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South Park Episode Narrative Paradigm
Introduction
As explained by Beeson (2014), Walter Fisher comes up with three principles of coherence, fidelity, and social influence that are important when telling a story based on his Narrative Paradigm theory. According to this theory, humans are part of a narrative, either as listeners or the storyteller, and that narratives as a form of communication can be more persuasive than logical arguments (Batenburg, 2020). The theory is important in judging the rationality of a story. This paper used the narrative paradigm to analyze episode 4 of season 5 of South Park entitled “Scott Tenorman Must Die” (Soap2day, 2020). Furthermore, it also analyzes the language use and symbols by explicating the various elements of persuasion discussed by Beeson in her book entitled Persuasion: Theory and Applications.
Message and Background
The episode begins when Cartman happily tells his three friends that he was the first one among them to reach manhood since he had just attained his first pubic hair. Shockingly, not only was the hair not his, he had bought it from Scott Tenorman, an 8th-grade student, for 10 dollars. One of Cartman’s friends, Stan, explains to him that pubic hair is not bought but grows on someone’s body as they grow older. A furious Cartman goes to ask for a refund, but Scott refuses, insulting him in the process. Scott outsmarts Cartman twice, once taking more of his money and the other convincing him to board a bus to a “Pube Fair” that did not exist. To make things worse, the third time Cartman goes to ask for his money, Scott forces him to beg for it, then insults him by calling him a pig and forcing him to oink like one, right before burning Cartman’s money in front of him. After Cartman’s friends refuse to help him get his revenge on Scott, Cartman comes up with a plan that gets Scott’s parents killed, after which he steals the corpses. Cartman then feeds Scott chili containing pieces of his dead parents at a chili carnival in front of the whole town. Cartman revels in the pain Scott feels, tasting Scott’s tears as Scott gets humiliated in front of his favorite band and everyone in the town.
While some may see the episode as dark, it can be seen as an attempt by the creators to persuade the audience of the negative implications bullying can have among school-going children. At an age where children care a lot about how their friends perceive them, as is shown by Cartman’s insistence on humiliating Scott in front of everyone for revenge, the story is a way of warning childhood bullies that while they may act in jest, the victims of their actions may indeed take their actions personally, and revenge in mean ways. We can therefore see that bullying is being addressed, and the audience is most likely young adolescents who may participate in or be victims of bullying. Other issues addressed may include sociopathic tendencies among mentally ill children, and the role of friends among adolescents since maybe Cartman would not have felt so bad if his friends had not called him stupid, but instead consoled him after he was duped by Scott. Judging by Tenorman’s dressing style and the inclusion of Radiohead as a popular band at the time, we can estimate that the episode occurred between the late 1990s and the early 2000s.
Appeals
Coherence
Coherence, based on the Narrative Paradigm theory, refers to how much the narrative makes sense to the listener, and is influenced by the resemblance between stories and the characters’ credibility in the story (Communication Theory, 2014). In the episode “Scott Tenorman Must Die”, the concept of bullying is exemplified. The fact that bullying is an experience almost everyone has heard of, and some even relate to, increases acceptance of the story among the viewers. Furthermore, the human side of Scott Tenorman is exposed when he cries after realizing that his parents were dead and he had just eaten pieces of them, which adds emotional appeal to the story. The portrayal of a dejected Cartman crying in the rain after being outsmarted by Scott also adds to the character’s credibility by painting him as a person who can feel pain.
Fidelity
Fidelity is defined as the credibility of the story, and it entails how factual the events are, and the reasoning patterns followed by the narrator (Communication Theory, 2014). While it is true that an older adolescent may be able to trick a younger one, as Tenorman did, it does not necessarily follow that the typical teenager would go to such extraneous means as to plot for the murder of one’s parents and organize a town-wide carnival just to get his revenge. Also, all facts considered, it does not make sense that an adolescent would be able to steal corpses from a police crime scene and go on to confess to murder in front of the whole town and not get arrested for that. Nonetheless, the fact that the famous Radiohead band was moved by Cartman’s false story that Scott had cancer and decided to make an appearance for his sake could be based on facts that happen in real life.
Social Influence
Social influence can be used to refer to how much the story can lead to a change in society. The episode most importantly sheds light on bullying and how sometimes the bully does not get away with his/her actions and may pay an even higher price. It, therefore, inspires change on the part of the bullies, by warning them that there may be consequences. Moreover, it speaks to the importance of a good support system for the victims of bullying, who might spiral out of control and commit horrible acts as revenge. Nonetheless, there is no justification for what Cartman did to Scott, but maybe if his friends had not called him stupid and made him feel worse about being conned by Cartman, he would not have thought of revenge in the first place. It can therefore be a catalyst for change in the way that teenagers relate to their friends, particularly concerning their failures and desire to impress other teenagers around them.
