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The audience in the wilderness: the Disney nature films.
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Walt Disney Co. has influenced filmmaking and public attitudes towards animals and the environment through its
animated and live action nature films. Disney nature films characterize the ideal human-nature relationship
through themes such as anthromorphism and the subjective presentation of animals and have popularized
documentary and wilderness film genres. Disney films are also attributed for society's empathy towards animals
and nature in general.

From the raw materials of the physical wilderness Americans built a civilization; with the idea or symbol of
wilderness they sought to give that civilization identity and meaning.

- Roderick Nash, Wilderness and the American Mind (vi)

We cannot remember too often that when we observe nature, and especially the ordering of nature, it is always
ourselves alone we are observing.

- G. C. Lichtenberg, Aphorisms (1765)

Any time we saw an animal doing something with style or personality - say, a bear scratching its back - we were
quick to capitalize on it.

- Disney writer (Schickel 287)

The relationship of Americans with nature has always been a point of national identity as well as the locus of
mental and emotional confusion in the national mind. Nature presents a conundrum in cultural logic. In Wilderness
and the American Mind, a classic of American Studies, Roderick Nash tries to place American nature within the
formation of a national self-concept, stressing a mass perplexity about our role in nature and nature's in our lives,
first as settlers and then as urbanites. In The Astonished Muse, a classic of American popular culture, Reuel
Denney extends Nash's quest into the realm of popular culture, noting that in film, "No one has paid greater
attention to animals - first in cartoon form and later in natural form - than Walt Disney" (vi).

When Americans talk about nature today, it is as dwellers of the suburbs and cities. In the beginnings of our
history as a nation and a culture, nature was a competitor, a harsh environment to be subdued. Once under
control, it no longer posed a threat but an opportunity for aesthetic and recreational exploration. Thoreau's Walden
Pond essays were written in what we today would recognize not as the wild, but as the suburbs. Thoreau wrote
them within a close commute from his family's Concord home (where his laundry was done) and those of his
urban friends such as the Alcotts, where he routinely dined, leaving to those on the frontiers of Ohio and Kentucky
the genuine hardships and deprivations of living with untamed nature (Edel).
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