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“The easiest mistake to make when dealing with The Simpsons is to underestimate how smart the 
show is and how smart it assumes its audience is” (Waltonen & Du Vernay, p. 180).


“Cartoons don’t have any deep meaning. They’re just stupid drawings that give you a cheap 
laugh” (Homer Simpson, episode # 37- Mr. Lisa goes to Washington.)

Introduction 

Culture is alive in the language students learn, in both their L1 and L2. Culture is a broad topic and it can be argued that anything can be related to culture. Brown (2007) believes that we “tend to perceive reality within the context of our own culture, a reality that we have created” and that “our own reality is the “correct” perception” (p. 189). But how do students perceive an animated reality? A reality portrayed in an animated television program based on a fictional city and fictional characters in a very real country? The portrayal of American culture in The Simpsons has been far reaching over the show’s 20 plus seasons. It has become an icon of American culture and a symbol of how the country perceives itself. It has been used and taught in classrooms across America for years to teach students about their own culture and heritage, but how effective would it be in teaching L2 students about American culture?

According to Delaney (2008) “Culture may be defined as all the shared values, norms, knowledge, behavioral patterns, and artifacts that are passed down from one generation to the next and form a way of life for a society” (p. 33). The Simpsons serves as the perfect example of life in America and a small town of church goers who do not always agree on everything. The Simpsons offers an astounding deal of social commentary concerning American culture and gives an insightful view into the household of the American nuclear family. “The brilliance of The Simpsons is due to its ability to maintain a fun tone, while exploring some of the most important and complex political, social, and philosophical issues in contemporary society” (Keslowitz, p. 6).  Since The Simpsons introduces and critiques such important aspects of American culture in a “fun tone,” it can be compared to a Trojan horse being brought into the classroom (Keslowitz, 2006).

How it all began: The evolution of America’s favorite animated family and their role in American culture

As for the show itself, it all started in the late 1980’s. What started as short animated clips on The Tracy Ullman show (which only lasted 4 seasons, 3 of them featuring The Simpsons) has over the last few decades evolved into an American cultural phenomenon. From the very beginning the show had a constant goal of critiquing various offices of authority within American culture (Heit, 2008) and has continued doing so at an exhaustive pace. It was introduced to Americans as a show about themselves, a middle-class American family that audiences could easily relate to and/or sympathize with. The show was modeled after a slightly exaggerated “typical” American family. It was created for an American audience, but has over the years been embraced by fans and different cultures around the world. Viewers would be hard pressed to find an area of American culture that has not been broached or tackled in Springfield by America’s most recognizable animated family.  For better or worse, many people in countries around the world may learn a majority of what they know about American family life and culture from simply watching The Simpsons. The Simpson family are cultural ambassadors and should be recognized as a key component of “Americanization” (Gray, 2007).  The show’s writers often embrace the misconceptions or common stereotypes that other cultures may have about America and use satire to highlight those aspects. Take for example when visiting Japan (episode #226 -  Thirty Minutes over Tokyo), the Simpson family decide to eat at an American themed restaurant called “America-town” and the following exchange takes place with a Japanese waiter wearing a shirt featuring various American logos:


Japanese waiter: Howdy ganstas! I’m average American Joe Salaryman waiter.


Bart: These prices suck! 10,000 yen for coleslaw?


Lisa: Don’t you serve anything that’s even remotely Japanese?


Japanese waiter: Don’t ask me; I don’t know anything! I’m product of American education 
system. I also build poor-quality cars and inferior-style electronics.


Homer: (laughs) Oh, they got our number! 

Many of the show’s fans around the world are native English speakers, but it is surprising how many are not. According to Delaney (2008) the The Simpsons has become a “global phenomenon and is shown in Europe, Asia, Africa, and elsewhere and watched by over eighty million viewers” (p.28) and that “despite criticism and dialogue that gets lost in certain foreign markets, The Simpsons remains hugely popular” (p.29). Japan though on the other hand, remains a country where the show’s popularity has been slow to catch on, regardless of the country’s interest in American culture. Survey results showed that the majority of my students had never actually seen an episode of The Simpsons before, but almost all of them recognized the characters from Suntory’s CC Lemon soft drink commercials and advertising campaign.  The Simpsons may in fact be better known in Japan for the CC Lemon television commercials featuring the family rather than for their actual television show. The practice of using American culture (in this case The Simpsons) to promote products in Japan is very common and quite prevalent in TV commercials and on billboards around the country. 

