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ABSTRACT 

Irony as a Mode o f  P olitica l E ngagem ent

by

D aniel Ladislau H orvath

Dr. D onovan Conley, Exam ination Com m ittee C hair 
A ssis tan t Professor 

U niversity of Nevada, Las Vegas

In th e  con tex t of an  estranged  public sphere, irony, as  d issonance  

betw een th e  literal m eaning of the  u tte ran ce  an d  th e  la ten t one, becom es 

a  new s ta n d a rd  for political sincerity. W hat Linda H utcheon  calls irony’s 

“edge,” involving “the  a ttrib u tio n  of an  evaluative, even judgm en ta l 

a ttitu d e ,” c an n o t be divorced from (political) a ttitu d e s  an d  emotion. 

Despite irony’s po p u lar rep u ta tio n  of being a h u m o ro u s disengaged 

trope, my analysis follows its deploym ent in increasingly  politically 

engaged a rtifac ts  an d  perform ances. M att Stone an d  Trey P a rk er’s South  

Park, M ichael M oore’s docum entaries, and  S tephen  C olbert’s 

perform ance a t th e  2006 WHCA dinner, provide am ple evidence of irony 

as politically relevant. The c u rre n t project c h a rts  irony’s progression 

from South P ark’s  generalized critique of collective behavior, an d  M oore’s

111



politically com m itted perform ance of the  “im possible conversation ,” to 

C olbert’s com m unicating  directly to the p residen t h is d issen t as 

“tru th in e ss .” All these  a rtifac ts sketch  the  image of irony a s  versatile 

trope, rhetorically  efficient a s  a  mode of political engagem ent.
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CHAPTER 1

IRONY AS A MODE OF POLITICAL ENGAGEMENT 

D uring an  interview  w ith Jo n  Stew art, the  h o st of Com edy C en tra l’s 

The Daily Show, A1 Gore sum m ed u p  th e  contem porary  political and  

m edia environm ent by saying, “Back in th e  Middle Ages, the  cou rt jes te r 

w as som etim es the  only person  allowed to tell the  tru th  w ithout h is head  

being cu t off.”  ̂This in teresting  m etaphor ab o u t the  visible role of hum or, 

irony, and  satire  w ithin  the  c u rren t configuration of the  public sphere 

prom pts the  question: Do we really live in w hat Gore calls a  new “dark  

age” of reason?  The Suprem e C ourt deciding the  presidency; 24 ho u r 

new s w ithout news; the  lack of political consequences for in itiating  a  war 

on insufficient evidence; or the ad m in is tra tio n ’s refusal to sign the  Kyoto 

accord, w hen the  growing concern ab o u t the  de trim en ta l effects of global 

w arm ing brings well over a  h u n d red  an d  fifty n a tio n s together, seem  to 

suppo rt an  affirm ative answ er. Even if these  exam ples do no t necessarily  

add u p  to w hat Gore d u b s  the  “a ssa u lt on rea so n ,” they  do sketch  the 

image of a n  estranged  public sphere  in w hich the  public dialogue on 

m atte rs  of com m on concern  is no t a s  open an d  a s  accessib le  as it is 

im agined.



The theory  of the  decline of the  public sphere  is well estab lished .

From  political figures such  as A1 Gore to social th eo ris ts  su ch  a s  David 

Zarefsky, Nancy F raser, Craig Calhoon, or T hom as Goodnight, to nam e 

ju s t  a  few, the  sto ry  of w hat Jo h n  Dewey called “th e  eclipse of the  public” 

is told over an d  over again. We seem  to have strayed  from Ju rg e n  

H aberm as’ notion of a  bourgeois public sphere, open to all, w here the 

differences betw een individuals can  be “b racke ted” to allow a  rational 

debate for the  com m on good. The “dum bing  dow n” of the  public seem s to 

constitu te  a  tru e  B itzerian exigence, or as  Lloyd B itzer p h rases  it, “an 

im perfection, m arked  by urgency” th a t can  potentially  be m ended 

th rough  d iscourse. W ithin th is  fram ework, irony is one su ch  discursive 

response.

“Public stup id ity ,” to borrow a  p h rase  from R obert H arim an, is u n der 

sc ru tiny  from th e  deeply political sa tire  of South Park  to the  sarcastic  

venom  of M ichael Moore’s docum entaries an d  to S tephen  C olbert’s ironic 

praise  of the  B u sh  A dm inistration a t  the  2006 W hite H ouse 

C orresponden ts A ssociation’s D inner. E ach of th ese  a u th o rs , an d  each of 

the ir texts, resp o n d s to a  specific exigence th rough  irony. For the  

pu rposes of th is  project, 1 u se  the  term  irony to m ean  a  d issonance  

betw een the  expected an d  the  ac tual, the  la ten t an d  the  m anifest, m ean t 

to resolve a  specific political exigence. For M att S tone an d  Trey Parker, 

the  creato rs of South Park, the  little town of S ou th  Park  becom es an  

ironic expression  of a  larger society characterized  by panic, fear, and



uncritical crowd behavior, m ore often th a n  not, induced  by m edia. For 

Moore, a  dialogue w ith a  deaf corporate and  political pow er becom es an  

“im possible conversation ,” perform ed ironically th rough  en co u n ters  w ith 

Roger Sm ith , C harlton  H eston, or George W. B ush. Sim ilarly, for Colbert, 

the con trad ic tions betw een a  self-sufficient p residen t an d  the  long string  

of controversial policies, a re  addressed  th rough  Socratic irony. 

Em bodying a n  adm irer of the  B ush  adm in istra tion  C olbert 

com m unicates d isse n t th rough  “p ra ise .”

If th is  estranged  public sphere  is analyzed in con junction  w ith the 

d isso lu tion  of the  critical function  of m edia. G ore’s m etapho r abou t the 

role of the  je s te r  becom es illum inating. The d isappearing  line betw een 

news an d  en te rta in m e n t an d  the  fear of being b randed  “u n p a trio tic” or 

“th ink ing  in  a  pre 9 /1 1  m indset,” m akes “speaking a g a in st the  king” a 

difficult an d  dangerous endeavor. Taking into consideration  cases  such  

as the  firing of Bill M aher for living u p  to h is own “politically incorrect” 

label, it com es a s  no su rp rise  th a t R eporters W ithout B orders ran k s  the 

US 56 in te rm s of freedom  of the  p ress, after being ran k ed  17th in the 

first list pub lish ed  in 2002.2 The m edia seem  preoccupied m ore w ith the  

jail ordeal of hotel he iress  Paris Hilton an d  the  po ten tial loss of ra tings 

for allowing politically incorrect versions of the  t ru th  th a n  any th ing  else. 

These a sp ec ts  of th e  c u rre n t m edia environm ent are  w h a t leads A1 Gore 

to claim , “to get to th e  h e a r t  of w hat the  m ost im p o rtan t new s is, th is 

[The Daily Show] is one of the  places to go to get the  s tra ig h t story .’’̂



Paradoxically, then , news an d  en te rta in m en t seem  to have sw itched 

places. Irony, satire , and  ridicule seem  to fare b e tte r in  exposing the 

d iscrepancies an d  contrad ictions of th is  estranged  public sphere, th an  

“stra igh t ta lk .” “Serious m edia” follow from above, for m inu tes upon  

m inu tes, Paris Hilton or Eliot Spitzer driving in  th e ir cars, one on her 

way to prison  an d  the  o ther on h is way to an  apologetic p ress conference, 

and  call it news. It seem s th a t  it tak es S tew art’s laugh ter, a s  he p u ts  side 

by side the  sam e im ages from  all m ajor netw orks, from CNN to MSNBC 

and  Fox, an d  the  sam e m oronic com m entaries a b o u t the  traffic in New 

York, to p u t th ings in perspective.

Irony, an d  its p a rtn e rs  sa tire  an d  sarcasm , flourish  w hen rational 

a rgum en t is in sh o rt supply. This estranged  public  sphere  - of to rtu re  

rhetorically  d isguised as “enhanced  in terrogation ,” of fear as a rgum en t to 

lim it the  liberties of Am erican citizens, of c a r rides as new s - seem s to go 

h an d  in h an d , in the  la s t 20-30 years, w ith the  resu rgence  of political 

irony. TV show s su c h  as Saturday Night Live, The Daily Show, The 

Tonight Show  w ith  J a y  Leno, The Colbert Report, The Late Show  w ith  

David Letterman, or Late Night Show  w ith  Conan O’Brian, to nam e ju s t  a  

few; an d  cartoon  series su ch  as The Sim psons, South  Park, or Family 

Guy, u se  irony to expose an d  challenge the  various “stup id ities” of ou r 

public lives. As such , irony a s  a  new s tan d a rd  for political sincerity  will 

provide a  w orking m odel for each  of the ch ap te rs  in  m y thesis.



In order to explain how irony operates rhetorically  in tex ts like South  

Park, M ichael M oore’s docum entaries -  Roger & Me, Bowling fo r  

Columbine, Fahrenheit 9/11,  and  Sicko -  an d  S tephen  C olbert’s 2006 

WHCA d inner perform ance, one m u s t also explain how  it works 

politically. Irony, after all, seem s to be a  disengaged trope. In the ir 

d iscussion  of sub jec t positions in relation to a  rheto rica l artifact, Barry 

B rum m et an d  D entine Bowers define the  sub ject position of the  

“know ing iron is t” a s  ne ither opposed to nor self-identified w ith a  given 

text. This acco u n t suggests th a t  the  iron ist m ain ta in s a  position of 

conscious de tachm en t. How can  a  trope characterized  by a  willed 

d istance  be said  to have political valence? In o ther w ords, how can  we 

conceptualize irony as a  mode of political engagem ent if w ha t it seem s to 

offer is no th ing  m ore th a n  strategic aloofness?

To answ er th is  question , each of the  ch ap ters  will look no t only a t 

how irony w orks artistically  b u t also a t  the aud ience’s reaction  w hen 

exposed to w h a t L inda H utcheon calls the  “edge” of irony. Irony’s 

audience is cued  in to the  follies of public life, sim u ltaneously  concerned 

enough to allow them selves to be co n stitu ted  by a  tex t th a t  brings 

a tten tion  to a  p a rticu la r issue. Affect, being laugh ter or anger, becom es a 

way of paying a tten tio n , a  way of being concerned an d  involved; it 

becom es the  condition  of access to a  public. In the  end , th rough  th is 

public, capable  of recognizing w hat C harles M orris calls th e  “tex tual 

w ink,” the  em otional a fte rm ath  or irony is w h a t actualizes its political



valence. As B urke poin ts o u t “the  comic fram e” u ltim ately  is not 

passiveness, b u t  “m axim um  consciousness.

T hus, th e  c u rre n t project in tends to analyze how each  of these 

au th o rs  an d  th e ir tex ts respond  to the  exigencies of th is  estranged  public 

sphere an d  w h a t th e  em otional investm ent of aud iences in their “fitting 

responses” tells u s  ab o u t irony’s edge. 1 argue th a t the  s trangeness of 

our public exchanges on m atte rs  of com m on concern  m akes irony an  

appealing, p e rh ap s  even necessary , m ode of engaging in public debates. 

The rem ainder of th e  in troduction  offers a  detailed  d iscussion  of the 

m ain concept an d  critical tool needed for m y project: irony. Following 

th is d iscussion , the  second section provides in sigh t into the concept of 

audience. The final section sketches the  overall p ic tu re  of the  thesis  by 

offering a  preview of each chapter.

Irony

Irony, according  to The Oxford English D ictionary is “a  figure of 

speech in w hich th e  in tended  m eaning  is the opposite of th a t  expressed 

by the  w ords u se d .”5 Such  a  definition is usefu l, for it synthesizes the 

m ost com m on usage  of even complex philosophical concepts. We can 

infer from th is  sim ple definition th a t irony en ta ils , first an d  forem ost, a  

d issonance betw een the literal m eaning  an d  th e  la ten t one (usually  the 

opposite). The ten sion  betw een the  two levels of m ean ing  po in ts to a  

salient d im ension  of irony: in ten t. It is difficult to gauge som eone’s in ten t
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when speak ing  an d  a s  such , detecting irony en tails knowledge of the 

context an d  the  p rocess of decrypting/recognizing  the  “tru e ” m eaning of 

the  u tte ran ce  as ironic. T hus, synthesizing the im plications of th is 

definition, th ree  concepts becom e relevant to the  stu d y  of irony; 

d issonance (discrepancy), m eaning  (in terp reta tion / recognition), and  

in ten t (context).

In The Grammar o f  Motives, K enneth B urke approaches irony as one 

of the four “m as te r” tropes: m etaphor, m etonym y, synecdoche an d  irony. 

He argues th a t  the  four tropes, an d  the ir corresponding  functions - 

perspective, reduction , rep resen ta tion , an d  dialectic - shade into each 

other an d  the u se  of one necessarily  im plies the use  of the  o thers. B ut 

w hat is of in te res t in B u rke’s app roach  is prim arily  h is reason  for 

analyzing the  m aste r tropes. B urke a rgues th a t  the  goal of h is analysis is 

not the  figurative u sage  of the  four m aste r tropes b u t “their role in the 

discovery an d  descrip tion  of ‘the  tru th . This perspective ad d s an  

im portan t d im ension  to irony, a s  a  m ode of discovery. T hus, if we look a t 

irony no t solely as a  figure of speech  b u t a s  a  trope organizing ou r public 

experiences, a  trope linked in som e way to the  discovery of new tru th s , 

the notion of irony a s  a  form  of political engagem ent becom es tenable.

The Bedford G lossary of Critical an d  Literary Term s expands the 

Oxford dictionary definition, explaining irony a s , “The su b tles t rhetorical 

form,” a s  “a  con trad iction  or incongruity  betw een appearance  or 

expectation an d  reality .”'̂  T his definition ad d s new form s of irony, such



as  situational irony or s tru c tu ra l irony, thereby expanding o u r critical 

palette. First, verbal irony, dubbed  “stab le” by W ayne Booth, h a s  to be 

d istinguished by u n in ten d ed  “ironies of event” or “ironies of fa ith .” The 

question of in ten t becom es salien t in B ooth’s d iscussion  of irony. For 

Booth stable irony is defined by four d im ensions: its  in tended  

(deliberate), covert, stable, an d  finite in application. B ooth’s idea of 

reconstruction of ironic m eaning, a  staged process of reconstructing  the 

presence of irony in  a  given rhetorical perform ance, en ta ils  knov^ledge of 

context an d  a  focus on audience.

The Bedford G lossary  identifies two more types of irony besides 

verbal: s itua tional an d  s tru c tu ra l. While verbal irony, also called 

rhetorical irony, is defined a s  the d iscrepancy betw een w hat a  speaker 

says and  w hat the  speaker m eans, situational irony po in ts tow ard the 

d iscrepancy betw een expectation an d  reality. S itua tional irony is fu rther 

divided into th ree  subspecies: d ram atic  irony, tragic irony and  Socratic 

(dialectic) irony. In d ram atic  Irony “the  c h a rac te r’s own w ords come to 

h a u n t him  or h e r”- a s  su ch  d ram atic  irony becom es a  d iscrepancy  

betw een a  c h a ra c te r’s perception an d  w hat the read er or the  audience 

know s to be true . Tragic irony is d istingu ished  from  d ram atic  only 

insofar th a t the  consequences of the  incom plete inform ation on the  p a rt 

of the  ch arac te r have ca tastroph ic  consequences. The th ird  type of 

situational irony, Socratic /d ia lec tic , stem s from S o cra te s’ style of

8



argum entation : acting  foolish to expose the  irrationality  of h is 

adversaries’ position.

This extensive taxonom y of irony reveals the  interw oven layers of 

irony a t w ork in the  three a rtifac ts th a t organize th is  thesis . In the  case 

of M ichael Moore’s docum entaries, for exam ple, the  ironic engagem ent of 

controversial social an d  political issu es goes beyond verbal irony. In 

Bowling fo r  Columbine, a  docum entary  ab o u t the  pervasiveness of 

violence in  A m erican society, h ashed  o u t th rough  the  tragic shooting a t 

the C olum bine High School, Moore schedu les an  interview  w ith NRA 

vice-president C harlton  H eston. The d ram atic  irony in  th is  scene is 

evident. In troducing  h im self a s  a  legitim ate N ational Rifle A ssociation 

(NRA) m em ber an d  a  reporter, Moore se ts  th e  stage for the  “c h a rac te r’s” 

downfall. The aud ience  is well aw are of the  d iscrepancy  betw een H eston’s 

m isguided perception  of the  interview an d  Moore’s a m b u sh  -  the  

textbook definition of d ram atic  irony. Sim ilarly, the  scene po in ts to 

Socratic irony as well. D ressed in “p lain” clothes, w ith a  hum ble  a ttitude , 

Moore exposes the  irrationality  of h is o pponen t’s position  by first 

agreeing w ith him  an d  slowly steering the  d iscussion  for H eston to 

con trad ic t h im self - a  m odern day p latonic dialogue. T his scene is a  

perfect exam ple of th e  different and  interw oven levels of irony m anifested 

th rough  these  artifacts.

As we have seen  w ith th e  d iscussion  ab o u t sub ject positions, the 

im plied position, th a t  of the  ironist, n e ither accep ts no r rejects the



them es p resen ted  in a  text. As B rum m et an d  Bowers poin t out, “The 

reader m ight take  an  implied sub ject position. Here the  reader does no t 

identify w ith the  c h arac te r or image in the  text, b u t is nevertheless called 

to and  co n stru c ted  a s  sub ject in order to read  it. Ironic or satiric tex ts 

often encourage th is  s ta n c e .N e v e r th e le s s ,  irony, a s  u sed  by Stone and  

Parker, Moore, an d  Colbert, is any th ing  b u t politically disengaged. 

Revealing the  irrationality  of the  pub lic’s collective behavior in the  South  

Park episode en titled  Two D ays Before the Day A fter Tomorrow, w here the 

m edia spectacle su rro u n d in g  the  a fterm ath  of H urricane  K atrina  is 

savagely ridiculed, is no t sim ply an  exercise in hum or, b u t ra th e r  a  

m irror for o u r real-life collective ab su rd  behavior. Sim ilarly, in Michael 

Moore’s docum en taries, irony is no t ju s t  a  tool u sed  to expose the 

d iscrepancies an d  inconsistencies betw een official positions an d  h a rsh  

realities, b u t also a  way to sh ine  a  passionately  invested  light on public 

issues su ch  a s  you th  violence, corporate indifference, or political 

m anipulation . And la s t b u t no t least, Colbert u se s  h is ironic persona, the 

em bodim ent of an  a rrogan t poorly inform ed su p p o rte r of the  B ush  

adm in istra tion , to harsh ly  “p ra ise” B u sh ’s achievem ents be they the 

“fabulous” job  in Iraq  or the  d isappearing  glaciers. 1 posit th a t  the  u se  of 

th is  seem ingly disengaged trope actually  increases th e  aw areness ab o u t 

an  issue by highlighting its  in te rnal inconsistencies.

It is these  in te rn a l inconsistencies an d  irony’s app ea ran ce  of a 

disengaged trope th a t  fuel B u rke’s d iscussion  a b o u t perspective by
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incongruity. According to B urke, the  “m ethodology of p u n ,” or 

m etaphorically  applying w ords th a t  belong to one category to a  different 

one, offers a  revised perspective, a  “comic syn th esis” th a t  tran scen d s  the 

individual elem ents. He argues fu rth er th a t  perspective by incongruity  is 

not “dem oralizing” b u t “rem oralizing” a  situa tion  “already dem oralized by 

inaccuracy .”9 B urke’s d iscussion  offers fu rth er su p p o rt to the  idea th a t 

irony is no t a  disengaged trope. C onsequently , fu rth er inquiry  into the 

link betw een irony an d  politics is needed.

E n ter R ichard Rorty’s d iscussion  ab o u t contingency, irony and  

solidarity. For Rorty, the  self referentiality  of irony m akes it incom patible 

w ith the  public realm  for th e  iron ist is som eone con tinuously  doubting  

her own “final vocabulary ,” “alw ays aw are of the  contingency and  

fragility” of su ch  vocabularies. For Rorty the final vocabulary  is the  set of 

term s w hich one em ploys to ju stify  h is /h e r  actions, h is /h e r  beliefs, and  

h is /h e r  lives. Simply p u t, the  final vocabulary  is ou r view of the  world. It 

is the self referentiality , m eaning  an  aw areness of the  fragility and  

contingency of one’s own “final vocabulary ,” w hich m akes irony “largely 

irrelevant to public life an d  to political questions .” Rorty posits, “I canno t 

im agine a  cu ltu re  th a t  socializes its you th  in su ch  a  way a s  to m ake 

them  continually  dub ious ab o u t the ir own p rocess of socialization. Irony 

seem s inheren tly  a  private mat ter .” It is the  potentially  relativistic 

n a tu re  of su c h  aw areness of fragility th a t  p rom pts Rorty to endorse  a  

d istinction betw een the private an d  the  public realm s. He leaves irony
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and the  iron ists a  crucial role in the  form ation of o u r self-im age b u t 

excludes them  as  irrelevant in the  public realm . For Rorty irony is no t a  

mode of tru th  b u t the  consciousness of the  fragility an d  contingency of 

one’s own “final vocabulary” -  fragility w hich displayed in the  public 

sphere is incom patible w ith the  com m on sense (the opposite of irony) 

which m ost benefits the  liberal societies.

This depoliticization of irony h a s  to be acknow ledged in order to be 

revised. Ja m es  McDaniel, for instance, no t only considers irony relevant 

for public life, b u t a lso identifies the  “liberal iron ist p rogram ” with a  

specific section of the  political spectrum : “the m iddle range -  the  sotto 

voce -  charac teristic  of a  certa in  ‘rep u b lican ’ e thos .” In o ther words, for 

McDaniel “liberal irony” co n stitu tes  the  very ground  of dem ocratic life. In 

a  response to Robert H arim an’s placing allegory a t  th e  cen ter of the  

dem ocratic public cu ltu re , M cDaniel bu ilds h is a rg u m en ts  tow ard irony 

as b e tte r outfitting  “critical consciousness, political activity, self- 

governance, an d  skills th rough  w hich sub jec ts partic ipa te  in civic 

deliberation.”! 1 M cDaniel a rgues th a t, a s  opposed to the  cynic who 

“holds ou t for the  presence of the real h idden  beh ind  ap p ea ran ces ,” the 

ironist realizes th a t  there  is no th ing  to discover o r reveal an d  the  true  

ta sk  is to “invent a  space for the  real to a p p e a r . ” ! 2  C onsequently , in 

McDaniel’s app roach , the  self-referentiality of irony n o t only fails to 

disqualify it from  the  political a ren a  b u t is exactly w h a t m akes it be tter 

s itu a ted  to outfit critical consciousness and  hence political action. Linda
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H utcheon’s re-conceptualization of irony provides fu rth e r  insigh t into 

th is  concept. In short, for H utcheon irony “h a p p e n s .” Moving away from 

a  logic of influence, w here the  trad itional e lem ents of irony -  ironist, 

m essage, and  aud ience  — are  locked in a  linear m odel of production  and  

reception, H utcheon  s itu a tes  irony “on the  edge,” in th e  in-betw een 

spaces of chance  an d  indeterm inacy. The e lem ents th a t  m ake irony 

happen  are  “its critical edge; its sem antic  complexity; the  ‘discursive 

com m unities’ th a t, I will argue, m ake irony possible; the  role of in ten tion  

and  a ttrib u tio n  of irony; its con textual fram ing an d  m ark e rs .”!̂

In fact, by u sin g  th is  image of p ro tean  m anifesta tions, H utcheon 

moves tow ards a  definition of irony no t as a  un iversal rhetorical tactic -  a  

“M aster Trope” -  b u t  a s  a  dynam ic com m unicative p rocess. As such , 

H utcheon argues th a t  we should  avoid th ink ing  of irony “only in binary 

e ith e r /o r  te rm s of the  su b stitu tio n  of an  ‘ironic’ for a  l ite ra l’ (and 

opposite) meaning ,” and  th in k  ab o u t the  ironic m ean ing  as relational, 

inclusive, an d  differential. In o ther words, irony is flux, is the  tension  

betw een la ten t an d  m anifest an d  no t a  sim ple p rocess of sem antic  

su b s titu tio n  based  on observable m arkers.

In h e r d iscussion  of parody, H utcheon equips irony w ith a  sem antic 

as well a s  p ragm atic  specificity, w here the  first is co n stitu ted  by the 

co n trast betw een la ten t and  m anifest while the  la tte r  po in ts to the  

evaluative/ critical function. Developing along the  lines of its pragm atic 

specificity, H utcheon  defines irony a s  having an  edge, involving “the
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a ttribu tion  of a n  evaluative, even judgm en ta l a ttitu d e .”!  ̂ i t  is in th is  

pragm atic specificity th a t irony’s edge lies an d  m akes it m ost su itab le  as 

a  rhetorical device for satire. As such , “the em otions provoked by irony 

as it is bo th  u sed  a n d  a ttribu ted , a s  it is felt a s  well a s  deployed are 

probably n o t to be ignored.”!^ In o ther words, irony can n o t be divorced 

from a ttitu d e s  an d  em otion; the very deploym ent of irony, in  any context, 

involves th e  first a n d  stirs  the  latter.

In the  end, irony’s trans-ideological na tu re , w hich allows its “edge” to 

cu t both  w ays, to be u sed  by the entire  spectrum  of concrete  ideological 

m anifesta tions, defines a  trope in flux. This is a  m ore versatile  and  

p ro tean  behavior th a n  irony’s classical definition a s  a  m as te r trope 

would allow it to be. These un ique  resonances, I argue, can  enrich  any 

rhetorical d iscussion  ab o u t irony an d  its  deploym ent a s  a  m ode of 

political engagem ent. From  the Theory on Parody to he r d iscussion  ab o u t 

irony’s edge, H utcheon  c h a rts  the  m ap for a tensional an d  politically 

charged trans-ideological trope. This trope doesn ’t ac t on an  inert 

audience, surgically  dividing those who get it an d  those  who d on ’t; ra th e r  

it “h a p p en s” a t  the  in te rsection  betw een in ten t an d  discursive 

com m unities. Irony can  reinforce as well a s subvert. However, irony is 

never neu tra l; it involves th e  encoding and  decoding of an  evaluative 

a ttitude  -  “a n  edge.”
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A udiences

The em otional, judgm en tal, a ttitu d in a l edge of irony provides a  way 

into the nex t relevan t sub ject in the  context of any  d iscussion  of irony 

with strong  rheto rica l resonances: the  audience. The concept of audience 

in rhetorical scho larsh ip  can  be sketched  as a  con tinuum . At one end we 

can plot the  “p re-constitu ted  aud ience ,” stab le an d  hom ogenous, a  

necessary  precondition  of th e  rhetorical act, rem in iscen t of Lloyd B itzer’s 

rhetorical situation . At the  o ther end  is an  aud ience  th a t  com es into 

being only th rough  d iscourse, th rough  the  p rocess of interpellation, or 

w hat M aurice C harland  calls “constitu tive  rheto ric .”

Moving p a s t the  theories w hich argue th a t irony creates a n  exclusive 

group of people “who get it,” H utcheon  argues th a t  th a t  com m unity in 

fact precedes irony an d  allows it “to h ap p en .” These “discursive 

com m unities” po in t to a  sh a red  system  of beliefs, values, and , m ost 

im portantly , com m unicative stra teg ies a s  “a  se t of ru les  prescrib ing the 

conditions for p roduction  an d  reception of m eanings; w hich specify who 

can  claim  to in itia te  (produce, com m unicate) or know  (receive, 

understand ) m eanings, a b o u t w h a t topics u n d e r w h a t c ircum stances 

and  w ith w hat m odalities (how, w hen, why).”!  ̂These discursive 

com m unities a re  in  fact highly volatile an d  in flux, “con tinuously  and  

rapidly r e c o n f i g u r e d . F o r  H utcheon, “irony does no t so m uch  create 

‘am iable com m un ities’ a s  itself come into being in ‘co n tac t zones’ a s  the 

social spaces w here cu ltu res  m eet, c lash , and  grapple w ith each other.
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often in con tex ts of highly asym m etrical rela tions of power.” In o ther 

words, these  discursive com m unities are fluc tuan t, in  c o n s ta n t tension, 

an d  in-betw een spaces. H utcheon argues th a t the  fact th a t  we all belong 

sim ultaneously  to a  m u ltitude  of such  discursive com m unities is p a rt of 

the com plexity of irony and  its reception. The concept of d iscursive 

com m unities will provide a  usefu l critical tool in u n d e rs tan d in g  the 

reaction to each  of the  artifac ts u n d e r scru tiny  in  m y project an d  help 

explain these  reactions in term s of the app rop ria teness  of irony and  no t 

in te rm s of the  ability  to decode the ironic m eaning.

A m ode of political engagem ent 

My th es is  th u s  a rgues th a t  irony, far from being a  politically 

disengaged trope, sh in es a  different light on “m atte rs  of com m on 

concern ,” bringing a tten tio n  to the  coun tless inc iden ts th a t  a c t in 

con junction  tow ard estrangem en t of public exchanges. It is the  tension  

betw een irony’s sim u ltan eo u s engagem ent and  d isengagem ent th a t links 

irony an d  aud iences. A lthough the ironists, d isengaged, seem  to sit 

com fortably far from the  raging debates tak ing  place in  the  public a rena , 

their lau g h te r is n o t disengaged. By the  sam e token, the  anger of those 

targeted  sp eak s of irony’s cu tting  political edge. Irony, a s  a  m aste r trope, 

is b ased  on a  d iscrepancy  betw een the  ac tual an d  th e  im plied, betw een 

expectations an d  reality. At the  sam e tim e, the  u se  of irony th rough  

artifac ts th a t  clearly have a  pub lic /po litical s take  com pels m e to argue
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against Rorty’s app ra isa l of irony as being inheren tly  private, by draw ing 

from M cDaniel’s an d  H utcheon’s perspectives. The self referentiality  of 

irony m akes it n o t less b u t m ore su ited  for the  political a rena , given th a t 

it brings into th e  debate  a  vital com ponent: the  hum ble  aw areness of the 

contingency of o n e ’s own position.

The aim  of my th es is  is to a sse ss  the  u se  of irony th rough  three 

different a rtifac ts  th a t  sha re  an  im portan t sim ilarity: the  u se  of irony as 

a  m ode of political engagem ent in an  estranged  public sphere. As B urke 

points ou t “th e  comic fram e shou ld  enable people to be observers of 

them selves, while acting. Its  u ltim ate  would no t be passiveness, b u t 

m axim um  co n sc io u sn ess . ”20 Irony is th u s  no t d isin te rested  in the  issu es 

b u t in fram ing any  debate  in exclusive, opposing, irreconcilable positions 

-  radical final vocabularies. In the end, 1 argue th a t  com m on sense is not 

the opposite of irony, a s  Rorty posits; it is its g round  an d  effect.

C hap ter division

C hap ter 2: “Two D ays before the  Day after Tomorrow!’ Public 

S tupidity  an d  the  Ironic Subject in S ou th  Park ,” advances the  a rgum en t 

of South Park’s “m ediational” theory of exigence. In the  first section, 

th rough  an  analy sis  of several episodes w ith political relevance, informed 

by Lloyd B itzer’s m odel of rhetorical s ituation  an d  its su b seq u en t 

m odifications by R ichard Vatz, 1 argue th a t for P arker an d  Stone 

exigence is co n stitu ted  no t by publicly observable im perfections, b u t by
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w hat H arim an calls public stupid ity  an d  the  m edia spectacle 

su rround ing  the events and  social/political issu es  addressed . This ironic 

“m irror,” se t ag a in st real events, exposes th e  rid icu lousness of m ediated 

collective behavior. Parker an d  S tone’s ta rge t is crowd behavior and, 

th rough  th a t, the  la ten t an d  m ediated system  of sh a red  beliefs and , m ost 

im portantly , fears. C onsequently, it com es as no su rp rise  th a t for some 

aud iences w hich recognize the  lam pooned system  of beliefs as being their 

own, irony d o esn ’t  happen . In the end  South Park becom es a  discursive 

space in w hich H arrim an ’s notion of “public stup id ity” converges, 

th rough  irony, w ith C anetti’s concept of “crowd behavior.”

In C hap ter 3, “M ichael Moore’s Im possible C onversation ,” 1 explore 

Moore’s u se  of ironic c o n tra s ts  a s  m eans to expose a  sh a rp  discrepancy 

betw een h a rsh  socio-econom ic realities and  the  “official” version of reality 

as voiced by corporate  and  political elites su ch  a s  Roger Sm ith, C harlton 

H eston or P residen t B ush . By am bush ing  these  p rom inen t figures, Moore 

leads h is  aud ience to the closed doors of power. F irst, 1 will d iscuss 

Moore’s perform ance of the  “im possible conversation ,” th a t  is, the 

inability of m arginalized voices to access public debate. The second 

section explores M oore’s u se  of irony an d  controversy a s  m eans to expose 

th is  breakdow n in public com m unication. In the  la s t section 1 will 

explore Moore’s deploym ent of irony - verbal as  well a s  d ram atic  and  

Socratic - a s  m ean s to em phasize an d  streng then  h is  m essage.
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In C hap ter 4, “’Speaking T ru th in e ss ’ to Pow er;’ S tephen  Colbert a t the 

2006 W hite H ouse C orrespondents Association D inner,” 1 will explore 

C olbert’s perform ance a s  featured  en te rta in er a t  the  2006 WHCA dinner. 

