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ABSTRACT
Television programming today combines both entertainment and news reporting,
creating a platform for viewers which both educates and entertains. Programming,
specifically sitcoms, welcomes the notion that the top news stories of the day can drive
the content shown within television shows. Much recent research has focused on “fake
news” like the Daily Show, but the news also heavily influences the content of situation
comedies that explore social issues behind the screen of family friendly jokes. This paper
investigates the concept that situation comedies based on news topics are also a source of
information for a growing audience of all ages. This thesis focuses on the humor in All in
the Family and the Simpsons. Both of these shows use comedy to make a point about the
top issues in the news. This paper will examine research done by scholars and interviews
conducted with current writers and showrunners in the industry in order to display the
influence of news on the content of All in the Family and the Simpsons. It will delve into
topics including: race, female identity, gay identity and religion. This paper focuses
mainly on the satire within All in the Family and the Simpsons because these shows are
representative of a facet of the revolutionary process in entertainment that is making
news-based content an increasingly important source of information.
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Chapter 1
Modern Television and Satire
Satire has been in existence since Ancient Greece. One of the most prominent Old
Comedy1 writers during this period was Aristophanes,2 who satirized government. Since then,
satire has grown and evolved while increasing traction among audiences. During the Age of
Enlightenment satire experienced a renaissance as books became available to the masses.
Jonathan Swift was an early pioneer. He introduced readers to Gulliver’s Travels and wrote
about the flaws in human society. As satire made its way over to the United States, Mark Twain
explored the values of society during the late 1800s through books like Huckleberry Finn. Even
150 years later, schools still use this book’s humor as a tool to explore attitudes towards race
(McDaniel 2015).
In the 1920s, Will Rogers gained popularity by performing rope tricks in the touring
vaudeville circuits throughout Europe, America and Canada. Soon enough his rope tricks
evolved into a more meaningful spectacle as he shared insightful comments with his audience
about prohibition, the government and gangsters while using his tricks to hold their attention and
to emphasize particular jokes. His career expanded into film, radio, and print allowing him to
reach larger audiences combining both entertainment and insight, all based on the news.

1

Old Comedy is sometimes called Aristophanic comedy. It was the initial phase of ancient
Greek comedy and is known for its satire of public persons and affairs (the Metropolitan
Museum of Art 2016).
2
Aristophanes wrote at least 40 plays. Only 11 of these plays have survived. He is known and
admired for his brilliant satire of the social and political life of Athens. (Henderson 1998).

2

The novel Animal Farm by George Orwell in 1945 explored dictatorship at the dawn of
the Cold War. In his narrative, the dictators Vladimir Lenin, Joseph Stalin and Leon Trotsky
become boars living on a farm. These animals lead a takeover of the farm at the end of the book.
Standup comedy burst into popular culture in the 1950s, harnessing satire to challenge the
faults in traditional society. Today, satire is the most prominent part of immensely popular3
shows like Last Week Tonight with John Oliver, the Daily Show and the Nightly Show with Larry
Wilmore. However, these fake news shows are not the only way real news is being used to drive
satire-based comedy. There are many other forms of news driven entertainment. There is also the
mockumentary, which elicits a real-life quality through documentary style. Examples on
television include shows like Parks and Recreation and the Office or movies like This is Spinal
Tap and Borat: Cultural Learnings of America for Make Benefit Glorious Nation of Kazakhstan.
Lastly, news driven entertainment can come in the form of sitcoms. This specific type of
programming may be the most engrained but least obvious in the fake news era.
This thesis focuses on the news-driven satire in All in the Family and The Simpsons,
offering a comparison between the eras. It will delve into topics including: race, the female
identity, gay identity and religion. The devices used for comedy are ever changing. This thesis
will also analyze the ways satire could evolve in the future.

3

Last Week Tonight with John Oliver pulls in an average of 4.1 million weekly viewers
(O’Connell 2014). In 2015, The Daily Show had approximately 1.1 million viewers each night
and The Nightly Show with Larry Wilmore had 63 thousand viewers each night (Steinberg 2015).

3

Satire versus Parody
Satire does not just entertain, it ridicules for a purpose. Parody is a subset within satire
and imitates the style of a person, place, or thing without the burden of making a point. “Satire is
a literary work holding up human vices and follies to ridicule or scorn” (Merriam-Webster
2015). The basic activity of a satirist is reduction. This is accomplished by reducing the victim’s
dignity. Mimicry is essential to reduction. According to Matthew Hodgart who wrote the book,
Satire:
“Mimicry is an invasion of privacy, in that it destroys even through it may be affectionate
in its malice, it is another weapon against human pride. The mimic must create a likeness, so that
his audience shall recognize it; but he must not stop at a mere impersonation, he must go on to
produce a ludicrous distortion in which the compulsive gestures and tics of the victim are
exaggerated” (Hodgart 2010).

Parody is a form of mimicry. Parody is a literary or musical work that is closely imitated
for either ridicule or comedy (Merriam-Webster 2015). Parody is not always used maliciously,
but this is how it is most commonly seen. The other technique implemented within satire is
irony. Irony involves a persona the satirist uses. This allows for a double audience: one that is
entertained and one that makes sense of the hidden jokes (Hodgart 2010).

All in the Family
All in the Family changed the American sitcom. It found its inspiration in the English
television show, ‘Til Death Do Us Part (Waldron 1997). The BBC sitcom followed the lives of
the Garnett family, offering an uncensored perspective of the lives of the British working-class.

4

After watching an episode, Norman Lear vowed to bring this show to the states, but in an
Americanized version. Thus, the Bunkers of Queens, New York, were born.
ABC was the first network to make a bid for the television show, but backed out after
realizing how controversial the show would be. Lear said, “ABC didn’t have the guts to put the
show on, so they decided we had to shoot a second pilot, claiming they weren’t happy with the
kids” (Waldron 1997). CBS jumped on the opportunity to acquire the rights to the television
show and created their own version of the pilot episode. This was a revolutionary time for
network broadcasting as executives tried to figure out how to deal with changing cultural and
comedic tastes. Shows like Rowan and Martin’s Laugh-In, Star Trek and M*A*S*H gained
popularity by addressing controversial topics. They used comedy to open a dialogue about
sensitive issues. CBS was very aware of the comedy/controversy dynamic and believed that All
in the Family fit the mold. “Bob Wood [former CBS President] ordered 13 episodes of the new
series, which was slated to debut in one of the network’s January midseason replacement slots”
(Waldron 1997).
All in the Family, which was targeted toward the younger demographic most coveted by
advertisers, premiered on January 12, 1971, replacing the variety show, Hee Haw4 on Tuesday
nights. Gary Edgerton wrote in The Columbia History of American Television, “CBS targeted its
programming at the infamous yuppie, young, urban, upwardly mobile professional, so valued by
advertisers” (Edgerton 2007). Audiences were slow to tune in, but critics quickly noticed the
show. After 13 episodes it won Emmys for Outstanding Comedy Series, Outstanding New Series
and Outstanding Continued Performance by a Leading Actress in a Comedy Series. Viewership
spiked up and “Fred Silverman [television executive for CBS] moved All in the Family to 8 p.m.
4

