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On April 19, 1987, America was introduced to the Simpsons, the title family of the first animated prime-time television series since the 1960s.  Described by its creator and executive producer, Matt Groening as “a celebration of the American family at its wildest” (Steiger, 1999, p. 1), The Simpsons offered a critical view of mainstream social and cultural norms.  In a television world dominated by upper-middle class storybook families like the Huxtables of The Cosby Show, The Simpsons presented a satirical documentary of a more complex family whose characters and plots were more directly relevant to the familial experience of America’s television audience. In fact, The Simpsons first aired on prime-time television opposite The Cosby Show, literally assuming a revolutionary position toward mainstream television and the network establishment.  The series exhibited a realism that appealed to a wildly diverse audience and established The Simpsons as a fixture of American prime-time.  When the show debuted, it quickly became the FOX Network’s highest rated program (Korte, 1997, p. 1). The success of The Simpsons is evident in its impressive popularity with a heterogeneous audience that spans generations. The program has also won critical acclaim, and has received numerous awards, including the Peabody Award (1997), the People’s Choice Award (1990-1991) and several Emmies (Steiger, 1999, p. 2).  As Steiger argued, The Simpsons’ “vicious social satire” and subtly profound “pop-culture allusions” had a “considerable impact on the television landscape of the nation” (2). 

The multiple layers of profound social and cultural commentary distinguish The Simpsons from conventional television programs.  “The critical humor, self-reflexiveness, intertextuality and form” of The Simpsons solidify the literary significance of the series’ post-modern commentary (Korte, 1997, p. 3).  Such rhetorical elements help establish the Simpson family as an icon of American popular culture.  In 1998, Time magazine listed Bart Simpson on behalf of the entire series as one of the key cultural and most influential figures of the 20th century (Steiger, 1999, p. 2).  The realism of the characters and plot-lines of the Simpsons give the series a dramatic quality; the Simpsons’ family adventures expose the nuances of American family life while simultaneously informing the social and cultural experience of the television audience.

The critical and popular acclaim for The Simpsons distinguishes the series as a rich multi-dimensional text for rhetorical analysis.  In countless interviews, Matt Groening has described The Simpsons as a show that rewards its audience for paying attention (1997, p. 9).  As the most counter-cultural cartoon to hit prime-time, the series is ripe for rhetorical inquiry into its potential as a vehicle for critical political and social commentary.  The Simpsons offers significant contributions to critical analysis of popular culture, particularly in the study of television media because the show is more literary and complex than regular television programming (Korte, 1997, p. 7).  In a decade, The Simpsons has secured immense popularity, and its established prime-time slot confirms the magnitude of the show’s viewing audience.  With its copious literary and cinematic references, and interminable political commentary, The Simpsons is indisputably embedded in American culture, and thus offers a lens into the rhetorical dimensions of human experience. Rhetorical analysis of popular culture is indispensable in the exposition of the social, cultural and political motivations of human action.  Our understanding of meaning and comprehension of rhetorical symbols is best achieved through the explication of human motives. Rhetorical analysis of pop culture discloses how communication of symbols in the interpretation of personal experience promotes a persuasive rhetoric that engenders critical commentary regarding the social and cultural dimensions of human experience.

This chapter is an endeavor to explicate the meaning and significance of The Simpsons’ social commentary through two mediums of rhetorical criticism.  The first method of analysis utilizes Kenneth Burke’s (1959) comic frame to determine the meaning of the show’s multi-textual rhetoric.  Analysis of televisual communication requires an enhanced application of the comic form through a second mode of inquiry, the explication the symbolism of The Simpsons’ visual argument.  The show presents a unique rhetorical form that exhibits profound pop-cultural influence, and in particular makes a significant impression on American environmental consciousness.  I initiate this analysis with an explication of the utility of the comic frame and visual argument as prolific tools of rhetorical criticism.  The synthesis of these two approaches engenders an enriched analysis, which articulates The Simpsons’ inter-textual environmental rhetoric.  Next, I examine the convergence of comic and visual critical practices, which illuminates the symbolic elements of the show’s environmental rhetoric. The abundance of episodic material, teeming with rich dialogue and resplendent visuals, rendered focusing this analysis an enigmatic task.  As a directive for this criticism, I examine two predominant metaphors: Springfield’s nuclear power plant as an icon of irresponsible energy use and the figurative role of non-human characters in the series.  The conclusion of this project represents an endeavor to articulate coherent ecological message in The Simpsons’ rhetoric, and thus renders a conclusive evaluation of the show’s televisual environmental commentary.  Specifically, I will argue that the rhetoric of the show presents a strong environmental message regarding the relationship between humans and the rest of nature.