Em bodying a  cartoon ish  exaggeration of a  B u sh  su p p o rte r—proud, 

b rash , an d  u n so p h istica ted —Colbert u sed  irony to m ock the  B ush  

adm in istra tion . In th is  context, C olbert’s u se  of irony h a s  a  un ique  

characteristic: it is perform ed in the  presence of th e  P residen t himself, 

the very object of ridicule. Here irony is no t deployed a t  the  safe d istance 

of a  fictional town in Colorado or th rough  Moore’s cheeky editing 

techniques. C onsequently , in the first section, 1 will explore the  context 

of th is perform ance by reviewing the WHCA an d  the  a n n u a l dinner, 

C olbert’s public persona, an d  the  B ush  presidency. Subsequently , in the 

second section , th rough  a  close analysis of the  tex t itself, 1 will argue for 

the political edge of C olbert’s u se  of irony in tensified  by the  presence of 

the p res id en t -  com m unicating  d issen t directly u n d e r  the  obvious cover 

of p raise. The m ixed m edia reception following C olbert’s perform ance 

allows u s  to fu rth e r the  a rg u m en t abou t the  u se s  of irony th rough  a 

d iscussion  a b o u t au d ien ces’ reactions. C onsequently , in the  th ird  

section, 1 will argue th a t th e  negative reception of C olbert’s ironic a ttack  

canno t be explained by sim ply equating  poor recep tion  w ith a  failure to 

“get” the  irony. R ather, objections raised  by B u sh ’s su p p o rte rs  a s  well a s  

by som e m edia  ou tle ts  -  e ither directly or by om itting  C olbert’s
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perform ance in th e ir covering of the  2006 WHCA dinner, p e rta in  m ore to 

the  app rop ria teness of irony th a n  to “n o t getting the  joke.”

The las t chap ter. C hap ter 5 “G eneral O bservations an d  C onclusion ,” 

will provide the  concluding  rem arks following the  analysis of irony 

th rough  th ree  different artifacts. Overall, the  c u rre n t project traces 

irony’s evolution, from  South Park’s som ew hat general an d  d is ta n t ironic 

trea tm en t of b road  topics su ch  as crowd behavior and  m ediated 

stupidity, to Moore’s deeply invested ironic a ttack s  of concrete 

individuals -  Roger Sm ith , C harlton  H eston, an d  P residen t B ush  -  on 

concrete topics - corporate  indifference, youth  violence, the  w ar in Iraq  -  

and  to C olbert’s h a rs h  “p ra ise” of the  B ush  adm in istra tion  an d  m edia in 

the  veiy presence of h is  targets . This progression show s irony being 

discharged increasingly  closer to its targets. The resu lting  image is no t 

th a t of a  hum orous trope, enacted  from afar; ra th e r  it is a  deeply 

involved, politically invested trope w ith an  edge affectively cu tting  

th rough  aud iences a n d  targe ts , th rough  suppo rte rs  an d  adversaries -  an  

em otional trope in flux actively m aking a  difference in how public issu es 

are approached  an d  experienced.
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CHAPTER 2

“TWO DAYS BEFORE THE DAY AFTER TOMORROW”!

PUBLIC STUPIDITY AND THE IRONIC SUBJECT 

IN SOUTH PARK

South Park is an  an im ated  series ab o u t “life” in th e  fictional town of 

S outh  Park, Colorado. The series, created  by Trey P arker an d  M att 

Stone, follows the  lives of four foul-m outhed  friends (Stan, Kyle, 

C artm an, an d  Kenny) a s  they  critically engage c u rre n t political and  pop- 

cu ltu re  events. The show prem iered in 1997 on Comedy C entral, and  is 

currently  (April, 2008) in its  twelfth season , w ith over 170 episodes aired 

th u s  far. D uring th is  extensive ru n , no political issue  (voting, political 

correctness, 9 /  11), social problem  (poaching, gay righ ts, assis ted  

suicide, h a te  crim es, sexual education  in schools, child abduction), or 

religious belief (Scientology, M orm onism , C atholicism , Juda ism ) h as  

been taboo for South Park, nor any  celebrity beyond criticism . Anything 

th a t en te rs  the  public sphere  is potentially  fair gam e for th e  self- 

proclaim ed “equal opportun ity  offenders” P arker an d  Stone.

Not only does the  show directly engage political events an d  social 

issues, it often does so w ith rem arkab le  speed. An episode of South Park 

can  be p u t together in  ju s t  a  few days. For the  original p ilot episode
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paper cu t-o u ts  were u sed  in anim ation , a  laborious p rocess th a t  h a s  

subsequen tly  been  replaced by com puter an im ation . The im pact of th is  

an im ation  style on production  enables the  creato rs of South Park  to 

approach  c u rre n t events in real tim e, to in tegrate, literally, “up -to -the- 

m inu te” cu ltu ra l references, and  th u s  participate  in live public debates. 

For exam ple, "It's C hristm as in Canada" aired on D ecem ber 17 2003; The 

episode portrayed  th e  cap tu re  of the  Iraqi leader S addam  H ussein  three 

days after the  a c tu a l event. By the  sam e token, the  "Q uin tup le ts 2000" 

story, se t to a ir  on April 26, 2000, would revolve a ro u n d  five R om anian 

gym nasts’ ability  to clone them selves. N evertheless, before th e  episode 

aired na tional m edia  becam e fixated on a  cu te  little boy from C uba, E lian 

Gonzalez. As a  re su lt Parker and  Stone quickly changed  the  episode to 

accom m odate E lian  Gonzalez’s story. ̂  A nother exam ple of the  sw iftness 

w ith w hich social an d  political issu es  are an im ated  in th e  S ou th  Park 

universe com es from the episode “B est Friends Forever.” In th is  story, 

one of the  four ch ildren , Kenny, en d s u p  in a  vegetative sta te . A legal 

battle  e n su es  over keeping Kenny alive or rem oving h is  feeding tube. The 

show parod ies the  Terry Schiavo case and  the m edia  frenzy su rround ing  

it. Aired on  W ednesday, M arch 30, 2005, the w ork on th e  show began 

the  previous T hu rsday , less th a n  a  week b e fo r e .2 This p a rticu la r episode 

ended u p  w ining a n  Em m y aw ard for O u tstand ing  A nim ated Program  

(For Program m ing Less T han  One Hour) in  2005.
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South P ark’s  su ccess  an d  its underlying political an d  social 

com m entaiy, so finely a ttu n ed  to c u rre n t events and  debates, th u s  

w arran ts a n  analy sis  of th e  show ’s power a s  a  rhetorical a rtifac t and , 

particularly , its  re la tionsh ip  w ith its  audience. T hus, in  the  first p a rt of 

th is ch ap ter 1 develop an  analysis of the  show by draw ing on Lloyd 

Bitzer’s theory  of th e  rhetorical situation , including su b seq u e n t 

m odifications by R ichard E. Vatz. 1 will argue th a t  Parker an d  Stone u se  

irony to advance a  “m ediational” theo iy  of exigence, w hereby political 

defects m arked  by urgency  are constitu ted  no t w ithin  reality  as su ch  b u t 

in the m ediational a fte rm a th  of the events. For P arker an d  Stone, the 

public’s m ost p ressing  exigence is its  own collective stup id ity , its h ab it of 

transform ing real events in to  m edia spectacles an d  d ram atic  red 

herrings. Irony exposes the  rid icu lousness of th is  crowd behavior by 

con trasting  the  world of “responsib le” ad u lts  w ith the  innocence of 

children. In South Park, the  four children, the  m ain  ch arac te rs , more 

often th en  n o t see th ings m ore clearly th a n  the adu lts . As in the  fairytale 

The Em perors’ n ew  clothes, the  ch ildren  are able to see th rough  the 

m ediated veil an d  po in t o u t th a t  the  “em peror h a s  no th ing  on .” However, 

as opposed to the  fairytale, the S ou th  Park  ch ild ren ’s voices are muffled 

by the a d u lts ’ p a ss io n  w ith w hich they em brace th e ir collective m yths. 

The South Park’s “’sm a r t’ m obs,” poin t to a  com m unity  sh arin g  beliefs 

and , m ost im portan tly , fears. The m ost com m on socio-political clichés 

are a t  the  root of the  people’s rid icu lous behavior. “C hased” by global
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warm ing, because  the  televised repo rts dub  it the  cau se  of a  flood, or 

bu rn ing  down Wall M art because they  canno t exercise consum er self 

control, these  South Park crowds are a t once rid icu lous an d  dangerous. 

The hum or resu lting  from their derisory behavior shou ld  no t obscure the 

fact th a t m ore often th a n  no t these  crow ds change the  social, political, 

an d  -  yes -  n a tu ra l landscape of S ou th  Park.

To such  “im perfections,” Parker an d  Stone offer the  “fitting response” 

of hum or th rough  irony. T hus, having first exam ined P arker and  S tone’s 

u se  of irony to advance a  m ediational theory of exigence, the  second 

section of the  ch ap te r looks a t how South Park in te rac ts  w ith its 

audience. South P ark’s  effectiveness -  defined a s  bo th  th e  num ber of 

lowal viewers an d  th e  nu m b er of ou tspoken  critics - an d  its ability to 

engage in real tim e c u rre n t events, transfo rm s the  show  into a  source of 

inform ation an d  a ttitude . A lthough a  comedy an d  “ju s t” a  cartoon. South  

Park’s sa tirical tone an d  its choice of them es prom otes in  fact a  critical - 

even serious -  engagem ent w ith contem porary  social issues. The show 

rem inds u s  th a t  rhetoric  is never neu tra l, th a t  even cartoons have the 

capacity  to s tru c tu re  political though t. Rhetoric h a s  im bedded in its 

tex tu re  ideology, w hich configures th e  rela tionsh ip  betw een the 

individual an d  the  social.

Building on B arry  B rum m et an d  D entine B ow ers’ app roach  to subject 

positions, a s  well a s L inda H u tcheon’s concept of “discursive 

com m unities,” I will argue th a t a  close reading  suggests  th a t the  show
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opens u p  th e  space for the  “knowing iron ist” a s  a  privileged position. The 

ironist, or th e  im plied sub jec t position in B rum m et an d  B ow ers’ 

d iscussion , po in ts to the  individual th a t ne ither identifies no r opposes 

the text b u t  is constitu ted  nonethe less in order to read  it. It is th is  ironic 

d istance an d  laugh ter th a t  South Park privileges. However, Leah 

Ceccareli’s notion  of polysem y com plicates an d  en riches su ch  an  

appraisal. It is the  m ultiplicity of m eanings, the  polysem y or rhetorical 

artifacts th a t  open m ultiple spaces to be inhab ited  by different sub ject 

positions. C onsequently , the  negative reactions to controversial episodes 

qualify the  above assu m p tio n  ab o u t the  privileged position, in troducing, 

th rough  th e  notion  of “discursive com m unities,” the  idea of irony as 

happening. As Linda H utcheon argues, discursive com m unities are  built 

upon  a  sh a red  system  of beliefs an d  com m unicative stra teg ies. Following 

H utcheon, I a rgue  th a t  irony is n o t deciphered b u t ra th e r  h a p p en s  if the 

ironic in terp lay  betw een la ten t an d  m anifest reso n a tes  w ith in  su ch  a 

p articu la r d iscursive com m unity.

Flaws in reality

The episode T\uo D ays before the Day A fter Tomorrow  begins w ith S tan  

and C artm an , two of the  four m ain  charac ters , playing in  a  docked speed 

boat. The ch ild ish  play tak es a  tu rn  for the  w orse an d  the  boa t c rashes 

into the  w orld 's largest beaver dam , causing  a m assive flood an d  th u s  

subm erging B eaverton Town u n d e r  w ater. Following a  p le tho ra  of
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theories abou t the  cause  of the  flood, global w arm ing is found to be the  

culprit. Panic en sues, p lunging the  tow n into chaos. In the  end, nothing 

is resolved. The ch ild ren ’s adm ission  of guilt goes unnoticed , muffled by 

a  collective adm ission  of responsibility. In the  final scene, after S tan  

adm its to b reaking  the  dam , one of the  ch a rac te rs  in the  crowd exclaims: 

“D on't you see w ha t th is  child is saying? We c a n 't spend  all ou r energy 

placing blam e w hen som ething  bad  happens. He's saying... we all broke 

the dam .”̂  W hen S tan  replies “No. I broke the  d am ,” th e  people in the 

crowd s ta r t  ch an tin g  one after the  o th er -  in a  sequence rem in iscen t of 

the  movie Spartacus - “I broke the  dam .” S ta n ’s repeated  adm ission  of 

guilt becom es p a rt of th is collective chan t. The tru e  cause  of the  flood is 

slowly e rased  by S ou th  P ark ’s people’s inability to tran scen d  the ir 

m ediated collective behavior. This inability  is evident all th roughou t th is 

episode. The people are  m ore th a n  willing to em brace p reposterous 

explanations, m oving w ithout so m uch  a s  a  second th o u g h t from global 

w arm ing to “c rab  people” as exp lanations for the  d isaster.

The tex t is deeply political. It deals w ith cu rre n t events, su ch  as the 

debate su rro u n d in g  the  issu e  of global w arm ing an d  the  a fte rm ath  of 

h u rrican e  K atrina, all of w hich is folded into a  parody of the  2004 

apocalyptic movie The Day A fter Tomorrow. The ep isode’s clear 

connection to real events po in ts to two salien t concep ts of Lloyd B itzer’s 

m odel of the  rheto rica l situation: exigence and  fitting response. For 

Bitzer, rhetoric  is fundam enta lly  situational. Exigence, aud ience, and
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c o n stra in ts  are  interw oven w ithin an  objectively observable reality .4 

Bitzer posits th a t  the  exigence, w hat he calls an  “im perfection m arked by 

urgency,”  ̂ p rescribes both  the  discourse and  the  aud ience  “capab le” of 

m ending it; it con ta ins, if properly deciphered, the c lues to its own 

solution. He argues th a t  a  rhetorical situa tion  should  be viewed “as a  

n a tu ra l con tex t of p ersons, events, objects, re la tions, an d  an  exigence 

w hich strongly invites u tte ran ce .”5 Consequently , rhetoric  is “called into 

existence” by som e objective im perfection, by a  flaw in reality  - “publicly 

observable” - th a t  can  potentially be resolved by d iscourse  a s  m ediated 

th rough  an  aud ience  capable of being influenced by d iscourse  into 

action.

Em ploying a  B izterian reading  of Two D ays Before, we can  argue th a t 

both  H urricane  K atrina  an d  the  issue  of global w arm ing a re  “publicly 

observable” phenom ena, objective im perfections w hose a fte rm ath  and  

effects in reality  can  potentially  be m ended th rough  d iscourse. 

N onetheless, for P arker and  Stone, the  exigency is n o t constitu ted  by the 

ac tu a l events - in th is  case H urricane K atrina an d  its  a fte rm ath , depicted 

in the  show  as  the  B eaverton flood - b u t by the  p u b lic ’s interpretation o f  

or reaction to su c h  events. The focus of S tone an d  P arker in th is  episode 

is no t to get to th e  bottom  of the  situation  and  determ ine  the  real cause 

of the  flood, an d  th u s  partic ipa te  in the  real conversation  ab o u t 

H urricane K atrina, b u t to follow the a b su rd  tr ib u la tio n s of the  people, 

the televised fear an d  the  crowd behavior th a t  en su es . W hat in te res ts  the
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South Park c rea to rs is no t solely to critique the m edia exaggeration b u t 

the people’s com plicit eagerness in tak ing  p a rt in th e  a fte rm ath  of 

d isasters . In O prah  W infrey’s interview with New O rleans Mayor Ray 

Nagin, the m ayor, visibly d is trau g h t ta lks abou t people being cooked up  

in the S uper Dome: “W atching dead  bodies. W atching hooligans killing 

people, rap ing  people. People were trying to gives u s  babies, th a t were 

dying.”7 Following th ese  em otional revelations, the  m ayor, overwhelmed, 

stops talk ing an d  w anders off cam era. O prah  u n d e rs tan d ab ly  s ta rts  

crying. As la ter rep o rts  showed, these  n u m b ers  an d  reports of rape, 

m urder, an d  dead bab ies were in  fact gross exaggerations, even if 

un in ten tional. However, w ith an  estim ated  7.4 million people w atching 

O prah daily, th is  m élange of televised repo rts and  tru th  an d  its  effects on 

how people perceive reality  becom es an  issu e .8 It is exactly th is  

im m ediate reaction  to a  m ediated  report th a t  is a t s take  in South Park.

By reflecting the  rea l m edia exaggeration. South Park  po in ts  o u t th a t 

proof or critical th o u g h t no longer fits in the  spaces betw een m ediated 

tru th s  in o u r eagerness to em brace them .

I th u s  argue th a t  show th u s  su p p o rts  a  theoiy  of exigence closer to 

Vatz’s “correction” of B itzer’s model. Vatz a rg u es  in  “The M yth of the  

R hetorical S itu a tio n ,” th a t  w h a t B itzer calls  “s itu a tio n a l 

c h a ra c te r is tic s” a re  n o th in g  m ore th a n  th e  sp e a k e r’s or th e  o b serv er’s 

interpretation  of th e  fac ts , h is  o r h e r “phenom enological pe rspec tive .” 

He a rg u es  th a t  “m ean in g  is n o t in tr in s ic  in  even ts. We lea rn  of fac ts
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an d  even ts th ro u g h  som eone’s co m m u n ica tin g  th em  to u s .”9 

Im perfections do n o t exist b u t are  c rea ted  from  a  m u ltitu d e  of 

in te rte x tu a l even ts. According to Vatz, it is th e  rh e to r  th a t  c rea te s  the  

rhe to rica l s itu a tio n  th ro u g h  h is  speech  by w hich  he m akes sa lien t 

p a rtic u la r  events. It is the  pow er to choose  th a t  b rin g s a  social 

im perfection in to  ex istence. So, in c o n tra s t  w ith  B itzer, Vatz a rg u es 

th a t  it is th e  h e rm en eu tic  d im ension  of rh e to ric  th a t  de te rm ines reality  

an d  n o t vice versa.

The above m entioned  South Park episode p re sen ts  a  clear chain  of 

events: the  B eaverton flood caused  by th e  ch ild ren ’s boa t accident and  

their adm ission  of guilt as  a  “fitting resp o n se” - bo th  appropria te  and  

dem anded  by the  situa tion  - to the  exigence. The narra tive  is to th is 

ex tent a  perfect B itzerian m odel of rheto rica l reso lu tion . However, for 

Parker and  Stone, th e  im perfection, the  flaw in reality, is not the  k ids’ 

behavior or the  h u rrican e  a s  event b u t w hat Robert H arim an calls 

“public stup id ity ,” th e  South  Park people’s appetite  for hysteria  which 

m akes them  em brace p reposterous exp lanations an d  a b su rd  courses of 

action. Indeed, I suggest th a t it is precisely th is  type of stup id ity  and  

ignorance th a t co n stitu tes  South Park’s rheto rica l “reality”; it is the 

m ediational ab su rd ity  of public d iscourse  itself th a t  is the  show ’s object 

of ridicule.

For exam ple, George B ush , te rro rists , A1 Q aeda an d  the ir Beaver dam  

WMDs, the  m ayor of Beaverton, FEMA, C om m unists, an d  Chinese
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radicals are, in succession , suspected  to have “c au se d ” th e  Beaverton 

flood. In a  represen ta tive  scene, the South  Park repo rte r an n o u n ces th a t 

the c au ses  of the  flood “are being investigated.” The cam era  p an s  ou t 

showing th e  tow ns people engage in a  debate. One m an  exclaim s “T hat's 

right! We know  w hose fau lt th is  is! ... It's George B u sh 's  fault!” To such  

a  “p rep o ste ro u s” explanation  ano ther m an in the  crowd a rgues “George 

B ush  d id n 't b reak  th a t  beaver dam! It w as te rro ris ts  an d  A1 Qaeda! 

They've been  secretly  build ing beaver dam  WMDs for y ea rs  now!”n  The 

scene m oves back  in S ta n ’s house in w hich the  M arsh  family follows the  

televised debate. S ta n ’s m other poin ts ou t th a t “th e  m ayor of Beaverton 

should 've done som eth ing  ab o u t th a t dam  years ago.” 12 Randy, S ta n ’s 

father prom ptly  replies “D on't blam e the  m ayor, Sharon . W hat abou t 

FEMA? T hink  th is  whole th ing  is really the ir fau lt.” 3̂ A sim ilar scene 

unfolds tow ard th e  end of the  episode, in w hich S tan  finally adm its his 

responsibility  to h is  friend Kyle:

S tan: I know  w hat did cause  the  flood.

Kyle: George B ush?

S tan: No.

Kyle: T errorists?

S tan: No.

Kyle: C om m unists?

S tan : No.

Kyle: C hinese rad icals?
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Stan: NoJ4

This hum orous search  for blam e, a  m otif th a t ru n s  th ro u g h o u t the 

entire episode, po in ts to the  public stup id ity  b irthed  an d  m ain tained  by 

the South  Park  people’s lack of reason  and  judgm en t. Parker and  Stone 

u se  d ram atic  irony to expose th is  collective stupid ity . The Bedford 

Glossary defines D ram atic Irony a s  a  feature  of the  situa tion  in which 

“the c h a rac te r’s own w ords come to h a u n t him  or h e r .” As su ch  D ram atic 

Irony po in ts to a  d iscrepancy betw een a  c h a rac te r’s perception  and  w hat 

the reader or the  audience know s to be t r u e . ^ 5  The audience of South  

Park is cued in from the  first scenes ab o u t the  tru e  cause  of the  

Beaverton flood an d  is left to w itness the  trib u la tio n s of the  tow ns people 

in their rid icu lous q u est for answ ers.

D iscussing  the  people’s reaction  to the  d ram atic  events of 9 /11,

Robert H arim an argues, in h is article “Public C u ltu re  and  Public 

S tupidity  Post - 9 / 1 1 , ” th a t people are  “incredibly ignoran t” in  regard to 

foreign policy. Two of the  th ree  reaso n s for th is  stup id ity  and  ignorance 

are linked w ith m edia. H arim an posits th a t it is the  political econom y of 

m edia - “the  revenue driven com position of local new s or the working 

rela tionship  betw een the  na tional new s organization an d  their 

governm ent so u rces” - w hich m akes m edia m ore suscep tib le  to spectacle 

and  governm ent i n f l u e n c e . B y  the  sam e token, H arim an  argues th a t 

the program m atic eluding  of foreign affairs in the  new s coverage, leads to
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the people’s inability to employ critical th ink ing  w hen faced w ith 

im portan t foreign affairs policies.

A case in  po in t th a t  can  be brought to su p p o rt H arim an ’s app ra isa l of 

public stup id ity  is R epublican representative Bob Ney’s a ttem p t to 

change the  nam es of cu linary  products su ch  as F rench  fries an d  F rench 

to as t o r to boycott wine as a  reaction to F rance’s in sistence  on a 

diplom atic solution and  its  refusal to sup p o rt the  U.S. m ilitary 

in tervention  in  Iraq. Responding to complex foreign affairs issues, such  

as one co u n try ’s refusal to sup p o rt an  in te rnational policy, w ith sem antic  

tinkering  and  the  boycott of (already purchased) p ro d u cts , po in ts to the 

eagerness of the  public to employ d ram atic / thea trica l s o l u t i o n s . A s  

Alan Reynolds, a  p rom inen t U.S. econom ist, po in ts out, th ro u g h  the 

wine boycott people displayed w hat he called, “econom ic illiteracy.” 

According to Reynolds, F rench  wine accoun ts for less th a n  3 percen t of 

US im ports from France and , the  wine u sed  in the  "pouring parties" (in 

w hich F rench  wine w as b ough t and  th en  poured  dow n the  gutter) w as 

a lready p u rch ased  by U.S. d istribu to rs an d  reta ilers. B oth H arim an’s 

concept of public stup id ity  an d  Reynolds’ more forgiving notion  of public 

“illiteracy,” po in t to the  public behavior th a t  em erges w hen bad  

jo u rn a lism  m eets a n  already  over-stim ulated audience.

Sim ilarly, the  collective stup id ity  exemplified by the  South  Park 

com m unity  is a  b lend of the  exaggerated m edia portrayal of events, the 

p u b lic ’s c o n s ta n t appetite  for the  sensa tiona l an d  the  banal, an d  their
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com pulsion to a c t on insufficient evidence or inform ation. Take for 

exam ple South Park’s satirical references to m edia reports on H urricane 

Katrina. The line “It’s George B u sh 's  fault! ... Yeah! George B ush  doesn 't 

care abou t beavers!” u tte red  by one of the  c h arac te rs  in the  first 

m om ents of the  B eaverton flood, refers to an  inciden t in which, in an  

NBC televised fundra ising  for the  victim s of H urricane K atrina, African 

American rap p e r Kanye W est strayed  from the  teleprom pter saying 

“George B ush  d oesn 't care ab o u t b lack people!” As a  resu lt, NBC issued 

the following sta tem en t:

Kanye W est departed  from the  scrip ted  com m ents th a t  were 

p repared  for him , an d  h is opinions in no way rep resen t the views 

of the  netw ork. It would be m ost u n fo rtu n a te  if the  efforts of the 

a rtis ts  who partic ipa ted  ton igh t an d  the  generosity of m illions of 

A m ericans who a re  helping those  in need are  overshadow ed by one 

person 's  opinion.

W hen S tan , the  ac tu a l cu lp rit of the  Beaverton flood, a sk s  if som eone 

will go and  help  the  people stran d ed  on the ir roof tops, h is  father 

prom ptly answ ers: “T hat's  no t im portan t right now, son. W hat's 

im portan t is figuring o u t w hose fau lt th is  is .” T hus, South Park’s satirical 

reference to th e  Kanye W est inc iden t po in ts to the  pub lic ’s eagerness to 

cast quick b lam e, a  so rt of lynching im pulse, in stead  of focusing on the 

actual ta sk  a t  h a n d  -  the  effort to raise  su p p o rt for the  victims.
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A nother obvious reference to the m edia exaggeration du ring  

H urricane K atrina an d  its effects on public opinion is offered in the first 

scenes of the  Beaverton flood. The S ou th  Park  field reporter, standing  

ankle deep in w ater, p a in ts  an  apocalyptic p icture  by talk ing  abou t a  

death  toll “in the hundreds o f millions”—in a  town w ith a  population  of 

eight th o u san d . This a b su rd  depiction is fu rth e r am plified w hen reports 

of m urder, rape, an d  cannibalism  are m ade:

Mitch: W-we're no t su re  w hat exactly is going on inside the 

tow n of Beaverton, u h  Tom, b u t  we're reporting  th a t  there 's  

looting, raping, and  yes, even ac ts  of cannibalism .

Tom: My God, you've, you've actually  seen people looting, raping 

an d  eating  each  other?

Mitch: No, no, we haven 't actually  seen  it Tom, we're ju s t  reporting 

it. 20

These scenes are  references to ac tu a l s ta tem en ts , a s  for exam ple 

R andall R obinson’s2i com m ent, la ter re tracted , th a t  victim s in  New 

O rleans h a d  resorted  to eating  corpses to survive, or Ray N agin’s 

com m ents on Sep tem ber 5 on Oprah th a t  m u rd ers  an d  rap e  are 

happen ing  in the  Superdom e and  “babies are  dying,” while the  death  toll 

is expected to be a ro u n d  10,000.22 As m entioned, after the  hu rricane, 

bo th  New O rleans officials and  the  m edia re trac ted  m any  of the  

gruesom e stories c ircu la ted  during  the  f lo o d .23 A ccording to BBC News, 

New O rleans police confirm ed th a t there  w here no official repo rts  of
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rapes, m u rd ers  or cann ibalism  during  the a fte rm ath  of th e  H urricane 

K atrina an d  th a t  th e  death  toll - 841 - was far from the 10,000 figure

advanced. 24

These m irro r im ages (Beaverton - Katrina), exposing the  

hypervigilance of m edia reporting, po in t to the  tru e  exigency for Parker 

and Stone: the  connection  betw een “ju s t  reporting” an d  th e  people’s lack 

of critical th o u g h t an d  calm  judgm ent. Therefore, the  show ’s irony is 

focused on the  pu b lic ’s m ediated  perception of reality. As Vatz exposes 

the subjective n a tu re  of B itzer’s “reality ,” Parker an d  Stone likewise 

expose the ab su rd ity  of the  pub lic ’s routine  beliefs th a t  w h a t is “ju s t  

reported” to be h ap p en in g  actually  constitu tes reality. We w atch  how 

m ediated ppblic d iscourse  c rea tes reality. Named a s  the  cause  of the 

flood. Global W arm ing c rea tes effect in reality; people ru n  a ro u n d  fearful 

for their lives, h id ing  inside the  school aud ito rium  prepared  to “ride it 

ou t.” The real c au se  in the  episode, the  ch ild ren ’s boa t accident, is u sed  

by Parker an d  S tone to expose the  rid iculous an d  m ystifying effects of 

the public d iscou rse  su rro u n d in g  the  events. South Park c re a to rs’ critical 

eye is focused n o t on B itzer’s publicly observable reality  b u t on the 

su b seq u en t public  rhetoric  th a t  c reates a new, skew ed reality—petty, 

irrational, an d  hysterical. As Vatz argues, rhetoric  m u s t be viewed a s  a  

“creation of reality  ... ra th e r  th en  a  reflector of reality .”25 As such , Parker 

and S tone’s critique is n o t d irected  tow ards the  ac tu a l ca tastroph ic
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events (the flood an d  the  people s tran d ed  on th e  rooftops) b u t  tow ards 

the public’s pecu liar response  to them .

For Parker and  Stone, then , the  im perfection m arked  by urgency is 

the collective stup id ity  of public d iscourse  itself. South  Park’s  c rea to rs’ 

own “fitting response” to the  m ystifying effects of public  d iscourse is 

ridicule th rough  irony. If the  fitting response is, a s  B itzer posits, a  

discourse th rough  w hich a  positive m odification of the  im perfection can 

be enacted , P arker an d  S tone’s aim  is to en ac t su ch  a  m odification 

th rough  irony. As such , the  power of the  show is m anifested  within 

reality. Through ironic engagem ent of these  issues, the  im perfections 

could be potentially  solved th rough  d iscourse. For exam ple, in V H l’s 

special docum entary  Inside South Park, Parker an d  Stone ta lk  abou t an  

episode in w hich the  object of ridicule w as fam ous d irec to rs who meddle 

w ith their p a s t movies. In the  episode, S tan  M arsh, one of the  four boys, 

s ta te s  th a t  movies have to be taken  from directors like Steven Spielberg 

and  George L ucas “because  they ’re in san e .” One of the  reaso n s behind 

m aking th is  episode, according to P arker and  Stone, w as the  rum or th a t 

a  special u p d a te d  edition of the movie “R aiders of the  Lost Ark” was to be 

produced. S tone argued  th a t, a s  a  resu lt of th e ir episode, in w hich such  

an  a ttem p t is savagely ridiculed, the  rem ake of the  movie will no t take 

place. Steven Spielberg, the  d irector lam pooned in the  episode, wrote 

“the m ean es t n icest le tte r” -  talk ing abou t w hat a  badge of honor it is to
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be vilified a s  a c h arac te r in South Park. The conclusion  seem s to be th a t 

the episode con tribu ted  to halting  the  re-m ake of these  old movies.

For P arker an d  Stone, then , the  exigence is n o t determ ined  by the 

situation  b u t created  w ithin the public sphere  by d iscourse. The real 

exigencies are  replaced  by collective m yths and  a b su rd  mob-like 

behavior. In Som ething Wall-Mart This W ay Comes, the  people of South  

Park struggle ag a in st “big corporations.” U nable to fight ag a in st Wall 

M art’s low prices th rough  consum er self-control, one of th e  charac ters 

exclaim s “This place h as  a  power over u s  we c a n 't resist! We have to find 

a  way to p u t the  South  Park Wall M art o u t of b u s in e ss  once an d  for 

a ll!”25 “Evidently,” the  solution is sim ple, a s an o th e r ch a rac te r p u ts  it; 

“Let's b u rn  it down!” The ch ild ren ’s innocence provides again  the 

co n trast for th e  a d u lts ’ collective stupidity . Kyle, one of the  four children 

yells “No! All we have to do is no t shop a t Wall M art anym ore! If you w an t 

it to go away, all it tak es is a  little self-control an d  personal 

r e s p o n s ib i l i t y .”27 The answ er com es in the  nex t scene depicting all the 

people of S ou th  Park  stand ing  silently on the  sidew alk, w atching  Wall 

M art b u rn  to th e  ground. One of the  ch arac te rs  s ta r ts  singing “Kum baya, 

my Lord, K um baya” an d  the  entire crowd follows, sw aying back  and  

forth, holding h an d s . The song galvanizes the  com m unity . Ironically, yet 

again, the  sim ple solution of individual responsib ility  fades away in a  

quasi-relig ious d isplay of collective stupidity .
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Through th is  view of the  public, Parker and  S tone’s sa tire  follows 

Vatz’s approach  th a t  co n stru es  the  rheto r a s  creating  reality. This u se  of 

irony exposes the  rid icu lousness of th is  collective behavior enacting  an  

a b su rd  reality. The ch ild ren  provide a  clear reading  of reality  an d  are 

ready to en ac t the ir fitting response. However, the  ch ild ren ’s fitting 

response is alw ays ignored by adu lts. As a  m atter of fact, the  ad u lts  

them selves ac t like children , producing an  infantile public. The end of 

the Wall M art episode finds the  people “finally” u n d e rs tan d in g  the  error 

of their ways. One of the  ch arac te rs  poin ts ou t “You see boys, if we like 

our sm all-tow n charm  m ore th a n  the  big corporate bullies, we all have to 

be willing to... pay a  little b it m ore. Do you u n d e r s t a n d ? ”^» The epiphany 

is quickly followed by the  real solution “Let's all go shop a t  J im 's  D rugs 

down the  street!” The scene portrays J im 's  D rugs, a  store previously ru n  

ou t of b u s in e ss  by Wall M art, opening its doors. The crowd flocks to the 

store an d  cheerfully s ta r ts  shopping. The long string  of people en tering  

J im 's  D rugs m akes it grow steadily. As if the  store w as feeding on people, 

J im ’s D rugs slowly becom es a  huge building identical in size to the 

recently scorched Wall M art. C u t to the  next scene, the  people silently 

w atch from  the  sidew alk a s  J im 's  D rugs b u rn s  to the  ground. The flam es 

are once again  accom panied  by the com m unal song K um baya Oh Lord, 

Kum baya. One of th e  c h a rac te rs  exclaim s, “All right, le t's  no t m ake th a t 

m istake again ,” while an o th e r poin ts the  way, “Yeah, le t’s all shop over a t 

True Value!” 29 The crowd w holeheartedly agrees an d  moves in block to
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ano ther store, “feeding” it. Every “revelation,” th en , is always already 

m isplaced. The crowd consistently  m akes the  sam e m istakes and  

consistently  em ploys the  sam e ra sh  solutions.

