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Angelina SLIEPUSHOVA

A DISGRACED BREADWINNER: THE REIMAGING OF FATHER’S
PERSONALITY IN AMERICAN ANIMATED SITCOMS

The widespread popularity of animated situation
comedies has marked a shift in the portrayal of
fatherhood expectations from the position of the leader
in the family to a family dishonour. The personality of
the father in the American animated series (The
Simpsons, Family Guy) is portrayed not as a role model
to be imitated but as a deviation to be avoided.

Felicia Law Murray and Shann Hwa Hwang claim ‘the
breadwinner expectation has been attached to fathers
for a number of decades, and plays out in their
perceptions of fatherhood’ [1, p. 525]. Meanwhile, Erica
Scharrer points out a significant change in the portrayal
of the father in film discourse: ‘back in the 1950s and
1960s, sitcom dads tended to be serious, calm and wise,
if a bit detached. In a shift that media scholars have
documented, only in later decades did fathers start to
become foolish and incompetent’ [3].

To analyse this tendency in detail we shall focus on
American animated family-centred sitcoms. The
Simpsons fall under this category of media featuring a
typical middle-class American family. The following
extract of a conversation between Homer Simpson, the
father, and his son Bart reveals lack of respect to the
father figure. Teaching his son life lessons, Homer
performs the role of mentor and consequently is
expected to be treated with utmost respect and dignity.
Instead, Bart addresses his father by his name
emphasizing disrespect for the male parent.

Bart: You make me sick, Homer. You’re the one that
told me I could do anything if I just put my mind to it.

Homer: Well now that you’re a little bit older I can
tell you that’s a crock. No matter how good you are at
something, there’s always about a million people better

than you.
Bart: Gotcha. Can’t win, don’t try [4].
Peter Griffin, the father and protagonist in Family

Guy, is portrayed as an idle and gluttonous man of
poor intellectual abilities unlike the title of the animated
sitcom suggests. When his son Chris tells him that he
wants to quit boy scouts, Peter doesn’t pay attention
to his son’s intentions and behaves like a mentally
retarded man.

Chris: Dad, what if I told you I didn’t want to be in
the Scouts anymore?

Peter: I’d say “come again?” Then I’d laugh because
I said “come” [2].

In this regard, the son behaves like his father, but
Peter doesn’t support him. Peter Griffin embodies the
role of the abuser in this dysfunctional family by telling
other people what other absurd things his son does
and putting him to shame in this way.

Chris: Hey dad, look. I put honey on my back, and
now the ants are carrying me home.

[laughing]
Peter: Aw, that’s nothing. He does the same thing at

home, but with Velveeta and cockroaches. And if ya
turn on the lights really fast, they’ll slam him right
into the fridge [2].

Thus, creators of American animated sitcoms reimage
the provider archetype in the portrayal of father
personality undermining the father’s authority and
turning the father figure into a neglectful, disrespected
character who mocks his children and who is made fun
of. In animated series discourse the father is no longer
the head of the family but a jester whose example is not
to be followed.
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