Hee Haw was mixture of country music and slapstick comedy that aired on CBS and appealed
to an over-30 audience. It was cancelled in 1971.
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on Saturday nights as the anchor of what would come to be CBS’s unbeatable signature evening
for the rest of the decade” (Edgerton 2007). That Saturday night lineup included: All in the
Family at 8 p.m., Funny Face at 8:30 p.m., The New Dick Van Dyke Show at 9 p.m., The Mary
Tyler Moore Show at 9:30 p.m. and Mission: Impossible at 10 p.m. All in the Family shot up to
become the number one television show in the country and stayed there for the next five seasons.
It directly tackled controversial issues such as racism, homosexuality and women’s rights and did
not back down. After a successful nine season run, All in the Family aired its final episode on
April 8, 1979.

The Cast: All in the Family
Mike Stivic Edith Bunker

Archie Bunker

Gloria Stivic

(Rob Reiner) (Jean Stapleton) (Carroll O’Connor) (Sally Struthers)

Figure 1 All in the Family Characters
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The Simpsons
Since its premier in 1989, The Simpsons has captivated audiences of all ages while
receiving both praise and criticism. According to Matthew Henry, author of The Simpsons,
Satire, and American Culture:
“Not only does it hold the record as the longest-running prime time scripted
entertainment series in American television history, but also the longest-running prime-time
animated show and the longest-running prime time situation comedy” (Henry 2012).

Launching one of the most successful television shows in history was not the initial
motivation for The Simpsons creator, Matt Groening. After moving to Los Angeles in 1977,
Groening displayed his disgust with life in the city through the comic strip Life in Hell published
by the LA Reader and LA Weekly. Life in Hell followed the life of a deeply cynical one-eared
rabbit named Binky, his illegitimate son, Bongo, and a gay couple, Jeff and Akbar. In 1986, it
caught the attention of James L. Brooks, writer and producer of Taxi and the Mary Tyler Moore
Show. Life in Hell appealed to Brooks because he thought it would resonate with the audience of
the quirky Tracey Ullman Show. Brooks asked Groening to create a cartoon short to serve as a
buffer around commercials aired during The Tracey Ullman Show.5
According to John Ortved who wrote The Simpsons: An uncensored, unauthorized
history:
“In the 1980s when the show premiered, prime-time television was already lacking
animated sitcoms, the last which premiered was the Flintstones in 1960. The Christmas special
that debuted the series [Simpsons Roasting on an Open Fire] made clear that Springfield and
Bedrock were separated by more than just a few millennia” (Ortved 2009).

5

During its three-season run, The Tracey Ullman Show was best known for its comedy sketches.
Its last sketch included either a musical or dance number. The Simpsons was introduced on the
show as a 30 second bumper shown before and after commercial breaks.
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Groening’s cartoon shorts were a hit among viewers and critics.6 Its satire of the middleclass American family was controversial and wildly popular. According to Joanne Morreale, the
author of Critique the Sitcom and Associate Professor at Northeastern University, “The Simpsons
are more akin to what we are today, more representative of the American family and more
attuned to the realities of contemporary life” (Morreale 2003). A month after the premier of The
Simpsons’s Christmas special, “Simpsons Roasting on an Open Fire,” the show secured a regular
spot on prime time television. The Simpsons has won numerous awards for not only the show’s
witty writing but also for its talented cast and crew.7 The commitment to quality has helped
sustain the show’s popularity. Al Jean, who is a showrunner8 for The Simpsons said:
“[the vision has changed] very little. It’s always about a family struggling to make it in
the modern world. Although the technology depicted on the show and the technology used to
produce the show has changed, the show has not” (A. Jean, personal communication, January
2016).
The show’s use of current news helps to keep The Simpsons fresh and interesting. Al Jean
said that once a year the writers have a story retreat with Jim Brooks and Matt Groening. Each
writer pitches an idea. If Jim, Matt, and Al approve it, then the news story becomes a plotline in
an episode. The inspiration for the Simpsons family came from Groening’s own family. But the
story generation process comes from the major news stories of the day. According to Dave
Mirkin who was the Showrunner for the Simpsons during Seasons 5, 6, 7, and 9:
“Satire when it’s healthy is always including everything that happens [in the news].
Really in a way as the bulls**t grows, the satire must grow just as stronger. And in places it’s
Wallace Wolodarsky, one of the screenwriters for the Simpsons, said, “The Simpsons was
viewed as poor relations by the writing staff of The Tracey Ullman Show, and we secretly
always felt that [it] was the funniest part of the show. (Ortved 55)”
7
The Simpsons won 32 Emmy Awards and received 83 Emmy Nominations (Television
Academy 2016). The animated program also won over 30 Annie Awards, which are given for
accomplishments in animation.
8
Al Jean was a showrunner for The Simpsons during Seasons 3, 4, 6, 7, 11, 13, 14, 15 – 22, and
23 – 25.
6

8

actually gotten stronger, really really strong and clever” (D. Mirkin, personal communication,
January 2016).
Nearing its 27th season, The Simpsons established that satire can reach audiences of all
ages and proved that animation can aid in the longevity of a sitcom because audiences never see
the actors aging.

The Cast: The Simpsons
Homer

Marge

Lisa

Maggie / Bart

(Dan Castellaneta) (Julie Kavner) (Yeardley Smith) (Nancy Cartwright)

Figure 2 The Simpsons Characters
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Chapter 2
Race and Ethnicity
Racial and ethnic content on both All in the Family and The Simpsons is common even
though both topics are controversial. It is important to make the distinction between race and
ethnicity. In Race - the Power of Illusion, Dalton Conley, who is a Professor of the Social
Sciences at New York University, told a PBS audience:
“While race and ethnicity, share an ideology of common ancestry, they differ in several
ways. First of all, race is primarily unitary. You can have one race, while you can claim multiple
ethnic affiliations. You can identify ethnically as Irish and Polish, but you have to be essentially
either black or white. The fundamental difference is that race is socially imposed and
hierarchical” (PBS 2003).
This chapter will focus on the racial and ethnic distinctions in episodes from All in the
Family and The Simpsons. It will delve into how race and ethnicity are portrayed.