For South Park’s creators, m ediated public d iscourse  is ontological; 

th a t is, it c reates reality  by m aterializing ideas, an d  by doing so induces 

irrational collective behavior. This ontological pow er of public d iscourse, 

com bined w ith the  people’s appetite  for d ram a, is viewed by P arker and  

Stone, a s m ind num bing, creating  a  “false consc iousness .” The 

rid icu lousness of the  different cau ses of the  B eaverton flood in  Two D ays 

A fter the D ay A fter Tomorrow is exposed in com parison  w ith the objective 

cause  - the  boa t accident. A lthough guilty, it is th e  ch ild ren ’s “innocence” 

in finally accepting responsibility , w hich offers th e  co n tra s t to expose the 

absu rd ity  of collective beliefs and  actions. By the  sam e token, in 

Something Wall-Mart This W ay Comes, the  child ren  advocating 

responsib le  consum er behavior expose the  rid icu lousness of the  ad u lts  

“bu rn ing  down and  m oving to an o th er sto re” behavior. As such , it is 

m ediational a fte rm ath  of events th a t co n stitu tes  th e  tru e  exigency for 

Parker an d  Stone. Ultim ately, the show ’s c rea to rs are  b en t on dissolving 

the unholy  m arriage betw een reports of Global W arm ing a s  real and  the  

people ru n n in g  away chased  by a  Global W arm ing transfo rm ed  by 

televised repo rts  in to  a  m ateria l entity. Their ironic approach  to the 

public debate  su rround ing  the  a fte rm ath  of the  H urricane  K atrina is
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b en t on  d econstruc ting  bo th  the belief th a t  w hat we ta lk  ab o u t 

co n stitu tes  reality  an d  the  people’s passion  invested in su ch  a  belief.

In the  episode entitled  Cartoon Wars, the  people of S ou th  Park  are 

afraid of re ta lia tions from M uslim s due to a  cartoon - Family Guy - 

depicting the  M uslim  p rophet M ohamed. This episode references the 

scandal su rro u n d in g  The M uham m ad C artoon C ontroversy in w hich the 

D anish  new spaper Jy llands-P osten  pub lished  in 2006 twelve cartoons 

depicting c a rica tu re s  of M uham m ad. W hat is of in te re s t here  is, yet 

again, the  collective solution to deal w ith th is issue. In order to prevent 

M uslim  ex trem ists from grouping the  innocen t (viewers) w ith the guilty 

(au thors of Family Guy), the  S ou th  Park people literally bury  the ir head 

in the  sand . W hen one ch arac te r argues for freedom  of speech pointing 

ou t th a t  “we shou ld  ALL m ake cartoons of M uham m ad, an d  show the 

terro rists  an d  the  ex trem ists th a t  we are all un ited  in  the  belief th a t 

every person  h a s  a  righ t to say w hat they w an t,”30 the  o ther charac te rs  

prom ptly reply “I like the  san d  idea ... Yeah, me too ... Yeah. The sand  

th ing so u n d s  a  lot sim pler.”3̂  The next scenes show  people across 

America, in  the  m iddle of the  street, w ith th e ir head  bu ried .in  the  sand. 

Yet again , ra sh  so lu tions, m ediated reality, and  collective stupid ity  

overshadow  reality.

Parker an d  S tone constan tly  u se  irony to expose th is  rid icu lous m ob

like behavior. The crowd an d  its ab su rd  m anifesta tions are  th e ir real 

target. In The Crowd and the Mob: from  Plato to Canetti, J .S . McClelland

42



provides an  extensive overview of crowd theories. W hat is of in te res t here 

is the la s t ch ap ter of the  book dealing w ith E lias C anetti’s Crowds and  

Power, or w hat M cClelland calls “the only m asterp iece of crowd theoiy .”^̂  

W hat m akes C anetti’s theory different from  all the  o ther theories 

preceding it is the  separa tion  betw een crow ds an d  leaders. According to 

McClleland, before C anetti, crowd theo iy  can  be characterized  as 

leadersh ip  theory. The dem agogue, the  leader is seen  as the  creative 

source behind  the  crowd. Quite the  contrary , for C anetti, crow ds are in 

fact an  escape from th e  p a tte rn s  of au thority . According to McClelland, 

C anetti is the  first th eo ris t “to take the  m ind of th e  crowd seriously, and  

provide it w ith a  co n ten t of its  ow n.”33

Similarly, in South Park, there  is seldom  a  leader leading th e  crowd. 

The South  Park  c h a rac te rs  alw ays voice w h a t is on eveiybody’s mind. 

Voices of reason  are silenced. W henever th e  ch ild ren  po in t o u t the 

obvious, they are ignored. The South  Park  crow ds draw  their energies 

from an  inert m ateria l of sh a red  beliefs, them es, an d  fears. For instance, 

in Night o f the Living H om eless, in w hich th e  issu e s  of hom elessness is 

folded into a  parody  of the  1968 movie Night o f the Dead, the  tow ns 

officials d iscu ss  possible so lu tions to th is  problem . One c h arac te r points 

o u t th a t “We could  give the  hom eless all designer sleeping bags and 

m akeovers. At leas t th a t  way they 'd  be p lea san t to look a t” while ano ther 

suggests th a t “We could tu rn  th e  hom eless into tires, so th a t  we'd still 

have hom eless, b u t  we could u se  them , on ou r c a r s .”34 W hen one of the

43



charac te rs exclaim s th a t “th is  whole conversation is extrem ely offensive! 

The hom eless a re n 't  m onsters, they are people, like you  an d  m e” the 

reply com es prom ptly  “You m ean they've adapted , copied o u r DNA.”3S 

Even the  expert in hom elessness stud ies h a s  to d issec t “several” 

hom eless people to figure o u t w hat “m akes them  tick .” The scenario  

becom es even m ore ab su rd  w hen the  four children travel to Evergreens, 

a  nearby town, to find o u t how th is  pa rticu la r city got rid  of the  hom eless 

people. In a n  extensive ran t, one of the Evergreen surv ivors explains th a t  

“They (hom eless people) fed off of o u r change to the  po in t th a t  they could 

actually  s ta r t  ren ting  apartm en ts. We knew it w ouldn 't be long before the 

hom eless actually  s ta rted  buying hom es. And th en  we'd have no idea 

who w as hom eless an d  who w a s n 't !”36 The c h a ra c te rs ’ so lu tions for 

hom elessness are different, yet always the  sam e. B ehind  these  “diverse” 

answ ers to th is  social issue  lies the  sam e ignorance m an ifested  into the 

u tte r  o th ern ess  of th e  hom eless people. All the  South Park  ch arac te rs  

draw  from the  sam e pool of clichés, collective ignorance.

The S ou th  Park  crow ds are  indeed sm art; however they  are sm art no t 

in critical intelligence b u t in  self-aw areness -  i.e. agency. For C annetti 

em otional co n ten t is an  im portan t factor in u n d e rs tan d in g  crowd 

behavior. C onsequently , one of h is taxonom ies of crow ds identifies five 

types according  to em otional content: baiting, flight, prohibition , 

reversal, a n d  double crow ds.3? For exam ple, in Douche and  Turd, S ta n ’s 

refusal to partic ipa te  in a  m asco t election in w hich th e  only choices are a
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“giant douche bag” an d  a  “tu rd  sandw ich” quickly becom es a  life and  

death  situation . According to C anetti the  baiting crowd is a  “m urderous 

crowd, a  quick crowd w hich form s to kill.”38 Sim ilarly in  the town of 

South  Park, S tan  finds ou t th a t  no t voting is a  crim e pun ishab le  by 

ban ishm ent. All the  in h ab itan ts  speak  w ith one voice. The scene depicts 

a  classic lynch m ob. At daw n the entire population  is gathered  a t  the 

ou tsk irts , holding to rches. The m ayor delivers the  decree “As it w as in 

the tim es of o u r forefathers, so it is now. S tan  M arsh, for not following 

our m ost sacred  of rites, you are hereby ban ished  from South  Park for all 

eternity. Or u n til you decide th a t voting is im portan t. ”39 As soon a s  the 

m ayor fin ishes delivering the  sentence, the  tow ns people approach  S tan  

one by one an d  rip a  piece of h is clothes an d  th en  sp it on him . He is then  

tied to a  horse , facing backw ards, an d  h is head  covered w ith a  bucket. 

The rid icu lousness of the  situa tion  is accen tu a ted  w hen S ta n ’s father, 

tying him  to th e  horse , exclaim s “This is break ing  your m other's heart, 

Stan. She cou ldn 't even help  tie you to the  h o r s e .”4o The scene ends w ith 

the horse s ta rtin g  slowly to move while the  crowd w atches silently. One 

of the c h a rac te rs  s ta r ts  blowing a  horn , adding  to the  “solem nity” of the 

situation.

For C anetti, flight crow ds are  even m ore easily identified for the  th rea t 

causing  the  flight is ind iscrim inate  affecting all. In Two D ays before the 

Day A fter Tomorrow, “sc ien tis ts” identify global w arm ing as the  cause  of 

the Beaverton flood. As a  resu lt, panic e n su es  p lunging  the town into
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chaos. One of th e  charac ters , looking in  the  d istance  po in ts  o u t tow ards 

som ething and  yells “Oh Je su s , here it comes!” Eveiyone s ta r ts  runn ing  

in te rro r from “the  th ing” th a t the  m an  is pointing to. D esperate  cries,

“Its righ t beh ind  us!” give m ateriality  to global w arm ing. The 

rid icu lousness is augm ented  w hen the  crowd sw itches d irections 

shou ting  “It's com ing the  o ther way!” The m ateria lity  of the  th re a t is 

flawlessly portrayed  in th is scene. The cam era  s ta r ts  acting  the  role of 

Global W arm ing, chasing  the  crowd. One m an  s tu m b les  while “global 

w arm ing”, now a  physical entity, catches u p  w ith him . Fallen, the  m an 

suffers seizures, a s  if som ething invisible, yet real, tak es  hold of him. The 

crowd tak es refuge in the com m unity center, “p u rsu e d ” by the  Global 

W arming. They barely  m anage to get inside and  close the  door in “Global 

W arm ing’s ‘face’”, a  scene rem in iscen t of horro r m ovies, w here the 

ch arac te rs  m anage to close the  door in front of th e  p u rsu in g  m onster 

ju s t  in  time.

The episode Child Abduction is not Funny  identifies the  th ird  type of 

crowd, the  prohib ition  crowd -  a  negative crowd -  w hich obeys a  sudden  

self-im posed prohibition, as, for exam ple, in a  w orker’s strike. 

R esponding to reports abou t the  increase  in child abduction , the  South  

Park p a re n ts  becom e increasingly protective of th e ir  children. This bu ild 

up  of fear cu lm inates w hen a  new s anchor a n n o u n ces  th a t  the  la test 

s tudy  show s th a t  the  p a ren ts  them selves are  the  m o st likely abductors. 

Evidently, the  p a re n ts  begin to su sp ec t each  o th er u n til the  solution
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becom es yet again  evident. The scene dep ic ts the  entire  town gathered  on 

a  neighborhood street. The p a ren ts  sobbingly h ug  th e ir children. W hen 

one of the boys p o in ts  ou t the  obvious “why do I have to leave?” the reply 

comes prom ptly “The new s says th a t a t  your age you a re n 't safe w ith us, 

son. You have to get o u t of here before we a b d u c t you .”4i W hen one of 

the children  a sk s  w here they  should  go, one of the  p a ren ts  answ ers “We 

can 't tell you because  we c a n 't know w here you are!” All the  ch ild ren  in 

South  Park  hudd le  in the  m iddle of the  road, u n su re  w hat to do, th en  

slowly s ta r t  to move. M eanwhile, the crowd is literally bawling w ith their 

backs tu rn ed  to th e ir own children. The a b su rd  an d  self-im posed 

prohibition is for the  “g rea ter good” - the  safety of the  children; the  irony 

being of course  th a t  th rough  th is  gesture the  p a re n ts  p u t th e ir children 

more to risk  th en  ever before. Yet again, one of the  children  po in ts ou t 

the real problem . Moving aw ay from  th is  sobbing crowd, S tan  s ta te s  

“Dude, som etim es I th in k  o u r p a ren ts  are  really s tu p id .”42

In o ther w ords, it is the  reaction  to the  perceived problem  th a t  is the 

real problem . For P arker an d  Stone the  preferred ta rge t is m edia- 

influenced crowd behavior an d  its  effects on public d iscourse. As C anetti 

points out, th is  crowd is a  self-aware; no leader can  be blam ed. The 

crowd feeds on itself. W hat is com m on to all th ese  crow ds is a  shared  

symbolic m ateria l m ade u p  of them es, collective fears, an d  clichés.

Parker an d  S tone u se  irony to lam poon no t only a b su rd  crowd behavior 

b u t th rough  also the ir sh a red  system  of beliefs, com m on them es, and
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fears from w hich the  crowd feeds. C on trasting  the  a fte rm ath  of the 

Beaverton flood and  reported cartoon reality  m irrors the  tensions 

betw een the  a fte rm ath  of H urricane K atrina  and  real m edia exaggeration. 

This is tru e  for th is  episode a s  well a s  for o ther ep isodes referencing real 

events. D ram atic irony provides a  c o n tra s t betw een real events or 

explanations, u sua lly  voiced by the children, and  m ediated  reality 

spark ing  ab su rd  m ob-like behavior. P arker and  Stone lam poon crowd 

behavior an d  especially the ir shared  system  of beliefs; th e ir target is the 

very (mediated) fears w hich drive these  self-aware crow ds. The 

d iscussion  ab o u t th is  m ediated reality  and  recognizing th rough  dram atic  

irony the  references to real events, also ra ises the  issu e s  of South Park’s 

audience, the  “crow d” w atching the  show. In the nex t section of the 

ch ap ter I will ad d re ss  the  issue  of aud ience th rough  a  d iscussion  abou t 

B rum m et an d  Bow er’s concept of sub ject position an d  Linda H utcheon’s 

notion of d iscursive com m unities.

“W hat’s in an  aud ience?” -  Irony and  aud iences 

I t’s h a rd  no t to love South Park, w ith its  shallow, deep, tw isted 

blasphem y; the  carn ivalesque chaos it b ir th s  into the  universe, a  house 

of m irro rs w here everything is tu rn ed  on its  head  for one sim ple reason: 

to expose the  a b su rd  an d  rid icu lous underbelly  of public discourse.

These com pelling rhetorical fea tu res w a rran t a  p e rtin en t question: Who 

am  I? W hat so rt of viewer is th is  rhetoric  calling o u t to? W hat k ind  of
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audience does th is  d iscourse  seek to cap tu re?  In p u rsu in g  answ ers these 

questions we explore how it is th a t rhetoric  constitu tes  sub jects.

B rum m et an d  Bowers advance the notion of sub jec t positions as 

“offered” by the  rhetorical artifact. According to the  a u th o rs , sub ject 

positions are  roles or s tan ces inhab ited  by an  individual in relation  to 

the rhetorical artifact. They argue th a t “the  m eanings of th e  categories 

(through w hich we define ourselves) are  socially, sym bolically created  

and  charged w ith political an d  social im p o r t .”^̂  As such , th ese  categories 

are constan tly  changing  th rough  and  by different tex ts. As a 

consequence there  are, according to the  au tho rs , th ree  sub jec t positions; 

identified, subversive, and  implied. The first sub ject position  -  identified 

-  c ircum scribes the  accep tance of the  them es, the  socially constructed  

categories, a s  conveyed th rough  the  tex t categories. Using Two d a ys  

before a s  an  exam ple, su ch  a  sub ject position sym path izes w ith the 

ap p aren t critique of global w arm ing a s  the  cause  of global w eather 

d isasters . The second sub jec t position -  subversive -  defines a  stance 

taken  in opposition to the  them es or im ages a s  portrayed  in the  text. In 

th is exam ple, the  space  for su ch  a  sub jec t position is opened by the 

resistance  to rid iculing  global w arm ing a s  the  cause  for the  H uricane 

Katrina. The th ird  a n d  the  la s t sub ject position is th e  im plied one, in 

which the  individual n e ither identifies no r opposes th e  text, b u t is 

constitu ted  non e th e le ss  in o rder to read  it -  the  “know ing iron ist.”
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The term  “know ing” from the  concept ’’know ing iron ist” m ight seem  

linguistically re d u n d a n t since the  satirical a n d /o r  ironical approach 

im plies th a t  the  sub ject is able to recognize the  d iscrepancy  betw een the 

literal an d  the  ac tu a l m eaning. N onetheless, “know ing” is cen tral to the 

term  ironist. To in h ab it the  position of the iron ist en ta ils  a  double 

recognition: recognition of oneself a s  being add ressed  by a  text—“th is  

tex ts is speaking  to me”—and  a  second recognition of oneself a s  p a rt of a 

p a rticu la r com m unity  of add resses—“th is  is speak ing  to u s .” One 

(identified or subversive) is a  m atte r of a ttitu d e  tow ards a  text while the 

o ther (implied) a d d s  knowledge an d  the  aw areness of possessing  such  

knowledge.

This second aw areness resem bles w hat C harles E. M orris III calls the 

“tex tual w ink.” In h is d iscussion  of the  “fourth  p e rso n a ,” Morris posits 

th a t the  tex tual w ink calls aud ience m em bers “into being as a b e t to r  s . ”44 

The tex tual w ink is a  covert sign, th e  equivalent of a  secre t h an d  shake, 

one th a t bo th  g ran ts  and  reinforces o n e’s access to a  

com m un ity /aud ience  capable of recognizing h idden  m eanings. T hus, 

recognizing the  tex tual w ink elevates being in terpellated  a s  ironic sub ject 

into a  privileged sub ject position, one th a t  en ta ils  th e  aw areness of one’s 

own access to a  deeper level of m eaning, one th a t  m ight escape to 

individuals inhab iting  the  im plied or subversive sub jec t positions.

It is the  position of the  iron ist w hich South Park privileges. A lthough 

B rum m et an d  Bowers do no t expand  on the  latter, the  a rg u m en ts  w ithin
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South Park su p p o rt such  a  claim. For exam ple, in Two d a y s  before the  

Day after Tomorrow, such  an  implied sub ject position is created  th rough  

ridiculing m edia portrayal of catastroph ic  events a s  well a s  the  public 

stup id ity  gullibility. Being able to recognize these  c o n s ta n t references 

allows the  in terpella ted  subject to acknowledge its  privileged position 

and  “jo in” in a  disengaged yet complicit laughter.

The first, an d  m ost obvious, issue  is the  ironic engagem ent of a  pop 

cu ltu re  icon: the  apocalyptic movie The Day A fter Tomorrow. According to 

the In te rn e t Movie D ata  Base (IMDB), the  2004 movie The Day After 

Tomorrow is ranked  43 on the  AH-Time USA Box office w ith an d  

estim ated  gross incom e of $527 ,939 ,919  an d  83 All-Time W orldwide Box 

office $186 ,739 ,919 , and  holds the  record for biggest opening weekend 

for any  movie no t opening a t #1 w ith $68.7  million. The ironic references 

to th is  highly successfu l movie are overt.

S tarting  w ith the  title of the  South Park episode, P arker an d  Stone 

point to the  rid icu lous configuration of the  lam pooned movie. The 

scientific com m unity  believes th a t global w arm ing will strike  “... the day 

after tom orrow .” After m ore tes ts , the  a c tu a l da te  is u p da ted : global 

w arm ing “is going to strike ... two days before the  day after tom orrow .” 

The line, “Oh my God. T hat's  today!” po in ts to the  rid icu lous and  flashy 

titles of block b u s te r  movies, to the  need to em bellish for “d ram atic  

effect” som ething  as sim ple a s  “today” or “two days from now .”
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The sub ject of the  movie is also the  target of ridicule. In the movie, 

global w arm ing c rea tes  a  su p e r storm  th a t  brings a b o u t a  new ice age. 

The sam e “scenario ,” even though  global w arm ing isn ’t  really happening  

in South Park, unfo lds in th is  episode. Randy M arsh, S ta n ’s father, “the 

leading sc ien tis t,” explains to the  people th a t took refuge in the 

com m unity cen ter th a t  “global w arm ing has... sh ifted  the  clim ate 

bringing on a  new ice age. W ithin the  hour, the  tem p era tu re  outside will 

fall to over 70 m illion degrees below zero.” Following the  scrip t of the 

b lockbuster movie. South Park d econstruc ts  th rough  exaggeration these  

apocalyptic im ages an d  associated  d ram a. The pop-cu ltu re  references 

and  the  satirical trea tm e n t of apocalyptic movies, in  fact opens u p  the 

space for the  ironic engagem ent of the  text.

Besides the  parodie app roach  to com m ercially successfu l pop cu ltu ra l 

events. South Park, a s  we have seen  in the  previous section, also exposes 

the  rid icu lous construc tion  of public reality  th rough  m edia. From  the 

“h u n d red s  of m illions” victim s, in a  town w ith eight th o u sa n d  people, to 

the  rape  an d  cann ibalism  inciden ts, no t w itnessed  b u t “reported ,” are 

ridiculed in s tan ces  w ith co u n te rp arts  in the  real m edia 

portrayal/exaggera tion /falsify ing  of the  a fterm ath  of h u rrican e  Katrina. 

The sa tire  is clearly directed tow ard the  m ediational a fte rm ath  of n a tu ra l 

ca tas trophes, tow ards the  collective behavior enac ted  a t  the  in tersection  

betw een exaggerated m edia portrayal of events an d  the  people’s 

un founded  t ru s t  in  reported  realities. C onsequently , the  space opened
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for sub ject position by South Park favors the  ironic sub jec t capable or 

recognizing the  references, the satirical engagem ent, and , m ost of all, the 

real target of satire: public stupidity.

The “world of a d u lts” is the m ost co n sis ten t sub ject for ridicule. The 

ch a rac te rs ’ inability to take (true) responsibility, the ir tendency  to 

em brace the  m ost p reposterous explanations, an d  th e ir eagerness to be 

influenced by m edia p a in t a  m ock p ictu re  of a  public sphere  w here 

ad u lts  act like ch ildren  an d  children ac t like a d u lts  or, to u se  Lauren 

B erlan t appraisal, an  “infantilized public .” “We”, a s  the  aud ience , are left 

w ith few options in te rm s of identifying or opposing the  them es and  

events portrayed in the  show. Everything from pop cu ltu re  to the  

rid icu lous m edia portrayal of catastroph ic  events is ironically engaged. 

“We” are well aw are, a t all tim es, of w hat “really h ap p en ed .” We laugh a t 

the rid icu lous trib u la tio n s of the  ch arac te rs  in the ir struggle to cope w ith 

a  nonex isten t global w arm ing, m irroring th e  m ediational public  d ram as 

th a t  unfo lds in reality. We are the  “know ing iron ist” co n stitu ted  by an  

ironic engagem ent of the  m ajor them es an d  issu es  w ith in  the  public 

sphere, including b lockbuster movies.

In fact linking p lo ts w ith a  highly successfu l movie, P arker an d  Stone 

suggest the  jux taposition  betw een ou r collective fan tasies an d  reality.

The show  is b en t on prom oting aw areness of the  hegem ony of public 

stup id ity  a n d  lack  of individual responsibility. Only the  ch ild ren ’s 

innocence m akes them  im m une to an d  aw are of the  rid icu lousness of
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public d iscourse. B u t in the  end, chan ting  “I broke the  dam ,” u nab le  to 

u n d e rs tan d  S ta n ’s adm ission  of guilt, Parker an d  Stone suggest th a t 

people are sim ply rid iculous. Any action a n d /o r  “ep iphany” of the grown

u p s  are “alw ays an d  already” p rem atu re  an d  m isplaced. The only choice 

left to “u s ” is to laugh  and  to recognize ourselves. The ironic trea tm en t of 

m ajor them es in th is  episode, from b lockbuster movies to the 

p reposterous exp lanations advanced as the  cause  for ca tastroph ic  events 

an d  to the pan ic  en su ing  su c h  m ediated realities opens u p  space for the 

ironist as the  m ost p rom inen t sub jec t position. By opening u p  the space 

for the ironic sub ject. South Park  does n o t sim ply m ock public stupid ity  

b u t ad d resses an d  c rea tes  a  sub jec t position capable of recognizing the 

flaws and , potentially , enacting  change.

D ata regard ing  South  Park’s consequences h in t a t  the  success of th is 

type of ironic engagem ent of c u rre n t events. According to Devin Leonard, 

senior w riter a t  Fortune m agazine. South Park is one of Comedy C en tra l’s 

h ighest ra ted  program s. The average viewers per episode is 3.1 million, 

more th a n  a n o th e r  successfu l show of the  sam e netw ork -  The Daily 

Show w ith  Jon  Stew art. The sam e report po in ts o u t th a t  in 2005 the  

show generated  $34 million in  advertising revenue. According to 

Leonard, South  Park  transfo rm ed  Comedy C entral from a  virtually 

unknow n cable s ta tio n  into a  p o w e r - h o u s e .45 F urtherm ore , South Park 

won two Em m y aw ards for O u tstand ing  A nim ated Program  (For 

Program m ing Less T han  One Hour) in 2005 and  2007 for B est Friends
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Forever, an d  M ake Love, Not Warcraft. The show  also won in 2006 a 

Peabody, one of the  oldest and  more p restig ious aw ards recognizing 

achievem ent by b roadcasters, cable an d  W ebcasters, p roducing  

organizations, an d  in d iv id u a ls .46 F urtherm ore , Com edy C entral recently 

extended the  show ’s co n trac t for an o th e r th ree  seaso n s, a  deal w orth $75 

m illion.47

However, casting  the 3.1 million viewers in  the  role of the  ironist, even 

grounded in  d a ta  supporting  the show ’s success , h a s  to deal with the 

polysémie n a tu re  of rhetorical artifacts. It is the  m ultip licity  of m eanings 

th a t open m ultip le spaces to be inhab ited  by different sub jec t positions. 

In its m o st basic  definition, polysemy refers to the  m ultip le  m eanings of a  

text. As Leah Ceccarelli argues, the  term  polysem y itself is polysem ous, 

entailing a t  least th ree  dom inan t and  distinctive “m ean ings” u sed  by 

rhetorical critics: resistive reading, stra teg ic  am biguity, an d  herm eneutic  

depth  a s  m ultip le  m eanings th a t su b tra c t from the hegem onic control of 

the  a u th o r, au thorized  by the  rhetor, an d  respectively, discovered by the 

critic. B rum m et a n d  Bow ers’ sub ject positions -  identified, subversive, 

and  im plied -  po in t to the  identification, opposition or neu tra lity  tow ards 

the them es w ith in  a  text. T hus, the  possibility  of s im u ltan eo u s subject 

positions, w ith reasonab le  a rgum en ts w ith in  th e  tex t to justify  their 

existence, is in tim ately  linked w ith the  polysem y of th e  rhetorical artifact. 

The polysém ie an d  recalc itran t n a tu re  of tex ts, w hich m akes artifacts 

resist being cem ented  into a  singular reading, actually  em pow er the
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rhetorical a rtifac t by offering individuals m ultiple sub jec t positions. In 

o ther words, it is the  possibility of different read ings of the  sam e text 

th a t c reates different spaces for an  audience.

In th is light, my own app ra isa l - “We, as the  aud ience , a re  left w ith 

few options in te rm s of identifying or opposing the  them es an d  events 

portrayed in th e  show ” -  is u ltim ately  an  assum ption . Evidence of South  

Park’s irony n o t h itting  its m ark  is ab u n d an t. For exam ple. The Paren ts 

Television C ouncil “a  n o n -p artisan  education  organization advocating 

responsible e n t e r t a in m e n t ,”^» founded in 1995 co n stan tly  aw ards South  

Park, am ong o th er show s, the  title “W orst Cable C on ten t of the  W e e k .”49 

Besides the  foul language being inappropriate  for ch ildren . South Park 

spa rk s controversies w ith ad u lt aud iences as well. S ta rting  w ith religion. 

South Park h a s  d raw n  criticism  for its portrayal of Scientology, 

C hristianity , M orm onism , a s  well as Islam.

For in stan ce , in th e  episode Trapped in the Closet, P arker an d  Stone 

m ake fun of th e  C hu rch  of Scientology as well a s  of th e  acto r Tom 

Cruise, a  well know n m em ber of th is  church . According to unconfirm ed 

reports, Tom C ruise exerted p ressu re  over Comedy C entra l -  a  com pany 

owned by Viacom, w hich also owns P aram oun t the  movie studio  

employing C ru ise  -  to stop  airing the episode. D uring  the  sam e period, 

actor Isaac H ayes (the voice of ch arac te r Chef), also a  m em ber of the 

ch u rch  of Scientology, departed  the  show in pro test. The show w as 

indeed stopped  form being re-broadcast; however the  official reason  given
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by Comedy C entral w as to pay trib u te  to Hayes by m aking room  for two 

episodes featuring  the  ch arac te r Chef. Parker an d  Stone subsequently  

released a  charac teristic  s ta tem en t in Daily Variety: "So, Scientology, you 

m ay have won THIS battle , b u t the  m illion-year w ar for ea rth  h a s  ju s t  

begun! Tem porarily anozinizing o u r episode will NOT stop  u s  from 

keeping T hetans forever trapped  in your pitiful m an-bodies... You have 

obstruc ted  u s  for now, b u t your feeble bid to save h u m an ity  will fail!"So

By the sam e token, in several episodes. Stone an d  P a rk er’s u se  of 

irony and  sa tire  drew  criticism  form the Catholic C hurch , especially for 

the  episode Bloody Mary. In th is  episode a  s ta tu e  of the  Virgin Mary is 

portrayed a s  having a  m en s tru a l cycle. As a  reaction, the  p residen t of the  

US B ishops dubbed  the  portrayal of Mary a s  " taste less,” depicting her in 

an  “ugly fashion."Si The sam e episode w as pulled  from A ustra lian  

Television due to concerns over “sensitiv ities ab o u t religious cartoons.” A 

SBS spokesm an  s ta ted  th a t, “Given the  c u rre n t worldwide controversy 

over cartoons of religious figures, we've decided to defer th is  p r o g r a m ."62 

The controversy refers to the  D anish  cartoons depicting the  Prophet 

M uham m ad, w hich sparked  extensive p ro tes t from the M uslim  

com m unity. Evidently, the  D anish  controversy itself is the  sub ject of 

an o th e r two p a rt South Park  episode en titled  Cartoon Wars, w here the 

issu es of depiction of religious icons is se t again st freedom  of speech.

The list of controversies could continue. My goal, however, is to 

explore the  possibility of alternative  recep tions of irony th a t  move beyond
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the d istinction  betw een those  who “get it” and  those  who d o n ’t. As Linda 

H utcheon po in ts out, irony needs discursive com m unities to happen . 

D iscursive com m unities are  bu ilt upon  a  sh a red  system  of beliefs an d  

com m unicative strategies. Given th a t the  targe t of P arker an d  S tone’s 

irony is crowd behavior an d  its shared  system  of beliefs an d  com m on 

fears, it com es as no su rp rise  th a t for som e of su ch  com m unities, irony 

does no t happen . W hat these  com m unities advocate is no t a 

m isin terp re ta tion  of the  ironic trea tm en t for certa in  them es b u t to the  

inapp rop ria teness of employing irony w hen dealing w ith sensitive issues. 

In the end, th e  assu m p tio n  ab o u t the  “know ing iron ist” a s  the  privileged 

sub ject positions h a s  to be qualified by tak ing  into considera tion  the  

notion of d iscursive com m unities an d  th e ir reaction  to irony. Not even 

the huge su ccess  of the  show, both  financial a n d  in term s of viewers, 

guaran tees a  “correct” reading  of the  ironic m eaning. W hat can  be said 

abou t South Park, in  relation to its audience, is th a t a  close read ing  of 

the  tex t suggests th e  iron ist as a  privileged sub jec t position. However, 

the polysem y of the  tex ts invites alternative read ings, and , a s  the  

negative reactions suggest, the  real c irculation of the  South Park “tex t,” 

som etim es escapes th is  privileged position favoring the  subversive one, 

based  no t on m isu n d ers tan d in g  the  irony b u t exactly on u n d e rs tan d in g  

it. Given th e  opened spaces of polysémie tex ts, no t being able to identify 

beyond d o u b t the  sub jec t position privileged by S outh  Park  does no t 

point to m ethodological or critical shortcom ings. R ather, it speaks of the
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very complexity of irony’s jou rney  betw een texts, con tex ts, and  

audiences.