Learning about culture though should go hand in hand with learning a language. Brown (2007) writes that “A language is part of a culture, and a culture is part of a language; the two are intricately interwoven so that one cannot separate the two without losing the significance of either language or culture” (p. 189). Media and the internet have made the world a smaller place and are powerful tools for bringing other cultures into the L2 classroom. The cultural significance of The Simpsons is second to none in this American author’s opinion of his homeland. Ironically this is one of the factors that may potentially hurt The Simpsons in foreign markets; the show is almost too American. Many cultural references are lost on viewers abroad and at times are simply edited out of the show completely or rewritten for non-American fans (Keslowitz, 2006). For example, in the Arab and Muslim world, Homer Simpson neither eats pork products nor drinks beer (or alcohol of any kind). 

As mentioned, The Simpsons are widely studied in American schools across The States. Not only that, but universities are offering entire courses dedicated to the show. The show is studied and researched heavily in its native country by native speakers, but little research has been done concerning the show’s effect on second language learners. Of the research available, Lorenzo (2003) found that using The Simpsons for second language acquisition purposes can be troubling seeing as how L2 learners may have difficulty with puns, cultural aspects, sarcasm, political issues, or American idiomatic phrases.  Can changing the focus though, from language acquisition instead to the study of American culture turn The Simpsons into a useful tool for the L2 classroom? This paper will explore this idea through student viewings of episodes, surveys, and writing assignments based on The Simpsons and American culture. 

Teaching context and method

 The study was carried out over 1 semester among 63 first year Japanese university students (53 female and 10 male) studying English at Nagoya University of Foreign Studies in Japan. The classes met once a week for 90 minute lessons. Students were taught communication strategies weekly and then practiced using them during timed conversations with partners in class. Twice over the semester students also participated in recording projects with partners. The class was an oral communication class and focused primarily on speaking. On certain occasions media was brought into the classroom to supplement weekly textbook topics or to highlight other areas such as communication strategy usage by native speakers. 

The starting point for the research became a 3 question survey. The survey asked if students had watched The Simpsons before, what they think of when they hear someone say “American culture,” and the final question was to be answered after watching the first episode of The Simpsons shown in class and asked students if they learned “Anything new about American culture” from the show. The results from the initial survey showed that only 17 of the 63 students had ever watched The Simpsons (although most students recognized them from their CC Lemon TV commercials). As to what students think of when they hear “American culture,” most students simply chose to write out lists. Common student perceptions of American culture from students’ lists included: celebrity, Hollywood, comics, big steak, Coca-Cola, hamburgers, big sizes, Christmas, friendly, McDonald’s, movies, rock music, baseball, basketball, Spiderman, Batman, etc. It seems fair to say that the lists made by students are products and ideas that have all been openly embraced and welcomed by most of Japan, especially the younger generation. For this study students watched selected episodes from season 13 of The Simpsons.

Over the semester students watched 4 episodes of The Simpsons. After each episode students wrote what they learned about American culture from the episode as well as if they learned anything new about the topic of the week. The following section will look closely at the 4 episodes that were shown in-class over the semester along with a summary of each episode. Potential teachable elements from the author’s opinion will be highlighted along with the themes, discussion points, teachable elements, and other notes that each episode offers according to Waltonen and Du Vernay (2010), authors of The Simpsons in The Classroom: Embiggening the learning experience with the wisdom of Springfield. Each episode was chosen due to its relevance to the students’ weekly textbook topics. The episodes functioned as supplemental material as well as a tool for teaching American culture (see appendix for student comments regarding each episode and what they learned about American culture).

Episodes shown

Episode # 276 “Brawl in the Family.” (Air date- January 6, 2002)

Class topic: Families


“Look, the thing about my family is there’s five of us….Marge, Bart, girl Bart, the one 
who doesn’t talk, and the fat guy....how I loathe him….”– Homer (drunkenly talking to 
the family’s assigned social worker) 

The episode begins with the Simpson family trying to cope with an acid rain storm that has destroyed their television antenna rendering their television useless. The family decides to play the board-game Monopoly together, but soon begin to argue and fight over accusations of cheating. The fight breaks out of control and the police are called to the family’s home. The Simpson family is issued a social worker named Gabriel, who Homer repeatedly mistakes for an angel. Gabriel’s job is to help the family learn how to work together and not against each other. After the family learns how to get over their arguing and to work as a team, they return home to find Homer and his neighbor Ned’s Las Vegas wives (episode # 213 “Viva Ned Flanders) waiting for them in front of the Simpsons’ house.  The Simpson family must work together in order to get rid of the Vegas wives. 

