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This article interrogates the Americanization/cultural imperialism thesis’ presump-
tions about the textual encoding of “America” by examining the semiotics and
reception of notions of America in the global hit television program, The Simpsons.
While in recent years, the cultural imperialism thesis has been both questioned and
revised from a variety of angles, often the key assumption remains that all American
cultural products are encoded with a uniform and chauvinistic attitude that pro-
motes America as a nation and culture, and that champions contemporary American
capitalist values. This article examines both the text of The Simpsons and its recep-
tion by a group of international viewers, showing how, contrary to many of its tele-
visual colleagues, one of America’s most globally successful television products
may actually be circulating a parodic-satiric suspicion of America and American
capitalist values.


Cultural imperialism was supposed to be dead. Defined by Beltran as a “process
of social influence by which a nation imposes on other countries its set beliefs,
values, knowledge and behavioral norms as well as its overall style of life”
(1978, p. 184), cultural imperialism posited a world media and cultural order in
which Western and particularly American products were killing other cultures.
Championed by academics, artists, and politicians alike, the belief in cultural
imperialism flourished in the seventies and eighties, becoming, as Sarakakis
(2005) argues, one of the few academic theories to have been directly incorpo-
rated into the world of international politics, through its corporeal existence in
the New World Information and Communication Order (NWICO). Filmmaker
Wim Wenders prominently announced that “the Americans have colonized our
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subconscious” (quoted in Miller, Govil, Maxwell & McMurria, 2001, p. 1);
Herbert Schiller (1976) wrote of the threat of American cultural domination of
the world via American media (see also Gans, 1985; Herman and McChesney,
1997; Mattelart, 1983); George Ritzer worried that “America will become
everyone’s ‘second culture’” (1998, p. 89), as we all become citizens of a
“McDonaldized” planet, and many culture ministers wrote similar fears into their
policy documents. However, starting in the nineties, cultural imperialism came
under attack from various angles, and at least in academia, for several years it
seemed damaged and discredited by a collection of audience researchers and the-
orists who balked at its assumptions of cultural weakness, cultural authenticity,
and audience passivity.


In recent years, though, a “revived” cultural imperialism (Harindranath, 2003)
has returned. Many culture ministers never gave up believing in cultural imperi-
alism, and the academics are once more on-side too. Even in their 1993 promise
to go Beyond cultural imperialism, many of the contributors to Golding and Harris’
collection refused to leave behind notions of gross power imbalance, as the
editors themselves noted that “Whatever the form and character of the new inter-
national order, it remains deeply and starkly inegalitarian” (p. 7), “itself the trans-
nationalization of a very national voice” (p. 9). In recent years, too, Ramaswami
Harindranath (2003) has argued for cultural imperialism’s continued existence;
and edited collections by Artz and Kamalipor (2003), Hamm and Smandych
(2005), and Mosco and Schiller (2001), and Miller, Govil, Maxwell, and McMurria’s
Global Hollywood (2001) provide accounts that either explicitly or implicitly
give renewed life to cultural imperialism, albeit in updated forms. Many of these
accounts implore us not to suffer from the illusion that global media imperialism
and Americanization are either myth or history. However, if cultural imperialism
is indeed experiencing a rebirth, particularly given its first incarnation’s power in
policy debates, it is imperative that we interrogate the precise nature of counter-
vailing global media flows, so that it does not suffer its former fate. Global media
and cultural power inequities need to be taken seriously, and thus a continuing
risk exists of exaggerated accounts of cultural imperialism that will only hurt the
careful analysis of media globalization. In particular, while the first wave of anti-
cultural imperialism research adequately pointed out the theory’s crude analysis
of audiences and reception, and hence while cultural imperialism “revivalists”
are now avoiding this Scylla, there remains cultural imperialism’s Charybdis of
its inadequate analysis of texts and of the encoding of “American” values.


In this article, then, I wish to complicate notions of global cultural flows by
discussing the case of The Simpsons and its reception by a group of non-American
viewers. The Simpsons is one of the world’s most successful American television
exports, broadcasting in 70 countries at its peak (Pinsky, 2001), and even now, in
its seventeenth season, expanding into new markets through freshly dubbed
versions (El-Rashidi, 2005). If anything, then, it should be regarded as one of the
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key culprits of Americanization, its animated figures invading households and
minds from Brazil to Korea. Yet, as textual analysis will show, The Simpsons has
turned on its family sitcom brethren, and situates its action within an anti-suburb
that is depicted as xenophobic, provincial, and narrow-minded. Parodying the
traditional family sitcom neighborhood, The Simpsons’ Springfield often sati-
rizes rather than expostulates the American Dream. The show’s depiction of
America, the American suburb, and American capitalism are a far cry from flag-
wavingly chauvinistic, as with its individuals, institutions, and mindsets. More-
over, adding weight to what textual analysis suggests, audience research into a
specific group of non-Americans who watch the program will show that, to some,
The Simpsons is read as an at-times incisive criticism of America and the Ameri-
can Dream. Thus, where the Americanization and cultural imperialism thesis at
times comes close to positing the existence of a unitary and strictly managed vision
of America beaming down from satellites above, this article will suggest that, in
fact, there exist numerous competing Americas in the American global media,
some of them satirically looking back at and attacking other Americas as pre-
sented in the more happy, glowing, and affirmative of American media products.
My point will not be to further discredit cultural imperialism, nor to offer foolish
apologism, but I will argue that in order to continue down the road of revival, we
must first improve our analysis of the cultural content of global exports.