“I broke the  dam ”

In the  “qu ie t” town of South  Park, Colorado, a b su rd  u tte ran ces  

become reality. This power of language is m ade possib le by w hat 

H arim an calls public stupidity . The innocen t world of tow ns children is 

se t aga in st the  a b su rd  world of adu lts . The ch ild ren ’s jou rney  tow ards 

adm ission of guilt provides th e  c o n tra s t needed to exposes the  a d u lt’s 

collective stupidity . B izter’s m odel for rhetorical situa tion , w ith its 

su b seq u en t m odification by Vatz, offers the  theoretical fram ew ork to 

u n ea rth  Parker an d  S tone’s “m ediational” theory of exigence. Although 

the show deals w ith c u rre n t political an d  social issu es , Parker and  

S tone’s aim  is no t to take  a  political stance  on specific issues. Their 

ironical app roach  h ighlights an o th e r exigency: the  “m ediational” 

afterm ath , the  crowd feeding itself from its  own sh a red  system  of 

m isplaced beliefs an d  fears. It is the  people’s eagerness to accep t as real 

exaggerated sto ries ab o u t m urder, rape  and  cann ibalism  w ithout 

evidence, an d  th e ir collective adherence  to th is  m ediated  “tru th ” which 

constitu tes  the  real “im perfection m arked  by urgency .” Parker and  

S tone’s fitting response  to su ch  an  im perfection is h u m o r th rough  irony.

This ironic “m irro r,” se t ag a in st real events, exposes the  

rid icu lousness of m ediated  collective behavior. It a lso c rea tes an d

59



addresses a  privileged sub ject position: the  (knowing) ironist. However, 

the polysem y of th e  text strongly poin ts to B rum m et and  B ow ers’ notion 

of co-existing sub jec t positions. The controversial n a tu re  of South Park 

and  the  negative reactions to its deploym ent of irony, com pel me to 

appeal to H u tch eo n ’s concept of discursive com m unities. This concept 

moves the  d iscussion  ab o u t irony’s audience from th e  realm  of 

deciphering (the la ten t m eaning,) to the realm  of happening . Objections 

are less a b o u t m isin terp re ting  the la ten t m eaning  th a n  a b o u t its 

app ropria teness. P arker and  S tone’s targe t is crowd behavior and, 

th rough  th a t, the  la ten t and  m ediated system  of sh a red  beliefs and , m ost 

im portantly , fears. Consequently, it come as no su rp rise  th a t  for some 

aud iences w hich recognize the  lam pooned system  of beliefs a s  being their 

own, irony d o e sn ’t  happen . If the iron ist sees the  “tex tual w ink,” in the 

continued  ravings of a  d ram atic  public, the  c ircu la tion  of th e  tex t 

provides a lternative  readings. The controversial u se  of foul language and  

the inappropria te  trea tm en t of sensitive topics ra ises  issu es  of 

app rop ria teness in  the  deploym ent of irony beyond the  p a rticu la r groups 

lam pooned in  one episode or the  other. In the  end  South Park  becom es a  

discursive space  in  w hich H arrim an ’s notion of “public stup id ity” 

converges, th ro u g h  irony, w ith C anetti’s concept of “crowd behavior.”

The re la tionsh ip  betw een th is  space and  its aud ience, beyond any 

theoretical tags we m ight im pose, is alive, dynam ic, an d  on-going.
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CHAPTER 3

MICHAEL MOORE’S “IMPOSIBLE CONVERSATION”

Ju rg e n  H aberm as inaugu ra ted  the narra tive  of the  rise  an d  fall of the 

B ourgeois Public Sphere (BPS). C haracterized by open access, the 

possibility of “bracketing” social differences, an d  g rounded  in critical- 

ra tional exchange, the  BPS w as organized a ro u n d  the  ra tional principles 

of reasoned  debate. For H aberm as the BPS is a  “sphere  of private 

individuals assem bled  into a  public body.”i Em erging in opposition to the  

s ta te , from the  particu la r h istorical and  econom ic condition of the 

em ergence of th e  bourgeoisie, for H aberm as the  function  of the  public 

sphere  is defined by the principle of supervision. This principle defines 

“the ta sk  of critic ism  and  control” directed tow ard the au th o rity  of sta te . 

Reason, access, an d  bracketing  becom e intertw ined. R eason, in 

H aberm as’ u n d ers tan d in g , placed a t  the cen ter of th e  Public Sphere in 

w hich access is “g u aran teed ,” en ta ils  the  force of o n e’s a rg u m en t over 

one’s h isto rical particu larity  (identity). Such  precedence can  only be 

achieved, H aberm as argues, th rough  the  b racketing  of social differences. 

However, critics su ch  a s  Nancy F raser posit th a t  the  Bourgeois Public 

Sphere never w as no r could tru ly  be opened to all given th a t “bracketing”
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social differences is in fact an  exclusionary tactic, one th a t in practice 

prohibits the  en try  of “m arg inal” voices to the  forum s of “official” debate.

Even if we do no t accept H aberm as’ teleological narra tive  of the rise 

and decline of the  public sphere, we can n o t ignore the  fractious n a tu re  of 

public deliberation today. M ost obviously, the  B u sh  ad m in istra tio n ’s 

bogus case for going to w ar in Iraq, a s  typified by Colin Powell’s speech 

to the U.N. On F ebruary  5 2003, Secretary of S ta te  Colin Powell delivered 

a  speech to the  U.N. Security  Council on the  case ag a in st Iraq. D uring 

his p resen ta tion , geared tow ards exposing Iraq ’s b reach  of UN resolution 

1441 regarding the  possession  of w eapons of m ass d estruc tion  (WMD), 

Powell provided extensive evidence in the  form s of satellite p ictures, 

audio tap es of Iraqi m em bers of the arm ed forces, an d  testim onies from 

eyew itnesses to su p p o rt the  decision to a tta c k  Iraq. However, two years 

after P residen t B u sh ’s a sse ssm e n t th a t  Iraq  p o ssesses an d  produces 

chem ical an d  biological w eapons of m ass destruction , C harles Duelfer 

head of the  Iraq  Survey G roup concluded th a t Iraq  h ad  ne ither such  

w eapons no r the  capability  to produce th e m .2 The sam e conclusion was 

reached by U.N. w eapons inspectors.^ By the  sam e token , the  links 

betw een Iraq  an d  A1 Q aeda were also dism issed. The congressional 

com m ission appo in ted  to investigate the  events of 9 /  11, “found no 

collaborative re la tionsh ip  betw een Iraq an d  al Q aeda.”"*

As C harles Lewis an d  M ark Reading-Sm ith poin t ou t in th e ir report 

The War Card. O rchestrated Deception on the Path to War pub lished
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un d er the  ausp ices of The C enter for Public Integrity, P residen t George 

W. B ush  along w ith seven of the adm in istra tion 's  top officials from Vice 

President Dick C heney and  Condoleezza Rice to D onald Rum sfeld, m ade 

a t  least 935 false s ta tem en ts  abou t the  th re a t posed  by Saddam  

H u s s e in .5 According to the a u th o rs , the  officials m ade “on a t  least 532 

separa te  occasions” unequivocal s ta tem en ts  a b o u t Iraq ’s a rsen a l of 

w eapons of m ass destruction  and  its  links to Al Qaeda.^ F urtherm ore, as 

R epresentative Jo h n  Conyers J r , the  second m ost senior m em ber of the 

House an d  the  D em ocratic Leader of the  pivotal H ouse Com m ittee on the 

Jud ic iary , po in ts o u t in the  Conyers Report. Constitution in Crisis - a  350- 

page docum ent suppo rted  by 1,400 footnotes - th e  B u sh  adm in istra tion  

disregarded the  constitu tion . According to Conyers, “Approxim ately 26 

laws an d  regu la tions m ay have been violated by th is  A dm inistration 's 

m isconduct.”'̂

It is in th is  contex t of estranged  public d iscourse  th a t  M ichael Moore 

becom es relevant. Michael Moore, a  well know n an d  controversial 

film m aker an d  a u th o r, w as born  in Flint M ichigan. A less know n fact 

ab o u t h is  public life is th a t a t  the  age of 18 Moore won a  sea t on the 

F lin t school board , th u s  becom ing one of the  y oungest people to hold a 

US public office. From  The Flint Voice an d  The Michigan Voice to Mother 

Jones  Moore explored p rin ted  jou rna lism  as  a  caree r a ttu n ed  to h is 

activ ist passions. F requen t conflicts w ith the  p u b lish er of Mother Jones  

ended th e ir collaboration. To m ake h is first docum en tary  Roger and Me,
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“one of th e  m ost financially successfu l docum en taries ever,” Moore had  

to sell h is house. Following a  sh o rt TV career, Moore w rote the  1996 

bestseller D ow nsize This. His su b seq u en t docum entaries won different 

aw ards an d  w ent on to becom e financially successfu l stories. More won a 

J u iy  Award a t  th e  C annes Film Festival a s  well as an  O scar for Bowling 

fo r Columbine (2002), while Fahrenheit 9 /11  earned  the  title “the h ighest 

grossing do cu m en ta iy  of all time.”5 From  Roger and Me, Bowling fo r  

Columbine, Fahrenheit 9 /11 ,  to Sicko, Moore u se s  irreverence, 

confrontation, an d  sa rca sm  as rhetorical in s tru m e n ts  in p u rsu it  of social 

justice . Irony, sensa tiona lism  and  guerilla th ea tre  in tertw ine in Moore’s 

docum entaries. He seeks to stir em otion while exposing th e  un reachab le  

indifference of corporate  power.

Passionate  an d  controversial, Moore is always in fron t of the  cam era, 

both  guiding a n d  goading it along. His voice, unapologetic, wavering 

betw een sincere a n d  incredu lous, ta rge ts  the  cu lprits. F laun ting  the 

docum en ta iy  trad ition , he does no t let facts “speak  for them selves.” As 

the self-proclaim ed voice of un iversal victim age - of the  u n h e a rd  and  

unrem em bered , the  poor an d  the  sick, the  w eak an d  the  innocen t - 

Moore does no t rely on th e  raw  power of facts an d  s ta tis tic s  alone. His 

m eans of p e rsu as io n  include the liberal u se  of irony a s  an  in s tru m e n t of 

political change. Moore ad d resses  the  d iscrepancy  betw een the  s ta tu s  

quo and  th e  ideal of a  ra tio n a l public sphere  th rough  an o th e r 

discrepancy: the  ironic one. Moore’s docum entaries em ploy irony, w ith
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its  in te rnal echo, its  subversiveness, an d  its critical edge in obvious 

c o n tra s t to th e  ideal principles of calm , reasoned  public  debate.

In h is  u se  of irony, Moore perverts the  “n eu tra l gaze” of the  

docum entary  form. In its m ost com m on usage, th e  term  “docum entary” 

poin ts to “F actual, realistic; applied to a  film or lite ra iy  work, based  on 

real events or c ircum stances, an d  in tended  prim arily  for in struction  or 

record p u rp o s e s .H o w e v e r , Moore d eco n stru c ts  no t only the  con ten t 

(the s ta tu s  quo) b u t also the  very form of h is docum en taries. His films 

a re  no t objective recordings of events; they  are excu rsions into the 

overlooked a b u ses  an d  in justices in “actually  existing” America. Moore is 

no t inform ing or passively reporting, b u t ra th e r  persuad ing . He does not 

hide beh ind  the  cam era  to convey im partiality, b u t ra th e r  u se s  his 

identity, h is p resence, indeed h is full body, as a rgum en t. He does no t 

b racket h is rage an d  sad n ess  so th a t  qu iet reason  m ight prevail, b u t 

ra th e r in jects the  blood of affect into h is  every move. T hrough 

controversy a n d  spectacle, th rough  ironic c o n tra s t a n d  guerilla-style 

am bushes, Moore ab an d o n s cool reason  in favor of h o t sensation .

Indeed, I argue th a t  Moore’s goal is no t to en te r a  p roper debate with the 

agents of corporate  power, b u t ra th e r  to dram atize  its very impossibility.

We live indeed in a  m ediated world th a t responds m ore often to 

spectacle an d  suggestion th a n  dem onstra tion  a n d  tran sp aren cy . This is 

a  world in w hich Moore is well schooled. W ith carefully staged  scenes 

and  thea trica l perform ances, Moore’s irony m akes u se  of im ages as well
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as words. U ltim ately, I argue th a t Moore plays the  spectacle  game of our 

contem porary  m ediated  world to increase the effectiveness of h is 

m essage. On one h a n d  he exposes the  im possibility of an  u n o b stru c ted  

dialogue betw een citizens an d  decision m akers; on th e  o ther, he fights 

against the  pu b lic ’s n u m b n ess  by stirring  its  em otions. The anger or 

refusal of Roger Sm ith  in Roger and Me, C harlton  H eston in  Bowling fo r  

Columbine, or George B ush  in Fahrenheit 9 /11  only serves to reinforce 

their unw illingness to partic ipate  in a  public dialogue w ith the  people 

who suffer th e ir decisions. By the  sam e token, ou r own anger in 

w itnessing an d  accepting  or rejecting Moore’s im ages of cu lp rits  walking 

away, m akes it im possible for u s  to slip back  into th e  com fortable 

passivity. W hether we accep t h is a rgum en ts or not, w hether we love or 

ha te  him , experiencing a  Moore docum en ta iy  is never a n  indifferent 

affair. B ehind ag reem en t or d isagreem ent, u n d e rn e a th  adm iration  or 

anger, experiencing Moore is in fact experiencing more.

In m aking  th is  a rgum ent, the  chap ter unfo lds in  th ree  sections. First, 

I d iscu ss Moore’s perform ance of the “im possible conversa tion ,” th a t  is, 

the inability of m arginalized voices to access public debate . By 

a ttem pting  to in itia te  a  dialogue w ith the  corporate pow er an d  being 

rejected, Moore in  fact theatra lizes the  very im possibility of such  a 

dialogue. The second  section explores Moore’s u se  of irony and  

controversy a s  m ean s to expose th is  breakdow n in public 

com m unication , h is  very goal. Moore’s u se  of ironic c o n tra s ts  exposes a
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sharp  d iscrepancy  betw een h a rsh  socio-economic realities and  the 

“official” versiop of reality a s  voiced by corporate  elites like Roger Sm ith, 

C harlton H eston or P residen t B ush . A m bushing these  figures, engaging 

in w hat I call rhetorical guerilla w arfare, Moore leads h is  audience to the 

closed doors of power. In th e  la s t section I will explore M oore’s 

deploym ent of irony - verbal a s  well a s  v isual - a s  a  m ean s to em phasize 

and  streng then  h is m essage. Overall, M oore’s jo u rn ey s are  journeys of 

initiation in to  our own m arginality. The im possibility of the  conversation 

is not a  sign of o u r civic inability  b u t an  effect of the  societal struc tu re . 

His im ages an d  arg u m en ts  leave spikes in our bodies. This is true  for 

aud iences an d  targe ts  alike. His ironic revelations are  barbed. He does 

no t build  a  “panic room ” in the  s tru c tu re  of h is films. For in the end, 

Moore traum atizes to enliven.

The “Im possible C onversation”

In Roger and Me, Moore’s s ta ted  goal is no t to m ediate  the  grievances 

of the au to-w orkers to GM’s CEO, b u t actually  to bring  Roger Sm ith to 

the  town of Flint. Moore’s m ission  is a  “sim ple” one; “to convince Roger 

Sm ith to spend  a  day w ith m e in  Flin t an d  m eet som e of the people th a t 

were losing th e ir jo b s .”*** S ecuring  a  norm al conversation  w ith “Roger” 

would be difficult enough, never m ind bringing th e  CEO of a  m ajor 

com pany to visit the  em ployees recently laid off by h is  com pany. This 

reverse jou rney  - n o t bringing the  grievances to the  b o ss  b u t bringing the
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boss to the  grievances - p rohib its any  real conversation  from  happening . 

In fact, from the beginning, the  ironic double-voice fram es Moore’s 

argum ent. In dubb ing  such  an  im possible ta sk  a  “sim ple m ission ,” Moore 

fram es h is endeavor th rough  the  edge of irony. W hat he claim s is a  

“sim ple” ta sk  - to m ake bosses confront the  legitim ate com plain ts of their 

w orkers - is in fact prohibitively difficult. The p rocedura l “hoops” th rough  

w hich som eone a ttem pting  to en ter a  dialogue w ith the  corporate  power 

h a s  to ju m p , p laces the  entire process u n d e r the  corporate  control; 

“aw arding” an  aud ience  becom es a  tool of (social an d  political) selection. 

Why th en  w ould an  advocate of the dow ntrodden select su ch  a  grand 

p lan? The m ission  seem s less grand  an d  more like g randstand ing . 

Moore’s in te res t in bringing to the sam e table bosses an d  w orkers seem s 

contrived from  the  s ta rt. I th u s  argue th a t Moore h a s  no in te res t in 

form ing a  “real d ialogue” w ith the agen ts of corporate power. R ather, h is 

goal is to perform  for h is audience the  in h eren t im possibility  of th a t  very 

fantasy. The tool Moore chooses to u se  in order to expose the  in ternal 

inconsistencies of su c h  a  fan tasy  is the  double voice of irony.

W hat Moore u ltim ately  d ram atizes is the  political problem  of access. 

For H aberm as, th e  ideal BPS e n su res  un iversal access  th rough  

bracketing  the  social differences th a t m ight im pose on the  validity of the 

a rgum en ts . In o ther w ords, a s  Craig C alhoun po in ts  ou t, for H aberm as, 

a  dem ocratic public  sphere  depends on the  “quality  of d iscourse  and  the 

quan tity  of partic ipa tion” a  partic ipation  th a t  “far from  p resupposing  the
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equality  of s ta tu s , d isregarded  s ta tu s  a ltogether.” ** For Nancy Fraser, 

however, a lthough  “som ething like H aberm as’ idea of public sphere  is 

ind ispensable to critical theory  and  dem ocratic p rac tice ,” se t against 

“actually  existing” conditions, the  BPS reveals its  in te rnal 

inconsistencies. *2 For F rase r b racketing  social, gender o r racial 

differences is unavoidably  exclusionary  in n a tu re  an d  th u s  con trary  to 

the  idea of open, free access to all. B racketing elim inates issu es  and  

struggles because  it e lim inates bodies and  voices. If the  ideal of critical 

rational d iscourse  a rgues th a t  peers partic ipa te  “as i f ’ they  are  social and  

economic peers, F rase r po in ts o u t th a t ac tual d iscursive in terac tion  is 

“governed by protocols of style an d  decorum  th a t  are them selves 

correlates an d  m ark e rs  of s ta tu s  inequality .” In o ther w ords, the  

criteria  of critical ra tional d iscourse  presum e access to a  type of cu ltu ra l 

capital th a t itself is no t universally  shared . Through bracketing , then , 

th is m odel of com m unication  implicitly blocks th e  veiy socio-econom ic 

categories it explicitly professes to include.

Moore illu s tra te s  th is  inability  of m arginalized voices to take  p a rt in 

open debate  th rough  h is sh o rt jou rney  to San Francisco. In Roger and  

Me, Moore is h ired  to ru n  a  new spaper. As acting  m anager he a ttem p ts  

to give a  m onthly  co lum n to a n  au to  worker. In  h is  own w ords “I w ent to 

work an d  an n o u n ced  th a t  I w as going to give a  m onthly  colum n to a  Flint 

au to  worker. The ow ner in stead  told me to ru n  a n  investigative repo rt on 

herbal teas. I told him  I h ad  a  b e tte r idea: Let’s p u t the  au tow orker on
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the cover.”*"* The im ages aceom panying Moore’s w ords show  the  eover of 

a  m agazine w ith a  typical au to  w orker smiling. For th is  a c t of 

disobedience, Moore is fired. W hat he d em o n stra tes  in th is  scene is ju s t  

one way th a t the  socially m arginalized voices of unem ployed a u to 

w orkers are  denied access to the  “open” spaces of m ain stream  

jou rnalism . His a ttem p t to bring working e lass struggles into b roader 

consciousness is thw arted  by the ow ner of the  paper. The a ttem p t to give 

a  platform  an d  th u s  a  voice to the  d estitu te  au to-w orkers from Flint 

costs Moore h is  job  a t the  San Francisco paper. Moore is fired for tiying 

to en ac t the  veiy idea of a  public sphere  as opened to all.

As we have seen , for F raser, b racketing  de te rs partie ipa to iy  parity. 

B racketing p e rp e tu a te s  de facto exclusions based  on gender, economic 

s ta tu s , or race; it o b scu res voices, an d  th u s  issues, an d  th u s  eonditions. 

Therefore, for F raser, “a  necessary  condition for partic ipa to ry  parity  is 

th a t system ic social inequalities be e l im in a t e d .”*s She a rg u es th a t  such  

inequalities m u s t be “rendered  visible,” them atized  a s  the  very ground of 

public debate, n o t b racketed  an d  tam ed  a t  the  ou tse t. Similarly, 1 argue 

th a t M oore’s goal a s  a  docum entary  film m aker is never to secure  

conversations w ith the  rep resen ta tives of corporate power b u t to perform 

the im possibility of su ch  conversations an d  th u s  them atize  the  social 

inequalities. His a ttem p ts  to “ju s t  ta lk” w ith Roger Sm ith in Roger and  

Me a re  stopped  a t  the  door, literally a s  well a s  m etaphorically . In Bowling 

for Columbine, a  d u p ed  C harlton H eston w anders off cam era  - in h is own
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home! - as Moore ra ises aw kw ard questions ab o u t the  prevalence of 

youth  violence in th e  U.S. In Sicko, Moore’s p lea to the  officers of 

G uan tanam o base  to allow him  and  the 9 /1 1  rescue  w orkers access to 

m edical a ss is tan ce  is answ ered  by a  base-w ide alarm . M oore’s very aim  

is to “them atize” these  problem s of access, to expose the im possibility of 

a  d irect an d  open dialogue betw een corporate elites and  citizen workers. 

In Roger and  Me, Moore show s celebrities and  CEO’s honoring  the 

resilience an d  ingenuity  of th e  people of Flint. However, betw een the 

actual, lived voices of these  w orkers and  the in s titu tio n s  of corporate 

power lies an  im penetrab le  wall of security  officers, doorm en, public 

relations experts, an d  kiss-off rhetoric. This m ore th a n  any th ing  else is 

Moore’s goal: docum enting  the  unbreachab le  chasm  th a t  sep ara tes  the 

ordinary  citizens from  the agen ts  of corporate power.

Moore’s c o n s ta n t a ttem p ts  to p ress  the  14th floor elevator bu tton , the 

top floor of GM h e ad q u a rte rs  - an  a rch itec tu ra l m etapho r for the  social 

h ierarchy - in an  a ttem p t to convince Roger Sm ith  to ta lk  to h is 

aggrieved a u  to-w orkers are  routinely  thw arted  by security  officers. In 

these failures, Moore slowly d econstruc ts  the  m yth  of “speak ing  tru th  to 

power.” Even w hen su ch  conversations do take  place the  people targeted 

by the cam era  a s  being “responsib le” for social suffering never adm it 

guilt an d  confess th e ir sins; they sim ply refuse or “w alk aw ay.” In 

Fahrenheit 9 /11 ,  Moore tries to in itiate a  dialogue w ith B u sh  a s  a  

governor, before h is  nom ination . B u sh ’s reply to M oore’s p lea  “Governor
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B ush, it's M ichael Moore” com es prom ptly “Behave yourself, will you? Go 

find real w ork.”*̂

Roger Sm ith or C harlton  H eston do no t crum ble w hen  faced w ith the 

tru th s  of loss an d  suffering; they rem ain  secure in th e ir own political 

a ssum p tions ab o u t righ ts and  freedom s. W hen confronted  w ith Moore’s 

“tru th ” of suffering an d  in justice, they  simply re tre a t beh ind  an o th e r line 

of doorm en. Moore’s a m b u sh es  th u s  raise  the  problem  of locating blam e 

and  responsibility  in w hat F.R. A nkersm it calls “the  age of un in tended  

consequences.” For surely, ne ither Roger Sm ith no r C harlton  H eston is 

solely responsib le one for the  econom ic collapse of F lin t and  the  o ther for 

all the  high school violence in America. Even if they were to acknowledge 

th is level of responsibility  they alone could no t solve the  econom ic 

problem s of Flin t or the  c o n s tan t problem  of gun  re la ted  violence. Moore 

th u s  u se s  them  as  synecdoches of corporate  indifference. By cap tu ring  

their individual indifference, Moore m akes them  s ta n d  for the  universal 

problem  of social in justice and  corporate  negligence. In th e  next section 

of th is  essay  I will explore Moore’s u se  of irony a s  a  p referred  tactic 

deployed to expose the  im possibility of the conversation . The double 

voice of irony, th e  in terp lay  betw een the  la ten t an d  the  m anifest are best 

su ited  to expose the  ten sions and  th e  con trad ictions w ith in  the  m yth of a  

corporate power opened to dialogue.
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E nter irony

Facts do no t speak  for them selves. In Moore’s case  they scream . As 

show n in the  previous section, Moore’s objective is no t to en te r into a  

p roper debate  w ith those in the  sea t of power. The “im possible 

conversation ,” is n o t a  consequence of h is failed a ttem p t to bring  to the 

sam e table w orkers an d  CEOs alike, b u t ra th e r  h is goal. His 

docum en taries unfold as a  dem onstra tion  of th is  im possibility. A never- 

ending cycle of PR appo in tm en ts, failed com m uniqués, an d  cliche p re 

p repared  interview s characterize Moore’s doom ed efforts to “speak  tru th  

to pow er.”

As briefly m entioned, Moore’s belief in the  im possibility of a  proper 

debate betw een the  powerful an d  the pow erless is constan tly  portrayed 

by the  p o ten t v isual m etaphor of the  “doorm an.” Naively unaw are  of the 

im plication of the ir gesture, these  corporate “gatekeepers” hab itually  

revert to th e ir prim e directive: m ain tain ing  the in tegrity  of the  socio

econom ic h ierarchy . In Roger and Me, Moore s ta r ts  a  conversation  w ith 

w orkers from  a  soon to be closed factory ab o u t th e ir loom ing 

pred icam ent. Not being allowed to en te r the  factoiy, Moore conducts  th is 

conversation  in a  quasi-c landestine  m an n er th rough  an  opened window - 

an  image rem in iscen t of the  visiting h o u rs  in a  prison . C ued in  ab o u t the 

situation , the  PR represen ta tive  of the  factory quickly p u ts  a n  end  to the 

conversation  betw een Moore an d  the  w orkers, fittingly, th ro u g h  the  sam e 

narrow  window. D ocum enting these  im possible conversations, showing
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how su ch  dialogues are  sabotaged over an d  over by institu tional 

guard ians, is, I argue, Moore’s real goal. His u se  of co n tra s t reinforces 

the perform ance of th e  im possible conversation; hence, “en ter irony.”

One of Moore’s m ost p rom inen t rhetorical stra teg ies is the  u se  of 

irony’s “incongruity .” T hroughout h is  docum entaries, the  optim istic 

worldview of social elites is constan tly  ju x tap o sed  w ith the  bleak realities 

of the  dow ntrodden. For in stance  in Roger and Me, Moore visually 

co n tras ts  the cheerful m essages of town officials ab o u t the  power, 

ingenuity  and  resilience of the  people of Flint, M ichigan w ith im ages of 

evictions, rundow n houses, an d  d estitu te  fam ilies. In Bowling fo r  

Columbine, he show s the  a b su rd  incongruity  of M arilyn M ason and  

bowling a s  exp lanations for w hat cau sed  the  tragic high school incident. 

By the  sam e token, in Fahrenheit 9 /11  Moore c o n tra s ts  congress 

m em bers’ s ta tem en ts  on the  im portance of engaging in a  ju s t  conflict in 

Iraq w ith the ir refusal to en lis t their own children  in the  sam e war. The 

scene, sym bolically en titled  “C ongressional rec ru itm en t,” depicts Moore 

walking back  an d  forth  on the  sidewalk, prowling for congress m em bers 

on the  street. The goal again  a  “sim ple” one: to see how m any m em bers 

of congress “we can  convince to en lis t the ir ch ild ren  to go to Iraq .”*'*’ 

O utfitted w ith b ro ch u res from a  rec ru itm en t office, Moore h as  

unsu rp rising ly  little success. The congress m em bers ignore him  and 

walk away - the  two ingred ien ts of the  im possible conversation.
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However, M oore’s u se  of irony goes beyond these  stag ings of 

incongruity. He also u se s  situational irony. The Bedford Glossary o f  

Critical and Literary Terms defines ‘situational irony’ a s  the  discrepancy 

betw een expectation  and  reality. S ituational irony is fu rth e r divided into 

three subspecies: d ram atic  irony, tragic irony an d  Socratic (dialectic) 

irony. In d ram atic  Irony “the  ch a rac te r’s own w ords come to h a u n t him  

or h e r ,” and  a s  su ch  dram atic  irony becom es a  d iscrepancy  betw een a 

c h a rac te r’s lim ited perception and  w hat the read er o r the  audience 

know s to be true . For exam ple, in William S h ak esp ea re ’s play Othello, 

the  aud ience  is well aw are of lago’s treachery  while w itnessing  the tragic 

consequences of the  m ain  ch arac te r’s un aw aren ess. By the  sam e token, 

Socratic irony designates a  style th rough  w hich a  c h a rac te r  ac ts  foolish 

to expose h is  adversary ’s position. In o ther w ords, feigning ignorance in 

order to expose the  deeper ignorance of one’s adversary . One of Moore’s 

preferred interview  tac tics in tertw ines both  d ram atic  an d  Socratic forms 

of irony. I call it the  rhetorical am bush .

The best exam ple of M oore’s u se  of the a m b u sh  is h is  interview  with 

NRA vice-president C harlton  Heston in Bowling fo r  Columbine. 

In troducing  him self a s  a  legitim ate NRA m em ber an d  reporter, Moore 

hum bly  e n te rs  H eston ’s lavish Hollywood m ansion  an d  begins to se t the 

stage for h is  “n em esis”’ downfall. H eston, oblivious to the  danger ahead , 

proceeds to reh earse  the  u su a l argum en ts a b o u t A m ericans’ righ t to own 

guns. Of course, the  aud ience is a lready privy to Moore’s a ttitu d e  abou t

81



gun ow nership an d  you th  violence. We have already been  show n H eston 

defiantly justify ing  the  NRA’s decision to hold its a n n u a l m eeting in 

Denver on the first of May 1999, only w eeks after the  Colum bine 

m assacre, w hich occurred  on April 20, 1999. P u t sim ply the  audience is 

well aw are of the  d iscrepancy  betw een Moore’s d ram atic  situation  and  

H eston’s c luelessness. Moore s ta r ts  w ith seem ingly innocen t questions 

abou t the n u m b er of guns in the  house . Slowly yet m ethodically, Moore 

te s ts  the in te rna l logic of H eston’s a rgum en ts u n til H eston becom es 

aware th a t the  interview  is no t one designed to reinforce h is position b u t 

one ben t on vilifying him  in  relation  to you th  violence. By am bush ing  

Heston w ith a  p ic tu re  of a  six-year-old girl, killed by a  six year old 

c lassm ate, Moore a ttac k s  H eston - the  face of gun  violence in America - 

w ith the  sh a rp  edge of irony. From  a  p roud  and  com posed figure, happily 

sharing  w ith th e  cam era  h is deep rooted belief in the  connection betw een 

freedom  an d  bearing  arm s, C harlton  H eston grows dead  silen t and  walks 

away.

Moore d o esn ’t stop  the  cam era  once the  victory over h is  opponent is 

sealed by H eston’s inability  to respond . Moore prolongs the  scene; he 

con tinues to follow H eston, docum enting  every step  of h is  re treat. Moore 

finishes the  scene by pleading w ith H eston to con tem plate  the  p ictu re  of 

the  little girl. The aud ience  w itnesses H eston becom ing finally aw are of 

h is own effacem ent. U nable to respond , H eston d isap p ea rs  beh ind  a  

closed door. W alking away from H eston’s house, Moore p rops the
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picture ag a in st one of the  en trance  pillars a s  a  rem inder, for H eston 

him self as well a s  for u s. Once again, by show ing the  inability  of the 

people in power to acknowledge responsibility, th ro u g h  recording every 

step of their walking away, an d  th rough  focusing the cam era  on the 

closed door, Moore perform s the im possible conversation . Moore u ses  

d ram atic  irony to enhance  h is  m essage. T hrough a m b u sh , Moore m akes 

the aud ience, th rough  the u se  of d ram atic  irony, accom plices in  H eston’s 

rhetorical dem ise.

Advancing the  a rgum en t abou t Moore’s p revalent u se  of irony m u st 

also take  in to  consideration  the th ird  type of s itua tiona l irony,

S ocratic /d ia lec tic , w hich stem s from S ocra tes’ style of a rgum enta tion : 

acting foolish to expose the w eaknesses in  one’s adversaries. Portraying 

him self a s  an  NRA m em ber, Moore hum bly  begins question ing  Heston 

abou t h is  guns:

Moore: I a ssu m e you have g uns in  the  h ouse  here?

H eston: Indeed I do. B ad guys take notice!

By letting th is  line p a ss  uncom m ented , Moore a c ts  a s  if he agrees 

w ith H eston on the  principle of owning guns. However, following the 

ou tlines of Socratic irony, Moore falsely pro jects genuine shared -in te rest 

and  th u s  en tices H eston to proudly reh a sh  h is p ro -gun  princip les on 

cam era. M oore’s aim  here is clearly to expose the  in te rn a l inconsistencies 

in H eston ’s line of a rgum en ts . Following u p  the q u estio n s a b o u t the
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guns, Moore m oves the d iscussion  tow ards the  rea so n s  behind  having 

them  loaded:

Moore: Have you ever been a  victim of crim e?

