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 The television show South Park, created by Trey Parker and Matt Stone, is 

viewed by millions of people each week, regularly addresses a number of 

controversial issues and plays a major role in contemporary popular culture. Current 

academic research acknowledges Parker and Stone‘s willingness to attack the 

dominant views surrounding a number of political and social issues. This research also 

identifies a number of rhetorical devices used in making these attacks. This thesis 

attempts to reconcile these rhetorical devices with the use of incongruity. Through an 

interdisciplinary approach to theories on decision making and through applying 

Burke‘s concepts of perspective by incongruity, master tropes and frames of 

acceptance and rejection, this thesis analyzes the South Park episode ―Margaritaville.‖ 

The question that is the focus of this thesis is: How does ―Margaritaville‖ use planned 

incongruity to reframe dominant discussions concerning the United States financial 

crisis? The findings of this study indicate that through the use of Burke‘s master tropes 

and frames of acceptance and rejection ―Margaritaville‖ both identifies and questions 

the American public‘s tendency to view the economy as they would a deity. This 



 

thesis determines that the episode ―Margaritaville‖ has a positive effect on its ideal 

audience. Furthermore, this study demonstrates both the importance of developing an 

interdisciplinary theory of human decision-making and notes the utility of using a 

similar Burkean analysis to examine primetime, adult-oriented cartoons.  
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WHY WE WORSHIP THE ECONOMY: A BURKEAN ANALYSIS OF SOUTH 

PARK’S ―MARGARITAVILLE‖ 

 

Chapter 1 – What is South Park and Why is it Important?  

 South Park is an animated 30-minute television program that first aired in 1997 

on the cable station Comedy Central. Today, in its 14th season, it remains the station's 

flagship program. The series is known for its tenacity in attacking tenets of popular 

culture in taboo ways. Throughout the years, South Park has come to be known as a 

definitive voice of American social and political commentary.  

 South Park’s rhetorical importance has been demonstrated on many levels. 

Since its first season, South Park has been Comedy Central‘s highest rated show 

(Johnson-Woods). A large and dedicated fan base has driven the show‘s popularity. 

Various institutions have decorated South Park with awards, which include nine 

Emmy nominations (four wins) and a Peabody for the South Park series, and an Oscar 

nomination in Best Music, Original Song for the film South Park: Bigger, Longer and 

Uncut. While rarely censored, the series has drawn criticism from various parent 

groups and religious institutions, as well as some of the targets of the show‘s satire. 

Yet, the authors of literature concerning South Park cannot agree on which, if any, 

specific ideology South Park espouses. The purpose of this chapter is to demonstrate 

the extent to which South Park has become a major player in American, and even 

world-wide, popular culture.  

The Creators 

 The show is the brainchild of college friends Trey Parker and Matt Stone. 

After meeting at the University of Colorado at Boulder, the pair began to experiment 
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with different types of film making, especially animation and musicals. Both genres 

have been key to South Park's success. The duo's first project was the movie 

Cannibal! The Musical, which they self-produced. The film was rejected by the 

Sundance Music Festival and eventually flopped.  

 In 1994, Parker and Stone moved to Hollywood and began pitching a 

television show called The Mr. Hanky Show, which was based on the adventures of a 

talking lump of fecal matter (Johnson Woods). After studio executives continually 

rejected The Mr. Hanky Show, Brian Graden of Foxlabs, who had been familiar with 

Cannibal! The Musical, suggested that the duo focus on four children. He 

commissioned Parker and Stone to produce a Christmas Card video for him (Johnson-

Woods 5). The video, titled The Spirit of Christmas, was sent out by Graden to a 

number of people in Hollywood, including actor George Clooney, who widely 

distributed it (Johnson-Woods 5). Soon the five-minute clip, animated with 

construction paper, was a cult hit. Parker and Stone began to get offers for a show, and 

they eventually were signed by Deborah Liebling of Comedy Central (Johnson-Woods 

5). The pilot aired on Aug. 13, 1997, and the show was instantly a hit.  

 Over the years, Parker and Stone have pursued a number of side projects. The 

duo has created, produced, directed or acted in four movies: Orgazmo (1997), 

BASEketBall (1998), South Park: Bigger, Longer and Uncut (1999), and Team 

America: World Police (2004). Additionally, Parker and Stone have created two other 

television series: Kenny vs. Spenny (2007-2008) and That's My Bush (2001). The pair 

also has a band named DVDA, which stands for double vaginal, double anal.  
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 The tandem has often utilized its musical talents on the show. Stone plays the 

guitar, bass guitar and drums, and Parker, who once studied at the Berklee College of 

Music in Boston, plays piano and has composed many of the songs used on the show 

(Johnson-Woods 123). In fact, the feature-length South Park film was nominated for a 

1999 Academy Award for the song "Blame Canada," which Parker co-wrote with 

Marc Shaiman.  

 The following year (2000), Parker and Stone attended the 72nd annual 

Academy Awards dressed in drag and apparently on acid (Otto qtd. in Johnson-Woods 

12-13). Each picked a dress formerly worn by a female leading lady:  

Trey simply plagiarized the gorgeous emerald-green rag Jennifer Lopez 

had fallen out of at the Grammys that year. Matt turned copycat as well, 

choosing to recycle the virginal-pink Ralph Lauren gown that had 

adorned Gwyneth Paltrow the year she won Best Actress for 

"Shakespeare in Love" (―South Park Drag Queens‖).  

 

Working for Parker and Stone can be an adventure, according to Johnny Davis of the 

Guardian:  

Though Comedy Central still picks up the tab for twice-yearly writers' 

retreats to Vegas or Hawaii; [sic] days filled with drinking, strippers 

and other diversions, lately there's been fewer office pranks like the one 

where Stone forced an intern to eat six McRibs and four Starbucks 

lattes, then drink the resulting vomit. ‗It's not quite as crazy Animal 

House here as it used to be,‘ he notes (6).  

 

 And for all their hard work, the creators of South Park are generously 

rewarded. In their most recent contract, the duo negotiated a 50-50 cut of South Park's 

non-television revenue, which includes merchandising. The deal was ground breaking. 

David Halbfinger (2007) of The New York Times details the extension, which is 

reportedly worth an estimated $75 million over four years:  
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Television networks have long maintained a wall between ad revenue 

and the compensation they pay the talent. ... Doug Herzog, president of 

MTV Networks Entertainment, acknowledged that the 50-50 digital 

deal, which was approved by Philippe P. Dauman, Viacom's chief, 

would set a precedent. ‗If this is seen as a bold stroke, all the better, 

because it's going to take bold thinking to move ahead,‘ he said. But he 

said it was justified by the ‗South Park‘ team's stellar track record and 

by the changing balance of power between the buyers and creators of 

entertainment (C1).  

 

The Characters  

 South Park is based loosely on the childhood of its creators. The show mainly 

revolves around the exploits of four young boys: Stan Marsh, Kyle Broflovski, Kenny 

McCormick and Eric Cartman. Stan is a representation of Parker, whereas Stan's best 

friend, Kyle, is a representation of Stone. Stan is the average, All-American kid, 

whereas Kyle is his overachieving Jewish friend. The two characters' television 

families share the name of the creators' real-life families. Stan's dad, Randy, is a 

government geologist, much like Parker's father. Stan's mother is named Sharon (like 

Parker's) and his sister is named Shelley (also like Parker's). Kyle's father, Gerald, is a 

lawyer; Stone's father is actually an economics professor (Johnson-Woods 3). Kyle's 

mother, Sheila, shares a name with Stone's mom. Kyle has one brother, Ike, a 

Canadian kindergartener his parents adopted. In real life, Stone does not have a 

brother, only a sister, Rachel, whose only appearance in South Park is during the pilot, 

when her picture was sitting on a table in the Cartman household.  

 Parker and Stone's rationalization for the other two main characters also comes 

from their childhood. Parker and Stone note that growing up everyone has a fat friend 

and everyone has a poor friend (―Goin' Down to South Park‖). As such, Kenny is the 
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poorest kid in town, and wears his parka everywhere, with the hood closed down so 

tight that it muffles his voice. Over the first five seasons, Kenny routinely died before 

the end of each episode. Cartman is the mastermind of the group. The fat, conniving, 

racist fourth grader is nearly always scheming, and most of the time he is up to no 

good. Parker and Stone admit that they poured all their evil into Cartman (―Goin' 

Down to South Park‖).  

 A few other notable characters are based on real-life people. Cartman's mother, 

Liane, based on Parker's ex fiance, is both a homemaker who gives her son anything 

he wants and a crack-smoking prostitute (Johnson-Woods 180). Mr. Mackey, the 

school counselor, famous for his ubiquitous uttering of "mmmkay," is based on 

Parker's high school counselor (―Goin' Down to South Park‖). Some ancillary 

characters, and the landscapes of the town, also are said to be based on Trey Parker's 

childhood in Fairplay, Colorado, a small mountain town in south Park County with a 

population of about 500 people. Karen Mcveigh of the Daily Record explores the 

alleged connections between the people and landscapes of Fairplay and the characters 

and setting of South Park, many of which have not been confirmed by Parker. Former 

Fairplay mayor Bonnie Edmondson is said to be the inspiration for the character 

Mayor Bonnie. The character of Ned Gerblowski, a gun-toting Vietnam veteran, who 

talks "with a weird automated voice due to a tracheotomy operation" (Mcveigh 26) is 

allegedly based on real-life Vietnam War veteran Michael Smith, who was Parker's 

childhood pastor (Mcveigh). Mcveigh quotes Smith in saying that the character Big 

Gay Al is based on a local man they call Big Al. Apparently, Al cross dresses each 
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year for Fairplay Day, which draws a strong correlation to the annual festival of Cow 

Days in the South Park series. Ms. Crabtree, the loud, obnoxious and hard-of-hearing 

bus driver, who is known by a birds nest in her hair, is supposedly based on former 

Fairplay bus driver Mary Jo Egloff. A member of Fairplay's finest, Rick Clark, is said 

to be the inspiration for Officer Barbrady. Likewise, local hunter Bill Hand is thought 

to be Jimbo, and local merchant Pat Pocius is assumed to be Miss Information 

(Mcveigh 26-27). The town of Conifer, which neighbors Fairplay, is mentioned in the 

season six episode "Return of the Fellowship of the Ring to the Two Towers." 

Additionally, the children sometimes travel to Denver.  

 Two other important characters are Chef and Mr. Garrison. Chef, who was 

voiced by Isaac Hayes until the character died in the season 10 premiere, "was the 

town's voice of reason" and the four children's go-to source for information (Johnson-

Woods 174). Mr. Garrison, on the other hand, is the children‘s' incompetent, racist and 

outspoken teacher. Throughout his time on the show, Mr. Garrison has been portrayed 

as many things: a homophobic homosexual, whose aggressive homosexual side was 

expressed through a hand puppet named Mr. Hat; an openly homosexually man with a 

gay lover named Mr. Slave; a woman (after a sex change); and then back to a gay man 

(after a sex change reversal).  

 Other important characters among the children are Butters, Token, Wendy, 

Jimmy and Timmy. Butters – who took Kenny's place among the main characters for a 

brief period in seasons five and six when Parker and Stone attempted to keep Kenny 

dead – is ―the perennial victim and thus is the butt of many of the boys' jokes‖ 
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(Johnson-Woods 172). Token is South Park's sole African American student. Wendy – 

who is said to be based on Parker's former grade school classmate, Wendy Garnsey 

(Mcveigh 27) – is Stan's off-and-on girlfriend. The characters of Timmy and Jimmy 

are both handicapped. Jimmy, an aspiring comedian, is on crutches and stutters. 

Timmy is in a wheel chair and has the ability to say only one word: his name, 

pronounced "Tim-MAY."  

 Throughout the seasons, the characters of South Park have become more and 

more defined. The personalities of the four main characters are well developed, while 

the remaining characters serve specific functions. For example, Token (as his name 

implies) often serves as the representation of African Americans, even though his 

character defies many negative stereotypes of African Americans. Token comes from 

the richest family in town and is one of the smartest kids in the class, along with both 

Wendy and Kyle. Wendy often is utilized to espouse feminist views. Timmy and 

Jimmy are used to comment on disability issues. Ned and Jimbo spearhead South 

Park's conservative movement. Big Gay Al and Mr. Slave represent the homosexual 

community (Mr. Garrison is rarely used to represent gay people, but many times 

campaigns for gay rights). Kenny and his family represent the poor, while Kyle and 

his family represent Jews. In sum, Parker and Stone's characters all play important 

functions in the South Park community – probably much like the people of Fairplay 

did for their own community.  
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The Show  

 Many South Park episodes focus on the four boys' resolution of some issue – 

generally one that requires the boys to learn some new life lesson. This moral often is 

shared with the audience at the end of each episode, when either Stan or Kyle speaks 

the phrase, "You know, I learned something today." This is where Parker and Stone 

explicitly state the purpose behind each episode. In a sense, this is where they sum up 

their lesson for the audience.  

 Parker and Stone have used this pulpit to comment on a number of issues in 

popular culture. As such, fans of the show often speculate if and how Parker and Stone 

will handle many prominent issues in the news. The show has taken on religion, 

racism, homosexuality, politics, celebrities, current events and more. Parker and Stone 

often do this in unconventional, even taboo, ways. More often than not, the duo pushes 

the boundaries of what is acceptable on television, and in doing so they have paved the 

way for other shows. South Park's potential influence is highlighted by the show's 

success – its ratings, its loyal fan base and its own incorporation into contemporary 

popular culture.  

Ratings 

 Currently in its 14
th

 season, South Park is regularly watched by millions of 

viewers each week. During its first season, the Dec. 17 Christmas episode titled ―Mr. 

Hankey the Christmas Poo‖ obtained ―a 51 percent share among men age 18-24 in the 

47 million homes receiving Comedy Central and a 5.4 rating – the biggest rating in 

Comedy Central's history at that point and the second highest rating on cable for that 
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week‖ (Weinstock 7-8). In February 1998, the show ―made television history, 

clocking in as the highest rated cable show for the second week in a row. That [is] the 

first time an original, scripted adult series has ever accomplished that feat‖ 

(Dempsey). During that span of back-to-back weeks, South Park registered 6.4 and 6.1 

Nielsen ratings respectively. Johnson-Woods observed that ―the show even managed 

to outperform ABC's PrimeTime Live‖ (6). During that same time period in 1998, 

advertising rates during the show were more than 10 times higher than Comedy 

Central's standard prime rate (Weinstock 8).  

 The show reached its peak rating with the season two episode ―Cartman's Mom 

Is Still a Dirty Slut‖ (April 22, 1998), which was set to reveal the true identity of 

Cartman's father. The episode drew an 8.2 Nielsen rating and had an estimated 

audience of 6.1 million viewers. At the time, it was the highest rating ever given to a 

scripted, non-sports cable television program (Johnson-Woods 6).  

 However, South Park’s ratings dropped at the beginning of the third season. 

The season three premiere garnered only 3.4 million viewers, a decrease of more than 

2 million viewers from the prior season‘s opener (Johnson-Woods). In 2001 and 2002, 

South Park’s ratings leveled out to the 2 to 3 million viewer range (Johnson-Woods). 

Johnson-Woods reported that ―the ratings [continued] to hover around the 2.7 figure, 3 

million viewers; the one hundredth episode (April 9, 2003) grabbed a 2.7, as did the 

eighth (2.7) and ninth (2.6) seasons‖ (7).  

 As the show‘s ratings continue to stay strong, more and more people are 

exposed to South Park. In 2007, Johnson-Woods observed that the show was 
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syndicated on ―135 stations, reaching 86 percent of the country‖ as well as being 

viewed by various countries around the world (8). This expansion has padded the 

pockets of Comedy Central executives. Johnson-Woods reports syndication made the 

show approximately $100 million in five years. Moreover, she cites that ―as a 

consequence of healthy ratings, Comedy Central advertising revenues have steadily 

increased from $76 million in 1997 to $129 million in 1998, $163 million in 1999, 

$240 million in 2001, and $283 million in 2002‖  (8).  

Fan Base 

 South Park fans have helped to fuel the economic prosperity of the show. 

These hordes of dedicated fans have made themselves visible both on the World Wide 

Web and through merchandising numbers. The amount and intensity of South Park 

fans can easily be seen both in how they operate online and in their demand for South 

Park merchandise.  

 South Park premiered at a time when the internet was quickly gaining 

popularity, and as a result, many of its fans took their love of the show online. 

Johnson-Woods reports that at one point more than 300,000 South Park fan sites 

existed and cites ―Yahoo! Internet Life magazine [which] claimed that South Park was 

‗the highest Web site-to-episode ratio in television history‘‖ (54). But, Johnson-

Woods also observes that the number of South Park Web sites dramatically decreased 

soon after the release of a new official site: southparkstudios.com. She argues that 

growing copyright restrictions from Comedy Central and the recruitment of Taison 
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Tan (the creator of the largest South Park fan site) to work on a new official site 

started a migration of fans toward South Park Studios. According to Johnson-Woods:  

South Park Studios has the largest group of participants, over 423,000 

registered users (the bulletin board has recorded 1,200 users online at 

any one time) and countless ‗guests‘ who can log on and post without 

any identification and usually outnumber registered users. The 

discussion board has over 60,000 postings to more than 850 topics (51). 

  

South Park Studios now features a barrage of free media: full episodes, sound and 

video clips, images, articles, chats and creator commentary, among other things. In 

March 2009, Carr reported that since South Park Studios began posting all episodes 

for free in April 2008, more than 300 millions episodes have been viewed online. 

 Despite the availability of free episodes online, fans continue to buy the boxed 

sets (Johnson-Woods). According to Johnson-Woods, ―for whatever reason, seasons 

one through six have sold more than 3.5 million units on DVD. Season five was 

among the top ten best-selling TV titles in 2005‖ (62). And, DVDs are just one of the 

many different types of merchandise offered. Among other things, South Park 

merchandise comes in t-shirts, ties, boxer shorts, suspenders, calendars, coffee mugs, 

magnets, bumper stickers, Christmas ornaments, trading cards, inflatable furniture, 

pinball machines, and even condoms (Johnson-Woods). Overall, in its first six years, 

South Park made more than $500 million in merchandising revenue (Whitney).  

South Park in the Media  

 Part of what makes South Park so popular is its ability to stay in the media. 

Johnson-Woods argues:  

Everything South Park attracts press attention whether it's the release of 

movies [South Park] Bigger, Longer and Uncut (1999) and Team 
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America: World Police (2004), the creator's new comedy That's My 

Bush (2001), syndication (2003), re-signing by the creators, books..., 

and of course controversial episodes (27).  

 

A search of the Nexis-Lexis newspaper database shows more than 50 newspapers 

featuring articles on South Park, including, among others, 36 articles in The New York 

Times, 27 in USA Today, 22 in The Washington Post, 23 in The Guardian (UK), 50 in 

the Toronto Sun and 31 in the Australian. Additionally, the show has attracted hoards 

of media attention from magazines. In fact, Johnson-Woods recalls both Newsweek 

and Time battling for a South Park cover during the same week in 1998, with 

Newsweek beating Time to the exclusive by just one day (30). 

 Because South Park has become such an icon in popular culture, references to 

the show are often made throughout a wide gamut of media coverage. Johnson-Woods 

uses the magazine Variety as a measure:  

Variety is considered the industry standard print media for gossip, 

stories, and the latest in television and movies worlds. It is, therefore, 

the most appropriate place to trace South Park's media evolution. 

According to Factiva, South Park has had 256 mentions in Variety 

between April 21, 1997, and September 2005. References to the show 

occur across a broad spectrum, from obituaries to stage plays to 

marketing (32).  

 

Johnson-Woods argues that South Park is now the benchmark for other primetime 

animated sitcoms: "South Park has become contemporary shorthand for success, for 

scatological content, and for animation style. It's no longer the new kid on the block 

but the yard stick" (33).  
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Television Niche  

 South Park has become the next step in the evolution of primetime animation, 

which gained popularity in 1960s with The Flinstones and took wings with The 

Simpsons in the 1990s. Both, however, were network shows. In the 1990s, cable 

television shows such as Beavis and Butthead (1993-1997) and The Ren and Stimpy 

Show (1991-1996) began to push the limits of obscenity in animation and ultimately 

paved the way for South Park. In fact, South Park's popularity may not have been 

possible if not for the advent of cable television. According to Weinstock, cable 

television allowed the existence of ―niche channels‖ like Comedy Central, which is 

completely focused on humor: ―Cable television thus provides a fertile breeding 

ground for unorthodox programming, and the risks that cable programs can take are 

heightened by the fact that censorship standards are far more lax on cable‖ (Weinstock 

10). Johnson-Woods argues that South Park is a driving force in a "new(ish) television 

genre" (256).  

The Taboo 

 South Park has been known to push the limits; it was the first made-for-

television cartoon to receive a TV-MA rating (Weinstock 7). However, Johnson 

Woods notes "that for a show given for offending and the offensive, it has remained 

remarkably censor free" (257). Viacom, Comedy Central's parent company, is no 

stranger to obscene animated sitcoms as it also owns MTV, the network that produced 

Beavis and Butthead. Generally, Comedy Central lets Parker and Stone do whatever 
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they want, including making taboo statements that most network stations would not 

dare to broadcast. Weinstock provides a brief list of some of South Park's exploits: 

While a list of ‗daring‘ representations would be extensive, a few of the 

more outrageous ones would have to include Martha Stewart inserting a 

whole Thanksgiving turkey in her ass, Mr. Slave inserting Paris Hilton 

into his, Christopher Reeve sucking on fetuses as a way to rehabilitate 

himself, and the animation of Oprah Winfrey's vagina and anus. Also 

notable is an entire episode, ‗It Hits the Fan‘ built around ‗curse words‘ 

in which the word ‗shit‘ is repeated uncensored 162 times (Weinstock 

11).  

 

Each episode seems to have at least one scene that might make one feel 

uncomfortable, whether it is Mr. Garrison inserting a live gerbil named Lemmiwinks 

into Mr. Slave's anus ("The Death Camp of Tolerance"), Cartman tricking an enemy 

into eating his own parents ("Scott Tenorman Must Die"), or the boys bringing their 

pet dog to sexual climax ("Proper Condom Use").  

 However, Parker and Stone pushed the envelope even more with their R-rated 

1999 full-length animated move, South Park: Bigger, Longer and Uncut, which was 

featured in the 2001 Guinness Book of World Records as the animated film with the 

most profanity. The movie, which acted as a commentary on censorship, contained 

399 swear words, including 146 instances of ―fuck,‖ as well as 199 offensive gestures 

and 221 acts of violence (―Trivia‖). Parker and Stone‘s 2004 release Team America: 

World Police featured a scene in which the marionettes were seen performing a 

number of taboo sexual acts. However, the DVD added additional material, including 

a scene that shows the puppets defecating on each other.  
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Protests 

 As one might expect, the show's profanity and intentional violation of moral 

conventions have attracted the hatred of many parent and religious groups, and even 

some of Hollywood's biggest stars. In 1998, Peggy Charren, founder of Action for 

Children's Television, described the show as ―dangerous to democracy‖ (Weinstock 

3). Another group, Focus on the Family, ran online petitions to ban the show because 

of its ―anti-Christian values‖ (Weinstock 3). Additionally, ―various schools districts ... 

have at one time or another banned South Park clothing and paraphernalia‖ 

(Weinstock 3).  

 The show regularly attacks celebrities, but some of the show's targets take the 

criticism better than others. A Nov. 16, 2005 episode entitled "Trapped in the Closet," 

which poked fun at Scientology, angered Tom Cruise as well as the voice of Chef on 

the show, Isaac Hayes, both of whom are scientologists. The show implied Cruise was 

gay, having him retreat to a closet, and later showed Cruise's ex-wife, Nicole Kidman, 

and fellow star and scientologist John Travolta repeatedly begging Cruise to come out 

of the closet. The depictions angered Cruise so much that he allegedly told Paramount, 

a Viacom partner, that he would not promote his movie Mission Impossible III (also 

produced by Paramount) if the episode aired again (Davis 6).  

 Hayes allegedly quit because of the episode. Parker and Stone went on to 

lambast Hayes's character in the following season's opener (―The Return of Chef‖), 

turning Chef into a child molester, and then killing him in a rather heinous fashion as 

he falls off a cliff, is impaled, eaten by both a mountain lion and a bear, and then 
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looses all bowel control as he appears to die. Parker and Stone take even another 

swipe at both Hayes and Scientology as Kyle reads Chef's eulogy: 

We're all here today because Chef has been such an important part of 

our lives. A lot of us don't agree with the choices Chef has made in the 

past few days. Some of us... feel hurt... and confused that he seemed to 

turn his back on us. But we can't let the events of the last week take 

away the memories of how much Chef made us smile. I'm gonna [sic] 

remember Chef as the jolly old guy who always broke into song. I'm 

gonna [sic] remember Chef... as the guy who gave us advice to live by. 

So you see, we shouldn't be mad at Chef for leaving us. We should be 

mad at that little fruity club for scrambling his brains (―The Return of 

Chef‖). 

 

Adept viewers were sure to pick up on the textual references in the speech and realized 

it was referring to Hayes' resignation, with "that little fruity club" being Scientology.  

 The show also has seen protests from other religions. Catholics were furious 

with Parker and Stone's episode "Bloody Mary," which showed a statue of the Blessed 

Virgin Mary bleeding from her behind; Pope Benedict XVI later proclaims on the 

show that the phenomenon is not a miracle because the statue is really bleeding from 

its vagina. What made Catholics even angrier was that the episode aired over the 

Christmas Holiday (Pesce and Queally).  

 Jews were equally upset about the timing of an episode poking fun of Jewish 

director Steven Spielberg. According to Pesce and Queally, the episode slammed 

Spielberg and George Lucas for ―exploiting the 'Indiana Jones' franchise‖ in the 

summer 2008 release of ‗Indiana Jones and the Kingdom of the Crystal Skull.‘‖ The 

article states: "In a graphic metaphor, the episode reenacted the infamous rape scenes 

from 'Deliverance' and 'The Accused' with the Hollywood heavyweights raping the 
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Harrison Ford icon" (Pesce and Queally 19). The episode aired on the Jewish holiday 

of Yom Kippur.  

Awards 

 But despite its detractors, South Park has remained popular. Parker and Stone 

have even earned the respect of their peers in Hollywood, as South Park has been 

decorated with many awards. The South Park movie was nominated for an Academy 

Award under Best Music, Original Song for ―Blame Canada.‖ In 2006, South Park 

won a Peabody award and was praised by Awards Director Horace Newcomb, who 

said: ―Through that process of offending, it (South Park) reminds us of the need for 

being tolerant‖ (―South Park Wins Peabody Award‖). And despite its often taboo 

references to homosexuality, the show won a GLAAD Award (Gay & Lesbian 

Alliance Against Defamation) for Outstanding Television – Original Episode for the 

episode titled ―Big Gay Al's Big Gay Boat Ride.‖ However, what may be most 

impressive is the show's performance at the Emmys. In all, the show has garnered a 

total of nine Emmy nominations and four wins. The show has been nominated under 

the category of Outstanding Animated Program (half an hour) eight times, winning on 

three occasions. Most recently the show won for its 2009 episode "Margaritaville," 

which commented on the United States economic crisis. In 2008, South Park won for 

its three-episode trilogy ―Imagination Land,‖ this time in the category of Outstanding 

Animated Program (one hour or longer). In 2006, Parker and Stone took home an 

award for the episode ―Make Love, Not Warcraft.‖ And in 2005, South Park won for 
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the episode ―Best Friends Forever,‖ which acted as a social commentary on the Terri 

Schiavo controversy.  

Production Schedule 

 The Schiavo controversy became a national news story in March of 2005. 