Race Relations
In All in the Family’s Two’s a Crowd,9 Archie and Mike get locked together in a storage
room at Archie Bunker’s Place, the bar that Archie owns. While locked in, the two get drunk
and start talking about Archie’s prejudices. Mike discovers that Archie’s father physically and
mentally abused him, going as far as hitting him and locking him in the closet. Mike learns that
Archie’s racist tendencies stem from his father’s beliefs. Archie’s racism is a prevalent identifier
of his beliefs and personality.

9

All in the Family’s Two’s a Crowd is Episode 19 from Season Eight.
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All in the Family inspiration:
Race Riots in Augusta

Figure 3 The Augusta Race Riot
The Augusta Chronicle, May 12, 1970

All in the Family inspiration:
White Flight

Figure 4 White flight hurts Newark
The New York Times, March 18, 1969

The show revisits Archie’s racism through his relationship with the Jefferson family in
Episode Eight, Season One of All in the Family. Archie discovers that a black family, the
Jeffersons, is moving in across the street. He does not take this lightly and because of this he

11

attempts to buy the home the Jeffersons are planning on moving into. The plan is hatched with
Archie as the ring leader and other members of the neighborhood following along.
In a 1992 episode of The Simpsons, New Kid on the Block,10 we see Bart Simpson taking
a bath and preparing for his date with a girl who just moved in next door. Because Bart does not
typically care about his own cleanliness, his sister, Lisa, asks him about his sudden willingness to
bathe. Bart replies, “Sometimes a guy just likes his skin to look its yellowest” (New Kids on the
Block 1992). The unusual skin coloring in The Simpsons is intentional. The writers have fun with
the notion that the members of The Simpsons’s family as well as many of Springfield’s
townspeople have skin that is literally yellow. In The Simpsons, Satire, and American Culture,
Matthew Henry, who is a professor at Richland College, says, “yellow functions as a mask for
white identity on The Simpsons, creating a simultaneous presence and absence for whiteness”
(Henry 2012). The creators of The Simpsons used yellow as an equivalent to the white identity
present in much of American culture.

10

New Kid on the Block is Episode Eight from Season Four of The Simpsons.
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The Simpsons inspiration:
Symbols of a Racist Past

Figure 5 NAACP pushes to remove the Confederate flag
The Augusta Chronicle, January 19, 2010

The Simpsons inspiration:
The Roots of Race

Figure 6 Annette Gordon-Reed traces the history of a prominent
slave family through Sally Hemings, Thomas Jefferson's mistress
The New York Times, June 26, 2009

The writers of The Simpsons have addressed race more directly in newer shows like the
2010 episode The Color Yellow. This 13th episode of the 21st season revolves around Lisa trying
to find at least one admirable Simpsons ancestor. While working on a genealogy assignment for
school, Lisa comes across the diary of her great-great-great grandaunt Eliza Simpson. As she
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continues to read the diary, Lisa discovers Eliza and her mother were part of the Underground
Railroad. In the diary passage, Eliza is helping a slave name Virgil seeking to flee to freedom.
Eliza’s family decides to welcome Virgil into their family and protect him. At the end of the
episode, Lisa talks to her Grandpa Abe Simpson about the diary in which he reveals Lisa is
descended from Virgil. After this discovery the members of the Simpson family have this
conversation:
LISA: “Yes I’m thrilled. We’ve regained our family honor and we’re 1/64th black.
BART: So that’s why I’m so cool.
LISA: That’s why my jazz is so smooth.
HOMER: And that’s why I earn less than my white co-workers.
LISA: Grandpa why did you try to keep us from finding this out?
ABE: Well its hard to explain this to a young person. But people of my generation are
you know--LISA: Racist
ABE: That’s it.
MARGE: I don’t know what the big deal is. It never bothered anyone that my father’s
French” (The Color Yellow 2010).
The episode’s fast-paced dialogue goes on to offer harsh characterizations towards being
black, culminating in Grandpa Abe’s pronouncement to the family that his generation is racist.
According to Henry:
“People like grandpa compose a large portion of the Tea Party movement, of antiimmigration protesters in the south and southwest and of those groups that have most forcefully
and vocally vilified Barack Obama as an “Other” in terms of his nationality, religion, and race”
(Henry 2012).

14

The Simpsons is aired on Fox Entertainment, which is separate from Fox News and pulls
no punches. This jab is clearly aimed at Fox News’s primary demographic and the lack of
diversity within the Fox News network. Ben Adler who writes for the Columbia Journalism
Review says in his case study The Real Problem with Fox News, “the most important distinction
is the conservative slant and essential inaccuracy of much of Fox’s news reporting itself” (Adler
2011). According to the Pew Research Center,
“The regular audiences for Sean Hannity, Rush Limbaugh, and Bill O’Reilly continue to
be dominated by conservatives: About seven-in-ten or more of each of these audiences describe
their political views as conservative, compared with 35% of the general public. (Pew Research
Center 2012)”

Ancestry and Ethnicity
The Simpsons writers have also explored the topic of ethnicity. In Like Father, Like
Clown which premiered on October 24, 1991, Krusty the Clown is invited to the Simpsons’s
home for dinner and at the table he is asked to say grace. Krusty recites a traditional Jewish
blessing, the bracha, in Hebrew. Lisa begins asking Krusty about his heritage. He breaks down in
tears. Krusty reveals his real name is Herschel Krustofski and describes his childhood in the
Lower East Side of Springfield. His father, Rabbi Krustofski, never approved of comedy and
wanted his son to pursue a different career. Once Rabbi Krustofski discovered Krusty was still
performing as a clown, he kicked him out of the house and the family. Lisa and Bart become
distraught after hearing this story and decide to reunite father and son. They call Krusty and his
father, coming up with elaborate lies to make father and son want to meet. They tell Rabbi
Krustofski that an esteemed Nobel Peace Prize winning novelist wants to have lunch with him.
For Krusty, Bart and Lisa say the French government wants to give him the Legion of Honor.

15

When they meet in person, Rabbi Krustofski refuses to forgive his son. However, he has a
change of heart when Bart explains to Rabbi Krustofski that Sammy Davis Jr., who the rabbi
admires, was a successful Jewish entertainer. The joke in this is that Sammy Davis Jr. was not
only Jewish but also black; a joke that tackles the difficult issue of diversity and
multiculturalism. The episode ends with Rabbi Krustofski hugging Krusty on live television and
reconciling their differences.
Krusty’s Jewishness reappears in later episodes. These jokes are often used in reference
to his community’s exclusion from mainstream white culture. His Jewishness is mentioned two
years later in The Front11, when Krusty gets angered that a chef is using his mother’s recipe for a
traditional Passover dish. Krusty says, “I don’t do the Jewish stuff on air … Ixnay on the oojay!”
(The Front 1993). Henry notes:
“The Simpsons most commonly offers self-depreciating Jewish humor, a variety of lessthan-flattering stereotypes of Jewish people, a highly ambivalent Jewish character, and a rather
ambiguous sense of Jewish identity in relation to mainstream “white American” identity” (Henry
2012).
This speaks to our society and our society’s views on cultural identity in the United
States. The jokes used are anti-Semitic in nature and based on stereotypical views of Jewish
people as a whole. “The mocking and the mostly indirect mode of presentation is possibly
utilized to attract the widest possible white middle-class demographic and consequently the
greatest amount of advertising revenue” (Krieger 2003). The Simpsons writers employ this type
of self-deprecating humor because most of the writers for the show are Jewish. By demonstrating
they can make a joke out of themselves, it sends a clear message. When the writers make jokes
about other ethnicities, the jokes should not be taken too seriously - they are merely for

11

The Front is Episode 19 from Season Four of The Simpsons.
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entertainment purposes. Another show, which commonly used this self-depreciating humor, was
Seinfeld, a competitor of The Simpsons, at the time.