GLOBAL/AMERICAN CULTURAL FLOWS


That Americanization is not a monolithic, all-powerful force should be no revela-
tion. Numerous writers have paid attention to how American currents will always
need to contend with other flows of identity and meaning (see Appadurai, 1990;
Butcher, 2003; Katz & Liebes, 1990; Mankekar, 1999; Sreberny-Mohammadi,
1997; Strelitz, 2003), creating a process whereby no text or meaning can simply
enter a country and hypodermically, without problem, inject itself into a popu-
lace. In general, drawing on the work of Mikhail Bakhtin (1986), John Fiske
(1989) in particular has pointed communication scholars to the realization that
popular texts are always “polysemic” and dialogic to one degree or another, not
only offering various meanings, but also being read against the grain, “actively”
by audiences, as part of the process of textual play and consumption. Hence,
examining international flows of meaning specifically, Katz and Liebes’ (1990)
seminal study of the global reception of Dallas showed that while some interna-
tional viewers found the text’s glamour and dazzle highly attractive, others saw
in it an allegory for the cultural emptiness that they regarded American capital-
ism to offer, a finding that is echoed by more recent work by Kraidy (1999) and
Strelitz (2003). Certainly, foreign media can be, as Tripathy (2005) notes, carni-
valized. Or, writing of the utility of foreign media, Gillespie (1995) charts how
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the very White (here, Australian) soap Neighbors is used in meaningful ways by
Punjabi teens growing up in Southall, London to construct their own sense of
group and personal identity. Thus, as Garofalo (1993) documents, one of the
cultural imperialism thesis’ key weaknesses lay in assuming a passive audience,
and, in doing so, conflating economic power with cultural effects.


Nevertheless, the complications to the cultural imperialism thesis offered by
work such as Katz and Liebes’ and Gillespie’s are at the level of interesting, or
even resistive, localized decoding. As is active audience theory more generally,
then, this work is open to criticism or the qualification that an audience’s ability
to “make do” (de Certeau, 1984) with the media on offer is hardly equal to the
ability—the power—to create and circulate other, better messages. As Sarakakis
observes, “the power of free interpretation and recreation—in other words,
human agency—can only with difficulty be compared to systemic mechanisms
that assure the propagation of capitalism in general and its major agents, the US
and the West, in particular” (2005, p. 82)1. Solely deflecting messages cannot be
the basis of a culture’s, or an individual’s, sense of identity and communal and
personal meaning, as adept as that culture or individual may be at textual play.
Hence, while the existence of active audiences points to a key blind spot of the
cultural imperialism thesis, and somewhat deflates its at-times alarmist rhetoric,
such audiences alone are not enough to discount the theory in its entirety.


Another prominent counter-criticism to the cultural imperialism thesis comes
from John Tomlinson, who argues that “No one denies that there is a lot of US
product around. But if we look closer, it almost always turns out that: (a) it is
home-produced programs which top the ratings; and (b) that foreign imports gen-
erally operate at a ‘cultural discount’ in terms of their popularity with audiences”
(1997, p. 180). Thus, Friends, 24, and ER may have traveled the globe, but we
should not assume that their presence in a foreign television set equates to pre-
dominance in either qualitative or quantitative terms. As Sreberny-Mohammadi
(1997) observes, culture is not created by media alone, and as easy as it may be
for media scholars to fall into, we must be careful to avoid the trap that Couldry
calls “the myth of the mediated centre” (2003), a myth that sees everything of
substance, and all of social reality as processed by and only accessible through
the media.


Many American programs will play on global televisions with the indelible
stamp of “foreignness,” perhaps amusing and profitable, yet not regarded as at
the very center of popular culture. Even when decoded as they were written, then,
and hence even if we disregard an active audience altogether, some American


1Furthermore, Patrick Murphy (2005) sagely observes that much active audience ethnography to
date has focused on limited aspects of the full “negotiation” of power and meaning, particularly as
regards the researcher’s own positioning in the research.
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programs may carry little cultural impact (just as they might in America itself).
Thus, for instance, conducting a cultivation analysis of Greek viewers watching
American television programs, Zaharopoulos (2003) found only a small cultiva-
tion of a US-influenced view of reality (see also Strelitz, 2003), and saw many
other non-media-related variables playing a seemingly more important role in
cultivating such values. Indeed, there is often something quite patronizing about
imagining foreign viewers and cultures as woefully endangered by American
programs; debates about media effects are often debates about others perceived
to be lesser-skilled viewers than ourselves, such as children, women, and the
working classes, and foreign Others have been added to this list.


Nevertheless, the sheer presence of American television worldwide is still
cause for considerable concern. Hollywood’s might at forcing foreign nations to
abandon or weaken cultural protectionist policies is well-established (see Miller
et al., 2001), and the American television industry’s near-blanket coverage of the
world, whether in globalized or “glocalized” form, is similarly undeniable.
Increasingly, turning on television in Sri Lanka or Costa Rica, one is just as
likely to find CNN Headline News or NBC sitcoms as in Louisville or Tucson.
As Harindranath argues, moreover, this imperialism is insidiously facilitated by
“compador” classes of “local” elites (2003, p. 162) complicit with foreign media
ownership and control of key cultural mouthpieces. Active audience or “cultural
discount” defenses, therefore, would appear to be threatened by time, forcing us
to ask how long foreign nations and their citizens can hold out when the likes of
CSI, Everybody Loves Raymond, and their many colleagues are at the least a per-
petual, and at the worst a growing, presence in global prime time. Meanwhile, as
Harindranath argues in his “plea” (2003, p. 155) for the reinstatement of cultural
imperialism, the theory’s critics have often been too quick to leap from a belief in
complete threat to one of no threat, “which belies the fundamental inequality in
the flow of the media, the flow of capital, and the international division of labor”
(p. 157). I do not here have space enough to detail the many ways in which
Hollywood and America still control a great deal of international cultural flows,
but said documentation is the basis for a major growth area of media studies (see
Artz & Kamalipor, 2003; Hamm and Smandych, 2005; Harindranath, 2003;
Miller et al., 2001; Mosco and Schiller, 2001). With even most of the current
wave of international audience ethnographers (see, for instance, Juluri, 2003;
Kraidy, 1999; Strelitz, 2003) lodging few systemic attacks on a “revived” cul-
tural imperialism thesis, and with American and Hollywood policy and practice
producing ever yet more supporting evidence, the cultural imperialism thesis
appears once more on the rise, and once more moving to the position of dominant
paradigm for the study of international media flows.


