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Abstract
It has been assumed that Benjamin’s dialogue with Adorno on popular

culture ultimately establishes two extremes: Benjamin’s defense of its
emancipatory potential, and Adorno’s fear of mass deception.  These diver-
gent views are also apparent in their interpretations of Mickey Mouse.  For
Benjamin, as the globe-encircling figure of our collective dream, Mickey Mouse
ushers contemporary men into a fascinating realm of fantasy.  Adorno, however,
cautions Benjamin against using concepts like the collective dream or collec-
tive unconscious.  From Adorno’s point of view, the sadistic fantasies or
masochistic delusions endorsed by Disney films are prone to incur irreversible
regression.  Without charging Benjamin for his naive optimism or dismissing
Adorno as pessimistic, this paper endeavors to revisit the so-called Benjamin-
Adorno debate from a psychoanalytic perspective.  Their polarized observa-
tions on Disney films, I would argue, are closely related to their different
assessments of the function of fantasy.  As the nature of fantasy is Janus-faced,
it is not far-fetched to assume that their observations can both be justified.

The main argument of this paper is divided into three parts.  In the first
section, I will account for Freud’s notion of (day-)dream, why he classifies
dream-work as a kind of topographical regression and how he conceives of
such regression as liberating or even future-oriented.  I contend that Benjamin’s
upbeat assessment of Disney’s beneficent effects is in tune with Freud’s
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conceptualization of (day-)dreaming.  On the other hand, Adorno’s criticism
of regression is not utterly incompatible with Freud’s theory.  In the second
section, I will explore why Adorno distrusts collective fantasy and whether or
not he reveals a different dimension of dreams that both Freud and Benjamin
pay scant attention to.  I suggest that Adorno’s warning against regressive
reception should not be hastily dismissed as elitism, for the standardized fan-
tasy fabricated by the culture industry, like stereotyped daydream, does threaten
to encourage the disavowal of reality.  In the last section, I draw on early
Disney films to analyze the appeal of Mickey Mouse, with a view to examin-
ing if this cartoon figure might indeed lure the audience into pathologically
acting out their fantasies.  Or, on the contrary, whether we may glimpse in
Mickey Mouse’s emergence the utopian potential of the “cracking open of
natural teleology.”

Keywords: Benjamin, Adorno, Disney, regression, fantasy
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Tiredness is followed by sleep, and then it is not uncommon for a dream to make up
for the sadness and discouragement of the day—a dream that shows us in its realized
form the simple but magnificent existence for which the energy is lacking in reality.
The existence of Mickey Mouse is such a dream for contemporary man.  His life is full
of miracles—miracles that not only surpass the wonders of technology, but make fun
of them.

—Walter Benjamin

Cartoon and stunt films were once exponents of fantasy against rationalism.  They
allowed justice to be done to the animals and things electrified by their technology, by
granting the mutilated beings a second life.  Today they merely confirm the victory of
technological reason over truth. . . .  The opening sequences state a plot motif so that
destruction can work on it throughout the action: with the audience in gleeful pursuit
the protagonist is tossed about like a scrap of litter.  The quantity of organized amuse-
ment is converted into the quality of organized cruelty.

—Theodor Adorno

Introduction

It has been assumed that Benjamin’s dialogue with Adorno on popular cul-
ture ultimately establishes two extremes: Benjamin’s defense of its emancipatory
potential, and Adorno’s fear of mass deception.1  These divergent views are also
revealed in their contrasting interpretations of Mickey Mouse.  While Benjamin
glimpses in Mickey Mouse’s emergence “the possibility of psychic immunization
against mass psychoses” (“Work of Art” 118), Adorno is wary of the sadistic fanta-
sies and masochistic delusions endorsed by Disney films. In “Of Mice and Ducks:
Benjamin and Adorno on Disney,” Miriam Hansen elucidates how Benjamin’s
and Adorno’s references to Disney actually showcase their concerns with larger
questions such as “the politics of mass culture, the historical relations with tech-
nology and nature, the body and sexuality” (27).  Instead of “dismissing one
as mandarin and pessimistic while claiming the other for a radical, Brechtian
or Cultural Studies canon of mass cultural theory,” Hansen is more interested in
showing the way “Disney films became emblematic of the juncture of art, politics,

1 Of course, it is arguable whether there is indeed a clash of views between Benjamin and Adorno.  In
his commentary on Adorno’s essay, Richard Leppert contends that both men “saw fascism as the symptom
of a prevailing condition rather than as a political aberration” (249).  Douglas Brent McBride also notes
that they have common interest in technological progress (477).  Even in their dispute over Disney, we
may find the all-too-familiar opposition is not unwavering, for Adorno’s reservations about Disney actu-
ally “highlight ambivalences in Benjamin’s own thoughts” (Hansen 28).  Therefore, even though the split
between them is far from negligible, we should not simply reduce their argument to a high art/low culture
debate.
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and technology debated at the time” through their conflicting remarks on Mickey
Mouse and Donald Duck (27-28).  Without reiterating the “problems and possi-
bilities of mass culture and modernity” that Hansen has discussed astutely in
her essay (28), this paper endeavors to revisit the so-called Benjamin-Adorno
debate from a psychoanalytic perspective.  Their polarized observations on Disney
films, I would argue, are closely related to their different assessments of the
function of fantasy.

For Benjamin, Mickey Mouse is a “wish symbol,” or, to put it more clearly,
“a rather utopian figure, a compensatory image, consolation for the nightmare
of modern life” (Leslie 102).  As the globe-encircling figure of our collective dream
(Benjamin, “Work of Art” 118), Mickey Mouse ushers contemporary men into
a fascinating realm of fantasy.  Adorno, however, cautions Benjamin “against us-
ing concepts like the collective dream or collective unconscious” (Leslie 117).
From Adorno’s point of view, fantasy is a defense mechanism which betokens our
regression. In this light, the miracles and dreams fabricated by Disney films at best
provide “a place for escapism in life just as there is a place for sleep” (Britton 104).
At worst, the sadistic fantasy endorsed by the films will prompt the spectators’
identification with the aggressor by which they “assent to their own mutilation
and subjection” (Hansen 35).  Notably, Benjamin and Adorno do concur in
one point: Disney films cause the audience to slide into their reveries in which
their wishes are fulfilled.  It is their different attitudes toward the experience of
(day-)dreaming that cause dissension.2  If, by dreaming, we regress to “the initial,
primitive, infantile part of mental life” (Freud, “Archaic” 210-11) in which our
wishes are realized, Benjamin sees this sort of adaptive regression essential in the
sense that it serves to liberate our psychic tensions.  Marveling at the miracles
which pervade Mickey Mouse, Benjamin asserts that “to people who have grown

2 In Freud’s theory, daydreams share many common characteristics with night-dreams.  In fact, the
difference between daydream and unconscious fantasy is so ambiguous that Harry Trosman argues that
we may “question the value of a distinction between daydreaming and unconscious phantasies” (36).
According to Freud, both daydreams and night-dreams are wish-fulfillments: “night-dreams are wish-
fulfillments in just the same way as day-dreams—the phantasies which we all know so well” (“Creative”
149). Besides, like dreams, daydreams are “based to a great extent on impressions of infantile experiences;
like dreams, they benefit by a certain degree of relaxation of censorship” (Interpretation 492).  If we insist
on making a distinction between them, the most conspicuous difference lies in that, in night-dreams,
thoughts are transformed into “sensory images, to which belief is attached and which appear to be experi-
enced” (535).  That is, in most cases, the transformation of ideas into sensory images does not occur in our
daytime fantasizing.  But since Disney films rely heavily upon the maneuver of fantastic imagery, like
night-dreams, they offer cinema audience the “sensory images which appear to be experienced.”  In this
light, even though the experience of watching Disney films resembles daydreaming in the sense that we
plunge into the state of reverie without falling asleep, this hypnotic situation can be construed as inter-
mediate between fantasizing and night-dreaming.
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weary of the endless complication of everyday living and to whom the purpose
of existence seems to have been reduced to the most distant vanishing point on
an endless horizon, it must come as a tremendous relief to find a way of life in
which everything is solved in the simplest and most comfortable way” (“Experience”
735).  However, as Adorno sees it, regression is far from innocuous.  The liber-
ating effect of dreaming is temporary, if not deceptive.  In fact, the regressive
reception of mass-culture products like Disney films will hinder even the possibil-
ity of challenging the dissatisfying status quo: “to the extent that cartoons do more
than accustom the senses to the new tempo, they hammer into every brain the
old lesson that continuous attrition, the breaking of all individual resistance, is
the condition of life in this society” (Horkhemier and Adorno 110).  From a
psychoanalytic angle, whose appropriation of the concept of (day-)dreaming is
more accurate?  Can we say that both accounts are valid because the nature of
(day-)dream is Janus-faced?  To answer these questions, I will first account for
Freud’s notion of (day-)dream, especially why he classifies dream-work as a kind
of topographical regression and how he conceives of such regression as liberating
or even future-oriented.  I contend that Benjamin’s upbeat assessment of Disney’s
beneficent effects is in tune with Freud’s conceptualization of (day-)dreaming even
though he never directly draws on Freud’s Interpretation of Dreams.

