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Probably the most formidable champion of racist/colonialist children’s entertainment in print media was Unca Scrooge and his admonition of “witch doctors” worshipping the World Bank. This image really needs no qualification, and having treated it elsewhere I will not linger on it. Instead, I suggest that perhaps more insidious, because it lacks territoriality and moralizing, is the more prosaic work of the American Jim Davis and his Garfield comic . . .

Significant ruling ideas of late capitalism in America usually have a circular logic: that everything available to us, everything known to us, everything done by us, is a natural enough byproduct of a good system. For example, markets are operating at an optimum level of efficiency because their methods – eccentric or dangerous as they may seem to the uninitiated – have led to their current form, which is efficient, durable, profitable to some, and therefore, defensible. Most cartoonists and economists quietly agree to remain invested in the system as it is. Each provides a distraction from the problems of the market. Should the uninitiated reach for a lever or cog on the machine to make an adjustment, these masters need only limit further tours of the machine room to a more select group. The world’s most prominent financing and trading organizations often meet in absolute secret until a proper public relations apparatus has been drawn up to bat away any hands reaching for adjustments.

Yet of course this same ethic is anchored not just in the newspaper but in our own world as well, since the consumer is made an accessory to any crimes committed by the economic system allowing for (or more accurately detracting from) their security and health. Take the familiar bourgeois expectation of running water after a tap is turned. I do not concern myself with where the water that runs into my kitchen comes from; it is, I am, and we are separate. I don’t think of detrimental impacts of the water coming to me. I might even let the water run a little longer than necessary to marvel at my very proximate relationship to the delivery system and the production and labor chains that bring it to my house.

Returning to Jim Davis, if ever there was a champion [in cartoon form] of this clouded but very pervasive view of the self, and moreover, the apologetics that allow its propagation to occur, it was Garfield . . . He is a housecat. But we are made to believe that we see ourselves in him, through constant reference to his everyman credentials and his life in some middle class home we are made to recognize as our own. Having decided that the highest virtue is self-satisfaction, Garfield is that hard-boiled and petty realist who never tires of describing how he wants his food. It is as if his inner jealousies and pettiness are ours. But instead of hunting on the African veldt like his proud forbearers, Garfield trusts that a slow parade of lasagna will continue to come to him each day, regardless of what happens outside of the home. All that is foreign, ambiguous, complicated, and anything that might reveal Garfield to himself as solipsistic he brushes away with brute force, a show of contempt, or supposedly adorable mews for physical gratification . . . Garfield beats and abuses Odie, taking part in an ancient right of mastery supposedly reserved for dog owners with normative claims about dog behavior. Jon Arbuckle abandons the scene and Odie is left alone.

So Garfield is not just a housecat but also a regional hegemon. . . exercising an arbitrary will. [He] is no any ordinary American in search of some mythic better life. Instead, Garfield’s main purpose is to luxuriate in the fact of his existence, preventing all others from changing his worldview. [He] is more like the American policymaker who condemns law abiding immigrants to the wearing of geo-positioning ankle bracelets in feasibility studies . . . This may be cruel punishment and in response to no crime, but it is not unusual. We know that under the nose of the Jon Arbuckles of our world, such tiny hells are quietly administrated everyday, and this underpins the social reality portrayed in the media as natural or free-standing . . .

[What] is truly at stake among the American readership is the potential to finally identify an isolated self with those characters never appearing on the page. The media generally seek to prevent such a realization. For now, most young American readers side with Garfield. This is not through persuasive appeal, but through persistent exposure to his singular, unchanging, smug demeanor . . . 
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