Schiavo was in a vegetative state, and her husband wanted to have her feeding tube 

removed. But, Schiavo's parents wanted to keep her alive and petitioned Congress to 

intervene. President Bush returned early from a vacation to sign a bill aimed at 

keeping Schiavo alive. But soon after, the courts upheld Michael Schaivo's do not 

resuscitate order, and Schiavo was taken off life support. The episode ―Best Friends 

Forever‖ is centered on Cartman trying to get a feeding tube removed from his friend 

Kenny in order to collect Kenny's new PSP (PlayStation Portable) gaming system, 

which Kenny left to Cartman in his will. Meanwhile, God needs Kenny in Heaven to 

direct his army of angels (by way of a golden PSP) against the massive army of 

demons that Satan is advancing from Hell. What results, is a tug of war between God, 

who wants Kenny dead, and Satan, who wants Kenny alive (so he has to return to his 

mortal body).  

 What is particularly important about ―Best Friends Forever‖ is how quickly it 

addressed the controversy. The episode aired the same week that Schiavo died after 

her feeding tube was removed. Davis notes that South Park's production schedule 

allows its creators to rip story ideas right out of newspaper headlines:  

Unlike The Simpsons, where each episode takes nine months to 

complete, South Park is made from scratch in a week - the 70-strong 

team sometimes pulling 22-hour days. That way... [Parker and Stone] 

can respond to events with a speed second only to the news (6).  
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Davis  particularly noted how Parker and Stone "had Barack Obama in the White 

House 23 hours after the election" and "depicted (Saddam) Hussein's capture three 

days after it happened" (6). According to Kate Aurthur of the New York Times, 

"animated series are not known for their timeliness" (1). She notes that the show is 

regularly created from start to finish in six days, an improvement over the two weeks 

it took to put an episode together when the show first started:  

The process evolved from what Mr. Stone called ‗sheer procrastination‘ 

and Mr. Parker called ‗laziness.‘' Doug Herzog, Comedy Central's 

president, said: ‗For Matt and Trey, life is still a term paper. They put it 

under the professor's door at 11:59‘ (Aurthur 1). 

 

 Because an episode of South Park can be created from start to finish in less 

than a week, the program has an unique ability to be current: ―The program's 

accelerated production schedule, that is, episodes can be put together in a week's time, 

allows it to achieve a level of currency generally only reserved for news programs‖ 

(Weinstock 14). This short production schedule allows Parker and Stone to comment 

on current events in near real time.  

Social Commentary 

 Many South Park episodes, especially recent ones, are based upon an item in 

the news, a trend in United States popular culture, or some social or political 

controversy. For example, every episode in the first half of season 13 (the most current 

season at the time of this writing) is related to one of these three categories. Episode 

1301 "The Ring" addresses the Jonas Brothers' decision to wear abstinence rings and 

accuses the Disney Corporation of using teenagers to sell sex. Episode 1302 "The 
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Coon" is superhero themed, which plays on the success of blockbusters movies "The 

Dark Knight" and "Watchmen." Episode 1303 "Margaritaville" addresses the United 

States economic crisis. Episode 1304 "Eat, Pray, Queef" addresses a double standard 

in etiquette between men and women. Episode 1305 "Fishsticks" ridicules rapper 

Kayne West after he made a number of egotistical remarks. Episode 1306 "Pinewood 

Derby" addresses the nation's problem with lying and references the recently 

operational Large Hadron Collider. And finally, episode 1307 ―Fatbeard‖ is based 

upon reports of Somali pirate attacks in the news. 

 Johnson-Woods (2007) argues South Park regularly references movies, 

particularly films of the 1990s: "Of the 139 episodes aired in the first nine seasons, 

there are visual and verbal references to nearly 100 television programs and over 160 

different movies" (104). The show also features a number of celebrities. Most appear 

to be made fun of in one way or another and rarely are any celebrity voices used. 

When celebrities are used, it is normally in a demeaning fashion. For example, George 

Clooney was invited to the show to do the voice of Stan's gay dog, which had no 

speaking part, only barks. In the same regard, former Tonight Show host Jay Leno 

played Cartman's cat (Johnson-Woods).  

 In addition to references to films, celebrities, and current social issues, South 

Park also comments on politics: "When South Park ridicules political parties, celebrity 

politicking, and political agendas, its writers are telling the political pundits what they 

(and, by association, what others) think of them" (Johnson-Woods 203). But despite 
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South Park's rather large track record of criticizing politics, there is still a raging 

debate on exactly what political views Parker and Stone hold.  

Ideologies  

 The two political ideologies most often associated with South Park, and by 

extension Parker and Stone, are conservatism and libertarianism, although some 

liberals also try to call Parker and Stone their own. Brian Anderson in his 2005 book 

titled South Park Conservatives: The Revolt Against Liberal Media Bias asserts that 

South Park is part of a growing counter movement against what Anderson frames as a 

history of liberal-minded media outlets. Anderson contends that ―Parker and Stone 

have made their show not only the most obscenity-laced but also the most hostile to 

liberalism in television history‖ (88). He attempts to back his view with quotes from 

Stone, who said ―I hate conservatives, but I really fucking hate liberals‖ (Anderson 

75). He notes that South Park has taken conservatives stances on pedofilia (―Cartman 

Joins NAMBLA‖) and homosexuality discrimination laws (―The Death Camp of 

Tolerance‖). Additionally, Anderson contends that Parker and Stone "regularly (mock) 

left-wing celebrities who feel entitled to pontificate on how the nation should be run" 

(80). He notes how Parker and Stone burned Rosie O'Donnell for her outspoken 

remarks concerning the 2000 presidential election ("Trapper Keeper") and how they 

lampooned Rob Reiner's anti-smoking efforts ("Butt Out"). Anderson also argues that 

the season two episode "Gnomes" is pro-capitalist. However, Anderson admits that 

South Park only sometimes exhibits a "socially conservative streak" (85).  
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 In contrast, Johnson-Woods argues "the series is pro-personal freedom – at the 

heart, the show is Libertarian" (204). She argues that Parker is libertarian and contends 

that at the heart of Parker's Libertarian views is a love of freedom of speech and a 

hatred of censorship (Johnson-Woods). Referencing the work of Michael Cust, 

Johnson-Woods contends that "throughout the series, episodes manifest a concern 

about increased government interference of personal rights because of political 

correctness" (206). Johnson-Woods goes on to note how Parker and Stone nearly left 

Comedy Central after the network refused to air an image of Muhammad, in response 

to terrorist attacks spawning from the publication of the Muslim prophet in a Danish 

cartoon. Muhammad made his original appearance on the series in the Season 5 

episode "Super Best Friends," which ironically aired just two months before the 9-11 

terrorist attacks.  

 Still, more theories emerge as to the show's ideology. Richard Dalton (2007) 

contends that South Park espouses a philosophy of pluralism in which "no single 

answer is ever the answer" (47). This would help to explain Parker and Stone's 

willingness to stand in the middle of many issues, making fun of the extremists 

mindlessly arguing the merits of their respective sides. Boshra quotes Parker in 

explaining views expressed in his and Stone's writing:  

The only thing that we always fall back on is that extremists are 

extremists - to us, the super-hardcore liberals are just as lame and 

stupid as the super-hardcore conservatives. ...They're the same people 

to us - people who can only see one side, their side, of an issue. And it's 

not like we sat down when we were 25 years old and said, ‗Okay, here's 

our completely coherent political philosophy that we will unfold over 

10 or 12 years. A lot of times we'll even do stuff that we don't actually 

believe, just because it's funny‘ (D1).  
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Conclusion 

 The combination of South Park's large following, its ability to discuss taboo 

issues, its place in prime time animation history, and its currency makes its both 

rhetorically and historically important. Any program that is viewed by as many people 

as South Park – for an extended period (now in its 14th season) – and presents topics 

that few others television programs have the ability to discuss must have some effect 

on society. For this reason, a rhetorical analysis of South Park is merited.  
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Chapter 2 – Literature Review: Academic Conversations about South Park 

 South Park has been covered by multiple disciplines in academic literature: 

rhetoric, interpersonal communication, film studies, education, cultural studies, and 

philosophy, to name a few. Nearly all of this literature agrees that South Park engages 

in social commentary. Authors that recognize South Park as rhetorical normally fall 

into one of two categories, or both: those that discuss what topics South Park chooses 

to comment on and those that discuss the methods South Park uses to make those 

comments.  

 In the following chapter of my thesis, I will examine what has been written 

about South Park. I will show that authors agree that South Park makes statements 

about many social, political and cultural issues and uses methods such as irony, satire, 

parody and the carnivalesque to make those statements. Furthermore, I will contend 

that incongruity underlies all the methods that South Park uses in making those 

comments. And finally, I will argue that the format of the show lends itself to the idea 

that each show functions as a fable or a parable, designed to frame popular culture in a 

certain light and in doing so impart some lesson to its audience.  

 This literature review will draw from eight books,
1
 13 academic journal 

articles
2
 and one thesis

3
 that have been published on South Park to date. This list 

                                                           
1
John Alberti, ed, Leaving Springfield: The Simpsons and the Possibility of Oppositional Culture 

(Detriot, MI: Wayne State University Press, 2003);Robert Arp, ed., South Park and Philosophy: You 

Know, I Learned Something Today (Hoboken, NJ: Blackwell Publishing, 2006);Brain Anderson, South 

Park Conservatives: The Revolt Against Liberal Media Bias (Washington, D.C.:Regnery Publishing, 

2005); Ted Gournelos, Popular Culture and the Future of Politics: Cultural Studies and the Tao of 

South Park (Lanham, MD: Lexington Books, 2009); Toni Johnson-Woods, Blame Canada!: South Park 

And Contemporary Culture (New York, NY: Continuum, 2007); Richard Hanley, ed., South Park and 

Philosophy: Bigger, Longer, and More Penetrating (Chicago, IL: Open Court Publishing, 2007); Leslie 



 
 

25 
 

represents the most visible and widely-available literature published on South Park to 

date. Still, not all of the work from this collection will apply to my study of South 

Park, as some of the academic research concerning South Park is not specific to my 

fields of research and does not apply to the approach of my study.    

 Consequently, I will start my review by explaining what pieces of literature do 

not fit this part of my study. The two philosophy books, South Park and Philosophy: 

Bigger, Longer and More Penetrating (Hanley) and South Park and Philosophy: I 

Think I Learned Something Today (Arp), contain valuable information about 

philosophy but do not focus on the rhetorical nature of South Park. I did, however, 

                                                                                                                                                                       
Stratyner and Jasmes Keller, The Deep End of South Park (Jefferson, NC: McFarland, 2009); Jeffrey 

Weinstock, ed. Taking South Park Seriously (Albany, NY: State University of New York Press, 2008) 
2
 Katherine R. Bruna, ―Addicted to Democracy: South Park and the Salutary Effects of Agitation 

(Reflections of a and Raving South Park Junkie).‖ Journal of Adolescent and Adult Literacy.47.8 (2004) 

n.p.; Michael Chaney, ―Representations of Race and Place in Static Shock, King of the Hill, and South 

Park.‖ Journal of  Popular Film and Television.  31.3 (2004) 167-175; Judith Gardiner,―South Park, 

Blue Men, Anality, and Market Masculinity.‖ Men and Masculinities 2 (2000) 251-271; Judith 

Gardiner, ―Why Saddam Is Gay: Masculinity Politics in South Park—Bigger, Longer, and Uncut” 

Quarterly Review of Film and Video, 22 (2000): 51-62; Ted Gournelos, ―Blasphemous Allusion: 

Coming of Age in South Park.‖ Journal of Communication Inquiry. 33.2 (2009) 143-168; Ted 

Gournelos, ―Puppets, Slaves, and Sex Changes: Mr. Garrison and South Park‘s Performative 

Sexuality.‖ Television and New Media. 10.3 (2009) 270-293; David Larsen, ―South Park‘s Solar Anus, 

or, Rabelais Returns: Cultures of Consumption and the Contemporary Aesthetic of Obscenity.‖ Theory, 

Culture & Society. 18 (2001): 65-82; Ian K. MacGillivray,―Using Cartoons to Teach Students about 

Stereotypes and Discrimination: One Teacher‘s Lessons from South Park.‖ Journal of Curriculum and 

Pedagogy (2005) 133-147; Helen Nixon, ―Adults Watching Children Watch South Park.‖ Journal of 

Adolescent and Adult Literacy 41.3 (1999) 12-16; Emily Ravenwood.―The Innocence of Children: 

Effects of Vulgarity in South Park.‖ Comparative Literature and Culture 1.2 (1999); 

Matt Sienkiewicz and Nick Marx, ―Beyond a Cutout World: Ethnic Humor and Discursive Integration 

in South Park.‖ Journal of Film and Video 61.2 (2009) 5-18; Lisa P. Stevens, ―South Park and Society: 

Instructional and Curricular  Implications of Popular Culture in the Classroom.‖ Journal of Adolescent 

and Adult Literacy 44.6 (2001) 448-555; Julia White, ―‘Krazy Kripples‘: Using South Park to Talk 

About Disability.‖ Building Pedagogical Curb Cuts: Incorporating Disability in the University 

Classroom and Curriculum (2005) 83-92.  
3
 Julie Stewart, The Rhetoric of South Park, thesis, University of Cincinnati, 2007.  
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draw from Haney in my discussion of ideology in Chapter 1. Further contributions to 

my thesis from these books, if any, will come in other chapters.   

 Like the two books on philosophy, Taking South Park Seriously (Weinstock), 

The Deep End of South Park (Stratyner and Keller) and Leaving Springfield: The 

Simpsons and the Possibility of Oppositional Culture (Alberti) are compilations. 

While I will discuss many of the articles in these compilations, not all of the articles 

appearing therein will apply to my approach to South Park. For example, Alberti‘s 

compilation focuses mostly on The Simpsons and includes only one work on South 

Park.  For purposes of clarity and organization, I will refer to the selections in these 

books by the authors of the pieces appearing within the larger compilation.  

 I will discuss the literature on South Park in two sections: one that primarily 

deals with the topics addressed in South Park and another that deals primarily with the 

rhetorical methods used in South Park. This categorization may seem arbitrary to 

some readers, as some pieces of literature could fit into either category. However, 

drawing this distinction provides me a clear organizational scheme and will allow me 

to discuss the literature in a logical order. In some cases, I will discuss the topic 

commented on outside of the method used to make that comment. I will first discuss 

the topics South Park addresses. Then, I will address the rhetorical methods South 

Park uses to address those topics.  

The Topics of South Park 

 The first category of literature on South Park recognizes that South Park is 

rhetorical, but in many cases focuses on the subjects South Park addresses rather than 
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the methods Parker and Stone use to address those subjects. Literature in this category 

generally focuses on three areas of popular culture: education, social issues (racism, 

religion, disability, sexuality, gender performance, homosexuality), and politics.  

Education 

 Many authors argue that South Park both addresses the state of education and 

is itself educational. Rennie contends that South Park ―routinely undermines the 

pedagogical influence and function of formal education‖ (195). Consequently, he 

argues that ―South Park presents an important critique of contemporary public 

education‖ (Rennie 195). In many episodes, the teachers of South Park are portrayed 

as incompetent and unable to give children proper instruction (Rennie 200). Along the 

same line, Rennie notes Parker and Stone‘s contention that children do the majority of 

their learning outside of the classroom, from watching television to asking questions 

of adults and through conversations with each other (196). He argues that Parker and 

Stone throw the children of South Park into the forefront of contemporary issues and 

force them to address to those issues (Rennie 196). Additionally, he contends that 

much of the show‘s humor is derived from ―the mismatches between ‗adult‘ themes 

and the experiences of ‗children‘‖ (Rennie 198).  Furthermore, Rennie argues that 

Parker and Stone continually mock the idea that children are innocent (199). He 

contends that Parker and Stone see children as learning adult content at a younger age 

through their uncensored exposure to different aspects of culture. As such, Rennie 

contends that ―this model can be seen as one that advocates the notion of ‗cultural 

pedagogy‘‖ (201). In many South Park episodes, the children are educated through 
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addressing contemporary issues. Rennie argues that ―the lesson learned on South Park, 

whether related to human sexuality, genetic engineering, or even racial prejudice, 

contain a moral element that traditional forms of schooling simply cannon contain‖ 

(204). Rennie concludes that ―highly reflexive shows like South Park may offer 

children and adults alike a surprisingly effective model for navigating and 

understanding what they see‖ (206).  

 Bruna contends that South Park is educational in that it plays a valuable role in 

democracy by attacking dominant views of American culture. She argues that ―the 

creators of the show use the context of the community of South Park to direct attention 

to the fundamental inconsistencies and hypocrisies of life in the United States.‖ 

Furthermore, she contends that ―the very premise of a community in which the 

children are always surprised and outraged by the ignorance of their parents is itself a 

commentary on how the U.S. society socializes its members into ‗unseeing‘‖ (Bruna). 

Bruna argues that South Park presents different viewpoints on issues and allows 

members of its audience to make their own decision about what view to take on those 

issues.  

 Other scholars acknowledge the role of South Park in the classroom. Stevens 

argues that using shows like South Park in the classroom can help students learn about 

popular culture. Likewise, MacGillivray argues that cartoons, such as South Park, are 

―useful tools in helping students examine stereotypes and discrimination‖ (133). 

MacGillivray specifically examines how the episode ―Big Gay Al‘s Big Gay Boat 

Ride‖ could be used to address stereotypes about gay people. MacGillivray argues that 
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South Park ―provided elements of humor and relief to a potentially touchy subject‖ 

(133) and suggests ―there is evidence that humor helps students to better process and 

accept information that negates stereotyping‖ (134). Further, he cites Schmidt in 

arguing that ―humorous cartoons are more easily recalled than non-humorous‖ (qtd. in 

MacGillivray 134).  In showing the episode in question to a group of students, 

MacGillivray notes that the students were more apt to discuss stereotypes in terms of 

the cartoon characters (140).  

 In addition to MacGillivray, many other authors recognize that Parker and 

Stone often address social issues through South Park. Many of those social issues 

draw some correlation to discrimination. A number of authors have focused on Parker 

and Stone‘s treatment of racism (Samuels; Coleman; Sienkiewicz and Marx; Chaney; 

Johnson-Woods), disability (White),  religion (DeLashmutt and Hancock; Johnson-

Woods; Lipoma; Gournelos), and sexuality – especially homosexuality (Gardiner 

―Why‖; Gardiner ―South Park‖; Gournelos ―Puppets‖; Gournelos ―Blasphemous‖; 

Johnson-Woods) – and gender performance (Gardiner ―Why‖; Gardiner ―South Park‖; 

Gournelos ―Puppets‖; Gournelos ―Blasphemous‖). 

Sexuality 

 South Park addresses sexuality, especially homosexuality, in multiple 

episodes, and features a number of recurring characters who identify themselves as 

gay. The show also deals with gender issues, and includes regular appearances by a 

hermaphrodite (Lianne Cartman) and a transgendered man (Mr. Garrison).  As a 
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result, Parker and Stone‘s treatment of sexuality, homosexuality and gender 

performance has become the focus of many studies.  

 Johnson-Woods addresses Parker and Stone‘s treatment of sexuality. She 

argues that ―no sexual practice is too taboo for the South Park humor mill‖ (Johnson-

Woods 254). She acknowledges that South Park often explores controversial sexual 

topics, and features adults, and even children, engaging in perverse sexual acts. She 

recounts the promiscuity of both Chef, the cook at the local public school, and Lianne 

Cartman, who plays the dual role of Eric Cartman‘s mother by day and a prostitute by 

night. Additionally, Johnson-Woods notes the high number of gay characters in South 

Park: Mr. Garrison, Big Gay Al, Sparky (a gay dog voiced by George Clooney), 

Satan, Sadam Hussein (Satan‘s old boyfriend), Chris (Satan‘s new boyfriend), and Mr. 

Slave (once a boyfriend to Garrison, now married to Big Gay Al) (250). She also 

acknowledges the implied gayness of Stan‘s uncle Jimbo, and his male companion and 

fellow Vietnam War veteran Ned (Johnson-Woods 247).  

 Johnson-Woods argues that ―South Park’s take on sex and gender issues push 

the boundaries of good taste‖ and suggests that ―few shows have dared to go where 

South Park goes‖ (244). She recounts a number of controversial sexual situations 

presented on the show, among them: the parents of the town watching a particularly 

offensive porn and accidently allowing their children to take possession of the video 

(245); Randy Marsh and Gerald Brofloski watching each other masturbate in a hot tub 

(246-447); young girls emulating and celebrating the promiscuity of Paris Hilton 

(251); the boys paying extra attention to Bebe, a fourth-grade girl, because she is 
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developing breasts (251); the firing of Big Gay Al as a Boy Scout troop leader and his 

subsequent replacement with a more manly-looking leader, who turns out to be a 

pedophile (252); Mr. Garrison soliciting sex from Cartman online (249); and Mr. 

Garrison‘s journey from a closet homosexual to an openly gay man to a woman (and 

eventually back to a gay man) (247-251).   

 Other notable instances not mentioned by Johnson-Woods include: Mr. 

Garrison inserting a gerbil into Mr. Slave‘s anus in an effort to get fired; Cartman 

taking a picture of himself with Butters‘ penis in his mouth; Kyle sucking on 

Cartman‘s testicles; Kenny crawling into a women‘s vagina; the children bringing a 

dog to sexual climax; Butters catching his dad masturbating in a male bath house; the 

boys attaching a set of fake testicles to Butter‘s chin to get him on a talk show; 

Cartman dressing up as a promiscuous teenage girl to get on a talk show; Cartman 

falling off a bull, thinking he is an Asian prostitute and allegedly having a sexual 

encounter with Leonardo DiCaprio; Cartman personifying Jennifer Lopez through a 

hand puppet and performing oral sex on Ben Affleck; Cartman joining the North 

American Man Boy Love Association (NAMBLA); Mr. Garrison demonstrating to  

kindergartners how to put on a condom with his mouth; Jimmy seeking out a prostitute 

to help from getting an erection while giving his comedy routines; a whole episode 

dedicated to the difference in social acceptability between a women‘s vaginal 

flatulence and a man‘s anal flatulence; and Kyle‘s kindergarten-aged younger brother, 

Ike, having a sexual relationship with his teacher.  While Johnson-Woods 

acknowledges South Park’s proclivity for the taboo, she argues that ―South Park 
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celebrates sexual diversity,‖ and that ―all its characters, white or black, handicapable 

or not, young or old, are portrayed as having sexual agency‖ (255).  

 While Johnson-Woods focuses more on South Park’s treatment of taboo sexual 

issues, Gardiner focuses on South Park’s treatment of homosexuality and masculinity. 

Gardiner argues that South Park champions ―sexual liberation and free speech while 

reinforcing masculinism and ethnocentrism‖ (―Why Sadam is Gay‖ 61). In analyzing 

the South Park movie, she argues that although ―the film may mainstream at least 

some forms of male homosexuality as acceptably masculine at the same time it allows 

heterosexual male viewers the pleasures of an aggressively perverse sexual imagery‖ 

(―Why Sadam is Gay‖ 61). In another article, Gardiner argues:  

Although South Park speaks an official ideology of liberal tolerance for 

homosexuality, for instance in the program on ‗Big Gay Al‘s Big Gay 

Boat Ride,‘ in which the children learn to accept Stan‘s homosexual 

dog, they still taunt each other in anal terms (―South Park, Blue Men‖ 

261).  

 

Gardiner argues that South Park can, at the same time, promote masculinity and 

encourage a form of homosexual acceptance – ideas that are traditionally mutually 

exclusive. 

 Evans argues that instead of arguing for acceptance of homosexuals, South 

Park promotes tolerance (99). He argues that South Park takes a form of 

compassionate conservatism. According to Evans, the ―approach is to tolerate 

difference, but remain true to conservative values‖ (99). Through his analysis he 

concludes that South Park’s treatment of issues of homosexuality is more aligned with 

the political right than it initially appears.  However, he sees this approach as primarily 



 
 

33 
 

positive and argues that ―South Park provides the viewer with a reasoned, intelligent 

commentary on GLBT issues that attempt to bridge the divide in the bitter culture war 

in the U.S.‖ (Evans 119).  

 Gournelos argues that as views of gender and homosexuality changed in the 

media, so did Parker and Stone‘s treatment of those issues (―Puppets‖). Gournelos 

contends that South Park used the character of Mr. Garrison to ―address and attack 

rhetoric surrounding queer identity, (hyper)masculinity, femininity, and 

heteronormative sexual identity‖ (―Puppets‖ 270). Gournelos also argues that ―South 

Park examines and disrupts gender norms precisely through multiplicity and 

fragmentation‖ (―Blasphemous Allusion‖ 143). Gournelos contends that South Park 

accomplishes this multiplicity and fragmentation by both attacking and confirming the 

traditional views of gender performance. His analysis suggests the ―possibility for a 

fluid conception of gender and a highly intertextual approach to gender development‖ 

(Gournelos ―Blasphemous Allusion‖ Abstract).  

Racism 

 While sexuality has been a major focus of South Park’s comments, one cannot 

ignore many of the other social issues in which South Park addresses. Second to 

sexuality is South Park’s treatment of racial issues. A number of scholars have 

addressed the ways in which South Park deals with issues of racism (Samuels; 

Coleman; Sienkiewicz and Marx; Chaney; Johnson-Woods). These scholars take 

contrasting views on South Park’s treatment of race.  



 
 

34 
 

 Some authors contend that South Park’s treatment of racism has a 

predominantly negative effect. Chaney argues that the show presents blacks primarily 

in terms of stereotypes and, like its mode of animation, lacks depth in its depictions: 

―The cartoon constructs a world of simplistic frontality‖ (175). As such, Chaney 

argues that ―the cartoon polarizes possible positions, binarizing according to the 

dictates of the same hegemonic system of difference that it seems to be criticizing in 

total, but which it is really only critiquing in part‖ (175).  Samuels also takes a 

negative view of South Park, arguing that the show perpetuates a rhetorical reversal 

―where one is taught to be intolerant of tolerance and tolerant of intolerance‖ (99). He 

argues that ―inside this upside-down world, minorities are now often seen as 

victimizers and abusers of the welfare system, whereas the wealthy majority is 

positioned to be the victim of excessive taxes and reversed racism‖ (Samuels 99). He 

concludes that ―popular culture often circulates the intolerance of ethnic difference 

under the safe protection of meaningless humor and equal opportunity racism‖ 

(Samuels 110).  

 Coleman also takes a partially negative view of South Park’s treatment of 

racial issues. She argues that ―the need to label incessantly in South Park brings to the 

fore a vicious circle of marginalization and countermarginalization‖ (Coleman 131). 

She takes issues with two themes she finds in South Park: first, that South Park treats 

stereotypes as always being true (Coleman 132) and, second, that South Park 

encourages its minority characters to embody those stereotypes (Coleman 134). But, 

Coleman also takes a somewhat positive view of South Park, arguing that Parker and 
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Stone often portray minority characters as ―more talented or capable than the white 

majority‖ (134). She argues that the show depicts ―how central prejudice is to the 

structure of an American story of an American town‖ and then satirizes those 

prejudices and establishes a ―counterhegemony that privileges racial minorities‖ 

(Coleman 134).  However, she qualifies this later by saying that South Park provides 

no solutions to society‘s racial problems: ―Although Parker and Stone satirize the 

powerful, the hypocritical, and the stridently bigoted, they do not provide solutions to 

societal problems or provide the keys to social harmony‖ (Coleman 141).  

 Johnson-Woods takes a more positive view of South Park’s treatment of race 

and difference. She acknowledges that the show is a ―mix of stereotyping and racial 

acceptance‖ (Johnson-Woods 217). And, she quotes Lois Leven in arguing that 

―ethnic jokes often subvert the very stereotype they deploy because ethnic jokes and 

jokers confront the stereotype and, in doing so, they challenge the dominant culture‖ 

(Johnson-Woods 216). Like Coleman, Johnson-Woods analyzes the episode ―Here 

Comes the Neighborhood,‖ but takes a different view than Coleman. Johnson-Woods 

argues that in South Park’s portrayal of racism ―hate groups and actions are made 

ridiculous and petty‖ (218). As such, she argues that ―it is easy, and perhaps tempting, 

to be dismissive of South Park’s racism‖ (Johnson-Woods 225) and warns that ―to 

read South Park ‗straight‘ is to misread the show‖ (Johnson-Woods 220).  