I

For Freud, even though in dreaming we experience regression, it is by no
means pathological.  That dreams are said to have a regressive character can be
explained in at least two aspects.  First of all, dreaming is “an example of regression
to the dreamer’s earliest condition, a revival of his childhood, of the instinctual
impulses which dominated it and of the methods of expression which were then
available to him” (Interpretation 548).  The primitive state the dreamer regresses to
does not simply enable him to trace the infantile part of his mental life: “Behind
this childhood of the individual we are promised a picture of a phylogenetic child-
hood—a picture of the development of the human race, of which the individual’s
development is in fact an abbreviated recapitulation influenced by the chance
circumstances of life” (Interpretation 548).  Freud believes that the analysis of
dreams will “lead us to a knowledge of man’s archaic heritage, of what is psychi-
cally innate in him” precisely because only through dreaming can we return to
what Neitzche calls “some primaeval relic of humanity” (549).

Also, Freud speaks of dreaming as regression because of its topographic aspect.
According to the schematic picture of the mind that Freud depicts in The Interpre-
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tation of Dreams (Fig. 1),3 if in waking life the psychical processes progress from the
perceptual to the motor end, in dreams the excitation moves backwards, i.e in a
regressive manner: “Instead of being transmitted towards the motor end of the
apparatus it moves towards the sensory end and finally reaches the perceptual
system” (Interpretation 542).  Dreaming as topographical regression thus “owes its
name to the diagrammatic picture of the mind” (Strachey 344).4  To be more
specific, insofar as the state of sleep has no regard for external reality, the possibil-

3 Freud draws three diagrams to explain his hypothetical mental apparatus step by step.  For simplicity’s
sake, here I use the last schematic picture for illustration.  According to Freud, all our psychical activity
tends towards discharge of stimuli. In the front of the apparatus we have Pcpt, a system at the sensory end
which receives perceptions, and the last of the systems at the motor end is Pcs (the preconscious), which
“opens the gateway to motor activity” (Interpretation 537).  Whenever Pcpt receives the perceptual stimuli,
a memory trace (Mnem. element) is left in our psychical apparatus.  Pcpt itself retains no memory traces
because it must remain open to the reception of fresh perceptions: “the separate Pcpt. elements would be
intolerably obstructed in performing their function if the remnant of an earlier connection were to exer-
cise an influence upon a fresh perception” (539).  It is in the mnemic systems that “association” occurs.  In
other words, how “an excitation is transmitted from a given Mnem. element more readily to one Mnem.
element than to another” (539) is decided in the Mnem. systems.  To summarize, the general mechanism
of this mental apparatus progresses in the following way: “It is the Pcpt. system, which is without the
capacity to retain modifications and is thus without memory, that provides our consciousness with the
whole multiplicity of sensory qualities.  On the other hand, our memories . . . are in themselves uncon-
scious” (539).  The unconscious “has no access to consciousness except via the preconscious” (541).  Only
when the excitatory processes occurring in the preconscious reach a certain degree of intensity can they
enter consciousness or lead to motor discharge (541).

4 As James Strachey states, the term “regression” undergoes many shifts in usage throughout Freud’s
work.  It is “at one point classified by Freud as ‘topographical’, ‘temporal’ and ‘formal’”(344).  What
must be added is that these terms are used in a variety of ways and thus “Freud’s own classifications
of these various kinds of regression were not uniform” (346).  Freud himself once claimed that “[a]ll
these three kinds of regression are, however, one at bottom and occur together as a rule” (Interpretation
548).

Pcpt Mnem Mnem' Ucs Pcs

M

Fig. 1
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ity of reality-testing is abandoned (“Metapsychology” 234).5  In these circumstances,
we no longer “discriminate between external stimuli which motor action is able to
influence and internal ones which such action cannot eliminate” (Laplanche and
Pontalis 383).  As the current flowing from the Pcpt. system to the motor end
ceases during the night, the current of excitation flowing in the opposite way
encounters less obstacles.  Then, the Pcs. day’s residue, reinforced by the
unconscious, “pursues a backward course, through the Ucs. to perception” and
sets up the dream-wish (“Metapsychology” 227).  To put it in Freud’s words, if,
when waking “the suppressed material in the mind is prevented from finding
expression and is cut off from internal perception owing to the fact that the
contradictions present in it are eliminated,” at night, the suppressed materials
find ways of entering into consciousness “under the sway of an impetus towards
the construction of compromises” (Interpretation 608).  The mechanism of dream-
work, simply put, is the process of moving from the preconscious, through the
unconscious, to mnemic images of things pressing upon consciousness
(“Metapsychology” 227).  That is to say, dreams are conceived of as the outcomes
of regression not so much because they are retrogressive in a negative way as
because the course we follow in dreaming, in a topographical sense, is a reversal
of how psychical processes progress during waking life.

Notably, though in dreaming the development of the ego is affected to the
extent that it “goes back to the stage of hallucinatory satisfaction of wishes”
(“Metapsychology” 222-23), a hallucinatory dream is no pathological phenom-
enon and “it leaves behind it no loss of efficiency” (Interpretation 607).  As Freud
points out, at the beginning of our mental life we did “hallucinate the satisfying
object when we felt the need for it” (“Metapsychology” 231).  Take the hunger
fantasies of children for example. For the hungry child, the shortest path to the
fulfillment of his wish is “a path leading direct from the excitation produced by
the need to a complete cathexis of the perception,” namely, hallucination
(Interpretation 566).  Nevertheless, his need persists in such a situation for satis-
faction does not really occur, and this failure accounts for why hallucination is
considered an inefficient way that must be “corrected” by the secondary process:6

5 As Laplanche and Pontalis succinctly put it, reality-testing refers to a process “which allows the
subject to distinguish stimuli originating in the outside world from internal ones, and to forestall possible
confusion between what he perceives and what he only imagines” (382).  Notwithstanding its multiple
usages and indeterminate meanings, the term can be grasped in comparable terms.  That is, in contrast to
the hallucinatory fulfillment of the wish, reality-testing allows the subject to rectify possible distortions
in mental representations.  The Freudian model of the suckling’s hallucinatory satisfaction will be dis-
cussed shortly to further clarify the meaning of reality-testing.

6 What Freud designates as secondary process is also termed “the activity of a second system”: instead
of allowing the mnemic cathexis to proceed to the hallucinated perceptual identity, it “diverted the
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we must “create some contrivance with the help of which it was possible to dis-
tinguish such wishful perceptions from a real fulfillment and to avoid them for
the future.  In other words, we gave up the hallucinatory satisfaction of our wishes
at a very early period and set up a kind of ‘reality-testing’” (“Metapsychology”
231).  Notwithstanding that hallucination as the primary method of wish-fulfill-
ment is abandoned for inefficiency, it is justified for us to regress to hallucinatory
satisfaction in dreams:

Dreams, which fulfill their wishes along the short path of regression, have merely pre-
served for us in that respect a sample of the psychical apparatus’s primary method of
working, a method which was abandoned as being inefficient.  What once dominated
waking life, while the mind was still young and incompetent, seems now to have been
banished into the night—just as the primitive weapons, the bows and arrows, that
have been abandoned by adult men, turn up once more in the nursery. (Interpretation
567)

According to Freud, the occurrence of hallucination in dreams cannot be con-
sidered pathological.  Unlike morbid states of hallucination, such as “in acute
hallucinatory confusion (Meynert’s ‘amentia’), and in the hallucinatory phase of
schizophrenia” (“Metapsychology” 229-30), in dreaming the cathexis is withdrawn
from the system of consciousness because there is no need to know anything of
the external world.  Reality-testing is passed over because we want to obey the
wish to sleep.  In other words, in dreams the subject voluntarily renounces the
mode of reality-testing rather than repress it to enable one’s escape into hallucina-
tory wishful psychosis:

[W]e can already learn from pathology the way in which reality-testing may be done
away with or put out of action.  We shall see this more clearly in the wishful psychosis
of amentia than in that of dreams.  Amentia is the reaction to a loss which reality
affirms, but which the ego has to deny, since it finds it insupportable.  Thereupon the
ego breaks off its relation to reality. . . .  With this turning away from reality, reality-
testing is got rid of, the (unrepressed, completely conscious) wishful phantasies are
able to press forward into the system, and they are there regarded as a better reality.
(“Metapsychology” 233)

excitation arising from the need along a roundabout path which ultimately, by means of voluntary
movement, altered the external world in such a way that it became possible to arrive at a real perception
of the object of satisfaction” (Interpretation 598-99).  Notably, even though the secondary process is
indispensable in that it enables the subject to distinguish what is perceived objectively from mere mental
representations, “one must never allow oneself to be misled into applying the standards of reality to re-
pressed psychical structures, and on that account, perhaps, into undervaluing the importance of phanta-
sies in the formation of symptoms on the ground that they are not actualities” (Laplanche and Pontalis
385).
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Distinguishing dreams from other hallucinatory morbid states, Freud seems to
suggest that even though what we obtain from dreaming is nothing but substitu-
tive satisfaction, we don’t have to worry that we will be misled by dreams into
hallucinatory psychosis (Civilization 75).