Language and Symbols Used in the Episode
Beeson (2014) also explains the use of symbols and language in making a story more persuasive. Regarding the use of language, Beeson (2014) states that language can determine our worldview by affecting our attitudes, beliefs, and values. She gives an example of how metaphors as a symbol of language can form the entire truth that we create concerning a narrative. In the episode, Cartman metaphorically states that Scott’s tears taste yummy, which is a symbol that forms the concept of Cartman enjoying Scott's misery in the viewer's mind and makes the viewer see Cartman as reveling in his achievement of finally beating Scott at his own game. This episode further exemplifies the use of emotional language, when Scott calls Cartman stupid and insults him as a “fat little butt head’, in language meant to denigrate Cartman. This sets up the hero/villain dynamic at the start of the story, by painting Scott as the evil one, and Cartman as the hero on a mission of getting his money back. This dynamic is however reversed, as we no longer see Cartman as a hero when his psychopathic tendencies are exposed as he murders Scott’s parents. The use of this hero/villain dynamic in the episode helps to tell the story by making the viewer decide which side he supports, either Cartman’s or Scott’s.
Effectiveness
The episode is therefore partly successful in telling a persuasive story through Fisher’s Narrative Paradigm. Fisher explains that a persuasive story needs to be believable, which demands that a story has to have “good reasons” which should resonate with the perceptions of the observer regarding a particular context. The episode can be considered believable on some counts, such as the coherence brought about by character consistency. Scott’s consistency as a die-hard Radiohead fan remains true until the end of the episode when he is broken after the band humiliates him. Stan’s cynicism towards Cartman is also evident from the beginning to the end of the episode. Fidelity is illustrated by factual events, such as the existence of the Radiohead band, and the farm owner who was manipulated by Cartman to shoot Scott’s parents trying to protect himself by quoting the actual law that he acted in self-defense. South Park episodes can however meet more fidelity and coherence standards by limiting the number of characters and focusing a little bit more on the fewer characters. Personally, I felt persuaded about the pain that the characters felt, both Scott and Cartman, by the use of non-verbal gestures when their faces creased. I was also persuaded that sometimes seeking revenge is not worthwhile, since Cartman making Scott pay for his actions did not make things better; it only exposed the sociopathic side of Cartman. Despite that, I was convinced that actions have consequences.
Ethicality
According to Larson, ethical issues may arise depending on how we use humor while telling a story (Beeson, 2014). The episode mostly used shock humor, which is humor that is obscene and strange. The strangeness of the voyeurs trying to spy on Scott Tenorman’s mother while she was naked was an example of this. The farm owner’s denial of killing Scott’s parents intentionally and Cartman’s treatment of the chili chef were also points in the episode that exemplified shock humor. The ethicality of such humor can be put into question, by considering how we value the degrees of right and wrong, and ethical obligations in human conduct (Beeson, 2014). All of the examples of shock humor given above are more on the wrong side of the normal judgment of human conduct, which implies that the creators of the episode did not ethically use humor. While this is against the standard of responsibility according to Beeson (2014), the creators of the episode have the freedom to use that type of humor to entertain the audience, as permitted by the 1st amendment right.
Lessons Learned
We can learn several lessons from Fisher’s Narrative Paradigm theory applicable in our daily storytelling. For starters, we can understand the importance of determining the listener’s point of view before even telling the story, since the story has to resonate with their own understanding of similar events to be more persuasive. Additionally, we realize that there are certain limits within which the truth can be stretched before our story loses persuasion. Also, we form an understanding of how language is crucial in telling the story, and symbols such as analogies and metaphors can help the listener create their own personal picture of the story. Other aspects such as non-verbal communication should also be added, although non-verbal cues are more believable if they occur in the context of the story we are trying to tell (Beeson, 2014). Furthermore, Fisher teaches us to add evidence such as examples and statistics to our language to create a more factual basis for events. Fallacies should however be avoided, as they create holes in our stories that the listener may figure out. As receivers of messages, Fisher teaches us to point out weaknesses in stories that are aimed at persuading us, by helping us assess the rationality of a story through its coherence and fidelity. As a result, Fisher helps us filter out the stories and ideas we choose to believe, which creates a foundation for better judgment.
Conclusion
In conclusion, Fisher’s Narrative Paradigm is important in helping us come up with persuading stories and assess stories told to us as listeners. The application of this information to the episode of South Park entitled “Scott Tenorman Must Die" helped us understand how persuasion can be achieved through character consistency, use of factual reasoning, use of non-verbal communication, and the appeal that language symbols add to a story. Beeson (2014) also guided us to an understanding of the use of humor concerning ethicality, which helped us even see more through the link between persuasion and humor in the episode of South Park.
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