 Gournelos also sees South Park as having a positive influence on the debate 

over racial issues. He contends:  

Although the oppositional framework South Park has made for itself in 

popular culture often results in offensive and even racially reactive 
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discourse, its political ambivalence works in the end to destabilize and 

disrupt dominant racial logics through an unrelenting interrogation of 

whiteness (Gournelos 165).  

 

He argues that the show critiques the dominant constructions of racism and exposes 

potentially dangerous views of racial issues.  

 Sienkiewicz and Marx offer the most comprehensive look at South Park’s 

treatment of racism. Like Johnson-Woods and Gournelos, they also argue that South 

Park’s influence is primarily positive. Sienkiewicz and Marx contend that South 

Park’s ―integration of offensive humor into contemporaneous media discussions of 

ethic prejudice works to show such prejudice as a systematic, social problem, not one 

that can be blamed on certain ‗bad‘ individuals‖ (5).  They further argue that current 

assessments of South Park’s treatment of racism are flawed because they look at South 

Park’s discourse outside of the context in which it was created (Sienkiewicz and 

Marx). They contend that ―South Park must be understood as what Geoffrey Baym 

calls ‗discursively integrated media‘ set at the intersection of ‗news, politics, 

entertainment and marketing‘‖ (Sienkiewicz and Marx 6). Furthermore, the pair cites 

Dobson in arguing that ―shows like The Simpsons and South Park actually work to 

undercut the sort of ignorance and prejudice of which they are often accused‖ 

(Sienkiewicz and Marx 8). They argue South Park’s commentary is more focused on 

the media‘s portrayal of social issues. Thus, the show can often be misread if a critic 

or audience member looks only to the context within the show and does not extend his 

or her focus on the broader outside context. They argue that ―South Park obfuscates 

such readings by utilizing stereotypes that can be read simultaneously as regressive 
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within the confines of the text and as progressive in its implications beyond the text‖ 

(Sienkiewicz and Marx 10).  

Disability 

 As evidenced by my discussions so far, South Park does not stop short of 

addressing social issues involving stereotypes and discrimination. However, my 

discussion of stereotypes and discrimination would not be complete without 

discussing how South Park addresses the issue of disability. The show features two 

regular characters with disabilities: Timmy, who is in a wheel chair and has some form 

of mental disability (his specific disability is never mentioned in the series), and 

Jimmy, who uses crutches to walk and stutters. Additionally, the show has featured a 

number of episodes that dealt with issues of disability. One such episode features 

Christopher Reeve eating fetuses to escape his disability. Another features people with 

physical deformities, who strike to get better compensation for appearing on talk 

shows. Still another episode revolves around a school nurse who has ―conjoined twin 

myslexia‖ – a fabricated term for a real condition where one Siamese twin is born 

attached to a dead fetus. One episode features Cartman pretending to be disabled in an 

effort to win the Special Olympics.    

 White argues that South Park is useful in initiating discussions of disability. 

She contends that ―Parker and Stone tackle disability issues with a consciousness 

rarely seen in film or television‖ (White 67).  She quotes Hart, who states: ―South 

Park is really making fun of us – the people who recognize the ignorance-based 

stereotypes that humanity has cultivated, and the people who buy into those 



 
 

38 
 

stereotypes‖ (qtd. in White 69). Like other scholars mentioned earlier in this review, 

White contends that South Park’s treatment of social issues can force audience 

members to question the dominant view of social issues, such as disability, in order to 

increase engagement in debates over the treatment of these issues.  

Religion 

 While commentary on social issues, such as racism, sexuality and disability, 

can be especially volatile, the topic for which South Park has received the most 

criticism is religion. A number of scholars have taken on South Park’s treatment of 

religion (DeLashmutt and Hancock; Johnson-Woods; Lipoma; Gournelos).  

 Johnson-Woods contends that South Park addresses religion often and evenly. 

She argues, as of 2007, that South Park has featured at least 18 episodes where 

religion was the main focus, making South Park ―one of the most ‗religion-fixated 

shows on the small screen‘‖ (Johnson-Woods 228).  She notes that South Park has 

commented on the nature of Jesus (he is a recurring character in South Park who has 

his own talk show) (Johnson Woods 228-230), the Catholic Church (230-234), 

Protestantism (234-235), Judaism (235), Mormons (238), Scientologists (238), and the 

nature of God (236-237). Additionally, South Park has commented on the nature of 

Satan, Hell, Heaven and Angels. Johnson-Woods argues that through this examination 

of religion, Parker and Stone point out the flaws in religion, noting that ―South Park 

seeks out the hypocritical and examines various belief systems for logic‖ (241) and 

that ―South Park episodes ridicule, mock, explore, and explode religious dogmas‖ 

(241).    



 
 

39 
 

 DeLashmutt and Hancock refer to South Park as ―secular prophesy‖ (174). 

They argue that through attacking tenets of popular religion, the show becomes a 

platform to think reasonably about religion. While they, like other critics, 

acknowledge the extreme methods in which Parker and Stone make their commentary, 

they argue that these methods have a purpose:  

We believe the show‘s antics are intended to rattle the viewer out of the 

intellectual stupor encouraged by passive television watching, often for 

the purpose of communicating a particular and fairly consistent 

message (DeLashmutt and Hancock 175).  

 

Furthermore, they argue that these methods promote self-reflection among viewers 

(DeLashmutt and Hancock 175).  

 Lipoma argues that Parker and Stone are part of a tradition of American 

humorists that are ―asking potent religious questions and inviting us to reconsider 

obsolete attitudes and worldviews‖ (17). Furthermore, she contends that―Parker and 

Stone suggest that the clergy is complicit in a theological cover-up by refusing to 

confront spiritual contradictions instead of merely cherry-picking biblical excerpts in 

order to support their own religious sensibilities‖ (Lipoma 21). Much like DeLashmutt 

and Hancock, Lipoma argues that Parker and Stone‘s comedy forces us to look beyond 

the dominant views of good and evil and form our own opinions about issues, 

especially those of religion.   

 Gournelos explores the connections between religion and politics in South 

Park. He argues that in many episodes South Park shows the similarities in religious 

and political rhetoric, and in doing so attacks both. Gournelos contends that ―South 
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Park engages religion and censorship by demonstrating that both depend upon an 

actively hostile regulation of counter and alternative viewpoints‖ (126).  

Politics 

 Thus far, it can be seen that South Park uses similar strategies in attacking the 

dominant view of issues, from sexuality to racism to religion. Moreover, there are 

obvious connections between those issues and politics. While a majority of scholars 

contends that South Park’s influence is positive, these scholars have not been able to 

agree on the dominant political ideology that is at work in South Park. A quick survey 

on the politics of South Park will reveal such disparities.  

 Groening aligns South Park with postmodernism and argues that the dominant 

ideology is one of cynicism. Becker, in a similar tone, argues that South Park ascribes 

to the politics of Generation X, which has at its core a type of political disengagement. 

Anderson argues that South Park is part of a conservative media movement. Johnson-

Woods argues that the show is best summed up by a libertarianism ideology. Stewart 

goes a step farther and argues that South Park creates a polysemous message that 

appeals to a wide variety of ideologies. But, all of these authors, along with the 

majority of scholars, acknowledge veins of a number of political ideologies in the 

show. Gournelos best makes sense of the confusion in stating:  

Although it has been claimed by liberals, conservatives, and libertarians 

alike as the holy grail of emergent, youth-oriented political agendas, an 

examination of South Park’s politics proves that things are not so 

simple as such political strategists would like us to see them (198).  
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Instead, Gournelos argues that South Park’s major ideology is one that disrupts 

political discourse and ―seeks an alternative to the commonly accepted pathways of 

U.S. Politics‖ (198).   

 My review of the literature on South Park supports this prognosis from 

Gournelos. The literature shows that South Park frequently attacks the dominant views 

of a variety of issues in society, and, in doing so, it allows for new views to be formed 

on those issues. However, this review also brings up a major question: What methods 

do South Park use to accomplish this?  

 In the next section of my review, I will discuss the varying rhetorical devices 

that scholars contend are at work in South Park. From this review, I will contend that 

incongruity underlies this wide variety of rhetorical devices. And, as a result, 

incongruity is a major, if not the predominant, tool Parker and Stone use in creating 

their social and political commentary.  

The Rhetorical Devices of South Park 

 The second category of literature on South Park focuses on the rhetorical 

methods Parker and Stone use to comment on a variety of subjects, many of which I 

addressed in the last section of this chapter. Scholars have ascribed a number of 

rhetorical devices to Parker and Stone‘s method of argument. The most predominant 

study of South Park has focused on South Park’s relation to idea of the carnivalesque, 

a term coined by Russian critic Mikhail Bakhtin (Larsen; Gardiner ―Why Sadam‖; 

Gardiner ―South Park‖; Gournelos ―Puppets‖; Gournelos ―Blasphemous‖; Halsall; 
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Johnson-Woods; Ott). The reminder of the literature specifically addresses or at least 

alludes to a number of rhetorical devices, such as parody, satire and irony.  

 Bakhtin lays out his idea of carnivalesque in the book Rabelias and His World.  

The term carnivalesque refers back to medieval times of carnival, when for short 

periods of time order was inverted, taboos became accepted, and the sins of the flesh 

were allowed. The essence of carnivalesque is a journey to the extreme. The 

carnivalesque involves a complete consumption of physical desires – eating, drinking, 

sex and defecation. Through highlighting the grotesque workings of the body, humans 

are reminded of their mortal nature. The carnival is also a place of role-reversal, where 

the peasant becomes king and the king a peasant. In short, carnivalesque refers to a 

period of time when the normal rules of the world – societal order – were suspended. 

This lapse in social order allowed certain things to be done and said that normally 

would not be allowed. It is in this tradition, scholars argue, that Parker and Stone 

allow their cartoon characters to engage in socially taboo acts and make bold 

comments about society.  

 The carnivalesque is often described as involving the scatological. Many 

scholars note South Park’s scatological humor (Halsall, Ott, DeLashmutt and 

Hancock). Ott explains that ―South Park is notoriously sexual, scatological, and 

sexually scatological‖ and suggests that ―if something can go out of or come into 

someone‘s anus, it probably has on South Park‖ (41). Ott contends that South Park’s 

scatological nature relates to the abject. He quotes Julia Kristeva in explaining the 

abject as related to ―perversion, pollution, corruption, and defilement‖ (qtd in Ott 41). 



 
 

43 
 

Ott argues that the abject is a form of transgression and that transgression brings 

pleasure (42). He quotes Alyssa Katzs in arguing that ―When South Park is at its best, 

it triggers the laugh reflex through an unstoppable will to transgress‖ (qtd in Ott 42). 

Those transgressions are inherently related to the idea of carnivalesque.  

 Johnson-Woods argues that both parody and intertextuality are related to the 

carnivalesque (96-97). She describes parody as reproducing ―another item (music, 

painting, television show) almost exactly‖ but exaggerating ―parts of it to make a 

point‖ (Johnson-Woods 96). Furthermore, she argues that ―parody is a ‗type‘ of 

intertextuality‖ (Johnson-Woods 97). A number of scholars have related both parody 

(Evans, Johnson-Wood, Gournelos) and intertexuality (Ott, Sienkiewicz and Marx, 

Johnson-Woods; Gournelos ―Blasphemous‖) to South Park. Sienkiewicz and Marx 

argue that deciphering South Park’s allusions to popular culture are necessary for the 

audience to understand Parker and Stone‘s social commentary. Similarly, Gournelos 

quotes Forsters in arguing that ―the pleasure of parody‘s irony comes not from the 

humor in particular but from the degree of engagement of the reader in the intertextual 

‗bouncing‘ between complicity and distance‖ (―Blasphemous‖ 149). Furthermore, 

Gournelos contends that ―the joy of understanding and interacting with the text 

requires some level of cultural and media literacy‖ (―Blasphemous‖ 150).  

 Sturm argues that South Park especially uses parody in its treatment of 

celebrities. He contends that because of the animation, South Park can ―exaggerate 

their depictions of celebrities‖ (Sturm 212). He notes that on South Park celebrities are 

either represented by a ―photographic image on the celebrity face‖ (214) or are 
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completely animated.  Johnson-Woods argues that South Park often uses caricature, 

―the distortion of the face or figure for satiric purposes,‖ (97) in its parody and satire. 

She argues that the end production of caricature in South Park is a reduction of ―the 

celebrity to farcical anodyne‖ (97).  

 Johnson-Woods notes that ―parody‘s first cousin is satire‖ (97) and that 

―parody and satire are what South Park does best‖ (96). Most scholars acknowledge 

some vein of satire in South Park. A short list would include Halsall, Boyd and 

Plamondon, Groening, Coleman, Becker, Fallows, DeLashmutt and Hancock, Rennie, 

Sturm, Johnson-Woods, Gournelos, Gournelos ―Puppets,‖ Gournelos ―Blasphemous,‖ 

Savage, Nixon, Evans, and White. However, most authors do not address South Park’s 

use of satire in detail. Johnson-Woods argues:  

Satire focuses on the folly of human nature and has a social conscious. 

It takes political, social, or moral mores and examines them critically. 

Satire normally tells us what‘s wrong with the world with the idea that 

somehow we can cure it (97). 

 

 Johnson-Woods continues in arguing that hyperbole, or exaggeration, is a key 

ingredient in satire. Fallows also analyzes South Park through concepts related to 

satire. Fallows contends South Park criticizes popular culture through theater of the 

absurd. He argues that ―the one thing that nearly all the episodes (including the movie) 

have in common is the notion that we have become a country that goes to absurd 

extremes, too lazy for the mental discipline to find a more reasonable path down the 

middle‖ (Fallows 165). 

 Like satire, many scholars argue that Parker and Stone use irony, a related 

rhetorical device, in building their social commentary: Gournelos, Johnson-Woods, 
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Weinstock, Halsall, Ott, Boyd and Plamondon, Groening, Becker, DeLashmutt and 

Hancock, Strum, Reid-Hresko and Reid, among others. Reid-Hresko and Reid argue 

that South Park uses farce and irony to socially criticize America's treatment of 

disabled people. They contend that South Park's use of comedy allows it to get away 

with discussing issues that other shows would not touch. More specifically, they assert 

that people do not take the offensive content seriously because the show is animated, 

uses children to criticize culture and goes to illogical extremes. 

 Irony, like satire and parody, often requires a degree of context in which to be 

understood.  Savage argues that texts like South Park and The Simpsons are only as 

effective as their audiences‘ ability to pick up on the shows‘ irony and satire. He 

argues that if the audience does not feel that the show should be read seriously, then 

they will fail to pick up on the ironic and satiric elements and as a result may misread 

the show. Both shows, he argues, can be enjoyed for the simple, straight-forward jokes 

alone, and consequently some members of the audience can miss the deeper meanings 

imbedded in the show. Similarly, Gournelos argues that ―it is impossible to say that 

any allusive production will reach viewers ‗correctly‘‖ (Gournelos ―Puppets‖ 145). 

 A number of conclusions can be reached from the review of this literature. 

First, the rhetorical devices at work in South Park often are dependant in some form 

on the auditor having knowledge of some outside context. In a sense, it can be 

assumed that Parker and Stone see their audience as people who are regular consumers 

of popular culture, especially regular viewers of popular media. Second, and most 

importantly, all of the rhetorical devices at work in South Park have a strong 
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relationship to incongruity. Carnivalesque, irony, satire, parody, etc. all involve some 

skewing of a common (or dominant) viewpoint. In doing so, they present an 

incongruent viewpoint. This relationship between South Park and incongruity has 

been largely ignored by scholars.  

 Incongruity is also a key ingredient in the formation of humor. At one point, 

Johnson-Woods even relates the incongruity theory of humor to South Park. She 

argues that ―incongruity theory claims that humor comes from the unexpected, the 

illogical, the inappropriate‖ (Johnson-Woods 89-90) and that ―incongruity theory 

considers the cognitive dimension of laughter‖ (Johnson-Woods 90). For the purposes 

of this study, I want to explore how South Park uses incongruity not only to induce 

laughter but also to challenge commonly held viewpoints on a number of social and 

political issues in near real time.  

 South Park’s penchant for quickly addressing current issues is also important. 

This literature review, specifically my discussion of Sienkiewicz and Marx, 

demonstrates that Parker and Stone‘s method of argument is largely dependent on 

context, especially the audience‘s ability to comprehend allusions (textual references) 

to popular culture and current events. Therefore, taken out of the context of current 

events, episodes would be more difficult to understand.   

 Another important facet of this literature review is that idea that South Park 

episodes are educational. Both Rennie and DeLashmutt and Hancock allude to the idea 

that South Park episodes function much like fables or parables, in that they contain 

elements of allegory. Because of the show‘s ability to attack dominant societal views 
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and its pattern of often explicitly stating a moral at the close of episodes, it makes 

sense to investigate if and how episodes function like fables and parables – stories 

meant to impart lessons to their audiences.  

 Furthermore, I would like to examine the effectiveness of this method of 

argumentation on an ideal audience (Black ―Second Persona‖). Gauging the effect that 

South Park has on its real audience is impossible. Even with detailed demographics of 

the viewers, it would be hard to reconstruct the actual audience. Additionally, it would 

be extremely challenging, if not impossible, to sort out which audience members were 

receiving the commentary as Parker and Stone intended. Even assessing the intentions 

of Parker and Stone would be challenging, as the duo has been somewhat coy in 

divulging the ideological purposes of episodes. Instead, any analysis of the effect 

South Park has on its audience will need to derive from the discourse of the show. 

Edwin Black, in The Second Persona, outlines a method in which a critic can use 

tokens within the discourse of a rhetorical object to identify an ideology, from which 

an ideal auditor can be extrapolated. This, in turn, allows the critic to make a moral 

judgment of the rhetorical object. I will explain this idea in more depth in my section 

on methodology.  

 Because of South Park’s relationship to incongruity and its penchant for 

attacking the tenets of popular culture, I argue that Kenneth Burke‘s perspective by 

incongruity is the rhetorical method best suited to examine the rhetoric of Parker and 

Stone.  I will further explain Burke‘s methodology in Chapter 4, but first, in keeping 

with the interdisciplinary nature of my academic program, I will offer an 
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interdisciplinary discussion of how people make decisions. This discussion will better 

inform my methodology and create a solid foundation for the ways in which humans 

form a sense of both congruity and incongruity.  
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Chapter 3 – Toward an Interdisciplinary Foundation for Human Decision 

Making 

 In an effort to establish how humans construct congruity and incongruity, it is 

important to look at their decision-making processes. In the following chapter of my 

thesis, I will take an interdisciplinary approach in examining how humans establish 

congruity with remembered life experiences. Furthermore, I will show how humans 

use congruity (and, later incongruity) to make decisions.  

 The disciplines of Rhetoric, Interpersonal Communication and Political 

Science are all concerned with how humans act and make choices. Each discipline has 

its own theories on how people make decisions. However, many of these theories have 

similarities – chief among them is the idea that people make decisions based on their 

experiences. For the purposes of this thesis, I will use theories in each of my fields of 

study and show the similarities in their respective approaches to how humans both 

construct congruity and make decisions based on their past experiences.   

 The idea that life experiences play a crucial role in human decision making is 

certainly not new. The theories of Herbert Blumer, Jeff Hawkins and Kenneth Burke 

all have this assumption as their common denominator. While minor differences 

persist – some merely deviations in vocabulary, others a result of disciplinary 

grounding – the premise for all of these frameworks firmly rests upon the contention 

that a person‘s life experience predominately affects the way in which he or she makes 

decisions. In the following chapter, I will show the similarities among these theories, 
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which all derived in different times and out of varying academic disciplines, as a 

means to create an interdisciplinary foundation for the study of persuasion.  

 First, I will discuss Blumer‘s theory of Symbolic Interactionism. Next, I will 

address its similarities with Hawkins‘ emerging memory-prediction framework. 

Finally, I will compare these theories to Burke‘s idea of orientation. In doing so, I will 

create a framework for understanding how humans make decisions based on their life 

experience. My goal for this chapter to establish an interdisciplinary grounding for 

how humans use congruity with life experiences as a guide for making decisions.  

Symbolic Interactionism  

 Symbolic Interactionism, coined by Herbert Blumer in 1937 (Blumer 1), is a 

theory that grew out of the discipline of sociology but is currently embraced by many 

fields of study, including interpersonal communication. Although Blumer developed 

Symbolic Interactionism throughout the 1940s, 1950s, and 1960s, he published his 

most comprehensive work on the theory in 1969 with Symbolic Interactionism: 

Perspective and Method.  In that book, Blumer lays out the tenets of his theory, along 

with a listing of its numerous implications for the study of human group life. In this 

section, I will explain briefly those tenets.  

 Symbolic Interactionism was founded on three premises: 1.) ―Human beings 

act toward things on the basis of the meanings that the things have for them‖ (Blumer 

2); 2.) ―The meaning of such things is derived from, or arises out of, the social 

interaction that one has with one‘s fellows‖ (2); 3.) ―These meanings are handled in, 

and modified through, an interpretative process used by the person in dealing with the 
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things he [sic] encounters‖ (2). The overall premise here is that people make decisions 

based on symbolic constructs they create as a result of their interpretation of 

experience, especially their experience interacting with other people. As such, Blumer 

argues that to really understand how a person makes a decision, or how a group of 

people come to a common decision, a researcher needs to be familiar with, or at least 

take into consideration, the symbolic reality that each person has constructed out of 

their interactions.   

 However, to fully understand the theory of Symbolic Interactionism, one must 

understand what Blumer means by interactions, the theory‘s most basic building 

block. Blumer would argue that a person‘s symbolic world is created by his or her 

interactions with objects. Objects, Blumer explains, are anything a person cognitively 

defines, or, in other words, anything to which he or she attaches a symbolic meaning. 

For example, an object can be a person, a place, a physical item, a feeling, an abstract 

concept, or even one‘s self. 

 According to Blumer, cognition is important in evaluating experience because 

if a person is not forced to define something, then that experience is not really 

formative, and is not classified as a symbolic interaction. For Blumer, cognition and 

evaluation are prerequisites for a symbolic interaction: ―Non-symbolic interaction 

takes places when one responds directly to the action of another without interpreting 

that action; symbolic interaction involves the interpretation of the action‖ (Blumer 8). 

Blumer argues that an object is created when a person attaches meaning to it. 

Therefore, an interaction that a person does not define – an unconscious reflex, for 
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example – really has no formative effect on the person‘s system of making decisions. 

A formative experience will include some modification to a person‘s reality as a result 

of defining or redefining of one or more objects. Blumer suggests that the definition of 

any object is subjective and in a state of flux as the definer changes.    

 Blumer argues that this definition is derived from social interaction with 

others. Humans define things based on prior interactions; they give names to new 

interactions based on prior interactions. To be social means to communicate, and 

humans do that through the use of symbols. Humans use common symbols – 

language, for example – to define experience and to communicate their experiences to 

others. This ability to communicate allows humans to define their experiences in terms 

of one another‘s experiences. This ongoing interaction among humans allows them to 

establish a bank of shared meanings. In turn, this common definition works as a 

foundation for further communication and eventually allows for socially constructed 

group action.  

 A premise of Symbolic Interactionism is that every individual‘s experiences 

are unique. No two people have ever experienced life exactly the same way. 

Therefore, no two people have ever made decisions in exactly the same manner. 

People have been in similar situations and chose to take similar actions, but the ways 

they came to those decisions are unique. Blumer argues that an extra step needs to be 

considered in the study of human group life. He argued that in his time social 

scientists saw humans as merely encountering a variety of stimuli and reacting to those 

stimuli. Blumer, however, contends that people are not controlled by societal forces, 
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but rather interpret the stimuli and decide how to act. Furthermore, he contends that 

the ways humans interpret this stimuli are rooted in the symbolic world they create 

from their interpretation of interactions.  

 As a result of their experiences and their interactions with others, each person 

can be said to form an orientation, a way of viewing the world. However, this system 

is always changing as a person experiences new things. Thus, the human interpretive 

process is always in flux. According to Blumer, the fact that the systems by which 

people make decisions always are changing should merit consideration in studying 

human group life. If people‘s realities are constantly evolving, so is the world that 

researchers are trying to describe, understand, explain and make predictions about. 

Therefore, scientists need to take into account that the premises underlying individual 

decisions and group action are always in flux. Consequently, researchers need to use 

methods that describe a person and/or group‘s reality and how these individuals make 

decisions with regard to that reality.  

 However, Blumer argued that in his time many social scientists ignored the 

ever-changing nature of the empirical world. Rather, they viewed the world as a closed 

system that follows sets rules. Blumer argued that researchers in his time regarded 

good research as detached and objective, quantifiable and the result of a precise 

methodology. Furthermore, Blumer contended that the concepts upon which these 

researchers founded their studies were static and rarely tested. According to Blumer, 

these types of methodologies amounted to these researchers gathering data that could 

not wholly explain why people do what they do. And, because this data were so far 
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divorced from the empirical world, it had limited utility in explaining the empirical 

world.  

 Much of Symbolic Interactionism: Perspective and Method is a response to this 

detached and objective methodology.  Blumer both attacks this line of thought and 

explains how to better study human group life, taking into consideration the ways 

people make decisions. Consequently, Blumer lays out a framework for studying 

socially constructed joint action. For Blumer, human group action is created by people 

responding to each other‘s actions: ―Such instances of societal behavior, whatever 

they may be, consist of individuals fitting their line of action to one another‖ (16). 

According to Blumer, this joint action is formed through a ―dual process of 

designation and interpretation‖ (17). Thus, for individuals to fit their lines of action 

into others‘ actions, they must first define the others‘ actions, interpret those actions 

and then modify their own action to fit in with the others‘ actions.  

 Blumer argues that sustained group action is largely a result of a sustained 

definitions and common schemes of interpretation among group members (67). In 

many ways, joint action is analogous to the way a football team runs plays. For a team 

to be successful each athlete must share a common definition or understanding of what 

the play is and what each of their individual roles are in the play. The athletes are 

defined by positions, and the coach gives out assignments based on the position. 

However, the play has many options and is designed to react to a changing defense. As 

the play progresses each player must fit his line of action into his teammates‘ actions. 

In a passing play, if a certain wide receiver is covered, the quarterback will look for a 
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second wide receiver and a third and so on. If no receivers are open, the quarterback 

may hand off the ball to a running back or run the ball himself. The quarterback looks 

for the receiver on the basis of the route the receiver is supposed to be running. If a 

miscommunication occurs about what route a receiver is supposed to run, the 

quarterback may throw the ball to the wrong location, sometimes resulting in an 

interception. The linemen also have specific duties, called blocking assignments. They 

either create a pocket for the quarterback to pass or open up holes for the running back 

to run through. All their actions are done through coordination among the players and 

in response to how the defense plays.  

 Like group action, the football team faces many challenges. The offense will 

face resistance from the opposing defense. The team may have to fight through 

adverse weather conditions. The noise of the crowd may interfere with the team‘s 

ability to receive the play calls and could affect the quarterback‘s ability to audible 

(make a change to the play at the line of scrimmage). Group action also faces 

resistance. And, as I will explain shortly, sustaining group action can be a delicate 

process.  

 This analogy may be over simplified, but it provides a basic understanding of 

Blumer‘s concept of joint action. In this football scheme, each person plays a role and 

makes indications to himself about how to act out his role based on the framework of 

the play. In communication situations such as Blumer‘s social interaction, these 

indications are not as clear cut. No coaches exist who have designed systems to guide 

the actions of people. There are, however, rules and regulations, powerful leaders, 
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social sanctions and cultural indications, which all have been created out of people‘s 

interactions with each other and directly affect how people act. Because society in 

general presents a much vaster network of interactions, the world is a much more 

complicated place than the gridiron.  

