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Abstract	

 

This research is concerned with how the comic frame can be applied to challenge 

refugee discourses in Australia. The Australian comedian Tom Ballard’s comedy 

lecture Boundless Plains to Share, is used as a case study to explore the concepts of 

comic framing (Burke, 1959) and ‘bullshit’ (Frankfurt, 1986) and link these to the 

dominant discourses connected to Australia’s treatment of refugees. A mixed methods 

approach has been undertaken that includes content analysis, discourse analysis and 

semi-structured interview. The approach allows for triangulation of the data and 

results indicate that comedy can be used to challenge the dominant discourse by 

framing through comedy a point of view that evokes compassion and empathy. 

However, the research suggests that comedy does not achieve a social corrective 

function. As a result, the research reveals the limitations of comedy in creating 

widespread social change, but it can be seen that comedy can challenge the ideas 

present in dominant discourses, hence, Calling out Bullshit. 
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1.	Introduction	

 

This research project employs frame theory (Burke, 1959) and various theories of 

humour (c.f. Morreal, etc) to examine how the comedy lecture Boundless Plains to 

Share written and performed by Tom Ballard scrutinises and reframes the discourses 

that surround the subject of refugees in Australia. 

 

The focus of this research involves answering the question: how can the comic frame 

be applied to challenge refugee discourse in Australia? This research will involve a 

case study analysis of the comedy lecture Boundless Plains to Share, written and 

performed by Australian comedian Tom Ballard. Debuting at the 2016 Melbourne 

International Comedy Festival, Boundless Plains to Share details Australia’s 

immigration history culminating in the current state of anti-refugee rhetoric. Presented 

as a comedy lecture, the show seeks to deconstruct tragic perceptions of refugees as 

well as challenging beliefs about Australia. Such notions include the titular line taken 

from the second verse of the Australian National Anthem, Advance Australia Fair - 

‘For those who’ve come across the seas / we’ve boundless plains to share’ - which 

can be viewed in stark contrast to current government policy which places refugees in 

mandatory detention camps on Manus Island and Nauru for indefinite periods of time 

(Lowth, 2017, p. 465). In highlighting these incongruences throughout the show, 

Ballard puts forth a view that the egalitarian values of a ‘fair go’ espoused through 

national identity are problematic, while also providing information which can be 

taken by audiences through a comic frame that shifts away from ‘bullshit’1 rhetoric 

such as ‘Stop the Boats’ towards an empathetic awareness of the universal human 

experience.  

 

Cultural myths are the basis of our national identity. Like all myths they are socially 

and culturally constructed. In 1987 Fiske, Hodge and Turner argued in Myths of Oz 

that various key myths within Australia signified “egalitarianism, the underdog, a 

dogged persistence and ultimate success” (p. xi). Of these myths the notion of 

egalitarianism, epitomised by the concept of a ‘fair go’ that suggests all people should 

be treated as equals and have the opportunity to make a good life for themselves, is 

																																																								
1 In this instance, the term Bullshit is used to refer to a particular relationship to truth as described by 
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central to the argument of this research (Rendle-Short, 2009, pp. 245-50). However, 

the research argues that incongruous and conflicting discourses exist within our 

culture.  The idealised mythology surrounding what it means to be ‘Australian’ is an 

example of incongruous discourses (Ozdowski, 2012).  

 

These myths, or discourses, are deeply embedded in our culture and, because of this, 

can be called on to support various social and political agendas. Further, the 

discourses can be used to legitimise policy decisions and actions. 

 

The concept of incongruity has long been seen as a central feature of linguistic 

humour theories. Formally defined as humour that arises when reality fails to meet 

our expectations (Morreal, 2009, p. 10-11), Berger offers a formalist view of the 

techniques used to generate humour in a way that illustrates the relationship between 

theory and practice (1997, p. vii). Of the 45 techniques, he suggests, incongruity is 

seen as a mechanism to operate outside accepted ordered conventions, wherein the 

humour arises from the implications of the altered reality failing to come to fruition 

(Westwood, 2004). Within the prism of humour, this understanding of incongruous 

behaviour can provide a source of laughter by going against expectations. As will be 

argued in the literature review of humour theories, not all perceptions of incongruity 

lead to the affect of amusement. This can be seen when the mythology associated with 

Australia is applied, as the incongruous nature between what is espoused as being 

‘Australian’ and what is enacted through legislation and media discourses is shown to 

be no laughing matter. However, viewing these incongruities through a comic frame 

may lead to a more empathetic perspective. 