This message is most clearly articulated in the show’s rhetorical strategies, which reveal a pervasive ecological criticism of human activity, produced through comedy and visual argument—rhetorical tools that successfully engage the audience in The Simpsons’ critical environmental commentary.  This rhetorical criticism examines the first ten seasons of the series in recognition of the rhetorical force with which these animated social texts exhibit the interface of environmental communication and pop-culture. I conducted my analysis by viewing various collected videotapes of the series’ first ten seasons (4/9/87-5/16/99)—approximately 80% of the episodes—and supplemented this data with Matt Groening’s two-volume guide to the show.  The ten years of episodes included in the sample provide hundreds of rhetorical propositions of ecological tone. It is impossible to conduct a satisfactory analysis of all such references in the confines of this paper.  Thus, I conducted this analysis by giving (almost exclusive) primary consideration to the show’s principle environmental symbols and themes.  As a result, I refined my discussion to focus on only a few entire episodes, significant plot lines, familiar environmental themes, and explicit recurring rhetorical symbols.  By focusing on the dominant characteristics of The Simpsons’ environmental communication, I endeavored to limit the scope of criticism, and thus foster a more informed evaluation of the overall environmental message of the show.  Ultimately, these televised visual and linguistic images disclose the show itself as an expression of environmental activism, and expose the salience of The Simpsons’ environmental rhetoric. 

The Comic Frame: Transcending the Social Order Through Symbolic Action

In A Rhetoric of Motives (1950), Kenneth Burke describes the study of rhetoric as the understanding of human motives, and his theory of symbolic action provides the basis for innumerable conceptions of the study of rhetoric.  Contextualizing the comic frame within a theory of rhetoric as symbolic action, Arne Madsen cites Burke’s definition of humans as symbol using creatures that construct responses to situations of everyday experience.  That is, the world of human action involves the use and manipulation of symbols to respond to interpretations of our experience  (Madsen, 1993, p. 166).  In this way, rhetorical criticism relies on the explication of symbols to understand human responses to the context of lived experience.  The rhetorical critic must analyze such behavior in order to understand human motives, and to comprehend how the manipulation of symbols influences human behavior.  Burke expounds upon this concept of symbolic rhetoric as an explanation for human motivation in Language as Symbolic Action (1966).  He argues that human communication involves the expression of symbolic meaning in order to exert direct influence on the behavior and conduct of one’s audience (Burke, 1966, p. 28).  That is, humans use symbols to construct arguments, and conceptually plan courses of action based on our interpretation of our experience.  

This discussion of the symbolic expression of motives provides a context for Burke’s presentation of the comic frame in Attitudes Toward History (1959).  He introduces the comic frame as a means to enhance scholars’ understanding of human motivations and foster better evaluation of the social and cultural meaning of symbolic action.  The comic frame enables individuals to “be observers of themselves, while acting [to create] maximum consciousness.  One would ‘transcend himself by noting his own foibles” (Burke, 1959, p. 171).  Burke envisioned that the application of the comic frame would create consciousness of society that exposed the impotence of the status quo—the existing social order—and created public awareness to address the failings of the social system.  The comic frame fosters more than an ironic self-awareness, but it also constructs a position of semi-detachment, where one is able to reflect and comment upon human foibles without guilt, shame, or other negative emotion, or without undue involvement in the human comedy.  Toward this end, Burke established the utility of frames as tools for rhetorical criticism; he described frames as the perspectives, which direct all interpretations of human experience.  That is, frames provide symbolic structures, which enable human beings to impose order upon their personal and social experiences.  Rhetorical criticism involves the dual-purposed application of frames to episodes of human experience—frames function as blueprints for action that fix social attitudes according to a particular perspective.  Frames also embody attitudes and motives, empowering scholars to determine various social and cultural forms of symbolic action (Burke, 1959, p. 20).  In this way, the comic frame enriches rhetorical criticism by revealing the flaws of the present system, enabling alternative discourse to gain public recognition.

Comedy provides the means to criticize one’s own complicity in the dominant social order.  By acknowledging the failings of the bureaucratic system, humans create discursive space for self-analysis.  Such personal criticism invokes a discourse that promotes historically marginalized opinions within the public sphere.  Thus, the comic frame is rhetorically powerful on two levels: through recognition of human error as the cause of social ills, and the spiritual and moral identification with humanity.  Second, by creating social distance between reformers and the clown as a scapegoat, the comic frame conveys a preference for a social upbraiding rather than malicious immolation to promote the rapprochement engendered by comic consciousness.  The Simpsons utilizes the comic frame to identify the incongruity of human action and the symbolic interpretation of the ecological context of our experience.

Pop-Cultural Imagery as Social Commentary: The Rhetoric of Visual Argument

The coherence of the environmental message of The Simpsons is enriched by the show’s televisual rhetorical form.  The series’ animated realism informs traditional methods of rhetorical criticism by illuminating tactics of visual argument. Contemporary rhetorical theory, guided by Susanne Langer, Kenneth Burke, Ernest Bormann and others, emphasizes the symbolic form of rhetorical discourse (Klumpp and Hollihan, 1989, p. 88).  Accordingly, the persuasive force of rhetoric is rooted in the motivational power of symbol, located in the relationship between rhetoric and the reality of the social order.  It is the project of the rhetorical critic to illuminate and evaluate persuasive messages (Andrews, 1990, p. 14) and thus determine the ways in which rhetorical discourse functions as symbolic action in response to different rhetorical situations.  Rhetorical criticism is concerned with the persuasiveness of discourse through the “creation of social forms in human symbolic behavior” (Klumpp and Hollihan, 1989, p. 88).  That is, the salience of rhetorical propositions is largely based upon the correspondence of the symbolic value of a discourse with the established meaning of the existing social order. Stating the case for visual communication, Blair (1996) argues that “the concept of visual argument is an extension of rhetoric’s paradigm into a new domain… rhetoric in a broader sense is the use of symbols to communicate… any form of persuasion, including visual persuasion, belongs within rhetoric’s province” (p. 37).  With the emergence of visual communication as an acknowledged persuasive force, rhetorical critics must identify ways to evaluate the meaning of visual arguments. 