All in the Family inspiration:
Violence Against Jews

Figure 7 Israelis on Olympic Team Killed
The New York Times, September 6, 1972

All in the Family inspiration:
The Jewish Defense League

Figure 8 Jewish Defense League Gains Supporters
Across the Country
The New York Times, June 28, 1971
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All in the Family inspiration:
Jewish Defense League Members
Arrested for Bombings

Figure 9 Jewish Defense League Members
Arrested for Bombings in New York
The New York Times, May 9, 1987

The writers for All in the Family also dealt very directly with anti-Semitism. In Archie is
Branded, which premiered as the 20th episode in Season Three, Archie finds a swastika painted
on his front door. In typical Archie Bunker nature, he is outraged to find this vandalism to his
home. After this, the Bunker family is visited by a member of the Hebrew Defense Association,
Paul Benjamin, who offers the family protection. During this conversation, the Bunkers realize
their house has been mistaken for the home of a Jewish school board member who lives nearby.
Although Archie is rude at first, he realizes that he has a lot in common with Paul and they
become fast friends. Their friendship is suddenly terminated when Paul is killed by a car bomb
outside the Bunker’s home.

18

The Simpsons inspiration:
Opening the Floodgates

Figure 10 Passing of 1990 Immigration Bill
The New York Times, October 4, 1990

The Simpsons inspiration:
Push Back Against Immigration

Figure 11 Rush of Central American
Refugees to America
TIME February 27, 1989

During the 1990s, nativism and anti-immigration made a resurgence in U.S. culture.
Nativism is a policy of favoring native inhabitants as opposed to immigrants (Merriam-Webster
2015). Much Apu about Nothing was the 23rd episode of The Simpsons’s seventh season and
dealt directly with nativism. The episode begins with wild bears roaming loose throughout
Springfield. Because of this, the mayor of Springfield, Mayor Quimby, establishes a Bear Patrol.
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The funding for this newly established Bear Patrol comes from a tax on the locals’ paychecks.
Homer Simpson reacts like this after discovering a deduction on his pay stub:
HOMER: Bear Patrol Tax: $5?! What?! This is an outrage! It’s the biggest tax
increase in history!
LISA: Actually, Dad, it’s the smallest tax increase in history.
HOMER: Let the bears pay the bear tax. I pay the Homer tax.
LISA: That’s the Home-Owner Tax.
HOMER: Well, anyway, I’m still outraged” (Much Apu About Nothing 1996).
Mayor Quimby announces that the hikes in these taxes are due to illegal immigration and
because of this, the town must deport all the immigrants. This new proposition announced by
Mayor Quimby is known as Proposition 24 and is a referendum to deport all illegal immigrants.
Lisa is opposed to Proposition 24, and reminds her family that the Simpsons at one time were
immigrants as well. The rest of the episode follows Apu Nahasapeemapetilon, the Indian owner
of the Kwik-E-Mart, and his journey to taking the citizenship test out of fear of being deported.

The Simpsons inspiration:
Anti-Immigrant Propositions

Figure 12 California Proposition 187 Unconstitutional
TIME, November 21, 1995
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The Simpsons inspiration:
Anti-Immigrant Legislation

Figure 13 Testing children on their citizenship
TIME, April, 1, 1996

The Simpsons inspiration:
Chipping Away at Immigrant Rights

Figure 14 Adding amendment to controversial Immigration Bill
TIME, March 21, 1996

The writers use the bear invasion in this episode to directly reference the immigration
controversy in the United States (Groening 2010). Meanwhile in real life, anti-immigration
policies were headlining the news. On September 30th 1996, President Clinton signed the Illegal
Immigrant Reform and Immigrant Responsibility Act. According to the Legal Information
Institute at Cornell University:
The Illegal Immigration Reform and Immigrant Responsibility Act of 1996 represents an
effort by Congress to strengthen and streamline U.S. immigration laws. The Act was designed to
improve border control by imposing criminal penalties for racketeering, alien smuggling and the
use or creation of fraudulent immigration-related documents and increasing interior enforcement

21

by agencies charged with monitoring visa application and visa abusers” (Legal Information
Institute 2016).
The episode is clearly referencing the controversy revolving around the passing of this
act. The Simpsons writers were able to effectively recreate a similar situation within Springfield.
Although it was done through a comedic premise, the episode reflected anti-immigration events
documented in the news and occurring throughout the United States at the time. This episode is
particularly funny because a town being overrun by bears is very unlikely and the episode makes
its point without involving a specific group of people.

