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The Evangelical Church v. Disney: 
Developing a Christian Ethic of Corporate Resistance

Introduction

The three year old rushed to find a place among her friends before the television monitor during video time at the church nursery.  The teacher slipped the worn copy of one of the children’s favorite videos, Where’s Spot?, into the slot.  This simple animated children’s book has become a recent favorite of this age group.  As the tape began, the routine Disney logo flickered across the screen, and then the screen went black in preparation for the story.  Just as the story was beginning, the little three year old covered her eyes in a panic.  She screamed in horror, “I can’t watch this; I can’t watch this; it’s evil; it’s evil.”  The child’s caregivers quickly turned off the video and consoled the upset child.  As the caregivers struggled to understand the reaction, one of them realized that this was a visiting child from another church; a church that had come out strongly in support of a boycott against the Walt Disney Corporation.  Another video was selected, and the little one was taken over to another play zone to be comforted.  After a few minutes, she came running over to watch the new video that was under way, A Hundred and One Dalmatians.  The attendants chuckled, noting the irony of this Disney movie soothing the distraught child, as the dogs bounded across the screen into the imagination of the three year olds, all sitting entranced by the story that they had come to love.
 

This little three year old illustrates with striking clarity the newest battleground being fought on two fronts by a broad slice of the Christian community.  The focus on one front is on the beloved characters that populate the imagination of the children of America including the Little Mermaid, the Lion King, Hercules, the Hunchback of Notre Dame, and now Spot; on the other front is the policies of the corporate empire that controls these characters, the Walt Disney Corporation.  Few children realize that the front line of the war on entertainment has arrived in their living room.  However, many Christians remain convinced that this is a war that must be fought.  This campaign can be viewed as a defensive effort to protect the next generation of Christians from the influence of an expanding media empire that is perceived to have lost its moral compass.  Or it can be seen as an offensive effort that is designed to alter the moral erosion of a company that has a direct pathway into the minds of virtually every media-aware child in the world. From either perspective, the Walt Disney Corporation is in the cross-hairs of many evangelicals.  

The Walt Disney Corporation success results from its ability to offer a product that matches the values that the families of America want to transmit to their children.  Disney derives a significant portion of its social power from its ability to use video cassettes to deliver a message, quickly inculcated by repetition, into every viewer.  This message may resonate or compete with other social voices.  When resonance occurs, Disney generates substantial profit.  When a competition ensues, as can be expected between the messages of the evangelical community and the messages from some of Disney’s current animated and celluloid characters, social sparks will fly.  With the public pronouncements by Disney protecting health care benefits of its gay employees, employees renowned from their creative talent, evangelicals reacted quickly to reassess the linkage between Disney and their children.  The subsequent tension that has developed between numerous evangelical Christian denominations and Disney can be seen as the first major salvo between segments of the Church and corporate institutions over the struggle to define the social values acceptable to evangelicals.

These tensions have developed out of the decades old struggle to make major corporations more sensitive to social issues.  Although numerous voices including Milton Friedman’s have argued for the narrow corporate focus on profits and growth, the demand for a socially sensitive business culture has resulted in many companies attempting to reform their corporations to respond to this pressure.  However, some of this response has resulted in policies, such as an extension of health coverage for the partners of gay employees, that are anathematized by many within religious communities.  As well, media-based companies such as Disney have come under intense scrutiny for their presentation of material that is seen as contributing to the moral decay of American society; a society that craves the more stimulating material that it pays media companies to produce.  The social tension that has arisen demands an attempt, first, to explain the trajectory of the corporate social responsibility movement.  A modest examination of the general principles of those businesses that are attempting to be socially conscientious, with a particular evaluation of the Disney corporation, will offer a window on the margins of that movement that have been exposed.

The second task is to develop a strategy to assess and correct deficient corporate activity. Past strategists have used two tools of social engagement to alter business practices: boycotts and ratings systems.  These tools of social action grew out of attempts to modify the corporate behavior that was deemed to be defective.  These same tools are now being used by one formidable social force, the evangelical wing of the Christian church, that seeks to counter business social activity that seems to exceed evangelical social boundaries.  However, these two strategies need to be reassessed so that their effectiveness can be determined.  A primary premise of this author is that the initial strategy of boycotting offending corporations no longer remains effective.  A second premise is that the use of ratings or social auditing remains useful; however, this practice requires extensive cooperation with the offending party and requires a significant period of time to be effective.  These premises result in a conclusion that new methods are required to modify the defective practices of corporations.  Growing corporate power demands effective strategies to counter corporate excesses.  The excesses of media-based companies may now be the most pronounced threat that must be challenged. With media-based corporations that are increasingly dependent on a polished public image, new strategies should be related to this imagery. The primary competitors to corporate activity again come from within religious communities. These communities have extraordinary methods at their disposal to challenge ideological competitors.  They now have new technological tools that are available for assessment.  If a new strategy is successful, additional pressure will be added to any other weapons that are employed to alter the practices of a company that engages in policies that are perceived to have exceeded the more conservative social boundaries.  However, before this strategy can be enumerated, an analysis needs to trace the involvement of business in social concerns. 

Business as a Vehicle for Social Action

The increasing concern of business for issues of social responsibility has been one of the accomplishments in the field of business ethics.  This form of ethics, an already ancient concern of Seneca in the first century of the common era,
 has always attempted to convince the participants in the marketplace that good morality is good business.  More and more market participants agree that the self-interest inherent in the business enterprise can be self-destructive if one does not also act morally.  This enlightenment may occur through the vision of a corporate executive before a moral disaster; however, it usually seems to infuse a corporation following a calamity that forces moral assessment.  In one example, Proctor and Gamble’s former chief executive officer, Edward G. Harness, following the linkage of one of its feminine hygiene products to toxic shock syndrome, notes that although profits and growth must remain priorities, “enlightened self-interest requires the company to fill any reasonable expectation placed upon it by the community and the various concerned publics.”
  Profitability and expansion are seen as linked, though still dominant, to concerns such as the “fair treatment of employees, of direct customers, of consumers, and of the community.”
  These comments are indicative of a growing receptivity of business leaders to the social responsibilities of their business activities.  The expansion in the influence of free market business strategies, particularly following the collapse of competing socialist business strategies, has brought an increasing concern that profits and growth would be at the expense of individual and social concerns.  However, business leaders are becoming attuned to the possibility of compatibility between the dominant concerns of each strategy.  Although the professionals within each business institution have always been expected to maintain a reasonable concern for social needs, the expectation of social responsibility has finally reached into a significant number of business executive suites.  However, strong arguments continue to be leveled against the idea of the social responsibility of corporations.

The writings of Milton Friedman represent the classic argument that the sole purpose of a corporation is to maximize shareholder return through profitable strategies.  The dominating responsibility of the business executive is “to make as much money as possible while conforming to the basic rules of society, both those embodied in law and those embodied in ethical custom.”
  This executive is perceived as an agent of the corporation’s shareholders; this person is responsible to act in ways that are not detrimental to the interests of the corporation that is the employer.  Friedman notes that the corporate executive, when engaged in spending money on issues of social concern, is “spending someone else’s money for the general social interest.”
  In the short term, the cost of goods produced must increase to reflect the increased expenditures required to activate social concerns; an act that decreases short-term profitability.  The most successful argument that supports social responsibility is that the activity will have an impact in other areas of business concern—employee retention, corporate image, and community involvement—that are profitable in the long term.  