 Realizing the complicated nature of group action, Blumer goes further into 

detail about how group action is formed. He outlines five characteristics of joint 

action: 1.) ―without action, any structure of relationships between people is 

meaningless‖ (71); 2.) joint action is concerned with how separate actions tie into each 

other (71); 3.) joint action is built up over time and thus has a career (71); 4.) this 

career is ordered, fixed and repetitious and is perpetuated by a ―common identification 

or definition of the joint action‖ (71). 5.) These careers are open to uncertainty (71).  

 The fifth characteristic is especially important and involves six sub 

considerations: 1.) ―joint actions have to be initiated, and they may not be (71); 2.) 

―once started a joint action may be interrupted, abandoned or transformed‖ (71); 3.) 

the participants of the actions may not operate on a common definition and as a result 

may base their decisions on different premises (71); 4.) even under a common 

definition, people can make different decisions about how to act (71-72); 5.) new 

factors that come into play affect the way people make decisions and cause confusion 

among the group (72); 6.) ―even in the context of a commonly defined joint action, 

participants may be led to rely on other considerations in interpreting and defining 

each other‘s lines of action‖ (72).  
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 Blumer‘s discussion suggests that joint action is fragile because it is built from 

the subjective decision-making processes of individuals. Therefore, Blumer argues 

that explaining human actions on a larger scale, particularly group action, is more 

complicated than a cause-and-effect or correlational relationship; instead, he contends 

that interpretation plays a crucial role. As such, Blumer argues that to properly 

understand group life, a researcher must become highly familiar with the people he or 

she is studying, working to see the world through the eyes of his or her participants. In 

researching people, the scholar must continually test his or her understanding of the 

person‘s world. From this understanding, the researcher creates concepts that help 

explain similar situations. However, these concepts also must be continually tested to 

ensure that they are reliable in accurately reflecting people‘s appraisals of a world that 

is constantly in flux.  

 Symbolic interactionism is important in many ways in establishing how 

humans construct congruity and make decisions. Blumer‘s theory outlines how life 

experience not only affects individual decision making but group decision making as 

well. Moreover, it reaffirms the importance of definition in decision making and 

argues that definitions are subjectively created and constantly in flux. Symbolic 

interactionism supports the concept of mass congruity, based on shared meanings that 

result from human communication. Finally, it supports the concept that a person‘s life 

experience is paramount in the decision making process.  

 However, this theory has some limitations. The theory, while still respected 

and utilized today, is not current. Additionally, Blumer based his theory on his 
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observations about the nature of human action. While this information is valuable, it is 

also limited and could be enhanced by looking at human decision making from a 

biological standpoint. In order to enhance some of the concepts offered by Blumer, I 

will discuss an emerging neuroscience framework – one that is both current and based 

on biological data – that attempts to explain human intelligence and consequently 

human decision making.  

The Memory-Prediction Framework 

 In 2004, Jeff Hawkins published the book On Intelligence, in which he outlines 

in layman‘s terms his framework for studying the human brain. Hawkins calls this 

theory the Memory-Prediction framework and hopes it will help guide neuroscience 

research. Hawkins made his name developing computers and is most famous for his 

work on mobile computing devices like the Palm Trio. Early in his career, Hawkins 

had the idea to study the brain in order to develop more intelligent computers. But his 

journey to neuroscience has taken many years.  

 Hawkins graduated from Cornell in June of 1979, not with a degree in 

neuroscience but rather one in electrical engineering (Hawkins 9). He immediately 

went to work for Intel in Portland, Oregon, working on single-board computers, a 

revolutionary step in the evolution of microcomputers (Hawkins 9). Shortly after 

taking the job at Intel, Hawkins read an issue of Scientific American that was 

dedicated entirely to neuroscience. According to Hawkins, the issue would ―change 

my life‘s direction‖ (9). The issue gave Hawkins an idea that he is still pursuing today: 

How can we make computers more intelligent by studying the human brain?  
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 Hawkins first presented the idea to Intel, which told him it would take too long 

to figure out the human brain, something Hawkins now understands as true because 

after 25 years he admits that science is just now starting to understand how the brain 

works. Nonetheless, Hawkins still pursued the idea. He applied to the Massachusetts 

Institute of Technology (MIT) to join them in what was at the time groundbreaking 

research on artificial intelligence. However, MIT did not think studying the brain was 

important, because at that time many people believed that computers were more 

powerful than the brain (Hawkins 12). After being rejected by MIT, Hawkins 

continued to work in the computer industry and in 1982 moved to Silicon Valley, 

California, to take a job from Grid Systems, the inventor of the first laptop computer. 

At Grid Systems, Hawkins began working in marketing and then moved back into 

engineering, where he created a ―high-level programming language called GridTask‖ 

(Hawkins 21).  

 But, despite his success, Hawkins still wanted to study the brain. He took 

correspondence classes and continued studying on his own. Eventually, he was 

accepted into the University of California at Berkeley in the biology department. From 

his research, Hawkins realized that for the preponderance of research on the brain, 

very little work existed regarding brain theory. He realized that this uneven balance 

between research and theory was unusual when compared to other scientific 

disciplines like physics, which had a more equal proportion of research and theory. 

Hawkins argued that neuroscience was ―awash in details‖ and ―it still is‖ (33). He 

wanted to create a framework that would make sense of all these details and help 
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neuroscientists understand the brain. The University of California Berkeley did not see 

eye to eye with Hawkins, so he was forced to go back to the computers, where he 

advanced his career further.  

 Finally, in August of 2002, Hawkins opened the Redwood Neuroscience 

Institute (RNI), which is focused on understanding how the brain works. Through both 

his own studies and the research at RNI, Hawkins developed what he calls the 

Memory-Prediction framework. The framework is his attempt to make sense of 

neuroscience research and present a theory of how the human brain works. On 

Intelligence is his attempt to bring that theory to the masses, and since 2004 the book 

has been cited more than 380 times in academic research, according to Google 

Scholar.  

 Hawkins argues that humans are intelligent due to a large neocortex, which 

through the process of evolution developed on top of the primitive human brain, 

commonly referred to as the animal brain. According to Hawkins, the neocortex is 

composed of six layers, has a thin consistency, about the thickness of six business 

cards, and has roughly the same dimensions as a dinner napkin (42). Despite its size, 

the neocortex is made up of millions of neurons, and these neurons are connected by 

even more axons, creating an extremely extensive network. This large sheet of 

biological material resides in the top of the human skull. The relative size of the 

human neocortex, compared to the neocortex in other mammals, is what makes 

humans more intelligent.  
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 To make a grossly oversimplified analogy, the human neocortex can be 

thought of like a computer. While a human neocortex (the hardware) could be akin to 

the latest computers, a monkey‘s neocortex (which is second largest among mammals) 

would be more likely akin to the Apple I, one of the very first personal computers. 

And much like a computer, the advanced neocortex (hardware) allows the brain to do 

more complex thinking (run higher end software).  Hawkins‘s model provides an 

explanation of how the software or programming language of the brain works with the 

hardware (the neocortex) to create intelligence.  

 Much of Hawkins‘s theory is based on research by Vernon Montecastle, a 

neuroscientist at Johns Hopkins University. Montecastle theorized that the entire 

cortex, regardless of what sensual input it was handling, uses a single algorithm to 

process information (Hawkins 52). What humans hear, see, feel, taste, etc. is all 

processed the same way (Hawkins 51). This explanation opens the possibility that 

input from the human senses can be processed by any part of the cortex and can be 

associated with the other senses. If the brain really does use a single algorithm to 

process information, it would mean the brain uses something analogous to a universal 

programming language to process information. Such a universal language would also 

allow the associative centers of the brain to send instructions back to instruments of 

the body in the same language. For example, a person could hear a song with his or 

her ears and then transfer that information back to his or her mouth to sing the song. 

This notion of a single, ruling algorithm paved the way for the idea that the neocortex 

can take inputs from all the senses and use them in making decisions.  



 
 

62 
 

 From this and other research, Hawkins surmised that the brain has a hierarchy. 

At the bottom levels of the cortex there are many different units doing specific tasks. 

These units feed information up to the next level of the cortex, which feeds it up to the 

next level and so on. However, important to note is that ―level‖ here is not 

synonymous with each layer of the cortex. Rather ―level‖ is merely a descriptive term 

used to illustrate a general conception of the flow of information. At each ―level‖ the 

brain is summing up the input it is receiving. And, at each step, the brain is classifying 

the information and giving it a name. When the information is transferred from, say, 

level one to level two, level two does not need to know all the specific information 

level one recorded; level two just needs to know generally what is happening. Here is 

where the hierarchy develops. Each higher level receives input from multiple 

subordinate levels, classifies the input and passes it along to the next level, providing 

an abstract summary. In essence, information is passed on to higher levels in 

somewhat of a Reader‘s Digest form. Hawkins says that looking at the structure as a 

pyramid is a good conceptual tool; however, he guards against any literal comparisons 

to a pyramid.   

 Hawkins specifically examines sight to better illustrate the hierarchy. He 

explains that how the human body physically sees is not necessarily a fluid process. 

Every few seconds the human eyes move about or saccade. As people walk, the eyes 

have to adjust to the moving environment and the movement of the head. The eyes 

also have to respond to changes in lighting and a myriad of others things. However, 

what humans see is what their brains have created after processing all that 
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information; that process is built on hierarchy. Hawkins argues that multiple 

individuals units exist at the lowest levels of the visual cortex that all have specific 

tasks. For example, one unit might have the task of classifying colors. This unit takes 

the input and tells the next level up that the color it is seeing is purple. The next level 

up doesn‘t need to know what the physical properties are that make up the color 

purple; it just needs to know that it is seeing purple at that point in time. That level 

takes the information from the multiple lower levels and puts together a report to send 

up to the next higher level. Hawkins uses the analogy of the military chain of 

command to illustrate the process. Units of foot soldiers perform specific duties and 

report to their commanding officer. Their commanding officer passes along a report to 

his or her commanding officer, who then combines that report with the reports from 

his or her other subordinates and then sends a report up the chain of command. 

Eventually, the general gets all the reports and makes decisions about how to direct the 

entire army, without knowing all the specific details. Hawkins argues that the higher 

(associative) levels of the cortex generally act in this fashion, taking information from 

all the senses and making decisions.   

 This explanation fits well with one important feature of the brain‘s biology: the 

two-way flow of information. According to Hawkins, the cortex has multiple levels 

that all work together. Information comes into the lower levels of the cortex and is 

sent to the higher associated levels of the cortex. Meanwhile, a greater amount of 

information, known as feedback, is sent back down the cortex. This feedback creates a 

two-way path of communication between different levels of the brain: Information 
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goes up the chain of command and also goes down the chain of command, creating 

hierarchical communication.  

 Because of this hierarchy, the brain does not learn things completely, but rather 

in pieces at different parts of the hierarchy. According to Hawkins, this learning is 

recorded in memories, which are etched into human neural networks. The brain learns 

by recording temporal and spatial patterns of inputs into memories (Hawkins 57). In 

essence, people learn by recording sequences and chains of sequences. These patterns 

are recorded invariantly, however, meaning the brain only remembers the important 

parts of a pattern. By only remembering the important parts of patterns, the brain can 

adjust to change. This ability to record memories invariantly can help account for a 

person‘s skill in recognizing a song regardless of pitch or knowing how to operate 

stoves knobs and door handles, even though they all differ. Through this same process, 

the brain can operate a person‘s arm to catch a baseball regardless of where it is 

thrown.  

 Hawkins argues that all of these processes work based on the brain‘s ability to 

make predictions. The brain uses these invariant patterns to predict what will happen, 

and based on that prediction the brain makes decisions about how to act. The process 

is not limited to basic physical acts. Prediction is the primary guide for all decision 

making and the basis of human intelligence.  

 To further illustrate this concept, Hawkins refers again to vision. Looking back 

at the unit whose job was to classify colors, one can spot a major problem. Colors are 

often hard to define. For example, how would the brain classify a color that fell 
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directly in between orange and red? According to Hawkins, when one unit cannot do 

its job, it refers to the next level up. The next level would recall the pattern it 

customarily was used to seeing in the colors. Perhaps prior to seeing the color in 

question, the lower level had sent up black, green, blue, black, purple in that specific 

order. Based on a remembered pattern, the brain knows that red always comes next in 

the sequence, and thus can decide, by prediction, that the color being seen is red and 

not orange.  Similarly, if the next level up could not provide an answer to the lower 

level, it would seek help from an even higher level.  

 From these conclusions Hawkins has formed the Memory-Prediction 

framework, which basically argues that the human brain uses sequences of temporal 

and spatial patterns (stored in memory) to make predictions. And based on those 

predictions, the brain makes decisions about how to act. Hawkins argues that 

―prediction is not just one of the things your brain does. It is the primary function of 

the neocortex, and the foundation of intelligence‖ (89).  

 However, there is a bit more to Hawkins‘ framework than just these basic 

concepts. According to Hawkins, the brain is a not static. It constantly evolves 

throughout its lifetime. Hawkins argues that the brain is ―‗plastic,‘ meaning that it can 

change and rewire itself depending on the types of inputs flowing into it‖ (54). This 

plasticity is what allows the brain to learn by recording memories.  

 One way the brain learns is by being exposed to new patterns, patterns that 

violate the predictions that the brain is making. According to Hawkins, when a 

prediction is violated, the brain is drawn to the error (86). The violation causes 
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confusion and makes the brain pay more attention (Hawkins 89). Thus, new 

experiences that violate the brain‘s predictions are ultimately resolved and stored in 

the brain‘s memory to be used anytime the brain predicts a similar circumstance. 

Simply put, the brain learns from its mistakes.  

 Hawkins contends the human brain makes predictions by analogy, and the 

better peoples‘ brains are at making these analogies the more intelligent they are. 

Consequently, human creativity derives from making analogies: the better the analogy 

(or less expected) the more creative. The basis for these analogies is the predicted 

relationship between the invariant recording of a person‘s experiences and the new 

situation. Thus, Hawkins states: "Our predictions, and thus our talents, are built upon 

our experiences" (188).   

 Hawkins‘ framework is similar to Blumer‘s theory of symbolic interactionism 

in two key ways. First, people make decisions based on their experiences (recorded in 

memory). Second, the brain (or the person) is constantly evolving as it is exposed to 

more experiences. Thus, as people age and have more experiences, they make their 

decisions differently. However, Hawkins also brings up one more key idea not directly 

mentioned by Blumer. 

 Hawkins also brings up a point that will be especially important in establishing 

incongruity. He argues that the brain learns new things when its predictions are 

violated. If predictions are the basis for how the brain thinks and makes decisions 

(Hawkins 89), and these predictions are based on memories of life experience, then 

one could argue that predictions are a human brain‘s way of expecting congruity. 
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Consequently, violations of predictions are incongruent. And, following the same 

logic, if a brain learns when its predictions are violated, would not the brain also learn 

when encountering incongruity?  

 In the next section of this chapter, I will begin to explain Kenneth Burke‘s idea 

of perspective by incongruity. Burke establishes congruity through what he calls 

orientation or piety. I will close this chapter outlining Burke‘s idea of orientation and 

its similarities to both Symbolic Interactionism and the memory prediction framework. 

Orientation 

 Kenneth Burke outlined his idea of orientation in his 1935 book Permanence 

and Change. During the first part of this book, titled ―On Interpretation,‖ Burke lays 

out a framework for how experiences affect the ways in which people make decisions. 

In the following section of this paper, I will briefly explain Burke‘s idea of orientation 

and note the similarities between his view of experiential decision making and both 

Blumer‘s and Hawkins‘ views.  

 In a sub title in his first chapter, Burke argues that ―All Living Things Are 

Critics‖ (5). What he means by this is that all people interpret, and, moreover, judge 

the things they experience. According to Burke, not only do people ―interpret the 

character of events,‖ but they also ―interpret (their) interpretations‖ (6). Burke 

contends that people‘s interpretations of experiences (and interpretations of these 

interpretations) are used in the interpretation of new experiences: ―We can only say 

that a given objective event derives its character for us from past experiences having 

to do with like or related events‖ (7).  Thus, Burke argues that people interpret new 
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experiences based on how analogous they are to a person‘s current experience, much 

like Hawkins‘ idea that humans make predictions through comparisons to past 

experience.   

 Burke labels this system of interpretation as orientation. He contends that 

―orientation is thus a bundle of judgments as to how things were, how they are, and 

how they may be‖ (Burke 14).  According to Burke, these interpretations and 

judgments are paramount in humans‘ decision-making processes. In fact, they are a 

person‘s primary considerations in making decisions. As such, a person‘s decisions are 

biased by their orientation: ―Any given situation derives its character from the entire 

framework of interpretation by which we judge it. And differences in our ways of 

sizing up an objective situation are expressed subjectively as differences in our 

assignment of motive‖ (Burke 35).  

 For Burke, a person‘s orientation affects his or her motives. He argues that this 

orientation affects the way people operate and has a heavy influence on the way 

people both act and communicate. In later works, Burke argues that the way people 

communicate can be examined to reveal their philosophies (A Grammar of Motives). 

Furthermore, he argues that understanding a person‘s motives helps people understand 

that person better. He argues that we look to a person‘s motive in deciding what to 

expect from them, and consequently how to respond to them:   

(a) There is a sense of relationships, developed by the contingencies of 

experiences; (b) this sense of relationships is our orientation; (c) our 

orientation largely involves matters of expectancy, and affects our 

choice of means with reference to the future; (d) in the human sphere, 

the subject of expectancy and the judgment as to what is proper in 

conduct is largely bound up with the subject of motives, for if we know 
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why people do as they do, we feel we know what to expect of them and 

of ourselves, and we shape our decisions and judgments and policies to 

take such expectancies into account (18).  

 

Burke‘s ideas correlate closely with Blumer‘s concept that people make subjective 

decisions based on their experiences. This passage also helps explain how people fit 

their lines of actions to match others‘ lines of actions. And, once again, Burke brings 

up the idea of prediction and expectancy, which both fall into Hawkins‘ Memory-

Prediction framework.  

 But while Hawkins argues primarily that experiences make humans smart, 

Burke contends that experiences can also impair a person‘s ability to make decisions. 

Burke argues that orientation is a kind of training. This training can empower people 

or it can hold them back. He references Veblen‘s idea of trained incapacity, explaining 

it as a situation where ―with their past education as a guide, (people) would respond in 

a way which would defeat their own interests‖ (Burke 7). In such a situation, Burke 

argues that a person‘s ―abilities can function as blindness‖ (7). Later, he argues that 

this blindness is the result of a ―faulty selection of means due to a faulty theory of 

casual relationships‖ (Burke 9). Because such training can be harmful to an individual 

or group, in certain situations it is advantageous to change a person or group‘s 

orientation.  Burke argues that this reorientation is achieved through perspective by 

incongruity.  

 In this chapter, I have discussed mainly the processes by which people make 

decisions based on their experiences. In doing so, I have discussed the similarities 

between the ideas of Hawkins, Blumer and Burke. These similarities suggest that 
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people make choices based on what is congruent with their patterns of experiences. In 

the next chapter, I will turn my focus to perspective by incongruity, Burke‘s method of 

modifying experiential decision-making systems through the introduction of 

incongruity.  
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Chapter 4 – Methodology: What is Perspective by Incongruity? 

 In the following chapter, I will build on my discussion of the relationship 

between experience, communication and human decision-making. In doing so, I will 

explain and justify why the method of perspective by incongruity is appropriate for 

analyzing South Park. First, I will describe Burke‘s views on reality, human 

experience, language and communication, and explain how these views relate to 

perspective by incongruity. Second, I will discuss the ways in which a person can 

achieve perspective by incongruity, specifically noting the importance of Burke‘s 

master tropes. Third, I will discuss Burke‘s concept of frames of acceptance/rejection 

and how they help to reconcile the rhetorical devices that have been ascribed to South 

Park. Fourth, I will discuss incongruity‘s relationship to humor/comedy and laughter. 

Fifth, drawing on Bostdorff, I will explain the possibilities of using both frames of 

acceptance/rejection and the master tropes to achieve perspective by incongruity. 

Finally, I will explain how Black‘s methodology in ―The Second Persona‖ will help 

me in making conclusions.  

 In Permanence and Change, Burke argues that ―a way of seeing is also a way 

of not seeing – a focus on object A involves a neglect of object B‖ (49). In later works, 

this idea becomes the basis for Burke‘s concept of terministic screens. Terministic 

screens, Burke would argue, are ways of thinking that highlight some aspects of reality 

and mask others. These terministic screens are the result of our orientations and 

consequently our motives.  
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 For Burke, humans‘ use of language forces them into certain ways of viewing 

realities. His definition of human best illustrates this. He defines humans as:  

The symbol-using (symbol-making, symbol-misusing) animal, inventor 

of the negative (or moralized by the negative), separated from our 

natural condition by instruments of our own making, goaded by the 

spirit of hierarchy (or moved by the sense of order), and rotten with 

perfection (Burke, Language 16). 

 

Inherent in his definition of humans is the idea that our use of language makes us 

different than other animals and as a result forces us to think differently.  

 Burke argues that humans gain most of their understanding of reality through 

the use of symbols. Firsthand human experience accounts for only a small part of what 

we know. Rather, most of our knowledge is a result of communication with others, 

made possible through our symbol systems. Language, the predominant symbol 

system, forces humans to classify what they perceive. Any sort of classification is 

going to involve a naming and a judgment. Naming a thing separates that thing from 

its natural condition because the symbol representing the thing is not the thing it 

represents, rather an imperfect reproduction. And because the reproduction is 

imperfect, others symbols may be created and attached to that thing that better define 

it in different contexts. Burke argues that ―in being a link between us and the 

nonverbal, words are by the same token a screen separating us from the nonverbal‖ 

(Language 5).  

 Burke argues that there is no such thing as a negative in nature, and as such 

humans invented the negative in creating their symbol systems. In line with their need 

to classify things, humans are especially aware of the idea that something cannot be 
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something else. Consequently, humans define things both in terms of what they are 

and what they are not. However, inherent in the process of classification is a judgment, 

a judgment as to what is better and what is worse, what is and what is not. For Burke, 

judgment is a prerequisite for classification. Through communication, humans decide 

both individually and together what is better and what is worse. And, throughout their 

lives, humans strive for betterment to the point of chasing perfection.  

 As humans, we classify and we judge. We judge what is better and what is 

worse, and we often separate things based on this judgment. This process is at work in 

creating our terministic screens. Burke argues that ―even if any given terminology is a 

reflection of reality, by its very nature as a terminology it must be a selection of 

reality; and to this extent it must function also as a deflection of reality‖ (Language 

45). Burke uses a metaphor to illustrate this notion. He talks about how different filters 

are used by photographers to separate the wavelengths of lights coming into a camera. 

The photographers use these filters to control the color of their photos. The same 

picture will look similar but different depending on the photographer‘s choice of filter.  

Terministic screens, Burke argues, are much like the filters used by the photographers. 

They emphasize some views of reality, much like a filter emphasizes certain types of 

colors, and de-emphasize other views of reality, much like a filter keeps certain colors 

out of a photo. All humans, because of their unique experiences, look at reality with 

their own terministic screens and thus never see reality completely. However, through 

communication we can change our terministic screens. These screens mold with us as 

we experience life more and communicate with others. The process of communication 



 
 

74 
 

is itself a journey to better understand reality. Through communication, we try to 

understand reality in terms of each other‘s views.  

 In A Grammar of Motives, Burke argues that we come to a better 

understanding of reality through examining multiple perspectives (504). In other 

words, we see reality more clearly by looking at it through a variety of terministic 

screens. Burke offers a similar discussion in Attitudes Toward History while defining 

perspective by incongruity:  

In his book on recent movements in painting (cited elsewhere in these 

pages) James Johnson Sweeney tells us that at one period the artists 

were attempting to introduce a variety of perspectives, seeing the same 

object from many sides at once. And after they had made such purely 

disintegrative attempts at analysis for a time, they began to search for a 

master perspective that would establish a new unity atop the shifts. Was 

this not akin to Einstein‘s method, whereby he gets shifting frames of 

reference, but co-ordinates their relativity with reference to the speed of 

light as a constant? (310).  

 

Here Burke further argues for the benefits of seeing any one thing from a variety of 

perspectives. As I will argue below, seeing something through a variety of 

perspectives does not always come easily. But, this new way of seeing can often 

initiated by incongruity.  

 Burke would argue that our life experiences in many ways dictate the way we 

see the world and consequently the way we use language. Our experiences affect how 

we judge things and as a result affect the way we classify things. As such, these life 

experiences (including our socialization through communication), by way of our 

judgments and our classifications, form our orientation, which in turn shapes our 

motives. The result is a way of viewing that allows us to better see some parts of the 
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world, while blinding us to others. This is the basis for Burke‘s concept of terministic 

screens.   

 The idea of terministic screens is an important piece of Burke‘s theory of 

language, which he lays out in the course of multiple books and journal articles. 

Perspective by incongruity is one of many methods Burke lays out in creating his 

theory. Perspective by incongruity can be seen as a way of helping someone see 

something from a different perspective, a method that helps people switch, or modify, 

terministic screens. The process involves using planned incongruity to allow people to 

bypass their orientation and see things in new ways. Burke argues that not only does 

incongruity introduce a person to a new way of seeing something, but in some 

instances it also allows the person to see that both ways of seeing are compatible 

instead of mutually exclusive (Permanence 69).   

 However, this transition from an old way of seeing to a new way of seeing is 

not always easy. People are particularly attached to their orientations. And, often a 

change in orientation does not come without ―a corresponding sense of guilt‖ 

(Permanence 69). For this reason, Burke sometimes refers to orientation as a sense of 

piety; piety being ―the sense of what properly goes with what‖ (Permanence 74). 

Piety, Burke argues, involves ―the yearning to conform with the ‗sources of one‘s 

being‘‖ (Permanence 69). Conversely, impiety is that which violates this piety. 

According to Burke, ―even the most conscientious of new doctrines necessarily 

contains an element of impiety‖ (Permanence 69). As such, any change in a person‘s 
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orientation will likely come as a result of impiety and will be spurred by some 

measure of incongruity.  

 Burke argues that pieties are the direct result of people‘s experiences. He 

contends that these pieties are formed early in a person‘s childhood: ―The connection 

between our pieties and our childhood should seem clear, since in childhood we 

develop our first patterns of judgment, while the experiences of maturity are revisions 

and amplifications of these childhood patterns‖ (Burke, Permanence 71). Later, Burke 

argues that ―piety is a system builder, a desire to round things out, to fit experiences 

together into a unified whole‖ (Permanence 74). Furthermore, Burke contends that a 

person‘s orientation affects his or her choices in life, and as such a  person‘s piety can 

be self perpetuating: ―Certain of one‘s choices become creative in themselves; they 

drive one into ruts, and these ruts in turn reinforce one‘s piety‖ (78). This all reaffirms 

the idea that orientation is a rather strong foundation for thought that is not easily 

changed, but changeable nonetheless.  

 As humans, we have a need for communion; this communion is reached 

through a changing of orientation, a changing that allows two or more people to see 

things from the same perspective. In a similar vein, this communion is also reached in 

an effort to see reality better. As a result of our quest for a more complete view of 

reality, we look to each other to adopt common ways of viewing things. We often 

view others in terms of what they believe in relation to what we believe. We put 

ourselves in groups, and in doing so we reach communion with some and alienate 

ourselves from others, much in line with Burke‘s argument that every identification 
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involves some alienation. So, it is practical for humans to want to study the ways in 

which people‘s orientations are changed.  