H eston: No. No.

Moore: Never been a ssau lted  or...?

H eston: No.

Moore: No violence tow ard you, b u t you have guns in the

house . *9

Slowly, Moore exposes the  a ssu m p tio n s beh ind  H eston ’s a rgum en ts 

w ithout revealing h is  own opinions abou t guns. In a  traditionally  

Socratic style, Moore se ts the  scene for H eston to con trad ic t himself. The 

signs of H eston ’s final effacem ent begin to show:

Moore: W hy don 't you  un load  the  gun?

H eston: B ecause the  second am endm ent gives me the  righ t to 

have it loaded.

Moore: I agree. I totally agree w ith tha t. I'm j u s t  saying... I m ean, 

the  second am endm en t gives m e—

H eston: Let's say it's  a  com fort factor . ”20 

By “totally agreeing” w ith H eston, Moore m ain ta in s  the  Socratic 

illusion of h is  own subord ination . The trap  is slowly set. Moore d o esn ’t 

w an t ju s t  a  few sim ple logical fallacies. T hrough the  u se  of Socratic 

irony, Moore d eco n stru c ts  the  larger game of H eston ’s philosophical 

stance on g un  ow nership . By ask ing  questions and  steering  the
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discussion  from the constitu tional debate over g u n s to the  tragic 

consequences of gun  related  violence, Moore stages a  fiercely ironic, 

some m ight even say sarcastic , platonic dialogue. From  the classic Eiron, 

perform ing an  inex isten t inferiority, Moore sw ings into full a ttack  mode. 

After pointing o u t the  consisten t p a tte r of NRA m eetings following school 

related shootings, Moore a sk s  “You th in k  you 'd  like to ju s t  m aybe 

apologize to the people in Flin t for com ing an d  doing th a t  a t th a t  tim e?”2* 

The u n re len tle ss  a tta c k  con tinues cu lm inating  w ith  the  p icture  of the six 

year old girl:

Moore: You th in k  it's  okay to ju s t  come an d  show  u p  a t these 

events.

H eston: No.

Moore: You d o n 't th in k  it's okay? Mr. H eston, ju s t  one m ore 

th ing. This is who she is or was. This is her. Mr. H eston, please 

d o n 't leave.22

U nable to w ith stan d  th is  barrage of accu sa tio n  H eston gets u p  and  

leaves th e  room  u tte rly  defeated w ith an  aw kw ard friendly tap  on Moore’s 

shoulder. This scene is an  exam ple of the  different and  interw oven levels 

of irony m anifested  th rough  Moore’s docum entaries. It organically 

weaves d ram atic  irony, stem m ing from the  in terp lay  betw een the 

au d ien ce’s aw areness of Moore’s a ttitu d e  tow ards H eston an d  H eston’s 

own naivete, w ith Socratic irony as played o u t in the  rhetorical am bush .
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M oore’s u se  of Socratic irony is woven into th e  tex tu re  of each 

docum entary . Moore d oesn ’t prod and  provoke h is  victim s. Nor does he 

reveal from the s ta r t  h is card s by openly disagreeing w ith them . R ather, 

Moore lu res, woos, an d  b a its  h is targets. They innocently  and  

unknow ingly deliver their zealous a ttitu d es tow ard econom ic, political or 

h u m an  d isaster. They are c ru sh ed  in front of the  aud ience  u n d e r the  

weight of th e ir own w ords w ithout ever seeing the  con tex t of irony th a t 

Moore h as  developed. It is a s  though  they have been speaking  in front of 

a  blue screen, naively aw aiting Moore’s rhetorical p a in tb ru sh . They are 

never aw are of th e  im ages projected behind  them  as  they  speak. In Roger 

and Me, after docum enting  the  econom ic d isaste r tran s la te d  into the  

m assive loss of jo b s due to GM’s closing p lan ts , Moore moves h is cam era 

inside a  coun try  c lub  ask ing  represen tatives of the  w ealthy fam ilies w hat 

can  be said  a b o u t F lin t in a  positive note. True to charac te r, Moore 

doesn ’t  bo ther to challenge the ir answ ers - “ballet a n d  hockey”. He 

sm iles and  w aits for the  editing room so he can  p a in t im ages of ru n 

down h o u ses  an d  of people being evicted from th e ir hom es, to reveal the 

u tte r  r id icu lo u sn ess  of “balle t an d  hockey.”

The d iscrepancies betw een answ ers su ch  a s  “balle t an d  hockey” and  

the  im ages of ab an d o n ed  h o u ses  are  a t once ironic an d  d ram atic . Miss 

M ichigan’s m essage for th e  people of Flint, after learn ing  from Moore of 

the  loss of so m any  jobs, is “keep your fingers crossed  so 1 can  bring 

hom e the title .”23 His su b d u ed  voice pointing from  tim e to tim e to the

86



d isastro u s situa tion  of Flint, declared by Money M agazine  “the  w orst 

place to live in all the  coun try ,” only reinforces the  con trastin g  naivete of 

the  sta rs . The cheerfu l an d  som etim es silly m usic accom panies the 

optim istic words delivered on the  background  of d isaster.

Illustrative of th is  poin t is the scene entitled  “A D ickens C hristm as.” 

The scene s ta r ts  w ith a  report abou t a  p lan t closing on C hristm as, 

followed by a  “G eneral M otors C hristm as program ” b ro ad cas t to GM 

p lan ts all a round  the  world. The im ages of the young m en an d  women 

singing “S an ta  C lause is com ing to tow n” are  in tertw ined  w ith im ages of 

“D eputy Fred,” in charge of eviction, knocking om inously on doors on 

C hristm as Eve. The im ages of GM’s CEO Roger Sm ith, delivering a 

hopeful C hristm as speech a t th is  event are  con trasted  in the  sam e 

m anner. His speech ab o u t C hristm as a s  a  “total experience,” w here the 

lights “lift u s  ou t of the  w in ter’s cold an d  g l o o m , ” "̂* are  in tertw ined  with 

im ages of a  m other cu rsing  while D eputy Fred evicts her. Roger’s voice 

and  w arm  w ords - “they  (the lights) rem ind u s  of the  w arm th  of h u m an  

c o m p a n i o n s h i p s ” 2 5  _ accom pany D eputy F red ’s henchm en  as they take 

all the fu rn itu re  of the m other, including a  C hristm as tree, an d  placing 

them  on the sidewalk. Here again, Moore plays the  au d ien ce ’s aw areness 

of F lin t’s econom ic d isa s te r  aga in st the  c luelesness of social elites - the 

very m ark s of d ram atic  irony.

In tiy ing  to provide m edical a tten tion  for d estitu te  9 /1 1  w orkers in 

his la tes t docum entary , Sicko, Moore leads h is party  tow ard the
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Am erican m ilitary  base  in G uan tanam o Cuba. His p lea  “These are  9 /1 1  

rescue w orkers. They ju s t  w an t some m edical a tten tion . The sam e kind 

Al-Qaeda is getting. They d o n ’t  w ant m ore th a n  th e  ‘evildoers’ are  getting” 

is answ ered  by th e  base  a la rm .26 The ironic c o n tra s t in th is  situa tion  is 

again plainly evident. Moore associates key w ords u sed  by the  B ush  

A dm inistration to designate the  enem y in the  W ar on Iraq  narra tive  - 

su ch  a s  Al-Qaeda an d  “evildoers” - w ith free m edical a ssis tan ce , while 

the 9 /1 1  rescue  w orkers literally an d  m etaphorically  float ou tside  the 

base. Pointing o u t th a t su spec ted  terro rists  benefit from free m edical 

assistance  while the  9 /1 1  rescue  w orkers do not, Moore u se s  irony’s 

sh arp  edge to expose the  co n tra s t betw een official sen tim en ts  of 

appreciation  tow ard  9 /1 1  heroes an d  the  in stitu tio n a l realities of health  

care injustice.

In Moore’s case, then , irony is a  political w eapon. As L inda H utcheon 

points out, irony h a s  an  “edge,” involving “the a ttrib u tio n  of an  

evaluative, even ju dgm en ta l a t t i t u d e . I r o n y  can n o t be divorced from 

a ttitu d es an d  em otion. Its very deploym ent, in any context, involves the 

form er an d  s tirs  th e  la tter. Moore’s u se  of irony, by tu rn s  hum o ro u s and  

tragic, h a s  a  definite political edge. In Fahrenheit 9 /11 ,  learn ing  th a t  very 

few m em bers of C ongress actually  read  the Patrio t Act before voting for 

it, Moore re n ts  an  ice-cream  tru ck  and  circles in fron t of “the  Hill.” The 

striden t-m echan ica l yet cheerful ice-cream  m usic  accom panies Moore’s 

reading of the  Patrio t act. L aughter an d  despair coexist in th is  gesture.
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Moore d o esn ’t  hope to m ake m em bers of congress listen . The ac t h as  

already been voted. It a lready h as  its  visible effects: norm al people or 

peace groups being questioned or infiltrated  by the  FBI for expressing 

opinions aga in st the  w ar in  Iraq. For exam ple, the  m em bers of Peace 

Fresno G roup find o u t from a  new s repo rt ab o u t a  depu ty  sheriff being 

killed, th a t  w h a t they  th o u g h t to be a  fellow m em ber, A aron Stokes, w as 

actually  D eputy A aron Kilner infiltrating th e ir group. The aim  of the ice

cream  tru ck  s tu n t  is no t to educate  C ongress on the  Patrio t Act b u t to 

expose and  sham e the  congressm en for no t having read  it in the  first 

place. By using  a  silly ice-cream  truck , Moore trea ts  m em bers of 

congress like children; for, by no t reading  yet enacting  su ch  an  

im portan t bill, Moore argues, they ac t like irresponsib le children.

This political edge of irony is im bedded in the  very tex tu re  of the  

docum entary  th a t  “divided the  n a tio n ,” Fahrenheit 9 /11 .  The 

docum entary  s ta r ts  w ith a  thorough  recounting  of P residen t B u sh ’s rise 

to power an d  h is first eight m on ths of office. Em ploying d ram atic  irony, 

Moore one again  p lays the  aud ience’s aw areness of th e  facts in co n trast 

w ith th e  “c h a ra c te r’s” - in th is  case  P residen t B u sh ’s - unaw areness. A 

long string  of political m ish ap s seem s to define B u sh ’s presiden tia l 

activity. As Moore p u ts  it “He cou ldn 't get h is ju d g es appoin ted , he 

struggled to p a ss  h is  legislation and  he lost R epublican control of the 

Senate. His approval ra tings in the  polls began to s i n k . ”28 Moore 

ju x tap o ses again  silly pop m usic  - fittingly entitled  Vacation by Go Gos -
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w ith im ages of P residen t B u sh  on vacation, a  vacation  th a t  according to 

Moore m ade u p  forty two percen t of h is nine m o n th s  in  office. The 

im ages show the  p residen t playing golf or fishing. W hen asked  how he 

responds to th e  people th a t say he is “eloping,” P residen t B u sh  s tu tte rs  

saying “W orking on some th ings ... d iscussing  th ings ... decision will be 

m a d e .”29 T his is exactly the  vacuousness th a t Moore is looking for.

W hat d ifferentiates th is  pa rticu la r docum entary  from  all the  others, 

and  m akes it a  perfect case in poin t for the  political “edge” of M oore’s 

deploym ent of irony, is th a t  in th is  case he a tta c k s  th e  acting  p residen t 

on the  eve of the  p residen tia l elections. W ith a  release  da te  of 25 Ju n e  

2004, four m o n th s  prior to the  presiden tia l e lections on November 2 

2004, Moore is clearly in te rested  in m aking h is a rg u m e n ts  p a rt of the 

public’s decision ab o u t their fate and  their com m ander in chief - 

portrayed here  a s  a  w arm onger. The la s t im ages of th e  film show 

President B u sh  erroneously  quoting  the  saying “fool m e once.” Moore 

com plem ents B u sh ’s words “you c an ’t get fooled ag a in ” w ith h is encoded 

political goal: “for once we agreed .”3** This politically charged , judgm ental 

a ttitu d e  is clearly designed to d iscredit the  c u rre n t p res id en t in the  light 

of the  upcom ing elections.

This ironic fram ing of Moore’s argum en ts is a s  im p o rtan t a s  the 

a rgum en ts them selves. Moore’s docum entaries a re  n o t ju s t  abou t 

conveying inform ation; the  a ttitu d e s  im bedded in  irony’s edge m ake 

them  a b o u t affect an d  provocation a s  well. His a im  is no t sim ply to
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provide evidence for the  m agn itude  of the  problem  and  let the  viewer 

decide. Moore w an ts to dram atically  expose the  in n er w orkings of a  

co rrup t s ta te  a p p a ra tu s . M oore’s u se  of irony is m ost su ited  to expose 

the  inconsistencies an d  the  con trad ictions of a  public sphere  opened to 

all in theory yet closed to m arginalized voices in practice. More th an  

seeking m ere blam e, Moore u se s  irony to stage a  d ram a of 

accountability . Roger Sm ith, C harlton  Heston, an d  George B ush  are 

relentlessly  p u rsu e d  in  rhetorical spectacles of justice-seek ing . Moore 

does no t rely on s ta tis tic s  alone. He u se s  them  to educate  the  audience, 

thereby m aking them  accom plices in the  am b u sh  of h is  targets. He is not 

u sing  a n  “objective,” em otionally “n eu tra l” “jo u rn a lis tic” app roach  in 

these  docum entaries. Indeed, a t one point in Roger and Me, Moore is 

asked  for h is jo u rn a lis t  creden tia ls by a  security  officer in  the  GM’s 

building. In o rder to be considered  for a  possible audience, Moore offers 

h is C hucky C heese d isco u n t card  instead . This is clearly a  sign of h is 

d isgust w ith “m ain stream ” jou rnalism . Moore refuses to speak  their 

language, the  language of acquiescence.

In the  end, Moore perform s the  im possible conversation  th rough  the 

interw oven m odes of irony. Moore’s m ultilayered u se  of irony, from verbal 

to d ram atic  an d  Socratic, en h an ces  the inconsistencies, con trad ictions, 

an d  incongruities of h is  jo u rn ey  to the  closed doors of corporate  

indifference. Moore’s tru e  goal, 1 argue, is to m ake h is aud ience  feel the  

sting of “im possible conversa tions.” The ironic “edge” an d  w hat H utcheon
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calls the  a ttrib u tio n  of a  judgm en ta l a ttitude , becom es necessary  for 

convening Moore’s m essage in the  context w here “speak ing  tru th  to 

power” d o esn ’t m ake it so m uch  as flinch. However, irony’s edge does no t 

reveal itself only in con trasting  sta tem en ts. As we have seen, Moore also 

u se s  silent im ages an d  playful m usic  to expose ironic incongruities.

T hus, in the  las t section 1 will explore M oore’s u se  of im ages, of carefully 

staged ironic “p lays,” closely resem bling w hat Kevin DeLuca d u b s  “image 

events,” as a  way to streng then  h is m essage an d  fu rth e r advance h is 

political stance.

T heatrics

R eturn ing  to the  issu es  of the  d isso lu tion  of the  public sphere, A1 

Gore poin ts tow ard m edia a s  one of the reaso n s for its  d e c l i n e . H e  cites 

the b lu rring  line betw een new s an d  en te rta inm en t, the  in tegration  of the 

news divisions am ong those designed to generate  revenues, an d  the 

concentra tion  of m edia into a  sm all num ber of conglom erates. B luntly 

pu t, “the pu rpose  of the  television is no longer to inform  the America 

people serve the  public in terest. It is to ‘glue eyeballs to the  sc reen ’ in 

order to build  ra tings and  sell advertising”^  ̂Even if we do no t completely 

accept A1 G ore’s narra tive  of “decline,” it is h a rd  no t to see the  public as 

generally apa the tic  abou t large-scale political issues. For exam ple, 

according to a  G allup poll, in the  2004 p residen tia l election only 60% of
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the people voted. 3̂ Furtherm ore, the sam e poll a rgues th a t  a lthough  9 in 

10 people declared voting in ten tions only ab o u t ha lf actually  v o t e d . 3 4  

M aking sim ilar a rgum en ts to Gore a b o u t citizen apathy , David 

Zarefsky claim s, “m a ss  m edia equates pub licness w ith c e l e b r i t y . ” 3 5  

Zarefsky concludes th a t  in order “to reclaim  the  public sphere, then , we 

m u st find an d  enlarge the  occasion for deliberation ... move tow ards 

public jo u rn a lism  ... an d  an  approach  to education  th a t  cu ltivates ... ‘the  

public p h i l o s o p h y . ’” 3 6  i n  o ther words, th is  decline can  be reversed 

th rough  the  veiy  ac t of public deliberation. P u t simply, “it is th e  process 

of deliberation th a t  tran sfo rm s partic ipan ts  from private individuals into 

a  problem  solving collective b o d y . ” 3 7  A1 Gore sim ilarly proclaim s th a t 

“Am erican dem ocracy is in danger” and  the  solution lies in the  re tu rn  to 

the  exam ples of th e  founding fathers; th e  m arketp lace of ideas based  on 

open access, m eritocracy, and  com m on goals. For Gore, given th a t TV 

h as  becom e a  one-w ay m edium , “The g rea test source of hope for 

reestab lish ing  a  vigorous and  accessible m arketp lace for ideas is the 

i n t e r n e t ” 3 8  a  m ed ium  th a t m u st be pro tected  and  allow to develop “in the 

mold of the  open an d  free m arketp lace of ideas th a t  o u r F ounders knew 

w as essen tia l to the  h ea lth  and  survival of f r e e d o m . ” 3 9  Im plicit in these 

m essages is th e  idea th a t  the  m edia, concen tra ted  in fewer an d  fewer 

h ands, conflates en te rta in m en t and  politics to the  de trim en t of all. As 

Noam C hom sky p o in ts  out, answ ering the  question  w h a t m akes 

m ainstream  m edia  m ainstream , “first of all, they are  m ajor, veiy
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profitable, corporations. F urtherm ore, m ost of them  are e ither linked to, 

or ou trigh t owned by, m uch  bigger corporations, like G eneral Electric, 

W estinghouse, an d  so on. They are way u p  a t the  top of th e  power 

s tru c tu re  of the  private econom y w hich is a  very ty rann ica l s tru c tu re .”40 

In o ther w ords, m ed ia’s high price a s  a  platform  for one’s m essage and 

its trivial obsessions seem  to m ake it counterproductive  to political 

deliberation.

Michael Moore h as  a  sim ilarly b leak view of the  m edia. M ainstream  

jou rnalism  an d  television are m ade targe ts  in h is docum entaries and  in 

h is public appearances. Invited to CNN after a  th ree  year absence,

Moore, evidently u p se t by CNN’s accusa tions of h is  “fudging the  facts” in 

Sicko, confronts Wolf Blitzer by saying, “1 w ish CNN and  o ther 

m ainstream  m edia  would ju s t  for once tell the  tru th .”4i This is no t an  

isolated incident. His docum en taries are  filled w ith sim ilar depictions of 

the m ainstream  m edia. In Bowling fo r  Columbine a  reporte r covering the 

killing of a  six year old girl, after delivering h is rep o rt w ith a  sad  voice, is 

show n to be m ore preoccupied w ith h is  h a ir th a n  the  story. Moore offers 

a  depiction of the  repo rter a s  m ore invested in petty  techn ical issues 

th an  the  grave sub jec t a t  h a n d  - the  d ea th  of the  little girl. Some m ight 

call it a  cheap  sh o t on Moore’s pa rt, b u t th is  scene perfectly cap tu res the 

tenor of h is a ttitu d e  tow ard m ainstream  m edia.

However, u n d e rn e a th  th is  negative view, Moore also dem onstra tes a 

keen u n d e rs tan d in g  of the  pow er an d  possibilities of th is  m edium .
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Beyond the  controversy su rround ing  the  topic for v^hich he is invited to 

d iscuss, Moore aW ays takes the tim e to reh ash  h is  m ain  a rgum en ts 

against the  B u sh  adm in istra tion , again st the  v^ar on Iraq, and  ab o u t the 

inep tness of m ain stream  media. Every public ap pearance  is a  platform . 

Recall h is in fam ous perform ance a t  the  2003 Academ y Avvard Cerem ony, 

in accepting the  O scar for Bowling fo r  Columbine. In s tead  of the  u su a l 

acceptance speech, filled v^ith tropes of hum ility  an d  p ious sen tim en ts of 

tolerance, Moore called B ush  a  “fictitious p residen t” an d  ended h is 

speech v^ith a  h a rsh  “Sham e on you m ister P residen t.” Well av^are of the  

size of h is aud ience , Moore seized the occasion to ch astise  no t only the 

B ush  presidency  b u t an  uncritica l m edia and  a  too-gullible public. With 

close to th irty -th ree  million viev^ers, Moore clearly sa^v the  O scars as a  

rhetorical opportun ity  no t to be ignored.

Not co n ten t v^ith the  validation of the  s ta tu e , Moore s ta r ts  h is speech 

in the  sam e su b d u ed  and  hum bled  voice a s  h is am b u sh  interviev^s. At 

first politely th an k in g  h is  cre^v an d  producer, he slov^ly sh ifts into a ttack  

mode: “we like non-fiction and  v^e live in fictitious tim es ... fictitious 

election re su lts  th a t  elect a  fictitious p r e s i d e n t . ” 4 2  Puzzled celebrities 

and  loud booing accom panied the  speech. The tran sfo rm ation  of the 

audience is u n can n y . W hen the  v^inner of the avvard is announced ,

Moore literally receives stand ing  ovations. The entire  aud ience  cheers 

and  ap p lau d s. We see m ajor Hollywood celebrities, su c h  a s  M artin 

Scorsese an d  D aniel Day Lewis to nam e a  few, stan d in g  u p  and
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applauding, w holeheartedly supporting  the  decision to recognize and 

aw ard M ichael Moore. G enerously inviting the  o ther nom inees on stage, 

Moore proceeds to the  lectern  in the  sound  of th u n d e ro u s  applause. 

Im ages of h igh profile Hollywood celebrities sm iling and  applauding  are 

jux taposed  w ith im ages of Moore receiving the  coveted s ta tu e . As soon as 

Moore’s m essage ab o u t the  opposition betw een non-fiction an d  the 

cu rren t fictitious adm in istra tion , app lause  an d  booing become 

intertw ined. This tim e, the  im ages of Moore delivering h is  speech are 

jux taposed  w ith s tu n n e d  celebrities. A drian Brody looks eerily around  

the audience. M artin Scorsese, a t one po in t giving stand ing  ovation, sits  

s tunned . The m ixed app lause  an d  booing accom pany the  entire  speech. 

At the  end, the  classic  O scar m usic  played w hen a  w inner exits the stage 

is actually  raised  before Moore h as  a  chance to finish h is speech. In a  

classic Pavlovian reaction , the  audience s ta r ts  cheering louder. This 

sabotage becom es evident w hen we see Moore ra ising  h is voice, ru sh ing  

to finish h is  speech in the  increasingly loud confusion of app lause , 

booing, an d  typically O scar m usic.

This exam ple speaks to M oore’s strategy; he seizes m edia 

opportun ities to advance h is  political m essage. Moore clearly h a s  the 

ability to u n d e rs ta n d  the  power of the  m edia an d  to u se  it. The more 

controversial the better. Indeed, for Moore controversy m eans 

circulation, exposure an d  publicity. The Socratic - ironic trap , in w hich 

h is voice an d  h is a rg u m en ts  move from inviting hum ility  to passionate
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accusations, a c ts  also as a  mode of publicity. In o ther w ords controversy 

sells. Even a  negative report of his perform ance h a s  to cite Moore’s words 

in order to d e b u n k  them , ensu ring  th u s  c ircu lation  of the  m essage.

W hat Moore th u s  illu stra tes is th a t, however docile an d  d istrac ted , 

the m edia can  still be taken  advantage of to d is trib u te  one’s political 

m essage. A g rea t exam ple unfolds in Bowling fo r  Columbine. Moore, 

together w ith two high school boys, victim s of th e  Colum bine shootings, 

m arches to th e  h ead q u a rte rs  of the g ian t conglom erate K-Mart. The goal 

of th is  scene is to “re tu rn ” the  bu lle ts still lodged in the  two v ictim s’ 

bodies, the  sam e bu lle ts pu rchasab le  a t any K-M art store. If som ething 

a s  deadly a s  bu lle ts  can  be sold in family sto res th en  all the  ru les of 

com m erce, includ ing  re tu rn in g  m erchandise , shou ld  apply. By re tu rn ing  

som ething  th a t  c an n o t be re tu rn , by a ttem pting  to give b ack  som ething 

th a t  already did the  dam age it w as bu ilt for, Moore u n d e rlin es  the  tragic 

consequences of convenience stores selling bullets.

On th is  first a ttem pt, the  fam iliar scenario of the  im possible 

conversation  unfolds. K-Mart em ployees, from PR rep resen ta tives to 

m erchand ise  specialists, p a ss  in front of M oore’s cam era. After h o u rs  of 

w aiting and  in te rm itten t conversation w ith different em ployees th a t 

prom ise to call “o th er people,” Moore an d  the boys depart. At the 

suggestion of one of the  victim s, the crew stops a t  a  local K -m art to buy 

their en tire  stock  of bu lle ts w ith the in ten tion  of “re tu rn in g ” them  to K- 

M art’s h ead q u a rte rs . M oore’s voice, accom panying the  im ages of the  two
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boys buying the bullets, inform s the audience ab o u t the ir in ten t to 

re tu rn  the  nex t day w ith “the  p ress .”

W ith p ress  in tow, M oore’s second a ttem p t p roduces surprisingly 

different resu lts . Moore an d  the  boys m arch  in to  K -m art’s h ead q u arte rs  

accom panied by new s cam eras and  local reporters . As viewers, we see 

the scene develop th rough  in te rm itten t c u ts  of the  ac tu a l new s coverage 

of the incident; we w atch  the  event th rough  bo th  se ts  of cam eras,

Moore’s an d  the  p ress  th a t  he generates. Eventually, K-M art’s PR 

R epresentative delivers to the  cam eras a  different speech th a n  the one 

expected. K-M art, he proudly  announces, will p hase  ou t selling h andgun  

am m unition  w ithin  n inety  days. Moore and  the  boys are  ecstatic , 

genuinely su rp rised  and  thrilled, to h ear th is  news. Moore’s in troduction  

to the  scene - “th is  tim e we b rough t the  p ress” - show s h is  aw areness of 

the  real p ressu re  th a t  new s cam eras can  exert on corporate behavior. In 

the  end, Moore does n o t sim ply take advantage of m ed ia’s obsession  with 

controversy an d  scandal; he u se s  its  power of p e rsu asio n  for h is own 

ends.

M oore’s u se  of m edia a s  a  vehicle for criticism  po in ts to w hat 

H aberm as calls the  principle of supervision m eaning  “the  ta sk  of 

criticism  an d  control w hich a  public body of citizens inform ally - and , in 

periodic elections, form ally a s  well - practice vis-à-vis the  ru ling  

s tru c tu re  organized in the  form of the  s ta te .”43 This is indeed relevant, 

for M ichael W arner, in h is  d iscussion  of publics and  co u n te r publics.
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po in ts ou t th a t  pub lics “com m ence w ith the  m om ent of a t t e n t i o n . ” 4 4  

F urtherm ore, in Letters o f the Republic, he a rgues th a t  “the  public as 

constructed  on the basis  of its m etonym ic em bodim ent in p rin ted  

artifacts. T hat is how it w as possible to im agine à  pub lic  supervising the 

actions of officials even w hen no physical assem bly  of the  public was 

tak ing  p l a c e . ” 4 5  In th is  sense, in Moore’s case, being a  public to his tex ts 

en ta ils  an  a b s tra c t partic ipation  in the  criticism  of th e  B u sh  

adm in istra tion . 1 do no t w an t to suggest th a t  ju s t  by w atch ing  we 

su p p o rt h is opinion. However, the  unexpected  financial su ccess  of h is 

docum entaries, an d  Fahrenheit 9 /11  in particu la r, a s  well a s the  vote of 

tw enty one m illion A m ericans designating  Fahrenheit 9 /11  “B est Picture 

of the  Year” a t  the  “People's Choice A w ards” speak  a b o u t M oore’s public 

and  the  principle of s u p e r v i s i o n . 4 6  In o ther words, th ro u g h  the ir vote, 

tw enty one million viewers reveal them selves as a  public  engaging in a 

form of social an d  political criticism  th rough  the  ac t of w atching.

As we have seen, Moore capitalizes on any occasion in  w hich h is voice 

can  be heard . W hether in rou tine  interview s or in e legan t occasions su ch  

a s  the  O scars, Moore profits on the  m edia’s obsession  w ith controversy 

and  scandal. Booing and  negative fram ing do n o t m atter. For Moore, 

su ch  trea tm en t actually  tran s la te s  into higher c ircu lation . Even those 

m edia ou tle ts  th a t  w ish to d iscredit Moore first have to carry  h is 

m essage. To scandalize h is  w ords “fictitious p res id en t” requ ires u tte ring  

those  very w ords. Furtherm ore , a s T hom as G oodnight argues, public
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discourse is “alw ays controversial” and  “em erges ou t of an d  fashions 

public tim e an d  space”^  ̂ In o ther words, controversy, m ore th a n  creating 

scandal, em erges ou t of an  urgency sim ultaneously  creating  it. In 

Moore’s docum entaries, the  m essage is always delivered in  conjunction 

with the se rio u sn ess an d  the  urgency of the  problem . In Fahrenheit 9 /11  

the issue  is n o t ju s t  th a t  P residen t B ush  is an  un fit p residen t; releasing 

the docum entary  m on ths before the presiden tia l election speeds up  

(political) tim e. The ending  w ords in Fahrenheit 9 /1 1 , w hen Moore agrees 

with B ush  th a t  “you c a n ’t  get fooled again ,” induces the  urgency  of 

considering an d  re-considering  B ush  a s  a  cand idate  in the  light of the 

fast approach ing  elections. T hus, despite  Moore’s negative view of 

m ainstream  m edia, he also u n d e rs ta n d s  its  potential to influence public 

a ttitudes. The im m ediacy of televised im ages co n trib u tes  to enhancing  

the urgency of debate. M oore’s very u se  of the c irculatory  power of 

c o n t r o v e r s y ^ ^  an d  urgency in a  new s world obsessed  w ith the  la tes t 

ca tas trophes an d  scan d a ls  speaks to h is u n d e rs tan d in g  of the  rhetorical 

force of public im ages.

Moore’s aw areness of the  m edia’s influence an d  obsessions, of its 

power an d  its w eakness, also provides a  different opportunity : to 

com plem ent h is persuasive  strategy  w ith visual a rgum en ts . Moore show s 

th a t w ords by them selves are  no t enough in a  m ediated  world w here the 

voices of th e  unem ployed, th e  victim s of gun violence, or those  who 

disagree w ith the  w ar in Iraq  struggle to find sym pathetic  ears. Slam m ed
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doors an d  u n u sab le  elevators are a s  powerful “a rg u m en ts” a s  the  word 

them selves. Simply pu t, pa thos appea ls are an  im p o rtan t p a rt of Moore’s 

rhetorical strategy; an d  a s  we have seen, these  ap p ea ls  are  visual as  well 

a s  verbal. Affect is carried  by Moore’s voice, by voices of destitu te  people, 

and  by ironic jux tapositions of im ages, words, an d  sounds. We as an  

audience are m ean t to feel anger a n d  despera tion  w hen we see Roger 

Sm ith speaking  in heartfelt tones ab o u t com passion  while h is form er 

em ployees are  literally throw n on th e  street. Moore deliberately places 

h is cam eras in s itua tions of stasis , w here doors are  slam m ed in h is face 

and  conversations dissolve into th in  air. These u se s  of irony extend 

beyond verbal in Moore’s docum entaries.

It is more accu ra te  to say th a t M oore’s films en ac t w ha t Kevin DeLuca 

calls “image even ts,” w hich take advantage of the  pow er of the  image to 

deliver “m ind bom bs,” th a t is, “crystallized philosophical fragm ents th a t 

work to expand  the  universe of th inkab le  t h o u g h t s . ”49 C ataloguing a  host 

of inciden ts in w hich organizations su c h  a s  G reenpeace take advantage 

of a  spectacle-hungry  m edia, DeLuca ske tches a  new  way of debating on 

m atte rs  of com m on concerns by bypassing  verbal rhetoric. Similarly, in 

Unruly argum ents, DeLuca looks a t  the  rhetoric of E a rth  First!, Act Up, 

and  Q ueer Nation, th ree  different activ ist g roups th a t  sha re  a  sim ilar 

m ethod of persuasion ; the  u se  of bodies an d  spectacles as form s of 

rhetorical a rgum en t. DeLuca a rgues th a t the v isual a re n a  of the 

television, “th e  de facto national public  forum  of the  U nited S ta tes,”
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w arran ts  th e  u se  of im ages “played” in front of th e  cam era  as m eans of 

p e r s u a s i o n . 50 Time c o n stra in ts  in heren t to new s coverage, he  argues, 

rule ou t th e  u se  of highly s tru c tu red  persuasive d iscou rses . He also 

poin ts o u t th a t  financial constra in ts , in term s of th e  inability  to buy air 

time, m akes the  u se  of linguistic / verbal rhetoric im probable since “the 

voice of the  new s” is dependen t on the  netw ork. F u rtherm ore  DeLuca, in 

a  sm all review of the  coverage of the p ro test enac ted  by these  three 

activist g roups, po in ts o u t to a  consistently  negative fram ing. From  “w ar 

in the  w oods” to the  u se  of th e  term  “te rro rist” m edia  coverage seem s to 

be prone on den igrating  E arth  First!, Act Up, an d  Q ueer Nation. DeLuca 

argues th a t  faced w ith su c h  overwhelming odds, a  textbook persuasive 

speech w ould probably  fade in a  sea of negative ep ithets.

