-22nd-2011--

-phineas-and-ferb-celebrate-the-holidays-christmas-around-disneyland-a-christmas-

fantasy.html>.   

Figure 90. The final scene of Bolt = Bolt (2008), motion picture, Walt Disney 

Productions, California.    

Figure 91. A promotional image for Zootopia = Zootopia (2016), motion picture, Walt 

Disney Productions, California.   

 

 

 

 

 