However, this increased expenditure, a tax in Friedman’s mind, is dependent on the executive determining the social worth of the cost, a difficult task at best.  Friedman offers a  question that remains poignant: “How does he know how to spend [stockholders’ or customers’ or employees’ money]?”
  An executive’s expertise has not been honed with social expenditures in mind.  How can an executive make a knowledgeable investment in an area of social concern that may only be indirectly related to the product or service performed?  For example, although an executive of a widget maker should be competent to authorize socially conscientious purchases for an organization such as new machinery to make the operation less polluting, that same maker may not be as competent in determining the risks involved in investing in the National Endowment of the Arts.  The executive is in a precarious position when the area of social concern is on disputed social ground.  The availability of health benefits for the partners of gay employees can be seen as a disputed social concern.  Even experts would not be able to assess with any degree of certainty the costs and benefits of involvement in this type of precarious issue.  Although some would argue that this type of health benefit extension, or any commitment to socially responsible action, is merely a natural corporate expenditure, a significant negative customer reaction will add a cost to the corporation that would mitigate the perceived benefits.  Martha Groves in the LA Times has noted, “As many rising companies—from Starbucks Corp. To Body Shop International to Odwalla Inc.—have learned in recent years, the mantle of social responsibility can quickly become a burden when harsh realities intrude.”
  Increasing the cost of production without a proportionate increase in sales or decrease in other costs is only desirable if there is perceived to be a long-term benefit to the company.   The company risks becoming a potential takeover target by other, more ruthless, competitors.  Increasing expenditures for social responsibility must be done very cautiously, and some issues, such as health care benefits for the partners of gay employees, can be a double-edged sword.

Every industry is aware of the social sensitivity of gay rights in American society.  American opinion is fractured on the question of whether gay monogamous couples should be allowed the social benefits of those who are legally married.  The social discussion is highly charged and currently unresolved.  In one recent non-business case, the University of California Board of Regents voted 13-12 to approve the granting of health care benefits to gay employees.
  This action was vociferously opposed by the state’s governor, Pete Wilson, who decried the measure as a “role model for undermining marriage and destabilizing families.”
  Wilson, also arguing on the legal grounds that the measure violates discrimination statutes on the basis of sexual preference, was unable to prevent the approval of the measure.  However, social support of gay issues remains ambiguous: according to an Associated Press poll, 57% of Americans remain opposed to gay marriage
; however, in a recent Field poll of Californians, 59% support health benefits for domestic partners.
  Although the ambiguity may be less profound in more conservative sections of the country, it is fair to note that the issue is socially unresolved.  Corporate America is also struggling with this issue.  Currently, 87% of all corporations do not offer health care coverage for partners of gay employees.  However, only 75% of large corporations (larger then 5000 employees) reject this additional employee expense.
  The instability of this issue creates significant problems for corporations.  The failure of a national health care program has exposed more of their worker’s dependents to an inadequate health care safety net, yet health care costs are rapidly rising for those employees who are covered.   Friedman would caution corporate executives to refrain from developing policies that not only engage in social engineering but also put into jeopardy the profitability of a company by alienating customers.

Friedman’s argument rests on the assumption that attempting to lead in areas of social concern defeats the process that American society has designed for just that purpose.  The democratic process is oriented to be flexible, yet not easily changeable, to shifting social needs.  As a minority interest is able to convince the majority of its position’s value, the society has an opportunity to adjust through legislative, judicial, and ecclesiastical means.  The most favorable model, the marketplace of ideas model, draws its ideological premises from the ideas of John Milton and John Stuart Mill, and its American voice is found in the words of Justice Oliver Wendell Holmes: “The ultimate good desired is better reached by free trade in ideas—that the best test of truth is the power of the thought to get itself accepted in the competition of the market, and that truth is the only ground upon which their wishes safely can be carried out.”
  New ideas may fail, may be refined for improvement, or may find an audience which will support them; however, the marketplace requires the patient presentation and argumentation of determined proponents to overcome the conserving, and therefore conservative, tendency of the entrenched portions of any society.
  However, this delay is intolerable to some social activists who demand rapid change on the basis of their perception of societal defects.  They reason that society cannot wait for the culture to assimilate new ideas for progressive change.  Time is of the essence, and lost time may hurt those at risk.  However, they fail to assess the societal damage of moving too quickly on issues that the culture is not ready to assimilate.  It can be argued that prejudice in favor of minority positions will be unresolved if action exceeds society’s glacial rate of change.  

Arguments concerning minority positions are not the only negative voices to this debate.  Other opponents of the marketplace of ideas model, the ‘failure of the marketplace’ theorists, point out the domination of the marketplace by media interests.  With the marketplace controlled by media corporations, neither entry into the market nor content of the market is free.  It must pass the limitations set by the media presenters, a feature that elevates the ideas of those with public visibility and excludes those of most of the citizenry at large.
  The result of media domination of the marketplace of ideas may also result in the attempt by the media companies themselves to attempt to manipulate the market with their own ideas or minority ideas that they support.  This is the problem that will be exposed in the Walt Disney Corporation.  

The recognition of the broadcast media’s leverage in the marketplace of ideas has led to the narrowing of its ability to control completely the content of its presentations.  In an attempt to limit the pervasive influence of broadcast media, Justice Stevens, in FCC v. Pacifica Foundation (1978), notes: “[O]f all forms of communication, it is broadcasting that has received the most limited First Amendment protection.”
  In an earlier case, Red Lion Broadcasting Co. v. FCC (1969), a broadcaster’s ability to utilize First Amendment protection was defined to be different than other forms of media such as the newspaper.  With restricted access to the licenses available for broadcasting, those that received this permission became trustees for the public.  The government sought to protect the free marketplace of ideas by preventing what Jerome Barron and Thomas Dienes define to be the “monopolization of the opinion making process by those wealthy enough to control it.”
  Those with the power to purchase access to the marketplace had to abide by two precepts: the fairness doctrine, requiring a balanced presentation of ideas; and personal attack rules, where if one is attacked, a reply must be allowed.  

The marketplace demands a fair exchange of ideas so that the consumer can make fair choices about issues of civic importance.  These rules developed due to attempts to restrict the availability of time for political candidates.  Other issues have not been tested.  If a media presentation offers social commentary on topics that are offensive to a large portion of the American public, one is left to wonder how that population should respond.  This offended group may not have the power to present its opinion in the marketplace with the same level of influence as the media company.  However, there must be other social strategies that can be employed to respond to corporations that deviate from the assumed norms of those that feel threatened.  

The Walt Disney Corporation, a multi-media broadcasting company, has used its considerable resources to present its values to the American public; values that many in America now do not share.  Disney seems to represent a corporation that has used its media strength to engage in social strategies that are unacceptable to many in American society.  It is offering programs and policies that offend many, and it is now perceived by the evangelical community to be a threat to the moral fiber that it once sought to strengthen.  Milton Friedman might wonder why Disney chooses to alienate its oldest consumer base, the conservative American family, while it also strives to appeal to a vibrant segment of its creative staff, its progressive gay employees.  One must wonder if Disney is not intent on using its social action in some areas as Friedman has warned, “As a cloak for actions that are justified on other grounds rather than a reason for those actions.”
  In an effort for Disney to generate goodwill in some area of corporate interest, it may have to live with the consequences of consumers who will use the weapons of the marketplace to reply.  The demand for social responsibility in business practices, a demand used to restrain the profit-induced excesses of the business community, must now be seen as a political tool that business can use to impose its values on the marketplace; a political mechanism that must be restrained until effective countervailing forces are in place.  However, before one can assess the  merit of intervention against Disney products and policies, one must look at the values that underpinned the old Walt Disney Corporation and then assess what has changed.