In a  sim ilar m an n er, M oore’s docum entaries em ploy m u ch  m ore th a n  

verbal a rgum en ts . As the  activ ist groups from D eLuca’s analysis, Moore 

is cu t off from  m ain stream  m edia. By the  sam e token , due  to the 

controversial n a tu re  of h is topics and  argum en ts , he  is often accused  of 

“fudging th e  fac ts.” The la te s t scandal betw een CNN’s own Dr. Sanjay 

G upta  an d  M ichael Moore relating to the  facts p resen ted  in Sicko speaks 

to th is  negative fram ing. In the  words of G up ta  “no m atte r how m uch  

Moore fudged the  facts — an d  he did fudge som e facts — th ere 's  one 

everyone agrees on. The system  here shou ld  be far b e tte r.”5i As 

m entioned above, the  controversy sparked  by G u p ta ’s com m ents
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resulted  in an  apology le tter from CNN. Am idst th is  negative fram ing of 

Moore’s verbal rhetoric, im ages become a  necessary  asse t.

In Bowling fo r  Columbine, a t  the end of the  interview  w ith H eston, in 

w hich the  righ t to b ear a rm s is con trasted  w ith the high ra te  of violence 

and  the  high n u m b er of school related shootings, a  powerfully em otional 

- and  alm ost com pletely w ordless - scene unfolds. While H eston walks 

away, fru stra ted , speech less, Moore follows beh ind  holding a  p icture  of 

the six-year-old-girl gunned  down by a  c lassm ate , p leading  - “take a  look 

m ister Heston, th is  is the little girl ... th is  is the  girl.” This em otionally 

charged plea is elevated by Moore’s u se  of the p ictu re. The m an  

presen ted  a s  m orally “responsib le” for he r d ea th  is w alking away w ith his 

back  tu rned , unab le  to face the image of the  little girl. The H eston scene 

ends w ith Moore leaving th e  p icture propped ag a in st th e  colum n of 

H eston’s lavish m ansion , an  appeal a t  once linguistic  an d  visual. The 

em otion is im bedded in Moore’s plea, in H eston defeatedly walking away, 

and  in the very im age of th e  little girl. One can  a sk  how a  p ictu re  of one 

victim can  be an  a rg u m en t ag a in st a  constitu tiona l right. The answ er is: 

“it is no t”; an d  yet, th rough  Moore’s d ram atic  irony, it is. H eston’s 

inability to reconcile th ro u g h  verbal a rgum en t the  constitu tiona l right to 

bear (loaded) a rm s w ith th e  h a rsh  reality of m urdered  children  is as 

im portan t for M oore’s stra tegy  a s  the  single im age of H eston’s back  as he 

w alks away.
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Rhetorically, these  im ages function as m ore th a n  sim ple illustra tions. 

C onstantly  trying to p u sh  the  elevator b u tto n  of the  14th floor in Roger 

and Me is a  S isyphean effort, one th a t  conveys the  im possibility of 

accessing the  top level of the  societal h ierarchy. The m essage is never 

explicitly nam ed, yet the  po in t becom es sa lien t th ro u g h  d ram atic  

repetition. Moore innocently  en ters the  elevator an d  p u sh e s  the  bu tton  

for the  “top” floor of the  building. Once in the  elevator, th e  cam era  shows 

Moore naively trying to p u sh  over and  over the  b u tto n  a s  if all you need 

is persistence. His efforts are  cu t sh o rt by a  security  guard  questioning  

his m otives an d  destina tion . More exits the  elevator to explain, th a t  h is 

goal is to m eet Roger Sm ith. The ironically played naivete is bu ilt on the 

prem ise th a t  all you need to m eet the  people in charge is a  legitim ate 

reason  an d  the  p u sh  of a  b u tto n  or the  gesture  of opening a  door - the 

m arks of the  opened space of debate. However, w ha t follows th is  genuine 

a ttem p t to a  dialogue is a  long sting  of corporate “gatekeepers” informing 

Moore th a t  “any th ing  above first floor is private p roperty” an d  th a t a  

m eeting w ith Roger Sm ith requires an  appoin tm ent. The im ages portray 

security  officers, bodyguards, and  PR represen ta tives, ta lk ing  on the 

phone or try ing to m ake Moore u n d e rs ta n d  a  seem ingly un iversa l tru th : 

the  agen ts of corporate power are beyond reach . U nder the  p retense  of 

organizing a  schedule , “the  appo in tm ent” is clearly a  stra tegy  designed to 

keep u n w an ted  voices a t  bay. The “appo in tm en t” enab les recalc itran t 

voices to be screened  and , if necessary , blocked. M oore’s design is to

104



expose exactly these  assum ptions , these  roadblocks m asquerad ing  as 

efficiency. T hrough these  im ages, Moore show s u s  th a t  a  “frontal a ssa u lt” 

on corporate hegem ony is bound  to fail.

Likewise, h is interview s display the  sam e m élange of a rgum en ts and  

im ages w orking in  conjunction . Moore does m ore th a n  am b u sh  his 

victims, m ore th a n  ju s t  dem and  (verbal) answ ers. His interviews are 

carefully staged  thea trica l scenes. The very idea of re tu rn in g  bulle ts still 

lodged in th e  bodies of Colum bine victim s is m ore th a n  a  polite request 

for K-Mart to stop selling bullets; it is a  spectacle of m etal, bodies, and  

m edia a s  a rgum en t. Moore’s trip s to C anada, G reat B ritain , France, and  

C uba in Sicko  a re  m ore th a n  s ta tis tica l com parisons betw een healthcare  

system s; they  are  perform ances of political irony. We are led into a  

journey  to see an d  feel, th en  to know. Moore’s is a n  affective journey  

before it is a  ra tional one. By the  sam e token the  im ages w ith the 

bru talization  of Iraqi people - dead  children, to ssed  a ro u n d  women, 

hum iliated m en - com plem ent the  verbal a rg u m en ts  ab o u t the  in justice 

and  the  confusion of the  w ar in  Iraq.

In Fahrenheit 9 /11 ,  im ages of a  soldier singing “the  roof ...the roof is 

on fire ... we d o n ’t  need  no w ater let the  m other fucker b u rn  ... b u rn  

m other fucker ... b u rn ,” after explaining th a t th is  is one of the  best songs 

to listen  inside the  ta n k  while engaged in com bat, a re  jux taposed  w ith 

im ages of B aghdad  literally burn ing . A nother soldier ta lk s ab o u t how 

difficult it is to go on the  scene after napalm  bom bs hit. Seeing children
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and  innocen t civilians h u rt, seeing “H u sb an d s carry ing  th e ir dead  wives” 

is a  “difficult th ing  to deal w i t h . ”52 Im ages of little girls w ith  b u rn ed  faces, 

and  corpses ro tting  on the side of the road  com plem ent these  words. 

Following these  gruesom e im ages an d  stories are  the  ju x tap o sed  words of 

Donald Rum sfeld p raising  the  technological m ight of the  Am erican Army. 

His voice explains th a t the  “targeting capabilities an d  th e  care th a t goes 

into targeting  is a s  im pressive as any th ing  anyone can  see” an d  th a t 

“care” an d  “hum an ity” goes into it.53 R um sfled’s w ords accom pany the 

im ages of a  child scream ing in pain  while undergoing  a  m edical 

procedure. Moore c o n tra s ts  the  “hum an ity” Rum sfeld sp eak s of with 

im ages of innocence falling victim to th is  hum an ity . We see silhouettes 

gunned  down th rough  an  infrared scope, while the  w ords praise  

technology. P u t sim ply, Moore places u s  beh ind  th is  scope to experience 

the  tragic consequences of th is  technological hum an ity . Yet again, by 

con trasting  R um sfeld’s w ords and  gruesom e im ages w ith innocent 

civilians’ b u rn ed , sh o t or killed, Moore u se s  d ram atic  irony to 

deconstruc t h is victim  - in th is  case Rumsfeld.

One can  argue th a t  the  availability and  ease of g un  ow nership  is the 

m ost serious problem  affecting the high level of violence in  America. Yet 

Moore does no t spell it out. Instead , in  Bowling fo r  Columbine, he en ters 

in the  N orth C ountry  B ank  an d  T ru st w hich offers a  free rifle with every 

new acco u n t opened. Moore’s question  “d on ’t  you th in k  th a t  is a  little 

dangerous to h a n d  g u n s in a  b a n k ? ”54 ig left unansw ered . The next scene
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show s Moore getting a  h a irc u t while p u rchasing  bu lle ts  for h is  new rifle 

from the b a rb e r shop. The ironic co n tra s t of buying  bu lle ts an d  h a irc u ts  

in the sam e place, the  obvious yet overlooked con trad ic tions betw een 

selling guns in a  b a n k  the  robbing of w hich requ ires th e  very sam e 

in s tru m en t offered a s  b o n u s for opening an  accoun t, are  a t once verbal 

as  well a s  visual. Moore u se s  all possible m eans of persuasion ; he 

appeals to all th ro u g h  facts an d  s ta tis tics , th rough  w ords, an d  th rough  

images. Through d ram atic  an d  Socratic irony, th rough  w ords as well as 

images, th rough  reaso n  a s  well a s  affect, Moore exposes the  painful 

inconsistency betw een corporate rhetoric an d  lived reality  by perform ing 

and  rehearsing  the  im possible conversation.

Politically invested irony 

Moore’s goal is n o t to en te r a  proper debate w ith econom ic an d  

political elites, b u t  to show the  im possibility of su ch  a  conversation. His 

docum entaries su b v ert the  genre. He does no t try  to d ispassionate ly  

cap tu re  a  “n e u tra l” reality; he seeks to intervene an d  stir it up . Doors 

slam m ed in h is  face becom e doors slam m ed in o u r face. C onscious of the  

exclusionary n a tu re  of the official channels of debate, Moore u se s  irony 

to convey h is  m essage, to expose “system ic inequalities,” to am b u sh  

“p e rp e tra to rs ,” a n d  to bring c rash ing  to the  table m arg inal voices. Using 

docum entary  he subverts  bo th  its  form an d  conten t. Invested ra th e r  th an  

self-abstracted , p assio n a te  ra th e r  th en  em otionally detached , Moore u ses
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irony to advance clear political goals. S haring  the  negative vie^v of 

m ain stream  m edia and  th e ir con tribu tion  to the  dum bing  and  num bing  

of the  people ^vith the  th eo ris ts  of the  public sp h e re ’s decline, Moore 

nevertheless seizes its persuasive po^ver. The carefully staged 

perform ances an d  am b u sh es  are  a s  relevant to h is stra tegy  as the 

a rg u m en ts  them selves. By shelving p ic tu res of gunned  do^vn children or 

cerem oniously re tu rn in g  bu lle ts from the Colum bine High shooting, 

ex tracted  from the bodies of the  survivors, Moore u se s  a  theatrical 

en ac tm en t of h is  argum en ts . Bet^veen ^vords an d  im ages, Moore strives 

to shape, th rough  ironic con trast, a rg u m en ts  th a t  ^vould n o t survive 

otherw ise in the  disillusioned public sphere, obsessed  w ith scandal, yet 

still d ream ing  of a  golden age th a t never existed. Irony’s edge and  

thea trica l am b u sh es  w ork in conjunction  to show  u s  the  d iscrepancies 

and  the  im possibility of a  p roper debate w ith those  who advocate reason, 

d isin te rest, and  self ab strac tion , yet ac t on passion , in te rest, and  

identity. In the  end, Moore’s jou rneys are  m ean t to be controversial and  

m ake u s , su p p o rte rs  and  adversaries alike, angrier; for a s  long as we are 

angry, the  issu es  are on the  table.
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CHAPTER 4

“SPEAKING TRUTHINESS’ TO POWER:” STEPHEN COLBERT AT THE 

2006  WHITE HOUSE CORRESPONDENTS 

ASSOCIATION DINNER 

In 2006, political h um oris t S tephen  Colbert, of The Daily Show  fame, 

perform ed a t the  W hite house  C orrespondents A ssociation D inner a s  the 

featured  en te rta in e r of the  evening. This a n n u a l d in n e r b rings together 

high profile politicians, jo u rn a lis ts , and  celebrities for the  pu rpose  of 

p resen ting  scho larsh ip s an d  jou rnalism  aw ards. The event fea tu res a  

p residen tia l ad d ress , u sua lly  in the  form of a  self-deprecating hum orous 

speech, a s  well a s  a  comedy rou tine  by a  well know n en terta iner. 

Em bodying a  cartoon ish  exaggeration of a  B ush  su p p o rte r—proud, 

b rash , and  u n so p h istica ted —Colbert u sed  h is 16 -m inu te-speech  an d  7- 

m inu te  video p resen ta tio n  to stage w hat 1 argue is a  form of direct 

political d issen t. C olbert’s s itua tion  is unique: h is  perform ance takes 

place in  th e  d irect physical presence of the  P residen t him self, the  veiy 

object of ridicule. In th is  s ituation , irony is no t deployed from the safe 

d istance  of a  fictional tow n in Colorado or th ro u g h  th e  clever editing of a 

docum entary . A lthough Colbert m ocks the  B ush  ad m in istra tion  eveiy 

n igh t on h is  Com edy C entral show The Colbert Report, h is aud ience is
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lim ited to those  television viewers who are already “in” on the  joke. At the  

WHCA d inner, however, the  president, h is supporte rs , an d  the  m edia 

outle ts ridiculed for willingly or unwillingly “collaborating” w ith the 

adm in istra tion , a re  p a r t  of C olbert’s im m ediate audience. ̂  B ending the  

unw ritten  ru le  -  “poke b u t d o n ’t  pierce” -  Colbert u sed  irony to criticize 

h is audience, refusing  to be sim ply funny and  politically harm less.

In the  first section of the  chap ter 1 explore the  con tex t of th is  

perform ance by reviewing the  WHCA and  the  a n n u a l d inner, C olbert’s 

public persona, an d  th e  B u sh  presidency. This con tex tua l analysis will 

provide a  b e tte r u n d e rs tan d in g  of the  dynam ic betw een C olbert’s 

persona, the  event, an d  th e  B ush  ad m in istra tion ’s policies a s  they 

becom e fodder for C olbert’s irony. Subsequently , in the  second section, 1 

conduct an  analysis of the  tex t itself, C olbert’s perform ance. Here 1 argue 

th a t  the  political edge of C olbert’s u se  of irony is intensified by the  

p resence of the  presiden t; d issen t, u n d e r the  cover of irony, is 

com m unicated  directly to the  president. In o ther w ords, C olbert’s 

perform ance is literally an  en ac tm en t of speaking  “tru th in e s s” to power. 

The word “tru th in e s s” w as coined and  popularized by C olbert in h is first 

d e b u t show on O ctober 2005. Voted Word of the  Year by A m erican 

D ialect Society in 2005  an d  in 2006 by M erriam -W ebster, “tru th in e ss” 

refers to, in C olbert’s own w ords, “som ething th a t  seem s like tru th —the 

tru th  we w an t to e x i s t . T h e  definitions of the  word, “the  quality  of 

s ta ting  concep ts or fac ts one w ishes or believes to be tru e , ra th e r  th an
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concepts or facts know n to be t r u e ”3 or, in C olbert’s own w ords, “"tru th  

th a t com es from the  gut, no t b o o k s .

Although popularized by Colbert, tru th in e ss  is actualized , Colbert 

argues, by the  B u sh  presidency. It com es a s  no su rp rise  th a t m uch  of 

Colbert peroration  ab o u t the  sim ilar se t of beliefs w ith the  p res iden t u ses  

the  sam e w ords an d  concepts a s  those u sed  in  h is  2005  d eb u t show to 

describe tru th iness .^  If tru th  is sta tic , tru th in e ss  is dynam ic designating 

a  pro-active role in creating the  tru th , in fash ioning  history , an d  in 

m an ipu lating  the  public opinion. As Robert Ivie^ po in ts  out, “dem ocratic 

d issen t w as rendered  oxym oronic in Am erica after 9 / 1 1 ” being placed 

“strategically” on a  “con tinuum  of law lessness leading to terro rism ” 

where d issen t an d  p ro test a re  perceived a s  “the  u n p a trio tic  ac t of the  

enem y w i t h i n . F o r m e r  U.S A ttorney general Jo h n  Ashcroft, cited in 

Ivie’s article, provides the perfect illu stra tion  of the  B ush  

ad m in istra tion ’s tactic  of m aking d issen t benign: criticism  of the 

adm in istra tion  -  a .k .a . d issen t -  a rgues Ashcroft, provides “am m unition  

to A m erica’s enem ies” and  “aid  [to] te rro ris ts .”  ̂ In th e  light of th is 

“oxym oron,” C olbert’s perform ance becom es relevant. The ironic praise 

allows C olbert to bypass th is  con trad iction  and  com m unicate  d issen t 

directly to th e  p residen t. In fact “tru th in e ss” opens the  door for political 

d issen t. C olbert critics, w hen exposed to “tru th in e s s ,” accused  him  of 

either no t being funny  or being inappropriate . However, “tru th in e ss” 

itself is n e ith e r funny  nor appropria te . By stirring  su ch  strong  em otions.
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Colbert m anaged  to u se  irony, th rough  “tru th in e ss” to open the  space for 

debate.

The political edge of C olbert’s irony becom es evident in  the m edia 

a fterm ath  of h is perform ance as well. While some m edia  ou tle ts chose to 

com pletely ignore h is perform ance a t  the 2006 WHCA dinner, the  in tense 

in te rnet c ircu la tion  of the  clip featuring  h is comedic rou tine  m ade th is  

speech a n  overnight sensation . The m ixed m edia reception  following 

C olbert’s perform ance, 1 argue, confirm s the political relevance of 

com m unicating  d isse n t th rough  irony. C olbert’s d irect d issen t w as no t 

challenged on the  b asis  of the  accuracy  of its  claim s b u t on the  basis of 

its in ap p ro p ria ten ess  an d  hum or or lack thereof. By calling him  not 

funny or inapp rop ria te , or both, C olbert’s critics b ran d ed  his 

perform ance as a  tran sg ress ion  to the  ru les of the  event: funny and  

(politically) ha rm less. In the  end, C olbert’s epideictic o ration  u sed  irony 

to transfo rm  critic ism  in to  “praise” an d  allow com m unicating  d issen t in 

the veiy p resence of a  p residen t adam an tly  casting  critics into the role of 

unpatrio tic  te rro ris t abetto rs .

C ontext

WHCA

The W hite H ouse C orrespondents ' A ssociation rep re sen ts  the  p ress 

corps a ttach ed  to th e  W hite House. Its n ine-m em ber board  of directors 

deals w ith issu e s  re la ted  to access to the chief executive, coverage

118



arrangem ents, w ork space a rrangem en ts , logistics an d  costs for 

accom panying a  p res id en t in h is  official travels. The WHCA w as created 

on Feb. 25, 1914, a s  a  reaction  to a  rum or th a t  the  C ongressional 

S tanding Com m ittee of C orresponden ts w ould be in charge of selecting 

the repo rte rs  covering P residen t Woodrow W ilson’s new series of 

regularly schedu led  p ress  conferences. The prim ary  objective of the 

WHCA w as to prom ote “the  in te res ts  of those  repo rte rs  an d  

corresponden ts assigned  to cover the  W hite House." In 1920 the  

organization held th e  first WHCA dinner, an d  in 1924 Calvin Coolidge 

becam e the  first p res id en t of a  to tal of 14 to a tten d  th is  event. It was 

President Jo h n  F. Kennedy in 1962 who, by refusing  to partic ipate  

un less  the  b an  on wom en participa ting  a t  th is  d in n er w as dropped, 

ended gender d iscrim ination . The objective of th is  a n n u a l event is to 

raise m oney for WHCA scho larsh ip s and  honor the  rec ip ien ts of the 

WHCA's Jo u rn a lism  Award.^

However, beyond th e  official history, the  WHCA d in n er is also viewed 

as breeding coziness betw een th e  A dm inistration an d  the p ress  corps. As 

Al Eisele from  The Huffington Post po in ts out, d iscussing  the  2006 

dinner, “Some of W ashington 's m ost powerful jo u rn a lis ts  p rostra ted  

them selves before the  people they  are supposed  to be keeping a  critical 

eye on .” °̂ F u rtherm ore , the  increased  presence of celebrities is som etim e 

seen a s  a  Hollywood-ization of th is  event. As W ashington Post staff w riter 

Jose  Antonio V argas poin ted  ou t, referring to the  2008 WHCA dinner.
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“Last n igh t's festivities, held a t the W ashington Hilton, m ade clear th a t 

the  see-and-be-seen  ethos of the  event h a s  overtaken its  original 

purpose: to give a w a r d s . T h e  p residen t h im self joked , in h is opening 

speech a t the  2008 d inner, th a t Pam ela A nderson an d  M itt Romney in 

the  sam e room  m ight be “a  sign of the apocalypse.” N ew  York Times 

refused  to partic ipa te  altogether a t the 2008 event, argu ing  th a t  it 

underm ines the  credibility of the press. Their absence  m ade Craig 

Ferguson, the  en te rta in er of the  2008 d inner, to exclaim  “S h u t the  hell 

up . N ew  York Times, you  sanctim onious w h i n i n g  j e r k s ! ” ^^ is am idst 

th is  controversially friendly m élange of politicians, jo u rn a lis t, and  

celebrities th a t the  p residen t is expected to m ake light fun  of h im self 

while the  fea tu red  en te rta in er is expected to poke light fun  a t the 

adm in istra tion  -  the  very ru les Colbert chose to d isregard  a t the  2006 

WHCA dinner.

Colbert

Steven Colbert is a  political sa tiris t an d  com edian, bo rn  on May 13, 

1964 in  C harleston , S ou th  Carolina. He stud ied  a s  an  ac to r a t 

N orthw estern  University, w here he becam e a  m em ber of the  Second City 

com edy troupe. As a  com edian and  w riter, Colbert helped create  the 

sketch  com edy Exit 57. He worked for The Dana Carvey Show  an d  for 

Saturday Night Live. In 1997 Colbert w as hired a s  a  co rresponden t on 

the Com edy C entra l fake new s program  The Daily Show. By the  tim e he 

left the  show  in 2005 to h o st a  spin-off series. The Colbert Report, he was
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the show 's longest-runn ing  c o r r e s p o n d e n t  He also con tribu ted  to Jo n  

S tew art’s wildly successfu l satirical textbook, America (The Book): A  

Citizen's Guide to Democracy Inaction, w hich becam e a  New York Times 

bestseller for 15 consecutive w eeks Colbert also m ade a  bid for the 

presidency in 2007. In tend ing  to ru n  “a s  bo th  a  R epublican an d  a 

D em ocrat,” Colbert secured  an  official cam paign sponsor (Doritos) and  

applied for a  spo t on the  ballo t for the  Dem ocratic Party  in h is  hom e 

sta te  of S ou th  C arolina following the  p roper ru les for a  serious a ttem p t a t 

the presidency. His bid w as eventually denied by the  S ou th  C arolina 

D em ocratic Party, w ith 13 to 3 votes again st certifying him , according to 

K atharine Q. Seelye.^s

The failed p residen tia l bid nevertheless speaks directly to the  political 

investm ents of C olbert’s u se  of irony an d  satire. W hat is of in te res t here 

particu larly  is C olbert p e rso n a  on h is show The Colbert Report. The show 

is considered a  critical an d  com m ercial success w ith a n  average of 1.2 

million viewers per n igh t in  late 2005, twice a s  m any viewers a s  the  sam e 

time slot in  previous year.^^ Overtly parodying The O'Reilly Factor,

Colbert po rtrays “a  self-im portan t reporter who exhibited, to a  comical 

degree, the  se lf-im portan t speech, a ttitu d es, an d  m an n erism s of 

legitim ate new s cor respondents .” In h is own w ords, C olbert describes 

h is television p e rso n a  as “a  w ell-intentioned, poorly inform ed, high- 

s ta tu s  id iot."̂ 8 in  2006 C olbert w as invited a s  a  fea tu red  en te rta in er for
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the WHCA dinner. It w as h is Colbert Report p ersona  who show ed up  to 

deliver an  epidictic “p raise” of the B ush  A dm inistration.

The B u sh  Presidency

George W. B ush , th e  43^^ P resident of the  U nited S a tes of America, 

won the  controversial 2000 p residen tia l election a g a in st form er Vice- 

P presiden t Al Gore. A lthough B ush  w as initially declared  the  w inner, 

issu es rela ted  to m issing  votes in the  swing s ta te  of Florida prom pted  an  

in tense  legal ba ttle  over the  ac tual w inner of the  election. The m anual 

recoun t of the  votes w as eventually ha lted  by a  5-3 ru ling  of th e  Suprem e 

Court, th u s  g ran ting  B ush  the  presidency. While the  first y ear and  a  

ha lf of h is p residency w as sluggish, a fter the  te rro ris t a ttac k s  on 9 /11  

B u sh ’s approval ra ting  reached 90 % . 2 0  However, since th is  spike, due to 

m ajor controversies su c h  a s  the  w ar in Iraq  (and the  m issing  WMDs), his 

a d m in is tra tio n ’s response  to h u rricane  K atrina, th e  A bu G hraib  prisoner 

abuse, the  secre t CIA prisons scandal, the  NSA surveillance w ithout 

w arran ts , the  G uan tanam o  Bay controversy, h is approval ra ting  dropped 

in 2008 to a  record  low - 69% “the h ighest d isapproval ra ting  of any 

p res id en t in  th e  70-year h isto iy  of the  G allup Poll. ”21 A lthough a 

presidency can n o t be characterized  solely by its con troversial policies, it 

is these  very controversies th a t  are of in te res t for m y project. In h is ironic 

p raise  of the  B u sh  presidency, Colbert actually  d ram atizes the  

ad m in is tra tio n ’s failures. Consequently, the  analysis of C olbert’s
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perform ance will be supplem ented  by detailed h isto rical con tex t on the 

specific policies an d  s ta tem en ts  u n d e r attack .

In the Presence of the P residen t

As we have seen , the  W hite House C orresponden ts d inner is an  event 

with a  long trad ition . Once a  year the  p residen t an d  the  p ress  corps 

covering the  W hite House arguably  p u t aside the ir differences and  

participate in a  benefit d inner w ith the  overt goal of p resen ting  

scho larsh ips an d  aw ards for jo u rna lism  excellence. However, on April 29, 

2006 th is  delicate balance w as sha tte red . In h is in troduction  of Colbert, 

WHCA p resid en t M ark Sm ith om inously declared “M ister P resident, 

usua lly  you an d  th e  politicians are the ones in the  c ro ssh a irs  a t  these 

dinners. Tonight no one is s a f e .” 22 As if following th is  sc rip t to a  letter, 

Colbert exposed the  p residen t, h is adm in istra tion , an d  th e  p ress  corps 

alike to the  cu tting  edge of irony.

Aristotle provides a  u sefu l way to fram e C olbert’s perform ance. For 

Aristotle, epideictic rhetoric  com plem ents deliberative an d  forensic 

rhetoric to provide a  com plete taxonom y of o ratorical occasions and  

addresses. The epideictic oratory, a rgues Aristotle, is designed to praise 

or blam e, is d irected  a t  the  p resen t, and  deals w ith virtue an d  vice “since 

they constitu te  th e  aim  for one who p raises an d  of one who b la m e s .”23 

C olbert’s sk it is indeed a  special occasion speech, dealing w ith the 

p resen t and  in tended  to c a s t blam e. The addition  of irony inverts
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Aristotle’s model; it tu rn s  it on its  head; each  e lem ent -  praise and  blam e 

-  becom es its opposite. The in terplay betw een the  la te n t and  the  

m anifest m eanings, a t work in the  ironic u tte ran ces , flips the  trad itional 

epideictic model. Everything w ithin th is  model, from  v irtues to vices, 

becom es its o ther. By praising  B u sh ’s v irtues an d  h is  adm in istra tion  

praisew orthy achievem ents, Colbert in fact c a s t blam e. It is precisely th is  

tactic, of d isguising th rough  irony criticism  as p raise, w hich allows 

Colbert to engage in  d irect political d issen t.

The President

Right a t the  onset, Colbert estab lishes the  m an ifest tone of the  entire 

p resen ta tion  a s  one of praise. The ironic co n tra s t betw een th is  

celebratory p raise  an d  its own la ten t critique is conveyed th rough  

C olbert’s public persona. In h is in troduction , M ark S m ith  describes 

Colbert as “a  sensa tion  since h is  show  the  Colbert Report d eb u t on 

Comedy C entra l la s t year.” He also characterizes h im  a s  “no t only funny 

b u t fearless,” defending the  tru th  “w hether or n o t it is u n d e r  a ttack ,” and  

s tand ing  u p  for w h a t is righ t “w ithout fear of m ere trifles like fac ts.” 

W arning the  aud ience  th a t  “any resem blance betw een Steven and  

p ersons here in  th is  room  is com pletely in ten tiona l,” Sm ith  p resen ts  

C olbert’s perform ance a s  a  “special edition of th e  Colbert Report.”"̂  ̂ P u t 

simply, the  aud ience  is given the  e lem ents to decode C olbert’s 

perform ance a s  a  hum o ro u s display of irony in  tone w ith  h is  show on 

Com edy Central. C olbert h im self po in ts o u t du ring  h is  speech th a t  “Eveiy
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night on my show, The Colbert Report, 1 speak  s tra ig h t from the  gut, 

okay? 1 give people the  tru th , unfiltered by ra tional a r g u m e n t . ” 2 5  Once 

these  necessary  e lem ents of the  ironic co n tra s t a re  estab lished , Colbert 

proceeds to reh a sh  the  rea so n s for h is “adm iration” for P residen t B ush.

Colbert begins h is  speech  by portraying him self a s  a  B u sh  supporter 

and  adm irer, s ta ting  “Wow! Wow, w hat an  honor! ... to sit here  a t the  

sam e table w ith my hero, George W. B ush , to be th is  close to the  m an .”26 

Colbert no t only p ra ises th e  p residen t b u t also claim s to identify w ith 

him. For C olbert it is a  privilege to “celebrate th is  p residen t, ‘cause  we're 

no t so different, he an d  1. We both  get it. ”27 As K enneth  B urke po in ts out, 

“you p e rsu ad e  a  m an  only insofar as you can  ta lk  h is  language by 

speech, gestu re, tonality, order, image, a ttitude , idea, identifying your 

ways w ith h is .”28 However, for B urke, identification is no t sim ply being 

‘sub stan tia lly  o n e ’ w ith ano ther, for “’identification’ is, by the  sam e 

token, though  ro u n d ab o u t, to confront the  im plications of division.”29 

Identification, a rgues B urke, “is affirmed w ith e a rn es tn ess  precisely 

because th e re  is division. Identification is com pensatory  to division.

For C olbert identifying w ith th e  p residen t m eans dis-identifying w ith 

him. C olbert is "identifying" w ith B ush  in order to ridicule.

Following the  “identification” process, Colbert proceeds to describe 

h im self an d  the  p res id en t a s  sharing  the  sam e public identity: “G uys like 

u s, we're n o t som e b ra in iacs  on the nerd  patrol. W e're no t m em bers of 

the factin ista . We go s tra ig h t from the  gut. Right, sir?”3i C olbert’s
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identification w ith the  p res id en t’s style, ideas, an d  values is crucial for 

h is perform ance. Never breaking  charac te r, C olbert w holeheartedly 

em braces the  pub lic ’s perception of P residen t B u sh  a s  a  m an  who 

d isregards opinion polls an d  acts solely on in tu ition .

Portraying a  b rash , arrogant, an d  ignoran t political pund it, Colbert 

con tinues h is speech  by voicing a  platform  of ideas held  in com m on with 

the President: “I'm  a  sim ple m an w ith a  sim ple m ind. 1 hold a  simple set 

of beliefs th a t  1 live b y .”32 This “sim plicity” co n ta in s  the  double voice of 

criticism . C olbert’s ’’sim ple m ind,” delivered as a  com plim ent, describes a 

m an  of qu iet resolve, a  Forest G um p-like character: v irtuous, innocent, 

and  good-hearted. Yet read  th rough  the  political edge of C olbert’s irony, 

“sim plicity” refers to sim ple-m indedness: im pulsive, a rrogant, 

un reasonab le , even child-like. For in stance , in a  2008 PBS interview 

Presiden t B ush  responded  to a  question  ab o u t h is  ad m in is tra tio n ’s 

policy on oil by s ta ting  th a t  “You’re going to have to a sk  the  experts that. 

I’m  ju s t  a  sim ple p r e s id e n t .” 3̂ C olbert’s “sim ple” se t of beliefs leads u s  

th rough  the  m ain  poin ts of conten tion  ab o u t the  legacy of B u sh ’s 

presidency, from h is  declining approval ra ting  an d  staged photo ops to 

h is stance  on th e  w ar in Iraq  an d  global w arm ing.