 

In adopting a constructionist ontology, that posits individuals make sense of the world 

through a lived experience within a social setting, the role played by framing is of 

significant importance in understanding how situations are perceived (Schwandt, 

1994, p 236). Within the parameters of this study, the two main frames to be 

addressed are comic and tragic. Tragic frames exist to emphasise the otherness of 

people through scapegoating in order to reestablish social hierarchies and punish 

those who transgress against the hegemonic order (Christansen & Hanson, 1996, p. 

161). In this sense, tragic frames can be seen as a precursor to Said’s work on 

Orientalism (1978). Operating on a somewhat interdependent and reactionary basis, 
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comic framing seeks to reposition perceptions towards compassionate and empathetic 

responses concerning situations traditionally associated as being tragic (Burke, 1959).  

 

1.1	Research	Questions	
 

With this research investigating the way in which comedy functions in relation to the 

theoretical positions of comic framing and its role as a social corrective, three 

research questions will seek to illuminate the relevant aspects in order to address the 

research thesis as a whole: 

 

Research Question 1:  How does Boundless Plains to Share operate as a  

    comic frame in the discourse of Australia’s   

    treatment of refugees? 

Research Question 2:  What role does comedy play in exposing ‘bullshit’? 

Research Question 3:  Does stand-up comedy succeed as a social corrective? 

 

In order to effectively account for these research questions, a case study methodology 

will be employed. Defined as an “empirical investigation of a particular contemporary 

phenomenon within its real life context using multiple sources of evidence”, the case 

of Boundless Plains to Share will be conducted through a mixed methods approach 

culminating in a triangulation of content analysis, discourse analysis and semi-

structured interview (Yin in Robson & McCartan, 2016, p. 150). Using these 

methods, the interpretive nature of the qualitative research will be complemented by 

quantitative textual analysis through the use of Leximancer software. In undertaking 

this methodological trajectory, the ensuing results will be conducive to the parameters 

and premise of the thesis.  

 

With dominant discourses throughout Australia perpetuating socially constructed 

myths such as ‘Australian Values’ and a ‘fair go’, it can be seen that the very people 

who espouse these myths have a history of failing to live up to this idealised image 

(Johnson, 2007). In conducting this research, it is important to differentiate between 

the Federal Policy regarding refugees and the discourses that have been presented 

through the Australian Government and media. In the case of this thesis, the focus is 
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on how a comic frame can be applied to challenge these discourses and serve as a 

social corrective. 

 

In investigating this area of inquiry, it is hoped to enlighten the manner in which 

people seeking asylum have been framed through dominant discourses by their 

‘otherness’ in order to dislocate them from the idealised myth of ‘Australia’ and how 

the case study of Boundless Plains to Share seeks to reframe the discourse towards a 

compassionate and empathetic response. 

 

1.2	Tom	Ballard	and	Boundless	Plains	to	Share	
 

Written and performed by Tom Ballard and directed by Scot Edgar, Boundless Plains 

to Share was a recipient of the Melbourne International Comedy Festival (MICF) 

Moosehead Awards in 2016, offered annually to enable performers to ‘spotlight an 

idea’ and produce ‘mentally and overly ambitious’ content. In Boundless Plains to 

Share, Ballard’s take on Australia’s immigration policies can be viewed as a 

culmination of his comedic style and political awareness. 