In fact, when “the increasing dominance of the reality principle curtails
wishful thinking” and compels us to gain better awareness of the painful aspects
of life (A. Freud, “Regression” 136; original emphasis), dreams may serve to pro-
tect the ego by relieving displeasure and anxiety.  Daydreaming, likewise, serves as
a substitute or surrogate for playing to bring us pleasure like that we experienced
in childhood (“Creative” 145).  From this perspective, Benjamin’s optimism con-
cerning collective dream dovetails with Freud’s theory of fantasy in the sense that
they both emphasize its liberating function.  For Freud, the “illusions” offered by
fantasies are “none the less psychically effective” in relaxation, especially when
life brings us so many pains, disappointments and impossible tasks (Civilization
75).  For Benjamin, as Disney films “trigger a therapeutic release of unconscious
energies,” the “dangers threatening mankind from the repressions implicit in civi-
lization” are considerably diminished (“Work of Art” 118).

What is more, if Freud has “pointed to fantasies as intrinsically having a
future-orientation” (Emde 149), Benjamin’s theorization of Mickey Mouse can be
said to contain the same insight. Freud has stated that fantasy “hovers, as it were,
between three times,” the past, present and future (“Creative” 147).  According to
Robert N. Emde, even though Freud ultimately “gave the dominant emphasis to
a past-orientation for present experience” in his theory of daydreaming, he actu-
ally shows how fantasy “combines a current impression that arouses a wish with
an earlier experience in which the wish was fulfilled, plus an imagination about
the future fulfillment of the wish” (149).  In a similar vein, Benjamin construes
the past, present and future as strung together, and the representation of the past
in “now-time” is believed to be capable of offering the promise of a better future
(Buse et al. 34).  Both Freud and Benjamin position fantasy as central to creativity
because they conceive of it as consisting of the future-oriented imagination.  When
a dream represses the optative and replaces it “by a straightforward present”
with the “perhaps” omitted (Interpretation 534),7 it simultaneously opens up the
possibility for imagining “a situation relating to the future which represents a
fulfillment of the wish” (“Creative” 147).  Celebrating Mickey Mouse as “herald
of an imagination that does not rely on experience” (Hansen 40), Benjamin glimpses

7 Freud draws on the dream of Irma’s injection to explain the replacement of the optative with a
straightforward present.  To represent her wish as fulfilled, Irma’s dream-thought “If only Otto were
responsible for Irma’s illness!” is transformed into “Yes, Otto is responsible for Irma’s illness” (534).
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in Mickey its radical potential to catalyze a better future:8

[H]ere we see for the first time that it is possible to have one’s own arm, even one’s own
body, stolen. . . .  In these films, mankind makes preparations to survive civilization.
Mickey Mouse proves that a creature can still survive even when it has thrown off all
resemblance to a human being. He disrupts the entire hierarchy of creatures that is
supposed to culminate in mankind. (“Mickey Mouse” 545)9

While we may concede that Disney films serve well to ease psychological tension,
it remains to be seen how Mickey Mouse, as an imaginary figure, can produce the
emancipatory power Benjamin expects.  Isn’t imagination simply “set apart for the
purpose of fulfilling wishes which were difficult to carry out” (Civilization 80)?
Can fantasy exert any influence other than temporarily unloading psychic tensions?
In fact, some Freudian scholars believe that the function of fantasy is not confined
to the liberation of our psychic energies.  Fantasy can even transform “passive into
active and aid in the mastery of traumatic experience” (Blum 41).  In addition to
mastering traumatic experience, fantasies are considered to be capable of generat-
ing “interactions among various levels of developmental complexity.  They also
bring with them understandings of the individual in relation to the outside world”
(Emde 151).  According to Harold P. Blum, though fantasy was once “described
as a reservation, like Yellowstone Park, which had been reclaimed from the regula-
tion of the reality principle,” Freud later notes that the emergence of fantasy,
associated with the pleasure principle, is not independent of the development
of the reality principle (40).  If in fantasizing we are not exempt from the reality
principle, then we might construe fantasy as a rationally constructive “prelude to
actual alterations of reality and behavior” (Blum 49).  In this light, Benjamin’s
entrusting the fictional Mickey Mouse with the utopian project of revolution would
not appear that far-fetched.  On the contrary, thanks to collective dream, the
individual perceptions of the dreamer can be appropriated by collective percep-
tion (Benjamin, “Work of Art” 118), and the consolidation of power which an-

8 Of course, Benjamin’s positive appraisal of Disney films has direct relationship to the historical
context.  Writing in the shadow of fascism, Benjamin contends that for “a generation which from 1914 to
1918 had to experience some of the most monstrous events” (“Experience” 731), this world “is not worth-
while to have experiences” (“Mickey Mouse” 545).  As Disney films “disavow experience more radically
than ever before” (“Mickey Mouse” 545), he advocates this “new kind of barbarism” on the ground that
it may anticipate some sort of revolutionary explosion (“Experience” 732).

9 For Hansen, Benjamin’s insights allow us to recognize the promise of Mickey Mouse as a figure
capable of challenging anthropomorphism and anthropocentrism: “As an animated, artificial subjectivity,
Mickey Mouse not only unfetters the human sensorium from its imaginary confinement to the human
shape, but also projects the demise of the human species in an anthropomorphic, anthropocentric sense.
‘The Mickey Mouse demonstrates that the creature continues to exist even when it has shed all similarity
with humans.  He/she/it ruptures the hierarchy of creatures predicated on the human being’” (46-47).
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ticipates social transformation thus becomes possible.  Benjamin’s affirmation of
collective dreams finds a loud echo in Emde’s endorsement of what he calls the
shared creative experience, such as literature and plays:

We engage in an imaginary process that allows us to ask: What if things were otherwise?
A sequence of other events, actions, consequences is then found to occur, and we
enlarge our experience of self in relation to others accordingly.  As we participate in
creative narratives throughout life, our explorations lead us to new realms of possibility
for the future, even as we encounter what is familiar and repetitive. (155)

Thus far, we find that even though Adorno casts doubts on Benjamin’s ro-
manticization of Mickey Mouse, the latter’s ideas can be validated if we introduce
into their debate Freud’s theory of dreams.  However, when Benjamin suggests
that Disney films are capable of effectively “offering therapy for damaged lives”
(Leslie 112) because “the forced development of sadistic fantasies or masochistic
delusions can prevent their natural and dangerous maturation in the masses” (“Work
of Art” 118; original emphasis), we may find his statement somewhat unsettling
if not utterly untrue.  Can we really rest assured that sadistic fantasies or masoch-
istic delusions are innocuous?  On the other hand, does it make sense to argue
that we should shun from finding comfort in these “immoral” dreams, lest we run
the risk of hallucinating the satisfying object wrongly?  As to whether or not we
should assume moral responsibility for our evil dreams, Freud’s answer to this
question is two-fold.  First of all, Freud stresses that the objectionable matter in
dreams is often a deceptive surface.  That is to say, the manifestly immoral dreams
are not as evil as we might believe.  Indeed, as “an expression of immoral, incestu-
ous and perverse impulses or of murderous and sadistic lusts” (“Some Additional
Notes” 132), these evil dreams, on the surface, are frightening.  But manifestly
immoral dreams are often merely infantile phenomena in disguise:10

[W]hat is unconscious in mental life is also what is infantile.  Since dreams regress to
this level, they give the appearance of having brought to light the evil in us.  But this is
a deceptive appearance, by which we have allowed ourselves to be scared.  We are not
so evil as we were inclined to suppose from the interpretation of dreams. (“Archaic”
210-11; original emphasis)

On the other hand, Freud contends that we have already assumed our moral
responsibility insofar as we feel ashamed or anxious for those evil dreams that “we

10 On the contrary, we find from dream analysis that innocent dreams are often revealed “as the
fulfillments of immoral—egoistic, sadistic, perverse or incestuous—wishful impulses” once the distor-
tions of the censorship are undone (“Some Additional Notes” 132).  Freud thus wittily uses an analogy to
illustrate how dreams are prone to “put up a mask of pretense”: “As in the world of waking life, these
masked criminals are far commoner than those with their visors raised” (“Some Additional Notes” 132).
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need not, if we are reasonable, be ashamed of” (“Archaic” 211).  If what is feared
to be immoral is simply that which belongs to our primitive mental life, we really
do not have to react to these dreams in a fright.  However, experience shows that
“I nevertheless do take that responsibility, that I am somehow compelled to do
so” (“Some Additional Notes” 133):

