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Theme parks are perfect examples for how our world has become increasingly mobile over the last 

few decades, illustrating not just how people are traveling all around the globe, but also brands and 

ideas. The Disney theme parks, with locations in California, Florida, Tokyo, Paris, Hong Kong, and 

now also Shanghai, are possibly the most well-known of these, and as I would argue, also the 

richest examples. As tourist destinations, they provoke large numbers of people to travel, they 

inspire them even before going there as so-called “virtual” travel locations (Larsen and Urry), and 

present ideas from different cultures and countries in a postmodern pastiche. All of these aspects are 

worth exploring in a lot more detail - something which I am planning to do in my dissertation - but 

for the scope of this presentation, I will focus on one aspect of the mobility of the theme park, and 

that is the theme park as a “node” of mobility - following John Urry and Mimi Sheller - a place that 

fosters social connection. To do so, I will use the transportation vehicles in Disney’s theme parks as 

a case study, and how these reflect  several issues of mobility.  

To begin, I want to talk about the subject of Disney transportation and other ride vehicles in general, 

as to possibly make clear why I chose this particular example. As Michael Sorkin notes: “Whatever 

its other meanings, the theme park rhapsodizes on the relationship between transportation and 

geography.” (210) How this came to be can be explained by looking at the history of transportation 

at the parks, and generally by distinguishing between three types of travel or ride vehicles in 

Disney’s theme parks:  

First, one could argue that all attraction/ride narratives at the parks are a form of simulated or 

“imaginative” travel (Larsen and Urry 169), providing the illusion of traveling to a far away, or of 

course, even to a completely fictional place for the riders, and therefore immersing them into a 

narrative. (The overall design of the parks in general, their theming, also does the same - Erkki 

Huhtamo describes the experience of being in Disneyland as a “metaphor of traveling” (62)). In the 

case of rides, however, the strongest of these “imaginative travel” opportunities, are probably 

simulator rides like Star Tours. An attraction based on the Star Wars franchise, this ride has guests 

seated in a space transport vehicle (read: large simulator cabin), and through a ride video, as well as 

coordinated movement (and an elaborate queue area and pre-show themed like a space port) they go 

on a simulated ride to different planets of the Star Wars universe. Such rides go back to the advent 

of both amusement parks and cinema; the so-called “phantom ride” films that were popular at the 
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end of the 19th century and their follow-up, the “Hale’s Tours” (1904-1906) (see Huhtamo 171), 

which can essentially be described as simulated rides in “mock train carriage[s]” (Bukatman 61) - 

“imaginative” travel, it seems, has been of interest to people ever since technology has allowed it.  

Our second category of ride vehicles, while equally providing their riders with a narrative - 

guiding their gaze and immersing them in their own worlds - still look and work rather differently. 

These are vehicles that are designed to actually look like real-life transportation devices, such as 

cars, or ships, but still do not actually provide transportation from A to B, yet do so without the use 

of a movie screen, or a virtual component, but within an actual three-dimensional environment. One 

of the most obvious examples here would be the classic Disneyland attraction Autopia, that lets kids 

- and kids at heart - ride cars on a pre-defined track, yet in the end, the “trip” only takes rides in a 

circular pattern, with the exit and entrance in the same area, and therefore leaves no freedom to 

explore locations, or stop and exit the “car” at any point during the ride. A similar example, but 

using boats, is the Jungle Cruise, another Disneyland classic. And yet - and this brings us to 

category number three - there are also actual transportation within Disney’s theme parks. While 

most of them still provide their riders with scenic vistas, they also actually transport them from one 

location to another and often have several stops along the way. To this category belong the famous 

monorails (to be found at Disneyland, but also Walt Disney World, and both Tokyo and Hong Kong 

Disneyland Resorts), the again, classic Disneyland railroad, but also Main Street transportation 

vehicles (omnibus, horse-drawn carriage, streetcars and others), ferry boats or even standard buses 

as park-to-park or park-to-hotel transportation (how these possibly differ from other vehicles is the 

topic of another presentation). 