The Expansionist Values of the Walt Disney Corporation (or Mickey Mouse Ethics)

The Walt Disney Corporation built its empire on silly ideas, silly characters, and silly dreams.  Walt Disney, a midwestern cartoonist intent on communicating with America’s children, developed a company that succeeded in that task.  With parental approval, silly talking characters such as Mickey Mouse, Minnie Mouse, Pluto, Goofy, and Donald Duck became part of the imagination of almost every child in America.  Those characters were then transformed into an ideal city in an ideal kingdom with the sponsorship of very real investors, including ABC.
  The kingdom eventually became a media production company that struggled to be profitable in a market that demanded the presentation of the real, not the ideal.  The kingdom eventually lost its king, Walt Disney; however, a white knight, Michael Eisner, a creative and fiscal genius who had worked his magic at ABC and Paramount, came into view.  Eventually Disney Corporation returned to buy ABC, and the circle of investment was complete.
  The investor became the investee, and the investee became the investor.  The circle now enclosed around the world’s greatest media empire; an empire that not only reaches into the world with physical assets, but also uses its media assets to reach into the hearts of four generations of people.  This is indeed a new breed of a mighty empire; an empire that would be difficult to fight were it ever to deviate from its previous conservative societal norms.  This empire of the imagination would have to be challenged on new grounds if it were ever to be fought.

Any empire offers a public facade that represents an internal mission.  During ancient and modern territorial conflicts, the imperial mission was fairly easy to predict:  the stronger conquers and assimilates the best of the weaker.  Those weaker parties outside the invading empire’s territory but near enough to be tempting could expect to fight or to appease an aggressor to retain their integrity.  The loss of either approach could result in the potentially violent assimilation of the weaker by the stronger.  The weaker could expect little mercy; and little mercy was often shown.  However, it was not just the physical assets—the land, building, people, and valuables—that were assimilated.  The cultural values were also assessed with the intent to incorporate the stronger and to discard the weaker.  One sees this in the cultural assets of the Greeks.  Their physical assets have been pillaged numerous times; however, the cultural assets continue to be passed into each successive generation of conquerors.  Unfortunately, the more basic Machievellian values that have served to strengthen the stronger—physical violence, sexual violence, predatory instincts, and hierarchical discrimination—are also retained as valuable.  The result is a hierarchy of values: idealistic values that serve to inform the charismatic leadership of any emerging empire; primary instinctual values that serve those sworn to protect the always vulnerable growing empire; and subservient, assimilated values of those requisitioned to serve the empire that, when mixed with the idealistic values, can be cultivated during times of peace or paraded to any viewing audience to improve the public facade.  Unfortunately, for most growing empires, times of peace rarely occur, and the struggle to maintain its idealism is fleeting.  During modern business conflicts, little has changed.  

The Walt Disney Corporation is an extraordinary modern business empire.  It has woven into its corporate culture the ideals of its founder, Walt Disney, with the expansionist vision of its new leader Michael Eisner, a man chosen because of his sensitivity to Disney corporate culture.
  It has assimilated the valuable assets of its employees and other weaker companies so that it can participate in inculcating all of these ideas and values while also extracting a sizable profit from its world audience who want to be entertained by those same ideas and values.  That profit then becomes the fuel for the engine of further expansion.  The cycle is perpetual until it meets a greater force—physically or ideologically—than the previously stronger empire can then muster.  This new empire may not have envisioned that it would engage the evangelical community in a protracted battle; however, it did not back down when the fight was initiated, a fight that may be impossible for either side to win.  

In spite of this conflict, Disney remains as one of the most beloved, if not the most beloved, corporation in American history.  With its ability to entertain and inculcate societal values safely to the newest generation of Americans, Disney has earned the trust of every American family.  The corporation has offered family entertainment, family vacation destinations, and family role models in the form of cartoon characters.  Joe Flower in his book Prince of the Magic Kingdom: Michael Eisner and the Re-Making of Disney surmises that “no other American company carries the mix of expectations that Disney does, or has been able to carve itself such a strange, deep-setting hook of myth, magic, and values.  No corporation is ‘about’ something in so full and personal a way as Disney is.”
  Disney’s success has been its ability to fulfill the mission of its founder:  to make people happy
; to make the children smile in a world where there are at times few smiles.  Disney’s business philosophy is summed up by a former president, Donn Tatum, in a 1969 letter to shareholders following Walt Disney’s death:  “We have a deeply ingrained and clear-cut philosophy of constructive and wholesome entertainment for the entire family, in keeping with the traditions set by Walt Disney, for which we know there is a substantial market.”
  In addition to a desire to offer family entertainment, Disney’s corporate culture, a culture that flowed from Walt Disney’s own characteristics, demanded two more qualities from its employees: a commitment to quality and perfectionism.
  The products that were produced were judged on their ability to provide happiness; a happiness most evident in the perfection of the Magic Kingdoms of Disneyland.  With all of society’s problems excluded behind the front gates, Disney has managed to create a safe place to be a child, act like a child, and dream like a child even if one is no longer a child. The values that are portrayed in this kingdom center on Mickey Mouse, “a good character from the start—feisty, cheerful, a happy little survivor in a hostile world.”
  This and other characters are often portrayed as the hero rescuing the damsel from the evil villain.  However, numerous social commentators have noticed that a predominant focus of the Disneylands has been the suppression of social conflict.  The utopian presentation has a tendency to remove any representation of struggle that might conflict with the objective of happiness.
  The reality of family life has been replaced with a sanitized past and an idealistic hope for the future.  Catching the baby boom of the post-war years, Disney has been stunningly successful in marketing to “young, suburban families [who] were avidly looking for safe, charming entertainment to which they could take their children.”
  The most successful product for this market has always been its animated movies.

Although Disney offered one major animation project with significant intellectual content, Fantasia, the movies in general are targeted to the values of the middle class, the largest demographic group.  The values of the Disney kingdoms are carefully crafted: a place that is “clean, bright, cheerful, and full of adventures, yet safe not only from accidents, but from surliness, boredom and even surprise.”
  The same values, as Don Boroughs notes, reverberate from every direction: “everything is going to be okay, risks are required to make progress, and outsiders have a contribution to make.”
  The critics of this kingdom have offered a different vision of its values.  Julian Halevy decried Disney for reducing all the universe “to a sickening blend of cheap formulas packaged to sell . . . . Life is bright-colored, clean, cute, titivating, safe, mediocre, inoffensive to the least common denominator, and somehow poignantly inhuman.”
  However, the experience that is provided across the entertainment spectrum is successful because it offers a “well-defined, prepackaged, indefinitely repeatable experience.”
  The family fare offers a formula for a controllable world where every experience tells tales: “about pluckiness, the triumph of virtue, and the value of innocence.”
  The early Disney movies rejected many of the values that are now standard in Hollywood: “sex and death, longing and sorrow, ecstasy and grief, time and change.”
  E. Cardon Walker, vice-president of operations in the early 80s, noted the value shift in the movie-viewing audience:  teenagers want “a more sophisticated point of view, with more sex and violence,” but he went on to add that “we don’t ever want to go that far.”
  However, the value structure that had been so appreciated by the American family became a liability when the movie-goers were transformed into predominantly teenagers and young adults.