[T]he fact of distortion in dreams, as well as the existence of anxiety-dreams and pun-
ishment-dreams, afford just as clear evidence of his moral nature as dream-interpreta-
tion gives of the existence and strength of his evil nature.  If anyone is dissatisfied with
this and would like to be “better” than he was created, let him see whether he can attain
anything more in life than hypocrisy or inhibition. (134; original emphasis)

What Freud seeks to foreground, evidently, is the absurdity of the attempt to
eliminate fantasy or denigrate infantile wishes as if they were morally suspicious.
From a Freudian perspective, instead of being disturbed by these “evil” wishes, we
could seek in them clues to better grasp our unconscious.  However, it remains
to be discussed whether the collective fantasy produced without can be compared
to the immoral dreams emerging within.  To be more specific, we have to further
investigate if Freud’s justification is still valid when the objectionable matter in
question appears in collective fantasy rather than dreams.  I have already pointed
out how the collective fantasy provided by Disney shares common characteristics
with dreams, especially their potential to liberate psychical energies by fulfilling
our infantile wishes.  Yet dreams and collective fantasy are not identical.  Accord-
ing to Freud, we are “paralyzed in dreams” (“Metapsychology” 227).  Owing
to “the inaccessibility of all paths leading to a release of affect and to motility”
(“Metapsychology” 225), in most cases we do not have to worry that dreamers
will act out their evil fantasies.  When it comes to collective fantasy, we are not
so sure whether it will not, providing certain conditions are fulfilled, lure the
subjects into actualizing their immoral wishes.  Besides, the reason why we can
be said to have assumed responsibility for our immoral dreams is because their
objectionable contents did make us ashamed or anxious.  But when the audience
enters into a collective reverie while watching Disney films, it is not likely that the
slapstick routines of cartoon characters will make them ashamed or strike them
as frightful.  Mickey Mouse’s and Donald Duck’s violent offenses are not taken
seriously; we see them as nothing but some harmless tricks.  In fact, we derive
vicarious pleasure from these Disney figures as they fulfill their sadistic wishes by
making mischief. Under such circumstances, we may fail to recognize in Mickey
Mouse and Donald Duck what Freud called the “masked criminals,”11 and thus

11 As Eugene Mahon notes, Freud finds a “diversion of attention” necessary in drama because the core
of the unconscious conflict itself is not to be staged, otherwise “the audience would ‘call for the doctor’ to
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overlook the danger they pose.  In this light, a further examination of the negative
effects of Disney films would not be superfluous.  In next section, I will explore
why Adorno distrusts collective fantasy, with a view to clarifying if, by casting
a dark shadow on Disney films, he reveals a different dimension of dreams that
both Freud and Benjamin have lost sight of.

II

As I have mentioned above, the nature of (day-)dreams is Janus-faced.
Notably, while Freud’s own account indicates both positive and negative aspects
of fantasy, he prefers to lean toward the positive.12  Benjamin, likewise, does not
enthuse about discussing whether or not collective dreams can also be sidetracked
into abnormal wish-fulfillment, or if the unharnessed imagination would descend
into delusion. In this light, Adorno’s critique of the insidiously sadomasochistic
glee endorsed by collective fantasy may provide important clues to comprehend-
ing the danger of (day-)dreaming they undervalue.  Taking Benjamin’s defense
of mass entertainment to task, Adorno is often faulted for being an elitist theorist
who disdains all sorts of popular culture.  In fact, his criticism of the collective
laughter, in some aspects, can be supported by the notion of “identifying with
the aggressor” that Anna Freud moots.  Without refuting Freud’s and Benjamin’s
contribution, in this section, I examine whether Adorno’s objection to the con-
cept of the “dreaming collective” is valid.

From Adorno’s perspective, Benjamin’s celebration of Mickey Mouse “seri-
ously underrated the extent to which any existing collective today was imbricated
with the commodity character.  The more specific point of dissension, in this case,

cure the on-stage neurosis rather than tolerating the suspension of disbelief that allows the drama to work
its magic in the first place” (122).  In other words, even though egoistic, sadistic, and masochistic impulses
are our primitive wishes that can be traced back to infantile period, we are not inclined to see them being
fulfilled by stage characters without any detour.  The outright fulfillment of these infantile wishes may
even incur strong resistance: “It appears as a necessary precondition of this form of art that the impulse
that is struggling into consciousness, however clearly it is recognizable, is never given a definite name; so
that in the spectator too the process is carried through with his attention averted, and he is in the grip of
his emotions instead of taking stock of what is happening” (“Psychopathic” 309).  Presumably, our out-
rage would diminish considerably or even disappear if the agent who actualizes these repressed wishes is
a cartoon character.  That is to say, the diversion of attention can be easily achieved by the “masked
criminals” because they provide us vicarious pleasure without mobilizing our resistance.

12 For example, Freud reminds us of the futility of the delusional remoulding of reality by claiming
that “whoever, in desperate defiance, sets out upon this path to happiness will as a rule attain nothing”
(Civilization 81).  But he immediately adds that “each one of us behaves in some one [sic] respect like
a paranoic, corrects some aspect of the world which is unbearable to him by the construction of a wish
and introduces this delusion in reality” (81).
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was the sadistic—and, for Adorno, effectively masochistic—slant of the collective
laughter” (Hansen 32).13  In light of the passage cited in the epigraph, we can
understand why Adorno distrusts collective laughter.  Simply put, the organized
amusement shared by cinema audience can be easily turned to organized cruelty.
What is worse, when the audience derives pleasure from the mishaps of cartoon
characters, they are prone to overlook the fact that the “enjoyment of the violence
done to the film character turns into violence against the spectator”: “Donald
Duck14 in the cartoons and the unfortunate victim in real life receive their beat-
ings so that the spectators can accustom themselves to theirs” (Horkhemier and
Adorno 110).  To be more specific, replacing pain with jovial denial, Disney films
are to blame not only because they amount to instruments for cheating happiness
but also because they encourage the audience to “identify wholeheartedly with
the power which beats them” (Horkhemier and Adorno 124).  Even though the
Benjaminian “dreaming collective” appears to be “ready to shrink from nothing”
as the collective laughter binds them together, their harmony is actually “a carica-
ture of solidarity”: “They are monads, each abandoning himself to the pleasure—
at the expense of all others and with the majority in support” (Horkhemier and
Adorno 112).  Further, when they satisfy themselves with laughing at those
unfortunate victims in films, they are simply coping with fear “by defecting to
the agencies which inspire it” (Horkhemier and Adorno 112).  What is unsettling
for Adorno, to put it in psychoanalytic terms, is the spectators’ “identification
with the aggressor”: if they make fun of the victims in the films, but lack the
awareness that they themselves are no less exposed to the danger of being victimized,
then their laughter and satisfaction is tantamount to their own subjection to some
higher authority, say, the culture industry or fascism.

The concept of “identification with the aggressor” mooted by Anna Freud,
referring to a defensive process, is “a by no means uncommon stage in the normal
development of the superego” (EMD15 116).  Many children are found to have a
tendency to identify with the aggressor for it is a preliminary stage of superego

13 In the letter responding to Benjamin’s Artwork essay, Adorno finds fault with Mickey Mouse from
two aspects.  First, the laughter the films provoke is “anything but good and revolutionary: instead, it is
full of the worst bourgeois sadism” (“Letters” 123).  Second, it complies with the “‘naïve realism’ whose
bourgeois nature we so thoroughly agreed upon in Paris” (124).  Among these two reasons, Hansen
suggests that the former is the more crucial one.  She argues that the reason why Adorno has problems
with Benjamin’s Mickey Mouse is “not because of the Mouse’s relation to representational realism but
because of Benjamin’s endorsement of the collective laughter that the films provoked in the mass audi-
ence” (32).  I will further discuss the specific traits of Mickey Mouse films in the last section to see if the
charges of “naïve realism” are justifiable.

14 As Hansen points out, Adorno later “switched his polemic against Disney from Mickey to Donald
Duck” as the latter “fits the authoritarian profile much more smoothly” (34).