Conclusion
The portrayal of race and ethnicity has changed throughout the years as seen in the
episodes of All in the Family and The Simpsons. It is important to make the distinction between
race and ethnicity because the main difference between the two is race being socially imposed.
The events covered within the chapter have gone through a transition, but the inequality towards
other races remains a hot issue despite there being a span of over 20 years between the two
shows. The episodes analyzed in this chapter offered audiences eye-opening satire, critiquing our
culture’s opinions towards race and ethnicity as depicted in the news.
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Chapter 3
The Female Identity
Traditional female roles are frequently mentioned within All in the Family and The
Simpsons. Both shows represent the females as homemakers of the household, but allow Marge
and Edith to be socially independent with the writer’s brilliant use of satire. The shows mock the
typical gender roles, and poke fun at the ability of society to impose an identity on women and
girls. By employing family friendly humor, the shows are able to influence children at a young
age at a vital time in their development. Judith K. Gardiner professor at University of Illinois at
Chicago and author of On Female Identity and Writing by Women says:
“First, a girl forms her gender identity positivity, in becoming like the mother with whom
she begins life in a symbiotic merger. Second, she must develop in such a way that she can
pleasurably re-create the mother-infant symbiosis when she herself becomes a mother. As a
result, women develop capacities for nurturance, dependence, and empathy more easily than men
do and are less threatened by these qualities, whereas independence and autonomy are typically
harder for women to attain. Throughout women’s lives, the self is defined through social
relationships; issues of fusion and merger of the self with others are significant, and ego and
body boundaries remain flexible (Gardiner 1981).”
The personality traits of females are innate qualities from early on. However these
behaviors can be set by exterior influences coming from our society. This chapter will delve into
the female identity and how it is portrayed in episodes from All in the Family and The Simpsons.
The episodes analyzed in this chapter will show the growth of women’s independence by
exploring the transition from the traditional nuclear family to the two income family and the
emergence of the career woman, due to the creation and popularity of birth control.
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Representation of Females
Edith’s Night Out was the 24th Episode of Season Six. It aired on March 8, 1976. In the
episode, Gloria wants to take Edith and Archie out for the night after purchasing Edith a new
pantsuit. Archie wants to stay at home:
ARCHIE: Listen, youse two. I know what you’re up to. If you’re expecting me to
holler just because I see you here in pants, you’re all wrong. ‘Cause that was a
long time ago, and since then, youse women have come a long ways, baby.
EDITH: You like it!
ARCHIE: No. But if you want to wear pants, that don’t affect me. As long as you
can throw an apron around them and get dinner on. (Edith’s Night Out 1976)
Edith and Gloria decide to go to Kelcy’s Bar, a joint that Archie frequents. Archie
expresses his disapproval with Edith going out unaccompanied by a man. Edith puts on her coat
and says to Archie, “I need to get away from you” (Edith’s Night Out 1976). The studio audience
went wild after this line, voicing approval for Edith’s independence. On her own at Kelcy’s Bar
Edith becomes the life of the party. Unwilling to be overshadowed by Edith’s popularity, Archie
makes plans to accompany her the next Saturday night.

All in the Family inspiration:
Advertisers use women’s
liberation as a marketing tool

Figure 15 "You've Come a Long Way Baby"
Advertisement by Virginia Slims
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All in the Family inspiration:
Equal Rights as a Constitutional Right

Figure 16 Equal Rights Amendment Approved by Congress
The New York Times, March 22, 1972
Edith’s Night Out demonstrates a change in the gender dynamic that begins with a choice
in choosing clothes and escalates into social independence. In 1972, the Senate passed the Equal
Rights Amendment that prohibited discrimination based on sex. It did not go into effect until two
years after its ratification. The amendment allowed women equal rights in the workplace, and it
became a symbol for their struggle. The ERA signaled the movement from the traditional nuclear
family to the social independence of women. This transition can be seen two decades later in The
Simpsons’s episode Selma’s Choice.
Selma’s Choice aired on January 21, 1993. It is the thirteenth episode of The Simpsons’s
fourth season. The episode briefly mentions the idea of motherhood and the notion that this is
required of the modern woman. In the beginning of the episode, The Simpsons family is
saddened to hear Marge’s Great Aunt Gladys has passed away. Instead of going to Duff Gardens,
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a theme park for Duff Beer meant to parody Disneyland, the family attends Great Aunt Gladys’
funeral and the reading of her will. In the video will, Great Aunt Gladys offers advice to Patti
and Selma, Marge’s older twin sisters:
GREAT AUNT GLADYS: To my childless nieces Patti and Selma I leave my
grandfather clock and these words: don’t die lonely like me. Raise a family and do it
now. Now, now, now!
Patti misses the point:
PATTI: Hey Grandfather clock, not bad.
Selma who hears her biological clock ticking, comes to a different conclusion:
SELMA: Patty, I want a baby (Selma’s Choice 1993).
This message seems to stick with Selma, and because of this she decides to have a child.
First, she tries video dating and gets rejected by Groundskeeper Willie. She then goes out on a
date with creepy Department of Motor Vehicles employee Hans Moleman but panics at the idea
of being in a long-term relationship with him. She drives back to the Simpson home after the
date feeling defeated and accepting the fact she may never have children. Lisa offers Selma the
suggestion of using artificial insemination.
The following day, Selma, Lisa, and Bart go to Duff Gardens together. Lisa and Bart are
epically misbehaved and Selma decides she never wants children. The episode ends with Selma
adopting Jub-Jub, Great Aunt Gladys’s pet iguana.
According to Matthew Henry, Richland College professor and author of The Simpsons,
Satire, and American Culture, this episode of the Simpsons, “offers a critique of the lingering
sexist attitudes in the [American] culture, including those regarding women’s personal hygiene
and how readily they will put out on a date (2012).” This can most commonly be seen when
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Selma is using the video dating service. In one of the scenes, we see Groundskeeper Willie
passing through Selma’s profile saying, “Back to the Loch with you Nessies” (Selma’s Choice,
1993). This harsh dismissal of her profile represents society’s emphasis on a woman’s
appearance over personality, intelligence, etc. This emphasis on a woman’s appearance can be
seen once again later on the same episode when Bart is wearing a pair of beer goggles and for a
second his Aunt Patty is transformed into a voluptuous woman.

The Simpsons inspiration:
Backlash: The Undeclared War
Against American Women

Figure 17 Susan Faludi and Gloria Steinem on Feminism
TIME, March 9, 1992

The Simpsons inspiration:
Book Review of Backlash:
The Undeclared War Against
American Women

Figure 18 Book Review on Backlash
The Guardian 1991
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Meanwhile in real life, Susan Faludi’s book Backlash: The Undeclared War Against
American Women showed the relevancy of the issues tacked in Selma’s Choice. Susan Faludi is a
Pulizer-prize winning journalist. The book addresses media myths such as the “infertility
epidemic” and the “man shortage.” In her book, she says this media backlash has been halting
the women’s liberation movement and causing many of the problems women face in being
deemed equal to men. She contends it is not the goals of the feminist movement that have failed,
and analyzes the myths of womanhood and a woman’s role in society. Both the book and the
television show benefitted from tacking this controversy, Backlash received great reviews12 and
won the National Book Critics Circle Award in 1991. The Simpsons portrayal of these issues
kept the show at the top of prime-time ratings (Kissell 2014).
Another episode of The Simpsons that emphasizes the conflict over gender roles is The
Springfield Connection. This episode aired on May 7, 1995 and is the 23rd episode in The
Simpsons’s sixth season. The Springfield Connection focuses on Marge’s transition from being a
homemaker to working as a police officer. Because she is a woman, nobody in her family or
town takes her seriously. When Marge reveals her new job to her family Homer responds:
“Marge, you being a cop makes you the man, which makes me the woman and I have no interest
in that” (The Springfield Connection 1995).
Marge tells Homer there is no need for him to feel threatened despite the perceived threat to
the family patriarchy. This is a direct comparison to the feminist movement. Marge represents
the values of a feminist and Homer demonstrates the traditional belief system of women being
12