This article makes no attempt to disagree with such scholars as Harindranath.
However, in reading such contemporary accounts, there is the faint air that we
have already dealt with cultural imperialism’s weaknesses. I contend, though,
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that we must first correct the theory’s inadequate and over-simplified understanding
of textual encoding. For, in the rush to oppose cultural imperialism’s assump-
tions about audiences, to date media studies has failed to challenge cultural impe-
rialism’s beliefs in the unitary, essentialized nature of American media cultural
products. While Fiske’s insistence that audiences resist and actively watch televi-
sion (1989) has been raised to a position of particular prominence and infamy in
media studies, Fiske also observed that popular texts frequently open up cracks in
the hegemonic order, inviting audiences in, whether actively or passively. As
such, to assume that any given American product will be imbued with a flag-
waving pro-American message requires a crude and indefensible notion of pro-
duction. Similarly, though, this assumption would require that the semiotics of
“America” had already been universally determined, agreed upon, and recog-
nized as such by all. Particularly in light of the current and divisive “Culture
Wars” between culturally conservative America and its progressive opposite, to
ascertain exactly which America is supposedly being encoded into all American
media products would itself be an impossible and problematic task, for the
degree to which American media content represents and speaks of and to a single
idea of the nation and Americanness is hardly evident. If this is the case within
the country’s borders, we cannot assume that on an international stage, a single
America will rise to the top of every American media product. Rather, we could
hypothesize that, on a textual level, a variety of American depictions of America
are circling worldwide, some (perhaps even many) deeply chauvinistic and garish
(as in films such as Independence Day or Pearl Harbor), but some nuanced,
complex, and even focusing on the country’s shortcomings and failings. It is with
this in mind that I turn to The Simpsons.


THE SIMPSONS ON AMERICA


The Simpsons began as a series of animated shorts on The Tracey Ullman Show
in 1987, before becoming its own half-hour sitcom in January, 1990 on the then-
fledgling Fox network. The show quickly shot to popularity, and was soon being
exported, both in English and dubbed into a variety of other languages. Seven-
teen seasons later, it is still popular both in the US and abroad. In England, in
particular, a recent bidding war between BBC2 and Channel 4 drove its price per
episode up from £100,000 to £700,000; the show regularly places in British
ratings; and it is single-handedly responsible for nearly one-fifth of Sky One’s
viewership (Cassy & Brown, 2003). It has also proven particularly popular in
former English settler colonies, including Australia (see Beard, 2004), Canada
(see Turner, 2004), and South Africa, is estimated to have reached 60 million
viewers worldwide each week at its peak (Chocano, 2001), and recently began
broadcasting in Arabic to Middle Eastern nations (El-Rashidi, 2005). The show
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follows the lives of the Simpson family—father Homer, mother Marge, and chil-
dren Bart, Lisa, and Maggie—in the fictional small town/suburb of Springfield,
USA. However, while many of its traditional American family sitcom predeces-
sors situated themselves in the suburbs so as to sing a love song to small town
America, The Simpsons is deeply parodic of the sitcom lifestyle and regularly
satirizes all manner of American institutions and ideals. A great deal of its satiric-
parodic powers derive from its characters so clearly inverting family sitcom
norms. Named after the idyllic Springfield of Father Knows Best, The Simpsons’
town is anything but a warm, embryonic, and nostalgic space in which the American
Dream can be imagined and mythologized.


At once the fattest town in America (“Sweets and Sour Marge”) and the town
with the lowest voter turnout (“Two Bad Neighbors”), Springfield is run by a
corrupt mayor and an incompetent police chief . . . if mob rule does not prevail
first. With the exception of poor Lisa Simpson and sometimes her mother, most
people in Springfield are stupid; family life—as embodied by the Simpsons—is
relatively dysfunctional; and most of the townspeople are under the thumb of
local nuclear power plant owner C. Montgomery Burns, a man whose power is
such that to console him, his assistant can arrange for the Australian population
to join hands and spell his name with candles (“Rosebud”), and yet who pays
three dollars a year in tax (“The Joy of Sect”). People lose jobs in Springfield,
people fight, and people fail.