The episode can be used to teach students about American family life, dysfunctional families, the role of television in the home, domestic disputes, board-games, American police, jail, teamwork, the great outdoors, Christianity, neighbors, lower class Americans, Las Vegas, Las Vegas weddings, senior citizens, and more. 

According to Waltonen & Du Vernay (2010) the episode “Brawl in the family” also teaches about politics, the Republican Party, Strom Thurmond, pollution, the environment, Monopoly (the game), parody (dating shows), social work, neologism, bigamy, marriage, teamwork, and crime and punishment (p. 53).

Episode # 280 “The Bart Wants What it Wants.” (Air date- February 17, 2002)

Class topic: Close friends


“This is Milhouse. He’s my best friend because…..well….. geographical 
convenience really.”     
-Bart Simpson 

In the episode Bart meets the young daughter of famed local actor Rainer Wolfcastle (Springfield’s answer to Arnold Schwarzenegger). His daughter, Greta, falls in love with Bart, but Bart is oblivious to her feelings towards him. When his sister Lisa brings it to his attention he breaks off the relationship with Greta. His best friend Milhouse suddenly begins to date Greta and Bart is consumed with jealousy towards his best friend. The episode eventually takes the Simpsons to Canada which causes Homer to famously question why he “should leave America to visit America junior?” The episode ends with Greta rejecting both Milhouse and Bart in Toronto thus causing them to realize that their friendship is more important and the two become best friends again. 

The episode can be used to teach students about friendship in America and what it means to be a true friend. Among other American cultural aspects, it also teaches about jealously, celebrities, children of wealthy parents, bullies, cartoon violence, elementary school life, American views of Canadians, divorce, public transportation, and more. 

Waltonen and Du Vernay also believe that “The Bart Wants What it Wants” teaches students about Canada (stereotypes, eh?), crushes, filmmaking, stand-up comedy, jealousy, and break-ups (p. 54).

Episode # 281 “The Lastest Gun in the West.” (Air date- February 24, 2002)

Class topic: Movies


“Gee Buck, your old films are as violent as today’s.” -Lisa Simpson
Bart befriends a retired western movie star from the 1950’s named Buck McCoy. Buck teaches Bart and The Simpsons about the movie industry as he recalls the events of his life. The retired actor becomes Bart’s hero and Bart begins to plan a comeback for Buck only to learn that Buck is an alcoholic. The Simpsons try to help Buck get over his drinking problems and to restore Bart’s faith in the actor. 

The episode can be used to teach students about the American movie/film industry, the entertainment industry, violence in movies, friendship, school dropouts, fads, local news, retirement, movie props, 1970’s American TV culture, the pressures of show-business, children’s shows, sarcasm, Alcoholics Anonymous,  police incompetence, school friends, and much more. 

Waltonen and Du Vernay include in their list for “The Lastest Gun in the West” hero worship, alcoholism, Westerns, crime (bank robbery), father-son relationships, and aging stars (p. 54). 

Episode # 287 “I Am Furious (Yellow).” (Air date- April 28th, 2002)

Class topic: Technology


Bart- …..I gotta go and tell the internet guys to hold tight. 


Milhouse- Can I come too?


Bart- Good idea, you can speak nerd to them. 


Milhouse- I’m not a nerd Bart! Nerds are smart…..

After being influenced by a comic book writer whose comic was adapted into an animated series, Bart creates his own comic book character based on his father called Angry Dad. The comic book becomes an instant success at school among his classmates and even gets deemed “rack worthy” by the local comic book store. Bart is approached by an internet company (BetterThanTv.com) who is interested in turning Angry Dad into an online animated series. Bart’s father, Homer, resents the online portrayal of himself and has to cope with the reality that he has a problem with rage. As Homer puts it “I’m a rage-aholic…..I just can’t live without rage-ahol!” Homer begins to try and live a more peaceful lifestyle and bottles in his anger. Meanwhile Bart’s online show gains popularity only to be canceled when the internet company that produces it goes bankrupt. The episode highlights and satirizes the “.com” bubble and the young internet gurus behind it. 