The struggles for Disney began when the baby boomer market shifted in its demographics.  As these consumers became older, the market needs shifted from family values to the values of the teenager.  Disney was not as prepared to serve the demand for more stimulating fare for this audience.  It was not technologically prepared to compete with the action-adventures like Star Wars and Raiders of the Lost Ark, movies that fit within the family entertainment genre.  Disney attempts in this category of movie such as The Black Hole lost money.  The other major segment of teenage entertainment, mindless exploitation of sexuality such as Porky’s, was making a lot of money for Hollywood studios in the 1970s.  Disney’s value structure had precluded attempts to compete in this market.  However, the values that were appreciated in the post-W.W.II period became liabilities when the bottom line was assessed.  A new subsidiary for Disney, Touchstone Pictures, was designed to carry the teen and adult-oriented films that would appeal to these new demographics.  However, a broad segment of its customers and employees reacted negatively.  Prayer meetings were reported to have sprung up across the corporation as employees attempted to deal with the idea that a topless woman was to appear in a Disney movie, Splash.
  These employees, probably Christian, seemed deeply concerned that the company’s values were shifting away from the formula that had succeeded in the past.  These employees, many of whom worked for the company partly out of love,
 had made enormous sacrifices to enliven the Disney vision.  It is ironic that these same employees in the mid 1980s were threatened with a wage freeze; a tactic that resulted in a national boycott of the corporation.  Pickets purchased admission to the park so that they could hand out leaflets on Main Street.  The company responded with a marginally better offer, and the strike ended.  However, the tactic of boycott had been helpful in resolving the issue.  Unfortunately, the employees were unable to maintain the ways of the past; values at the movies changed as the times changed.  The values of Walt Disney were replaced with the values of his successors in the 1980s and 90s: show whatever is successful, show whatever will please, and show whatever will draw people.
  The idealism of the cartoon era was replaced with the realism of society’s attractions: sex and violence were now tolerated values in Disney.  However, the new leaders tried to keep their corporate culture focused on the family.  Eisner is quoted in the 1980s as saying that he placed his family higher than Disney when making personal decisions.  The corporate culture—“upbeat, family-oriented, imaginative”
—matched his leanings.  However, the product that Eisner wanted to sell was not judged on values but on whether it was entertaining; a reasonable task for an entertainment company.  However, value-driven entertainment was subsumed under profit-driven entertainment.

Although the movies offered evidence of a value shift in the products of Disney, as the company entered the 90s, the corporate culture remained staunchly conservative.  Socially sensitive issues were not important to its business concerns.  During the Tienanmen square incident in China, the Los Angeles Times contacted companies with business contacts in China to determine whether there would be a corporate response to the incident.  Disney’s vice president for corporate communication, Erwin Okun, responded, “Frankly, it’s nothing to concern ourselves with.” 
  Other social issues also collided with Disney’s conservative approach to business.  On the issue of attire, Disney’s strict policy on dress and facial hair is legendary.  On the issue of public sexuality, the gay community had sued “because park security at Disneyland had repeatedly broken up same-sex couples dancing at Videopolis.”
  On the issue of community relations, Disney is known for a love-hate relationship with its surrounding community.  In Orlando, it announced plans for expansion before it shared them with local officials.
  The general lack of social concern would seem to indicate a reticence to engage in controversial social issues.  However, the mid-90s would see Disney become a much more aggressive force in the changing landscape of American cultural values.  This change may be due to political shifts within the Disney corporation.  When political contributions are analyzed, the Disney corporation, one of the top 25 corporate contributors to political action committees, gives a higher proportion of its money to Democrats than to Republicans, the traditional recipient of corporate largess.  Of the top 100 corporate contributors, only 13 companies have the distinction of preferring the Democrats.
  This pattern of giving also indicates a tendency to support Democratic political agendas; a shift from conservative to liberal in the presentation of issues and the ideology of the corporation.  For most companies, this shift would only be significant to the employees and shareholders.  However, when this shift occurs in a media-based company such as Disney, the values portrayed in the products it offers are likely to shift also.  With all of the assets of Disney, that shift can be seen in a wide assortment of enterprises.

The Disney ability to influence American culture has never been restricted to its animated movies, live-action movies, or its theme parks.  In what can be defined as the Disneyfication of America, Disney reaches into an ever-expanding litany of American social structures.  Disney’s purchase of the American Broadcasting Corporation (ABC) in 1995 insures that Disney’s messages are strategically disseminated via a major television network.  The 19-billion dollar deal represented the second largest merger in American corporate history.
  With a determination to maximize the synergy of multiple exposures for all Disney products, Eisner has sought to expand the number of times that a consumer is exposed to whatever product is being marketed.  When network exposure is added to the existing Disney Channel, as well as movie studios Touchstone and Miramax, toy products, Disney stores, Broadway theater, professional sports, adult education, cruise lines, and a new real estate venture to offer Disney-designed towns,
 the synergy of these many exposures insures an optimum return for Disney’s investments.  However, it also means an even more pervasive penetration of Disney values and ideals into American culture.  The success of Disney’s market power serves as a case study in an analysis of the developing power of many corporations operating within  American society.

The increasing power of corporate culture within American social culture continues unabated.  Some commentators have even suggested that the corporation has superseded the church in its social power.  Prakash Sethi argues, “The twentieth-century corporation has replaced the church as the dominant social institution in the lives of citizens of the industrialized nations.  Like the white man’s religions of a bygone era, the white man’s economic institutions cast a long shadow on the rest of the world.”
  Although this suggestion might not be correct for the Roman Catholic church, it certainly reflects the vulnerability of existing Protestant and Jewish organizations.  As the corporate world merges and strengthens, most of the religious world fragments and weakens.  Although fragmentation has allowed for penetration of Protestant ideology into a broad cross-section of American life, that strategy now leaves Protestants vulnerable to competing, better unified ideologies.  When a corporation such as Disney has a competing worldview and value structure, only significant religious bodies, such as the Roman Catholic church, are able to compete effectively.  In addition, Disney has been able to offer American culture a unifying set of ideological values.  There has been a general agreement that Disney’s values provide a positive nurturing of America’s children.  This has given society a reasonably common moral language that only gathers cultural strength with the repetition that Disney is able to provide.  This language provides a beacon of unity in a sea of conflicting voices; a characteristic that is sadly lacking within the religious communities and organizations.  Although the success of parachurch organizations such as Focus on the Family, also a media-based company, suggest a possible reversal of this trend, their embryonic cultural presence does not allow them to compete yet with mature marketing giants.  For the near future, media-based corporations like Disney have an upper hand in the insertion of values into American society.

However, the pervasive influence of media-based companies in society makes them susceptible to criticism from competing worldviews, such as those of religious communities.  The marketplace of ideas in American culture is a vigorous arena of culture and counterculture, point and counter-point.  A corporation in the marketplace will have its presence judged on how well its products match broad cultural standards and values, even if such values are diffused by a divided Protestantism.  If a corporation has a value structure that conflicts with social tradition or participates in damaging the social fabric, it can expect significant social resistance to its strategies.  For example, broad slices of society believe that pornography has a damaging effect on young people.  Regulations are in place that restricts the access of children and young people to this material.  A corporation that participates in the dissemination of suspected pornographic material can expect to be scrutinized on how carefully it abides by societal restrictions.  When a corporation’s values in an area of social concern are clear, such as the expectation that Playboy will produce adult material, society can react accordingly.  When corporate values create a dissonance with cultural expectations, then discord can be expected.  

Disney’s ownership of Touchstone and Miramax, both movie production houses that produce teenage and adult-rated material, as well as its involvement in the development of ABC’s Ellen, a sitcom with a lesbian character, has exposed Disney to societal evaluation and censure from some quarters.  Disney has shown that it is capable of being an effective contributor in the creation of entertainment for an adult audience.  However, its dominant audience, families, has been acculturated to expect family values from Disney.  When a Disney product is purchased, many assume that the product will be safely directed toward a family audience.  The Disney image that has been created is now being broadened to include a much larger cross section of societal issues.  Unfortunately for Disney, societal culture lag, the conserving force between new ideas and old traditions, is not quite ready for the entertainment contributions by these subsidiaries within the Disney corporate empire.  In short, the trust between many American family consumers and Disney has been jeopardized.  In the past when a corporation has been unreceptive to new ideas that were shaping society it was subjected to consumer action.  This usually resulted in a consumer boycott.  Now this mechanism of social correction is being attempted by one institution, the evangelical church, when another institution, Disney, is perceived to have exceeded its societal mandate.  It therefore becomes important to understand the social methods of consumer action, why churches have responded with this method of social action, and then to attempt to predict the effectiveness of this strategy if it is to now be used to pressure Disney to reform its activities.