At the head of the traditional sitcom family was the noble father, perhaps
domestically inept, goofy (Bill Cosby) or rather boring (Ozzie Nelson), and even
ineffectual at times, but nearly always warm and approachable, moral, a hard
worker, and a model citizen. Compared to this is Homer, an overweight, oafish
man who may do the right thing sometimes, but more often by accident. He
drinks and eats his family’s money away, throttles his son regularly, usually even
forgets he has a third child, has an astoundingly low intellect (looking up “pho-
tography” in a dictionary, for instance), is not registered to vote, and his greatest
dream was to become a “pin monkey” at the local bowling alley. The Simpsons
takes the sitcom father’s talent for conservative inertia (see Grote, 1983; Jones,
1992; Marc, 1989) and ironically attaches it to a human being desperately in need
of any form of change. As opposed to the hardworking ethic of sitcom fathers—
the ethic that engines the American Dream—Homer’s rare words of fatherly
advice to his son are that “If something’s hard to do, it’s not worth doing” (“The
Otto Show”). Homer can be a remarkably selfish man, guided less by civic or
parental responsibility than by childish amusement and hunger. And unlike his
counterpart sitcom dream father, Homer cannot simply laugh or pray all his prob-
lems away, resorting more often to anger. Yet he is often revered by the town for
these very qualities, and just as the ethos of many suburbs radiated outward from
the sitcom father—as, for example, with Andy Griffith and Mayberry—Homer is
emblematic of Springfield’s ethos.
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Springfield’s ignorance is regularly satirized in The Simpsons. Grote observes
that what goes unmentioned amidst most sitcoms’ glowing depiction of comfy
suburbia is the “intense exclusivity” required to keep this situation, whereby “the
people from outside who cause problems are overcome and excluded” (1983,
p. 82), creating “a world of Us and Them, and there is room for only so many of
Us and no more” (1983, p. 105). Traditionally in family sitcoms, as in fairytales,
troubles come from outside the home or immediate community. However, if
White Flight to the suburbs and racist exclusivity are the unspoken truths of
traditional sitcoms, The Simpsons highlights this racism and xenophobia. Here,
the episode “Much Apu About Nothing” is illustrative, as the plot sees the town
spuriously blame illegal immigrants for higher taxes. What follows is a hilarious
yet chilling depiction of suburban provincialism, as the townspeople plaster the
streets with Uncle Sam posters demanding “I Want You OUT!” and get caught
up in the push to deport all “foreigners.” This action culminates at the port, with
Police Chief Wiggum calling out: “Okay, here’s the order of deportations. First,
we’ll be rounding up your tired, then your poor, then your huddled masses yearn-
ing to breathe free.” As does the entire episode, the ironic recontextualization of
the Statue of Liberty’s promise criticizes how the very spirit with which America
was supposedly founded has been inverted by the intense gate-keeping mentality
of many American neighborhoods.


Throughout other episodes, too, criticisms of the American Dream and subur-
ban provincialism are common. In “The City of New York vs. Homer Simpson,”
Lisa must lecture Homer on not judging places he has never been to, to which an
impervious Bart responds, “Yeah, that’s what people do in Russia”; and the
school comptroller’s rousing speech on the value of courage in “Lisa Gets an
‘A’” ends with, “Where I come from—Canada—we reward courage.” Similarly,
the judge in “Bart the Fink” explains, “this is America. We don’t send our celeb-
rities to jail,” and when Selma learns the “Beeramid” (a massive, promotional
object, created out of beer cans to resemble a pyramid) killed twenty-two immi-
grants, she comments, “Big deal. They were only immigrants” (“Selma’s
Choice”). Meanwhile, Homer is prone to mindless “USA! USA!” chants at ran-
dom moments of personal victory, numerous townspeople have used “Go Back
to Russia!” as a taunt at illogically inopportune moments, and the kids cannot
even find Canada on a map, commenting it is “tucked away down there.” Even
over-zealous pro-American rhetoric is mocked, as in “Bart vs. Thanksgiving,” in
which a Super Bowl half-time show announcer introduces a band called Hooray
For Everything, and their “Salute to the greatest hemisphere on Earth—the Western
hemisphere, the dancing-est hemisphere of all!”; or in “New Kids on the Blecch,”
an episode that lampoons the disturbing link between the American military and
popular entertainment by focusing on a boy band backed by the Navy for propa-
ganda purposes. While most sitcoms celebrate America and the average American,
The Simpsons presents a notably darker view. Granted, the town comes together
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at other moments, and can show itself capable of great things, for the criticism is
by no means scathing, but overall, Springfield is no safe, enlightened zone of
happiness, equality, and perpetual tolerance, as its sitcom predecessors purported
to be. Indeed, by referencing other countries, The Simpsons also goes where few
other family sitcoms in history have, by actually drawing connections between its
world and the world outside, refusing the generic requirement of the hermetically
sealed community (see Grote, 1983; Jones, 1992).


Moreover, the criticism of American culture goes beyond home and suburb to
the very nature of consumerist capitalism. Again, the critique is neither all-
encompassing, nor by any stretch of the imagination stridently Marxist, but The
Simpsons is well known for its irreverent play with and ridicule of consumer cul-
ture. Ads, marketing, and merchandising come under frequent attack, most nota-
bly through the figure of Krusty the Clown, an anti-Ronald McDonald children’s
entertainer; corporate greed and ecologically perilous avarice are personified by
Mr. Burns; and Homer is playfully drawn as a drone-like ideal consumer, subject
to all fads and advertising plugs. Most episodes, moreover, contain at least one, if
not several satiric-parodic attacks on advertisements and their inescapability (see
Gray, 2005), so that, for instance, various episodes have seen the church and the
school overtaken by corporate interests, the local cigarette company sponsor a
children’s beauty pageant, and, in a special Halloween segment called “Attack of
the 50 Ft. Eyesores,” the town’s corporate mascots come to life and ransack the
town. In recent years, too, The Simpsons have occasionally turned their eyes to
international inequalities—albeit very briefly—as we have seen inside Krusty’s
Chinese sweat shop (with “Tomorrow—Mandatory Bring Your Daughter to
Work Day” sign outside), and as Burns hires Señor Spielbergo, “Spielberg’s non-
union Mexican equivalent,” to make a movie. Consumerism and capitalism, in
short, are hardly given the candy-coated, reverential treatment and adrenalin shot
that they receive in much American media fare. Instead, as Homer says to Lisa
and the family’s Albanian exchange student in “Crepes of Wrath,” “Maybe
Lisa’s right about America being the land of opportunity, and maybe Adile has a
point about the machinery of capitalism being oiled with the blood of the workers.”