The New York Times review on Backlash:
https://www.nytimes.com/books/99/10/03/specials/faludi-backlash.html
The Guardian review on Backlash:
http://www.theguardian.com/books/2005/dec/13/classics.gender
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secondary to men. Once Marge becomes a full-fledged cop and dons a police uniform, she finds
Homer parking across the span of three handicap spaces outside of the Kwik-E-Mart:
MARGE: You have to move your car now.
HOMER: I’ll be right back. Now keep your eyes peeled for a real cop.
MARGE: Oh that’s it. I’m going to write you a ticket.
HOMER: Come on we’re family.
MARGE: But you’re breaking the law.
HOMER: (Grabs her hat) Let’s make a deal. You rip up that ticket and I’ll give you back
your hat” (The Springfield Connection 1995).
Marge arrests Homer in order to prove her authority. Later, Homer discovers Herman,
the owner of Herman’s Military Antiques, is running a jean-counterfeiting operation in the
Simpsons’s garage. As soon as Homer makes this discovery, Marge breaks up the operation
and arrests Herman. When Marge returns to the station, she is dismayed to find the officers
cannot hold Herman due to evidence mysteriously disappearing. In reality it was the cops
stealing the jeans for themselves. Marge is upset with the corruption on the force and
eventually quits.

The Simpsons inspiration:
Equal Rights on an
International Stage

Figure 19 Hillary Clinton delivers speech on
equal rights for women
The New York Times, September 6, 1995
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Conclusion
In sitcoms, there has been a transition in the portrayal of gender roles that reflects news
events occurring in real time. This is evident for example in the change from a nuclear family
(All in the Family) to the two income family (The Simpsons). The end of Edith’s Night Out,
Selma’s Choice, and the Springfield Connection return Edith, Selma, and Marge to their
traditional gender roles. But these characters prove women are just as capable of performing the
duties of their male counterparts. Especially in the Springfield Connection, Marge proves that
she is better at her profession as a police officer than those who are considered the appropriate
jobholders. The issues portrayed on the show are clearly related to the news dominating the
headlines, from approval of the Equal Rights Amendment to the issues that inspired Faludi’s
Backlash.
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Chapter 4
Gay Identity and Queer Culture
The decade of the 1970s was a period of transformation for gays and lesbians. The
Stonewall Riots started this revolution. The riots were a series of violent demonstrations that
created a larger platform for the movement. The gay community became mainstream and a
featured topic in the media. A television movie, That Certain Summer, was released and dealt
specifically with homosexuality, casting it in a positive light. The film Sunday Bloody Sunday
premiered in 1971 and featured a financially successful homosexual character. It received four
Oscar nominations. A year later, Cabaret the musical made its film debut exposing audiences to
the experience of gay culture in pre-war Germany. Cabaret won eight Oscars. Rebecca Rosen,
editor for the Atlantic, writes, “gay pride week was established and in December of 1973, the
board of the American Psychiatric Association voted to remove homosexuality from its list of
psychiatric disorders (Rosen 2014).” Gay sex was illegal in 49 of the 50 states during the ‘70s.
This was at the time All in the Family was gaining traction. It was not until 2003 that the
Supreme Court ruled the U.S. Constitution protects private sexual conduct. The satire used in All
in the Family and The Simpsons created an open forum pertaining to homosexual characters and
queer culture during this extended time of transition. The Simpsons’ writers used recurring
characters like Waylon Smithers and Patty Bouvier as tools to make the cause mainstream and
create sympathy for the movement.
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Homophobia
All in the Family was one of the first network TV shows to directly tackle the issue of
homosexuality. The writers addressed gay discrimination in the fifth episode of season one,
which aired on February 9, 1971 on CBS. In Judging Books by Covers, Rodger, who is a friend
of Mike and Gloria, stops by the Bunker house for lunch. Archie is upset:
ARCHIE: Rodger the fairy!? Did you hear that Edith? Did you hear who they’re bringing
over for lunch? Rodger. Sweetie-pie Rodger.
MIKE: Would you cut it out now?
EDITH: It’s their friend Archie.
ARCHIE: Listen Edith, we run a decent home here and we don’t need any strange little
birdies flying in and out here.
GLORIA: Dad stop that! Rodger’s not a strange little birdy.
ARCHIE: He’s proud that Rodger is as queer as a four-dollar bill and he knows it
(Judging Books by Covers 1971).
Although Archie is set in his belief that Rodger is gay due to his sensitive behavior and
mannerisms, Mike insists Rodger is in fact straight. Archie argues he can always tell who is gay.
Later in the episode, Roger and Mike end up going to the same bar as Archie and his friends. The
bartender tells Mike that one of Archie’s macho friends, Steve, is in fact gay. Meanwhile Archie
is oblivious to this fact because Steve “acts-straight” through his enjoyment of sports. At the end
of the episode, Steve confesses to Archie that he is gay and Archie stares dumbfounded, much as
many Americans who were discovering that homosexuality was much more common than they
thought.
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All in the Family inspiration:
Jackie Walker: Public Image

Figure 20 Jackie Walker is heralded as an athlete
The Daytona Beach Morning Journal, October 22, 1970

All in the Family inspiration:
Jackie Walker: Private image

Figure 21 Jackie Walker is Gay
Aljazeera America, March 7, 2014
The process of gay individuals carefully coming out of the closet in this era is
exemplified by the experience of Jackie Walker. He was an All-American linebacker at the
University of Tennessee in 1970 and 1971. He told his team he was gay during his senior season,
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but this was not publicized outside the locker room. He was “the first black All-American in
Vols [University of Tennessee’s mascot] history. He was also the first black team captain in the
Southeastern Conference, and he still shares the NCAA record for the most interceptions
returned for a touchdown [five] in an era when the ball was not thrown as much as it is today”
(Ray Giller 2014). Jackie Walker’s decision to come out to the team but not to the public
happened at the same time the All in the Family episode Judging Books By Covers was in
development and being aired. Jackie is similar to the character Steve from the episode because
they both are not the stereotypical gay character. They have masculine interests although their
sexual orientation is towards men.
Although homosexuality has been decriminalized, homophobia still exists. In The
Simpsons episode, Homer’s Phobia, Homer deals with a similar issue to that of Archie Bunker.
Homer’s Phobia aired on Fox Entertainment Network on February 16, 1997. It was the 15th
episode in Season Eight. At the beginning of the episode, Bart lights fire to the gas main at the
Simpson’s house in a prank gone wrong. Because of this, the family has a $900 bill from
Springfield Gas Company. In order to come up with the money, the family goes to a collectibles
store called Cockamamie’s to sell a Civil War era family heirloom. They discover the antique is
worthless, but Homer becomes fast friends with the store’s owner, John, and invites him over to
the Simpson’s house for dinner. The next morning Homer and Marge discuss John:
HOMER: That John is the greatest guy in the world. We gotta have him and his wife over
for drinks sometime.
MARGE: Hmmm…. I don’t think he’s married, Homer.
HOMER: Oh, a swingin’ bachelor, eh? Well, there’s lots of foxy ladies out there!
MARGE: Homer, didn’t John seem a little… festive to you?
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HOMER: Couldn’t agree more, happy as a clam.
MARGE: He prefers the company of men!
HOMER: Who doesn’t?
MARGE: Homer, listen carefully: John is a ho-moHOMER: Right.
MARGE: -sexual!
To this Homer screams and begins freaking out:
HOMER: OhmyGod! OhmyGod! OhmyGod! OhmyGod! I danced with a gay! Marge,
Lisa, promise me you won’t tell anyone. Promise me! (Homer’s Phobia 1997)
After discovering John’s sexual orientation, Homer’s attitude towards the shop owner
changes completely. However the rest of the family continues to hang out with John. This
worries Homer, because he thinks John may be a bad influence on his son. Homer believes that
John is turning Bart gay. The rest of the episode consists of Homer making Bart do manly things
like hunting and visiting a steel mill.
The Simpsons inspiration:
Anti-gay rights laws

