Fake Characters Fighting Bigotry
Animation is a powerful tool in artists’ arsenals because it affords them complete imaginative freedom not limited by the constraints of reality. Using animation, artists are able to create alternate realities where hegemonic ideologies are critiqued and subverted. This led to animation becoming a popular form of satire, which educates viewers about current underlying/dominant societal norms. Specifically, hyperaware satirical shows like BoJack Horseman and South Park highlight the current societal and political divides; they address uncomfortable stereotypes and biases, and in doing so destigmatize hot-button issues. This is in contrast with the cartoons of the past, whose unchallenged ignorance reinforced blatant prejudices, societal attitudes, and toxic cultural norms.
During the Golden age of Animation, cartoons lacked awareness of societal issues and divisions, and they worked to reinforce, often times negative, societal norms. This can be seen in popular cartoons such as Mickey Mouse and Betty Boop. Mickey Mouse, especially, highlights how its creators’ lack of racial sensitivity worked to normalize the use of blackface and the degradation of black individuals. This is seen in the 1932 Trader Mickey episode, where Mickey Mouse meets indigenous Africans who are portrayed as “savages”; they are portrayed using blackface, have overemphasized large lips, spears, evil eyes, speak in gibberish, and engage in cannibalism (Behnken and Smithers 89). Their disinterest in accurate portrayals of black individuals served to stereotype an entire geographical region and further alienated African Americans by referring to them as less than civilized. Betty Boop, on the other hand, was considered to be the first Hollywood sex symbol, being described as “saucy but not vulgar” (Goodman 1). Betty Boop highlights animators lack of awareness regarding gender equality/sexism. Her character primarily appealed to young adult male audiences, and she soon came to represent the ideal woman in a patriarchal society. Thus, reinforcing gender-roles that would act to constrain women.
While bigotry has been carried over to the present day, it is now institutionalized and hidden rather than blatant. Divides in society have grown deeper due to unaddressed societal issues, resulting in increased political polarization. Satirical shows like BoJack Horseman and South Park are hyperaware of these divides and use a multitude of techniques to represent hot-button issues, such as mental health and disability. One characteristic these hyperaware shows share in common is the drive to paint a realistic picture of the current fractured and complex societal landscape
Sitcoms of the past, on the other hand, offered sentimental distractions from the divisiveness and harshness of reality, but BoJack Horseman is thematically and fundamentally tragic. This is seen through its, “utilization of a complex and morally bankrupt antihero” (Falvey 118) and its reinforcement of reality and not “happy endings”. In doing so, BoJack horseman is able to maintain a candor tone, while offering complex but pragmatic representations of mental health, substance abuse, and fame. Furthermore, animation, affords BoJack Horseman’s creators full control over all elements, allowing for them to centralize specific themes to exacerbate the effects on the characters. For example, in season 3 episode 4 “Fish Out of Water,” set completely underwater, “dislocation and distance” are explored to highlight BoJack’s increased alienation and resulting deteriorating mental state (Falvey 122). Using otherworldly experiences that cause BoJack to swirl from deep lows to high highs, BoJack slowly loses his touch with reality and gives viewers the chance to see into his dissociative disorder. Animation also allows for viewer engagement with deep emotionally and mentally complex characters, by giving viewers access to the character’s inner thoughts and feelings. Viewers are given access to BoJack’s depression and suicidal thoughts, allowing for a “rare, honest depiction of the hold that depression can have on the mind” (Falvey 123). BoJack Horsman’s candor also applies to its depiction of substance abuse, mainly in that it offers a glimpse into the normalization of drinking and drug culture in Hollywood. For example, in one-episode BoJack’s name is used for a brand of heroin, and he feels as though his success and fame has been validated (DebK). BoJack Horseman also provides a medium to educate viewers about the lesser-known and less glamorous aspects of substance abuse and addiction. For instance, in one episode, primarily focused on addiction, BoJack makes marks on his bottles of alcohol to portion it for daily consumption, which is “an attempt at justifying his habitual drinking coupled with the denial that he has a legitimate problem with alcoholism.” (Debk). Even with all of these character “flaws,” BoJack comes off as charming. Regardless of that fact he is a “manic-depressive, an addict, at times a terrible human being … and is a toxic influence on himself and almost everyone around him,” (Falvey 123). Which, finally, offers viewers a complete but flawed portrait of the persona that is BoJack Horseman; something that is rare in the world of TV.