American life and culture are under scrutiny in The Simpsons, not always with
venom in the bite, but with a bite nonetheless. And aside from the many one-off
lines regarding America and American consumerist capitalism, as suggested ear-
lier, much of this scrutiny comes through the relentless depiction of Springfield’s
inhabitants as variously subjects or objects of the American Dream’s failure. To
see The Simpsons as such is not to read against its grain, and it requires no “active
audience” position; rather, it is part of the explicitly stated text. As a parody,
though, the force of its depiction of suburbia comes from its negation of depic-
tions offered by countless other traditional family sitcoms. The family sitcom,
suburban paradise, and the American Dream have traditionally gone together, in
good cliché style, like ball-games and hot dogs. From Father Knows Best to
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Family Ties, the Cleavers to the Tanners, many sitcoms and their families have
served stalwart duty in illustrating all that is supposedly wonderful and idyllic
about nuclear family life in the American suburb. While the genre has moved on
somewhat from these days, and as other sitcoms such as Roseanne or South Park
similarly took aim at the white picket fence image of American life, many of the
older family sitcoms such as The Cosby Show, Full House, and Happy Days have
traveled the globe (see Havens, 2000). Thus, to fully appreciate The Simpsons’
parodic message, we must regard it intertextually as one that talks back to previ-
ous and other contemporary media messages and depictions of America, seeking
to replace these images with a new, considerably less flattering picture. The
show is still predominantly light in tone, and thus the criticism is measured, and
its targets limited. Nevertheless, if perpetual happiness, conspicuous consump-
tion, endless wealth, familial bliss, and friendly and open communities frequently
formed the sitcom depiction of America from the fifties to the eighties (and still
today, as reruns), The Simpsons contributes to a debunking of that myth, offering
an alternate image of the American family, community, and nation. Reception
can never be predicted from textual analysis alone, though, and so for this, I turn
to my audience research.


WATCHING THE SIMPSONS


From late 2001 to early 2002, I conducted a series of interviews with Simpsons
viewers in London, England. The interviewees were all between the ages of 22
and 37, with a mean age of 27, and most were international students from
Canada, Greece, England, Singapore, South Africa, Denmark, Scotland, and
Australia. The purpose of the study was to inquire into Simpsons viewers’
responses to the show’s parody and satire. Thus, unless led by the interviewee, at
no point did I bring up issues of America, or of the national tone of the program.
Instead, in interview after interview, they gravitated towards such issues and
I found them bringing up how much they felt the show portrayed another, less
flattering view of Americans. Echoing what both Beard (2004) from an Australian
context, and Turner (2004) from a Canadian context have suggested, I saw a clear
indication that outside of America’s borders, the show is often read as being
about America, Americans, and American life. Thus, this section draws from the
30 interviews conducted with non-Americans, in order to offer some preliminary
observations on the international decoding of The Simpsons’ America(s).


Interviewees were largely self-selecting, having either answered a call for
interview subjects placed in an overseas student residence, or having been
recommended by other participants. They hailed from many disciplinary back-
grounds, but were all well-educated and were frequently affluent international
students. I make no claim to representativeness of the sample, for this was not a
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heavily scientific study, nor are its findings “representative,” particularly as
regards class or educational background. Many came from globally privileged
elite groups, so undoubtedly responses from less privileged individuals from
developing nations may have offered starkly different data. Furthermore, most
spoke English as a first language, or with considerable fluency, and so all
watched the program in English, not dubbed. This further limits the scope of
these findings, as they cannot fully address concerns of linguistic imperialism,
nor do they chart non-elite readings.2 Nevertheless, despite the lack of any mention
of America or even the American sitcom in my questions, their near-uniformity
of response on the show’s “Americanness” was striking; indeed, I underline that
I came to this research topic deductively because of these responses, not induc-
tively because I set out to find them. After first asking questions of how long they
had watched and how loyally, I proceeded to ask after favorite characters,
episodes, and scenes, why they liked or disliked the show, if they felt it had any
specific politics or values, if its humor had any targets, and if they felt the show
was merely fun, or if it held any more resonant role. All of the following audi-
ence commentary came in response to one of those broad questions.


The show was watched and enjoyed for many reasons, including its visual
style, its slapstick, its love of parody, and its intelligence. Most of the viewers
were particularly quick, though, to point out the “foreignness” of The Simpsons.
In discussing George Bush, Sr.’s comments on The Simpsons as being opposed to
“family values,” for instance, Wei3 struggled with applying the assertion to her
native Singapore, explaining:


the Simpsons are not Singapore. Even if Bush commented on the Simpsons, he
would have been commenting on American society, and, umm, I don’t think
Singaporean families identify themselves with The Simpsons; they would have
watched it and enjoyed it and had a good laugh, but I don’t think anyone would
have thought “That’s my family on TV.”


Similarly, South African Judy offered, “I don’t think that it has any relationship
at all with South African society, to be honest with you. I think it’s completely. . . .
Like, to me, I can draw no parallels.” Later, she expanded upon her comment,


2However, several issues are imbedded in this point, for first there is no adequate data available to
indicate how elite or non-elite the Simpsons’ international audience in fact is. Second, some readers
may see my choice of interviewing elites as an elitist act in itself; yet I believe that elite audiences are
no more invincible to cultural effects, and hence no less worthy of examination, particularly when it
is these audiences who frequently have greater access and exposure to all manner of foreign texts.
Non-elite audiences, of course, must also be studied, and their responses may differ greatly; however,
I repeat that this article makes no claim to have found a “representative” audience, nor to offer a com-
plete picture of The Simpsons’ relationship with international cultural flows.


3All interviewee names are pseudonyms.
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saying that “it’s very much an American thing. Like, I don’t think that Europe . . .
that it reflects on European society, on African, on Asian, on . . . it’s very American.”
Or, as fellow South African Zach iterated, “they model themselves as an all-
American family, and you’ve got Springfield, which is this little suburban . . . it’s
suburbia. And from our point of view, it’s America, and it’s Americans.” Most of
the interviewees did not read The Simpsons wholly as commentary on the “us” of
“everyone,” but rather on the “them” of Americans. In his study of South African
youths’ responses to American media and Ally McBeal in particular, Strelitz
(2003) found a similar process, whereby the youth were clearly aware of, yet
remained critically distant from, Ally McBeal’s Americanness and American
values. Here, too, my interviewees’ shared frame through which they watched
the show was as an “American” program with clearly American cultural codes,
characters, and settings.