 Perspective by incongruity is one way in which a person‘s orientation is 

changed. Perspective by incongruity is achieved by juxtaposing two entities that in one 

way or another are incongruent to one another. The odd pairing, done strategically, 

informs the receiver of the nature of both entities and ultimately creates a new 

meaning. These juxtapositions often break down the premises underlying a certain 

way of viewing. This process is essential to persuasion. Because, in order to change a 

person‘s orientation, one needs to change a person‘s definitions and change the 

premises on which they make their decisions. Burke argues that people do think 

logically, ―moving from premises to conclusion with the syllogistic regularity of a 

schoolman‖ (Permanence 85). The problem is not in peoples‘ ability to think 

logically, but rather in the premises on which they base their logic.  

 Often, the pieces are already in place for a person to see something from a 

different perspective. The pieces just need to be reorganized for the person to obtain 

the new way of seeing. This reorganization is spurred by the incongruity. In a way, 

incongruity is the wrecking ball that breaks apart peoples‘ orientation and forces them 

to rebuild their orientation in a way that allows them to reconcile the new way of 

seeing with the old way of seeing. The result of perspective by incongruity is a new 

way of seeing reality and consequently a new way of thinking about reality and acting 

toward it. 
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 To this point, I have merely described perspective by incongruity in terms of 

what it is but not in terms of how to achieve it. In A Grammar of Motives, Burke offers 

a more specific strategy for how perspective by incongruity can be accomplished. In 

his descriptions of the master tropes (metaphor, metonymy, synecdoche, and irony), 

Burke discusses both the similarities between the tropes and explains how metaphor is 

one method for achieving perspective by incongruity. In discussing their similarities, 

Burkes argues: ―Give man but one of them. Tell him to exploit its possibilities, and if 

he is thorough in doing so, he will come upon the other three‖ (A Grammar 503). 

Burke argues that each trope has a substitute: For metaphor, perspective; for 

metonymy, reduction; for synecdoche, representation; and for irony, dialectic (503). 

These substitutes also shed light on the rhetorical function of each trope. Metaphor is 

particularly important in that it offers new perspective by ―seeing something in terms 

of something else‖ (Burke, A Grammar 503). Burke contends that the two things that 

are juxtaposed in a metaphor are inherently incongruent. He argues that ―the seeing of 

something in terms of something else involves the ‗carrying-over‘ of a term from one 

realm into another, a process that necessarily involves varying degrees of incongruity 

in that the two realms are never identical‖ (Burke, A Grammar 504). The other tropes 

also have potential in achieving perspective by incongruity.  

 Bostdorff, whose work I will discuss later, argues that a rhetor can use any of 

the four master tropes to achieve perspective by incongruity, and for good reason. 

Each trope essentially juxtaposes two things, which are essentially different or, in 

other words, incongruent to one another. I.A. Richards in The Philosophy of Rhetoric 



 
 

79 
 

argues that the transaction between two terms, a tenor (what is being described) and a 

vehicle (the thing used to describe), creates a new meaning and also changes the way 

we think about each term individually. He argues that metaphor ―is a borrowing 

between and intercourse of thoughts, a transaction between contexts‖ (Richards 94). 

However, Richard‘s concept of metaphor is looser than Burke‘s; it also encompasses 

synecdoche and metonymy. Synecdoche and metonymy are both considered sub 

categories of metaphor by many other scholars, including Aristotle (251-253).  

 The disagreement in this classification of metaphors is important. As I note 

earlier in this chapter, Burke discusses the similarity among all of the master tropes. 

But, he divides the tropes and assigns each a rhetorical function. This classification is 

essential to his way of explaining what each trope does rhetorically. Other scholars 

(Richards, Aristotle) do not make this distinction. In many instances, drawing a line 

between the three concepts is a difficult task. However, working backward from 

Burke‘s rhetorical function for each trope could help a scholar identify synecdoche 

and metonymy. Burke argues that synecdoche acts as a representation. An example of 

synecdoche would be referring to employees as hired hands or saying the White House 

signed a bill (when really the President signed the bill). When a whole is being used to 

represent a part or a part is being used to represent a whole, one can assume 

synecdoche is taking place.  

 However, Burke, himself, notes that ―a reduction is a representation‖ 

(Grammar 507). He also states that ―metonymy may be treated as a special application 
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of synecdoche‖ (Burke, Grammar 509). The difference between the two, Burke 

argues, is a matter of direction: 

We might say that representation (synecdoche) stresses a relationship 

or connectedness between two sides of an equation, a connectedness 

that, like a road, extends in either direction, from quantity to quality or 

from quality to quantity; but reduction follows along this road in only 

one direction, from quality to quantity (Burke, Grammar 509). 

 

In this sense, metonymy distills a larger concept into a representative part. However, it 

is important to note that any type of reduction is going to be an incomplete 

representation because a reduction narrows a concept and does so by choosing what to 

keep and what to eliminate. This process, when done with the intention to highlight 

the negative, is highly related to caricature, a subset of burlesque, which I will discuss 

later in this chapter.  

 Regardless of their differences, synecdoche and metonymy are like metaphor 

in that they juxtapose two incongruent terms in an effort to better communicate a 

concept – a concept whose meaning is unobtainable except through the use of the 

trope. Through this juxtaposition of incongruent terms, synecdoche and metonymy, 

like metaphor, provide a new perspective, and thus, like metaphor, they are ways to 

achieve perspective by incongruity. Not so surprisingly, this concept also holds true 

for the fourth trope, irony.   

 Irony, in Burke‘s sense, also works much like Richards‘ view of metaphor.  

Burke argues that irony corresponds to dialectic, in that it creates a clash between 

contradicting ideas. It was the view of many ancient philosophers, rhetoricians and 

sophists that the truth could be found in an in-depth dialogue about opposing views. 



 
 

81 
 

For example, Aristotle states: ―it is by putting two opposing conclusions side by side 

that you prove one of them false‖ (185). Burke calls irony a ―perspective of 

perspectives‖ (512), arguing the new way of seeing that irony creates is generated 

from the juxtaposition of opposing perspectives. Sum, however, is a somewhat 

inappropriate term here, because dialectic is as much about subtraction as it is about 

addition. In dialectic, opposing viewpoints are contrasted to find similarities (common 

ground) and dissimilarities are purged systematically in a type of refining process. The 

process is similar to taking a multiple-choice test, where the question posed does not 

contain enough information to find an answer outright, but the answer can be found by 

eliminating the incorrect options. This idea is very similar to how Burke explains 

perspective by incongruity in Permanence and Change. There Burke argues that 

perspective by incongruity should ―subject language to the same ‗cracking‘ process 

that chemists now use in their refining of oil‖ (119). In essence, irony is about finding 

truth by examining conflicting perspectives.   

 Irony often creates a sublime meaning, one greater than the sum of the terms. 

The concept of irony is much similar to Richards‘ contention about metaphor. 

Richards argues that the commingling of the two words in a metaphor creates a 

meaning entirely new – a meaning that could only result from the fusion of the two 

words, both a fusion of their similarities and of their differences: ―In the simplest 

formulation, when we use metaphor we have two thoughts of different things active 

together and supported by a single word, or phrase, whose meaning is resultant of their 

interaction‖ (93). One way to look at the interaction between the tenor and the vehicle 
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is to view the interaction as a reverberation. All the associations related to the tenor 

reverberate with all the associates related to the vehicle, and from this a higher 

meaning is achieved. Similarly, irony involves the appreciation of the inverse 

relationship between the two terms. For example, the meaning of ―black‖ is 

completely dependent on the meaning of ―white.‖ The terms, while complete 

opposites, could not exist apart from each other. Through their relationship, we come 

to a better understanding of both terms. And, paired together, they give us a meaning 

that is more than just the sum of the terms together.  

 Burke‘s master tropes can account for a number of the rhetorical devices that 

have been attributed to South Park. But, a look back at some of Burke‘s earlier 

discussions will shed even more light on the commonality among these rhetorical 

devices. In Attitudes Toward History, Burke attempts to lump mass terministic screens 

into two categories: frames of acceptance and frames of rejections. Later in the book, 

he discusses how these frames have played a role in major changes in world history. 

However, what is more pertinent to my thesis is his discussion at the beginning of the 

book, of the poetic categories and their relationship to frames of acceptance and 

frames of rejections.   

 Specifically, I would like to focus on Burke‘s discussions of comedy, humor 

and the grotesque. Burke makes a distinction between comedy and humor. For Burke, 

comedy leans toward the frame of acceptance, whereas humor leans toward the frame 

of rejection; grotesque is sign of a transition between the two. Comedy, Burke argues, 

invites people to view the target of the comedy as mistaken:  
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The progress of human enlightenment can go no further than picturing 

people not as vicious, but as mistaken. When you add that people are 

necessarily mistaken, that all people are exposed to situations in which 

they must act as fools, that every single insight contains its own special 

kind of blindness, you complete the comic circle (Burke, Attitudes 41). 

 

Burke argues humor is a frame of rejection and is opposite of heroism, a frame of 

acceptance. In heroism, the hero‘s character is built up to match the situation 

(magnification) (Burke 35), whereas in humor the situation is dwarfed to meet the 

feebleness of people (reduction) (Burke 43). Burke argues:  

Humor specializes in incongruities; but by its trick of ―conversion 

downwards,‖ by its stylistic ways of reassuring us in dwarfing the 

magnitude of obstacles or threats, it provides us relief in laughter 

(Burke, Attitudes 58). 

 

 Burke also notes two important subcategories of humor: satire and burlesque. 

A satirist, Burke argues, ―attacks in others the weaknesses and temptations that are 

really within himself‖ (49). Meanwhile, burlesque purposely offers depictions of 

people that highlight the negative within them. Burke argues that burlesque is 

polarizing, ―converting every ‗perhaps‘ into ‗positively‘‖ and suppressing ―any 

consideration of the ‗mitigating circumstances‘ that would put [the] subject in a better 

light‖ (55).   

 However, Burke argues that ―none of these poetic categories can be isolated in 

its chemical purity. They overlap upon one another‖ (Attitudes 57). Furthermore, he 

argues that ―the poetic forms are symbolic structures designed to equip us for 

confronting given historical or personal situations‖ (Burke, Attitudes 57). The 

grotesque, he argues, is used in transitions between frames. Like humor, the grotesque 
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also deals heavily with incongruity, but without the laughter (unless the receiver is out 

of sympathy with the subject of the grotesque) (Burke 55).  

 My major purpose for reviewing Burke‘s discussion in Attitudes of History is 

its ability to reconcile a number of the rhetorical devices that have been attributed to 

South Park with incongruity. All of the rhetorical devices mentioned in my literature 

review play certain roles in a frame. Satire, burlesque and the grotesque are mentioned 

here. Burlesque bears a strong resemblance to caricature, hyperbole and theatre of the 

absurd, while the grotesque is a faction of the carnivalesque. Parody, in many ways, is 

related to not only satire (which I established in my literature review), but also irony 

and metaphor. All these rhetorical devices have incongruity at their root. They all 

serve a purpose in establishing and/or modifying a sort of frame (or terministic 

screen).  

 Because all of these rhetorical devices can be linked to both incongruity and 

humor/comedy, it is important to at least briefly explore the relationship between 

incongruity and laughter. The most overwhelming evidence for the connections 

between laughter and incongruity comes from theories of laughter. According to a 

paper from Graeme Ritchie from the University of Edinburgh, ―if there is one 

generalization that can be extracted from the literature about humour, it is that humour 

involves incongruity.‖ In his paper, Graeme attempts to better define the incongruity-

resolution theory by explaining how it works. Citing Random House, Graeme defines 

incongruity as ―1. out of keeping or place: inappropriate; unbecoming. 2. Not 

harmonious in character; inconsonant; lacking harmony of points. 3. Inconsistent.‖   
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 Graeme argues that incongruity resolution is split between two schools of 

thought: two-stage and surprise disambiguation.  The two-stage process contends that 

jokes are often set up in two parts: the first part sets up the incongruity (the question), 

and the second part (the punch line) resolves the incongruity. Surprise disambiguation 

posits that jokes also come in two parts: a set-up and a punch line. The set-up can be 

viewed one of two ways, one of which is always dominant, the other hidden. The set-

up makes us expect the dominant view, but the punch line forces us to the hidden view 

(or the incongruous view). Thus, the punch line violates our expectations. In both 

cases, the audience laughs as they resolve the incongruity.  

 The idea that humor often violates our expectations strongly relates to 

Hawkins‘ memory-prediction framework, whereby Hawkins alludes to the idea that 

humans learn as a result of prediction violation (89). Syllogistically, one could make 

the conclusion that if incongruity promotes learning, then it will also, in some cases, 

promote any changes of viewing that arise from that learning. This view would be 

consistent with Burke‘s concept of perspective by incongruity.   

  A number of scholars in the field of rhetoric have discussed Burke‘s method 

of perspective by incongruity. However, the work that is most pertinent to my study of 

South Park is Bostdorff‘s. Her study is important for two major reasons. First, the 

subject of her study is political cartoons. This study was the first to discuss perspective 

by incongruity in terms of both the visual and discursive elements.  Consequently, 

among the rhetorical criticisms using perspective by incongruity, Bostdorff‘s study of 

political cartoons is the most alike to my own study, the similarities being the mix of 
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the visual and the discursive, and the freedom that drawings (rather than live actors) 

give the authors. The key difference is that political cartoons do not have the capacity 

for an extended narrative. Political cartoons involve generally only a single frame with 

no audio, whereas animation involves many moving frames, coupled with audio, that 

play out over an extended period of time. As such, an animated cartoon would give a 

critic much more material to analyze and allow for plot lines that are just not possible 

in a political cartoon. Second, and most importantly, Bostdorff argues that perspective 

by incongruity can be got both through the use of Burke‘s four master tropes 

(metaphor, irony, metonymy and synecdoche) and through burlesque.   

 Bostdorff notes that most political cartoons exhibit some sense of negativity 

due to ―the aggressive-defensive nature of humor‖ (46). Furthermore, she contends 

that this negativity is often expressed through the use of burlesque (Bostdorff 46-47). 

Because political cartoons are drawn, authors have more freedom in how they depict 

characters and events. Bostdorff contends that creators of political cartoons often draw 

their characters in a way that emphasizes the negative (46). Consequently, in line with 

my discussion of frames of acceptance and rejection, Bostdorff argues that political 

cartoonists often use burlesque and thus exhibit frames of rejection. In my literature 

review, I mentioned a number of scholars who have attributed the use of burlesque to 

Parker and Stone. So, analyzing South Park for its use of burlesque, and similar 

devices, such as caricature and hyperbole, could be useful in determining when Parker 

and Stone‘s discourse asks its ideal audience to reject something. However, it will also 

be important to note when Parker and Stone turn to a comic frame of acceptance.    
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 Using the master tropes in my analysis will help me identify and interpret 

Parker and Stone‘s strategic use of incongruity. Bostdorff quotes Sullivan who argues 

that tropes serve ―as organizing principles establishing a point of view by which the 

viewer reads the cartoon‖ (qtd. in Bostdorrf 44).  In South Park, Parker and Stone‘s 

use of tropes often gives clues to viewers about how to read that part of the episode. 

However, the use of tropes also invites the audience to view the subjects and persons 

addressed in the episode in new ways.  

 In her study, Bostdorff attempts to fuse the use of burlesque with the four 

master tropes. While the method works effectively for her analysis of political 

cartoons, a similar method would not be appropriate for my study of South Park. 

Bostdorff focuses primarily on burlesque, a frame of rejection, and its relationship to 

the tropes and perspective by incongruity. Bostdorff tailored her method specifically 

for political cartoons and for the fusion of burlesque and the tropes. She assigns 

functions for each master trope that are specific to political cartoons and to the 

incorporation of burlesque. I plan to explore the function of not only frames of 

rejection but also frames of acceptance in South Park. Furthermore, in a political 

cartoon the tropes are limited by the format of the cartoon (single frames, no audio, 

etc.), whereas in animation the tropes can be used in many different ways because of 

the dynamic frames, the addition of audio and the resulting capacity for extended 

narratives. As such, I plan to look at South Park from the standpoint of each trope 

individually. I will also analyze the episode for instances of both frames of rejection 

and frames of acceptance. In my interpretation section, I will discuss how the various 
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rhetorical devices work together to achieve a larger perspective by incongruity, which 

ultimately invites the ideal audience to think differently about the topic addressed.  

 Bostdorff brings up a crucial point in addressing that there is no way to 

guarantee that viewers will read a political cartoon in much the same way: ―While 

there is no guarantee that even most audience members will find the same meaning in 

the cartoon, tropal principles serve to direct audience perceptions‖ (Bostdorff 48). And 

while tropes can help orient a viewer to a particular reading, not all viewers will ―get‖ 

the episode. Therefore, judging the effect South Park has on the entirety of its viewers 

would be impossible. However, Edwin Black offers a way around this.  

  In making my conclusions, I will draw on Black‘s methodology in ―The 

Second Persona.‖ But first, in order to better inform my discussion of Black‘s 

methodology in ―The Second Persona,‖ I will need to discuss Black‘s concept of 

rhetorical criticism, specifically noting his contentions about the role of a rhetorical 

critic. This discussion will better illuminate my need to use Black‘s methodology in 

―The Second Persona.‖ 

 Rhetorical criticism is an art, not a science. That is not to say that criticism and 

science do have many commonalities. Edwin Black in Rhetorical Criticism: A Study in 

Method argues that science has had a definite effect on criticism: ―If nothing else, this 

influence has tended to make modern critics especially conscious of their methods. It 

has encouraged critics to become systematic, to objectify their modes of inquiry, and 

to restrict themselves to demonstrable, or at least arguable, generalizations‖ (2).  

Furthermore, Black argues that critics and scientists are alike in two ways: ―Both have 
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in common two vitally important activities, which are to see a thing clearly and to 

record what they have seen precisely‖ (Rhetorical 4). But, Black argues that a 

rhetorical critic must complete another step, that is: ―he also seeks to judge the thing 

justly‖ (Rhetorical 4) 

 Judgment, as it is typical understood, is not a goal of natural science or social 

science. According to Black, ―the scientist, qua scientist, does not love, hate or 

evaluate. He investigates, he measures, he verifies. …His neutrality is his pride‖ 

(Rhetorical 4). At times, some scientists are forced to make choices that require a 

certain degree of judgment, but these choices are acknowledged and explained, in an 

effort to promote objectivity. Judgment is avoided and, in many cases, is looked down 

upon. In rhetorical criticism, however, judgment is not merely a goal; without it, a 

work of criticism would not be complete. 

 According to Black, ―the subject of criticism consists exclusively in human 

activities and their results‖ (―Rhetorical‖ 5). For example, Black argues there is no 

criticism of the stars in the sky; that is the domain of natural scientists. And while 

there are many social sciences that study humans, their goals do not include judgment. 

Qualitative scientific methods attempt to describe and understand. Quantitative 

scientific methods attempt to explain and predict.  Rhetorical criticism attempts to 

understand and educate. According to Black, ―criticism is a discipline that, through the 

investigation and appraisal of the activities and products of man, seeks as its end the 

understanding of man himself‖ (―Rhetorical‖ 9).  Through description, analysis, 
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interpretation and judgment, a rhetorical critic comments on the work of humans and 

in doing so educates his or her audience.  

 Rhetorical criticisms are arguments and should be judged as such. As with any 

argument, a critic needs to provide a measure of proof for the claims he or she makes. 

While two people can make an argument for the same end, the ways they get there 

may be different. In this sense, rhetorical criticism is not duplicable; critics may look 

at the same rhetorical objects and come to different conclusions. However, critical 

statements have to be in some sense verifiable: ―A critical statement, even a critical 

judgment, is one for which reasons can be given, reasons that may gain the agreement 

of rational people to the statement‖ (Black, Rhetorical 8).  In this sense, scientists and 

critics are not that different: ―Both carry the burden of proving their claims, and that 

proof must be of the sort that is accessible to others as proof‖ (Black, Rhetorical 8).   

  In rhetorical criticism, this proof is established through analysis and 

interpretation. From this analysis and interpretation, a critic builds a case for an 

argument about the method of argument used in the discourse. In my thesis, I will 

draw on Black‘s discussion in ―The Second Persona‖ in making this argument. 

Black‘s methodology will allow to me make a moral judgment about an inanimate 

rhetorical object and the influence this object could have on an ideal audience.   

 In ―The Second Persona‖ Black addresses the problems of making moral 

judgments on rhetorical objects. Black contends that ―the technical difficulty of 

making moral judgments of rhetorical discourses is that we are accustomed to thinking 

of discourses as objects, and we are not equipped to render moral judgments of 
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objects‖ (―Second‖ 332). Black argues that rhetorical critics often stop short of passing 

a moral judgment: ―We do not appraise the discourse in itself except in a technical or 

prudential way‖ (―Second‖ 332). In essence, Black argues that many critics assess 

rhetoric only in terms of its potential effectiveness when weighed against traditionally 

established standards of excellence. Critics analyze a rhetor‘s choice of words and the 

effect those choices could have on the success of his or her speech. In other words, 

critics assess the quality of the discourse, but stop short in judging the influence that 

discourse is designed to have on an audience and whether the intentions arising out of 

that discourse are moral. Black contends that as humans we require order and ―that the 

judicial phase of criticism is a way of bringing order to our history‖ (―Second‖ 331). 

He argues that ―it is through moral judgment that we sort out our past, that we coax 

the networks and the continuities out of what has come before, that we disclose the 

precursive patterns that may in turn present themselves to us as potentialities, and thus 

expand our freedom‖ (Black, ―Second‖ 331). One of the goals of rhetorical criticism is 

to analyze and interpret the role that discourses have in history, so that through 

understanding the past we prepare ourselves for the future.  In stopping short of 

judgment, Black argues, we fail to meet ―our obligation to history‖ (Black, ―Second‖ 

332).  

 Black offers a way to make moral judgments of rhetorical objects. He contends 

that ―our moral judgments are reserved for men and their deeds‖ (Black 332). Thus, in 

―The Second Persona‖ Black lays out a method for unearthing the personas latent in 

rhetorical discourse. Black essentially argues that each piece of discourse has two 
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personas: an implied author and an implied auditor (audience), each of which is 

derived from the discourse. These two personas, while often similar to the real author 

and the real audience, are more complete than the real author and the real audience. 

Black argues that ―discourses contain tokens of their authors‖ (―Second‖ 332), and he 

draws from Wayne Booth in arguing that a real author can ascribe to a different 

ideology than the implied author (―Second‖ 332-333). For example, a devout 

Republican could write a piece of literature espousing ideas associated with the 

Democratic Party, although such an occurrence is rare. A more likely example would 

be a ghost writer, who may be writing a speech for politician. This ghost writer may 

not share the same views as the politician but may write the speech to espouse the 

ideology valued by the politician. As such, Black argues that the implied author 

(which arises from the discourse) is really ―an artificial creation: a persona‖ (―Second‖ 

333).  

 Like the implied author, Black argues that ―there is a second person also 

implied by the discourse, and that person is an implied auditor‖ (―Second‖ 333). 

Consequently, a rhetor could give a speech before a real audience, but the address 

could be geared for only some members of that real audience and could be more 

effective on potential audience members not present at the speech or who might not 

even exist in a complete capacity: ―Perhaps our statement concerns a closet speech, 

known to no one except ourselves as critics and its author. But we are nonetheless to 

observe that sort of audience that would be appropriate to it. We would have derived 
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from the discourse a hypothetical construct that is the implied auditor‖ (―Second‖ 333-

334).     

 In Rhetorical Criticism: A Study in Method, Black gives an example that helps 

to demonstrate this concept. He refers to John Jay Chapman‘s 1912 speech, ―The 

Coatesville Address,‖ thought by many to be one of the greatest speeches against 

racism
4
. The speech, however, was delivered before a real audience of only three 

people. Yet, after being written down and included among Chapman‘s other speeches, 

it became better known through a renewed interest in Chapman‘s works. Gauging the 

effect this speech had on the real audience would be an inappropriate measure of its 

effectiveness. Furthermore, to say the speech was only intended for those three people 

would be equally inappropriate. Not much is known about Chapman‘s real audience, 

nor was there was a reporter present to interview the audience and get their reaction. 

fMRI brain scans were not yet developed to peer inside the hearers and examine their 

reactions to the speech. Even if the speech were given in place of Martin Luther King 

Jr‘s ―I Have a Dream‖ speech, in front of a larger audience about whom we know 

more, it would be impossible to gauge truly the absolute effect the speech had, seeing 

as every member of that audience is unique.  

 However, what a critic can assess is the effectiveness a speech was designed to 

have on the implied audience, the auditor best suited (or amenable) to the ideology 

espoused in the discourse, the one intended by the discourse itself. The implied 

audience and ideology are interpretive constructs – products of the critic‘s informed 

                                                           
4
 Arthos argues that Coatesville Address is ―regarded widely as Chapman's finest achievement‖ 

(193).He, like others, recognizes that the speech is important because of its second life.    
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judgment. Alignment between these interpretive constructs and real audience members 

and their ideology would be accidental or co-incidental. The point is the judgments 

made of the implied audience and its ideology are not being made of the actual 

audience members because the critic has not gathered evidence about the real auditors. 

That fact, however, diminishes neither the importance of the critic‘s interpretations of 

the implied audience and its ideology, nor the critical assessment of those constructs.   

From that assessment, a moral judgment can be made about the morality of that 

intended influence. Coupled with the technical and prudential assessments made in 

rhetorical criticism, a moral judgment can be used in better understanding the 

influence the speech had on the real audience, without laying claim to explaining or 

predicting the effect of the rhetoric. Extrapolations from this study to a larger 

population would be inappropriate, just as extrapolations from forms of social 

scientific qualitative analysis, such as focus groups or in-depth interviews, would be 

inappropriate.  The utility of rhetorical analysis is its ability to examine pieces of 

rhetoric and from this examination make arguments about both the quality of the 

rhetoric, including its potential effectiveness, and an appraisal of the influence 

espoused in the rhetoric. Through this process, we come to a better understanding of 

both rhetorical theory and the importance of the rhetorical object.  

 Black‘s idea of using an ideal/implied audience is superior to the traditional 

practice of using a real audience and classifying them according to ―traditional 

audience typologies‖ (―Second‖ 334), which have evolved primarily from the Neo-

Aristotelian tradition. These typologies, while still arising out of the discourse, attempt 
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to tell us things about the real audience, such as what the auditor is judging based on 

the type of speech (forensic, deliberative or epideictic), the  auditor‘s characteristics 

(age, gender, interests, etc.) and whether or not the auditor is hostile, accepting or 

neutral to the speech‘s thesis (Black, ―Second‖ 333-334). According to Black, using 

these typologies still leaves much more to be said about the audience. Instead, Black 

argues that critics should use ideology in describing the audience: ―It is ideology – 

ideology in the sense that Marx used the term: the network of interconnected 

convictions that function in a man epistemically and that shapes his identity by 

determining how he views the world‖ (―Second‖ 334). Black argues that ideology is 

revealed through the analysis of stylistic tokens in the discourse. In other words, 

analyzing what is said (or displayed) in the discourse and how it is said (and 

displayed) will reveal the ideology latent in the discourse.  

 For Black, the analysis and interpretation of the stylistic tokens produces the 

ideology. Once the ideology is produced it can then be judged. All pieces of rhetoric 

hold out an idea and ask their audiences to identify with this idea. The presentation of 

this ideology acts as an open request to the audience to accept the ideology. It is within 

human reason to judge such requests. For example, the simple request ―Will you 

please go get me a glass of water?‖ would ordinarily be judged by a reasonable arbiter 

of the question as amoral. However, the question, ―Will you kill my wife?‖ would 

easily be judged as immoral. Similar moral judgment of ideas will be made of 

descriptive or declarative statements and argumentation. Consider Adolf Hitler‘s 

argument that Jews were an inferior race, that Aryans should not marry them, and that 
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to ensure the success of the Aryan race the Jews must be exterminated. This ideology, 

when revealed through an analysis of Hitler‘s discourse, could indeed be judged as 

immoral. In a similar vein, Martin Luther King Jr.‘s speech ―I Have a Dream‖ could 

be judged as moral. Black‘s method (outlined both in this chapter and in my 

conclusions) allows a critic to use the discourse of a rhetorical object as evidence for 

an argument about the ideology of that object.  Once this ideology is established, 

Black‘s method allows the critic to make a moral judgment of that ideology. The 

method focuses on the discourse. Outside context is used only to better inform the 

critic‘s interpretation of the discourse.  