While reviewing th is  sim ple se t of beliefs, C olbert declares “Most of all 

1 believe in th is  p res id en t,” a  p res id en t for w hich the  approval ra tings 

were a t  the  tim e decreasing  dram atically . This is a  po in t w hich Colbert is 

quick to m ake by m entioning  th a t  “there  are  som e polls o u t there  saying
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th a t th is  m an  h a s  a  32% approval r a t i n g . ” 3 4  w hile  hold ing  the  record for 

the h ighest approval ra ting  -  90% -  after the  9 / 1 1  a tta c k s  in  Septem ber 

2001, B u sh ’s approval ra tings steadily decline over th e  years reaching  

32% a t  the  tim e of C olbert’s perform ance. However, C olbert’s aim  here is 

no t sim ply to po in t o u t the  low approval ra ting  of the  p residen t. The low 

approval ra ting  is com m on knowledge, one th a t  provides fodder even for 

B ush  him self w hen, during  h is comedic rou tine  preced ing  C olbert’s 

perform ance, he w ondered “How come 1 c an 't have d in n er w ith the  36 

percen t of th e  people who like m e?” While m entioning  these  figures 

Colbert adds, “B u t guys like u s , we don 't pay a tten tio n  to the  polls. We 

know th a t  polls a re  ju s t  a  collection of s ta tis tic s  th a t  reflect w h a t people 

are  th ink ing  in  "reality. "”35 By siding w ith the  p residen t, C olbert u ses 

irony to u n derline  B u sh ’s b la tan t d isregard of public opinion.

A few rep resen ta tive  s ta tem en ts  fram e B u sh ’s opinion on polls. In the 

2000 debate  w ith Al Gore, w hen asked  how he w ould advise th e  voters to 

m ake u p  th e ir m ind  ab o u t who is be tter a t m aking  decisions as 

com m ander in  chief B ush  replied, “w hether or no t one m akes decisions 

based  on so u n d  princip les or w hether or no t you rely u p o n  polls or focus 

g roups on  how to decide w hat the  course of action is. We have too m uch 

polling an d  focus g roups going on in  W ashington t o d a y . ” 3 6  I t  is easy to 

agree th a t  excessive polling and  focus g roups can  d is to rt policy-m aking, 

b u t C olbert ra ises  the  question  of w here the  P residen t’s dislike of polling 

en d s and  h is  indifference to ac tual public opinion begins. In 2001,
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presiden t B ush  m ade a  sim ilar s ta tem en t regarding tax  cu ts , claim ing 

th a t “th is  is an  adm in istra tion  th a t, w hen we see a  problem , we 

move. We don 't stick  ou r finger in the  a ir trying to figure o u t w hich way 

the  w ind is blowing. 1 don 't need a  poll or focus g roup to tell me w hat to 

th ink. 1 do w h a t 1 th in k  is right for the  Am erican people. And we'll ju s t  

let the  political ch ips fall w here they m ay.” ?̂

This a ttitu d e  h a s  no t changed. On February  11, 2008, n e a r the  end of 

his eighth year in office. B ush  re itera ted  h is low opinion of opinion polls 

in an  interview on Fox N ew s S u n d a y . E c h o i n g  the  com m ents from 

2001, he res ta ted  h is  political philosophy by poin ting  o u t th a t  he m akes 

decisions according to, “w h at 1 th in k  is righ t for the  U nited S ta tes based  

upon  principles. 1 frankly don 't give a  dam n  ab o u t th e  polls. And 1 d a rn  

sure  don 't, you know , call a  group of people together in a  focus group 

and  say, well, tell m e w hat to th in k .”39 It is exactly th is  a ttitu d e  th a t 

Colbert is lam pooning. He rid icules the  p res id en t’s willful d isregard  of 

the  pub lic’s opinion. C olbert th u s  u se s  irony to expose a  p residen t 

s tubborn  in h is  conviction th a t  w hat he is doing is righ t regard less of any 

criticism , a  p res id en t who claim s to m ake decisions no t on the  principles 

of dem ocratic p rac tice  b u t in  h is  own w ords on “a  h igher pow er.”4°

C ontinuing  in  th is  m anner, Colbert “criticizes” Mrs. B u sh ’s reading 

initiative by exclaim ing, “I've never been a  fan of books. 1 don 't t ru s t  

them . They're all fact, no heart. 1 m ean, they're elitist, telling u s  w hat is 

or isn 't tru e  o r w h a t did o r d id n 't happen . W ho's B ritann ica  to tell me the
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P anam a C anal w as bu ilt in  1914? If 1 w an t to say  it w as bu ilt in 1941, 

th a t 's  m y righ t a s  an  American! I'm w ith the President. Let h istory  decide 

w hat did o r did no t h a p p e n . Here C olbert a lludes to B u sh ’s ad am an t 

belief in  h is  own capacity  to do “the right th ing” regard less of the  public’s 

opinion; for B u sh  history  can n o t help b u t v indicate him . As Ron Susk ind  

points ou t, in h is article Without a Doubt, the  “rea lity -based  com m unity”

-  w here so lu tions emerge from your jud ic ious stu d y  of discernible reality

- is being replaced  by a  faith -based  presidency. According to S usk ind  a 

B ush  aid  m ade the  following sta tem en t th a t  c ap tu re s  th is  

a d m in is tra tio n ’s philosophy:

T h at's  no t the  way th e  world really w orks anym ore. We're an  

em pire now, an d  w hen we act, we create  o u r own reality.

And while you 're studying  th a t reality — judiciously , as you 

will — we'll a c t again, creating  o ther new realities, w hich you 

can  stu d y  too, an d  th a t 's  how th ings will so rt ou t. We're 

h isto ry 's  ac to rs . . . an d  you, all of you, will be left to ju s t  

s tu d y  w h at w e  do.^s 

This proactive view of h isto ry  is one th a t, a s  we can  see, justifies 

controversial policies an d  d isregards public opinion by casting  it in the 

role of sim ply w itnessing  “h is to iy ’s ac to rs” a t  work. C olbert targets 

B u sh ’s belief th a t  reality, an d  subsequen tly  h isto iy  an d  public  opinion, 

will bend  to express h is  will.
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Yet again agreeing w ith the  p residen t, Colbert u se s  irony’s edge to 

expose B u sh ’s controversial response to criticism  of h is  adm inistration . 

In the Fox interview  m entioned above, w hen asked  ab o u t Reagan 

speechw riter Peggy N oonan’s claim  th a t  B ush  destroyed the  R epublican 

Party, he replied, “H istoiy will be the  judge of a n  adm in istra tion  an d  1 — 

when you m ake tough  decisions like 1 have h ad  to m ake, you obviously 

ruffle some fea th ers .” ^̂3 He la te r elaborated, s ta ting  th a t.

And a s  far a s  h isto iy  goes an d  all of these  quotes abou t 

people tiy ing  to guess w h a t the h isto ry  of the B ush  

adm in istra tion  is going to be, you know, 1 take great comfort 

in know ing th a t  they  don 't know w hat they  are talking 

abou t, because  h istory  tak es a  long tim e for u s  to reach . And 

there is no su c h  th ing  a s  sho rt-term  history. There ju s t  isn 't 

— objective h isto iy .

He later con tinued , “b u t you know, they — to a ssu m e  th a t h isto rians 

can  figure o u t the effect of the  B ush  adm in istra tion  before the  B ush  

adm in istra tion  h a s  ended is ju s t  — in my m ind, it is no t an  accu ra te  

reflection u p o n  how histo ry  w o r k s . ” 4 5  These ex tended quotes, a lthough  

more recen t th a n  C olbert’s perform ance, nonethe less confirm  Mr. B u sh ’s 

philosophy of governance. It is th is  very philosophy th a t  is the  targe t of 

C olbert’s critique. In siding an d  agreeing w ith the  p residen t, Colbert in 

fact condem ns the B u sh  presidency by exposing its  explicit d isregard  of 

the people’s will.
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In case  there  were any doub ts ab o u t th e  source of Mr. B u sh ’s self- 

confidence, Colbert m akes a  point of exposing it. In d iscussing  “h is” 

religion, Colbert declares th a t “though  1 am  a  com m itted  C hristian , 1 

believe th a t  everyone h a s  the  right to th e ir own religion, be you Hindu, 

Jew ish  or M uslim. 1 believe there  are  infinite p a th s  to accepting  Je su s  

C hrist a s  your personal savior.” This seem ingly ecum enical view is, of 

course, designed to expose B u sh ’s no to rious religiosity. Recall th a t in the 

1999 repub lican  prim aries, the  m oderator asked  each  cand idate  which 

political philosopher they  identify m ost w ith an d  why. While some of the 

answ ers poin ted  to Jo h n  Locke or a  specific founding father, George W. 

B ush  replied prom ptly, “C hrist, because he changed  m y h e a rt.”46 

Similarly, w hen asked  w hat h is letter to the  next p res id en t would 

contain . B u sh  replied, “1 w ould say th a t occupying the  W hite House is a  

huge honor. Savor every m inute. Stay focused on your beliefs. Rely upon  

a  h igher power to help you th rough  the  d a y .”47 Once again , as  Susk ind  

reports in h is  article on the  faith-based  presidency, a t a  private m eeting 

w ith Am ish farm ers in L ancaster County, Pa., B u sh  allegedly said, "1 

tru s t  God speaks th rough  me." A lthough the  W hite h o u se  spokesperson 

denied th a t  the  p res id en t u tte red  those words, he m ade clear th a t "his 

faith he lps him  in h is service to p e o p le ."48 Colbert in  fact u se s  irony to 

ridicule B u sh ’s belief in h is  divine m andate  - a  m ystic justification  th a t 

can  be deployed w henever controversy arises. The ironic tw ist in the 

trad itional epideictic m odel transfo rm s C olbert’s p raising  depiction of
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B ush as a  m an  of s trid en t political views, into blam e. T hrough C olbert’s 

adm iring eyes we see a  p res iden t who is indifferent to public opinion, 

who governs on in tu ition  an d  “principle” ra th e r  th a n  dem ocratic 

responsiveness, who relies on the unverifiable w him s of a  h igher power, 

and  who clings to a  “long view” of h istory  as an  excuse for reckless 

governance. However, C olbert’s ironic gaze does no t linger solely on the 

p residen t him self. The ad m in istra tion ’s policies, a  “n a tu ra l” ex tension  of 

a  self-sufficient p residen t, are  m uch  a p a rt of C olbert’s perform ance as 

B ush himself.

The Adm inistration

Colbert does n o t u se  irony exclusively as a  ch a rac te r a ssa ss in a tio n  

tool. His speech m oves from B ush  him self to the  scan d a ls  su rround ing  

h is adm in istra tion , from  its  hand ling  of the  Iraq  w ar to its  clim ate 

change policies to its  m an ipu lation  of the  m edia. Reviewing the  high 

profile guests  p re se n t in th e  audience, Colbert rem ark s on Rev. Je sse  

Jackson . D escribing the  experience of interviewing Jack so n , who 

regard less of th e  question  is “going to say w hat he w an ts  a t the  pace th a t 

he w an ts ,” C olbert characterizes it a s  “boxing a  glacier.”49 After a  sho rt 

pause , he ad d s, “Enjoy th a t  m etaphor, by the way, because  your 

g randchildren  will have no idea w hat a  glacier is .”5o Here Colbert directly 

references th e  B u sh  ad m in is tra tio n ’s negligence on global w arm ing.

Right a t th e  o n se t of h is  presidency. P residen t B u sh  refused  to sign 

the Kyoto Protocol, a n  in te rna tiona l agreem ent betw een industria lized
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countries to reduce greenhouse gas em issions partially  responsible  for 

global w a r m in g .51 On m ultiple occasions, th rough  official letters, 

sta tem en ts, and  p ress  conferences, Mr. B ush  h a s  claim ed th a t  the 

protocol w as “u n fa ir and  ineffective,” no t based  on sound  science, 

“un rea lis tic” in the  targe ts  it sets for the  industria lized  coun tries, and  

th a t targe ts them selves are  “a rb itrary  an d  no t based  u p o n  s c ie n c e .”52 in  

a  2006 p ress  conference, w hen asked  a b o u t Al G ore’s movie on global 

w arm ing and  the  prem ise on w hich it is based , p res id en t B ush  pointed 

ou t th a t “1 have said  consisten tly  th a t  global w arm ing is a  serious 

problem . T here 's a  debate  over w hether it's  m anm ade or na tu ra lly  

c a u s e d .”53 Ja m e s  H ansen , d irector of the  NASA G oddard In stitu te  for 

Space S tud ies in New York, briefing in m ultiple occasions the  B ush  

adm in istra tion ’s ta sk  force on global w arm ing headed  by Vice President 

Dick Cheney, decried th a t  “In my m ore th a n  th ree  decades in 

governm ent, 1 have never seen  any th ing  approach ing  the  degree to w hich 

inform ation flow from sc ien tis ts  to the  public h a s  been screened  and 

controlled a s  it is n o w .”54 As we can  see, th e  debate  to w hich B ush  refers 

to -  w hether global w arm ing is m anm ade or no t -  is no t necessarily  

scientific b u t ra th e r  political.

In the  2008 S ta te  of the Union A ddress, P residen t B u sh  m ade w hat 

h a s  been  dubbed  a  “u - tu rn ” in te rm s of clim ate policies, by prom oting 

clean energy, reducing  the  dependence on fossil fuels, an d  com m itting 

“to w ork w ith m ajor econom ies an d  th rough  the  UN to com plete an
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in te rnational agreem ent th a t will slow, stop, an d  eventually  reverse the 

growth of g reenhouse  g a s e s .”55 The irony here being, a s  J o n  S tew art of 

The Daily Show  po in ts  out, su ch  an  agreem ent a lready ex ists -  the  Kyoto 

protocol! T hese are  th e  B ush  adm in istra tion ’s s ta tem en ts  an d  policies on 

global change th a t  C olbert is targeting. His glacier m etap h o r is designed 

to spotlight th e  d iscrepancy  betw een the  ad m in istra tio n ’s official 

s ta tem en ts  a b o u t clim ate concerns and  its lack of m eaningful, concrete 

policy.

A nother issu e  u n d e r  C olbert’s sc ru tiny  is the  B ush  A dm in istra tion’s 

m an ipu lation  of th e  m edia. R ehashing  h is adm iration  for the  President, 

Colbert po in ts  o u t th a t  he s ta n d s  for the  p residen t for

he [the president] s ta n d s  for th ings ... he s ta n d s  on th ings, 

th ings like a ircraft carriers  and  rubble an d  recently  flooded 

city sq u a res . And th a t sends a  strong m essage th a t  no 

m atte r w hat h ap p en s  to America, she will alw ays rebound  

w ith th e  m ost powerfully staged photo-ops in  the  w o r l d . 5 5  

This is a  tw o-pronged a ttack : first, on the m edia  for prom oting the 

P residen t’s superficial handling  of na tional crises; an d  second, on the  

adm in istra tion  for so b la tan tly  m an ipu lating  m edia events to p a in t over 

its b lunders . For Colbert, stand ing  on th ings m ean s s tan d in g  on aircraft- 

carriers, a s  w hen th e  P resident declared on May 1, 2003 th a t  m ajor 

operation in  Iraq  h a d  ended while casua lties risen; it m ean s stand ing  on 

the rubble  of WTC w ith prom ises of retribu tion  th a t  led a  na tion  to
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a ttack  a  coun try  w ith no docum ented  connections to th e  Twin Tower 

a ttacks; an d  it m eans s tand ing  in Ja ck so n  Square in  New O rleans, 

prom ising aid while th e  scandal of governm ent neglect an d  fraudu len t 

spending becom es a  m atte r of public fact. 5?

B ush  him self recognized th a t  the “’M ission A ccom plished’ ban n er was 

p rem atu re ,” tak ing  in to  consideration  th a t  the  n u m b er of casualties in 

Iraq th a t  followed h is s ta tem en t w as g rea ter th a n  those  th a t  preceded 

it.58 However, the  A dm inistration w ent even further. In April, 2008,

White H ouse p ress  secre tary  D ana Perino s ta ted  th a t  the  “’Mission 

A ccom plished’ p h rase  referred to the  carrier's  crew com pleting its 10- 

m onth  m ission, no t the  m ilitary com pleting its  m ission  in Iraq ,” and  th a t 

"President B ush  is well aw are th a t the  b a n n e r shou ld  have been m uch  

m ore specific an d  said  'm ission  accom plished ' for th ese  sailors who are 

on th is  sh ip  on the ir m ission ."59 Yet again, the  ad m in is tra tio n ’s reaction 

w hen confronted w ith criticism  on its  hand ling  of m edia is denial and  

avoidance.

However, the  “m ission  accom plished” pseudo-even t goes beyond the 

ad m in istra tio n ’s staged  photo  op. As Anne E. K ornblut po in ts out, in 

2005, the  B ush  adm in istra tion  w as w arned  ab o u t its new s videos. 

Federal Agencies were cau g h t prom oting p repackaged  television 

p rogram s w ith paid  spokespersons acting a s  jo u rn a lis ts . According to 

Kornblut, investigators from the  G overnm ent A ccountability Office 

pointed o u t th a t  the  adm in istra tion  h ad  d issem ina ted  "covert
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propaganda," by n o t revealing its  role developing an d  financing them , an  

ac t in clear violation of a  s ta tu to ry  ban.^o Some of the  cases include a 

news c ast p ra is ing  the new M edicare Law, an  a n tid ru g  cam paign. 

Furtherm ore, the  adm in istra tion  w as accused  of buying  favorable news 

coverage for P residen t B ush 's  education  p o l i c i e s . I t  is th is  m an ipulation  

of the pub lic ’s perception, th is  d isregard  for the  tran sp a ren c y  of 

inform ation, th is  lack  of in te res t in public perception, th is  staging of 

photo ops, an d  th is  b la tan t m an ipu lation  of the  m ed ia  to create  a 

favorable percep tion  of the  adm in istra tion  th a t  is th e  focus of C olbert’s 

epideictic perform ance. He u se s  hum or as a  tool of sham e.

B ut the  m o st p rom inen t object of C olbert’s rid icule  is the  W ar in Iraq. 

T hroughout C o lbert’s perform ance he touches on th e  reaso n s for going to 

war, the  strong  opposition to it, an d  its d isa s tro u s  a fte rm ath . Colbert 

isn ’t  poking in nocen t fun; h e ’s tak ing  aim  a t  th is  se rious an d  m om entous 

issue. For exam ple, Colbert concludes h is speech w ith a  m ock p ress 

conference tape  m ea n t to prove to the P residen t th a t  he is qualified to be 

the  W hite H ouse p ress  secretary. The video po rtrays C olbert conducting  

a p ress  conference a s  the White House p ress secretary . D uring the 

conference, repo rte r Helen Thom as sta tes.

Your decision to invade Iraq h a s  caused  th e  d ea th s  of 

th o u sa n d s  [Colbert's smile fades] of A m ericans an d  Iraqis, 

w ounding  A m ericans an d  Iraqis for a  lifetime ... Every reason
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given, publicly a t  least, h a s  tu rn ed  ou t no t to be true. My 

question  is why did you really w an t to go to war?®2 

C olbert’s behavior du ring  th is  questioning  grows increasingly erratic. 

He tries to in te rru p t Helen, “T hat's  enough! No! Sorry, Helen, I'm moving 

on.”53 Helen con tinues to p ress  the  questions while Colbert frantically 

tries to lower H elen’s volum e by tu rn ing  a  knob in h is podium  as  if he 

could control it. The knob  falls off while Colbert becom es m ore and  more 

d istraugh t. Picking u p  on H elen’s question , all the o ther repo rte rs s ta r t  

shouting  questions re la ted  to the invasion of Iraq. Colbert s ta r ts  whining, 

asking the  jo u rn a lis ts  to no t let Helen “do th is to w hat w as a  lovely day ,” 

b u t to no avail. The rep o rte rs  keep shou ting  while Colbert, in a  

desperately  child ish  gestu re  covers h is ears  and  s ta r ts  shou ting  to cover 

the noise of the  question , chan ting  “Bllrrtt! No, no, no, no, no. I'm not 

listening to you!” C olbert finally ru sh e s  ou t of the  p ress  room , yelling 

“Look w h at you did, Helen! 1 ha te  you!”, b u t is unab le  to find the  door. 

The scene is rem in iscen t of one of B u sh ’s ha llm ark  m om ents w hen, on 

20 November 2005 a t  a  p ress  conference in  Beijing, he tried  to get ou t of 

the p ress  room  after end ing  ab rup tly  only to en coun ter a  locked door.54 

After exiting the  room , Colbert is chased  and  h a u n te d  by Helen 

T hom as. The question  is alw ays the  sam e “why did we invade Iraq?” 

Colbert con tinuously  ru n s  trying to get away from Helen an d  her 

h au n tin g  question . However, all h is efforts are in vain. In the  la s t scene, 

Colbert, relieved to have finally dodged Helen T hom as, tak es  refuge in a
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black lim ousine. Behind the  wheel, d isguised a s  the  chauffeur, Helen 

T hom as exclaim s "Buckle up , hon." W ith the  doors locked, Colbert yells a  

horrified “NO!!” Colbert's m essage w ith th is  video clip is sim ple. No 

m atte r the  leng ths to w hich the  adm in istra tion  is willing to go, the 

question  on the  faulty  reasons for going to w ar persist. The entire  scene 

is rem in iscen t of a  horro r movie, from the om inous m usic  to the  

relen tless p u rsu it. C olbert’s poin t seem s to be th a t  if th is  adm in istra tion  

is no t h a u n te d  by its  reckless handling  of the  w ar an d  the  Am erican 

public, it ough t to be.

The issue  of the  increasingly u n p o p u la r Iraq  w ar is C olbert’s m ain 

target. The questionab le  reasons for in itia ting  it a re  ju s t  p a rt of the 

problem . According to a  W ashington Post report, a s  of May, 2008, the 

w ar h a s  claim ed an  estim ated  4 ,563 coalition casu a ltie s .55 By the  sam e 

token, an  estim ated  600,000 Iraqi d ea th s  can  be traced  a s  a  re su lt of the 

Iraq w ar an d  su b seq u en t occupation .56 And finally, from an  economic 

standpo in t, the  cost of the w ar is estim ated  a t  $600 billion.57 Jo sep h  

Stiglitz an d  Linda Bilmes go even further, estim ating  the  real cost of the 

w ar a t  th ree  trillion dollars.58 The W hite H ouse reacted  to these  

estim ates, th rough  spokesperson  Tony F ratto , by poin ting  o u t th a t 

“People like Jo e  Stiglitz lack  the  courage to consider the  cost of doing 

no th ing  an d  the  cost of failure. One c a n ’t  even begin to p u t  a  price tag  on 

the  cost to th is  na tion  of the  a ttac k s  of 9-11 ,” an d  th en  adding  th a t  th is 

is also “an  investm en t in the  fu tu re  safety an d  security  of A m ericans and
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our vital na tio n a l in te rests . $3 trillion? W hat price does Jo e  Stiglitz p u t 

on a ttac k s  on the  hom eland  th a t have already been prevented? Or 

doesn ’t  h is  slide ru le  w ork th a t  way?”®® Yet again, th e  ad m in istra tio n ’s 

response is no t necessarily  to challenge the  poin t of criticism  b u t to 

divert a tten tio n  by questioning  the  critics’ integrity  an d  patrio tism .

These n u m b ers  p a in t a  controversial p ic tu re  of a  w ar th a t  will define 

Mr. B u sh ’s legacy. As detailed in  the  previous chap ter, the  m ain  reasons 

for going to w ar in Iraq, respectively the  WMDs an d  Iraq ’s links to Al 

Qaeda, have proven to be inaccura te . However, C olbert d o esn ’t  simply 

w an t to bring  a tten tio n  to th is  controversy. His tape  of the  m ock p ress 

conference, screened  a t  the  end of h is speech, is also a  reference to the  

B ush  A dm in istra tion’s response to the  pub lic ’s outrage.

P residen t B u sh  an d  h is cab inet have consisten tly  dow nplayed their 

pre-w ar s ta tem en ts , a ttem pting  to lay the  blam e on “faulty  intelligence.” 

Yet a  h o s t of s ta tem en ts  by the p residen t an d  senior cab ine t m em bers of 

h is ad m in istra tion  rem ain  th a t  link Iraq  w ith the  a tta c k s  on 9 /1 1 . None 

is more suggestive th a n  the  “Letter from th e  P residen t to the  Speaker of 

the H ouse of R epresen tatives an d  the  P residen t Pro Tem pore of the 

Senate” in  w hich B u sh  s ta te s  th a t.

Acting p u rs u a n t  to the  C onstitu tion  and  Public Law 107-243 

(A uthorization for Use of Military Force A gainst Iraq 

R esolution of 2002) is co n sis ten t w ith the  U nited S ta tes  and  

o th er coun tries continu ing  to take  the n ecessa ry  actions
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again st in te rnational te rro rists  an d  te rro ris t organizations, 

including those nations, organizations, or p e rso n s who 

planned , authorized, com m itted, or a ided  the  terro rist 

a ttac k s  th a t  occurred  on Septem ber 11, 2 0 0 1 /0  

This excerpt m akes a  clear connection betw een Iraq  an d  the  events of 

9 /1 1  by offering a s  a  justification  for w ar Iraq ’s involvem ent by “planned, 

authorized, com m itted, or aided the  te rro rist a tta c k s .” Even after the 

findings of the  b ip artisan  Sept. 11 com m ission in 2004 were m ade 

public, concluding  th a t there  were no links betw een S addam  H ussein 's 

Iraq an d  O sam a b in  Laden's al Qaeda, P residen t B u sh  poin ted  ou t th a t 

"The reason  I keep insisting  th a t there w as a  re la tionsh ip  betw een Iraq 

and  Saddam  an d  al Qaeda: because  there  w as a  re la tionsh ip  between 

Iraq and  al Q aeda ,"71 Even w hen confronted w ith increasing  evidence 

underm in ing  the  pre-w ar certain ty  of the  B ush  A dm inistration , there 

seem s to be no accountability .

However, in a  2006 Press conference, Mr. B u sh ’s tone an d  focus 

shifted from the  links betw een Iraq, Al Qaeda, an d  9 /1 1  to the  more 

nebu lous topic of h u m an  suffering. W hen questioned  ab o u t the 

d isas tro u s  consequences for w ithdraw ing from Iraq  m ight n o t even be an  

issue if we w ou ldn ’t  have gone to war. B ush  answ ers by ask ing  u s  to 

Im agine a  world in w hich you h ad  Saddam  H ussein  who had  

the  capacity  to m ake a  w eapon of m ass destruction , who was 

paying su ic iders to kill innocen t life, who w ould — who had
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rela tions w ith Zarqawi. Im agine w hat the  world w ould be like 

w ith him  in power. The idea is to try to help  change the 

Middle E as t ... im agine a  world in w hich S addam  H ussein  

w as there , stirring  u p  even m ore trouble in a  p a r t  of the 

world th a t  h ad  so m uch  resen tm en t an d  so m uch  ha tred  

th a t  people cam e an d  killed 3 ,000 of ou r citizens ... The 

te rro ris ts  a ttack ed  u s  and  killed 3,000 of ou r citizens before 

we s ta rted  the freedom  agenda in the Middle East.'^^

Yet again, the  link betw een 9 /1 1  an d  Iraq is su b d u ed  yet p resen t in 

B u sh ’s sta tem en ts . However, w hen asked  directly “W hat did Iraq have to 

do w ith th a t? ”—w ith the  3000  Am erican citizens killed in 9 /1 1 —President 

B ush  replied.

Nothing, except for it is p a r t  of — an d  nobody h a s  ever 

suggested  in th is  adm in istra tion  th a t S addam  H ussein  

ordered the  a ttack . Iraq  w as a  — the lesson of Septem ber the 

11th is, take th re a ts  before they fully m aterialize, Ken. 

Nobody h a s  ever suggested  th a t  the a ttack s  of Sep tem ber the 

11th were o rdered  by Iraq. 1 have suggested, however, th a t 

re sen tm en t an d  the  lack of hope create the  breeding  grounds 

for te rro ris ts  who are willing to u se  su ic iders to kill to 

achieve a n  objective. 1 have m ade th a t case.^^

It is these  flag ran t con trad ic tions -  betw een the  official le tter in w hich 

Iraq is m en tioned  am ong the  n a tions “who p lanned , au thorized .
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com m itted, or aided the  te rro ris t a ttac k s  th a t  occurred  on Septem ber 11” 

and  h is la te r s ta tem en ts  th a t “Nobody h a s  ever suggested  th a t  the 

a ttack s of Septem ber the  11th were ordered by Iraq” - these  a ttem p ts to 

sidestep th e  question  on the  faulty justification  for going to w ar and  to 

deny responsibility  th a t constitu te  C olbert’s target. T hus, C olbert’s aim  is 

to flush o u t th e  B u sh ’s ad m in istra tio n ’s failure to acknowledge and  

apologize for the  gross erro rs th a t plunged the  na tion  into a  dub ious w ar 

of choice.

C olbert’s childlike gestu res du ring  h is m ock p ress  conference -  

covering h is  e a rs  and  m aking no ises to muffle the  question  on the  

reasons of going to w ar -  mimic the  B ush  a d m in is tra tio n s’ childlike 

refusal to accep t accountability  for the  gravest of all political acts: taking 

a  country  to war. Such  con trad ic tions becom e all the  m ore strange in an  

in te rnet e ra  w here official s ta tem en ts , video releases, and  p ress 

conferences are  readily available to an  inquiring  publie. This is precisely 

the  m essage of C olbert’s futile flight from the p ress  conference. No m atte r 

how m uch  effort is invested in avoiding the  question  on the  faulty 

justifications for waging w ar in Iraq, the  question  rem ains un til it is 

answ ered properly, un til som ebody takes responsib ility  for build ing a 

“freedom  agenda” on a  foundation  of sand . As in the  horrifying p ress 

conference, th is  ad m in is tra tio n ’s legacy is going to be h au n ted , Colbert 

argues, forever.
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The w ar in Iraq is constan tly  referenced in C olbert’s perform ance, no t 

only in te rm s of its questionable foundation, b u t also in its  m eager 

“su ccess .” Com bining the  trad itional GOP sm all governm ent agenda, 

ironically con trad ic ted  by B u sh ’s expansion  of governm ent spending and  

executive reach , C olbert proceeds by rehash ing  h is  sim ple se t of beliefs: 

“1 believe th a t  the  governm ent th a t governs best is the  governm ent th a t  

governs least. And by these  s tan d ard s, we have se t u p  a  fabulous 

governm ent in  Iraq .”'̂ "̂ To th is  day, the  w ar in Iraq  rem a in s the sh a rp es t 

point of con ten tion  for critics of the B ush  adm in istra tion . Almost three 

years after P residen t B u sh ’s s ta tem en ts  abou t the  end of m ajor 

operations in Iraq, th e  w ar still wages on. Iraq ’s tran s itio n  tow ard a  

dem ocratic society w as no t w h a t B ush  and  h is ad m in is tra tio n  had  

prom ised the  A m erican citizens. Far from being “greeted a s  liberato rs,” 

as V ice-President Dick Cheney declared before the  invasion of Iraq, the  

US led coalition w as b e tte r p repared  to wage w ar th a n  to conduct an  

occupation; Iraq  w as an d  rem ains sh ak en  by sec ta rian  v i o l e n c e . The 

tran s itio n s  from the Coalition Provisional A uthority (CPA) to the Iraq 

G overnm ent w as n o t w ithou t difficulties.'^^ A well organized insurgency 

a s  well a s  violence betw een different e thnic and  religious groups, led to 

an  increase  of A m erican an d  coalition troops, after “m ajor com bat 

operation  are over.” W ith Iraqi dem ocratic leaders being a ssa ss in a ted , 

and  con tinued  violence, the  a fterm ath  of the  w ar is any th ing  b u t the 

original p ictu re  pa in ted  by the  B ush  Administration.'^'^

143



Indeed, a s  governm ent sources poin ted  ou t in 2005, "W hat we 

expected to achieve w as never realistic given th e  tim etable or w hat 

unfolded on the  g r o u n d .A c c o r d in g  to the  sam e article, Larry D iam ond, 

a  Stanford University dem ocracy expert who w orked w ith the U.S. 

occupation governm ent declared "We are definitely cu tting  corners and  

lowering o u r am bitions in  dem ocracy building. i t  is th is  contradiction 

betw een the  u to p ian  prom ises of the  B ush  ad m in is tra tio n ’s s ta tem en ts 

prior to the  invasion and  Iraq ’s troubled  tran sitio n  to dem ocracy th a t 

fuels C olbert’s stinging “p ra ise” of the  fabulous job  done in  Iraq. For 

Colbert, the  issu e  u n d e r sc ru tiny  is no t solely the  questionable 

justification  -  an d  the  su b seq u en t m etam orphosis of WMD into 

h u m an ita rian  rea so n s  - b u t  the ad am an t persistence  in waging a  w ar 

constan tly  justified  by a n  optim istic image con trad ic ted  by the facts on 

the field. However, for Colbert, beyond B ush , m ed ia ’s partic ipation  in 

th is  “successfu l” ad m in istra tion  h a s  to be p ra ised  a s  well.

The Media

As M ark Sm ith  w arns in h is speech in troducing  Colbert, “no one is 

safe.” In th is  respect, the  rep resen ta tives of m ajor m edia ou tle ts p resen t 

a t the  d inner have a s  m uch  to fear ab o u t C olbert’s “p ra ise” a s  the 

p residen t him self. As in M ichael Moore’s case, C olbert is well aw are of 

m edia’s power. He u se s  th e  2006  WHCA d inner to convey h is critical 

m essage on B u sh  an d  h is  adm in istra tion . Taking the  p res id en t’s side, 

Colbert “scolds” th e  p ress  by ask ing  “w hat are you th ink ing? Reporting
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on NSA w iretapping or seeret p risons in E aste rn  E urope? Those th ings 

are  secret for a  very im portan t reason; they 're super-dep ressing . And if 

th a t 's  your goal, well, m isery accom plished. This is a  case  in poin t of 

the  double-edged m eanings in C olbert’s perform ance. By scolding the 

p ress  for “daring” to a sk  critical questions of the  adm in istra tion , he in 

fact p raises it for exposing im portan t issues. To cap  off th is  m aneuver, 

the  “m isery accom plished” line is C olbert’s d irect reference to the  above 

m entioned  fiasco su rro u n d in g  the P residen t’s in fam ous “m ission  

accom plished” speech.