South Park, on the other hand, moves the focus from creating genuine, complex, and raw characters to using comedy to interrupt hegemonic views and signal the viewer to think critically and creatively on the context and materialization of the stereotypes/biases being used. South Park routinely features seemingly crude humor and material revolving around “ability, age, class, gender, race, religion, sexuality, and the relationships they have with various encompassing social structures” (Krebs 16). These social structures are the center of current divisions regarding institutionalized biases and stereotypes. Therefore, South Park seems to reinforce stereotypes and biases, unlike the satirical show they claim to be. However, this conclusion is reached using the first method to understand stereotypes, which, defined by Mallett, “is at face value … and includes an essentialist reading of the stereotype as harmful via its reinforcement of discrimination through negative portrayals” (4-5). However, South Park’s equal-opportunity offending disputes this since each side is equally offended. Instead, South Park utilizes Mallett’s second definition of stereotypes, which defines them as “part of an arsenal of methodological tools seeking to trouble texts by effecting a critical impetus for revelation and change” ( 4-5). With this definition, South Park’s stereotypes can be seen as a method to challenge and exaggerate existing stereotypes to restore rationality and “undo the otherness by directly destroying their naturalness and normalcy” (Krebs 9). One example of this is a seen in the South Park episode “Krazy Kripples,” which addresses the “stares” often felt by the handicapped. In this scene Jimmy, a handicapped character, is on stage to perform his comedy skit, but he realizes that his regular audience has left to go see a crippled Christopher Reeve. Since, unlike Jimmy, “he got crippled, but now he can move his fingers,” from season 7 episode 2 ‘Krazy Kripples.” Krebs explains the sudden increase in attention Christopher receives as a result of the public’s “stares sculpting the disabled subject into a grotesque spectacle, which frames the disabled body as an icon of deviance” (10 and 11). Therefore, the more handicapped and individual is the more interest society takes with the handicapped subject. South Park’s unique satirical medium has not gone unnoticed; especially with many shows trying to emulate them.
Family Guy is a good example of a show commonly thought to be a hyperaware satirical show, but in reality, it is not. This can be understood by studying the structure of Family Guy’s episodes and the purpose their comedy serves. While Family Guy and South Park share their light-hearted animation and at times crude humor, Family Guy is structured with many cutaways that are independent of the episode’s narrative and are designed to grab viewers’ attention by using common comedic stereotypes and portrayals (Sienkiewicz and Marx 3). The problem arises in that these short cutaways make it so that the show cannot critically critique the stereotypes and biases used. Instead, Family Guy’s “rapid -fire comedic bits are so often built around binaries centering hegemonic identities while drawing humor from the otherness of different subject positions” (Sienkiewicz and Marx 4). If Family Guy were to use their comedy as a method to question existing social structures and norms, they could earn their title of satire.
Animation has proven itself to be a popular technique in the world of entertainment. Also, when it is combined with culturally aware animators and the ambition to use animation productively, it becomes a medium to initiate dialogue on hot-button issues. In addition, each of these kinds of show has their own method ranging from the creation of “raw” characters to the use of humor to subvert and challenge stereotypes and prejudices. The ability to incite social change through something that was made entirely on a computer is revolutionary, is symbolic of the feats possible in the 21st century with ever changing technology. Knowing this, the only thing limiting change is the receptiveness of society and the ambitiousness of the animators. 
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