Contemporary analysis of the social and cultural context of human communication must account for the increased mediation of rhetorical messages.  Analysis of televised communication acts requires amplified discursive frames to evaluate the complex argumentation strategies fostered by expanded media formats.  Television media enjoys a substantially larger audience than traditional rhetorical settings, and thus must account for the diverse experiences of television viewers.  In addition, televised messages are informed by the broader context of rhetorical symbols and are thus enabled to offer critical commentary on the social, cultural and political experience of the American viewing public.  Gronbeck (1995) offers a defense of visual argument, and argues that rhetorical meaning requires interpretation, to decode the symbols of a message.  He posits that symbolic meaning is not exclusively linguistic, and visual, aural and other symbolic systems can offer propositions that affirm or deny social and cultural experience (p. 539).

Visual media is capable of symbolic expression because it is rooted in a particularly rich context of social, cultural and political influences.  The complexities of the existing social order are manifest in the stream of televised visual images—elemental, socio-cultural interpretations of human experience.  Effective visual communication exhibits rich and visual symbolism that incorporates signs and symbols of conventionalized images (Blair, 1996, p. 25).  The symbolic form of visual argument is deeply rooted in the context of pop culture, a rubric for the innumerable vernacular of consumer cultural images.  For this reason, visual arguments enjoy an appeal that eludes verbal communication: ocular recognition of pictorial images evokes meaning that is rooted in the memory of personal experience. Visual messages are influential because they provoke “unconscious identifications,” which are not possible with the linguistic basis of verbal images (Blair, 1996, p. 34).  Thus, visual images persuade because they give meaning to personal experience by connecting thematic elements of shared social experience (whether televised experience or actual, real experience) to individual perception.  Audience members incorporate the symbolic meaning of the visual image(s) into their personal value system, affecting their individual and social worldviews (Blair, 1996, p. 34).  The symbolism of visual images remains ambiguous without a stabilizing linguistic text.  Thus, the rhetorical force of one visual image appeals to a heterogeneous audience because pictorial symbols adapt to individualized experience, and encompass a multiplicity of meanings.  

Visual argument is gaining particular ascendance as a rhetorical device with the technological improvement of visual communication, notably the advent of digital technology and the remarkable realism of computer animation.  A rhetoric of visual discourse employs aesthetic symbols to inform social action.  Visual tactics of communication rely on personal allegiances and affinities, which evoke dramatic reactions based on the rhetorical force of the visual image.  Individual interpretation entails the personal association of familiar visual images within a normalizing social context.  Such personal interpretation makes individual actions meaningful because they are grounded in a social context, which in turn guides individual behavior according to established social and cultural norms. Visual argument facilitates social change by compelling individuals to modify their behavior to accommodate the symbolic norms of visual discourse.  Visual images resonate with personal experience, facilitating the production of social meaning.  Furthermore, visual argument enjoys an element of realism that makes its interpretation of human experience uniquely persuasive to individuals who can understand the context of the rhetorical message. 

It is important to recognize that The Simpsons is an animated cartoon rather than filmed with real actors in an actual physical setting.  This creates an additional air of detachment from “real” life, coupled with the detachment of the comic frame.  Animation proves a particularly salient medium to television viewers who can suspend belief for the purposes of plot development (which they would not be able to do with real characters) while at the same time establishing a personal connection with viewers because of the believability of the characters.  Television programming is provocative because it engages the audience through the mediation of social situations, which imparts socially constructed norms under the guise of actual experiential knowledge.  Masquerading as lived experience, television, particularly animation, misrepresents reality in order to manipulate social contexts that provide meaning for personal experience, and guide individual action.

The Environmental Politics of the Springfield Nuclear Power Plant
“Both overshadowing and enlightening” (Steiger, 1999, p. 4), Springfield’s nuclear power plant is owned and operated by the miserly Montgomery Burns, the town’s wealthiest citizen. Homer is an employee of the plant, and holds the title of safety inspector despite his egregious lack of training.  A Sringfield institution, the plant is prominently featured in the show as a visual scenic element, or as a comedic factor in plot development.  The plant’s prominence as a visual symbol of the show’s environmental message is exhibited in the longer version of the show’s opening sequence.  The camera moves in over a hillside for a view of the picturesque town, marred only by the centrally positioned image of the plant’s twin smokestacks, which are billowing thick clouds of dark gray smoke.  This introductory scene establishes the powerful argument rendered by the visual image of the plant’s scurrilous discharge.  The symbolism of plant’s image is persuasive because the rampant pollution of the smokestacks is juxtaposed to the unsullied town landscape.  This disturbing image exemplifies the show’s dark humor, as well as the potent combination of visual argument with comic frame.  The image of the plant’s egregious emissions is a provocative visual symbol, and is reinforced by the animated depiction of the town, which emphasizes the absurdity of the prominence of the nuclear plant with unrealistically bright colors in stark contrast to the all-encompassing dark gray billowing smoke.  The plant is a symbolic foundation for the show’s environmental commentary because it exhibits a wide range of ecological implications of nuclear power and the plant itself. 