More than just being American, though, The Simpsons was seen as actively
talking about America. In asking what if any targets the show’s parody and satire
had, I regularly received answers highlighting the program’s satire of American
values and institutions. Thus, for instance, Canadian-English Al said “It does a
great job of satirizing sort of a so-called middle class or lower-middle class
milieu in the United States,” while, to be compared with Beard’s observation that
many Australians feel The Simpsons “takes the piss out of [i.e., satirizes]
Americans” (2004, p. 276), Australian Leo stated that “it certainly takes the piss
out of the American ideal of truth, fairness, and all that way.” Likewise, Scottish
Ryan declared, “It’s a satire on the modern American”; Canadian Sunshine
noted, “I like the satire. I love the fact that they make fun of, you know, so much
American culture”; and Canadian Katy observed that, “It highlights how abnormal
things in the U.S. are. Like Springfield is just an example of the larger context in
which it exists.”


Discussing the program’s interest in suburban provincialism in particular,
Greek Thanos laughed before noting:


I mean, their main target must be the middle-class American family: obviously, the
whole show is about that [. . .] Umm, you see that they never, they never make
something extraordinary: they always move in the same town with the same people,
and rarely do anything out of the ordinary. So I think this kind of life is targeted by
the show.


Canadian Mary, too, was clear in saying she felt the program spoke back directly
to the idea of an American Dream of prosperity within the reach of any and all
citizens, as she stated, “it is a little bit of a dig, uh, on that [. . .] whole idea of
‘gotta get ahead,’ and endless ambition of the American Dream. Homer’s very
much against that.” These responses were not always the first “targets” men-
tioned by the interviewees, but in all cases they were listed along with others,
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with little if any delay required to ponder the question. The idea that the show tar-
geted America was clearly a given to most interviewees, so much so that some
even apologized for not coming up with “more creative” or “deeper” responses:
the targeting of America was regarded as wholly obvious.


Moreover, while many of the above quotations address a more generic
Americanness, numerous interviewees would list specific aspects of American
life under attack. For example, Canadian Joanne felt that “the public education
system in the States is a major target, and I think they pull that off quite well [. . .]
I think it’s shown that well, and the crumbling with the lack of funding, which
the Americans just suffer with.” Or, the more frequent target listed was American
television, or America as a television culture. “TV news,” Al noted, is a target,
“especially American TV news I laugh about a huge amount, and American so-
called documentary shows, like Hard Copy and stuff like that, which they have
fun satirizing.” Or, elaborating on her above-quoted comment on the show’s
attack on the American Dream, Mary noted that the show parodies the American
sitcom, turning it “inside-out,” for it “does have a darker message to it. Umm, so
yes it is a family sitcom, but it’s definitely not as ‘everything’s all wonderful’ as,
like, The Cosby Show, or like Full House, and those horrible ones that used to be
on. It’s much darker, in that everything doesn’t turn out.” Certainly, I received
many answers to my question about the show’s targets, and yet frequently these
were offered with the important adjective “American” attached.


If interviewees discussed America as a clear target, though, they mentioned
this targeting with amazing frequency when asked why they liked The Simpsons,
or when asked whether they felt the show was “important.” While numerous eth-
nographic studies of active audience readings reveal either the work or the
ambivalence involved in reading against a text’s grain (see Gillespie, 1995; Katz
& Liebes, 1990; Strelitz, 2003), here the viewers expressed significant pleasure
in being able to read critical commentary of America with the grain. After being
asked what sort of things he finds funny, for instance, Canadian-Japanese Reid
answered, “The put-offs on, like, on Americans.” English Whitney stated that he
used to watch it because, “the thing I like about it was it pokes fun at hometown,
Springfield type of. . . . Every place in the States has a Springfield [. . .] It’s quite
political and ripping the piss [. . .] out of red-neck America, and hometown
USA.” Similarly, when I posed Rupert Murdoch’s statement that The Simpsons is
the most important show on television to Danish-Canadian Angie, unfazed she
answered “Yeah,” and when asked why, she elaborated, “Well, just the state-
ments, again, that it says about American culture and the American lifestyle, and
the American politics.” Behind some of these comments was a pre-existent and
fairly strong construction and dislike of “America” to begin with, and The Simpsons
occasionally became merely an excuse to discuss America. But this was not
always the case. Rather, for instance, Mary was careful to separate America
from the American Dream of comfy suburbia, saying she felt the program was








142 GRAY


powerful and “kind of sits with you,” because “it can burst your bubble of, you
know, constant progress and everything’s gonna get better.” Later, she added:


I think The Simpsons is important for the sense that it tries to peel away that sugar-
coating, and I think it gives everybody a pretty serious dose of reality [. . .] There
are a lot of people out there who just have a job, and don’t do a very good job, and
not everyone’s Bill Cosby, and this is a more relevant “sample,” or it’s a nice
counterpoint.


More noticeably than any other respondent, Mary talked of the show precisely as
an intertextual attack on American family sitcoms, and it was this that she valued
the most about the program.


Admittedly, most of these interviewees are students, and so are perhaps more
prone than others to (over)rationalize their consumption patterns. Thus, it might
seem prudent to regard their remarks on the importance of, or society’s need for,
The Simpsons somewhat suspiciously. And yet, if this is the script that they hold
to, it suggests this is how they rationalize it to themselves too, and thus, either
way, it becomes an important part of their consumption of, and relationship to,
The Simpsons. It is worth reflecting upon the huge cultural caché that The Sim-
psons carries amongst not only twenty- and thirtysomethings, but amongst many
in academia: it is generally and widely regarded as a media literate, astutely criti-
cal text. The Simpsons is one of the few mainstream television texts that left-wing
academics can talk openly about watching without feeling somewhat ashamed.
Consequently, and as these interviews certainly suggest, the text is surrounded by
an approving interpretive community, one that recognizes and applauds its criti-
cal stance towards American media and consumer culture. Text and audience, in
other words, are working together to stand back from and dissect American society.