15 The Ego and the Mechanisms of Defense, abbreviated as EMD.
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development.  At this point, children are not yet ready to transform their elders’
criticism into self-criticism, meaning that the formation of the superego is as
yet uncompleted.  But in time they will start to internalize other people’s criti-
cism of their behavior and introject the qualities of those responsible for their
upbringing.  Therefore, when children are under threat from those powerful enough
to punish them, they seek to increase their own stature by identifying with “the
person of the aggressor” or “with his aggression” (EMD 112).  According to Anna
Freud, in many children’s games, we find that “through the metamorphosis of the
subject into a dreaded object anxiety is converted into pleasurable security” (EMD
111).16  Adorno’s comprehension of what occurs in mass-cultural reception is not
unlike Anna Freud’s description of such a defense mechanism.  Unable to resist
the harsh reality, consumers of mass culture escape into amusement in hope of
“putting things out of mind, forgetting suffering” (EMD 116).  That is, the sense
of humor to which mass entertainment caters, like the collective fantasy fabri-
cated by culture industry, will become “the glue that prevents the subject from
recognizing him/herself as the object of mutilation” (Hansen 34).

If identification with the aggressor represents one of the “widespread modes
of behavior on the part of the primitive ego” (EMD 111), we are justified to infer
that when adults use this defense mechanism to deal with their anxiety, they
are regressing to the primitive stage of their development.  However, haven’t
we just shown that adaptive regression is by no mean pathological and that it is
futile to try to eliminate fantasy?  Moreover, if it is normal for the ego to employ
the mechanism of identification with the aggressor “in its conflict with authority,
i.e., in its efforts to deal with anxiety objects” (EMD 120), do we really have to
worry that the regressive reception of mass culture will make consumers con-
stantly assent to their own mutilation and subjection?  Are fantasy and humor not
effective defense mechanisms to which we turn in “situations which might prove
unbearable otherwise” (A. Freud, “Regression” 136)?17

16 Among Anna Freud’s cases, the girl who makes “magic gestures” to run across the dark hall can best
illustrate how anxiety is converted to security by means of the identification with the aggressor: “At home
she was afraid to cross the hall in the dark, because she had a dread of seeing ghosts.  Suddenly, however,
she hit on a device which enabled her to do it: she would run across the hall, making all sorts of peculiar
gestures as she went.  Before long, she triumphantly told her little brother the secret of how she had got
over her anxiety.  ‘There’s no need to be afraid in the hall,’ she said, ‘you just have to pretend that you’re the
ghost who might meet you’” (EMD 111; emphasis added).

17 While Anna Freud concedes that regressions “are normal processes which have their origin in the
immature individual’s flexibility” and may “serve adaptation as well as defense and/or help to preserve the
state of normality” (“Regression” 136), she also alerts us to a fact that is often ignored: “What has not been
emphasized sufficiently, so far, is that this beneficent aspect of regression refers only to those instances
where the process is temporary and spontaneously reversible” (136-37).  In other words, sometimes it
happens that “regressions, once embarked on, become permanent” (137).
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Indeed, for Benjamin the sense of humor embedded in Disney films is
cathartic as well as constructive; he believes that through a grim and mimetic
humor, “Disney provides the safe release from daily collective experience—the
threats of urban life, the mad and lively and overwhelming machines, the cars, the
steel foundries, the punch-ups” (Leslie 111).  Again, his attitude toward humor
is in tune with Freud’s conception.  Freud suggests that by adopting the humorous
attitude, the ego can refuse “to be distressed by the provocations of reality, to let
itself be compelled to suffer.  It insists that it cannot be affected by the traumas of
the external world; it shows, in fact, that such traumas are no more than occasions
for it to gain pleasure” (“Humor” 162).  The humorist thus yields pleasure for
both himself and the non-participating onlooker who adopts the attitude of the
humorist by dismissing emotional impulses to fright or despair as superfluous
(“Humor” 161-62).  Mickey Mouse, in this sense, knows how to triumph over the
external world through humor: much like Freud’s humorist who “smiles at the
triviality of interests and sufferings” (“Humor” 163), it seems that Mickey Mouse
can always respond playfully to any mishap.18  In contrast to Benjamin’s upbeat
assessment of humor, Adorno worries that collective laughter simply misleads
consumers into disavowing their own privation by laughing at others.  For Adorno,
“[l]aughter about something is always laughter at it, and the vital force which . . .
bursts through rigidity in laughter is, in truth, the irruption of barbarity”
(Horkhemier and Adorno 112).  Adorno is not alone in casting a dark shadow
over humor. Janine Chasseguet-Smirgel, conceiving of the mechanism of humor
as essentially precarious, also hesitates to underscore its positive function.

For Chasseguet-Smirgel, the humorist is caught on a tightrope insofar as
humor is “liable to give way at any time, submerging him in suffering” (202):

Although humor proclaims the triumph of the ego, it bears the mark of an underlying
terror. . . .  [T]hough the defense it deploys against depression is “admirable”, in order
to be effective it must be constantly repeated.  As when Freud places the humorist next
to the criminal to vaunt “the narcissistic consistency with which they manage to keep
away from their ego anything that would diminish it” he has no doubt failed to take
into account the humorist’s underlying helplessness and terror. . . .  From time to time
the humorist will drop into the abyss of depression.  Then his triumphant ego . . . will
tarnish, and become empty and devoid of interest, worthy only, as the melancholic
says, of being swept like rubbish from the face of the earth. (206-07)

Chasseguet-Smirgel even ventures to compare the humorist to the fetishist, for
when the former pretends “it’s nothing, you’ll be better soon,” he resorts to the
same mechanism the latter adopts: “Part of the ego recognizes the situation of

18 More specific features of Mickey Mouse films will be discussed in the last section.
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helplessness and another part denies it, or rather plays at denying it” (205-06).
Unlike the Freudian humorist, who “victoriously maintains the pleasure
principle . . . without overstepping the bounds of mental health” (“Humor” 163),
the humorist/fetishist in Chasseguet-Smirgel’s sense has to repeat incessantly the
defense mechanism to sustain his illusion of satisfaction.

Chasseguet-Smirgel refutes Freud’s positive account of humor on the ground
that humor cannot guarantee permanent transformation of the ego (202).19  The
so-called “invincibility of the ego” promised by humorous attitude (“Humor” 163)
is deceptive if the ego resorts to this method “to evade the compulsion to suffer”
(163) without attempting to resist the external obstacles.  For Adorno, likewise,
“the laughing satisfaction” (Horkhemier and Adorno 113) is suspicious in the
sense that it signifies the subject’s turning away from reality and thus hinders the
possibility of change.  As the culture industry is well-versed in replacing pain
with jovial denial and encouraging people to take their laughing satisfaction
(112-13), Adorno worries that the consumers will be fixated at this stage to evade
the displeasure caused by real circumstances. In other words, the danger of regres-
sion remains Adorno’s greatest concern in mass-cultural reception.

As we know, Adorno tackles the problem of regressive reception when he
analyzes how mass music incurs a regression of listening:

This does not mean a relapse of the individual listener into an earlier phase of his own
development, nor a decline in the collective general level. . . .  Rather, it is contempo-
rary listening which has regressed, arrested at the infantile stage.  Not only do the
listening subjects lose, along with the freedom of choice and responsibility, the capac-
ity for conscious perception of music, which was from time immemorial confined to a
narrow group, but they stubbornly reject the possibility of such perception. (Culture
Industry 46)

Arguably, there is striking similarity between his criticism of mass music and that
of Holly cartoons.  To a certain extent, they are both “debased culture goods”
which root out any possibility for change, and their consumers always “behave
like children.  Again and again and with stubborn malice, they demand the
one dish they have once been served” (51):

The assent to hit songs and debased cultural goods belongs to the same complex
of symptoms as do those faces of which one no longer knows whether the film has
alienated them from reality or reality has alienated them from the film, as they wrench

19 Of course, Freud is not unaware that “humor may only partly succeed in stopping the production
of the painful affect” (Chasseguet-Smirgel 202). However, be it fantasy or humor, Freud prefers to look
on the bright side.  Therefore, even though he admits that “the rejection of the claims of reality and
the putting through of the pleasure principle” bring humor near to “the regressive and reactionary pro-
cesses,” he still insists that humor is rebellious rather than resigned (“Humor” 163).
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open a great formless mouth with shining teeth in a voracious simile, while the tired
eyes are wretched and lost above.  Together with sport and film, mass music and the
new listening help to make escape from the whole infantile milieu impossible. (Culture
Industry 47)

For Adorno, if the consumers, in their conflict with authority, know of no other
ways to deal with their dissatisfaction or anxiety except through collective laughter,
they will grow accustomed to deriving pleasure from such mass-cultural reception.
Instead of managing to overcome the feeling of frustration, they are inclined to
retreat to these stopping-places.  The mass-cultural reception is construed as re-
gressive exactly because under such circumstances, the consumers’ perception will
be numbed and they will reject “from consciousness of difference—of anything
that defies commodification or exposes alternatives to it” (Mioyasaki 435).20

Accordingly, they will be ensnared in a vicious circle, satisfying themselves with
the fetishist substitute pleasure without seeking the possibility of alternative forms
of production.  The regressive reception of mass entertainment, from Adorno’s
perspective, is tantamount to the flight into fantasy, which makes the consumers
no longer capable of “experiencing the gap between illusory idealization and
ordinary life” (Blum 50).

