	
	
	



How does mature themes influence younger generations and how they grow up?
 
Being and becoming is a theme playing along with the idea of creation and understanding. One of the many ways this can be interpreted is by creating ideas and their impact on life. How does what we show to younger generations truly impact their understanding of the world around us, and how will they grow up to decide the fate of others as they go? How does presenting mature themes in children's animations present the opportunity for new social normalities late in life? This essay is trying to explore how mature themes expose children to new and developing ideas. It can create new normalities in society and give understanding to those who would otherwise be closed off from certain concepts.
Throughout history, media has been influenced by the world's news, events, and bias. Propaganda and political bias in media have been around for hundreds of years. The first evidence of propaganda has been around for as long as reliable recorded evidence has been around. One example of propaganda was during ancient history. In the last Roman civil wars (44–30 BCE), Octavian and Mark Antony accused each other of obscure and diminishing origins, cowardice, academic incompetence, debaucheries, drunkenness and other insults. This defamation took the form of 'uituperatio' (A Roman rhetorical way of wounding someone), which influenced Roman public opinion. Propaganda has been used increasingly in the last 100 years with the increase of mass media. The use of propaganda has also become more beneficial to political governments to sway the population to believe and favour the policies they wish to put in place. Wartimes and conflicts have pushed the use of propaganda and have also increased the different ways of doing it. Instead of the forward and direct approach, more subtle and undetectable forms of propaganda started to integrate into the public eye. Psychological warfare started to integrate propaganda into its attack. One such example is false flag operations used during the World Wars. False Flag Operations was a tactic that one side would use to disguise operations deemed socially unacceptable as the enemy force. This led the population to believe that the enemy committed heinous acts and that fighting them in return was correct. These forms of Psychological propaganda were used regularly and even integrated into society after the wars. 
Political Cartoons were utilised heavily during the World Wars. Not only did it reach all of the younger audience that they wished to influence, but it would also reach their enemies and would show them just how they thought of them at the time. Many political cartoons were used to insult and defence the opposing side. One such example is Tokio Jokio from 1943, produced and aired by Warner Bros. This official Looney Tunes cartoon is a gag cartoon about the Japanese and their stereotypes. Not many Americans at the time had seen Japanese citizens or anyone of that specific decent. Visiting Japan was a lifetime experience as holidays abroad were rare and for the rich few. Due to this, these videos helped circulate some offensive and racist ideas about the Japanese people. The video itself plays out as an information cartoon documentary. It can come across as an informative animation with tiny gags and jokes throughout to those who see it for the first time. In reality, the entire video is mocking and joking about politically pushed ideas of the Japanese army, Politicians and the Japanese people. The theme is Japanese propaganda. Although the gags are aimed at Japan, the cartoon also pokes fun at Rudolph Hess, Adolf Hitler and Benito Mussolini. Since the US was at war and battling for survival, the film's stereotypes were intended to offer audiences a sense of superiority. Starting at the 2:24 mark, one scene talks about cooking in Japan. The sequence features General Hideki Tojo as a cook and, in this scene, has been caricatured and exaggerated. They have given Hideki Tojo a large overbite, exceedingly small eyes, short stature, round-framed glasses and an exaggerated accent. 
These exaggerations of characteristics portrayed a wildly inaccurate image of the Japanese people. They reinforced the idea in children's minds that they were consuming this media and that it was ok to make fun of these people the same way. Asian hate is still very much a problem in today's society, with a lot of the US bringing back a lot of Asian hate crimes during the Covid-19 Pandemic. "The advocacy group Stop AAPI Hate said it received more than 2,800 reports of hate incidents directed at Asian Americans and Pacific Islanders nationwide last year. " (Cabral, 2021 via BBC). With the rise of Asian hate crimes due to the mislabelling of the Coronavirus as the "China Flu" or the "Kung Flu" by the political leader and former US President Donald Trump, the resurgence of verbal, physical and mental abuse started to rise. This is how easily politicians can influence the mass public when given a chance. 
When a child reaches the age of maturity and voting age, "adults often adopt the political leanings of their parents."(Ludden, 2020), as they have most likely been exposed to what their parents agree with growing up. If a parent disagrees with the morals of a particular children's show, such as Steven Universe and its progressive LGBTQ+ and acceptance stance, then the child will not be exposed to shows that have those morals. Therefore, growing up to shadow and mimic the morals of their parent, be it subconsciously or not. Politically backed media and animation can have a different effect on children. Adult animations such as South Park and The Simpsons have gone under the radar for many parents. Unfortunately, many of the world view animations, such as South Park and the Simpsons, as a child's form of entertainment and harmless. However, exposure to these animations and their adult themes can not only start uncomfortable questions but can completely change a child's point of view. South Park has been widely criticised over the years since its release. Staring a cast of young children with vulgar language and questionable activities is certainly not a show for young children or anyone under the age of 14 without supervision for most. The topics covered in some episodes vary from progressive to regressive in terms of political views. In the season 22 premiere, Dead Kids plays out a school shooting scenario. Throughout the remaining part of the series, it became a running joke that the town they are in has regular school shootings. This problem is massively debated in the US and many other countries. This topic has also been at the front of many political arguments in the US. Having exposure to shows that not only mock and joke about politics but show what people are actively protesting for and against can influence a child in massive ways. Shows such as The Simpsons and South Park can be entertaining and contain good messages for families in some parts and even teach children about seeing good through difficult situations; however, the exposure to largely biased media can have lasting effects on them.
