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They Walk! They Talk! 

A study of the anthropomorphisation of non human characters in animated films

Stéphane Collignon

PRACTICAL DEFINITION OF ANTHROPOMORPHY:

Erroneous process by which one attributes to a non human object human characteristics. The most common anthropomorphic projection consists in giving thought, intention, feeling or intelligence to elements, objects or animals that do not possess them. Sometime the process is enlarged to give to the non human object the outward appearance of humanity by dressing it or sometimes even by giving it a human shape.(Armengaud, Encyclopaedia Universalis)

Three different level of anthropomorphisation:

1) Normal animals, objects, plants drawn in a relatively realistic manner, eventually caricatural or “cartoony” as long as they remain close to their natural form, endowed with an human psyche, marked only by an obvious intentionality of actions. 

e.g: Pluto, Gertie or the Ugly Duckling of the Silly Symphonies. Sometimes the ability of speech is added. 

2) Non human characters set in a human-like environment. They live in a human-like habitat and wear clothing, even if partial. 

e.g. : The animals of the 1939 MGM production Peace on Earth

3) Modify the morphology of the characters to bring them closer to human anatomy. This is  the case of most anthropomorphized characters, from Oswald the Lucky Rabbit to Bugs Bunny and manny more.

MECHANISMS OF ANTHROPOMOMORPHY:

Anthropomorphism is in fact a counter intuitive projection.(Boyer 1996) 

And yet it is instantly triggered because the range of human social releasers being relatively poor, evolution might have pushed us to give a strong response to equally poor signals and thus recognize human expressions from then on as confronted to a signal appearing as similar to a human releaser.(Konrad, 1965) Once those signals make us apply human characteristic to something that isn’t human our intuitive ontological principles will start to create expectations. (Boyer, 1996)

e.g. : If we see features on a rock that remind us of a smile, we see the rock smiling. Since it smiles, we expect it has feeling. Therefore it must be alive, etc... 

One example of major human social releaser:

Konrad (1965), Gardner et Wallach (1965), Sternglanz, Gray et Murakami (1977) explain that certain characteristics typical of baby bodies are the essential distinctive characteristics of the “cute” and “pretty”, triggering instant emotive response. 

Those signals are :

a relatively large head, a disproportionate skull, big eyes located lower than average, puffed front cheeks, short and thick limbs, a firm yet elastic consistency, and clumsy movement

Quite logically those key social releasers have been consistently used as major tools for creating cartoon characters, especially when turning animals into lovable humanlike hybrids.
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FLIP THE FROG

In Fiddlesticks (August 1930), his first adventure, Flip is introduced to us as a regular frog. Not a realistic frog per se, but the character is nothing more than a caricatural or cartoony frog set in a natural frog environment. 

Quickly, Flip fully reaches the second level of anthropomorphism. He wears gloves and shoes. In Puddle Pranks (December 1930), he drives a car, picks up his frog girlfriend at her house and drives around. But is frog nature is still clear as a crane like bird (natural predators of frogs) tries to eat them.

The following year, in The New Car (July 1931), the same barely anthropomorphized, very froglike Flip is set in a completely urban environment and his girl friend is now a cat! Flip leaps the species border and hops towards greater anthropomorphy as we cannot identify him solely and purely as a frog.

[image: image4.emf]Flip soon jumps all the way to the third level of anthropomorphism. In Spooks (December 1931), Flip is anthropomorphized to a point were it is no longer possible to recognize a frog, presenting us with a Bosko like character reminiscent more of an African American racial caricature than the animal he is supposed to be. 

In the following films, Flip is cast in entirely human settings inside which he is the only non human character, and has human girlfriends!

However his non human status remains underlined. In Funny Face (December 1932), Flip has to undergo plastic surgery to exchange his anthropomorphic frog face for a little human boy face in order to seduce the human girl he loves. 

Actually, a few characters in the history of cartoons had to go back to a less anthropomorphized state. It seems therefore that while tending towards more humanity makes anthropomorphized characters more striking (because counter intuitive) and lovable (using the cute and pretty key features), they should not venture too far out of their animality. 

RELATION BETWEEN DIFFERENT LEVELS OF ANTHROPOMORPHY:

Regularly, within the same film, characters of different level coexists. Mickey and Pluto for instance show a fully anthropomorphized, third level mouse having a first level, cartoony dog as a pet. Usually, different level of anthropomorphy will be used to induce an relationship of domination. In most of the Mickey adventures for instance this is made very clear by the way he uses other less anthropomorphised animals while he, Minnie, Peg Leg Pete or others play the roles of humans.

CONCLUSIONS:

By anthropomorphizing non human characters we give them an audience reaction inducing strength much greater than if they had not been anthropomorphized, and possibly greater than human characters can have. However, in order to remain vivid in our popular imaginary they must be consistent and behave in a manner that is predictable according to their new status. But most importantly it seems, no matter how anthropomorphized a character is, that he should not be allowed to become fully human as this would either provoke uneasy reactions (human/animal love relations, etc.) or make him lose its original impact (If fully human, then les striking). Animated film therefore appears to be the realm of subhuman creatures, raising themselves above their natural state but not quite becoming fully human. 

It is exactly because they remind us of us so much, but not too much, that we can instantly laugh at them, understand them, love them, feel for them.
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