To put it in psychoanalytic terms, Adorno’s appeal against regressive re-
ception is out of his apprehension about the excessive flight into fantasy.  Not-
withstanding that (day-)dreaming may suspend the harsh reality and construct a
better future for us, what if we are so immersed in fantasy that we no longer
attempt to confront the external obstacles?  There is no denying that in many

20 Taking Adorno’s analysis of fetishism to task, Mioyasaki argues that Adorno’s interpretation of re-
gressive listeners, against his own intention, is at odds with the Freudian definition of fetishists: “If it were
true, as Adorno claims, that the subject has fetishistically identified with the commodity, then the refusal
to be conscious of alternatives would be superfluous . . . the regressive listener’s relation to the commodity
cannot be one of fetishistic pleasure in a substitute.  It is, rather, one of resignation toward acknowledged
privation” (436).  Mioyasaki further suggests that regressive listening, instead of being compared to fetishism,
should be considered as “a paradoxical—perhaps even pathological—adherence to the reality principle”:
“The subject is so energetically committed to the recognition of real privation (and thus to the rejection
of fetishism) that she rejects as fantasy anything in the real that defies the general state of affairs.  In her
commitment to the reality principle, she disavows possibility. . . .  This pathological form of realism, far
from fetishistically confusing alienation with satisfaction, resolutely accepts privation as such.  It is not the
illusion of satisfaction, but despair over the possibility of alternatives” (437-38).  Simply put, for Mioyasaki,
fetishism is a mechanism that can be completed once and for all.  Therefore, the fetishists do not need
to disavow alternative possibilities as the regressive consumers do.  In fact, as a defense mechanism, fetishism,
like humor, “must be constantly repeated” in order to be effective (Chasseguet-Smirgel 206).  Moreover,
according to Freud, “fixation and regression are not independent of each other.  The stronger the fixations
on its path of development, the more readily will the function evade external difficulties by regressing to
the fixations” (“Some Thoughts” 341).  In this light, the contention that “disavowal of alternatives is not
simply inconsistent with fetishism; it is incompatible with fetishism” (Mioyasaki 436) awaits further
discussion.
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cases daydreams not only play an important part in helping us adapt to reality
but also facilitate “artistic and scientific creativity” (Blum 49).  However, the pre-
condition for daydreamers “to turn defeat into victory and to triumph over trauma”
is that their dreams must “paradoxically also permit and plan return to reality”
(Blum 50).  Like all other psychic retreats, fantasy, when used excessively, be-
comes “just such a refuge with the elements of addiction and perversity” (Britton
104).  Therefore, we must be very cautious about taking any psychic retreats to
be permanent areas of refuge, lest they become “pathological organizations” (104).
If Benjamin’s affirmation of daydreaming encourages us to alter the unsatisfactory
reality to suit our wishes, Adorno’s warning against escaping into the infantile
milieu serves to remind us that “excessive immersion in fantasy and excessive flight
into fantasy . . . may represent pathological tendencies” (Blum 43).

What must be added is that Adorno’s criticism of regression is not utterly
incompatible with Freud’s theory.  While Freud contends that we must not give
up our efforts to bring the inbuilt “programme of becoming happy” nearer to
fulfillment, he never endorses any choice that is pushed to the extreme, for even
“worldly wisdom will advise us not to look for the whole of our satisfaction from
a single aspiration” (Civilization 84).  It is untenable to assume that Freud ignores
the harmful effects of excessive flight into fantasy.  In fact, Freud has alerted us
to the danger of regression by drawing an analogy between migration and the
development of libidinal functions:

Consider that, if a people which is in movement has left strong detachments behind at
the stopping-places on its migration, it is likely that the more advanced parties will be
inclined to retreat to these stopping-places if they have been defeated or have come up
against a superior enemy.  But they will also be in the greater danger of being defeated
the more of their number they have left behind on their migration. (“Some Thoughts”
341)

Obviously, Freud is aware that the developed function will become more
and more incapable of resisting external obstacles if the subject tends to take
refuge in “the stopping-places.”  However, his negligence of how “daydreams may
be repetitive, compulsive, and addictive” (Blum 43) predisposes him to under-
value the danger of irreversible regression.  Blum faults Freud for failing to “distin-
guish between transient or fleeting fantasies and relatively stereotyped, enduring
daydreams that had persisted from childhood or adolescence into adult life” (40),
and he goes on to discuss how stereotyped daydreams may influence the dreamer’s
character formation (44).  According to Blum, since Freud primarily emphasizes
“how the daydream compensates for unsatisfied internal wishes and reality disap-
pointments” (42), he overlooks the fact that persisting daydreams also facilitate
further access to the unconscious conflicts and fantasies (47).  Blum further draws
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on Anna Freud’s case report of a latency girl’s persisting daydream to argue how
a thorough examination of repetitive fantasy would reveal a certain prescience
in analysis:

“I wish I had never come into the world at all; I wish I could die.  Sometimes I pretend
that I do die, and then come back into the world as an animal or a doll. . . .”  While
sibling and oedipal conflicts were elaborated, there appeared to be a childhood depres-
sion that was unrecognized or perhaps not interpreted at that early time.  This latency
girl’s sad daydream with its dysphoric affect and defeatist attitudes proved to be repre-
sentative of underlying depressive psychopathology and predictive of self-destructive
tendencies.  More than forty years later, under the stresses and conflicts of her middle
years, this patient acted out her daydream and committed suicide. (Blum 45)

What Blum seeks to highlight, in brief, is that when stereotypical daydreaming
occurs, it should be examined in terms of “psychic structure and character structure,
changing self and object representations, and tendencies to enact the daydream
and its derivatives in the analytic situation and in life” (45).  If we leave enduring
daydreams unchecked, we are liable to lose sight of how they are “linked to el-
usive but important issues of self, identity, and character” (Blum 45).

If the “pathological intensification of the unconscious excitations”
(Interpretation 568) results from not only nightly relaxation but also the influence
of stereotyped daydreams, it is plausible to assume that pathological enactment
may occur once the subject’s fantasy becomes too tenacious to be relinquished.
To prevent the subject from acting out, long-persisting daydream should be used
as a vehicle for analyzing character pathology (Blum 50).  The standardized
fantasy fabricated by the culture industry, to a certain extent, is tantamount to
the stereotyped daydream which borders on addiction.  Adorno’s criticism, in this
light, helps alert us to the risk of irreversible regression.  The question awaits
elucidation, therefore, is whether Mickey Mouse should be counted as a persistent
collective daydream.  If the answer is positive, then what are the unconscious
wishes Mickey Mouse satisfies that make the masses cling to the character as their
“stopping-place”?  In the last section, I will analyze the appeal of Mickey Mouse
to examine if it does threaten to lure the subjects into acting out their fantasy.

III

In “Remarks on the Popularity of Mickey Mouse,” Fritz Moellenhoff
succinctly accounts for the attractive factors of Mickey Mouse.  According to him,
the audience derives intense gratification from Mickey Mouse’s actions mainly
because he always follows the pleasure principle (112).  Through Mickey Mouse
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we regress to the realm where the infantile wishes are attained: our aggressive
impulses are fulfilled, our belief of omnipotence vindicated, and even the fear
of death is denied. Instead of construing Mickey Mouse as “evidence of a bad
infantilism” (Leslie 117), Moellenhoff finds nothing wrong with our readiness for
regression.  “Who would not enjoy a situation in which . . . the wish-fulfillments
are achieved in such a primitive fashion and in which the close relationship
between our infantile fantasies, interpretations and explanations is shown?” asks
Moellenhoff (118).  The “sadistic explosions” which unnerve Adorno turn out to
be “an easy outlet for our aggressions” from Moellenhoff ’s perspective (110).
Moellenhoff further suggests that since in films of Mickey Mouse it is hard to
determine who the aggressor is, we have our sadistic impulses and masochistic
wishes fulfilled at once:

It is not at all easy to decide who is the aggressor, who the victim, but there is a tremen-
dous amount of fighting and quarreling which may strike us consciously as monoto-
nous but which does not seem to affect our unconscious in the same way.  After
the gratification of aggressive impulses, conflicts and anxiety appear so that the desire
and need for punishment now takes the stage.  This is provided for in the optical
medium of the films and we must admit that the unconscious desire for punishment
is seldom completed in a lighter or more casual manner than in the Mickey Mouse
films. (112)

Moreover, Mickey Mouse films “contain an extra gratification”; that is, the
childhood daydream to be grown up is “playfully substituted by a series of
pictures in which smallness is victorious throughout” (Moellenhoff 106).21  As
the films of Mickey Mouse abound with scenes in which tiny creatures beat back
bigger ones, the infantile wish for omnipotence is satisfied.22  The belief of
omnipotence is further sustained when the hero we identify with is immortal:
since Mickey Mouse is indestructible to the extent that he can extract himself
from any perilous situation, “[d]eath is denied and the sense of immortality is
stimulated anew” (Moellenhoff 113).  Arguably, the films of Mickey Mouse make
the disavowal of death possible because the tiny hero always survives, no matter
how horrible the turmoil.  As Elizabeth A. Lawrence suggests, Mickey Mouse’s
process of neoteny also serves to rejuvenate us and escort us back to a state
of youth:

21 That children always imitate the lives of the elders in their games, for Freud, testifies to the fact that
the childhood daydream is determined by “the wish to be big and grown up” (“Creative” 146).