The episode can teach students about elementary school career day, single fathers, comic books, Scottish and Italian stereotypes, the internet, websites, the .com bubble, online TV shows, anger management, rage, bankruptcy, the repo business, The Incredible Hulk, Stan Lee, and more. 

Waltonen and Du Vernay include in their list for “I am furious Yellow” comic strips, guest speakers, pranks, parody (Incredible Hulk), and anger (p. 55). 

Conclusion and final thoughts
The Simpsons played a pivotal role in bringing American culture into my L2 classroom. It introduced American culture on a much broader scale than any language textbook could ever have done. The show taught students about the foibles of the American family household and what Americans as a whole generally value. As Cantor (2001) writes “The Simpsons indeed offers one of the most important images of the family in contemporary American culture, and in particular of the nuclear family” (p. 162). Posing as an ordinary cartoon it tackles not only family issues and American values, but also complex social issues that students may not have thought about much before. The show is much smarter and deeper in meaning than many of its critics would like to admit. Heit (2008) acknowledges that “Rather than receive praise for its incisive social critiques, The Simpsons is often accused of undercutting American values” (p. 3). 

From the short writing assignments and from the surveys, it does appear that the students learned a lot about American culture from the show. When not learning something completely new about American culture, perhaps at times students were simply reminded of the cultural differences between America and Japan. The Simpsons brought to class a positive change of pace and gave students a chance to think outside of their textbooks. The Simpsons forces Americans to think more deeply about their society (Keslowitz, 2006) and causes them to reflect on their own culture, sometimes through a critical lens. While the show “forces” Americans to think about American society and American culture, it also encourages non-Americans to think about it as well. 
Appendix: Student comments and what they learned about American culture from the episodes
*Student comments below are displayed as students wrote them, no corrections have been made. 
	Episode # 276 “Brawl in the Family.” 

“There aren’t apartments.”

“Too funny and crazy. Big house.”

“American culture is pleasant. Very interesting!!”

“Solidarity.”

“He (Homer) lost his hair by radiation in his work. I think this idea is “American culture”. Anyway funny.”

“Funny point is something different from Japan, American jokes.”

“I felt The Simpsons is very funny.”

“It was crazy.” 

Episode # 280 “The Bart Wants What it Wants.” 

“I think friendship in America is positive relationship.”

“I think American culture is positive.”

“It teaches me that friendship in America is a little crude. American people is honest, so they say anything clearly.”

 “It taught that they are still friends even they fight about girls.”

“A rival in love.”

“Making up with friends is easy.”

“At last they could be friends again, even if they fought over the girlfriend. Friendship is first and love is second.”

“Friendship doesn’t break up.”

“After the argument, they become friends again.”

“Competing with friends makes us more firm confident.”

Episode # 281 “The Lastest Gun in the West.”
“Western and cowboy were popular in America. I think it was interesting and exciting.”

“Many people and tools are needed to make movies.”

“It was interesting. The western movies weren’t famous now, but were popular in 1950. Movie style changes.”

“I think it was very interesting. I learned that alcoholism is dangerous and a cowboy is cool.”

“There are a lot of shooting scene. It was interesting. It is important to have a hero.”

“I learned many American have a gun. It was a little interesting.”

“American animation unfold to story very fast. Father always wants that his son respects him.”

“People are friendly to unknown people.”

“I had never seen a cowboy’s movie. I want to learn more movie culture.”

 “Cowboys are hero for Americans. American movies are colorful and the stories interesting.”

 “I learned that family is important for Americans.”

“I think Americans are funny and outgoing, more than Japanese.”

Episode # 287 “I Am Furious (Yellow).” 

“Technology is important for American’s life.”

“American father flies off the handle.”

“I learned the internet business is difficult to success.”

“American police are strong.”

“They invite and listen person’s talk in career day at school.”

“American ideas are very funny and creative.”

“Americans like to play tricks.”

“Americans like comedy animations. I think children and adults both watch cartoons.”

“I thought internet business is more popular in America than Japan.”

“I think Americans have freedom.”

“Everyone has a big chance to be rich, no matter age, how smart…”
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