Social Leverage  through Consumer Action

A major risk of doing business is that no one might come to do business with you.  Our consumer society votes on businesses with its praise or repudiation.  If people support a business, it will thrive; if it is ignored, it will wither and die.  The fickle character of consumer product selection demands that all attempts are made to maintain a positive image surrounding any business venture.  One of the critical tools in the success of most businesses is an effective advertising campaign, and the free advertising of a personal recommendation from one person to another is the most efficient.  Negative publicity usually has a devastating impact on the success of most corporate enterprises.  Social activists have long known that the desire for positive publicity around a business makes it vulnerable to any organized effort to damage its public image.  As activists organize a systematic effort against a company, the first task is to determine the best course of action to fulfill their stated goals.  Their choices have been divided by Gene Sharp in his text The Politics of Nonviolent Action into three categories: symbolic actions, withdrawal of co‑operation, and direct intervention.
  Sharp identifies the boycott as the second category, a withdrawal of co-operation, and then further subdivides this category into three methods of non-cooperation: social, economic and political non-cooperation.
  Boycotts can be seen as an organized campaign to induce others to withdraw support from a business; a tactic considered to be a valuable tool for manipulation of corporate practices, alteration of corporate products, or exposure of corporate foibles.  

The practice of boycott has a long history in political and labor relations.  The mythic role of American colonists who revolted against the British monarchy is embedded in the social lore of American activism.  The English term itself was coined when in 1880 British landlord Captain Charles Cunningham Boycott, of County Mayo, Ireland, attempted to lower the wages of his Irish tenants.  They refused to work.  Although they eventually came back after the pleading of Mrs. Boycott, they were served eviction notices at the end of the month.  All available workers in the area then agreed to forego working for the Boycott family.  Only after expensive replacements had been assembled were the crops harvested.  The action was successful.  A biographer of the event, Joyce Marlow, notes that Boycott’s “name was appropriated for a method of communal ostracism which proved a weapon of such strength that it helped effect changes comparable with the parliamentary reforms initiated in the year of his birth[, 1832.]” 
  The efficacy of this form of social action has been noted in labor and consumer actions throughout the 20th century.  

Consumer boycotts stem from the inherent powerlessness of the individual when confronting the power of a corporation.  The harnessing of an individual’s consumer sovereignty into a collective can be used to wield power in business and political situations that demand a social response.  This activity has proven successful in numerous situations where normal channels of government action have proven to be absent or ineffective.  Boycotts have focused on two levels of consumer action: primary boycotts against the firm causing the offense and secondary boycotts against firms dealing with the offending company.
  Although secondary business boycotts were ruled illegal under the Sherman Antitrust Act due to their anticompetitive effects, the protection of this tactic under the First Amendment was reestablished in the unanimous Court opinion in NAACP v. Clairborne Hardware.
  In an attempt to provide opportunities for African Americans, several hundred churches voted to boycott white merchants.  Clairborne Hardware Store became the focus of a group of civil rights activists.  This subordinate group was able to oppose a representative of an unjust legal and social community.  Protection for this activity holds as long as there is not a special economic advantage that the boycott is trying to achieve.  Political or moral motives that appeal to fundamental ideals remain protected.  

The number of boycotts has dramatically increased as the twentieth century draws to a close.  The National Boycott News reports a fourfold increase in the number of boycott episodes between 1985 and the early 1990s.
  However, the strategy used in enacting a boycott has expanded from Sharp’s distinctions that were set in the marketplace.  Monroe Friedman has argued that the marketplace orientation has shifted to a media orientation.  This new form of boycott is “concerned with securing media coverage of boycott issues and actions in an effort to embarrass the targeted firms into yielding to the boycotters’ demands.”
  The tactics that have served the boycott movement have also changed.  Early economic boycotts focused on disrupting the pipeline of products and interrupting the cash flow of the company.  This form of direct action tried to restrict the relationship between the customer or the supplier and the offending company.  Friedman has documented the tactics that were employed to accomplish these tasks: first, select an appropriate target.  Harry Laidler perceived that organizers preferred “common necessities and inexpensive luxuries purchased regularly by the mass of workers.”
  These products would be in a market with easily available alternatives and minimal inconvenience.  Second, the boycott organizers must communicate to as wide an audience as possible.  The picket line has been the most effective tool for this form of communication.  This tactic draws media attention and informs the immediate customers of the targeted company.  Both activities heighten community awareness of a problem and appeals for community support.  A third tactic has often been the employment of obstructionist strategies.  The “sit-in,” “prayer circle,” “call in,” or “stand-in” have all been utilized in an attempt to disrupt regular activities of a business.  Customers tend to avoid confrontation with activists if at all possible.  Obstructionist tactics create turbulence in the business/consumer relationship.  A fourth tactic is the imposition of other forms of direct action.  Strategies that border on or go beyond the boundaries of the law—physical and verbal attacks, vandalism, reprisals, or public humiliation—have often occurred.
  However, societal changes in the later part of the 20th century have forced the boycott strategists to use new media-based tactics.

Friedman notes three societal issues that have lead to a media-oriented boycott strategy.  Primarily, an eroding base of participants who are available for physical activities has reduced the staff required for boycotts.  With two-income families, social activists no longer can draw on the women of by-gone eras.  A secondary issue is the sophisticated organizational structure of most corporations.  It is no longer possible to achieve dramatic success by targeting one segment of a corporation’s activities.  With a multiplicity of products and subsidiaries, the consumer is often unable to honor the boycott.  The final issue is the difficulty in breaking brand loyalty.
  These brands have often been integrated into the identity and value structure of the consumer.  For example, people are content to identify with Disney characters on all sorts of products from T-shirts to mugs.  Breaking this form of loyalty is a much greater challenge than deciding where to shop.  These difficulties require a new form of boycott, media-based action, that can enhance the social leverage to accomplish social goals. 

Media-oriented boycott strategies refocus the attention away from corporate products and onto corporate images.  Corporations have learned that their corporate image, the public face that identifies the corporation, is a valuable commodity.  The recent phenomenon of using corporate chairmen (not usually chairwomen as yet) as an ad spokesperson is seen as a way to humanize the relationship between the large corporation and the consumer.  The desire for a close linkage between one’s customer and one’s corporation requires a public value structure and identity that can be assimilated by the consumer.  In a competitive marketplace, brand loyalty will establish a steady cash flow from consumer to company.  The conserving tendency of a consumer helps to maintain an old brand even if it is marginally more expensive than a competitor.  This loyalty is strengthened when there is an integration of the product identity with the personal identity of the customer.  For a boycott to work, the image of the company must be tarnished.  When the image of a company is degraded, the customers who identify with that company are likewise degraded.  If Mickey Mouse were to be tarnished, it would become embarrassing to wear that mouse in public because of the resulting social censure.  The symbolism that had worked to elevate the consumer’s value and status would serve to lower those same attributes.  And degrading the image should also erode the sales of products that are the focus of American consumers.  