I would argue that it is this third category that is most interesting to be explored through the lens of 

mobility studies. The transportation vehicles at Disney’s theme parks are a prime example of what 

Urry and Larsen have described as the de-differentiation of tourism and everyday life  (see 115) - 

yet with a twist. Most people use public transportation in their daily life, often to commute to work, 

and often begrudgingly - but when they come to a Disney theme park, their attitude towards riding a 

streetcar or the bus drastically changes. As Darrin Nordahl has observed in his book “My Kind of 

Transit”, people tend to get excited, giddy even, when boarding Disneyland’s Main Street 

transportation vehicles - so much so that he has come up with a “Giddiness Index” (21) to describe 

this phenomenon. He attributes this reaction to the pleasurable experience a trip on these vehicles 

usually is - they offer good views for passengers (of the beautiful scenery of Main Street U.S.A., as 

well as chances to people watch), and also a unique design - bright colors, whimsical or to our 
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contemporary eye, unusual design elements, in short - theming. As the rides on these particular 

vehicles are rather short (only a few minutes from Town Square to Central Plaza), the experience is 

clearly more important than efficiency (see Nordahl 25), and the ride therefore contributes to the 

“emotional happiness” (28) of the passengers. The passengers themselves also figure into the 

equation - Nordahl begins his book with an anecdote on how better designed vehicles  can foster 

social contacts between their riders. At Disneyland, a shared interest in and excitement about the 

place - as well as often a similar class background, a factor I will not get into because of time 

constraints - can often spark social connection, or at least a feeling of belonging automatically. 

Nordahl, in the spirit of a New Urbanism agenda, suggests that the same criteria used at 

Disneyland should be applied to public transportation in cities - and rightly has been criticized for 

ignoring cost and efficiency factors by Jarret Walker. I would also argue that he loses sight of the 

fact that all of these rides are a novelty for the riders in every way - be it design, sights on the route, 

or simply the different environment. Even now quite common public transportation devices were 

once novel and interesting - something I will address shortly. Length of travel also figures strongly 

in the equation - in my own experience, even Disney’s transportation loses its charm when you are 

traveling in a crowded bus, back to your hotel, tired from the parks at night and all you want is to 

get to your bed fast. 

And yet, his observations are critical for this study. As a consequence of the “experience economy“, 

as described by Pine and Gilmore, people are getting more and more used to public spaces that have 

been designed through the “Tourist Gaze” (Larsen and Urry), providing them with the affective 

pleasures of theme parks. As Mimi Sheller and John Urry write in their introduction to “Tourism 

Mobilities“: “There are increasing similarities between behaviour at ‚home‘ and ‚away‘. Tourist 

sites proliferate across the globe, while everyday sites of activity are redesigned in ‚tourist‘ mode, 

as with themed shopping, leisure, and work environments. We might thus say that Mickey Mouse 

has escaped from his special kingdom and now seems to occupy almost every place across the 

globe - there are an extraordinary number of global places for Mickey to play in.” (5) So while 

people increasingly get used to the “Disneyland way” of doing things, it could be interesting to 

watch what happens to public transportation in the future - again a topic for another presentation. 

And yet, Walt Disney himself had originally thought of the transportation devices he picked for 

Disneyland as an inspiration for future use within urban environments back in the 1950s. The 

inclusion of the monorail in his park - originally designed by German company ALWEG and then 

built for Disneyland by his Imagineers (Disney’s theme park designers) - was always meant to serve 

as a shining example for LA’s lack of public infrastructure. Generally, Disney’s “California theme 
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park was both a living museum of reproductions and a proving ground for new technology. 