The power plant’s interior affords a setting for further visual commentary regarding the pervasive negligence that characterizes company standards for disposing of nuclear waste.  A recurring joke in interior scenes involves the visual image of open barrels, leaking bright green radioactive waste.  The plant’s inner recesses are overrun with barrels strewn about the halls and open areas of the plant, portraying a pernicious scene indicating the derelict administration of safety concerns.  The painfully bright green waste is a caricature of radioactive refuse that emphasizes the absurd setting marked by discarded waste.  The confluence of visual argument and the comic frame establish the symbolic meaning of the images of leaking waste as an animated eyesore that illuminates the incalculable danger presented by open vessels of irradiated waste.  The pervasive images of waste—certainly surmounted by the vision of waste leaking out of the trash can in the plant’s coffee room (Gewirtz, 1991)—enhance the visual argument symbolized in the leaking barrels, positioning this environmental rhetoric within a burlesque comic frame, which reveals the absurdity of the publicly ignored biohazard.  That is, the conspicuous barrels reveal the incongruity of the neglect exhibited in the inadequate disposal of the barrels, and the obvious environmental hazard posed by the barrels.  

The plant’s employees remain unconscious to the adverse situation, enhancing the situation’s comedic appeal with their blasé attitudes. The more egregious methods of waste disposal demonstrate the comedic affect of the employee’s general apathy. Lenny and Karl, Homer’s co-workers, push wheelbarrows of nuclear waste down the hallways.  As they discuss proper locations and methods for disposal, one of the wheelbarrows crashes into a cement column, and overturns.  Lenny and Karl look at each other and shrug their shoulders and continue down the hall.  The overturned container of waste spreads ominously through the passage, while the workers resume their labor apparently unaware of the exigency of the toxic spill.  That the employees rarely notice the plant’s production of waste adds humorous appeal to this visual image, and contributes to the show’s rhetorical condemnation of unsound disposal practices.  The Simpsons makes a mockery of the nuclear safety precautions typified in the overwhelming lack of concern for the hazards of radioactive waste.  The image of leaking radioactive waste is a visual symbol that operates as criticism of the pervasive human disregard for the environment. 

This social criticism is made more explicit within a burlesque comedic frame, in a parody of safety videos on nuclear energy.  The Simpsons relies on the burlesque comic frame to render its explicit criticism of current standard practices of nuclear waste disposal.  In Springfield’s caricature of pro-nukes propaganda, Smilin’ Joe Fission describes the preferred method of disposal for nuclear waste: “I’ll just put it where nobody’ll find it for a million years” (Kogen & Wolodarsky, 1990).  This parody represents the typical ‘out of sight out of mind’ strategy for waste disposal, and attacks the general disregard for the environmental consequences of nuclear waste disposal.  The show uses humor to reveal the ridiculousness of such careless disposal strategies—clarifying the obvious problems with improper disposal, and subsequent disregard for the possible environmental consequences.  The Simpsons employs a comic frame to expose the failings of the social order, and criticize the audiences’ complicity in the normalization of such environmentally unsafe methods.  By making light of the impact of nuclear accidents, and contamination of the environment, the show forces the audience to adopt a critical eye regarding real social practices that mirror the environmental negligence of the citizens of Springfield.  In this way, the show’s writers comment on the general human view of the environment and the anthropocentric methods, which govern the safety code of the power plant.  

Through the comic frame, The Simpsons maintains a careful balance between harsh criticism of American bureaucratic institutions and sardonic commentary of individual consumptive habits.  “The comic frame inherently bypasses the extremes of the bureaucratic mindset… Further, the comic frame allows observation of oneself, recognizing one’s own failures and limitations” (Madsen, 1993, p. 171). The audience recognizes themselves in the show’s characters, gaining perspective on the limits and failures of their own actions.  Through this self-observation, the comic frame engenders enlightened criticism of the symbolic relationships, which ground social action.   The comic frame enables The Simpsons to rhetorically connect the economic motivations for environmental exploitation with the normalizing power of profit-driven bureaucratic social institutions, which foster individual anthropocentric practices. The nuclear plant is a symbol of tension between economic and environmental concerns.  The plant represents the exploitation of environmental resources for wealth and power.  Mr. Burns’ priorities are exhibited in his operation of the plant, and symbolize the attitude of economic elites and resource barons toward environmental concerns.  Burns’ methods of operation reveal the assumptions of characters represented by his prototype that environmental concerns are irreconcilable with economic interests.  Furthermore, he uses his money and power to manipulate the image of his plant in order to make the environmental pollution more salient to the public..

