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John Kricfalusi is a Canadian animator responsible for inventing Ren & Stimpy and founding Spumco an animation studio in the U.S.  He's also very opinionated and informed on the subject of cartoons which makes him an excellent subject for a rhetorical study.  I chose to use an article from Spumco's own online magazine called "Funny Drawings: The Fleischer Cartoons" as my primary source for this study, but I also used supporting text from another article on the website.  The first half of this article is argumentative, it attempts to define what cartoons are and how they should be made;  the second half of the article is sort of a case study on cartoons made by the Fleischer studios in the early 1900s.  In this analysis I will apply a combination of Toulminian logic and Aristotle's rhetorical theories to the article.  Afterwards, I will make some general comments on the effectiveness of Kricfalusi's article.


A simple way to start a Toulminian analysis is to determine what the claim or claims of the author are.  In order to do this, I first decided what Kricfalusi's basic values and opinions are with regard to cartoons. After doing this I came up with some claims I thought Kricfalusi might make.  After I  spent a while analyzing the "Funny Drawings" article, I reworked the claims I already had so that they fit with that article, but still said something interesting about Kricfalusi's opinions.  I wound up with three claims:

1. Cartoons should focus on funny drawings.

2. Cartoons have lost their priority.

3. Animation would be better if studios empowered cartoonists who are focused on funny drawings.


Now that I have established Kricfalusi's claims, I will progress by forming and analyzing a complete Toulminian argument for each.  But first, I should explain how such an argument is formed.  On the most basic level, a Toulminian argument begins with "grounds" or "accepted data".  From the grounds, we try to prove a claim, such as the ones made above.  Between the grounds and the claim, the writer gives proof and arguments to "bridge the gap" between the grounds and the claim.  There are some additional parts that can be added between the grounds and the claim: "backing", "rebuttal" and "qualifier" but this second triad is less important than the first and I will only define backing since it is the only one that appears regularly in Kricfalusi's article.  Backing is just a name for supporting arguments and evidence designed to "back up" a warrant the reader may not accept at face value.  It could be evidence of some sort, or even more Toulminian arguments.


The first claim is that cartoons should concentrate on funny drawings.  He says that this is "what cartoons do best" (Kricfalusi, 2002, p.2).  Toulmin says that all claims have the potential to be controversial, so there is some chance that Kricfalusi's claim will create negative emotional feelings, or pathos, in the audience with this claim.  However, it is generally a safe claim.


The grounds actually has more potential to offend readers than the claim.  Kricfalusi essentially uses a definition of cartoons for the grounds, saying that the primal attribute of a cartoon are the funny drawings.


"What primal attribute do we derive our pleasure from when we watch a Cartoon? FUNNY 
DRAWINGS [sic] that move. Not Story, not Music, not Dialogue, not Background design, not 
even pretty animation; all these can be important additions or enhancements to a Cartoon but 
they are all subservient to the Funny Goddamn Drawings." (Kricfalusi, 2002, 

Between the blasphemy and denying all other possible interpretations of what a cartoon should be, Kricfalusi takes on a very oppositional tone here, which could clearly make for some negative pathos.  On the other hand, it also makes for a pretty memorable argument.  There is also an element of logos (logos is an appeal to reason or logic) in the grounds: Kricfalusi goes through a process of deduction, eliminating definitions of cartoons that are "incorrect".  While some could argue with certain things he dismisses Kircfalusi makes a convincing argument that his definition is correct, or at least very good.