Disneyland featured examples of various modes of transportation, including pedestrian, horse, 

sailing ship, steamboat, Santa Fe & Disneyland Railroad, horse-drawn streetcar, horseless carriage, 

Omnibus, Autopia, Skyway, monorail, Omnimover, and, ultimately, PeopleMover.” (Mannheim 31) 

His utopian ideas for urban environments became even more pronounced with his plans for Walt 

Disney World and EPCOT (today, the second theme park in Florida, it was originally planned to be 

a self-contained city that relied on monorails and the people mover as public transportation). The 

plans never became a reality, as Walt Disney died in 1966, allegedly still sketching plans for 

EPCOT on his deathbed. Given these later developments it maybe comes as less of a surprise that 

“[t]his combination of simulation and transportation was, as noted, a basic principle of (…) 

[Disneyland’s] conception.” (Bukatman 62) “[It] seems an urgent part of the agenda. The body is 

put in motion in Disneyland”, so Scott Bukatman. (75, emphasis original) 

While Walt Disney’s rather utopian ideas about urbanity are the ideological reasons for the 

prevalence of transportation in his theme park(s), there is also a historical connection between the 

parks and transportation systems. Early amusement parks were often built at the end of street car 

lines for rather practical reasons - they could be run on the surplus electricity of the generating 

equipment that was left idle at night, on weekends and holidays, and also increased the ridership of 

the streetcars during those (leisure) times (see Nye 122ff). Thus, trolley parks were born. 

Interestingly enough, one Disney theme park even acknowledges this fact - at Tokyo DisneySea, one 

part of the “American Waterfront” area is themed to be a trolley park, positioned historically 

accurate at the end of the resident street car - postmodern blurring at its best.  

Yet the connection between public transportation and theme park rides does not stop there: 

“Since streetcar companies created many of the parks, they developed rides that mimicked the 

streetcar’s technology, whose principles and maintenance they understood. The streetcar was easily 

adapted to a scenic railway, a ride through a mine, or a roller coaster. The visitor moved in a circle 

of visual and kinetic pleasures.” (Nye 128) So many of the classic rides still found at theme and 

amusement parks around the world today actually come from the connection to public 

transportation. Yet even in the times of the trolley cars, “[r]oller coasters and other rail-based 

attractions were ‚amplified‘ and yet ‚reduced‘ versions of railroads or streetcars networks. Their 

attractiveness is based on the suppression of functionality and the exaggeration of those features 

that the railroad and streetcar companies tried to eliminate from their regular services (building 

artificial hills instead of ‚cutting‘ lines horizontally through the landscape, emphasizing sudden 

turns and bumpiness instead of smooth movement)”, as Huhtamo notes (168). “By transforming the 
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streetcar into a roller coaster, the racing dips parodied and exaggerated a familiar form of 

transportation.” (Nye 132) This is still true at Disneyland today. And thus, roller coasters became a 

lot more interesting to the public then the actual streetcar that was “first celebrated (…) as a novelty 

and later (…) [seen] as an unpleasant necessity.” (Nye 137) And similarly today, coming back to 

Nordahl, Disneyland’s transportation vehicles are preferred by the public over their urban 

counterparts. Yet much of this has to do with the fact that the vistas presented to the riders are 

radically different from those in most cities. “Since transportation is both an attraction and a means 

of moving through the park, the routes designed for moving visitors around were never the shortest 

ones but the optimal ones. That meant that besides being visually attractive, the routes chosen also 

enticed either symbolic or actual consumption of the environment” (Mitrasinovic 142) - what 

people see are the commodified landscapes built for the “tourist gaze“, and the vehicles even move 

accordingly. “Regardless of the type of transportation means, whether they are passenger 

conveyors, escalators, independent vehicles, monorails or railway, all of the means of transportation 

are designed to be an integral part of the internal pattern of the theme park. That implies that their 

visual appearance, sound and speed are adjusted to the environment within which they operate. The 

slow, turn-of-the-century looking trams in Magic Kingdom are meant to move more than 20,000 

visitors per hour (…) circulating between the Town Square and the Central Square. The main 

attraction of EPCOT is the sophisticated, futuristic looking ALTWEG monorail system that moves 

at a speed of 45 miles per hour (…).” (Mitrasinovic 142) Such changes make clear how these 

transportation vehicles necessarily function rather differently than those in urban settings - after all 

none of them operate on any kind of (visible) timetable - and are a prime example of how tourism is 

usually an “inversion of the everyday” (Larsen and Urry 13), where commuting is suddenly fun, but 

also how the lines of everyday and holiday are increasingly blurred through these structures.  