At times The Simpsons abandon this charitable attitude in favor of a rhetoric well beyond the boundaries of Burke’s comic frame, adopting a satiric or even burlesque style.  Such humor tactics offer unique methods for interpreting episodes, which feature extreme rhetoric of satire and the exaggerated symbolism of burlesque comedy.  The Simpsons offers witty social and cultural commentary in a variety of comic strategies, but consistently enables the audience to observe themselves in the show’s characters.  Comic frames rhetorically empower the show’s audience to identify the dynamics of their social and cultural relationships, particularly the effects of normalizing forces of social power structures.  The Simpson’s successful use of the burlesque comic frame is nowhere more evident than in the second season when Bart and Lisa catch a three-eyed fish while fishing near the Springfield Nuclear Reactor (Simon & Swartzwelder, 1990).  When the event becomes public, a federal safety inspection team investigates the plant’s emissions.  In proper burlesque form, the episode chronicles the ludicrous findings of the inspection team: gum used to seal a crack in the coolant tower, a plutonium rod used as a paperweight, monitoring stations unattended, and nuclear waste shin-deep in the hallways.  The Feds threaten to shut down the power plant unless Burns makes significant improvements.  Rather than actually bring his plant up to standard, Burns runs for governor, intending to use his elected power to keep the plant open.  Inevitably confronted with Blinky, the three-eyed fish—a travesty of the ecological impacts of nuclear pollution, Burns hires spin doctors to boost his public image.  In a brilliant burlesque dialogue, Burns exacerbates Blinky’s parodic symbolism with his dramatic interpretation of the fish’s mutation as an evolutionary advance, based on the outlandish premise that three eyes are better than two.  

Mr. Burns: I’m here to talk to you about my little friend, here.  Blinky.  Many of you to be a hideous genetic mutation.  Well, nothing could be further from the truth.  But don’t take my word for it, let’s ask an actor portraying Charles Darwin what he thinks…

Darwin:  Hello, Mr. Burns.

Burns: Oh, hello Charles.  Be a good fellow and tell our viewers about your theory of natural selection.

Darwin:  Glad to, Mr. Burns.  You see, every so often Mother Nature changes her animals, giving them bigger teeth, sharper claws, longer legs, or in this case, a third eye.  And if these variations turn out to be an improvement, the new animals thrive and multiply and spread across the face of the earth.

Burns:  So you’re saying this fish might have an advantage over other fish, that it may in fact be a kind of super-fish.

Darwin:  I wouldn’t mind having a third eye, would you?


      (Simon and Swartzwelder, 1990,  in Groening, 1997,38)

Mr. Burns’ narrative continues the farcical tone of this episode, and performs a lampoon of evolutionary theory.  Appealing to the authority of (an actor playing) Charles Darwin, Burns dismisses Blinky’s state as a ‘hideous’ blunder by Mother Nature.  He characterizes the fish’s extra eye as an improvement on Mother Nature’s original creation, and explains the mutation as the result of the evolutionary process of natural selection that begets superfish like Blinky.  This imparts an explicit visual argument in the visual image of the fish, and articulates a profound contradiction to the verbal text uttered by Mr. Burns.  The triply endowed animated fish visually ‘voices’ opposition to Mr. Burns’ claims, and through its own vivid image conveys the heinous maltreatment suffered by innumerable other animals in the same predicament in another location. The burlesque frame of this episode exposes the outlandish excuses for the plant’s pollution, and offers insightful ecological commentary on several levels. Human pollution is characterized as an improvement on nature, and human progress is viewed as an integral part of human evolution. These references articulate specific criticism of current environmental regulations, specifically the lax enforcement of the dumping safe storage and disposal of nuclear waste. Furthermore, this episode condemns the manipulation of political and economic power to disguise ecological accountability, and shift blame for environmental problems. The show comments on the lack of adherence to safety standards for the plant, and criticizes the apathetic acceptance of unforced environmental inspections.  Finally, this episode explicitly criticizes media spin-doctors who distort the impacts of ecological degradation caused by wealthy corporations like the nuclear power plant.  The Simpsons artfully employs a burlesque comic frame to condemn the established social order that promotes media distortion of public knowledge, while encouraging self-criticism for viewers to recognize their own fallibility in the show’s parody of the disingenuous politics of the resource elites.

 As an icon of televised pop-culture, The Simpsons offers critical social commentary on human experience, remarking on the cultural, social and political ramifications of human activity, in recognition of the limitations of exploitative human existence.  “The Simpsons works to encourage critique, demanding that viewers be active in their consumption” (Korte, 1997, p. 3).  The Simpsons characterizes human activity in an incriminating light, calling into question the established social institutions and normalized behaviors of the dominant societal frames.  The show fosters social change by providing the opportunity for the audience to recognize the shortcomings of their own living practices, and alter their behavior accordingly.  This self-critical observation fosters a charitable attitude toward the motivations of others.  The comic frame thus promotes cooperative discussion, rather than tragic blame assignment that offers no possibility for social transcendence.  Certainly, comic framing exposes the bureaucratic power in everyday life, and creates an ironic awareness of hierarchical absurdities.  But the comic frame remains charitable rather than tragic, always assuming that negotiation of environmental issues is possible.  However, some environmental issues inevitably have tragic consequences, and may be impossible to reconcile.  So while the comic frame endows us with a sense of social awareness, it does not necessarily promote social activism.  Toward this end, The Simpsons offers a critical view of the prevailing domineering attitude toward nature, and exposes the dangers of human-centered practices.  The show’s rhetorical message fosters social transformation through comedy—revealing the negative social value of anti-environmentalism in a humorous light, which conveys the potential for positive social change.  The comic frame offers a dynamic vision of humanity and thus precludes the defeatism promoted by a static view of human activity, which forecloses the possibility of cooperative action.  As a televised communication medium, The Simpsons encourages the audience to engage in such dramatistic analysis to infer the implications of the show’s humorous message.