Shifting economic demographics have changed the concerns of American consumers who might consider a boycott.  The elements of survival that were once the key concerns of social activism—bread, meat, shoes, or wages—no longer stimulate nor sustain the new consumer.  Boycotts must now appeal to higher order values such as quality-of-life issues if they are to sustain interest.  Monroe Friedman has correlated this tendency with Maslow’s drive for self-actualization.
  Once survival concerns are managed, higher-order needs are attempted.  This desire may explain the growing concern with the objectionable practices of corporations and nations not just its products.  The tactics that were successful in obtaining lower-level needs must now be modified to assist in attaining higher-order desires.

In a media-orientated boycott with a focus on image, different tactics must be employed.  The social activist must still choose effective targets and strategy; however, the choices will be dependent on media attentiveness.  Monroe Friedman explores a number of image-related weaknesses that can be exploited: first, visibility—one searches for the leader in its field; second, reputation—one prefers a target that has been sensitive to corporate social responsibility and has cultivated an image that might be threatened if insensitivities were exposed; third, profitability—one prefers a target that is experiencing declining corporate earnings, a difficult task in a growing economy; fourth, a fluid position on the issue—one looks for a target in an area that has not reified into corporate culture; fifth, American owned—one is able to generate greater pressure by appealing to patriotic duties; and sixth, a clear corporate identity throughout its organization—one prefers to be able to attack a target at many levels.  A multiplicity of corporate names will confuse the targeting of the activists.
 

If a social activist group were to attempt to pick an appropriate company with these criteria, the Disney company would be a reasonable choice.  It is highly visible and is a leader in its field.  Although it as not been known for social causes, it has cultivated a reputation of trust with its customers.  It has known serious economic difficulties in the recent past; however, it is currently prospering.  It is fluid on the issue of gay-rights or the portrayal of sexuality in its movies.  It is American owned.  And it has maintained its corporate identity in all areas except ABC, Touchstone, and Miramax.  With these considerations in mind, one might be tempted to launch a boycott against this corporation.  However, other tactical actions must then be considered.

After one has chosen an appropriate target for a boycott, a media-intensive campaign must be waged.  A variety of activities might be considered to assist in the attempt to tarnish the corporate image.  Monroe Friedman offers numerous suggestions: parodies of corporate names and images; a national day of protest; using children as activists; committing acts of civil disobedience; advertising in the mass media; and using graphic pictures to convey the boycott message.
  Each of these tools is designed to embarrass the target company so that the media will assist in exposing the deviate policies or products that sparked the boycott.  If a reasonable portion of the American public joins in condemnation of the targeted activities, there may be sufficient social synergy to impact corporations that count their resources in billions of dollars.  Boycott campaigns that fail to enlist the assistance of the media will also fail in their boycott objectives and be treated as irrelevant by the targeted corporation.  The greatest struggle that a social activist organization will have is if it attempts to target a media company.  With the need of the media to create a public response, attacking a media company will result in that company using all its considerable assets to minimize the damage that a boycott can accomplish.  Any organization that attacks a media company like the Disney corporation can expect to be engaged in a substantial fight.  With national network assets such as ABC to defend itself, Disney can be expected to defend vigorously its image and values.  One would only attempt that fight if it were an extremely important cause, if one has superior forces, or if one were stupid.

The Church’s Response to Disney

The church’s response to Disney needs to be developed on two fronts: an internal battle over control of imagery and an external battle on an appropriate social response.  The battle over imagery has been a persistent feature of the Protestant movement.  One of its outstanding reformers, Huldreich Zwingli (1484-1531), was instrumental in removing all of the images, relics, and organs from the churches in Zurich.
  Zwingli recognized the power of imagery in the religious experience.  This determination to allow the adherent’s religious imagination the freedom to create individual images was seen as a key contribution to the Protestant movement.  Most evangelical churches continue the practice of minimizing the imagery around the believer.  These sanctuaries have little more than the empty cross to remind adherents of the themes of Christianity.  However, this minimalist presentation can be seen as developing an imagination devoid of imagery for those without the desired creativity.  This near vacuum of significant caricatures may be one of the reasons for the success of Disney.  Disney creations seem to fill a void and a thirst within the Protestant soul for a visual representation of heroes and heroines, villains and villainesses.  The emptied imagery of the Protestant spiritual community is replaced with the vibrant imagery of the Disney cartoon community.  However, this thirst for images may place the Protestant in a highly vulnerable position.  Imagery is most successful when it tells a story, a presentation of the ideology of the author.  The imagery of Disney carries the ideology of the creative executives and artists within Disney.  To protect Christian adherents from ideology that is detrimental to some Christian themes, a social battle may need to be fought.  A new crusade may be needed.

The Christian church has often been at the forefront of activist causes that require societal attention.  Although its conservative wings have often resisted change, the church has managed to participate productively in most social debates.  Walter Rauschenbusch has argued that a primary concern of the church is not a reconstruction of society, but “mainly a suppression of some of the most glaring evils in the social system of the time.”
  It may tolerate the general social system of the time; however, it will focus on a single intolerable evil and marshals its forces against the perceived moral threat.  With this in mind, the church bears a responsibility to provide that competitive force against any morally defective social institution, as it may be the only force of sufficient social power to accomplish the task.  The principal problem in this task is identifying the most corrosive evil.  A key issue for evangelicals for most of this century has been the growing acceptance of alternative forms of sexuality in American society.  Non-traditional sexuality in reality or in media presentations is a current focus of concern.  Both the presentation of non-traditional heterosexuality in the media and the acceptance of the homosexual lifestyle have garnered the wrath of those concerned with conforming to Christian sacred texts. Any media outlet that condones either of these activities can expect to receive censure by some Christian forces.  

In the fall of 1995, the American Family Association (AFA), a conservative political organization that had organized consumer boycotts against K-Mart in the past, joined with the Florida Baptist Convention to organize a boycott of the Walt Disney Corporation.
  Their key complaint was that Disney had offered health insurance benefits to partners of its gay employees.  They argued that Disney had developed a long-standing corporate image that sought to portray its concern for issues relating to the family and had consciously offered family values.  Disney’s validation of the gay lifestyle was seen to be in conflict with the values that Disney had attempted to project.  Other problems also surfaced: alleged subliminal sexual messages in The Lion King, the production of the movie Priest that featured a gay Roman Catholic priest, and the portrayal of a homosexual character in the ABC sitcom Ellen.  The accumulated evidence seemed to point to a corporation that had lost is social moorings.  The collective response by evangelical forces within the Christian church was a call for a boycott of Disney.  The call was heard by the 16 million member Southern Baptist Convention that voted to boycott Disney as a protest against material that “disparages Christian values.”
  The delegates also resolved that Disney had not upheld its “historic commitment to traditional family values” and seemed intent on promoting homosexuality.
  The Baptist were soon joined by the Assemblies of God denomination.  Other denominations entertained similar proposals, and some joined with their evangelical counterparts.

Critique of the Religious Response 

The media response to the denominational actions was immediate and ferocious.  As if a lioness were protecting a wounded cub, the major media outlets focused their castigation on the Southern Baptist community.  Jay Leno added cutting jokes about the Baptists to his routine.  The evening news had Disney stories intersecting with Southern Baptist narratives.  Most newspaper editorials ran against the boycott.  The San Francisco Chronicle mused, “Long-term relationships, trips to Disneyland, tame prime-time comedy.  Is this the ‘gay lifestyle’ that so threatens civilization? Looks to us like the Baptists have nothing to worry about, but we will appreciate the shorter lines for the ‘Indiana Jones’ ride on our next trip to Disneyland” (6/21/97)  However, many took the opportunity to bemoan the decline of family entertainment.  The Milwaukee Journal-Sentinel noted, “What happened in Dallas this week was, in large measure, a statement of the public’s increasing unhappiness with what’s being offered in movies and on television” (6/21/97).
  Other media representatives merely noted the hopelessness of the task.  Ann Fisher in Fortune magazine noted that “by the time a company gets big and visible enough to make irate consumers vote with their feet, it’s too big for a boycott to affect it much.”
  