Figure 22 U.S. Supreme Court strikes down
Amendment 2, Colorado's anti-gay rights law
The Denver Post, May 21, 1996
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Gay rights were a hot topic when this episode aired. Lynn Neary an arts correspondent
for NPR said it was not until Ellen DeGeneres openly came out in 1997 that the conversation
towards homosexuality began to change (Neary 2013). DeGeneres came out during an
appearance on The Oprah Winfrey Show. Meanwhile her character on her sitcom, Ellen, came
out to her therapist the following April. Although DeGeneres was worried about how audiences
would perceive her sexual orientation, DeGeneres’ career blossomed and she continued to be
popular among American audiences. Her sitcom, Ellen, soon stopped production. However her
new variety show, The Ellen DeGeneres Show was able to begin incorporating this topic in a
positive nature throughout daytime programming.

Same-Sex Marriage
During the time that All in the Family aired, there was not much news about openly gay
relationships in part because committing homosexual acts was still a crime in many states. There
was heavy negative stigma revolving around gay relationships. This is especially true for the All
in the Family episode, Cousin Liz. This was the second episode in Season Eight. It begins with
Archie and Edith checking into a motel to attend the funeral of Edith’s cousin, Liz. After the
funeral, Archie and Edith go to the apartment where Liz lives with her “roommate,” Veronica, to
read Liz’s will. Edith discovers that she will receive Liz’s tea set that has been in their family for
generations. After this, Veronica pulls Edith aside and asks if she can keep the tea set, and
reveals her relationship:
VERONICA: Edith. Your cousin Liz and I were very fond of each other, extremely fond
of each other.
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EDITH: Awee, I know. We was too.
VERONICA: No you see. We loved each other.
EDITH: I know. We loved each other too. I can remember when we was kids in school,
we was like sisters.
VERONICA: No, this wasn’t like that. We loved each other in a different way.
EDITH: What way?
VERONICA: Well this was ... more like a marriage.
EDITH: A marriage? Oh it couldn’t be. I mean you and Cousin Liz was both gal …
Ohhhh! (Cousin Liz 1977).
However, Edith responds positively and agrees to give Veronica the tea set. The episode
ends with Edith confiding in Archie about Veronica and Cousin Liz’s relationship. Archie openly
expresses his distaste for their relationship and threatens to sue her because he believes that the
tea set “is legally the property of his wife.” But Edith is able to talk some sense into him and
Archie decides to give Veronica the tea set.

All in the Family inspiration:
The gay community fights back

Figure 23 The Stonewall Riots in New
York City
Sunday News New York's Picture
Newspaper, July 6, 1969
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All in the Family inspiration:
Gay Politics

Figure 24 Homosexuality is a political force
in San Francisco
The Guardian, June 25, 1977

At the time this episode aired, many gay relationships were still closeted. The Supreme
Court did not decriminalize gay sex until 26 years later. During the time that The Simpsons’s
There’s Something About Marrying aired the movement to legalize gay marriage had just begun
in several states. There’s Something About Marrying was the tenth episode of Season 16. In the
episode, Springfield’s economy is plummeting due to a decrease in tourism. Mayor Quimby
turns to the townspeople to see if they have any solutions to this crisis. Lisa suggests that the
town legalize same-sex marriage. Mayor Quimby accepts Lisa’s idea and soon enough gay
couples begin to flock to Springfield. Homer decides to become an ordained minister online in
order to make some extra money.
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The Simpsons inspiration:
Richard Florida: gay community
as an economic driver

Figure 25 Richard Florida believes gays and
bohemians are linked to prosperity
The New York Times, June 1, 2002
The Simpsons inspiration:
Legalization of same-sex
Marriage begins

Figure 26 Same-Sex Marriage Legal in Massachusetts
CNN, February 6, 2004

Conclusion
Gay rights went through a significant transition during the time when these two television
shows aired, providing writers plenty of opportunities to use the news of the day to keep
audience aware of the status of gay rights. All in the Family and The Simpsons use their witty
satire as a tool to explore attitudes toward the gay rights movement. Both shows created
characters that audiences could sympathize with, Cousin Liz and Veronica from All in the
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Family and Waylon Smithers and Patty Bouvier from The Simpsons. Through this, audiences
could identify with the movement on a human level. All in the Family initially opened the
dialogue, Ellen made it mainstream, and The Simpsons continued this legacy, demonstrating that
gay rights have come a long way since 1971 when Judging Books By Covers aired.
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Chapter 5
Religion
The coverage of religion in television has always been controversial. It is a subject that is
often avoided in reporting and coverage because of potential audience backlash. Religion news
reporter, John Dart, who wrote Bridging the Gap said that one primary obstacle in good religion
reporting was lack of expertise due to the complicated and sensitive nature of this topic. He also
said:
“Many journalists seemed to feel that covering the religious world wasn’t worth the
trouble, given religion’s arcane terminology, endless numbers of sects and denominations, claims
and myths nearly impossible to handle objectively, and touchy believers ready to pounce en
masse on errors committed by print and broadcast journalists (Dart 2000).”
Dart was writing about journalists, but sitcom writers face the same challenges. All in the
Family directly mentions religion in several of its episodes. Archie Bunker has radical opinions
about other topics including: race, sexual orientation, and gender equality. However religion is
never his focus. The writers of The Simpsons also do not mention the religion of the family. But
from the content in the episodes, the family appears to be aligned with mainstream Protestantism.
This chapter will delve deeper into the portrayal of religion in All in the Family and the
Simpsons.

