
Disney, NeoLiberalism and the 
Erosion of Democratic Society

Globalizing the Disney Empire 



D. Harvey ‘Neoliberalism’

 Creating class divisions through ‘accumulation through 
dispossession’
 The Rule of the Market

 Cutting expenditures for social services 

 Deregulation

 Privatization 

 Eliminating the concept of ‘public good’ or ‘community’

 Approach to economic and social issues in which control of 
economic factors is shifted from the public sector to the 
private sector



Cultural Imperialism

 The use of political and economic power to exalt and 
spread the values and habits of a foreign culture at the 
expense of a native culture.

 Herbert Schiller on ‘Media Imperialism’: the sum of the 
process by which a society is brought into the modern 
world system and how its dominating stratum is attracted, 
pressured, forced, and sometimes bribed into shaping 
social institutions to correspond to, or even promote, the 
values and structures of the dominating center of the 
system.



Disneyland in Baghdad

 Remind you of ‘War, Inc.’ staring John Cusack? 
 Private contractor John Cusack executes a war for the American 

government and then watches bewilderedly as a hip-hop star and 
her entourage invade the country right behind him. Soon English-
language billboards and bumper stickers are everywhere.

 Pentagon-led reconstruction efforts of not simply attend 
to the needs of the country’s devastated citizenry: food 
water, hospitals, schools, infrastructure, stable govt., 
etc. 
 Legitimizes US occupation

 Depoliticize Iraqi youth and curb anti-American sentiment



Disneyland in Baghdad

 $500 Million project coded language
 Provide employment, healing ethnic conflict, keep kids 

occupied

 In reality it is a proposed transfer of Iraqi 
resources, spaces and factories to American 
private enterprise
 Important case study for looking at ‘American 

Imperialism’



Walt the ‘true-blue patriot’ of 
America’s Heartland
 WDC was forged in the crucible of free market capitalism: 

American triumphalism, possessive individualism and faith 
in privatization
 Part of Walt’s mythology 

 Bauman ‘Negative Globalization’: democracy becomes 
synonymous with market forces
 Dangerous form of politicization by erasing history and memory 

and cultural identity becomes inconsequential or commercialized

 Politics of commodification: logic of waste and disposability

 Need to understand the WDC as advancing a public 
pedagogy: invested in shaping childhood identity and the 
‘Americanization’ of other cultures 



Cycles of Reinforcement
 Allows people to be exposed to cultural products that 

ritualize and celebrate consumption
 Shaped into lifelong consumers by identifying with products that

affirm their everyday choices and identity 

 Disney’s pedagogy results in the replacement of public 
space with privately owned and administered spaces
 Remember Disney’s own town in FA?

 This is the opposite of democracy.  It shrinks the spaces in 
which democracy can emerge and moral responsibility can 
be practiced
 Substituting consumers for citizens and entertainment for the 

capacities of civic engagement

 Who gets excluded? How is citizenship redefined? 



Disney’s Cultural Imperialism
 Always changing its approach and products to gain 

prominence in local contexts 

 Even when critics of Disney lobby their distrust, studies 
have shown that people are able to compartmentalize 
their awareness of D’s business practices and not connect 
them to the merging of corporate culture, entertainment 
and education

 Disneyization: applying theme park design to everyday 
consumer habits and spaces 
 Theming, hybrid consumption, merchandising and performaive

labor 

 In line with a post-Fordist global economy: immaterial production, 
affective labor, emotion management 



8 biggest victims of American predatory 
capitalism

 We live in a society that allows one man to make  
$15 million a day while a low-income mother gets  
$4.50 a day for food

 Children: One out of every five American children 
now lives in poverty, and for black children it’s 
nearly one out of TWO. Almost halfof food stamp 
recipients are children.



Students
 Over the last 12 years, according to a  New York Times 

report, the United States has gone from having the highest 
share of employed 25- to 34-year-olds among large, wealthy 
economies to having among the lowest.
 The number of college grads  working for minimum wage has 

doubled in just five years.

 Higher education was cut by nearly  $17 billion in the years leading 
up to 2012-13. Through those same years large corporations were  
avoiding about $14 billion annually in taxes.

 tuition costs that have risen almost  ten times faster than median 
family income, leading them into their low-wage post-college 
positions with an average of  $26,000 in student loan debt



The Elderly

 Three-quarters of Americans approaching retirement in 
2010 had an average of less than $30,000 in their 
retirement accounts.
 The folly of cutting Social Security is reflected in two facts. 

First, even though Social Security provides only an average 
benefit of  $15,000, it accounts for  55 percent of annual 
income for the elderly And second, seniors have spent their 
working lives paying for their retirement.



Wage Earners 

 Workers have  30% LESS buying power today than in 1968. If the 
minimum wage had kept up with employee productivity, it would be
$16.54 per hour instead of $7.25.
 While 21 percent of job losses since 2008 were considered low-wage positions,  

58 percent of jobs added during the recovery were considered low-wage.

 The Sick and Disabled: Over 200 recent  studies have confirmed a
link between financial stress and sickness.
 A recent  study found that unemployment, whether voluntary or involuntary, 

can significantly impact a person’s mental health. Even grimmer, from 1999 to 
2010 the  suicide rate among Americans ages 35 to 64 increased by almost 30 
percent.



Women

 Recent figures from the  Bureau of Labor Statistics reveal 
that women earn just 80% of men’s pay. In Washington, 
DC and California, Hispanic women make only  44 cents 
for every dollar made by white men.
 only about one-fifth of new jobs going to women, and with 

median wealth for single black and Hispanic women falling to a 
little over $100

 The average American woman’s retirement account is 38 percent  
less than a man’s, and women over 65 have  twice the poverty 
rate of men.



People of Color

 The Economist states: Before the 1960s…most blacks were poor, few 
served in public office and almost none were to be found flourishing at 
the nation’s top universities, corporations, law firms and banks. None 
of that is true today.
 Wrong. Much of that is true today. According to the  Economic Policy Institute 

(EPI), median wealth for black families in 2009 was $2,200, compared to $97,900 
for white families.

 Since the recession, black and Hispanic wealth has dropped further, by  30 to 40 
percent, while white family wealth dropped 11 percent.

 Blacks and Hispanics, with  29% of the population, are also severely under-
represented on  corporate boards and in  higher education. 



The Homeless

 Vacant homes outnumber homeless people in the US
 North Carolina made it a  crime to feed them. Columbia, 

South Carolina approved a plan to  remove them. Tampa, 
Florida passed a law that makes it a  crime for them to sleep 
in public.