 Springfield’s Other Creatures: The Role and Fate of Animals in The Simpsons
Through the comic frame, The Simpsons exposes the ecological implications of numerous types of human-animal relationships, and comments on socially accepted practices of animal exploitation. The series offers countless opportunities for rhetorical criticism, but to maintain the close focus of this project, I will analyze two episodes, which provide the richest comedic visual text for an informed rhetorical analysis: the show’s portrayal of eating and wearing animals.  

In perhaps its most vivid expression of ecological commentary, The Simpsons chronicles Lisa’s social transformation to a vegetarian lifestyle after she correlates the cute baby lamb she met at the petting zoo with the lamb chop on her dinner plate (Cohen, 1995).  When her new lifestyle becomes public, Lisa is constantly under attack: most notably at school where she is shown an outdated film encouraging the consumption of meat.  A production of the beef industry, the film presents a comical depiction of the production of meat that scorns children who do not abide by the dominant social norms that compel consumption of animals.  While the film offers a humorous view of dietary norms, it has a dark humor appeal because the film parody exhibits strident similarities with the meat-industry’s propaganda in the real world.  Lisa is further ridiculed at Homer’s barbecue where she is scorned for serving Gazpacho, a vegetarian soup.  The barbecue scene should resonate with vegetarian viewers as a depiction of the ubiquitous resistance to the provision of a vegetarian-friendly menu that offers meatless options in widely diverse social situations.  At the barbecue, Lisa endures ridicule from her family as well as the guests, and she retaliates by attempting to vandalize the pig roasting on the rotisserie grill.  Lisa’s efforts to plunder the barbecue are themselves botched, propelling the entire barbecue—pig, pit and all—on an airborne trajectory, ruining the year’s most momentous social event in Homer’s estimation.  The slapstick humor of the barbecue scene employs Burke’s comedic frame, and facilitates the self-observation of the audience, calling socially constructed dietary norms into question.  Through humor, the cookout scene reveals the calamity of intolerance of diverse lifestyles; both Lisa and Homer—representing opposite extremes of the dietary conflict—exhibited a remarkable lack of tolerance for the eating preferences of their counterparts.  This egotistic clash destroyed the carnivorous and vegetarian options, demonstrating the need for socially accommodating conditions to facilitate mutual satisfaction.

As the episode continues, Lisa endures an inner conflict about whether she should pursue her individual preferences, or admit defeat in a culture inundated with propaganda pushing consumption of meat.  Succumbing to this social pressure to eat flesh, Lisa eats a hot-dog at the Kwik-E-Mart, but is informed it is a tofu hot dog, so she has not yet compromised her personal environmental code.  She then meets Paul and Linda McCartney who school Lisa in the etiquette of good vegetarianism, respecting other’s choices, yet remaining vigilant in her protest of animal consumption.  Lisa’s earlier inner conflict is resolved as she reconciles her personal convictions with a tolerance for the personal decisions of others.  Through Lisa’s struggle to resist dominant social norms, this episode sheds light on the inherent incongruity between individual experience and socially constructed normative practices.  This is an essential use of the comic frame: to divest one’s own fallibility, and attain an enriched perspective of the established order and its incumbent social and cultural values.  

The concurrence of visual argument and the application of the comic frame in The Simpsons establish the potency of this program’s environmental message.  The episodic commentary on Lisa’s vegetarianism exemplifies the rich text of the show as a productive multi-dimensional environmental commentary.  At a base level, the show critiques social and cultural norms that vigorously condone the rampant consumption of animals.  Through the narration of Lisa’s struggle for a dietary choicer, this episode reveals the marginalized perspective of vegetarians, which is relegated to the periphery of public discourse by the hegemonic culture of consumption.  At another level, this narrative employs the comedic frame to provide a humorous interpretation of the discrimination suffered by vegetarians and other dissidents against animal cruelty for instance.  The show offers a comedic interpretation of the marginalization of individuals who publicly hold counter-cultural ideals, and are ridiculed and ostracized for their lifestyle.  This episode reveals the personal suffering of marginalized individuals to promote a culture of social tolerance, and also articulates a formative experience that facilitates the social identification of dissident individuals through common experience who persevere in the knowledge that they are not alone. Through this comedic frame, The Simpsons presents a critical view of human exploitation of animals, enabling the audience to perceive the excessiveness of common practices. The program enjoys such significant persuasive influence because fundamentally, the show is self-critical, exerting subtle rhetorical messages to promote positive social change.

Another preeminent episode critically comments on the subordinate position of non-human animals perpetuated by the extermination of animals expressly for the sartorial value of their coats.  Mr. Burns represents the socially established and extremely affluent upper class.  He demonstrates an unbridled consumptive appetite, and his social practices are marked by his exploitative tactics of manipulation that establish his disregard for persons of inferior social status (all of Springfield).  Mr. Burns enjoys the privileged position of a resource elite and exhibits his privilege through excessively wasteful habits that neglect ecological conservation.  Aside from his customary exploitative disposition, Mr. Burns displays a unique perspective for rhetorical analysis in his flagrant desire to destroy animals for their fur (Scully, 1995).  To realize his special penchant for a fur tuxedo, Burns steals the Simpsons’ litter of twenty-five puppies. This episode’s literary allusion to 101 Dalmatians is testament to The Simpsons’ profound pop-cultural allegory, and points to the significance of the synthesis of visual argument and the comic frame in this pop-cultural, televisual text.