Pastors who discouraged the boycott quickly had their thoughts registered in print.  The immediate past-president of the Southern Baptist Convention, Jim Henry, pastor of a 10,000-member church close to Disneyworld, was noted as wondering whether supporters had thought through the consequences of their actions.  Rick Markham, pastor of the Mount Zion Baptist Church in Snellville, Georgia was noted as warning others to reflect on the magnitude of the task:  

If we approve this resolution, you have a moral obligation to go home, cancel your ESPN coverage, get rid of the A&E Channel, to watching Lifetime television and never turn your TV to ABC, including Good Morning America, and I’m afraid I’ll have to tell my wife Regis and Kathie Lee are a thing of the past.  If we are not willing to do that, we are no more then 20th century Pharisees who strain at a gnat while swallowing a camel.

However, many Christian voices also raised concerns about the efficacy of the boycott and its peripheral effects.  David Gushee in Christianity Today wondered about the Christendom assumption, the implicit belief that American society ought to be Christian and that the products of business and policies of institutions should reflect Christian values.  He remained clearly nervous about the Southern church’s assumptions that its numerical superiority should yield a Christian society.  He reminded the Baptists that in the church’s earliest days, it had “no power to change society through boycotts or other political actions.  The only power it had was the Holy Spirit who brought an international assembly of men and women to salvation and formed that motley crew into a dynamic community that changed the world.”
  Numerous other commentators wondered whether the tone of this act would damage the church by its hostile attitude instead of protect it from moral decay.

The Disney response to the boycott was decidedly low-key.  In previous disputes, Disney has often refused to offer a public response to confrontations yet has worked diligently in the background. In this case, Father Leo J. Donovan, president  of Georgetown University, was not-so-quietly added to the Disney board of directors.
  In its public statements, Disney spokesman Tom Deegan remarked that boycotts have had little effect.  He noted that operating revenues of the media company had increased 35 percent last year.
  His remark about effect were incorrect but were wrong in an ironic way.  A recent study by Paul Koku found that boycotts produce results that are counter-intuitive.  Koku states, “The value of target firms increased, on average, by 0.76% on the day that news of the boycott became public.  On the other hand, the value of the target firms increased by only 0.55% on the day that information of the threat of boycott became public.”
  These gains are hypothesized to be the result of the corporate efforts to minimize the impact of the boycott.  These extra efforts then reap a financial reward for the offending company.  When the period just after the boycott was financially analyzed, the company continued to make record profits.  The last quarter of 1997 and the first quarter of 1998 saw Disney obtain a 37.1% gain in its stock price.
  It can also be assumed that the publicity around the event only further imprinted the Disney brand name on the American public.  This imprinting may lead to an increase in sales instead of a decrease.  The evangelical community can only assume that the boycott reduced potential sales of even higher results.  With an inability to prove success in its boycott efforts, the persuasive power of the evangelical community to influence future corporate decisions may be seriously compromised. 

The Need for Religious Engagement of the Social Practices of Business

If the marketplace boycott seems doomed to failure, and media-based boycotts require the acquiescence of media companies, the question arises whether the church should engage in boycott strategies of media corporations.  Although a broader question is whether the church should engage in any form of social control over business, the Disney example offers a clear example to engage the narrower question.  It can be argued that the primary mission of the Disney corporation is the same as any business: it strives to maximize its profits and to use those profits to continue to grow.  If there are sufficient profits and the company is stable or growing, then secondary issues can be attempted such as engaging in practices of social responsibility. The other Disney values that have been elucidated, such as the desire to offer quality family entertainment, have become prima facie values, values that are honored as long as other primary values do not intervene.  We have seen that the decision to produce R-rated movies was undertaken when the profitability of the corporation was threatened by the poor performance of its family movie fare.  This move illustrates the dependence that corporations must have on profits.  Any attempts at social responsibility will always be prima facie duties that depend on the success of its primary mission.  The other value that is apparent is the desire to treat its employees equally.  This is the justification that gives rise to the health benefits for partners of gay employees.  However, this benefit is not offered to heterosexual partners on the grounds that they can get married to receive the benefits.  

The primary mission of the evangelical wings of the Christian church is clear: to spread the gospel of Jesus Christ into all parts of the world.  This becomes the first point of conflict with media corporations.  The message of the church and the messages of media corporations are competitive.  Each struggles to deliver its message to a fleeting audience.  Each attempts to deliver its message with clarity and confidence.  The Christian church has had the benefit of time; however, the media corporation has the benefit of repetition.  Both are successful strategies that compete for an overlapping audience.  The secondary values of the church that relate to this incident are also in conflict with corporate strategies.  The biblical mandate to refrain from non-traditional sexual behavior is one of the clearest imperatives in the Christian sacred texts.  Although many have pleaded for a consideration of the social context of the relevant passages, the evangelical church will continue to compete with any worldview that equates heterosexual and homosexual relationships.  The other value that is operative in the evangelical Christian church is strong support for the family.  The church has determined that its primary responsibility is to compete with anything that threatens the family.  This requires a forceful attack on any lifestyle that threatens the integrity of the traditional family unit such as adultery or homosexuality.  The perception of damage that may occur to the image of the church from this battle will only be assumed to be emblems of pride for having attempted the task.  

One is left to wonder about alternatives available to the Christian church if it chooses to compete with media corporations.  Should the church withdraw even more into the private sphere?  This would leave the media to self-regulate, or it would necessitate government intervention.  However, as media companies grow in size, the ability for any government to regulate will diminish.  As media companies become multinational corporations, the ability of governments to regulate will be dependent on inter-governmental cooperation.  The other alternative, self-regulation by the businesses themselves, must fail because of the essentially self-serving quality of any business.  To self-regulate for moral grounds when an act is legal would be tantamount to not maximizing profits when it is capable of doing so.  

Another alternative is to let the individual citizen express moral outrage in the face of a social institution’s deviancy.  Although this alternative appeals to the individualist streak in American society, it is inherently weak.  A strength of the institution is its collectivist nature.  This characteristic allows it to draw on the strengths of all of its individuals to meet the problems that it must face to succeed.  An individual criticism is usually no more than a metaphorical gnat on a camel, annoying but not threatening.  Therefore, the individual may be most successful when formed into a collective to compete with the power of the corporation.  

That collective could be in the form of another corporation that competes with the offending company.  In our competitive economy, those corporations that offer values that appeal to a broader audience can usually develop a customer base on which to succeed.  However, economic mandates tend to create isomorphic tendencies that cause similar results in similar corporations.  Within any particular business genre, the same political, economic, and social forces that confront all similar companies tend to force each to be more alike than different.  This renders mute attempts to alter corporate paths that are deviant from the broad path of all corporations.  It can be expected that all major corporations will one day offer health benefits to its gay employee partners.  Therefore, using other corporations may not be as fruitful as possible.

Another collective that can compete with the business community is the religious community.  Churches and other religious bodies have always felt the mandate to correct social practices that were perceived to be outside of social boundaries.  These boundaries may have been erected by social or religious forces; however, they serve to stabilize society.  In contrast, the media corporations serve as one outlet for the arts in American society.  William Romanowski, a professor of communication arts, has noted that the arts serve as a “means for transmitting culture, doing social criticism, providing social cohesion, and contributing to the collective memory.”
  These tasks are similar to the task of the church and therefore the media, as the purveyors of the arts, and traditional institutions, such as the church, “battle to maintain cultural consensus or to express diversity.  The popular arts often represent new ideas and perspectives about life.”
  These new perspectives will compete with traditional views and a competition will ensue.  Romanowski continues, “It is not surprising that religious leaders have perceived entertainment as a competing religious order and have launched crusades against the popular entertainment of the day.”
  However, popular entertainment offers no guarantee of social health.  In fact, it can be argued that its popularity is often the result of its unhealthy appeal.  This recognition demands that social forces attempt to compete with mere popularity and attempt to convince the public of the social good in deferring from a popular activity.  The church has always served in this role; it is a role it is designed to serve and should be appreciated for that role.