22 According to Moellenhoff, these bigger creatures represent parents, and thus Mickey Mouse’s
amazing success in his actions directed against them becomes more appealing.  By identifying with Mickey
Mouse, the grownup has fulfilled his unsatisfied infantile wish, that is, to overwhelm and vanquish
his parents (111).
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By making our pet and cartoon animals into perpetual children who never grow
old, we undoubtedly come to identify ourselves with their juvenile state.  Thus they
serve to rejuvenate us and protect us from the reality of the old age and the ensuing
death that we deny. . . .  Through his eyes we are able to see the world afresh.
Miraculously, the years have not left him unchanged, but rather with the passage
of time he has become younger,23 defying age, and therefore death, through the
process of neoteny. . . . With the Mouse’s help, we are able to hold them [the hands of
time] back. (70)

Simply put, it is our inclination to realize the unfulfilled childhood fantasy
that causes Mickey Mouse to emerge as the major figure of collective dream.
Insofar as Mickey Mouse films know well how to satisfy our aggressive instincts
and infantile wish of omnipotence, with the aid of this cartoon figure, we can
happily regress to the state “to recapture some aspect of lost childhood” (Lawrence
66).  As I have argued, there is no need to curb our affection for the cartoon figure
if the mobilization of such regression does not thus impair our sense of reality.
After all, it is unlikely that temporary diminution of tensions will lead to detri-
ment for the subject.  However, if fantasy slides into stereotyped daydream, then
we must employ it as a vehicle for further analysis lest its side-effects grow
unchecked.  As Blum suggests, daydreams play a crucial role of “compensating
for early narcissistic injury and painful experience” (47).  For example, when the
subject’s conscious fantasies are evidently characterized by omnipotence, it often
means that these daydreams hint at his passive victimization rather than his
competence.  In such daydreams, “the forbidding adult or authority figures
are overcome, the hero or heroine finds magical protection and reassurance against
all dangerous situations of development, and injured narcissism and self-esteem
are restored” (Blum 43).  To a certain extent, Mickey Mouse films closely re-
semble the stereotyped daydreams mentioned above.  When the tiny mouse wards
off the assaults of his giant opponents, the audience also vicariously experi-
ences the pleasure of transforming shame into glory.  If, thereby, they grow
used to seeking comfort in the cartoon figure’s triumph, they run the risk of
being paralyzed by addiction.  In this light, even though the acting out of violent
fantasy that unnerves Adorno may not necessarily occur, we have reason to
suspect if some Disney films do perpetuate regressive reception.

23 In addition to satisfying our wish to deny death, the neotenous Mickey Mouse, according to Lawrence,
functions to call forth nurturing responses (67).  Indeed, when Mickey Mouse first appeared in 1928,
he was not as lovable and cuddly as he is now.  Drawing on Konrad Lorenz’s theory, Stephen Jay Gould
expounds his views on this transformation: as humans “feel affection for animals with juvenile features:
large eyes, bulging craniums, retreating chins,” it stands to reason that Disney would progressively affix
babyish features to Mickey so as to elicit the audience’s strong feelings of affection (34).
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According to Gould, the original Mickey “was a rambunctious, even slightly
sadistic fellow” (30).  Taking “Steamboat Willie” for example, Gould argues that
both Mickey and Minnie are far from well-behaved: they “pummel, squeeze, and
twist the animals on board a steamboat to produce a rousing chorus ‘Turkey in
the Straw.’  They honk a duck with tight embrace, crank a goat’s tail, tweak a pig’s
nipples, bang a cow’s teeth as a stand-in xylophone, and play bagpipe on her
udder” (30).24  The early Mickey, in brief, is “a pesky, ratty creature creating
mischief, indulging in vaudeville and low-life” (Leslie 81).  As a result, it seems
plausible to impute bad infantilism to this impish figure.  Notably, while Ben-
jamin does not deny that “the cozy acceptance of bestiality and violence” was
latent in some of the earlier Disney films, for him it is “recent Mickey Mouse
films” that should be faulted for renewing the old tradition of medieval pogroms
(“Work of Art” 130).  The revolutionary innovations envisioned by early Mickey
Mouse cartoons, in a sense, dilute the taint of violence and win Benjamin’s
favor.  In other words, while some critics find that Mickey’s behavior smacks
of sadism, what Benjamin sees in Mickey Mouse films is the admirable “free-
wheeling exchange between animate and inanimate world” (Hansen 42).  Indeed,
when we see Minnie cranking the goat’s tail (Fig. 2) or Mickey ripping off a turkey’s

24 In this short, after Minnie’s sheet music of “Turkey in the Straw” is chewed up by a goat, she cranks
the goat’s tail with the help of Mickey.  The goat, like a musical box, then starts to play the tune of “Turkey
in the Straw.”

Fig. 2



52 Tamkang Review 40.1 (December 2009)

tail to use it as a makeshift tail for the damaged plane (Fig. 3),25 we cannot deny
that they are far from sweet and refined.  Yet these apparently sadistic scenes in the
early Mickey Mouse films can be explained in more than one way.  From Benjamin’s
perspective, the storylines of turning animals into machinery anticipate the revo-
lutionary mechanization of the bodies: the “imbrication of nature and technology
through humor and parody . . . prefigures the utopian potential of technology for
reorganizing the relations between human beings and nature” (Hansen 42).

As Moellenhoff notes, in early Mickey Mouse films, not only will machines
change themselves into animals whose faces take on human features, Mickey
himself, disregarding all physical laws, also acts like a machine (115-16).  His
actions often give a mechanized impression: “they have something of the in-
animate elasticity of a rubber ball and then again remind one of a baby’s first
attempt at walking (in the waddling stages)” (Moellenhoff 109).  The mechaniza-
tion of the bodies is also exhibited through Mickey’s and Minnie’s turning their
body parts and/or costumes into instruments.  For example, in “Plane Crazy,”

25 See the 1928 short “Plane Crazy.”  All of the Mickey Mouse episodes mentioned in this article are
from Vintage Mickey, and all Donald Duck episodes are from The Chronological Donald, Volume Two:
1942-1946.

Fig. 3
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when Minnie jumps down from the plane steered by Mickey to resist his wooing,
she uses her bloomers as a parachute to safely land.  In “The Karnival Kid,” when
Mickey, a hot dog vendor in this short, takes off his hat to greet Minnie, he
actually removes his ears (Fig. 4).  And Minnie, stretching skin of her leg as
if opening a bag, then fishes out a coin to buy the hot dog (Fig. 5).26  The
reconfiguration of the body staged by Disney films, in Benjamin’s opinion, con-
tains a blueprint for a collective innervation27 of technology: the technically
induced mutations “have pervaded the boundaries of the human body and en-
dowed it with prosthetic extensions” (Hansen 44).  At this time, Mickey Mouse

26 Arguably, the most uncanny part of this short lies in its blurring the demarcation between animate
and inanimate, between man and animal.  For one thing, Mickey’s hot dogs act like acrobats and bark like
dogs.  Moreover, when the hot dog sold to Minnie flees to avoid its fate, Mickey teaches it a lesson by
taking off its pant and spanking it (Fig. 6).  At this point the hot dog appears to be more than a piece of
meat; it is more like a naughty child disobeying his parents’ commands.  This bizarre episode may remind
us of the child’s beating fantasy, namely, the sadomasochistic fantasy that “has its origin in an incestuous
attachment to the father”(Freud, “Child” 198; original emphasis).  Or, we may interpret this episode as a
challenge to the stereotypical representation of food-producing animals.  In contrast to some advertise-
ments for meat products in which the anthropomorphized animals themselves promote the idea “we want
to be your food” (Adams 20), the hot dog in this short seems to be crying “I am more than meat!  I am not
something!  I have feelings!” (19).