The predominant feature of the episode is a musical number performed by Mr. Burns extolling the virtue of wearing fur.  This moment is significant for plot development because Lisa and Bart observe Burns’ performance from a window where they first learn of his plans for their puppies.  As external witnesses to Burns’ theatrics, Lisa and Bart function as a cruelty-conscious counterpoint to Burns’ exploitative extravagance.  The children possess a contrapuntal function to Burns’ gleeful display—that is, they represent a socially conscious stance in disapproval of Burns’ plans to exorcise the puppies.  Bart and Lisa, who remain mostly silent spectators, precluded from occupying space inside Mr. Burns’ room, still offer a critical perspective to the television audience through visual argument.  Viewers identify with the spatial positioning of Bart and Lisa’s visual images because it parallels their own relation to the animated reality of Springfield. As observers of Burns’ flaunted excessive consumerism, Bart and Lisa share the external position of the audience, and thus serve as intermediaries to the contested practice of fur consumption.  Through their mediating role, and the spatial position of their visual images, the Simpson children perform an argumentative function.  Bart and Lisa are positioned in physical opposition to Mr. Burns’ stage (his closet), in a visual representation of social criticism against fur.  The symbolic force of the children’s visual images is due in part to the rhetorical power of their counterpoint to Burns.  In addition, Bart and Lisa’s spatial existence on the television screen occupies a discursive space on the second stage of the television itself.  The spatial position of the Simpson children’s visual images empowers the television audience to adopt similar roles as critical observers.  The rhetorical tactics of the visual argument of this scene should ideally foster critical commentary regarding the ecological implications of killing animals for their pelts, and thus induce environmentally conscious change.  

Mr. Burns provides a verbal text to add meaning to the pictorial, spatial arguments of the scene.  He offers the perspective of guiltless consumption that is associated with the implications of environmental degradation.  Unconcerned with socially responsible behavior, Mr. Burns sings a song that offers a riotous commentary on the fur trade:

You see, some men hunt for sport,

Others hunt for food.

The only thing I’m hunting for is an outfit that looks good.

See my vest, see my vest,

Made from real gorilla chest.

Feel this sweater, there’s no better

Than authentic Irish Setter!

See this hat, ‘twas my cat.

My evening wear, a vampire bat.

These whit slippers are albino

African endangered rhino!

Grizzly bear underwear,

Turtles’ necks, I’ve got my share.

Beret of poodle on my noodle it shall rest!

Try my red robin suit,

It comes one breast, or two…

See my vest, see my vest, see my vest.

Like my loafers,

Former gophers,

It was that or skin my chauffeurs,

But a greyhound fur tuxedo would be best…

So let’s prepare these dogs, 

Kill two for matching clogs!

See my vest!

See my vest!

O, please, won’t you see my veesssst! 

(Scully, 1995, in Groening, 1997, 171)

Burns celebrates his successful acquisition of his impressive collection of clothing exclusively tailored from genuine animal pelts.  He sings a lyrical commentary on the pleasure of owning such luxurious garments, and emphasizes the authenticity of these literally ‘wild’ fabrics.  The application of the comic frame is evident in the witty rhyming scheme coupled with the lyrical revelry of such outlandish social practices.  The comic effect of Burns’ eccentric performance is enhanced by the conflation of his morbid subject matter and his jubilant attitude.  Burns plays the clown in this episode, performing a comic ritual that highlights social discrepancies, which warrant conscious action.  The incongruity of the song’s textual and musical elements articulates the usefulness of comedy to identify the absurdity of normative social practice.  Burns’ whimsical inflection belies the literal meaning of his words, and exposes the absurdity of his message.  In this way, Burns presents a farcical rendition of human consumption that fosters meaningful critical commentary through the composition of Burn’s comedic message and the visual argument of Bart and Lisa’s spatial position.

The Simpsons’ environmental rhetoric demonstrates the power of the comic frame in pop-culture analysis, enabling the audience to see through “the obfuscation of the bureaucratic, while opening space for discourse by the minority and marginalized voices in society” (Madsen, 1993, p. 171).  The comic frame exhibits a two-pronged approach for effective rhetorical commentary: exposing social ills while creating a new discursive space to incorporate marginalized opinions into the public sphere.  Through comedic expression, The Simpsons presents a complicated environmental message that presents enlightened criticism of the hegemonic assumptions of the existing social order, while simultaneously maintaining a self-critical attitude that facilitates a reconceptualization of social and cultural relationships that grounds social action.

Nature as Ideology: The Simpson’s Prime-time Eco-Critique


This detailed investigation into the meaning of The Simpsons seeks to identify the show’s environmental message.  Granted, the majority of viewers might not impart such significance from thirty minutes of their prime-time experience, and thus determining the audience’s understanding of the environmental message is admittedly difficult.   However, such critical analysis is crucial to increase public awareness of mediated discourse.  Madsen describes the ultimate task of the critic to alter social frames, which increases the chance for constructive social change (p. 170).  Such endeavors help foster a more informed television audience who recognizes their situation as passive subjects to the manipulation of media messages to influence and direct their behavior as consumers.  The Simpsons’ antics “mirror even our culture’s most unrecognized aspects in all its tiny facets.  So even if the viewer does not manage to grasp all the messages transmitted by the series’ characters, he or she is always very likely to at least decode some of them” (Steiger, 1999, p. 13).  The Simpsons’ success results from a combination of rhetorical elements, which projects more than mere entertainment into America’s living rooms (Steiger, 1999, p. 3).  In this way, the show educates its audience while maintaining popular appeal through its humorous, animated form.  The series has transferred the expression of political opinion from traditional sources such as radio and newspapers, to television, and an animated series at that (Steiger, 1999, p. 13).