A Paradigm of Social Engagement

If it is one of the responsibilities of the church to engage in practices that attempt to maintain social health, then the church must attempt to develop strategies that are effective in this task.  The dominant tactic of the evangelical community has been to strive to repel Christians from corporate influence.  However, Christian social action has been most successful when the Christian community has moved towards a social concern.  In situations where corporations can be reformed from policies that have a negative social influence, any tactic should exhibit this positive direction. However, before any strategies of social engagement can be offered, an attitude of engagement needs to be offered.  Christian forms of social engagement in the last decades of the 20th century have often been marked with anger and vitriolic rhetoric.  The caustic attitudes of many, Christian and non-Christian alike, within the public arenas of debate have left the impression that abusive rhetoric is of more value that persuasive rhetoric.  All sides need to be reminded of the need for civility, however, the Christian is responsible for a higher standard.  The gospels and the early church literature are insistent that the first responsibility of the Christian is to love God and to love one’s neighbor as oneself.  Although some discernment may be needed on whether the method of love may be of a nurturing or disciplining form, the first impulse of love is presence, moving toward the other and not away.  Before methods of disengagement such as boycotts are attempted, methods of social engagement need to be tried.  

Five types of social action using both engagement and disengagement need to be developed.  The first method of social engagement is the effective entry into the marketplace of ideas.  On this ground, persuasive rhetoric holds sway.  Yet it seems as if there are few communal spots to engage this task and fewer personnel trained to do it well.  The marginalization of the Christian community from this marketplace seems to be growing.  As society moves into a post-Christian era, this tendency will be magnified.  A number of reasons can be offered to explain the failure of religious people to enter this ground successfully.  Primarily, large numbers within religious communities and most of their leaders have not been trained sufficiently to be productive in this marketplace.  The Bible school, seminary, and theological training that many in the Christian community receive may serve them well inside the Christian community.  However, this training does not seem to be effective preparation to engage in the discourse that is occurring in the public marketplace of ideas.  A key objective of the church must be to train its leaders and key proponents in the methodology of persuasive rhetoric so that further social action is not necessary.  And then it is critical that they move to the ground of the dispute.  The leaders of the evangelical church should have attempted to communicate effectively with the leadership of Disney.  Other than threatening letters and boycotts, no other evangelical strategies were made public.  For individuals trained to change the minds of people, evangelical leaders should have had the confidence that persuasive arguments could have been more powerful than the threats of a boycott.

The second method, another method of social engagement, requires the concentrated corporate involvement by Christians in publicly held corporations.  Disney, or any public corporation, is more sensitive to the interests of its shareholders than its customers.  The shares of a public corporation can be purchased in the marketplace. If those in the Christian community who were concerned with a corporate  problem purchased shares in that company, the corporation could not ignore them for long.  With the purchasing power of Christians, a significant block of shares could be accumulated.  These shareholders then have the rights and responsibilities of any shareholder in a corporate enterprise.  Their interests would drive the modification of corporate practices that are defective, an ongoing responsibility of any shareholder.  However, they must do it in a way that will maintain the viability of any useful corporation for American society.  If the reform of the company has sufficient support, the corporation will change its policies or its leaders.  The benefit to this policy is one of engagement with the intent to reform and not disengagement with the intent to embarrass.  A concern will develop over the use of the profits from a defective company.  In the Disney case, its shares have a recent history of being very profitable.  The profits from any venture, received in the form of stock price increases and dividends, should lead to greater leverage to engage in further action. However, for maximum success, there is a need for a coordinated organization that will serve as a proxy to advance the interests of concerned Christians in the corporate environment.  This organization does not exist but should.  With the power of the corporation in the lives of Christians, a countervailing Christian economic power would force Christian concerns into the marketplace of ideas.  However, if this second step is not successful, then more dramatic forms of social action, social disengagement, may be required.

The third type has been developed: marketplace and media boycotts.  Marketplace boycotts are simple forms of social action that have a positive local effect.  The church has been very successful is some recent boycotts such as the RU486 controversy.  However, as the action becomes more complex, media-based boycotts will be necessary.  And yet this form of boycott will not be as effective if the target company is a media company such as Disney.  The fourth method of rating systems may be more beneficial in this case.  The 1980’s were an era of the development of social auditing systems for corporations.  This allows for a multi-dimensional method that offers a corporation the means of improvement without losing face.  The boycott tends to embarrass the corporation into action.  This form of action, when successful, risks damaging the corporate image.  No one appreciates losing; and corporate leaders do not like to lose.  Rating systems, on the other hand, allow the corporation to adjust under its own terms to new proposals.  Social monitoring offers three advantages: first, there is a continuing means to assess corporate responsibility, a responsibility that usually encompasses an entire genre of companies, not one individual company; second, there are comparative judgments that can be made; and third, one company can learn from another.
  This type of system will work well when there are a multiplicity of corporate players who find it mutually beneficial to control each other.  However, if one company has a distinct competitive edge, such as Disney, this method may not be effective.

The fifth method that may need to be attempted for a dominating corporation that is resistant to all other forms of social control may be a determined effort to alter its public image.  This is a particularly valuable tool with a media corporation like Disney.  Their corporate image is particularly vulnerable to a religious critique.  However, traditional media streams cannot be used.  The new technology of the Internet may prove to be highly valuable for social action.  The church has always made effective use of new technology.  The Internet would allow for the distribution of not just words but also it could be used to distribute images.  The Internet establishes direct access for one communicator to another with no intermediary such as the television, radio or newspaper.  No one interprets the information.  An Internet campaign that has a focused objective could be highly effective. 

In the church is to wage a battle against Disney, it needs to reevaluate every aspect of Disney to determine if the public image is compatible with Christian ideals.  These results could be posted on the Internet for consideration.  One place to start with Disney is to reevaluate its usage of magic.  One of the Disney’s symbols is Mickey Mouse in a magician’s attire who waves his wand across the horizon.  This image is very vulnerable to Christian ideology.  Sorcerers have always been anathematized by the church.  It can be assumed that up until now the church has overlooked this imagery because of the positive contribution of Disney generally. The church can no longer be as forgiving in its competition with Disney.  Each Disney image and value needs to be reexamined and re-judged for subtle messages that conflict with Christian values and ideals.  When a conflict is realized, the corporation should be alerted, and a tactic that attempts to change the image should be attempted.  If this is not acceptable to the corporation, then the image should be exposed and used to embarrass the company in the eyes of consumers.  

The church must remain as a strong agent of social reform in the American business market.  It must try to maintain the ideals that have helped it to shape the best in people.  Although the church must always remember its primary principle: to love God and one another, it must competitively engage in the public arena so that its ideas may be present when issues of importance are developed.  It bears the responsibility to engage in this task well so that even when it is in the minority, it can place its ideas into the collective memory so that when the time comes for a different way, a possible better way, that way can be tried by the general society.  Neither retreat nor passivity is an acceptable option for the Christian.  A bold proposal of quality ideas should always be attempted in the marketplace of ideas; a presentation that might forestall more dramatic activities to protect the church and society as a whole.
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