27 As Jean Laplanche and J. B. Pontalis explicates, Freud uses the term innervation to refer to a physi-
ological process resulting from the “conversion of psychical into nervous energy” (213).  Hansen notes
that Benjamin must have found the idea of innervation “useful for conceptualizing historical transforma-
tion as a process of converting images into somatic and collective reality” even though we cannot ascertain
if he takes the term directly from Freud (57).  For Benjamin, Disney films anticipate an innervation of
technical organs of the collective because “the psychosocial reconfiguration of the body as a whole” is
possible if the audience is provided “a discourse of experience that would allow for a collective adaptation
of and to technology” (Hansen 38, 45).

Fig. 4
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rarely complied with naive realism, nor particularly catered to the bourgeoisie
as Adorno claims.  But once “the playful, anarchic engagement with machinery
was functionalized to comply with the work ethic” (Hansen 50), Mickey Mouse’s
“nonconformist insolence” (Leslie 81) vanishes and the attempt to ridicule “the
goddess of the machine” (Moellenhoff 115) becomes ineffectual.  That is, the
revolutionary potential is dissolved when the “uncanny fallout” of Mickey Mouse
is domesticated (Hansen 48).

When Hanns Saches tries to tackle the problem of why ancient man refrains
“from either the discovery or the consistent utilization of machines which sup-
plant the worker,” he postulates that “it was a narcissistic conflict which implanted
this inhibition in the peoples of antiquity” (417).  To be more specific, it is ancient
man’s narcissism that delays the machine age so as to prevent the ego from the
threat of uncanniness posed by machines:

In some vague way, which we ourselves often disavow, we all know this feeling
[uncanniness] as a reaction to the sudden appearance of animation in the inanimate
when without warning an object begins to move or to speak in a human manner. [. . .]
If . . . there had to be alien eyes, alien legs, alien memory of which the ruling classes
pampered by the advances of civilization availed themselves, then at least let them be
human eyes and ears—sense organs like their own, but not preterhuman machines.
The slave who was used as a machine was, nevertheless, still an actual human being,
not an animated anthropoid automaton. (418-19)

In this light, by staging the metamorphoses of animated anthropoid automatons,
the early Mickey Mouse films can be lauded for compelling us to confront the

Fig. 5
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uncanny encounter with machines.  A “playful inversion of the machine age”
(Moellenhoff 116) is made possible by early Mickey Mouse films, for the hero,
without surrendering to the reigning “goddess of the machine,” ridicules her
supremacy by blurring the boundary between nature and technology. Insofar as
the metamorphoses stand for Benjaminian “figures of innervation” (Hansen 42),
these films are not liable to turn into stereotyped daydreams.  On the contrary,
the emancipatory incorporation of technology which stimulates our imagination
may become a prelude to revolution.  Indeed, if the child can learn “to grasp by
trying to get hold of the moon,” why can’t the metamorphoses of Mickey Mouse
anticipate the “cracking open of natural teleology” (Arcades Project 631)?28  Even
if we are not as optimistic as Benjamin, we may at least concede that the early
Mickey Mouse films enable “an understanding of technical life” (Leslie 87) by
exposing the actuality of alienation: “the cartoons make clear that even our bodies
do not belong to us—we have alienated them in exchange for money, or have
given parts of them up in war.  The cartoons expose the fact that what parades as
civilization is actually barbarism” (Leslie 83).

However, during the early 1930s, Disney began to sanitize “Mickey’s
perverse streaks”: “his rodent features domesticated into neotenic cuteness,”
and the outlandish fantasy giving way to “an idealized, sentimentalized world”

Fig. 6

28 Both processes, i.e., the development of the child’s learning of grasp control and the experience of
watching Mickey Mouse films, involve the innervation of technical organs which contains “the at once
utopian and practical aspects” (Hansen 57).
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(Hansen 50).  As Hansen rightly points out, “despite—and, perhaps, through—
this process of normalization, violence and terror became a staple of the Disney
films, including the features” (50).  When Mickey Mouse cleans up his act and
leaves his naughty ways behind, he also ceases to satirize the “‘civilized’ bourgeois
subject” or unearth the effect of the dehumanization of modern daily life (Leslie
81, 83).  Donald Duck instead takes over Mickey’s job to manhandle other
characters.  At times the preposterous figure itself is bullied, but the basic tenor
of sadomasochism remains unaltered.  In other words, the spectacles of cruelty
are showcased in a no less devilish way.  For example, in “Bellboy Donald,” the
sinister son of one guest continually harasses Donald, obtaining sadistic pleasure
by kicking him brusquely and causing him to slip on a banana peel.  As the motto
of the bellboy is “the guest is always right,” Donald does not dare to take his
revenge.  In the end, his patience is exhausted, and he violently spanks the boy
right after he got fired.  In “Donald’s Snow fight,” the war between Donald and
his nephews is even fiercer.  Without a doubt, Uncle Donald is a villainous figure,
yet his nephews are also demon-like.  In this short, Donald aims his sled at his
nephews’ snowman and takes diabolical pleasure in destroying it.  His nephews
thus decide to wreak revenge on him: they build a snowman on a rock as a carica-
ture of their uncle, and when Donald rams into this fake snowman, instead of
demolishing it, he crashes against the rock with all the fur falling off his over-
coat.  Throughout this short, Donald’s nephews manage to have fun at their uncle’s
expense.  They even shoot red hot pokers to destroy his snow battleship and,
in the end, encase him in ice and leave him frozen there.  As most gags in these
films simply pivot on sadism, they become no different from the common
slapstick comedy, and the threat of stereotyped daydream thus rears its head.
Paradoxically, the emancipatory potential of technology disappears in tandem
with the softening of Mickey.  Unable to reinvigorate our dull imagination, the
ostensibly sanitized Disney films, like other standardized mass products, simply
entice us to fall into a trite reverie.

Conclusion

Proceeding from Adorno’s debate with Benjamin, this paper reinvestigates
if the fantastic elements deployed by Disney films may have their revolutionary
aspects by elucidating the intricate relation between fantasy, regression, and
creativity.  I argue that while we are disposed to dismiss fantasy as unproductive
illusion, from a Freudian perspective, there are actually many facets of fantasy and
the seemingly useless fantasy can turn out to be valuable.  Simply put, at times
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fantasy allows a flexible adaptation to frustrating situations and protects our as-
pirations for happiness. Mickey Mouse, as Benjamin sees it, stands for an
emancipatory dream figure precisely because it not only enables tension release
but anticipates a better future.  Since “there is no question of any magical escape
from commodity culture” (Buse et al. 80), for Benjamin, at least we can manage
to find out the way of reconfiguring mass products.  In a similar vein to Benjamin’s
delineation of the arcades, the early Mickey Mouse films can be construed as a
part of the phantasmagoric commodity culture which strikes us “like realities in
the dream” (Benjamin, Arcades Project 841), or, “a dream waiting secretly for the
awakening” (Arcades Project 390).  As we know, Benjamin’s vision of revolution-
ary consciousness “emphasizes a quality of readiness . . . that divines signs of
the future in the present” (Buse et al. 111).  We may infer what the early Mickey
Mouse divines in its time is the revolutionary incorporation of technology.
Its uncanny hybridization of nature and technology catalyzes “an instant when we
are poised on the threshold between dream and total wakefulness” (Buse et al.
106).  On the other hand, daydreaming has its risk and thus its price to pay.  The
lack of originality and the surrender to standardization make Disney films prey
to stereotyped fantasy.  Given that slapstick routines come to figure heavily in
later Disney and its hilarious gags become a cliché, we have reason to suspect that
Disney is in danger of encouraging the spectators’ fixation and acquiesce in violence.
Under such circumstances, it is unlikely that the audience will be prompted to
creatively draw on their imagination to engage with the materials on screen.  In
this light, we should not take Adorno’s distrust of mass-cultural reception to be
groundless or simplify his criticism as stemming from his elitist ideas.

As a blessing and burden at once, the nature of fantasy, as I have suggested,
is Janus-faced.  Therefore, it is not far-fetched to assume that both Adorno’s
and Benjamin’s accounts of fantasy are justifiable.  Their polarized interpretations
of daydreaming arise not so much from any fundamental dissension as from their
different attitudes toward dreamy illusions.  To caution the mass against regressive
reception, Adorno stresses that fully wakefulness is essential if we want to avoid
the pitfall of being deceived by dreamy illusions.  Benjamin, however, is “not
content with simply denouncing such illusions” (Buse et al. 61).  For him, fantasy
is cathartic as well as future-oriented.  Like most Freudians, Benjamin conceives
of fantasy as not necessarily “a retrogression but a progression to a higher level via
the liberation of subterranean forces now repressed and hidden” (Gordon 179).
Besides, he believes it is possible for us to grasp the truth emerging in the “flash
of awakened consciousness,” for “the sleeper surrenders himself to death only
provisionally, waits for the second when he will cunningly wrest himself from
its clutches (Arcades Project 388, 390).  With his belief in the utopian potential
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of the collective dream, Benjamin, unsurprisingly, is not as afraid of Mickey Mouse
as Adorno.
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