 My analysis will identify a number of stylistic tokens, namely Parker and 

Stone‘s use of tropes and frames of acceptance/rejection, and from these tokens I will 

be able to construct both an ideology and an audience best suited to receive this 

ideology. After establishing this ideology, I will be able to make a judgment as to 

whether this ideology has a predominately positive or negative potential influence on 

the audience best suited to receive this ideology.  

 In explaining my analysis and interpretation, I will sometimes refer to Parker 

and Stone.  My references to Parker and Stone are not intended to describe or make 

assumptions about their intentions. Doing so would commit the intentional fallacy.  I 

do, however, refer to them as the authors of the discourse. My analysis will focus on 

evidence from the text primarily, noting outside context only as a tool to inform my 

reading of the discourse. In sum, Parker and Stone‘s intentions are not the subject of 

my study. What they produced in the episode is.  
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 Just as it would be impossible to gauge the influence that South Park has on its 

entire audience, it would also be hard to gauge the effect that South Park in general 

(the complete series and the movie) has on an ideal auditor. That task would exceed 

the time frame for this study.  I plan to analyze just one episode. Based on the analysis 

of just one episode, it would be impossible to extrapolate my findings to a larger 

selection of South Park episodes, or even the institution of South Park itself. However, 

the analysis of one episode can offer some insight into the rhetorical strategies Parker 

and Stone use, and how these strategies could affect an ideal auditor. 

 For Burke, any selection entails a judgment of some sort. As such, I would be 

hard pressed to call any selection of an episode objective. However, for the purposes 

of approaching objectivity, I will explain my selection of the episode ―Margaritaville.‖ 

First, because of the highly allusive nature of South Park, I chose a more recent 

episode. Currency is nearly always appreciated in the field of academia, but in this 

particular case currency it is important because an understanding of current events is 

paramount in understanding South Park’s social commentary and in many cases 

constructing the metaphors and understanding the irony. Second, this particular 

episode was recognized for its quality when it won the 2009 Emmy for Outstanding 

Animated Program (Half an Hour or less). The fact that the episode won an Emmy 

makes the episode historically important. Finally, the episode addresses the global 

economic crises, something that United States and the rest of the world is still dealing 

with at the time of this writing.  
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Chapter 5: Analysis and Interpretation: Wasting Away in “Margaritaville” 

 Early in this thesis, I established the rhetorical and historical importance of the 

television show South Park. I reviewed the literature on South Park and determined 

that the show often uses rhetorical devices, such as irony, satire, parody and the 

carnivalesque to attack society‘s dominant views on a number of social and political 

issues. I also argued that incongruity lies at the root of these rhetorical devices. In line 

with my argument about incongruity, I used an interdisciplinary approach to 

establishing both congruity and incongruity‘s relationship to decision making. Then, I 

outlined and justified using Burke‘s method of perspective by incongruity, noting how 

Burke‘s master tropes and frames of acceptance/rejection encompass most of the 

rhetorical devices ascribed to South Park and are both ways of achieving perspective 

by incongruity.  

 In the following chapter, I will use Burke‘s concept of perspective by 

incongruity, along with his discussion of the master tropes and fames of 

acceptance/rejection, to analyze the South Park episode ―Margaritaville.‖ Through my 

analysis and interpretation, I will argue that Parker and Stone use the master tropes 

and frames of acceptance/rejection to both explain the United States financial crisis 

and attack many of the players involved in its creation. In doing so, I will argue that 

Parker and Stone offer their audience a new way of thinking about the recession.  

 First, I will describe the episode, and the social and political climate in which it 

appeared. The information in this section is designed to explain the context in which 

the episode took place, to give a brief summary of the plot, and to provide some 
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insight into Parker and Stone‘s writing process. These factors will inform my analysis 

of the discourse. Second, I will analyze the episode in depth, identifying Parker and 

Stone‘s use of both Burke‘s master tropes and his frames of acceptance/rejection. 

Third, I will explain both how these tropes and frames of acceptance/rejection function 

rhetorically and how they could possibly influence the audience. Finally, I will discuss 

the ramifications of Parker and Stone‘s method of argument.   

Description 

 ―Margaritaville‖ was the third episode of Season 13. It originally aired on 

March 25, 2009 and reached approximately 2.7 million households (―Margaritaville‖ 

Wikipedia)
5
. The episode won the 2009 Emmy for Outstanding Animated Program 

(half an hour), making it the most recent win in a long line of Emmy wins (four) and 

nominations (nine) for South Park.  

 The episode addressed the global financial crisis that the United States and the 

rest of the world were scrambling to deal with. Just more than a month prior to the 

airing of Margaritaville, Congress passed the American Recovery and Reinvestment 

Act, and President Obama signed it into law. During that period of time, 

unemployment rates were rising. Due in large part to a national mortgage crisis, 

caused by a housing bubble, a number of banks were unable to loan money to 

businesses and individuals. At the same time, Americans were furious with the 

bonuses paid to the high-ranking officials of some companies, including insurance 

giant AIG, that the United States government had bailed out. It was a time of 

                                                           
5
 Normally, I would not cite Wikipedia. But in this case, it was the only available source that contained 

the ratings for this episode.  
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uncertainty about the economy, and subscribers of a variety of contrasting ideologies 

sought to offer their solutions for the recession.  

 The episode features two plot lines: one major and one minor. In the following 

paragraphs, I will briefly describe each. The minor plot line involves Stan attempting 

to return a Margaritaville (a blender/margarita dispenser), which Stan‘s father, Randy, 

bought on credit but can no longer afford. Stan originally takes it back to the store 

where his father purchased it, but the clerk says that because it was bought on credit 

Stan will need to take it to the company that financed Randy‘s purchase. Stan then 

goes to the finance company, and a representative of the finance company tells Stan 

that Randy‘s credit was packaged into a large security with other Margaritaville 

payment plans to be bought and sold on Wall Street. Next, Stan goes to the Wall Street 

Stock Exchange, and a trader there tells him that they broke up the security into 

smaller pieces and sold those pieces to banks, but the banks that purchased those 

pieces were bought out by the United States government because too many people, 

like Randy, were defaulting on their payments. The runaround eventually leads Stan to 

the Department of the Treasury, where officials there determine the worth of the 

Margaritaville to be 90 trillion dollars. While Stan is arguing with the government 

officials about the ridiculousness of that appraisal, they are interrupted by an urgent 

message. Another bank is about to go under, and the government officials have to 

determine what to do about it. Stan follows the government officials into their secret 

chambers and sees the ridiculous way that the United States government is making its 

economic policy decisions.  
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 The second plot line focuses mainly on two characters: Randy and Kyle. 

Randy, upset with the economy, starts preaching that the economy is angry with 

people because they have made frivolous purchases. He begins telling the townspeople 

to resist spending money and instead only buy the basics needed for survival. He 

draws a large following and becomes a leader in the community. Kyle, upset with the 

ridiculous ideas of Randy, starts preaching that people should spend money. 

Eventually, Kyle gets a credit card with no limit and puts the debt of the entire town 

on it, in an effort to help people spend again. The next day, while Kyle recovers on the 

couch, the news comes on and discusses the upswing in South Park‘s economy. At the 

end of the newscast, the anchor says that South Park has only one man to thank: 

Barack Obama.  

 While Parker and Stone often write episodes from start to finish in a week‘s 

time, Stone is quoted as saying they took their time on this episode: ―That's one of 

those big things we want to get right.…We'll be talking about what kind of social 

commentary we want to make and do it right‖ (Morrow). In the DVD commentary, 

Parker and Stone admit they wanted to explore the similarities in the ways people treat 

religion and economics. Parker states:  ―We had this idea for a long time how the 

economy is really like religion and how it's all based on faith. If you have faith, it 

exists, and if you don't, it doesn't‖ (―Margaritaville,‖ South Park commentary). Parker 

and Stone note that they did not know much about economics or religion. In writing 

the episode, they sought advice about religion from executive producer Anne Garefino 
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and advice about economics from Stone‘s father, a professor of economics 

(―Margaritaville,‖ South Park commentary).  

 Parker had first-hand inspiration for using the Margaritaville blender. In the 

commentary, Parker admits to owning one: ―It's pretty stupid because it really is just a 

blender‖ (―Margaritaville,‖ South Park commentary). Stone explains that they did not 

want to blame just one person for the recession: ―We didn't want to make an episode 

where it was like, 'Oh, those Wall Street guys took our money.' It was one of those 

things where we all screwed up and nobody really knows what's going on, but it has 

something to do with buying shit like Margaritavilles‖ (―Margaritaville, South Park 

commentary). 

 In the episode commentary, Parker and Stone expressed that they were 

unhappy with the way the episode turned out. The duo said that the episode was 

originally much longer, and much more philosophical. But, because of the time 

restraints of the show, they were forced to cut out some of the original material. In the 

commentary, Parker and Stone note that they originally had a much different idea for 

the episode. The first episode of Season 13, titled ―The Coon,‖ was about Cartman‘s 

efforts to fight crime in the city dressed as a raccoon-themed superhero. Parker and 

Stone were going to originally have ―the Coon‖ fix the problems with the economy 

instead of fight crime. The word ―coon‖ is a derogatory slang term for African 

Americans. The fact that ―the Coon‖ was going to fix the economy is an allusion to 

Obama, the first African American president, who is currently tasked with improving 
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the struggling economy. Parker and Stone‘s statements in the commentary show that 

addressing Obama‘s impact on the economy was always one of their goals.   

Analysis 

 The episode is tied together with a Biblical allegory. Through metaphor, Parker 

and Stone juxtapose the ways in which people believe in God and the ways in which 

people believe in the economy. This idea works as a structural metaphor
6
 for the 

episode. Each plot line features a subordinate metaphor that fits in with the major 

structural metaphor. In the first plot line, in which Stan attempts to return his father‘s 

Margaritaville, Parker and Stone use the Margaritaville blender as a metaphor for the 

United States mortgage crisis. In the second plot line, the narrative takes the town of 

South Park back to the days of Jesus Christ. As I will show in my analysis, the 

creators start by establishing Randy as a proponent of traditional economic thinking 

(saving money is good). In doing so, they juxtapose Randy to Caiaphas, the high priest 

of the Jewish Sanhedrin, a counsel of traditional Jewish leaders during the time of 

Jesus. Soon Randy‘s traditional ideas are challenged by Kyle, a young Jewish boy. 

Kyle begins speaking out against the established doctrine, arguing that instead of 

saving during a recession, people should spend money. Eventually, Kyle takes matters 

into his own hands and puts the entire town‘s debt on the no-limit American Express 

credit card, for which the fourth grader was recently preapproved. In doing this, Parker 

and Stone juxtapose Kyle with Jesus Christ. Whereas Jesus died for humanity‘s sins so 

                                                           
6
 In using the term structural metaphor, I am borrowing from Lakoff and Johnson. Lakoff and Johnson 

contend that structural metaphors ―allow us…to use one highly structured and clearly delineated 

concept to structure another‖ (61). In essence, structural metaphors provide a framework on which 

other, subordinate metaphors can be based.    
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that the gates of Heaven could be open, Kyle died financially so the people of South 

Park could spend once more. Both plot lines work together to comment on the United 

States economy.  To begin my analysis, I will discuss each plot line separately, noting 

the metaphorical consistency in each. In my discussion, I will identify where both 

Burke‘s master tropes and frames of acceptance/rejection are at work. In my 

interpretation section, I will discuss the rhetorical function of the master tropes and 

frames of acceptance/rejection, and explain how they might influence an ideal 

audience.  

Plot Line 1: This is How It Happened 

 The first plot line extensively uses both metonymy and burlesque, a frame of 

rejection. In this plot line, Parker and Stone use Stan‘s journey with the Margaritaville 

to explain metaphorically the journey one person‘s home loan traveled as the debt 

from such loans led up to the financial crisis. In doing so, the narrative offers reasons 

for the financial crisis. Each person Stan meets along his journey is a reduction of a 

certain sector of the economy. The burlesque exists in the fact that everyone – from 

the consumers, to the finance companies, to the people on Wall Street, to the banks, to 

the Federal Government – is portrayed as incompetent. Each person lacks both the 

discipline and the intelligence to make reasoned decisions.  

 The first person Stan meets is the store clerk, who is a reduction of the United 

States marketplace. Stan walks into the store and asks to return the Margaritaville. The 

clerk replies ―oh, that‘s all we get anymore, returns‖ (―Margaritaville,‖ South Park 

6:09), a reference to the declining patronage felt by many businesses at the time. The 
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clerk then proceeds to tell Stan that the only way Stan can get his money back is to 

take the Margaritaville back to the company that financed the purchase.  

 However, the way Parker and Stone depict the store and its clerk is particularly 

important. The store is called Sur la Table, which is French for ―on the table.‖ The 

store exists in real life and is a retailer of high-end kitchen supplies. The 

Margaritaville is an actual item in the store, and according to the Sur la Table Web site 

sells for $349.95, making it the store‘s most expensive bar blender (―Kitchen‖). In the 

episode, Parker and Stone mock the store‘s high-end status by having the store clerk 

pronounce all words with the letters ―a-b-l-e‖ the same way the French pronounce the 

―a-b-l-e‖ in table. In French, table is pronounced tabl or TAB-luh.  The following 

words in the dialogue are pronounced as follows: tablet is TAB-luh-t, cable is CAB-

luh, doable is due-AB-luh, able is AB-luh, improbable is im-PROB-eh-bluh, 

impossible is im-POSS-eh-bluh, and agreeable is Ah-gree-A-bluh. By having the store 

clerk pronounce words this way, Parker and Stone make him, and the store he works 

for, sound both pretentious and unintelligent.  

 The implication here is that people should spend their money wisely. Having 

the store clerk use French pronunciations signals the presence of burlesque, which 

Burke classifies as a frame of rejection. In this scene the ideal audience is asked to 

reject the pretentious nature of high-end retailers in the American marketplace. In 

many episodes, Parker and Stone portray Randy and many other citizens of South Park 

as being led astray by trends and unwittingly submitting to their human desires. While 

Parker and Stone acknowledge that the decisions of Randy and others to buy things 
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they could not afford are inappropriate, they note the temptation that high-end stores 

offer consumers, luring shoppers into buying products they cannot afford with the 

promise of credit. Such stores often glorify the luxuries of high-end purchases, making 

owning these products to be just as much about social status as the product‘s 

advertised utility. This scene warns against buying a product for the status attached to 

it, rather than for what the product actually does.  

 The next stop on Stan‘s journey is to the Big Orange Finance Company. Here 

Stan enters the high-rise building and is sent by the secretary to Josh, a supervisor. 

Josh has an obviously fake tan (likely in reference to the ―orange‖ in Big Orange 

Finance Company). On his desk, he has a picture of a girl with large, possibly fake, 

breasts, clad in a skimpy bikini. Josh wears a teal, designer-looking polo shirt and 

compulsively uses Carmex, a lip balm (likely in order to combat the chap lips he got 

from lying in the tanning bed too long). Stan asks to return the Margaritaville and Josh 

responds: ―Oh, yeah, no. You know what, no, yeah….Yeah, we can‘t give you your 

money back for that, yeah, no. You‘ll have to talk to the people on Wall Street, yeah.‖ 

(―Margaritaville,‖ South Park 10:20). As the conversation continues, Josh continues to 

use both ―yeah‖ and ―no‖ extensively throughout the scene. The juxtaposition of ―no‖ 

and ―yeah‖ raises questions about the sincerity of Josh‘s speech. Both his tone of voice 

and his appearance indicate that he is not only superficial, but also simultaneously 

confused, fake and disingenuous. Josh is quick to pass the buck onto the next person 

and not take responsibility for his actions. His clothes, his surroundings, and his 

attitude indicate that he is concerned only with outward appearances and money.  
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 Through metonymy, Parker and Stone set up Josh as a reduction of the credit 

industry, and in doing so they argue that the credit industry cares only about making 

money and does not care how it affects the people to which it lends money.  This idea 

is further developed in the next plot line when American Express gives Kyle, a fourth 

grade boy with no income, a no-limit credit card. Parker and Stone use caricature and 

burlesque to reject the credit card industry and their fiscally irresponsible attitude. In 

doing so, Parker and Stone allude to the idea that the credit industry, like the 

marketplace and the consumer, is complicit in causing the global recession. The attack 

in this scene, much like the Sur la Table scene, is focused on the larger industry, which 

has been reduced to many of its negative characteristics and transferred to the 

character of Josh.  

 Following the advice of Josh, Stan goes to the Wall Street Stock Exchange 

where, in the midst of complete pandemonium on the trading floor, Stan finds a 

broker. Stan tells the broker that his dad bought the Margaritaville ―with a payment 

plan, which was set up by a company that got their principal investors from somebody 

here‖ (―Margaritaville,‖ South Park 13:15) to which the broker replies ―Oh, that 

makes sense‖ (―Margaritaville,‖ South Park 13:17). The broker explains to Stan that 

brokers on Wall Street lumped the Margaritaville payment plans together into a large 

security and then chopped up that security and sold it to banks. But, because so many 

people, like Randy, were defaulting on their payments, the United States government 

had to buy the Margaritaville assets from the bank.  The broker concludes by saying 
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―talk to the Treasury Department in D.C.; they‘re the ones that really understand how 

all this works‖ (―Margaritaville,‖ South Park 12:35).  

 Parker and Stone use the broker to explain in layman‘s terms how the 

mortgage crisis came about. The broker‘s last statement is particularly important. 

When he says that the people at the Treasury Department are the people who 

understand how the economy works, he implies that he, and the rest of Wall Street, do 

not know how the economy works. This is a direct contradiction to his statement: ―Oh, 

that makes sense.‖ This statement does two things. First, the tone in which the stock 

broker makes the statement indicates a level of burlesque. Second, the contradiction 

sets up the ideal viewer to read the scene ironically. In this scene, the narrative deploys 

irony to juxtapose the contradiction between stock brokers being regarded as experts 

on the economy with their inability to understand the economy in the wake of a global 

financial crisis. In doing so, Parker and Stone both question the capabilities of the 

stock brokers on Wall Street and make the economy out to be some elusive entity that 

people cannot understand. Parker and Stone also add Wall Street to the list of entities 

complicit in the financial crisis.  

 The last stop on Stan‘s journey is the U.S. Treasury Department in 

Washington, D.C. When greeted by three government officials, a highly agitated Stan 

explains his problem: ―I want to return this Margaritaville. My dad bought it on a 

payment plan set up by a finance company that got investors from Wall Street who 

combined it into securities, sold it to banks, who transferred it to you‖ 

(―Margaritaville,‖ South Park 16:25). In an allusion to the scene with the stock broker, 
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the government officials respond with ―Oh, that makes sense,‖ (Margaritaville,‖ South 

Park 16:30). Again, Parker and Stone use this statement ironically. And, the repetition 

of the statement also reinforces the irony. In saying that it makes sense, the 

government officials make the long and complicated journey of the Margaritaville 

sound normal and easy to comprehend. However, most Americans would find this 

process confusing and inefficient. In this way, Parker and Stone use a simple 

statement, such as ―that makes sense,‖ to show the detachment of high ranking 

government officials from every day Americans.  And, in doing so, Parker and Stone 

add the government to their already long list of entities to blame for the global 

recession.  

 The government officials tell Stan that they can give him his money back, but 

first they have to ―consult the chart‖ (―Margaritaville,‖ South Park 16:35). The 

officials go through double doors into a secret room, and the audience hears a chicken 

squawk in the background. They come out seconds later, with blood stains on their 

suit and ties, and inform Stan that his Margaritaville is worth 90 trillion dollars.  Stan 

replies ―I don‘t understand. How can this thing be worth 90 trillion dollars?‖ 

(―Margaritaville,‖ South Park 18:28) to which the one of the officials responds: 

―What, you think it is worth more?‖ (―Margaritaville,‖ South Park 18:30). Here Parker 

and Stone use hyperbole, a frame of rejection, to paint the officials, and the Treasury 

Department for which they work, as stupid.  

 In the following scene, Parker and Stone take their use of burlesque even 

farther. As Stan continues to argue with the officials, a third government official runs 
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in and indicates there is a problem with an insurance company (likely a reference to 

AIG, an insurance company that the United States bailed out). The three officials rush 

back through the double doors but forget to close them. Stan follows them inside and 

sees how they determine what actions to take. Stan watches as the officials cut the 

head off a chicken and throw it on an elaborate game board, also known as ―the chart.‖ 

The chart features a number of boxes; among them are ―Tax the Rich,‖ ―Cut 

Education,‖ ―Print Money,‖ ―Let Fail,‖ ―Try Again,‖ and of course ―$90 Trillion.‖ 

One official plays a kazoo while the headless chicken runs all over the board, with 

blood squirting from its neck, and eventually falls over and dies on the box labeled 

―Bail Out.‖ The ―Bail Out‖ spot on the board blinks, and one government official says 

―The most prudent move is a bailout‖ (―Margaritaville,‖ South Park 19:12). The 

proceedings are reviewed by a pair of men in black robes wearing powdered white 

wigs, likely a reference to the United States legal system.  

 In this scene, burlesque is used extensively; in fact, this scene exhibits much 

more burlesque than in Stan‘s previous three stops. This burlesque is evident in the 

extreme exaggeration exhibited in the scene, namely where the government lets a 

headless chicken determine policy. Again the use of this burlesque indicates a frame 

of rejection. However, the government officials here are not being portrayed as 

―vicious‖ (Burke, Attitudes 41) but rather as stupid and ―mistaken‖ (Burke, Attitudes 

41). This brings up a contradiction in Burke‘s theory. The use of burlesque would 

signal a frame of rejection, but the portrayal of the officials as mistaken would indicate 

a comic frame, which is a frame of acceptance. The focus of the rejection here, like in 
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other scenes in this plotline, is on the flaws of the system rather than the individual. In 

these scenes the individuals are reductions, which in many regards are symbolic 

constructs of the flaws in the system, personified in human form. Therefore, while 

elements of both frames of acceptance and rejection are present in this plotline, the 

purpose of the portrayal is more to point out flaws in the system than to openly 

condemn these factions of the economy.   

 Another important element to note about that last scene is its relationship to 

haruspicy, a pagan religious practice associated with divination. Ancient Romans, 

among others, attempted to investigate, or read, the entrails of the animals they 

sacrificed in order to decide what actions to take. Parker and Stone use this allusion to 

haruspicy to further advance the major structural metaphor, which will become more 

apparent in my analysis of the second plot line. By depicting government officials 

performing haruspicy, Parker and Stone make the argument that some economists are 

often as clueless about the economy as some practitioners of religion are about God. 

The implication is that people are often led to certain beliefs about both God and the 

economy by leaders who have no more of a clue what is taking place than the people 

they are leading. Parker and Stone strengthen this claim in the second plot line by 

juxtaposing religions with economic philosophies.  

 Again, it is important to note Parker and Stone‘s increasing use of burlesque as 

the minor plot line increases. The consumers, the first group addressed, are treated as 

weak and easily influenced. The consumer‘s actions are held up to scrutiny and are 

shown to be inappropriate, but Parker and Stone‘s treatment of the group is 
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humanizing, indicating a comic frame. The marketplace exhibits more of a frame of 

rejection. The clerk is depicted as pretentious and as not caring about the consumer. 

Likewise, Parker and Stone use burlesque and caricature heavily in depicting Josh, a 

reduction of the credit industry. Josh is intended to personify all that is wrong with the 

credit industry. Parker and Stone treat banks similarly in the episode‘s opening scene 

(which I will discuss as part of the second plotline). Wall Street, although only 

addressed briefly, is characterized as incompetent. The most biting commentary is 

saved for the government. The Treasury Department officials are depicted not only as 

clueless and detached, but as blindly following superstition in setting policy.  

 As Stan travels farther and farther down the line seeking answers, his 

frustration grows. Every time Stan approaches a source that is supposed to be more 

informed, he becomes more disappointed. The implication here is that the more power 

a person or group has, the less they should be trusted. Through a synecdochical 

relationship, Parker and Stone use Stan as the ideal example of how the American 

public should act. Parker and Stone use Stan to personify the frustration that the 

American public should have with the systems complicit in the financial crisis. 

Through Stan‘s journey, the ideal audience is educated and prompted how to view the 

factors that led to the financial crisis.  

Plot Line 2: This is How We Can Fix It 

 The economy, like God, is hard to completely understand. And, as is our 

human nature, we often create ideologies that help us better explain the unexplainable. 

Parker and Stone further explore this concept in the second storyline. The second 
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plotline of ―Margaritaville,‖ which aired during the Christian celebration of lent, 

hinges on allusions to the paschal story. As I have previously discussed, a number of 

metaphors exist, particularly in the second plotline, to support the idea that the episode 

―Margaritaville‖ works from a Biblical allegory. In this section of my analysis, I will 

continue to identify the workings of both the master tropes and of frames of 

acceptance/rejection. However, what is particularly important is the function of two 

subordinate metaphors: Kyle as Christ and Randy as Caiaphas.  

 The first scene in the episode spurs the process of Randy and Stan exploring 

the economy. Randy takes Stan into a local bank so that Stan can invest the 100 

dollars his grandmother gave him. No sooner than Stan puts his money in the bank, the 

banker tells him that his money was invested and lost. Soon after, the banker does the 

same thing to an elderly lady.  Stan calls over his dad, and the banker transfers in some 

money from Randy‘s account and loses it within seconds. He then tells Stan and 

Randy that ―this line is for people who have money in the bank only, please step 

aside‖ (―Margaritaville,‖ South Park 1:30). This scene uses hyperbole to establish the 

economy as struggling and bankers as caring only about money. Stan learns firsthand 

that, in this economy, investing money, at least with the South Park Bank, will get him 

nowhere. The scene also portrays the South Park Bank – and through a metonymic 

connection, banks in general – as not caring about their customers, only their 

customers‘ money.     

 The implication is that investing your money in a bank (saving your money) is 

not a good use of capital during a recession. Parker and Stone portray the banks as 



 
 

114 
 

wanting to invest people‘s money, but showing no accountability when they lose this 

money. Furthermore, banks are portrayed as being cold and uncaring to people who 

have been affected by the struggling economy. This portrayal is in contrast to the 

traditional view of a bank: a safe place to store money and receive interest on it. 

Instead, Parker and Stone make banks out to be economic sink holes that do not 

deserve patronage. Again, through the use of frames of rejection, Parker and Stone 

identify and attack the flaws of the system.  

 The next scene establishes how widespread the economic problems are. The 

episode cuts to a news report detailing the recession. A number of local townspeople 

stress their concerns about the failing economy. Mr. Garrison wonders how the money 

just disappeared. Butters‘ parents
7
 worry about having enough money to pay their 

mortgage. A number of blue collar workers scream out, ―They took our jobs‖ 

(―Margaritaville,‖ South Park 2:45), a reference to the Season 10 episode Goobacks
8
. 

The anchor goes to a special field reporter for his take on the economy, but the 

reporter commits suicide on air by putting a large hand gun to his head and pulling the 

trigger. This results in a grotesque display in which the reporter‘s head explodes – yet 

another example of hyperbole
9
.  

 Parker and Stone use the news report to establish that the struggling economy 

is being felt by a cross-section of the community. All of the people interviewed 

                                                           
7
 Butters is one of Stan, Kyle, Kenny and Cartman‘s friends. Butters is always left out and picked on by 

the other kids. In this news scene, Butters‘ face is blocked by a graphic of the station‘s logo.  
8
 The episode Goobacks is about a number of people from the future traveling back in time to get jobs. 