Shows aimed at older generations tend to slip under the radar for some families when they are made in the style of animation. These shows tend to hold very mature themes and are highly biased in their representation. Families and some parents do not see it as an issue of media style; animation is currently seen as a child's form of entertainment. Due to it being seen as a child's form of entertainment, this has led to many newer generations being brought up on shows such as South Park, Family Guy and the Simpsons. To some, these shows are considered light-hearted and just fun, but growing up can create negative role models and negatively influence some. The Simpsons, for example, used to be a show about the average American household, a father working to provide, a Stay-at-home mother, an intelligent daughter, a rebellious teenage son and a baby. In the 1990s, this would seem like an average family set-up, yet looking back on the family dynamic and the things that would slip by, it is clear that most of the interactions between family members were not healthy. For example, the father had an extensive drinking habit and would physically abuse the son, Bart, when the son would misbehave. To some households, this would be seen as everyday situations, yet to the children growing up, it created harmful ideals in their ways of life. Seeing a father being an alcoholic and an abuser on the TV only furthered the children's minds that this was normal and should be accepted. Not only has household abuse been made illegal in many Western countries, but it is also seen as taboo in most modern households around the world. As of 2017, Scotland made corporal punishment of any kind towards a family member or child illegal, and on 21 March 2022, Wales made the same changes with its new "Smacking Ban" against children. Having any forms of domestic abuse deemed socially acceptable not only invites further use of such methods but has also been proven to cause: "mental health problems, drug or alcohol issues, criminal behaviour – or showing signs of harmful behaviour themselves." (Effects of child abuse, 2022). 
Showing behaviours in animation that have become socially unacceptable can influence a child's perception of the world and can negatively affect their relationships with people as they grow. For example, If a child growing up is being abused by a parent and watches the Simpsons, seeing the father abuse the son will only reinforce the idea in the child that this is normal. As a result, this child will be unlikely to come forward about this abuse, but they will hold a lifetime grudge and opinion on the matter. Sometimes, the cycle of abuse can even repeat with the child becoming a parent themselves and repeating the abuse on their child. 
Adult animations such as Bojack Horseman, Rick and Morty and many animes available on streaming platforms such as Netflix and Amazon Prime aren't the only animations containing adult content. Many Disney and child aimed animated films are full of adult jokes and content. Violence in animated and child aimed media is becoming more prevalent in the coming years. During the turn of the century, children watched more cartoons on TV in the mornings and "The level of violence during Saturday morning cartoons is higher than the level of violence during prime time. There are 3-5 violent acts per hour in prime time, versus 20-25 acts per hour on Saturday morning." (MEDIA VIOLENCE: FACTS & STATISTICS, 2005). These statistics show that when children were at home on weekends and watched cartoons more often, they became increasingly exposed to violence and violent acts. Children are not ignoring these portrayals of violence. As children may not fully comprehend everything that may be happening, and they may view it as fantasy, they still witness violent acts being committed more frequently than a normal person. 
Adult jokes and mature themes in animations are also becoming more frequent. Many Disney films, such as Toy Story, Cars and the Incredibles, have many inappropriate jokes littered throughout the films for adults to enjoy or find. However, many of these inappropriate jokes can be picked up by children. Some may lead to awkward questions asked to the parents, and other children may connect the pieces themselves over time. The underlying jokes and subtexts for many of these animated films over the last 20 years have been similar jokes and small hints toward real-life situations. 
One example is the animated movie, Zootopia. During one specific scene, the main character Judy Hopps interrogates another character. She calls him out on tax evasion. He then agrees with her as bunnies "are good at multiplying". Another example is that of Madagascar, a Dreamworks and Paramount animated movie. In the first film, the Zebra character Marty is being chased by the Lion, Alex, and proceeds to say "Sugar Honey Iced Tea". Many children caught onto this joke and would use it as a way to say expletives without actually saying the word. These may be seen as small gags or jokes for adults in children's media to keep adults entertained while watching it. However, integrating these explicit or inappropriate jokes throughout many animated films makes it hard to escape them.