In contrast, though, two viewers felt it is yet another mindless product of the
American media. In soliciting interviewees, I was clear that I welcomed anyone,
including non-fans and anti-fans, and it is noteworthy that both of these viewers
had watched very little Simpsons (coming to the interview with a partner), and
thus were making conclusions based on little evidence. This is not to detract from
their position or reading. On one level, after all, it raises interesting questions
about how the show is marketed worldwide, since these quasi-viewers may sim-
ply have been interacting more with The Simpsons’ commercial intertexts, ads,
and merchandise than with the program itself, gleaning what they knew of it from
MasterCard and KFC ads, for instance. Certainly, one of the non-watchers ada-
mantly claimed to have disliked the show before ever watching it. Their reading
is under-informed, but it is a reading nonetheless, and it should serve as a rejoin-
der that The Simpsons is hardly spreading a gospel of suspicion of pro-American
rhetoric to every viewer worldwide, and that if my research was replicated with a
different group of viewers from non-English speaking nations or from different
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socio-economic backgrounds, for instance, the findings may have changed
radically. One might read some of the humor in The Simpsons, say, as aimed at
fictional characters who fail to live up to the ideals that proper Americans are
suggested to be succeeding at living up to, but this was not a position adopted by
any of my respondents.


At the same time, however, lest this article suggest The Simpsons was being
read as unrelentingly “anti-American,” although some viewers found it commen-
surate with their own negative feelings towards America, the majority felt the
criticism was good-natured, seeing it as necessary and important, but not causti-
cally destructive. To begin with, while viewers such as Judy, Wei, and Zach,
quoted earlier, saw few connections with their own country or culture, some
viewers reflected on how part of The Simpsons’ appeal to them lay in the rele-
vancy of some of its criticism and humor to their own environment. Canadian
Charlie, for instance, noted that “it stabs at Americans in the nuclear family and
blablabla, but it’s universal in that a lot of the stuff, you know, it’s like what good
humor is, where it’s like, ‘That happened to me’ kind of thing. ‘How did they get
a camera inside my house?’” Or, as South African Daphne offered, “they’re kind
of middle-class America, but they needn’t be.” In other words, while The Simpsons
was seen as critical of America and Americans, some viewers saw how this
criticism could also apply to them and their own countries.


Beyond just applying The Simpsons’ criticism to their own situations, though,
to some viewers, the show and/or the criticism actually served as a positive sign
of America. To Judy, for example, “it makes Americans look buffoonish,” but
“ultimately they’re likeable, the Simpsons.” As critical of Americans as many
viewers felt the show was, they still saw The Simpsons as providing a rather
endearing picture of family life, with Ryan glossing that “The average American
is pretty dumb, but that’s okay, ‘cause he loves his family,” and with others per-
plexed at Bush, Sr.’s attack on its family values, regarding them as entirely laud-
able. As Ryan’s comment suggests, therefore, we should regard The Simpsons
not as an “anti-American” show, but simply as a show that is uncomfortable tow-
ing the line that so many other American family sitcoms, dramas, and movies
pull of mythologizing and romanticizing the American Dream into a tenuous
existence. Richard closed his interview by noting that “in Australia, the percep-
tion is that America, in general, does not have a facility for irony or satire or any-
thing like that, but clearly it’s not the case when something like The Simpsons is
far better than anything else that has been produced.” The point is, then, that The
Simpsons offers an/other view of America, and with it, therefore, another Amer-
ica. This other image and these viewers’ response to it may be read by some as
evidence of hegemonic incorporation; however, although The Simpsons hardly
poses a serious structural challenge to America, it does circulate images that
question and interrogate some mainstream constructions of the nation. Katz and
Liebes’ work on Dallas (1990), and Strelitz’s work on Ally McBeal (2003)
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suggest that active audiencehood can easily equate to outright rejection of and
scorn towards America and American values, but perhaps here, the American
text’s involvement in the act of criticizing America helps produce a more negoti-
ated response in between (crude) rejection and (crude) wholehearted acceptance.
Thus, although Matheson (2001) charges The Simpsons with nihilism for failing
to present a better option, the show takes a small step towards embodying this
other option—an America capable of laughing at itself, and willing to realize its
shortfalls, a counter-hegemonic America that honestly accepts it is not the pinnacle
of all greatness, enlightenment, and progress, and that at many places and times it
is failing its people.


CONCLUSION


To talk of The Simpsons as counter to the mainstream, however, is paradoxical.
After all, with very few exceptions, media texts do not come more mainstream
internationally than The Simpsons, and when seventy countries import a program,
it is hardly marginal. Rather, The Simpsons has received ample marketing and
distribution, and is a key prime-time offering in many countries, attracting many
millions of viewers weekly worldwide. Moreover, it is not alone in its mix of
popularity and alternative presentation of American suburbia, as Roseanne,
Married . . . With Children, King of the Hill, Malcolm in the Middle, South Park,
Arrested Development, and their reruns work in similar ways. Or, weighing in
with arguably an even starker picture of strange and dysfunctional America, The
Jerry Springer Show (or, to a lesser degree, Judge Judy) has traveled the globe
replacing or supplementing tract housing and happy nuclear families from the
picture of American life with the trailer park and multiple layers of infidelity,
poverty, anger, and bad personal hygiene. American viewers may well detect the
cultural signs in programs such as The Simpsons, King of the Hill, or The Jerry
Springer Show that these characters and the lives being toyed with represent
small town, “middle America”; but, outside of the nation, such a distinction
might be lost on or irrelevant to international viewers without the cultural codes
to distinguish between types of Americans, who will look at a cheap joke on
Springer directed at “redneck trailer trash” as a joke on Americans in general.4


Thus, as international viewers sail through their channels with their remote con-
trols, it is possible that any American image of America and Americans they
might find is mitigated. The American Dream and the idyllic suburban existence
must now share the box with satire of America and the anti-suburb. Moreover,


4Of course, they may instead create other, different divisions, something which further research
could examine.
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television is not alone in the production of contestatory images, as the interna-
tional success of Michael Moore as both filmmaker and writer bears witness to.
Thus, even when American texts experience no “cultural discount” (Tomlinson,
1997), and attract large audiences, not all are selling American fairytales.