The future people take away the jobs of the blue collar workers. Parker and Stone use the future people 

in the Goobacks episode as a metaphor for current illegal immigrants from Mexico and other countries.  
9
 In another act of media incompetence, the anchor tells the audience that they will have the rest of the 

report later on the news.  
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express concern about the economy. Parker and Stone do this to establish an 

environment of despair. While taken literally, the reporter killing himself would 

establish the situation as hopeless, but Parker and Stone make this statement ironically 

to highlight how people have overreacted to the financial crisis. The hyperbole here 

also highlights the way the media sensationalizes the news. 

 Meanwhile, back at the Marsh household, Randy complains to his wife about 

their dinner of hot dog wieners and cut up tomatoes. As he dispenses a blended drink 

from the Margaritaville, Randy condemns the people who made frivolous purchases 

that they couldn‘t afford and blames them for the economic crisis. Although his tirade 

is only partially heard – the roar of the blender blocks out most of his statements – 

Randy argues that those irresponsible people are mocking the economy and have made 

the economy mad. In this scene, Parker and Stone use irony to discredit Randy and his 

views. They portray him as not only being totally hypocritical, but being overly 

passionate about his views. Parker and Stone use synecdoche to establish Randy as the 

typical American adult. In doing so, they can transfer the characteristics of Randy to 

the general population, or at least a contingent of the general population.  

 Randy, however, is not framed with burlesque or some other frame of 

rejection. Instead, Parker and Stone portray Randy as stupid and ultimately mistaken. 

Randy‘s inability to see the hypocrisy in his own actions is more tragic/comical than 

humorous. The audience may laugh at Randy, but his flaw is one common to many 

humans. Therefore, the portrayal of Randy is more of a comic frame of acceptance. 

This is in contrast to Parker and Stone‘s portrayal of the clerk at Sur la Table, Josh at 
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the finance company, the stock broker and the government officials – all of which 

were portrayed with burlesque, a frame of rejection. In using the frame of acceptance, 

Parker and Stone humanize Randy.  

 This portrayal of Randy as hypocritical is consistent throughout the episode, as 

evidenced in the ensuing scene. The episode cuts to crowds of people on the street 

listening to various speakers, all standing on boxes, talk about the economy. The scene 

starts by panning past two unidentified men, the first arguing ―the government kept 

interest rates too low for too long,‖ (―Margaritaville,‖ South Park 4:25) and the second 

warning, ―Do not listen to the Wall Street brokers for they are the ones who put us in 

this situation. Fat cats with corporate greed – they are the ones who knowingly drove 

us down this pathway of doom‖ (―Margaritaville,‖ South Park 4:35). The pan 

continues, and the audience hears Cartman‘s voice (his small frame hidden by the 

crowd, except for the hand he is holding up in the air). Cartman
10

 warns: ―The answer 

is obvious, my friends. It is the Jews, the covetous Jews, who have taken all our 

money and holden [sic] it away for themselves, hidden all the cash in some secret Jew 

cave they built, probably back in the early 60s‖ (―Margaritaville,‖ South Park 5:00). 

 Finally, the scene falls to Randy, who is dressed in a toga, and is proclaiming 

that the ―the fault lies in all of you‖ (―Margaritaville,‖ South Park 5:05). Directly after 

calling out individuals in the crowd for their frivolous purchases, Randy says ―it is 

time for us to stop pointing fingers‖ (―Margaritaville,‖ South Park 5:15). All the 

while, Randy himself has been pointing his finger at members of the audience. He 

                                                           
10

 Cartman is notoriously anti-Semitic.  
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continues by saying: ―We have mocked the economy, and now the economy has cast 

its vengeance upon on us all‖ (―Margaritaville,‖ South Park 5:28). As he says this, his 

crowd grows larger. Individuals in the audience comment on how true Randy‘s 

statements are. Randy poetically makes his argument in language similar to that found 

in the King James Version of the Bible. He says ―Yea, it is an angry and unforgiving 

economy‖ and that ―to repent‖ (―Margaritaville,‖ South Park 5:35) people should stop 

frivolous spending. Randy argues that people should watch clouds instead of pay for 

cable, and they should wear sheets from their beds instead of buying clothes. He says: 

―Cut spending to only the bare essentials: water and bread (he pauses) and margaritas, 

yea‖ (―Margaritaville,‖ South Park 5:50).  

 Randy‘s addition of margaritas to the list of essentials comes off as ridiculous, 

but it highlights the nature of many Americans who consider many non-essential items 

as essential. If American citizens had to, could they go without their morning latte? 

Could a family live without cable television or high-speed internet? Earlier, Randy 

berates members of the audience who chose to spend their money ―frivolously.‖ 

However, Randy‘s addition of margaritas to his list of essentials shows that to a degree 

everyone makes ―frivolous‖ purchases, even if they do not view them that way. Again, 

this depiction of Randy is one of acceptance and is humanizing.  

 This scene is also particularly important because it synecdochically depicts the 

discussions taking place in America. Some segments of the population believed the 

economy failed because of interest rates (Taylor), others because of irresponsible 

stock brokers (Russell), and even a small contingent believed the recession was the 
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result of a Jewish conspiracy (Greenberg). The strongest voice in this scene, though, is 

Randy‘s, which argued the financial crisis was the result of consumers‘ lack of fiscal 

responsibility. Parker and Stone use synecdoche to establish the streets of South Park 

as a representation of the gamut of American viewpoints.  

 Out of the explanations for the decline of the economy, Randy‘s takes 

precedence. A scene later, Randy is pontificating in front of a much larger crowd, 

which now is composed completely of people in loin cloths. Randy continues 

proclaiming that the people have angered the economy. His solution is to cut 

spending: wear bed sheets instead of clothes, ride llamas instead of drive cars, and 

force the children to play with squirrels instead of video games.  He ends his speech 

by saying: ―We must let the economy know that we are capable of respecting it. No 

more needless spending! (to the roar of the crowd). The economy is our shepherd, we 

shall not want‖ (―Margaritaville,‖ South Park 8:05). This last line is a clear reference 

to the Old Testament Biblical verse ―The Lord is my shepherd, I shall not want‖ 

(Psalm 23:1). This reference to the Bible further strengthens the textual support for the 

major structural metaphor. 

 The quotation also signals a change in the direction of the plot line. As the 

people of South Park trade in their clothes for loin cloths and ride llamas and parade 

cattle through the streets, the town of South Park reverts to the time of Jesus. In this 

way, Parker and Stone reinforce the metaphor both discursively and visually. Multiple 

scenes in the episode support this Biblical metaphor. One scene, which is 

representative of a stoning, depicts an angry mob throwing squirrels at Mr. Garrison 
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for making a frivolous purchase. Kyle steps in at the last moment and says: 

―Whichever one of you guys has never bought anything frivolous, go ahead and huck 

the next squirrel‖ (―Margaritaville,‖ South Park 12:52). This line is a reference to John 

8:7, which states: ―He who is without sin among you, let him first cast a stone at her.‖ 

In this scene in the Bible, Jesus is defending a women accused of adultery against the 

Pharisees, who are arguing that she must be stoned.  But, in Margaritaville, Kyle is 

defending Mr. Garrison, one of the most sexually deviant characters in South Park. 

However, in the episode Garrison‘s only sin was buying a Kitchen aid standup mixer, 

which was considered a frivolous purchase by the crowd.  

 Parker and Stone use this metaphor to introduce the idea that, under Randy‘s 

philosophy, frivolous purchases are sins. In this instance, the metaphor is grounded in 

an allusion to the Bible. In this case, the scene is the tenor and the referenced Biblical 

story is the vehicle. The audience understands the frivolous purchases as punishable 

offenses by drawing the correlation to sexual sins, such as adultery, being punishable 

offenses in the Bible. The scene is also ironic in that Mr. Garrison, who is notoriously 

sexual, is the victim of the South Park equivalent of a stoning – the traditional 

punishment for sexual sins. In another instance of irony, Mr. Garrison is accused of 

buying a standup mixer, which is widely considered a feminine purchase. This plays 

into the stereotype of homosexuals, and Garrison is openly gay. Moreover, Kyle 

recites a New Testament verse. Throughout the episode, Kyle‘s spoken references to 

the Bible are restricted to the New Testament, whereas Randy‘s spoken references to 

the Bible are restricted to the Old Testament. This reinforces the differentiation 
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between Randy as the traditional/Old Testament representative and Kyle as the 

progressive/New Testament representative.  

 The strongest sub metaphor in this episode is the one that sets up Kyle as Jesus 

Christ. The idea of Kyle as a Christ-like figure is inherently ironic because Kyle, like 

Jesus, is Jewish. This connection facilitates a number of jokes founded on Kyle‘s 

Jewishness.  Evidence for this metaphor is well documented in the discourse of the 

episode. Kyle begins preaching that the economy ―is not some vengeful being that 

takes things away from us,‖ rather it is composed of people and runs on faith 

(―Margaritaville,‖ South Park 9:13). Kyle argues that people just need to regain their 

faith in the economy. Kyle says ―what people really should be doing is spending more. 

Spending is fine‖ (―Margaritaville,‖ South Park 9:22).   

 Kyle‘s use of the word ―faith‖ is particularly important. Faith is normally a 

concept associated with God and/or religion. Traditionally, faith is the justification 

given for believing in something that you cannot prove. Kyle‘s use of ―faith‖ in 

reference to the economy strengthens the major structural metaphor: that people‘s 

belief in the economy is like their belief in whatever supernatural deity they worship. 

Kyle has one view of the economy, and this view is in direct contradiction to Randy‘s 

view. The contradiction is similar to that seen between the Old Testament doctrines 

enforced by the Sanhedrin and the ones Jesus set forth in the New Testament. In this 

episode, Randy is set up as Caiaphas. Textual evidence for this is the imagery of the 

council that Randy heads and the willingness of its members to refer to Kyle as a 

heretic. In the Bible, Jesus was condemned by the Sanhedrin as a heretic because what 
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he was preaching went against some of the Old Testament teachings. As I will show 

later in this analysis, Kyle often engages in actions similar to those taken by Jesus in 

the paschal story. Like the conflict between Jesus and Caiaphas in the paschal story in 

the New Testament, as the second plotline progresses, a conflict emerges between 

Kyle and his way of viewing the economy and Randy and his way of viewing the 

economy.  

 The conflict is first noted at the end of Kyle‘s first sermon. As Kyle 

pontificates on the value of spending, two spies look on. One remarks: ―We best speak 

with the council and tell them a young Jew is speaking heresy toward the economy‖ 

(―Margaritaville,‖ South Park 9:25). The word choice of ―heresy‖ is important because 

heresy is a concept related to religion. This choice of word reinforces the 

reverberations between the tenor and the vehicle of the major structural metaphor. As 

the plotline progresses, both the economy and God are spoken of with similar 

terminology.  

 In a later scene, the audience is shown the council, which convenes at the 

South Park Community Center. The council is reminiscent of the Jewish Sanhedrin.  

Randy, the leader, sits at a throne in the middle of the room. He has issued a 

proclamation to keep people from spending money, and the rest of the council is 

making sure his orders are followed and the people of South Park are properly policed. 

Suddenly, the spy breaks into the room and lets Randy and the rest of the council 

know about Kyle‘s teachings. Randy dismisses the notion and says, ―What harm can 

one Jew do against our economic recovery movement?‖ (―Margaritaville,‖ South Park 
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11:45). The imagery of the council and its relationship to the Jewish Sanhedrin, which 

ultimately turned over Jesus to Pontius Pilate
11

, is more textual evidence in support of 

the major structural metaphor.    

 Further evidence is seen later in the episode when Kyle is seen preaching to a 

large crowd of people on a small hill. The scene is reminiscent of Jesus‘ Sermon on 

the Mount. Kyle continues to argue that the economy is composed of faith. He says 

―the economy is not real, and yet it is real‖ (―Margaritaville,‖ South Park 14:03). Kyle 

holds up a credit card and says that it is an American Express Platinum Card with no 

spending limit (―Margaritaville,‖ South Park 14:30); having a credit card would be 

considered a major offense under the rule of Randy.  As I discussed earlier, the fact 

that Kyle, a fourth-grade student with no source of income, can get a credit card is 

direct attack on the credit card industry.  In the Bible, Jesus‘ Sermon on the Mount 

was a turning point. The vast number of people who turned out to listen to him preach 

obviously caught the attention of the Sanhedrin. And, much like Jesus in the Bible, the 

council in South Park begins to take Kyle seriously after his sermon on the mount.   

 Due to Kyle‘s relentless campaign, the rub between Kyle and Randy grows 

stronger. In another scene in the council chambers, Randy states: ―Our tireless work is 

obviously being undermined by this one Jew. Why does he go around pretending to 

know the true will of the economy?‖ (―Margaritaville,‖ South Park 15:00). Butters‘ 

dad (Chris Stotch) suggests an answer: ―Perhaps, he is the economy‘s only son sent to 

                                                           
11

 This metaphor also presents opportunities for a number of jokes. One such joke originates in the 

council chambers, when the camera pans to a man dressed as a Roman soldier. In describing how bad 

the economy is, Randy refers to this man as Bart, who just lost his job at Little Caesars Pizza.  
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save us‖ (―Margaritaville,‖ South Park 15:04). However, Mr. Stotch is quickly 

reprimanded by Father Maxi, a Catholic priest: ―Are you retarded, Stotch? The 

economy is omnipotent, which means it can do anything. So saying it would be 

limited to one son would be fucking retarded‖ (―Margaritaville,‖ South Park 15:14).  

 This conversation offers further evidence strengthening the major structural 

metaphor and transfers qualities, such as omnipotence, from God to the economy. 

Chris Stotch‘s suggestion that Kyle is ―the economy‘s only son sent to save us‖ is 

more evidence supporting Kyle and Jesus‘ metaphorical connection. A sense of irony 

exists in the fact that a Catholic priest disagrees with the idea of God having only one 

son, calls another man retarded and uses profanity. The irony is extended later in the 

scene when Maxi, in agreement with other members of the council, argues that they 

need to kill the Jew (Kyle).  

 In the Catholic Holy Thursday Service, the audience has a small role in the 

gospel reading. One reading depicts the story of Pontius Pilate, who following 

Passover custom, offers to commute the sentence of one prisoner. In the Bible, Pilate 

lets the Jewish people choose whether Jesus or Barabbas should be crucified. The 

reading requires the audience to speak the words of the Jewish people as recorded in 

the scripture. When Pilates asks the Jews what to do with Jesus, they reply: ―Crucify 

him, crucify him.‖ In the Catholic faith, this uttering is meant to remind people that 

Jesus died for all of our sins, and as a result we are all complicit in his crucifixion. In a 

way, the words of Maxi relate to this scripture. Despite the fact that Kyle was 
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attempting to act in the best interests of people, like those on the council, they still 

persecuted him because he was seen as attacking the tenets of their faith.  

 In the episode, the council cannot decide if or how to kill Kyle. When Maxi 

and the others bring up the idea of killing Kyle, one member remarks: ―He‘s got a lot 

of support. It might be hard to even catch this Jew‖ (―Margaritaville,‖ South Park 

15:30). Suddenly, Cartman makes his presence known by running his fingernails down 

a chalkboard. Cartman agrees to turn over Kyle to the council, but only if the council 

will give him the video game ―Grand Theft Auto: Chinatown Wars for handheld 

Nintendo DS‖ (―Margaritaville,‖ South Park 15:50). In having Cartman
12

 offer this 

deal, Parker and Stone set up Cartman as Judas Iscariot – a friend and disciple of Jesus 

who according to early Church teachings turned over Jesus to the Sanhedrin for 30 

pieces of silver.  

 The episode moves on to even more Biblical allusions. Kyle and his closest 

friends have dinner at Whistling Willy‘s Pizza Palace and all sit on one side of a long 

table. Kyle sits in the middle, much similar to artistic depictions of Jesus at the last 

supper, specifically Leonardo da Vinci‘s ―The Last Supper.‖ Kyle, also like Jesus at 

the last supper, announces his suspicion that someone sitting at the table will betray 

him. Cartman, in yet another act of hypocrisy, openly condemns whoever it is who is 

planning to betray Kyle. But Kyle proclaims that he will not give that person the 

opportunity: ―Tomorrow I‘m going to do something, something I‘ve known I would 

                                                           
12

 Cartman has been spoiled by his mother and will often go to great lengths to get whatever he wants.  
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have to do to restore people‘s faith‖ (―Margaritaville,‖ South Park 18:05). Like Jesus 

in the Bible, Kyle foreshadows his own sacrifice.  

 The next day Kyle puts the debt of the entire town of South Park on his no-

limit American Express Platinum Card. He does this despite his mother weeping at his 

side, similar to how Jesus‘ mother was at his side during the crucifixion. Randy is 

among the people whose debt Kyle takes on. Randy‘s debt is the largest shown 

($17,000); this further establishes Randy as hypocritical and is ironic in the fact that 

Kyle‘s sacrifice was done in large part to save the people who directly persecuted him. 

After Kyle passes out from exhaustion, a member of the audience remarks: ―He paid 

for our debts so that we can spend once more‖ (―Margaritaville,‖ South Park 20:30). A 

group of people carry Kyle to his house and lay him in his bed. This ceremony is 

reminiscent of the way Jesus was taken from the cross and carried to his tomb, and 

provides further evidence supporting the major metaphor.   

 Kyle‘s action is a clear reference to Jesus‘ dying for humanity‘s sins. While 

Jesus physically died to make up for the sins of humanity, in ―Margaritaville‖ Kyle 

dies financially to forgive the frivolous purchases of his community. In the Bible, 

Jesus is brought back to life through resurrection. In the episode, Kyle never dies, but 

Parker and Stone allude to the fact that Kyle will inevitably go bankrupt. Bankruptcy, 

though a painful and embarrassing experience, is like a second chance, or a new life. 

Through Kyle‘s financial death and ensuing bankruptcy, the town of South Park is 

given a second chance, a new life. Likewise, through Jesus‘ death and resurrection, 

humanity was given a new chance at salvation. The connection also extends 
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synecdochically to the United States as a whole. When the government bought out the 

toxic assets of the banks so that the banks could lend out money to consumers and 

businesses again, the government engaged in a similar ―sacrifice‖ for the forgiveness 

of ―sin.‖ This synecdochical relationship is evident in the last scene of the episode.  

 The next day while Kyle is recovering on the couch watching television, a 

news report comes on the air. The anchor‘s narrative is as follows:  

For the first time in almost a year, the economy in South Park has taken 

a small, but noticeable, upturn. Stores and shopping malls are open 

again as newly debt free people feel safe to make purchases (the 

camera pans to Randy who considers buying the new Margaritaville, 

which has an added salsa dispenser). Are we out of woods yet? Only 

time will tell. But we must not forget the sacrifice one person made to 

restore our faith and make us believe in the economy once again, the 

person we must thank everyday for his amazing sacrifice: Barack 

Obama (―Margaritaville,‖ South Park 21:20).  

 

 A number of elements in this final scene are important. First, the reference to 

Obama is done ironically. With this mention, Parker and Stone allude to the media‘s 

treatment of Obama as a savior. In doing so, they invite their audience to reject the 

divinity that the media has bestowed on the newly elected President of the United 

States. Second, Parker and Stone once again use the words ―faith,‖ ―sacrifice‖ and 

―belief‖ when referring to the economy, further emphasizing the metaphorical 

relationship between views of God and views of the economy. Third, Parker and Stone 

continue to depict Randy in a frame of acceptance. Immediately after his debt is 

forgiven, Randy goes back to his sinful ways and wants to buy the newest addition of 

the Margaritaville. This further illustrates the flaws inherent in humanity, or 

synecdochically the American people.   
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 This analysis noted Parker and Stone‘s treatment of the United States 

economic crisis. It has examined the workings of both the master tropes and frames of 

acceptance/rejection. In the next section of this chapter, I will discuss the ramifications 

of Parker and Stone‘s use of the master tropes and of frames of acceptance/rejection. 

In doing so, I will argue that Parker and Stone both educate their audience about the 

recession and reframe the discussions of the recession played out in the mainstream 

media.  

Interpretation  

 In the preceding analysis section, I identified the recurrence of Burke‘s master 

tropes and frames of acceptance/rejection. In the following section of my paper, I will 

argue how each works rhetorically in the South Park episode ―Margaritaville.‖ In 

discussing the tropes, I will demonstrate how each worked through perspective by 

incongruity.  First, I will identify the metaphors. Second, I will discuss synecdoche. 

Third, I will discuss metonymy. Fourth, I will deal with irony. Next, I will discuss 

Parker and Stone‘s use of Burke‘s frames of acceptance and rejection. Finally, I will 

discuss how the master tropes and frames of acceptance/rejection worked together to 

further the ideology latent in the episode.  

Metaphor 

 The major structural metaphor in this episode juxtaposes the way people view 

God with the way people view the economy.  This metaphor is particularly important 

because it has the potential to change the way South Park‘s audience views both 

God/religion and the economy/economic philosophies. In this metaphor, Parker and 
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Stone set up views of the economy as the tenor and views of God as the vehicle. The 

economy, like God, is set up as a mysterious being that can both give and take away. 

Economic theories are set up as ways in which to understand the economy, just as 

religions are ways to understand God. A number of reverberations exist between God 

and the economy, and if they are accepted by the viewer, they have the potential to 

modify the way he or she views both the economy and God. The economy and God 

are separate entities, and as such a level of incongruity exists between them. The 

perspective comes when the auditor begins seeing God and the economy in terms of 

each other.  

 When juxtaposed in a metaphor, a number of qualities can be transferred back 

and forth between God and the economy. Both God and the economy have been 

identified as influencing the quality of life for people. Extreme outbreaks of nature 

still to this day are called ―acts of God.‖ This derives from the view that God has 

power over nature and can wield nature to do His will. Therefore, many people in the 

past thought that they needed to keep God (or the gods) happy in order to avoid bad 

fortune and/or the wrath of nature. Conversely, pleasing God often brought good 

fortune. In comparing God to the economy, the economy becomes personified. It can 

be pleased or angered, and as such the actions of people can affect the way in which 

the economy responds. The economy can improve the financial prosperity of the 

United States or it can force the nation to fall into a recession.  

 Traditionally, God has been viewed as mysterious. It took a person of high 

intellect and/or closeness to God to determine the ways in which people should act 
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toward God. As a result, people founded religions in an effort to describe God and 

how one should live in order to please Him. Prophets either helped found or shape 

these religions. The institution of priesthood was established to interpret these 

religions. As there were many different views about God, many different religions 

began to form. In a similar vein, there are many different views about the economy. A 

numbers of different philosophies exist that try to explain how to best make the 

economy work for the people.  

 A number of characters from the episode were put in the position of 

economists. But, their actions in the episode resembled those of a priest or prophet. 

This allowed for a number of things. The importance of the economy, when compared 

to God, was increased, almost to that of a sacred level. The characters portrayed as 

economists/priest/prophets in this episode were able to take on both qualities of 

economic policy and qualities of religious doctrine. The two major metaphors that 

existed within the larger structural metaphor of the economy as God are Kyle as Jesus 

and representative of Christianity, and Randy as a Caiaphas of the Jewish Sanhedrin 

and representative of Old Testament Judaism. Each religion also had a corresponding 

economic theory. Kyle seemed to espouse a Keynesian economic philosophy whereas 

Randy seemed to espouse a more traditional philosophy.    

 In this episode, the conflict between traditional (saving) and Keynesian 

(spending) economics is juxtaposed with the conflict of philosophies in the Old and 

New Testaments. The Old Testament treats God as just but wrathful, whereas the New 

Testament and the philosophy of Jesus treat God as forgiving. When Jesus first started 
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disseminating this new concept of God, the Jewish leadership at the time became 

angry and eventually turned Jesus over to Pontius Pilate to be crucified. This 

juxtaposition highlights the conflict at work in the United States between people of 

varying economics philosophies. In the Bible, Jesus‘ philosophy won over. In a way, 

God had sent Jesus to Earth to fix the problems with the world; particularly, Jesus‘ 

teachings were intended as a modification to Judaism. Likewise, John Maynard 

Keynes
13

, the founder of Keynesian economics, believed that government spending 

was a way to avoid a negative situation arising out of the paradox of thrift, which 

occurs mainly as a result of traditional economic thinking. The paradox of thrift occurs 

when too many people begin saving their money in a recession instead of spending it. 

Common sense would dictate that saving money is a good thing, especially when 

money is tight. However, when too many people choose to save money rather than 

spend money, the businesses that depend on people‘s spending are forced to cut back 

or go out of business. This situation creates a slump in the economy, which leads to a 

decline in investment opportunities. Consequently, even the saved money people have 

in banks does not grow as much as it should. This massive drop in spending often 

results in the economy spiraling in decline and the gross domestic product tanking. 

Keynes believed strategic government spending could help counteract this.  

                                                           
13

 John Maynard Keynes reportedly believed that intelligent people (Cambridge graduates) could solve 

any economic problem (Davidson and Blumberg). He also allegedly hated Jewish people and the 

French (Davidson and Blumberg), both of which are mocked in this episode. Although it would be hard 

to prove that Parker and Stone intended to mock both the French and Jews because of Keynes‘ views, it 

is interesting to note.  
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 In the episode, Kyle‘s sacrifice is credited to Barack Obama. This is not 

unintentional. Parker and Stone were juxtaposing Kyle and Obama. Obama has been 

widely identified as subscribing to Keynesian economics (Davidson and Blumberg). 

Just more than a month before the episode aired, Obama passed a more than $800 

billion stimulus package. In doing so, he accumulated a large amount of debt for the 

United States. As a figurehead for the United States, Obama can be said to have taken 

in the debt to allow the country to spend again, much like Kyle did with his no-limit 

American Express credit card.  

 The metaphor has further entailments, though. In the Bible, Jesus died for 

humanity‘s sins, but later was resurrected and brought back to life. Therefore, Jesus‘ 

death was both real and symbolic. According to the Catholic religion, the sins of 

mankind could not be forgiven through the sacrifice of a mere man. So, God had to 

become man and sacrifice himself to forgive the sins of mankind. Jesus thus had two 

natures: he was both God and man. This is the basis of the Church‘s doctrine of 

hypostatic union. In the episode, Parker and Stone set up Kyle as Jesus. Thus, Jesus‘ 

divinity and savior status can be attributed to Kyle. Kyle‘s sacrifice, while not physical 

in nature, required him to die financially (to go bankrupt). However, bankruptcy is the 

process by which someone who has been irresponsible with their finances is forgiven 

of their debt. Through Kyle‘s bankruptcy, the town of South Park is renewed. Kyle, 

like Jesus, takes on the sins of many others and through a sacrifice forgives them. 

Again, the United States government did a similar thing when they bought out toxic 
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assets from multiple banks. Without these toxic assets on their books, these banks 

could afford to start loaning money again.  

 Still, yet another connection can be made syllogistically. If Obama is Kyle, and 

Kyle is Jesus, and Jesus is a Savior, then Obama is a savior. Leading up to the episode, 

there was a growing conversation about Obama being a savior for the United States. 

Much of this discussion was disseminated by the media, which is supposed to be 

impartial and is normally somewhat critical of public officials. Thus, it is no accident 

that the episode ended with the media giving credit, inappropriately, to Barack Obama. 

Although Obama had recently spent a large sum of money to stimulate the economy, 

President Bush had been in office when the first bill was passed, the one that bought 

the toxic assets from the banks. And, any money spent by a president will eventually 

have to be paid back by tax payers. As such, the only sacrifices that Bush or Obama 

made were hits to their public approval numbers and possibly their political careers.  

 The metaphor in the minor plot line dovetails with Bush and Obama‘s bailout 

of the banks. Parker and Stone use Stan‘s journey with the Margaritaville to explain 

the home loan crisis that ultimately prompted the bailout of the banks and the need for 

a stimulus bill. A numbers of reverberations exist between a Margaritaville and a 

home. Like many homes bought leading up to the financial crisis, the Margaritaville 

was bought on credit. The credit industry irresponsibly issued Randy a loan for a 

kitchen appliance he did not need and could not afford, much like the credit industry 

offered home loans to people who could not afford to buy houses. In both cases, the 

loans were consolidated into securities and then broken up and sold to banks. When 
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the consumers began defaulting on their payments, the government was forced to buy 

out the toxic assets.  