Now for the warrant.  Kricfalusi goes on to argue that all art forms must focus on their primal attributes.  Just as a cartoon's primal attribute is funny drawings, a novel's primal element is writing, and a symphony's primal attribute is rhythm and melody.  A great author would never try to "write" a symphony because music is not his medium. (Kricfalusi, 2002, p.3).  Again, we see some more logos here, with Kricfalusi using a form of comparison to make his point.  This comparison may also be good for his pathos, as he now lends credence to a number of other art forms and their practitioners.  Anyone who practices some art form should be able to sympathize with this example.  At this point Kricfalusi's argument looks something like  figure 1.
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Figure 1 Partial argument that cartoons should focus on funny drawings


This is a reasonable argument, but there could be more compelling reasons for the reader to agree with the claim.  Just because Kricfalusi defines cartoons a certain way doesn't mean we have to agree with him.  At this point, he adds some "backing" to his warrant in the form of the case study on the Fleischer cartoons.   He describes the Fleischer's "Talkartoons" with great enthusiasm, "They are raw, inventive, extremely weird and absolutely pure works of Cartooning. They have practically no "story", not much in the way of characterization, crude but Cartoony Humor and they have some of the coolest drawings and Cartoony Animation ever created." (Kricfalusi, 2002, p.6).  This ringing endorsement works for Kricfalusi in both the pathos and ethos departments (ethos is the writer's personal appeal).  In the case of ethos he shows generous goodwill, softening his previously hard-nosed character ("goddamn funny drawings") and he also shows a strong knowledge and interest in his field, building his credibility as an authority on the subject of cartoons.  In the case of pathos, readers old enough or interested enough in the field may sympathize with Kricfalusi's nostalgic view of these cartoons.  There is also a small element of logos to this particular backing argument, as Kricfalusi refers to Fleischer, an authority on the subject.  This is an example of an enthymeme (an argument with an unstated assumption) where the unstated assumption is that because Fleischer is a respected classical cartoonist and because he made cartoons that featured funny drawings, cartoons should be about funny drawings.   As you may notice at this point, the enthymeme actually runs somewhat parallel to the overall argument that cartoons should focus on funny drawings.  Enthymemes are arguments themselves, and if one were inclined, it would probably be possible to write a brand new argument around Kricfalusi's discussion of the Fleischer, but I think that would digress from my main point: it's interesting to notice the similarities from a rhetorician's point of view.
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Figure 2 Argument that cartoons should focus on funny drawings


The final argument is outlined in figure 2 above.  We now have a complete argument with additional compelling "backing" material to support the claim that cartoons should be focused on funny drawings.


The second claim is that cartoons have lost their priority.  Kricfalusi argues that cartoons are no longer focused on funny drawings.  The claim is somewhat dangerous from the point of view of pathos: Kricfalusi admits himself that he is not taking the majority's stance when he admits of the Fleischer cartoons, "Now to a modern audience, these and other Fleischer cartoons might seem inaccessible and out-dated..."  However, claims are often of a controversial nature; they wouldn't be worth claiming if they weren't.


The grounds for this claim is simply the claim from the previous argument.  That is, "cartoons should focus on funny drawings."  The main danger in using this as the grounds, or data, is that it weakens the argument if the reader does not agree with Kricfalusi's first claim. This would be classified as a weakness in the logos of the argument, but having said that, I think it is typical to chain arguments together like this: there is no specific data Kricfalusi can use to support the claim that cartoons have lost their priority, so he creates data by arguing just what their priority should be in the first argument.  Otherwise, I have already analyzed this claim using Aristotle's theories, so I will move on to the warrant.


The warrant represents a weak spot in this argument.  Virtually the entire warrant can be encapsulated in the quote, "...that is exactly the state Animated Cartoons are in today.  The Cartoonists are given their creative duties by people who aren't Cartoonists." (Kricfalusi, 2002, p.5)  If one is familiar with Kricfalusi's other works, or takes a look around the website I borrowed this article from, one will learn that the bulk of the people "in control" according to Kricfalusi, are the writers.  The article "Writer's in the Driver's Seat" on the Spumco website sums up Kricfalusi's philosophy in it's title alone, and goes into much more detail on the issue if one reads it.  Unfortunately, Kricfalusi doesn't go into this detail in the article I chose to analyze, and readers may not take the warrant at face value.  They may wonder who is in control instead of cartoonists, and why is this inappropriate?  Since Kricfalusi doesn't answer these questions, there is a hole in his logical argument, and it may also leave him open to doubt about his own intentions and credibility, hurting his ethos.  