Admittedly, and importantly, to regard contestatory images as equal in num-
ber or reach as their chauvinist counterparts would be utterly foolish. Likewise,
as the case of The Simpsons also illustrates, these texts are often plagued with
other problems. As Beard discusses in his analysis of some angry Australian
reactions to an episode in which the Simpsons go to Australia, opening the door
for countless Australian stereotypes, “the broader symptom of [The Simpsons’]
critique of American insularity often leads to the relegation of foreign nations to
the status of backdrop for major characters to dramatically enact such satirical
circumstances” (2004, p. 286). As Beard argues, the program can all too easily
slip into a process of Othering, whereby all non-Americans serve, like the face-
less Africans on the shores of Conrad’s Congo, as props for inner reflection. As
important as such reflection may be, then, the strategy may leave little room for
international identification, nor does it correct the substance of the stereotypes by
presenting more accurate and careful depictions. A different version of America
may be on offer, but the subject and topic of discussion is still America. Further-
more, just as audience research discovered with one of The Simpsons’ progeni-
tors, All in the Family (Jones, 1992), while some audience members read Homer
and his xenophobia as worthy of ridicule, others may find it as endearing as some
found Archie Bunker’s bigotry, meaning that back in America, the program may
be engendering some of the imperial values that other viewers see it as attacking.


Meanwhile, due to economies of scale pricing, Fox is able to flood the
world market with the show, and in doing so, self-deprecating humor or not,
The Simpsons takes space on television channels that might otherwise be occu-
pied by local programs focusing on local issues, culture, and values. Indigenous,
and even hybrid, television programming has often shown itself particularly
resilient and resourceful in facing the challenge posed by Hollywood’s bargain
basement prices for programs (see Butcher, 2003; Mankekar, 1999), but the eco-
nomics of American television’s pricing nevertheless remains a challenge for all
countries. The show’s use of Korean animators to finish up cells also perpetuates
the “new international division of cultural labor” (Miller et al., 2001), whereby
Americans get to tell stories and non-Americans are often consigned merely to
touch them up as below-the-line workers.


Ultimately, then, we must be wary of over-exaggerating The Simpsons’
power, for it represents no magic tonic. Nevertheless, we must also be wary of
underplaying the importance of such widely circulating parodic messages. The
case of The Simpsons tells us that at least some American programs appear to be
engaged in an active debate over the semiotics of Americana, and this debate is
being exported. What is more, the texts in which an alternate America is
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presented serve an intertextual function. As Bakhtin argues (1986), no text oper-
ates in a vacuum. Instead, texts talk to each other, and to each other’s meanings.
The Simpsons, therefore, is not just an alternative view of America: it is an alter-
native view that talks back to and can intertextually attack other, more traditional
views/texts, so that our reading and interpretive process of such programs is
inf(l)ected by it. The Simpsons, and with it other programs, might plague once
comfortable and secure discourses, clearing the suburb and American life of
some of their over-easy meanings and replacing them with a more critical picture.


This should not be read as a naïvely uncritical celebration of the end of
Americanization or the complete reversal of cultural imperialism. After all, if The
Simpsons serves as a tool for “speaking back” to another, more prevalent image
of America, this presupposes the entrenched power, volume, and frequency of
delivery of that other image. I doubt my findings here would be replicated with
CSI or Friends. Hence, the findings and arguments of cultural imperialism reviv-
alists still stand, as does the gross disparity in power, ownership, and capital that
threatens the global flow of cultural products. Here, The Simpsons is complicit,
too, for despite its semiotics, as one of the vanguards of Murdoch’s News Corpo-
ration, bringing the company billions in rental, sales, merchandising, and licens-
ing revenue, as a purely economic product, it is as guilty as are most programs in
perpetuating Hollywood’s vice grip on international global media flows.


Nevertheless, my research findings complicate the debate. Firstly, the pres-
ence of such texts as The Simpsons demands that we stop conceiving of the
meanings of media flows leaving America and Hollywood as so unitary, stan-
dardized, and predictable. To assume that all American texts are saying the same
things about America is as ludicrous as to assume that all American people share
the same image of the nation. Secondly, and at a broadly methodological level,
these findings argue for the necessity of making considerably more use of textual
analysis and of qualitative audience research together in examining questions of
globalization and cultural imperialism. While culture and meaning cannot simply
be read off texts and audience response alone, nor can they be read off ownership
and economics alone, as The Simpsons proves, for if this were so, The Simpsons
would be—and would be read as—one of the most pro-American, flag-waving,
and pro-capitalist products the world has ever seen. As we talk, therefore, of the
American Dream and its export, it is imperative that we twin more traditional
approaches with careful textual analysis and qualitative audience research (for
the latter, see Clark, 2005; Ginsburg, Abu-Lughod, & Larkin, 2002; Kraidy,
1999; Mankekar, 1999; Murphy & Kraidy, 2003). The point is not at all one of
dispelling fears of global media inequalities; rather, it is one of treating the topic
with due complexity, and not discounting the relevancy of our findings by
making things too simple. American television gives us competing images of
America, and we must study more of them if we are to understand how the world
engages in imagining America.
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