Religious versus Secular Life
Archie and the Miracle was the 11th episode of Season Five in All in the Family. In the
episode, Archie has a near death experience while at work and claims that he “saw the light.” He
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decides to repay God through doing His work. When Archie tells his family about his newfound
mission, Mike does not believe him. Mike thinks that this is just a phase and Archie will go back
to his old ways. Once Sunday comes around, Archie is set on attending church, but does not
enjoy it:
GLORIA: Hi Ma, hi Daddy how was the sermon?
ARCHIE: Ahhh that guy never stops talkin’. He don’t give sermons. He gives a weekly
filibuster. And you, don’t you never poke me in the ribs in church nomore.
EDITH: Archie, you was sound asleep.
ARCHIE: The whole congregation was asleep (Archie and the Miracle 1974).
Following this conversation the Reverend calls the Bunker household and asks Archie if
he can drive the church bus that Sunday afternoon. Because Archie promised the Reverend he
would do anything, Archie agrees to drive the bus even though he has tickets to see the Jets at 2
p.m. In perfect “coincidental” timing, Archie injures his foot and claims that he can no longer
drive the bus.

All in the Family inspiration:
The growth of evangelical
Christianity

Figure 27 The Great Jesus Rally
Life, June 30, 1972
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During the time the episode aired, the Jesus movement was in full swing. The movement
started in California and was a restoration of religious values. By the time The Simpsons episode,
Homer the Heretic, aired, this movement was mainstream and a swing back to secularism was
beginning to gain popularity.
Homer the Heretic was the third episode of The Simpsons 4th Season. In the episode,
Homer decides to skip church and enjoy his freedom at home. Homer and Bart parody a
fundamentalist preacher and his congregation as Homer announces he is never going to go to
church again. Marge is dismayed:
MARGE: I can’t believe you’re giving up church, Homer.
HOMER: Hey, what’s the big deal about going to some building every Sunday? I mean,
isn’t God everywhere?
BART: Amen, brother.
HOMER: And don’t you think the Almighty has better things to do than worry about
where one little guy spends one measly hour of his week.
BART: Tell it Daddy.
HOMER: And what if we picked the wrong religion. Every week we’re just making God
madder and madder.
BART: Testify (Homer the Heretic 1992)!
God visits Homer in a dream and he accepts Homer’s promise to live right in exchange
for not having to go to church. Following the dream, the Reverend and the Flanders family, the
Simpson’s religious neighbors, visit Homer. Both attempt to bring him back to the congregation.
However Homer stands resolute in his decision. While at home alone, Homer decides to light a
cigar and ends up falling asleep. The cigar falls out of his mouth and the house catches on fire.
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Ned Flanders, the Simpsons’s church-going neighbor, rushes into the house and drags Homer out
of the burning building. Because of his close encounter with death, and the actions of his
religious neighbor demonstrating he is a good Christian, Homer decides to return to church the
next Sunday with his family.
The Simpsons inspiration:
The Religious Right

Figure 28 Reverend Jerry Falwell declares his
support for Republican ticket
The New York Times, July 25, 1992
The Simpsons inspiration:
The rise of mega churches

Figure 29 Mega-churches better prepared to
deal with needs of people
The Los Angeles Times, January 5, 1991
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Conclusion
Despite the danger of reactionary audiences being a deterrent to writing about religion, it
was too much a part of the news to be ignored entirely. The sitcom dealt with it as most reporters
did in mainstream news coverage – letting actions speak louder than words. All in the Family and
The Simpsons keep their coverage of religion very generalized. Instead the writers choose to
focus on the moral values behind the theology. The writers explore the hypocrisy of Archie and
Homer but are noticeably more careful on this topic than any other due to the highly reactionary
nature of religious viewers. The writers use a lack of specifics in order to keep their writing in a
safe zone. This carries over to the news as well. Both news and sitcoms, stray away from
covering religion. If they do happen to cover a religious topic, they go about it very carefully.
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Chapter 6
Conclusion
This thesis delved into topics including: race, female identity, gay identity and religion. It
focused on the satire within All in the Family and The Simpsons, which showcases the cutting
edge of sitcom innovation at the forefront of a broader movement. There are three forms of this
news driven entertainment. The first is fake news with shows like: The Daily Show with Trevor
Noah, The Nightly Show with Larry Wilmore, and Last Week Tonight with John Oliver. The
second is mockumentary. Finally there are news driven sitcoms. This form is the least obvious,
but still needs the news as a basis for examining important social issues.
Roy Peter Clark, who previously served as the Dean at the Poynter Institute, wrote an
article titled Satire’s conflicting kinship with journalism:
“Journalism and satire are, in many ways opposites. Good journalism has many
boundaries; satire few. Good journalism practices proportionality and decorum; satire
spits on them. Good journalism appeals to reason; satire tweaks the funny bone or socks
the solar plexus. Yet journalists have a huge stake in satire. Satirists stake out the territory
within which all creative humans can exercise their arts” (Clark 2015).
Because sitcoms do not have the boundaries of traditional journalists, they can create a
dialogue about the news in a way journalists cannot. They can address the “truth” of a story
without being constrained by facts. Dave Mirkin who was the Showrunner for the Simpsons
during Seasons 5, 6, 7, and 9 said:
“I think the best writers have a very clear sense of the truth and a very clear way of
gathering information and filtering out the noise. All those things combined together is the truth.
You’re trying to show the shared experience and your shared thoughts on something. Good satire
is like that” (D. Mirkin, personal communication, January 2016).
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Journalism is always growing and evolving in the way it reports and presents the news,
with satire following a similar path. This is in part due to it becoming mainstream with satirical
shows on television networks like Comedy Central that broadcast South Park, the Daily Show
and the Nightly Show. The Simpsons were the advent of animated satire, but this is only the
beginning. Mirkin said this about the future:
“It’s an ebb and flow how we are with our satire. But I think it’s always a measure of the
freedom of our society, how strong the satire is, and how well members of that society have been
taught to think. It shows you how good their satire is” (D. Mirkin, personal communication,
January 2016).
Satire has the ability to change, but to be successful it has to be fresh. Matt Groening
creator of the Simpsons said,
“The problem with doing a sitcom, which has lasted more than 300 episodes is you’re
trying not to repeat yourself, you’re trying to surprise the audience, and you’re trying to keep
everybody who works on the show surprised” (NPR 2003).
News provides new content and a constant source of topics for television sitcoms to
satirize. This keeps the shows fresh and entertaining. The artistic vision may change with each
showrunner, however the overall goal of each show does not. The constant aim to create timely
episodes with witty writing has aided in satire’s popularity and longevity. The intersection of
news and satire will only continue to evolve into the future.

More Information
For more information about me and my thesis work visit my medium page
https://medium.com/@laurelhyneman.
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