Otherwise, the warrant fits well in the overall argument, giving us a logical progression that reads like: "Cartoons should focus on funny drawings, but cartoonists are not in control, so they have lost their priority."  The only potential weakness is that Kricfalusi leaves it up to the reader to assume that cartoonists are best suited to the job of making funny drawings, but I think this is a safe assumption to leave unstated; certainly much safer than the assumption that writers are in control rather than cartoonists.  Assuming that readers believe Kricfalusi's warrant, or assuming that they know what he means when he says cartoonists aren't in control, we can safely move on to the backing for this argument.


To back up the warrant, Kricfalusi gives the reader a comical example of the wrong people being in control, "It's as if all of a sudden somebody in power arbitrarily decided that the most important element in Music was no longer the primal melodic and rhythmic SOUNDS, or the MUSIC, but the color of the orchestra's tuxedos."  Under these conditions, a theatre owner could ask a respected classical composer like Stravinsky to compose a piece of music "...that goes with lavender suits." (Kricfalusi, 2002, p.5).  The argument shows a good, if exaggerated, comparison between the hypothetical example and the real-life cartoon industry.  In the example the composer, who should have creative control over the music, is being forced to work within parameters set by costume designers, who have nothing to do with the music.  In real life, cartoonists, who should have control over the cartoons, are being forced to work within parameters set by writers, who have relatively little to do with the cartoon – at this point we can see the exagerration, I think many people would agree that writers have at least a bit more influence on the quality of a cartoon than the costume designers do on the quality of a symphony.  Having said that, I think this hyperbole is excusable, as it makes for a memorable and entertaining example, which should connect to the emotions of the audience much better than a more "realistic" example would.  So what the example lacks in logos it makes up with a strong pathos and I think it is much more memorable than a more "realistic" argument would have been, and his point is taken: when the wrong people have creative control of an art form the results are misguided.  If only Kricfalusi had been more explicit about who is in control in the cartoon industry, this backing would have supported his warrant much better.  


The final argument for the claim that cartoons have lost their priority is outlined in figure 3 below, and now I will move on to the third claim.

[image: image3.png]Grounds Warrant Claim

Cartoons should focus Cartoons have lost their
on funny drawings that priority.
move...

Since cartoonists are not
in control...

Backing

Putting the wrong people in
contral is silly (costume
designers in control of a

symphony)



Figure 3 Argument that cartoons have lost their priority


Given the two previous claims, it should be fairly easy for the reader to make a leap to the final claim that animation studios would be better off if they empowered cartoonists who are focused on the goal of creating funny drawings.  While he doesn't make this claim explicitly, it is implied strongly in his concluding paragraph:


"In my opinion, if the Animation industry had continued in the tradition of the Fleischers and 
used and explored further the Cartoon's inherent capabilities to communicate emotions and 
entertainment to the audience, rather than imitating Live-Action (a medium it is vastly superior 
to), the Cartoon Industry would be a much more successful, popular and healthy Art form than 
it is today." (Kricfalusi, 2002, p.10)

As with the other claims, this one has the potential to lose some pathos, especially with writers, but it wouldn't be worth claiming if it wasn't controversial.  Kricfalusi's slightly arbitrary use of capitalization in this final sentence probably doesn't improve his ethos much with careful readers, although anyone who has read this far in probably respects his opinion enough to ignore such a mistake.  I think probably the biggest problem with the claim, however, is that it is rather hypothetical.  The use of the phrase "in my opinion" denotes that it is a hypothetical claim, and that leaves it open for discussion.  While this leaves an opening for critics to attack Kricfalusi, it isn't entirely bad from Aristotle's point of view.  If Kricfalusi has made sense to readers up to this point, they will at least consider this hypothetical claim, and the claim could hurt Kricfalusi a lot more if he made it absolute since many animation studios, especially Disney, have profited from the way animation is today.


