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When the Tricksters Create the Tales

While looking at cartoons, it is easy to see how Bugs Bunny, for example, can be classified as a trickster. He is always using his wit to get the best of others and show what he can do. However, many people fail to see that certain cartoons, rather than revolving around a trickster character, are simply the creative devices used by more realistic tricksters attempting to reach their own goals. People generally agree that the creators of satirical cartoons such as South Park and The Family Guy intended their shows to be seen as more than pure entertainment. By doing this they generated a modern, real-life example of folklore. Through the wit of these tricksters, commonly called writers, television has been graced with the presence of cartoons that are themselves extremely similar to common trickster folktales.


Tricksters tend to possess certain characteristics that allow readers to distinguish one from a fool or hero, for example. First, as Hynes states, tricksters are “ambiguous and anomalous” (34). They do not take on any specific shape or image. This permits the reader to decipher the character for themselves. Similarly, the creators of the cartoons do not make their identities publicly known. If they did, viewers would be better able to assess the writer’s exact opinions and therefore, may no longer interpret each episode on their own. Second, Hynes asserts that tricksters can be “the prima causa of disruptions and disorders” (35). The Family Guy was taken off Fox over a year and a half ago and moved to late night television because of the controversy that stemmed from certain episodes. Likewise, South Park is often pointed to as a source of poor morals and discrimination, thereby creating minor social disruptions. 


At its most basic level most folklore is meant to entertain audiences. Pure humor is one of the main reasons trickster tales are continually retold and never seem to get old (Hynes 203). The Family Guy and South Park are first and foremost seen as something Americans can gather around the television and laugh at together. If no one found them humorous, the public would protest, the ratings would drop and the shows would be taken off the air. Little slapstick occurrences, such as Kenny dying in every episode of South Park, bring humor to each show and provide entertainment that takes no extra interpretation to understand.


The main underlying aspect of trickster tales, although not always noticed, is their intent to undermine social authority (Hynes 206). At many points during history and even still today it is often unacceptable to express certain opinions about social norms or groups of people. South Park and The Family Guy poke fun at the public’s generalities, stereotypes, beliefs or habits in almost every episode. For example, one episode of South Park focuses on a Mormon family that has recently moved to town. Throughout the show the writers poke fun at the “irrationality” of the religion by using stereotypes and songs with a background tune chanting “dumb, dumb, dumb, dumb, dumb”. In another instance, the writers touch on political sensitivities with a spoof of the Wizard of Oz. The fanatical Wizard the children find, intended to be the prime minister of Canada, is depicted as Saddam Hussein hiding in an underground hole. Displaying efficiency, this episode was aired less than one week after Saddam’s capture.


Even more than permitting certain views to be expressed, these trickster tales bring serious issues into a lighter context (Hynes 206). By doing this the creators of the shows allow Americans to take a step back and laugh at the absurdity of select social norms or arguments. For example, physical appearance is valued so highly in our society that many people treat others unfairly, whether intentional or not, if they do not conform to what is “beautiful”. Although a serious discrimination, the writers have brought the issue to viewers’ attentions with satirical humor rather than pressing urgency. In one episode of The Family Guy, Peter has liposuction and changes not only his looks, but his personality as well. Now obsessed with good looks, he ostracizes everyone around him who is not as “pretty” as him. 


Primarily watched for their entertainment value, South Park and The Family Guy become modern trickster tales because they additionally challenge the authority of social norms and political correctness in our society today. Although these cartoons are similar to other modern trickster tales such as Wil E. Coyote and the Roadrunner, they differ in respect to who does the tricking. No longer is it a character in the cartoon, but the people who sit behind the scenes and dictate what the audience hears: the writers. 