Now that I have explored the intrinsic connection between transportation and the theme park, I want 

to turn to how the described vehicles are also a key example for theme park’s role as a “node“ of 

mobility. Following Sheller and Urry, these nodes are “distinct social spaces that orchestrate new 

forms of social life around (…) [them], for example stations, hotels, motorways, resorts, airports, 

leisure complexes, cosmopolitan cities, beaches, galleries and roadside parks” (Mobilities 

Paradigm” 213). Sorkin has noted that each of Disney’s theme parks around the world “sits as an 

intensely serviced node on a modern network of global reach.” (217)  All of these parks are of 

course ideally situated that way so they can be reached by millions of tourists, local visitors, and of 

course also their employees, each year. But through their function as such intensely frequented 
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places, they necessarily also continuously bring people together. While it often seems like people 

tend to just pass by each other, there are in fact also necessarily constant interactions between all of 

these people at any given moment in time - often bringing together different ages, races and 

genders.  

As because of length, I cannot go into more detail here - and possibly also problematize some of 

these notions by such factors as class -  I want to close with an anecdote. During my visit to Tokyo 

DisneySea in March 2015, I found myself sitting in Venetian gondola, slowly passing by a 

landscape clearly coded as Venice, Italy - yet in the not-too-far distance were the buildings of turn 

of the century America. Turning a corner, an imposing Volcano came into view. Then the gondoliere 

began to sing - the well-known Italian folk song “Santa Lucia”. She - yes, it was a woman - sang in 

a beautiful voice, and after she was done and the other passengers and I clapped, she thanked us in 

her native Japanese. Looking at the other faces, I saw an American family on my right, a Japanese 

family on my left, my German father next to me, and two young Japanese girls on the other end. I 

had probably never encountered something so bizarre and yet at the same time, strikingly normal, 

before. Make of it what you will, but for me, this is one of the most clear-cut examples of the 

globalized, mobile world that we live in I have ever encountered myself - and this is why, for me, 

Disney’s theme parks are clear epicenters, “nodes” of mobility - and how they use their 

transportation vehicles is but one small example.  

Sources: 

Bukatman, Scott. „There’s Always Tomorrowland: Disney and the Hypercinematic Experience“. 
October Vol.57 (1991): 55-78. Print.  

Huhtamo, Erkki. “Encapsulated Bodies in Motion. Simulators and the Quest for Total Immersion,” 
Critical Issues in Electronic Media. Ed. Simon Penny. Albany: State University of New York Press, 
1995. 159-186. Print.   

Larsen, Jonas and John Urry. The Tourist Gaze 3.0. London: Sage, 2011. Print. 

Mannheim, Steve. Walt Disney and the Quest for Community. Aldershot, England: Ashgate 
Publishing Limited, 2002.  

Mitrasinovic, Miondrag. Total Landscape, Theme Parks, Public Space. Farnham, VT: Ashgate, 
2006. Print. 

Nordahl, Darrin. My Kind of Transit: Rethinking Public Transportation in America. Washington 
D.C.:Island Press, 2008. Print.  

�6



Nye, David E. Electrifying America. Social Meanings of a New Technology. Cambridge: MIT Press, 
1992. Print.

Pine, Joseph and James Gilmore. The Experience Economy. Boston: Harvard Business School 
Press, 1999. Print.  

Sheller, Mimi and John Urry. „The New Mobilities Paradigm“ Environment and Planning A. Vol. 
38 (2006): 207-226. Print.  

Sheller, Mimi and John Urry, Introduction to Tourism Mobilities: Places to Play, Places in Play. 
New York: Routledge, 2004. 

Sorkin, Michael. „See You in Disneyland“ Variations on a Theme Park. Ed. Michael Sorkin. New 
York: Hill & Wang, 1992. Print. 

Walker, Jarret. „The Disneyland Theory of Transit“ humantransit.org April 17, 2009. Web. Last 
Accessed May 3, 2016. 

�7