The data or grounds for this claim is simply the previous claim that cartoons have lost their priority.  I have already discussed the rhetoric involved in this, so I will move on to the warrant, which is essentially the other previous claim: cartoons should focus on funny drawings. So at this point our argument is: "Cartoons have lost their priority; since they should focus on funny drawings, the animation industry would be in a better position if cartoonists who focus on funny drawings were more empowered."  This argument reads fairly well, and is quite logical, but it could use some backing to make it more convincing, especially given the hypothetical nature of the claim.


Since it is hard to back up hypothetical opinions with logic, it makes sense that Kricfalusi's backing here mainly uses pathos and logos.  In particular, the backing again looks at the Fleischer cartoons, which Kricfalusi argues are a good example of "pure" cartoons that illustrate how to focus on funny drawings.  As I've mentioned before, Kricfalusi is very enthusiastic and knowledgeable about his subject, which builds up his ethos.  He also does a pretty good job of convincing the audience that the Fleischer cartoons are just plain fun, and that animation would benefit if more cartoons were made this way.  In Kricfalusi's own studio, Spumco, no-one may write a cartoon unless he or she can draw it as well.  Kricfalusi also makes an important qualification, saying that a lot of old cartoons like the Fleischer cartoons are not very accessible because of their odd characters and almost non-existant plot lines.  He argues that using these as the basis for modern cartoons and building upon them with more interesting characters and stories would be the way to make superior cartoons, "the drawings and the attitude are purely Cartoony and today's Cartoonists should look at this kind of work and adapt the attitudes to their modern work and context." 

At this point I have completed the final argument, and it is illustrated in figure 4 below.


With the completion of the three arguments, I'd like to briefly discuss the strengths and weaknesses of the whole piece of writing.  Using Aristotle's terms, I think that Kricfalusi was a bit weak in the logos area.  He relied heavily on the authority of the Fleischer cartoons, which will mainly be appreciated by fans of classic animation or people old enough to remember them.  He is on somewhat shaky ground with pathos as well.  Kricfalusi is very opinionated and tends to be blunt about things: phrases such as "funny goddamn drawings" may offend some readers, and even though he admits that he's taking a minority stance, he pays little respect to alternative forms of animation.  A good example of his stand-offishness comes from this quote about Disney's realistic cartoons: "This trend proved successful for Disney in the long-run but was (and still is) a major disaster for Cartoony Cartoons".  I think Kricfalusi's greatest strength lies in ethos.  Readers who are already familiar with him know that he has impressive credentials as a cartoonist.  Readers who don't quickly learn that he is very knowledgeable and passionate about cartoons, which makes him a credible writer on the subject.
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Figure 4 Argument that cartoons would be better if cartoonists were in control.


Looking at the strengths and weaknesses of the piece from Toulmin's perspective, we tend to find weaknesses in particular parts of the article rather than the overall article.  I think one of the biggest weaknesses is that Kricfalusi offers little data to show that cartoons have gone in the wrong direction.  People who are familiar with his opinions will know that he has gone over examples of shows that fail to be "cartoony" and what he specifically thinks has gone wrong.  In this article he merely states that cartoonists aren't in control, which is a bit vague.  Otherwise, his arguments are fairly well laid-out, and I think making the distinction between cartoons and animation in general was a good way of getting to the conclusion that cartoons should focus on funny drawings.  His decision to finish with a hypothetical claim leaves him open to critical attacks, but I think it leaves the article in a rather nice, open-ended state, encouraging critical thought about his opinion while pushing the reader firmly in the direction Kricfalusi wants them to go.


John Kricfalusi is an interesting subject for rhetorical analysis because he's passionate and knowledgeable about his subject.  The process of analyzing his writing reveals some interesting things about his arguments and thought process.  His writing is not superlative, but it is interesting and informed.  To paraphrase the Spumco website, his writing features interesting opinions by someone who knows what he's talking about.
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