Throughout the years of media, Topics ranging from mental illness, gender, sexuality and more have been seen as taboo and often have been pushed aside. Companies like Disney have had a reputation for conforming to these media standards in their animations. Films such as Cinderella, Snow-white and other classics portray the female lead in a helpless and effeminate manner. Only in recent years, with Disney releasing films such as Frozen 2, Encanto and Moana, can we start to see strong, ethnically diverse women in children aimed media. These films profited immensely, with films like Encanto garnering Disney profits of nearly 246.6 million USD at the box office alone. Not only does Encanto cover topics of mental health through their physically strong female character, Louisa, but they also cover isolation, family problems and expectations. Without strong role models for children to look up to, children are brought up to view themselves as weak and need to rely on others for help while also being a burden. Films with powerful female or minority representing roles are becoming more frequent in the coming years, with films like Coco representing Mexican traditions and culture and companies such as Studio Ghibli taking off. Bringing these films and ideas to the front of society influences people's perception of other cultures, but it also lets those in those cultures and backgrounds feel represented.
Studio Ghibli is an outstanding example of female representation in that "For all the studio's magical trippiness, there is a realism to how it portrays young women. Studio Ghibli creates characters who look like the little girls it is appealing to; they are not dressed up in princess dresses or made to tie their hair in plaits." (Alexander, 2020) Studio Ghibli has represented female protagonists in ways that western media has not been for decades now. With the rise of media sharing platforms and streaming services like Netflix, companies like Studio Ghibli have made their way to western audiences and shine for their intellect. These animated films nearly always have a female lead or a strong female character situated at the front of the cast list. The plotlines for Ghibli films always follow an adventure or strong magical narrative, never a romantic one where the female must be saved or wait for the entire film for their love to arrive finally. It is not the central theme if love is present in a film like Howl's moving castle. The protagonist, when female, is usually about her ambitions, her motivations and drive to get what she needs. "Many of my movies have strong female leads — brave, self-sufficient girls that don't think twice about fighting for what they believe with all their heart. They'll need a friend, or a supporter, but never a savior. Any woman is just as capable of being a hero as any man." (Hayao Miyazaki 2013). Characters existing in cooperation and aiding each other are portrayed phenomenally throughout many of their films. Laputa: Castle in the Sky, Spirited Away, Kiki's Delivery service, and many more of their films have co-existing male and female leads without becoming romantic partners or having the made exclusively save the female lead. While the females may sometimes be vulnerable and weak in some scenes, they express independence, power and resilience in others, much like an actual human.
In the film, Princess Mononoke, one of Studio Ghibli's more well known animated features, the female lead, San, is a very well trained fighter but is emotionally decisive and strong-willed. The main antagonist is also a female, yet Studio Ghibli has managed to make the antagonist sympathetical. The antagonist, Lady Eboshi, is only trying to expand her town and defend her citizens from the forest creatures. Their methods may seem unorthodox, but the audience starts to empathise with them when put in their shoes. Lady Eboshi is a kind, caring and robust feminist role model. Not only does she employ women all over the town to do strong, physical labour to empower them, but she also allows them to fight alongside her and her men. "Her influence is such that the men under her command obey her without question and never make reference to her gender or the dichotomy it and her personality represent." (Olowu, 2022). Princess Mononoke was produced and released in 1997, and at the time, female-led animated films were still focused on finding romance or being saved from peril by a prince or male lead. With changes like this being implemented into media, it gave little girls a person to look up to. However, it also gave them a chance to see themselves in the media they were consuming, Hense why cultural representation is also just as important. 
In the last five years, Disney has made significant strides in cultural representation in its animated features. Disney animations such as Turning Red and Encanto show female representation in influential roles and varying cultures in how beautiful each can be. Turning Red is a 2022 animated Disney film about a Chinese Canadian girl called Mei Lee battling to be herself versus her mother's expectations. This film is the first for Asian Candian representation in large film media, "giving some 6 million Asian Canadians, nearly 18 percent of the Canadian population, a well-deserved moment" (Yang, 2022)
Animation can be influential as children can see themselves represented on-screen by cartoon characters. Animations like Adventure Time or Steven universe show vulnerability and sensitive subjects that can tackle subject matters that never used to be discussed. Movies like Nausica or Spirited Away from Studio Ghibli can show a great representation of girls and help them aspire to be significant throughout their lives. Disney features like Turning Red and Encanto help show representation and grows understandings of other cultures worldwide. Growing up with these representations can influence how a person can live their life, through understanding and acceptance of new things or the complete opposite. How a person or even a generation grows up can influence the future politics, ethics and societal normalities of a country. With the suitable types of integrated messages into animation, animation will always be a platform for influence. Animation will always have a form of propaganda behind it, whether political or not. The message that the studio and animators are trying to push forward will be instilled into the child that watches it.
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