 The Margaritaville, regarded by many as a frivolous and irresponsible 

purchase, also acts as a metaphor for American consumers buying luxury items they 

could not afford, especially luxury homes at inflated prices. Many of these consumers 

bought these homes on credit, thinking that the value of these houses would continue 

to increase, as was the trend at the time. But when the market crashed and home 

values began to drop, these consumers were in a predicament. Many of these people 

lost their jobs and now owe more money on their home than what it is currently worth. 

 Some people were set up with interest only loans. For many, the interest only 

loan allowed them to own a house when they could not afford one. The banks were 

fine with offering these people interest only loans. The banks were making money 

from the interest, and as long as the house‘s value continued to increase the bank 

would recover its investment if the loan holder defaulted. The loans looked like good 

investments, so the banks were easily able to sell them to investors. But when the 

homes prices went down and many people started to default on their payments, the 

banks were stuck with loans that nobody wanted.  

 Because the banks had to sit on these loans, they could not afford to loan out 

money. Many businesses depend on loans from banks to succeed. The banks not being 

able to loan money put some businesses in a tough position. The businesses were 

already suffering from low patronage. Combine that with the added difficulty of 

getting a loan, and many businesses were forced to cut back or go out of business. 
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This resulted in higher unemployment, which meant more people were defaulting on 

their loans and shopping less at the stores that needed patronage. The effect was 

circular and forced the economy to spiral in decline.  

 The metaphor used here highlights the fiscal irresponsibility of many entities. 

The blame can be spread out to a number of groups: the consumers who made 

irresponsible purchases; the sellers, who pushed these homes; the credit industry for 

lending money to people who could not afford these homes; Wall Street for a number 

of irresponsible dealings; and the government for not regulating the market well 

enough.  

 The metaphorical entailments can be taken a step farther, though. The 

associations with the brand name of the blender/margarita dispenser also affect how 

the ideal audience could interpret the metaphor. The Margaritaville is a Jimmy Buffett 

product and is based on the title of arguably Buffett‘s most famous song. Jimmy 

Buffett has a reputation for singing about parties and living the high life. Lines from 

the song ―Margaritaville‖ include: ―living on sponge cakes / watching the sun bake‖; 

―there‘s booze in the blender / And soon it will render / That frozen concoction that 

helps me hang on‖ and ―wasting away in Margaritaville.‖ The song is about escaping 

real life by hanging out on the beach and partying. Much like Buffett‘s persona, the 

song argues that taking it easy, not working, and pursuing a life of luxury are valued 

qualities. Buffett‘s career, in many ways, is about a resistance to the 9-to-5 culture of 

America. According to many of Buffett‘s songs, dropping responsibilities and 

spending time enjoying life is the right thing to do. In many ways, the use of the 
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Margaritaville in the metaphor facilitates a transfer of this Buffett-esque attitude to the 

attitude of people who bought homes they could not afford. In essence, these people 

acted irresponsibly and bought homes that were signs of status and luxury but were 

ultimately unnecessary purchases.    

Synecdoche 

 A common theme in many South Park episodes is to use the town as a 

representation of the United States. Parker and Stone often utilize their characters in 

representing a variety of groups and ideologies seen in the United States. This strategy 

allows Parker and Stone to use the town of South Park to address contemporary issues.   

 In this episode, three main characters are used to represent the American 

public: Stan, Randy and Kyle. Stan and Kyle represent the sensible solution to the 

issues addressed, whereas Randy represents an inherent weakness in the American 

public. Parker and Stone utilize Stan and Kyle to guide the audience‘s reading of the 

episode.  In South Park, it is common for the children to teach the adults the sensible 

solution. This episode is no different.  Kyle teaches Randy that spending is okay. 

Meanwhile, Stan‘s journey exposes the irresponsibility of the many groups involved in 

the financial crisis and demystifies the causes of the financial crisis. Together, Stan 

and Kyle guide the audience‘s interpretation of the issue. Conversely, Randy is 

mobilized to expose the hypocrisy practiced by many Americans and to highlight the 

ways in which people erroneously view the economy like they do God or some other 

deity. Randy‘s role is especially important in this episode. Randy is set up as a man of 

faith, someone who understands God/the economy. But the truth is that Randy, like 
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many Americans, has no clue how the economy really operates, albeit he thinks he 

knows exactly how to fix the nation‘s economic problems. Like people seeking God or 

some other deity, Randy has a need to structure his beliefs about the economy and 

share those with other people in his community. Randy, however, is a sinner by his 

own standards. His purchase of the Margaritaville proves two things: 1.) that Randy, 

like many of his other followers, is susceptible to making frivolous purchases; 2.) that 

Randy really does not understand the economy and rather trusts the salesmen and 

credit representatives that tell him that he can afford the Margaritaville when he really 

cannot. Stan and Kyle are used to present sensible solutions, whereas Randy is used to 

highlight the folly in contemporary thought.   

Metonymy 

 However, metonymy also acts to guide the ideal audience. Parker and Stone 

use metonymy to reduce the players complicit in the financial crisis to their worst 

qualities, the qualities that ultimately led to the financial crisis. Metonymy reduces the 

larger whole to an attribute and then substitutes that attribute for a real representation 

of the whole. A famous example is Napoléon Bonaparte‘s ―an army marches on its 

stomach,‖ in which case the soldiers‘ stomachs are replaced by their feet. The 

rhetorical intention is to reduce soldiers to their need for food and by doing so argue 

that in order to maintain a powerful army a commander needs to feed his or her troops.   

 While the part in metonymy certainly represents the whole in many ways, the 

part is still only a partial representation. Metonymy highlights certain aspects of the 

thing described and masks other aspects. The representation is selective, in that it 
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reflects only certain aspects of the whole. Much like caricature, this selection is done 

rhetorically to emphasize the selected characteristics in the whole. While synecdoche 

is used to show a more encompassing view of the whole, metonymy boils down the 

whole to only certain parts. Because of this strategy, in synecdoche lines of correlation 

can be drawn back and forth from the part to the whole and vice versa, but in 

metonymy the influence is one directional: The part is used solely to give a specific 

and highly selective definition of the whole. The whole does not describe the part.   

 In this episode, many individual characters are utilized as reductions of larger 

groups: the clerk at Sur la Table as a reduction of the marketplace, Josh at the finance 

company as a reduction of the credit industry, the broker as a reduction of Wall Street, 

and the government officials as a reduction of both the Treasury Department and the 

government as a whole. Through the use of metonymy, Parker and Stone make 

statements about the marketplace, the credit industry, Wall Street and the government. 

By emphasizing the worst characteristics of the whole, these reductions paint these 

groups in a negative light and spur the audience to reject these groups.  

Irony 

 The major use of irony in this episode is to question the legitimacy of people 

viewing the economy like they view God. While the episode uses the other master 

tropes to explain both the financial crisis and how people view the economy as a result 

of it, the episode also challenges the appropriateness of looking at the economy in 

these terms. Throughout the episode, the major structural metaphor is called into 
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questions by irony. In the episode, people who view the economy like a god are 

treated as mistaken.  

 The episode seems to support, albeit back-handedly, Obama‘s approach to 

fixing the economy. But, irony is also utilized in inviting their audience to reject the 

media‘s canonization of Obama. Through irony, the episode attacks the idea of Obama 

as a savior or prophet. Instead of supporting Obama, the episode merely tries to 

explain, and possibly justify, his actions. The last scene, in which Obama is given 

credit for Kyle‘s sacrifice, highlights the media‘s biased and inaccurate perspective of 

Obama.  

 The balance also comes in the irony inherent in the clash between Randy and 

Kyle, the clash between spending and saving. Through irony, the episode recognizes 

the importance of being fiscally responsible: spending money only on what you need 

and saving money to provide for the future. However, the episode suggests that during 

a financial crisis, taking this way of thinking to the extreme is incorrect. Being 

financially inactive hurts local businesses and the economy in general. In making these 

statements, the epsiode turns the traditionally positive practice of fiscal responsibility 

on its head. Yet, the epsiode also notes how fiscal irresponsibility was a major cause in 

creating the financial crisis. The contradiction between the two is apparent throughout 

the episode. While calling for its need, the episode also hold up for examination the 

practice of spending. By juxtaposing spending with saving, Parker and Stone expose a 

need for balance between the two. 
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 The secondary function of the episode is to explain the United States financial 

crisis while attacking various tenets of the problem. Irony is used here to present 

conflicting views and to attack pieces of each in an effort to identify the correct view. 

Incongruity is inherent in irony in that the two views being juxtaposed are completely 

opposite to each other and thus cannot operate together. As such, irony requires the 

ideal audience to completely reject one view in favor of the other or to reject pieces of 

one view in favor of their counterparts in the other.  

 The episode features a number of instances of irony. Many of the cases of 

irony are intended to invite the ideal audience to discredit characters and their views as 

being hypocritical. For example, many scenes invite the ideal audience to laugh at 

Randy, his views and his followers by portraying Randy and his followers as clueless. 

Father Maxi, for example, uses profanity and advocates killing Kyle – actions that are 

not consistent with the ideal actions of a priest. These actions, however, do not paint 

Father Maxi as evil, but rather mistaken.  

 The squirreling of Mr. Garrison is another scene which should clue the ideal 

audience to the ridiculousness of the metaphor and help this audience grasp the irony 

in it. The scene has an obvious allusion to a Biblical passage, but by using squirrels 

instead of stones, the legitimacy of the metaphor is called into questions. The same 

can be said about how allusions to the last supper are framed. Having the last supper at 

a pizzeria is incongruent and ridiculous, and should key the ideal audience to the 

irony. The ridiculous nature in which the major metaphor is set up clues the audience 

to the irony.     
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 In many cases, the episode uses burlesque to set up irony. It doe so in inviting 

the ideal audience to reject the reductions of facets of the economy: Sur la Table, the 

Big Orange Finance Company, Wall Street and the Treasury Department. The episode 

exaggerates the problems with each of these entities. In doing so, it juxtaposes 

exaggeration and reality, and invite the ideal audience to recognize that there is at least 

a sliver of truth in these depictions. While the metaphors in the episode help reveal the 

way some Americans view the economy, the irony invites the ideal audience to 

question and/or examine the appropriateness of this way of viewing. Through this 

juxtaposition, the episode invites the ideal audience to appreciate the meaning that 

arises from these contradictions.  

Frames of Acceptance/Rejection 

 The use of frames of acceptance and rejection are important theoretically. As I 

note in my analysis, many times rhetorical devices, such as burlesque, hyperbole, 

caricature, etc., are used in the depicting of characters. According to Burke, this would 

indicate a frame of rejection. However, in these same scenes, the characters are often 

treated as stupid or mistaken. Their flaws are not portrayed as being the result of some 

devious scheme to promote their own good or to purposely harm others. Rather, the 

characters are portrayed as clueless, merely operating inside the confounds of a 

system. Their major flaw is their inability to escape the system in which they operate. 

Therefore, the rejection in these cases is directed toward the systems that are being 

symbolically reduced to these characters. This method of argument highlights the 
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flaws in the individual and in the system, and then by the example of the children, in 

this case Stan and Kyle, demonstrates the ability to escape these flaws.  

Conclusion 

 In ―Margaritaville,‖ the master tropes and frames of acceptance/rejection are 

used to influence the way the ideal audience views the economy and the various 

components that comprise it. Metaphor is used primarily to explain and educate, 

synecdoche primarily for purposes of representation, and metonymy for the purposes 

of reduction. Irony is utilized to discredit common beliefs. And frames of 

acceptance/rejection to are used to highlight flaws.     

 The major function of this episode is to threefold: The first is instructive. 

Parker and Stone‘s use of metaphor educates viewers about the financial crisis and 

highlights the tendency of some Americans to view the economy as they do God. The 

second is more rhetorical than the first. Parker and Stone‘s use of irony invites the 

ideal audience to examine the ideology of viewing the economy like God. The third is 

to identify the multiple causes of the recession and to offer a solution to fixing the 

problem. All three functions were achieved through the utilization of planned 

incongruity, and all three functions contributed to the overall effect of reframing the 

financial crisis for ideal audience.  
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Chapter 6 – Conclusions 

 In the following chapter, I will make a number of conclusions regarding my 

study of South Park’s ―Margaritaville.‖ In the first section of this chapter, I will draw 

on Black‘s methodology in ―The Second Persona‖ in making my judgment of South 

Park’s ―Margaritaville.‖ In the second section of this chapter, I will address the 

ramifications of this study. First, I will discuss the importance of further developing an 

interdisciplinary foundation for studying human decision making. Second, I will 

discuss how my study has added to the depth of research on South Park. Third, I will 

discuss how my thesis further expands the utility of perspective by incongruity by 

using it in conjunction with the master tropes and frames of acceptance/rejection. 

Fourth, I will recount the utility that perspective by incongruity can have in analyzing 

the newer genre of adult-orientated primetime animated cartoons. Finally, I will make 

recommendations for further studies.   

Part 1: Judgment 

  The field of rhetorical criticism offers a number of tools (or methods) for 

analyzing discourses. For my particular study, I choose a Burkean analysis, focusing 

on Burke‘s method of perspective by incongruity and its relationship to the master 

tropes and frames of acceptance and rejection. Through my use of this method, I have 

identified a number of stylistic tokens. These stylistic token will function as the 

support for my argument. In the following section of this chapter, I will discuss the 

significance of those tokens, particularly noting the influence they have on the implied 

or ideal audience. 
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 Black notes that stylistic tokens ―should be viewed as expressing a vector of 

influence‖ (―Second‖ 334). He argues that ―actual auditors look to the discourse they 

are attending for cues that tell them how they are to view the world‖ (Black, ―Second‖ 

334). The rhetorical critic‘s job is to flesh out these cues and from them establish the 

ideology latent in the discourse. Identifying the ideology is important because, as 

Black states, ―the discourse will exert on him (the audience) the pull of an ideology‖ 

(―Second‖ 334). Black argues that people are not born into identities; they establish 

them as they go through life (―Second‖ 334-335). He contends that ―the quest for 

identity is the modern pilgrimage‖ (Black ―Second‖ 335) and that ―we look to one 

another for hints as to whom we should become‖ (Black ―Second‖ 335). As such, a 

rhetorical critic makes a judgment about how the ideology espoused by the first 

persona (the ideal/implied author) could affect the implied/ideal audience, and also 

determines whether or not this influence is positive or negative.   

 The first step in assessing the influence that ―Margaritaville‖ has on its implied 

audience is to look at the utility of the methodology I chose in analyzing the episode. 

As I have noted throughout my thesis, perspective by incongruity is often used to 

redefine something, to challenge orientation, and to provide new perspective. The 

master tropes are utilized in reshaping the way the ideal audience views things and 

work in conjunction with perspective by incongruity. Frames of acceptance and 

rejection act to direct the ideal audiences toward things. Through identifying the 

occurrence of both the tropes and the frames of acceptance/rejection in the discourse 
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of ―Margaritaville,‖ I can make a number of statements about the implied influence 

the episode was designed to have on the ideal audience.  

 The master tropes and the frames of acceptance/rejection are all stylistic tokens 

and all play essential functions in establishing a coherent ideology. The episode‘s use 

of metaphor is instructive. Parker and Stone use metaphor to explain not only the 

financial crisis, but also to explain the way the economy is viewed by some people. 

Parker and Stone use synecdoche as a tool for making the narrative of South Park 

representative of the story of the financial crisis. In this way, the episode 

―Margaritaville‖ acts as a parable/fable; its lesson can be broadly applied, beyond the 

town of South Park. Parker and Stone use metonymy in creating characters that 

highlight all the negative characteristics of the factions of the U.S. economy that Stan 

deals with in the first plot line. Parker and Stone use irony to challenge the perspective 

they illuminate through metaphor. Parker and Stone use frames of rejection 

(burlesque, hyperbole, caricature) in highlighting the flaws inherent in the U.S. 

economic system. In doing so, the episode informs the audience of problems with 

these flaws. Conversely, Parker and Stone use the comic frame (a frame of 

acceptance) to highlight the folly of human nature and to present the people of South 

Park (and by extension the people of the United States) as mistaken. Through this 

humanistic appraisal of the American public, Parker and Stone attempt to both identify 

and fix the follies of American consumerism.  

 The major concept that Parker and Stone illuminate through metaphor and then 

examine through irony is the idea that people view the economy the same way they 
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would view a god, in the case of the second metaphor, the Christian idea of God. 

There are many similarities between the tenor and the vehicle in this metaphor. 

Through this metaphor, Parker and Stone establish that both God and the economy 

require a certain degree of faith, that both are mysterious, and that both are pleased 

and angered by the actions of humans. Furthermore, the episode implies that there is a 

relationship between religions and economic philosophies, each trying to explain the 

unexplainable and each led by leaders who have no clue about the mysterious entities 

they are supposed to be interpreting. Consequently, the episode alludes to the idea that 

money is magical – it can appear and disappear – and it is a gift from the economy (a 

deity) that must be respected. Parker and Stone imply that pleasing the economy and 

pleasing God often require the sacrifice of the people. In using Kyle as a metaphor for 

Jesus, the episode increases the magnitude of the financial crisis to that of Jesus‘ death 

on the cross, largely considered the event most pertinent to Christian religions. In 

juxtaposing Kyle and Obama, Parker and Stone transfer Kyle‘s hero/savior status to 

Obama.  

 However, the reality is that God and the economy are two very different things, 

and viewing them in terms of their similarities to each other can have some negative 

consequences. For example, in ―Margaritaville‖ thinking of the economy like a deity 

brought about a problem best described as the paradox of thrift. Parker and Stone use 

metaphor to illuminate this way of thinking, in which people view the economy like 

they would a deity. But, Parker and Stone also use irony in attacking this belief. The 

result of this method is informing the ideal audience of the folly in this way of seeing. 
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And through this recognition of folly, the ideal audience looks at the economy through 

a wider frame.  

 In essence, what I have discussed in the preceding paragraphs is the ideology 

latent in the episode. In other words, the discourse suggests that people need to 

recognize the way in which they are viewing the economy. And, through this 

recognition, they need to challenge this way of viewing. This idea is very similar to 

Burke‘s discussions of trained incapacity and psychoanalysis. Trained incapacity, as I 

mentioned in my methodology chapter, is when a person‘s orientation guides them to 

act in a manner that is not in his or her best interest. In the case of some mental 

conditions, a past experience and consequent training may be hidden from the patient. 

According to Burke perspective by incongruity is much like psychoanalysis. He 

argues that in psychoanalysis finding a cure for a mental condition starts with 

identifying the root of the condition. This root generally lays obscured in the 

individual‘s memories (Burke Permanence). Upon recognition of the cause of this 

condition, the patient can begin progress toward normal functioning. According to 

Burke, psychoanalysis ―effects its cures by providing a new perspective that dissolves 

the system of pieties lying at the root of the patient‘s sorrows or bewilderments‖ 

(Permanence 125). Burke uses the example of a claustrophobic man. Through 

psychoanalysis, it is revealed that as a child this man was once cornered by a dog in a 

small passageway with no exit. As a result of this experience, the man then 

inappropriately transferred his fear of the dog to a fear of small passages. Through 
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psychoanalysis, the man was forced to identify this trained incapacity, and through 

this identification he was able to recover from his claustrophobia.  

 This episode makes the case that viewing the economy as a deity is a crutch 

that helps people to make sense of something they do not fully understand. However, 

this way of viewing creates a trained incapacity. The episode points out that viewing 

the economy as a deity is not entirely appropriate and often guides people to act in a 

way that is contrary to their best interests and the best interests of the United States as 

a whole.  By presenting this view in an ironic tone, Parker and Stone hold the view up 

for examination. As Burke says, they attempt to ―cast out devils by misnaming them‖ 

(Permanence 133).  

 This ideology should have a positive influence on Parker and Stone‘s audience. 

Through redefining the way their audience views the economy, Parker and Stone offer 

their audience an additional perspective. This perspective helps the audience combat 

or prevent trained incapacity. Furthermore, this style of argumentation seems 

appropriate in an increasingly polarized political environment. Through their use of 

perspective by incongruity, Parker and Stone examine views on both the left and the 

right side of the aisle. This process encourages the ideal audience to look at issues 

outside of their own political orientation.   

Part II: Ramifications 

 I hope my study of South Park’s ―Margaritaville‖ will further academic 

research in a number of ways. In the following sections, I will briefly describe the 
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utility this thesis might hold in variety of studies. In doing so, I will make 

recommendations for further studies.  

 First, I will discuss how my study identifies a need to study human decision 

making through an interdisciplinary approach. Second, I will explain how my thesis 

may contribute to the depth of research on South Park. Third, I will discuss how my 

thesis expands the utility of perspective by incongruity, noting specifically the 

connections among perspective by incongruity, master tropes and frames of 

acceptance/rejection. Fourth, I will discuss the how reduction can be used to attacked 

the system rather than the individual. Fifth, I will describe the utility perspective by 

incongruity can have in analyzing a newer genre of adult-orientated cartoons. Finally, 

I will conclude by summarizing the value my thesis holds both rhetorically and 

historically.  

For Interdisciplinary Study 

 In Chapter 3, I describe the similarities among three different theories of 

human decision making: Blumer‘s Symbolic Interactionism, Hawkins‘ Memory-

Prediction framework, and Burke‘s idea of orientation and reorientation. Many 

similarities exists among these theories: humans make decisions based on life 

experience and their interactions with others, humans use past experiences in judging 

new experiences, humans restructure their decision making processes when presented 

by incongruity, humans learn through their mistakes, humans use language in 

communicating with others and this language, including the definitions humans share, 

affect how they make decisions. For this thesis, I chose to focus on only three theories, 
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but had I been able to expand the scope of this work, I could have included many more 

theories. For example, Affective Intelligence Theory of Marcus et al, arising out of 

political science, could have been included. Additionally, Festinger‘s theory of 

cognitive dissonance, stemming from psychology, would have been equally 

appropriate to discuss. Undoubtedly, many more theories exist that would fit the scope 

of an extended interdisciplinary study of human decision making. The existence of 

similarities among all these theories suggests that a multi-discipline theory of decision 

making would not only be possible, but would likely be more accurate than theories 

arising out of single disciplines. As such, my thesis demonstrates the continued merits 

of interdisciplinary studies.   

For South Park 

 When I first started writing this thesis, I could not find many academic studies 

on South Park. As I looked harder, I found there to be a fairly wide interest in South 

Park among scholars. However, a search in CommAbstracts yielded only one return 

(Gournelos ―Blasphemous‖), an article published in 2009. Much of the literature on 

South Park arises out of the disciplines of television and film studies, and education. 

Some studies exist in the field of communication, but few of these studies are true 

rhetorical analyses. Furthermore, the fields of political science and interpersonal 

communication largely ignore South Park. In other words, many opportunities exist 

for further studies of South Park, especially in the field of rhetoric, which, as I hope I 

have demonstrated, is a field well suited to study the show.  
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 The goal of my study was to analyze the show using a methodology that best 

reconciled the rhetorical methods ascribed to South Park by other scholars. I think I 

found that fit in a Burkean analysis. My study helps to explain the ways in which 

South Park redefines the dominant discourses of our time, disseminated largely in the 

media. This redefinition helps to counterbalance viewpoints and in doing so helps 

depolarize contemporary thought.  

 However, my analysis looks exclusively at one episode. Depending on one‘s 

viewpoint, this episode may or not may be representative of an average South Park 

episode. Therefore, extrapolating the results of my study of ―Margaritaville‖ to the 

entirety of the South Park series would be inappropriate. Rather, the specific benefit of 

my thesis is that it helps us better understand Parker and Stone‘s method of argument 

in one particular case. This study demonstrates the utility of using a similar method of 

analysis in examining more episodes of South Park to see if Parker and Stone‘s 

method of argumentation is static or dynamic. Only through multiples studies could 

scholars make any conclusions about Parker and Stone‘s dominant mode of argument. 

Consequently, more studies would be needed to strengthen the conclusions I have 

made about South Park’s role in redefining contemporary viewpoints for an ideal 

audience.   

 Still, my study helps us understand the utility of this method of argument in 

redefining the economic crisis. My study suggests that South Park uses synecdoche in 

making the episode function as a parable/fable. It demonstrates how Parker and Stone 

use metonymy to reduce a whole to its worst parts. It examines how Parker and Stone 
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used metaphor to educate and inform their audience. It illuminates how Parker and 

Stone used irony to challenge people‘s ways of viewing the economy as a god. 

Finally, it demonstrates how Parker and Stone use frames of rejection and acceptance 

rhetorically to motivate their audience.   

 To my knowledge, this study is the first to suggest this connection between 

tropes and frames of acceptance/rejection. Although my analysis of ―Margaritaville‖ 

helps establish these connections in this particular case, it may be the case that a 

different analysis could yield different connections in another case. As such, my 

conclusions here will need to be tested and refined through further studies.  

For Reduction as a Strategy for Opening Perspectives 

 In this episode, Parker and Stone use metonymy to distill the worst 

characteristics of a system and then attack those characteristics apart from the 

individual. In many cases, metonymy is used to highlight the negative. This often 

results in a rejection. But, ironically, in the case of this episode, the reduction is used 

along with the other master tropes to give an open perspective. Rather than condemn, 

metonymy is used here to offer instruction to an audience about the flaws of an entity. 

In this case, when used in conjunction with the other tropes, metonymy functions to 

offer a broad perspective rather than the narrow perspective often associated with 

humor. Future research could examine this function of metonymy. Such research 

could help redefine the role that metonymy plays in rhetorical discourses.    
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For Perspective by Incongruity 

 The same methodology I used in this thesis could be useful in analyzing other 

emerging television programs that challenge dominant modes of thinking. Recently, 

perspective by incongruity has been used, in part, to analyze The Daily Show and The 

Colbert Report (Waisanen) and Chappelle’s Show (Perks), all three of which air on 

Comedy Central with South Park. But, perspective by incongruity could also be useful 

in analyzing network cartoons, like The Simpsons and Family Guy, as well as a 

number of other emerging cartoons that offer social commentary with a dose of 

laughter.  

 Using perspective by incongruity in conjunction with Burke‘s related concepts 

of the master tropes and of frames of acceptance/rejection worked well for this thesis 

and could be equally useful in the analysis of other rhetorical objects, particularly the 

ones I discussed in the preceding paragraph. However, a search of CommAbracts and 

Google Scholar suggests that Bostdorff is one of the few scholars to combine the 

master tropes and perspective by incongruity in the actual analysis of a rhetorical 

artifact. As such, I believe this type of methodology is underutilized.  

Final Assessment  

 In the preceding paragraphs, I have outlined a number of academic pursuits 

that can and should be taken on by other scholars. First, I suggested the possibility of 

an expanded multi-discipline theory of human decision making. Second, I discussed 

the importance of analyzing more South Park episodes with the methodology I chose 

in this thesis. Finally, I discussed how this methodology could be used in studying 
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other, similar television programs, namely cartoons that are presumed to function 

much like South Park.  

 My study has been of value historically and theoretically. Historically, it has 

helped us understand how the South Park episode ―Margaritaville‖ both explained and 

commented on the United State financial crisis. Theoretically, it has helped reconcile 

three theories of human decision making. Furthermore, this thesis has helped to 

illuminate the rhetorical method of Parker and Stone by analyzing and interpreting 

their methods of arguments in ―Margaritaville.‖ Finally, my study has shown the 

utility of using perspective by incongruity, the master tropes and frames of 

acceptance/rejection in analyzing South Park. Overall, my study has contributed to a 

better historical understanding of South Park and a better theoretical understanding of 

perspective by incongruity.   
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