The powerful symbolic influence of The Simpsons is enhanced through its unique synthesis of comedic and visual rhetorical elements.  Televisual media enables a critical look at the complexities of human experience through the manipulation of verbal, acoustic and visual dramatic elements.  The combination of these different sense experiences creates a powerfully realistic portrayal of familiar human situations. “By animating The Simpsons, Groening managed to reach a higher degree of realism, while he is still entertaining and thus appealing to his audience” (Steiger, 1999, p. 4). The complex symbolism of comic and visual media presents a multi-dimensional perspective of reality that enjoys powerful rhetorical appeal.  Televised reality enjoys an attractiveness that enables persuasive arguments against dominant social and cultural norms.  The realism of televisual media is particularly persuasive when offering critical commentary against institutions and practices familiar to America’s television audience.  The Simpsons presents an alternative epistemology that critiques the environmental practices sanctioned by dominant social norms.  Through the complex manipulation of multi-dimensional rhetorical elements, the series reveals the ecological impacts of human activity.  The subversive symbolism of The Simpsons´ environmental rhetoric functions as enlightened criticism of cultural norms of consumption, which exonerate societal ecocidal practices.
The Simpsons presents a strong ideological message about nature as a symbol—as an object for human exploitation.  The characters of The Simpsons display an overall disregard for the environment and are separated from nature and often in opposition to nature.  The show portrays the mainstream culture in which the environment has a solely utilitarian value, and exists exclusively for human purposes. Through humorous exaggeration, The Simpsons is able to offer critical commentary on humanity in general and point out the danger of destroying the environment without considering the consequences.  The series’ message is revolutionary because it portrays the counter culture of environmental activism as an alternative to anthropocentrism.  The Simpsons’ activism is communicated effectively through the juxtaposition of characters that represent the extremes on an ecological spectrum.  Homer represents the anthropocentrism of humanity in general, the quintessential exploitative human.  His character has a powerful dramatic function; increasing viewers’ awareness by evoking reactions to his naivete to media influence of popular culture (Steiger, 1999, p. 5).

Lisa counters Homer’s egregious anthropocentrism and symbolizes an environmental ethic of caring for non-human creatures.  She represents a moral center to the show, which enables her to reveal the irony of her fathers’ anthropocentric actions. When Lisa bemoans the crashing of an oil tanker on Baby Seal Beach, Homer comforts her and reveals his anthropocentric perspective: “It’ll be okay, honey.  There’s lost more oil where that came from” (Appel, 1996).  Homer typifies the human-centeredness of his outlook, not considering the ecological implications of the oil spill, but instead only thinking of the effects on human access to resources.

Through humor, each character’s commentary functions differently, Lisa presents a moral force that opposes Homer’s flagrant anthropocentrism and effectively points out the absurdity of human action.  In this way, the show offers the chance for positive social change.  The comic frame permits observation of ourselves, while maintaining the possibility for action by increasing societal consciousness (Carlson, 1986, p. 447).  The Simpsons is a subversive look at the state of human existence, but is effective because of its chosen methods of rhetorical commentary.  The visual communication of the show makes its criticism palatable. The show’s writers are well aware that the “pastel colors of animation often blind the censors to their biting critiques of the world” (Korte, 1997, p. 7). “Combining entertainment and subversion, The Simpsons angers some people as much as it amuses others…Joe Rhodes of Entertainment Weekly noted that ‘The Simpsons at its heart… is guerrilla TV, a wicked satire masquerading as a prime-time cartoon’” (Korte, 1997, p. 9).  Through its unique rhetorical methods, The Simpsons describes the environmental harms of social ills and through the humorous interpretations of Springfield’s environmental hazards, and the moral force of Lisa’s portrayal of environmental activism, offers an alternative solution to exploitative human practices.

I argue that The Simpsons functions as a form of environmental activism, and thus reveals the effectiveness of pop culture as medium for ecological commentary.  The show increases public awareness of environmental issues, and serves to educate the television audience while at the same time entertaining them.  “Unlike many shows on TV, The Simpsons works to encourage critique, demanding that viewers be active in their consumption” (Korte, 1997, p. 3).  Through humor, the show reveals the anthropocentrism of human activity in such a way that what might otherwise be harsh criticism is palatable and potentially affects social change.  By pointing out the humorous fallacies in human action, the series offers a significant look at the life of the typical American family, and in this way has a profound impact on the attitudes and beliefs of the television audience.  The crude animation of The Simpsons transcends conventional boundaries of environmental rhetoric.  The series embodies a powerful social force by presenting a multi-dimensional message that critically comments on institutions and practices of the normative social and cultural context, and engages the audience through rhetorical appeals to viewers’ personal experiences.  
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