Although th is  inverted criticism  would seem  to suggest C olbert is 

celebrating th e  p ress, he doesn ’t  let them  off easily e ither. The double 

voice of irony is p resen t in “praising” as well as in “scolding.” 

Com plem enting the  m edia, Colbert adds, “Over the  la s t  five years you 

people were so good, over tax  cu ts , WMD intelligence, the  effect of global 

w arm ing. We A m ericans d idn 't w an t to know, an d  you h ad  the  courtesy 

no t to try  to find out. Those were good tim es, a s  far a s  we knew .”81 

U ndernea th  th is  p raise, Colbert in se rts  a  reproach . In a  se tting  where 

the  rep resen ta tives of m ajor m edia ou tle ts have ga thered  together, and  

p resen t them selves a s  a  captive audience -  a  un iq u e  occasion -  Colbert 

m akes su re  th a t  h is  m essage ab o u t m ed ia’s public responsibility , and  its 

recen t failures, is conveyed. In her collection of interview s en titled  Feet to 

the Fire, K ristina B orjesson asked  21 top A m erican jo u rn a lis ts , such  as 

Ted Koppel, Helen T hom as, Ron Suskind , and  W alter P incus why the
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m edia failed in reporting  on the  W ar in Iraq. The secrecy of th e  B ush  

A dm inistration, the  m edia m an ipu lation  th rough  o rchestra ted  PR 

cam paigns, an d  the  fear of being b randed  unpatrio tic  after th e  events of 

9 /1 1  s tan d  o u t as reaso n s for the  m ed ia’s failure. As W alter P incus 

poin ts out, w hen asked  how the  p ress  did in te rm s of covering the 

reasons given for going to war.

You have to consider th e  source of inform ation ... w hen it 

com es to the  governm ent we moved into a  PR society a  long 

tim e ago. Now it’s the  PR th a t  coun ts, no t the  policy ... They 

u n d e rs ta n d  how we in the  m edia work m uch  b e tte r th en  we 

u n d e rs ta n d  how [?] in the  governm ent work.®^

As we can  see, jo u rn a lis ts  a re  now m ore then  ever cued  into the  B ush  

adm in istra tion ’s resolve n o t to a d ap t its  policies to the  people’s will b u t 

to “sell” th e ir policies in su c h  a  way th a t  they are accepted.

Similarly, w hen asked  why did the  p ress  laid down on the  job  in the 

ru n -u p  to the  Iraq  war, Helen Thom as -  herself Persona Non Grata w ith 

the W hite H ouse for ask ing  why the  p residen t w an ts to bom b an d  kill 

th o u san d s of in nocen t Iraqis, including wom en and  child ren  -  responds 

simply “Fear. The fear card  w as very im portan t. Everybody felt the 

tension of 9 /1 1  ... Nobody w an t to be considered u n p a trio tic  or un - 

American in these  crisis .” 3̂ No la te r th a n  the W hite H ouse reaction  to the 

three trillion dollar cost estim ate  for the  w ar in Iraq, we can  still see the
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patrio tic  card  an d  9 /1 1  being u sed  a s  a rg u m en ts  a g a in s t outspoken  

critics of the  adm in istration .

W hether th rough  the  overt b ias of Fox—w hieh “gives you bo th  sides of 

every story: the  P residen t's  side, an d  the Vice P residen t's  side”—or 

th rough  unco n sc io u s complicity, C olbert aecuses the  m edia of fu rther 

“dum bing  down” the  p u b l ic .D e ta i l in g  th e  way the  p re ss  “shou ld” ac t 

Colbert po in ts o u t th a t  “The P residen t m akes decisions ... The p ress 

secretary  an n o u n ces  those decisions, an d  you people of the  p ress type 

those decisions down. Make, announce , type.”35 M ake, announce , type: 

w ith these  th ree  w ords Colbert lays ou t the  m odel of jou rna lis tic  

acquiescence dem anded  of the  c u rre n t adm in istra tion . This model, 

Colbert happily  no tes, will “allow” the jo u rn a lis ts  to enjoy life to “Get to 

know yo u r family ... Write th a t  novel ... the  one a b o u t the  in trepid  

W ashington repo rte r w ith the  courage to s ta n d  u p  to th e  adm in istra tion?  

You know, fiction!”36 C olbert’s aim  can  n o t be to condem n the entire 

m edia, however, a s  he him self—a  satirical m edia p u n d it w ith his own 

show on Comedy C en tra l—is very m uch  p a rt of m edia. His criticism  does 

no t sim ply po in t o u t p a s t m istakes; it also functions a s  a  w arning. The 

danger, he argues, is th a t  a  com pliant an d  uncritica l “fourth  e sta te” will 

transfo rm  m eaningful jou rna lism  into m ere “fietion.”

T hrough declaring  h is adm iration  for an d  sim ilarity  w ith the 

p residen t, C olbert perform s a  h a rsh  critique of the  B u sh  adm in istration . 

C olbert’s references to B ush  a s  indifferent to public  opinion, governing
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on in tu ition , convinced th a t  h istory  will judge him  kindly, an d  relying on 

a  higher pow er p a in ts  an  unflattering  image of a  self-righteous and  

m anipulative President. By the  sam e token, the  reference to h is 

ad m in is tra tio n s’ policies an d  sta tem en ts ab o u t the  w ar in Iraq, Global 

warm ing, a n d  the  b la tan t m an ipu lation  of the  m edia ske tch  an  image of 

a  presidency th a t  h a s  ta rn ish ed  the  very idea of dem ocracy. W hat m akes 

Colbert’s perform ance m a tte r  is the  ac tual p resence of the  p residen t 

himself. This d irect d issen t m akes C olbert’s irony im m ediately and  

directly political. C olbert u se s  irony to deliver a  m essage th a t  could 

otherw ise ha rd ly  be delivered directly to the p residen t, given Mr. B u sh ’s 

ability to dow nplay any  contrad iction  as well a s  h is belief in the 

reparatory  pow ers of history.

For M ichael Moore, “speaking  tru th  to power” is an  im possible 

conversation. However, stand ing  feet away from the  m ost powerful m an  

on the p lane t, C olbert is able to speak  “tru th in e ss  to pow er” or, to speak  

th is ad m in is tra tio n ’s language. W hat enabled  h im  to deliver “tru th in e ss” 

in the p resence  of th e  P residen t w as irony -  d issen t cloaked a s  praise. As 

opposed to M oore’s activism , Colbert u se s  irony in tertw ined  w ith a  

hyperbolic, a b su rd is t  form of hum or. Colbert u se s  irony’s double voice as 

a  political in s tru m en t. Irony is “discharged” in the  im m ediate p resence of 

the p res id en t - indeed a  “captive” audience, tricked  in to  listen ing  th is 

blistering criticism .
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However, the  p residen t is no t alone am ong the  accused . Colbert 

rhetorically transfo rm s the  WCHA d inner from a  special event for 

jo u rn a lis ts , celebrities and  politicians, into a  w ide-open political danger 

zone. For Colbert, the  m edia have m uch  to th in k  a b o u t its own 

complicity to the  “su ccess” of th is  adm in istra tion . Their b ias or their 

inability to p u t the  po litic ians’ “feet to the  fire” is a s  m uch  to blam e as 

the  B ush  ad m in istra tio n ’s m anipu lation  of public opinion. The 

jou rnalis tic  sins are  grave, for their veiy role is to look for accountability  

an d  see th rough  th e  veil pulled  over the ir eyes by politicians.

D espite the  a rtfu ln ess  of h is  perform ance, however, Colbert largely 

failed to win over th e  crowd. Colbert refused  to play the  role of the  clown, 

an d  harm lessly  m ock u n im p o rtan t issues, a  role u su a lly  assigned  to the 

even t’s featured  en te rta in er, and  choose in stead  to play the  role of the 

jeste r. In the  p resence of “the  king” C olbert’s irony revealed, by 

concealing in  an  obvious m anner, the  “tru th in e s s .” In the  next section, 1 

will explore the  reception  of C olbert’s perform ance a s  fu rth er evidence of 

h is politically and  em otionally charged u se  of irony.

M edia a fterm ath

As Aristotle po in ts  out, “We also ough t to consider in  w hose presence 

we praise for, a s  S ocrates said, it is no t difficult to p raise  A thenians 

am ong A then ians.”3? However, a s  we will see, irony m akes “praising” the 

A then ians am ong A thenians a  m ore difficult endeavor. The response to
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C olbert’s speech  a s  a  whole w as mixed. Colbert w as p raised  and  

criticized, hailed  a s  a  hero by some a s  well a s  accused  of crossing  the  

line by o thers. On one h an d , the  in te rn e t m ade the speech  fam ous; on 

the  o ther h an d , som e m edia outle ts, w hen covering the  event, m ade no 

reference w hatsoever to C olbert’s speech, focusing entirely  on P resident 

B u sh ’s own com edy rou tine .3® At the  sam e event, preceding C olbert’s 

comedic rou tine . P residen t B ush  delivered h is own sk it, side by side w ith 

a  B ush  im personator. The sk it involved the  P residen t an d  com edian 

Steve Bridges giving a  speech. The p res iden t gave a  m ock s ta tem en t in a 

professional tone while th e  im personator, voicing B u sh ’s h idden  

though ts, hum orously  con trad icted  the  official s ta tem en ts. The in itial 

coverage of th e  d inner, a s  we will see th ro u g h o u t th is  section, focused 

extensively on B u sh ’s routine.

The reaction  of C olbert’s d irect audience, com prised of politicians, 

governm ent officials an d  m edia rep resen ta tives, can  be characterized  as 

reserved a t  best. A sim ple com parative viewing of th e  two perform ances 

reveals th a t  C olbert’s com m ents are  seldom  accom panied  by applause; 

the  occasional lau g h te r is subdued . As opposed to th is  reception. B u sh ’s 

own com edy rou tine  w as received in a  positive m anner. The clip, 

d istribu ted  by C -Span  th rough  Google video, show s w arm  reaction  to 

B u sh ’s eveiy joke. As opposed to Colbert, w here lau g h ter is su b d u ed  and  

som etim es lacking. B u sh ’s rou tine  is constan tly  accom panied  by 

laugh ter an d  app lause .
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The im m ediate audience as well a s  the  m edia p ra ised  B u sh ’s 

perform ance. In h e r May 1, 2006 article “A New Set of B ush  Twins 

A ppear a t A nnual C orrespondents' D inner,” E lisabeth  Bum iller wrote 

“W ith h is approval ra tings in the  m id-30 's and  a  W hite H ouse beset by 

troubles, there  is som e evidence th a t  Mr. B ush  w orked h a rd e r on his 

perform ance th is  year th a n  in the  p ast. ”39 The article extensively details 

the collaboration betw een B u sh  and  Bridges, pa in ting  a  w arm  p icture of 

a  p resid en t willing to laugh a t  himself, from  the p res id en t first hearing  

abou t Bridges to th e ir m eeting an d  p repara tion  for the  routine.

However, in C olbert’s case  a  few of B u sh ’s a ides reportedly  left the 

d inner during  C olbert’s perform ance, a s  a  form of pro test. 90 

Furtherm ore, lines su ch  as "Colbert c rossed  the  line," or “I've been there 

before, an d  1 can  see th a t  he (Bush) is angry" were a ttr ib u te d  to the sam e 

people.91 In h is May 1, 2006 article “W hite House C orrespondents 

D inner: H obnobbing W ith the  S ta rs” on FOX News, Steve Doocy argued 

th a t C olbert’s perform ance w as “one un fla tte ring  ja b  a t  the  p residen t 

followed by an o th e r,” adding  “1 th o u g h t Mr, Colbert h ad  gone over the 

line of w ha t is app ropria te  w hen a  sitting  p residen t is sitting  four feet 

aw ay.”92 By the  sam e token. T ucker C arlson  in h is May. 4, 2006  MSNBC 

show 'The S ituation  w ith T ucker C arlson ,” argued th a t  “S tephen  Colbert 

bom bed a t  the  W hite House correspondence d inner. T ru s t me. 1 w as 

there , an d  saw  it. O uch. We h ear nex t from som eone who says Colbert's 

genius ju s t  w en t righ t over o u r h e ad s ,” adding  “Ooh, the  P residen t lied
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abou t w eapons of m ass destruction . I m ean, th a t  w as, like, edgy four 

years ago. 1 like S tephen  Colbert. If he w as good, 1 w ould adm it it. He 

was awful. 1 felt sorry  for h im .”93 Furtherm ore, R ichard C ohen in his 

W ashington Post May 4, 2006 article “So Not F u n n y ,” a rgued  th a t 

“Colbert w as no t ju s t  a  failure as a  com edian b u t ru d e ” w here ru deness 

m eans “tak ing  advantage of the  o ther pe rson 's  sense  of decorum  or 

trad ition  or civility th a t keeps th a t o ther person  from  strik ing  back  or, 

worse, rising  in a  hu ff an d  leaving.” For Cohen, C olbert “failed dism ally 

in the  funny  p erso n 's  m ost solem n obligation: to u se  ab su rd ity  or 

co n trast or hyperbole to elucidate — to m ake people see th in g s a  little bit 

differently.”94 However, the  absu rd ity  Cohen sp eak s of is the  very 

m aterial C olbert’s “tru th in e ss” is bu ilt of.

Beyond overt criticism , C olbert’s perform ance w as also downplayed 

th rough  om ission. A lthough there  are  a  h o st of exam ples w here m edia 

covered in  a  ba lanced  way bo th  perform ances, the  refusa l to cover the 

m ain en te rta in e r of the  evening h a s  less to do w ith n o t “getting the  joke” 

and  m ore w ith  a  conscious rejection. R eturning  to B um iller notorious 

article "A New Set of B u sh  Twins” - no torious for it is often cited as a 

prim e exam ple of th e  u n b a lan ced  early reporting of the  2006  WCHA 

d inner -  the  coverage focuses exclusively on B u sh ’s com edic rou tine  

w ithou t m en tion ing  C olbert’s perform ance a t all.95 By th e  sam e token, 

video excerp ts posted  on th e  w ebsite of CNN an d  FOX News, featured  the 

p residen tia l perform ance w ithou t covering C olbert’s .96 Even C-SPAN, the

152



original b roadcaster, aired an  abbreviated version fea tu ring  only B ush 's  

p e r fo r m a n c e .97 A balanced  coverage of the  d inner can n o t bypass one of 

the  key perform ances of the  WHCA dinner. T hus, th is  inciden t sketches 

a  deliberate a ttem p t to eschew  C olbert’s perform ance.

In h is May 2, 2006, W ashington Post article “The C olbert B lackout,” 

Dan Froom kin po in ts  o u t th a t “the  trad itional m edia 's first reaction to 

Colbert’s perform ance w as largely to ignore it,” focusing “on the m uch  

safer, self-deprecatory rou tine  in w hich B ush  hum orously  paired u p  w ith 

an  im personator playing h is inner self.”98 H inting a t th e  m edia rebound  

after the in te rn e t su ccess  of the  clip featuring  C olbert’s perform ance -  

2.7 million h its  in  two days -  Froom kin added th a t  “now the m ainstream  

m edia is back  w ith its  second reaction: Colbert ju s t  w a sn 't funny .”99 In 

h is April 30, 2006, H uffington Post article “Ignoring C olbert,” Peter D aou 

argues th a t “S ins of om ission can  be ju s t  a s  bad  a s  s in s  of 

com m ission.”199 At th e  sam e tim e, on May 1, 2006, M edia M atters posted 

an  extensive review of th is  m edia b lackou t u n d e r the  title “M edia tou ted  

B u sh 's  rou tine  a t  C orrespondents ' d inner, ignored C olbert's skew ering.” 

Com plete w ith tra n sc rip ts  from th e  cited show s, the  article  docum ents 

th is  om ission th ro u g h  exam ples su c h  as ABC's “This W eek” April 30 

edition, NBC's “S un d ay  Today,” NBC's “Nightly News” April 30 b roadcast, 

and  May 1 CNN's “A m erican M orning,” playing clips of B u sh 's  routine  

b u t ignoring C olbert entirely. 191
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On May 15, 2006, in an  article entitled  “W hy No S tephen  Colbert?” 

The Public E ditor of New York Times referenced in h is  blog the  Times’ 

article docum enting  the  om ission of C olbert perform ance. Following the 

200 com plain ts from readers. The Public Editor ask ed  the  W ashington 

b u reau  of N ew  York Times for an  explanation. R ichard  Stevenson, a  

deputy  b u re a u  chief in W ashington m ade the  following sta tem ent:

In th is  case, we d id n ’t write ab o u t Mr. C olbert’s rou tine  a t 

first because  w hether you tho u g h t it w as funny  or not, it 

relied on w h a t seem ed to me to be fam iliar them es: there 

w as no  WMD, B ush  is de tached  from reality, the  White 

H ouse p ress  corps w as cowardly an d  asleep a t  the  sw itch ... 

Having said  all th a t, I w ish in re tro spec t th a t  I had  

recognized how the Colbert perform ance, delivered to the 

p re s id en t’s face, w ould resonate  in som e q u arte rs . And 1 

w ish we h ad  done a  separa te  story th a t  an tic ipa ted  the 

reaction  the  rou tine  generated  an d  explained its political 

significance, ra th e r  th a n  w aiting to cap tu re  it after the 

fact. ̂ 92

As Froom kin pointed ou t, the  second stage of eschew ing Colbert, after 

denial, is accusing  him  of no t being funny. However, n e ith er ignoring 

him  no r dubb ing  h is perform ance as lacking in  hum or, do no t excuse 

nor fully explain  th is  concen tra ted  cover-up effort. If no th ing  m ore, th is 

mixed recep tion  of C olbert’s perform ance only confirm s h is ironic a ttack
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during  h is  perform ance on a  com plicit m edia afraid  of holding the 

politicians’ feet to the  fire.

The su b d u ed  d irec t feedback to C olbert’s perform ance, as  well a s the  

m edia a fte rm ath  ignoring it, w as eclipsed a  few days la te r by the 

unexpected  c ircu la tion  of th e  clip featuring  C olbert’s rou tine . According 

to one of C olbert’s nem eses. Fox News, the  video w as viewed 2.7 million 

tim es in less th a n  two days.^o^ a  rebound  after initially ignoring 

C olbert’s perform ance in B um iller’s article “A new se t of Tw ins,” New  

York Times repo rte r Noam Cohen docum ented  the  viral c ircu lation  of 

C olbert’s clip an d  its  rise to No. 1 a lbum  a t Apple's iTunes s t o r e .  

According to th is  article, the  clip w as so successfu l th a t a  “com m ercial 

rivalry h a s  b roken  o u t over its reb roadcast,” p rom pting  C -Span to 

dem and  the  rem oval of the  clip form YouTube an d  IFilm giving Google 

exclusive rights. The in te rn e t sha tte red  the m edia cover-up of C olbert’s 

perform ance.

The “d is ta n t” aud ience  w as far m ore in terested  in C olbert’s 

controversial perform ance, a  criticism  of the  B u sh  adm in istra tion  

enacted  in the very p resence of the  p resident, a s  opposed to the  B ush  

tw ins’ ligh thearted  an d  unprovocative routine. The explanation  for the  

m ixed response  to C olbert’s perform ance is simple; C olbert’s target w as 

the  audience itself. To re itera te  S m ith ’s in troducto ry  w arning; “M ister 

P resident, u su a lly  you an d  the  politicians are the  ones in the  c ro ssh a ir of 

th is  d inner. T onight nobody is safe.’’^̂  ̂U nder C olbert’s ironic edge lies
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the p residen t, a s  the  guest of honor, h is political en tourage, and  the 

com plicit m edia, in o ther w ords, virtually everyone  in the  room.

In a  m an n er th a t  recalls Michael Moore’s perform ance a t the  O scar 

cerem ony, w here in stead  of giving the  u su a l accep tance  speech he 

delivered a  criticism  of the  B ush  adm in istra tion , C olbert u se s  epideictic 

oratory to c a s t blam e on B u sh ’s p residen tia l p e rso n a  an d  h is 

ad m in is tra tion ’s m iserable track  record. Like Moore, C olbert challenges 

the conventions of the  WCHA address. In a  setting  w here the  m em bers of 

the c u rre n t adm in istra tion  m eet w ith m ain stream  m edia, C olbert u ses  

irony to challenge them  all. B u sh ’s b lu n d ers  along w ith m ainstream  

m edia’s com plicity are  the m ain  topics of the  speech. 1 argue th a t 

C olbert’s in tended  audience is com prised exactly from  people th a t m ade 

the speech a  viral video. His in tended  aud ience  reacted  to the  

“in ap p ro p ria ten ess” of m aking  fun  of the  p res id en t to h is  face th rough  

in tense  c ircu lation  an d  downloading.

Speaking “tru th in e ss” to power

In the  p resence  of the  p residen t, Colbert u se s  irony to speak  

“tru th in e ss” to power. This is a  rhetorical form  of political d issen t. Very 

m uch  like M ichael Moore, Colbert u se s  the  WCHA d in n er to convey his 

m essage by bending  the  ru les: “poke b u t d o n ’t  p i e r c e . In stead  of a  

light heated  speech  of gentle ribbing, Colbert u se s  irony’s edge to expose 

th is ad m in is tra tio n ’s b lu n d ers , from the  w ar in  Iraq  to its policies on
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global w arm ing. As opposed to Moore’s “im possible conversa tion ,”

Colbert u se s  irony to perform  d issen t, thereby conducting  ju s t  su ch  a  

conversation u n d e r  th e  cover of praise. However, C olbert d o esn ’t  stop 

here. The m ain stream  m edia, h is d irect audience, is a lso a  target.

M edia’s complicity, in ten tiona l or not, p a rtic ipa tes in th e  dum bing  down 

of the people. C onsequently , it com es a s  no su rp rise  th a t  som e of the 

m edia ou tle ts  d isregarded  altogether C olbert’s perform ance from  their 

coverage of the  event, focusing instead  on B u sh ’s perform ance. This 

deliberate effort to eschew  C olbert’s perform ance w as u p se t by its 

in te rn e t success. His in tended  audience w as in te rested  in seeing Colbert 

speaking “tru th in e s s” to the  veiy adm in istra tion  th a t  m ade th is  term  the 

norm  of political com m unication. Irony provides a tw ist to the  trad itional 

epideictic model: p raise  becom es blam e a n d  v irtues becom e vices. In h is 

praisew orthy  depiction of B ush  a s  a  m an  of s trid en t political views, 

Colbert in fact u se s  irony to com m unicate  h is d issen t, to c a s t blam e on a 

p residen t who is indifferent to public opinion, who governs on in tu ition  

an d  “principle” ra th e r  th a n  dem ocratic responsiveness, who relies on the 

unverifiable w him s of a  h igher power, and  who clings to a  “long view” of 

h isto iy  a s  an  excuse for reck less governance. In the  end, from w ithin 

w ha t Ivie’s calls the  oxym oron of dem ocratic d issen t, C olbert u sed  irony 

to ha rsh ly  criticize th e  p res id en t directly by w holeheartedly  em bracing 

h is  persona.
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CHAPTER 5

GENERAL OBSERVATION AND CONCLUSION 

No m atte r w h a t concept we use  to describe the  s ta tu s-q u o , be it 

H aberm as’ “decline of the public sphere ,” my own “estrangem en t of our 

public (political an d  social) exchanges,” or Ivie’s notion  of “dem ocratic 

d issen t a s  oxym oron” th rough  the efforts of the  B u sh  adm in istra tion  and  

its  unequivocal divide betw een good and  evil, we can  argue th a t  

dem ocratic com m unication  an d  dem ocratic d issen t seem  to have stalled 

following the  events on 9 /1 1 . On one hand , we have, a s  the  a u th o rs  and  

artifacts sc ru tin ized  in  my project have contended, a n  adm in istra tion  

ad am an t to p ro tec t an d  preserve the  Am erican society ag a in st a  faceless 

enem y a t all co sts  - w hich can  include the  loss of civil liberties th rough  

the Patrio t Act, secre t w iretappings th a t  bypass the  norm al legal rout, 

loss of h ab eas  c o rp u s and  the  u se  of to rtu re  in violation to the  tene ts  of 

Geneva convention, m an ipu la tion  of the m edia th ro u g h  staged  photo 

ops, scare tac tics, o r m ore directly th rough  d is tribu ting  p ropaganda  

m anufactu red  by governm ental agencies as “new s.” A devout supporter 

of Plato m ight even argue th a t  h is ideal republic h a s  been actualized 

given th a t, accord ing  to Socrates, echoing Plato’s th o u g h ts , “If any  one a t 

all is to have the  privilege of lying, the  ru lers of the  S tate  shou ld  be the
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persons; an d  they, in their dealings e ither w ith enem ies or w ith their own 

citizens, m ay be allowed to lie for the  public good.”^

On the o ther h an d , we have frivolous m edia a t  tim es, following Paris 

Hilton or Eliot Spitzer in th e ir cars, o r bum ping Moore a n d  the 

d iscussion  ab o u t the  healthcare  system  in US to h ear, for an  hour, 

respected  jo u rn a lis t Larry King inquiring into th e  28 days prison  ordeal 

of Paris Hilton; naïve m edia a t  tim es, falling for th e  governm ental PR 

m achine, a s  W alter P incus dubs it in B orjesson’s Feet to the fire, 

reporting ra th e r  th en  questioning  the  reasons for engaging in the  w ar in 

Iraq; bullied m edia a t tim es, scared, b randed  u n p a trio tic  or helping the 

enem y by equating  reporting w ith being accom plice to fu tu re  te rro rist 

a ttack s, a s  B ush  so eloquently p u ts  it, w hen asked  a b o u t the  Military 

C om m issions Act, “For people to leak  th a t  p rogram  an d  for a  new spaper 

to pub lish  it does g rea t h a rm  to the  United S ta tes of Am erica. T hat fact 

th a t w e’re d iscussing  th is  program  is helping the  enem y;”  ̂ and  

overzealous m edia a t tim es, as in the  case of H urricane  K atrina, where, 

to allegedly m ake am ends for no t scrutin izing enough th e  WMD issue  in 

the  ru n -u p  to the  w ar, exaggerated repo rts of casu a ltie s , rapes, m urders 

an d  infanticide m ade th e ir way on the  front page.

W ithin the  s tran g en ess  of ou r public exchanges on m a tte r  of com m on 

concern, I argued , irony becom es an  appealing m ode of engaging in 

public debates. S trangely  enough, irony, as  d issonance  betw een the 

literal m eaning an d  the  la ten t one, a s  “saying one th ing  an d  m eaning
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ano ther,” becom es a  new  s ta n d a rd  for political sincerity. As H utcheon 

contends, irony h a s  an  “edge” involving “the a ttrib u tio n  of a n  evaluative, 

even ju d g m en ta l a ttitu d e .”3 As such , irony canno t be divorced from 

(political) a ttitu d e s  an d  em otion; the  veiy deploym ent of irony, in  any 

context, involves the  first an d  stirs  the latter. This edge becom es even 

clearer w hen analyzing a u d ien ces’ reactions, be they positive or negative, 

to the deploym ent of ironic perform ances in  a  political context by the 

three a rtifac ts  analyzed here. H utcheon’s concept of “discursive 

com m unities,” pointing to a  sh a red  system  of beliefs, values, and , m ost 

im portantly , com m unicative stra teg ies provided a  u sefu l critical tool in 

u n d ers tan d in g  the  au d ien ces’ reactions in  te rm s of the  app rop ria teness 

of irony ra th e r  th a n  in te rm s of th e  ability to decode the  ironic m eaning.

Despite irony’s popu lar repu ta tion  of being a  hum o ro u s disengaged 

trope, my analy sis  followed its  deploym ent in increasingly  politically 

engaged a rtifac ts  an d  perform ances. Such  an  analysis followed silently 

B urke’s ideas a b o u t the  “perspective by incongruity” no t as 

“dem oralizing” b u t “rem oralizing” a  situation  “already dem oralized by 

inaccuracy ,” a  perspective for w hich the u ltim ate  is n o t passiveness, b u t 

“m axim um  consciousness.

In S ou th  Park , u sin g  B izter’s m odel for rhetorical situation , w ith its 

su b seq u en t m odification by Vatz, 1 advanced a  “m ediational” theo iy  of 

exigence. H a rrim an ’s no tion  of “public stup id ity” converged, th rough  

irony, w ith C a n e tti’s concep t of “crowd behavior” to p a in t an  unfla ttering
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p ictu re  of ou r own collective behavior feeding of com m on fears and  

m isconceptions. Here South Park functions synecdochically. The little 

town in Colorado s ta n d s  in for the  entire  U nited S ta tes; the 

tow nspeople’s a b su rd  behavior, m irrors o u r exaggerated behavior; the 

overreacting South Park m edia, reporting  rape  pillage a n d  m urders 

w ithou t w itnessing, echoes the  real m ed ia’s exaggeration, as in the case 

of H uricane K atrina for exam ple. All the  problem s of the  world, so to 

speak, affect th is  fictional town. As such , laughing  a t  the  South  Park 

tow nspeople’s tria ls  an d  tribu la tions is no longer sim ply a  hum orous 

experience. Laughter, or anger for th a t m atter, gain social an d  political 

valence.

The sam e synecdochic function becam e a p p a ren t in  my analysis of 

Moore’s docum entaries. In perform ing the  “im possible conversation” w ith 

econom ic an d  political elites, Roger Sm ith , C harlton  H eston, and  George 

W. B u sh  were m ade to s tan d  in for a  generalized corporate  indifference, a  

rise in yo u th  violence, an d  a  decline in political responsibility . By 

subverting  the  genre of docum entary , I con tended  th a t  Moore u se s  irony 

to convey h is m essage, to expose “system ic inequalities,” and  to am b u sh  

“p e rp e tra to rs .” As we have seen, for Moore, irony d o e sn ’t  m anifest itself 

only th ro u g h  u tte ra n c e s  b u t  also th rough  editing techn iques and  careful 

staged perform ances an d  a m b u sh es  -  thea trics . W ith a  scheduled date  

before th e  2004 election, Moore’s Fahrenheit 9 /11 ,  d irected  a t P resident 

B ush , w as clearly designed to have a  political im pact on the presiden tia l
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elections. As su ch , Moore’s u se  of irony is not sim ply South Park’s 

generalized ind ic tm en t of ab su rd  collective behavior, b u t ra th e r  a  

concrete p ro secu tion  of specific individuals on specific issu es. His irony 

is clearly designed to have a n  im pact on c u rre n t political debates. M uch 

more th en  laugh ter, 1 concluded, Moore’s goal is to m ake u s , suppo rte r 

and  adversaries alike, angry  and  th u s  keep the  issu es  in the  public view.

A lthough P residen t B u sh  could choose no t to w atch  South Park or 

Moore’s docum en taries, he  w as no t afforded th is  privilege in the  case of 

C olbert’s perform ance a t th e  2006 WHCA dinner. Indeed a  captive 

audience, the  P residen t listened  and  w atched a  16 m in u tes  speech and  7 

m inu tes video p resen ta tio n  in w hich the  “tru th in e ss” of h is 

adm in istra tion  w as laid bare. Colbert ben t the ru les  of the  event - “poke 

b u t d o n ’t p ierce” -  an d  u se d  irony to criticize directly the  p residen t and  

the com plicit m edia. C olbert cast blam e by “p ra is ing” B u sh ’s public 

persona, h is self-sufficiency and  h is ad m in istra tio n ’s b lu n d ers  from the 

w ar in Iraq to its policies on  global warm ing. M edia w as also a  target in 

its failure to scru tin ize  thoroughly  the c u rre n t adm in istra tion . A lthough 

the featured  en te rta in er, Colbert w as largely ignored by m edia  after the 

event. This deliberate  effort to eschew  C olbert’s perform ance w as u p se t 

by its in te rn e t success . The larger audience w as m ore in te rested  in 

seeing C olbert speak ing  “tru th in e ss” to the ad m in istra tion  th a t  coined 

th is  term  as the  norm  of political com m unication, th a n  w atch  B ush 

m aking fun  of h im self in h is  own comedic rou tine . In the  end, it w as
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irony w hich allowed Colbert, in h is  epideictic perform ance, to 

com m unicate dem ocratic d issen t directly to the  p residen t.

My project followed irony’s progression  from South  P ark’s  generalized 

critique of collective behavior, and  Moore’s politically com m itted 

perform ance of the  “im possible conversation ,” to C olbert’s 

com m unicating directly to the  p res id en t h is  d issen t a s  “tru th in e ss .” All 

these  a rtifac ts sketch  th e  image of irony a s  versatile trope, rhetorically 

efficient a s  a  m ode of political engagem ent. Beyond the  d istinction  of 

those who get the  joke an d  those who d o n ’t, we find in tense  em otional 

involvem ent from aud iences, su p p o rte rs  an d  ta rge ts  alike. As such , 1 

argue, irony is far from being a  disengaged trope. In fact, its  em otional 

and  judgm en ta l “edge” m akes it an  efficient rhetorical tool th a t  can  be 

u sed  to d issec t the  e strangem en t of ou r public exchanges.
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