 

Coming to prominence through his appearance in Raw Comedy, annual shows at the 

MICF and as co-host of the nationally broadcast Triple J breakfast program, 

precursors to Boundless Plains to Share can be seen in his earlier stand-up 

performances. Developing material based on Australia’s attitudes towards people 

seeking asylum in un-Australian(ish) (2014), Ballard’s engagement in the sphere of 

politics was furthered in 2015 with the launch of his podcast Like I’m A Six-Year-Old 

and with the fan fiction Deathboat - Bloody Borders. Based upon a news story in 

which the Australian government produced a telemovie to screen in the Middle East 

to deter people from seeking asylum by boat, the fan fiction provided Ballard with a 

platform to ridicule the strong border rhetoric espoused by the Australian 

Government, while expressing how such positions cruelly victimise people seeking 

asylum (2015).  

 

In differentiating itself from stand-up comedy, the comedy lecture premise of 

Boundless Plains to Share was partially influenced by Ballard’s incorporation of a 

slideshow during the production of un-Australian(ish). Enabling various visual jokes 
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to accompany the spoken performance, the use of slides also incorporates statistics 

and information relevant to the case presented throughout the show, in a way that 

resembles a formal academic lecture. Detailing the history and prevailing attitudes 

held towards refugees, the comedy lecture also features the stories of four refugees 

whose real life experiences serve to personalise the content. 

 

Throughout the course of the 70-minute performance the promise of a ‘solution’ is 

presented to the audience, however in explaining the complex, multi-layered 

situations that force people to seek asylum, Ballard reveals the concept of a ‘solution’ 

to the problem is itself misguided. Rather, he proposes that government policy should 

reflect the mythology Australia envisions itself as and follow the examples set by 

individuals and organisations that go beyond in assisting people seeking asylum. In 

concluding the comedy lecture, Ballard posits that for all the discourses at play that 

seek to separate refugees, the universal experience shared by all people reveals that 

for whatever differences are constructed, all human beings exist as people of Earth. 

 

1.3	Structure	of	Thesis 

As seen in the contents, the structure of Calling out Bullshit is as follows: Literature 

Review, Methodology, Results, Discussion and Conclusion. 

 

Literature Review provides an overview of the conceptual and theoretical positions 

that have contributed to this research project including discourse and cultural myths, 

humour theory, framing theory, the philosophical conception on ‘bullshit’ and the 

epistemology of truth. These components will provide a basis for the preceding 

findings and be complemented by a series of operational definitions. 

 

Methodology details the processes taken in undertaking this research, including 

ontological and epistemological perspectives, the theoretical position taken by the 

researcher and accounting for the methods used to conduct the research. This will 

forward an argument for the selection of research methods employed in this project. 
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Results provides evidence of the research conducted and presents the key findings to 

emerge from the triangulation of data sources. From this the results yielded will 

inform the analysis drawn by the researcher. 

 

Analysis uses the results drawn from the data to account for the three research 

questions posed by Calling out Bullshit. These questions will be used to account for 

the research thesis: how can the comic frame be applied to challenge refugee 

discourse in Australia? 

 

Conclusion draws upon all prior sections to account for the thesis posed by the 

research. From this, the summary provided will reveal potential for future academic 

inquiry. 
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2.	Literature	Review	
	

To adequately address the research topic this literature review takes into account 

several fields of knowledge: discourse theory; humour theory; comedy theory and 

practice; framing theory; and communication theory. The primary focus of the 

literature review is to illustrate the role played by comedy in challenging power. 

While research on the comic frame has traditionally focused on the role played by 

social movements themselves on challenging dominant social views (Christansen & 

Hansen, 1996; Powell, 1995), the case study of Boundless Plains to Share highlights 

the historical influences that culminated in the current state of refugee discourse 

within Australia through the medium of stand-up comedy. A review of the literature 

provides a background to the research, which are used to formulate operational 

definitions that guide and contextualise this research project. 

 

2.1.	‘Australia’	-	discourse,	cultural	identity	and	mythology	
	

Throughout this research the notion of ‘Australia’ as a cultural and social signifier is 

presented as an assumed position from which the ensuing findings are based upon. To 

account for this concept, it is important to distinguish between the pre-1788 

Indigenous cultures and the colonisation by British settlers. As such, the dominant 

discourse relates to the post-colonial history of Australia, predicated upon white 

supremacy (Hage, 2012, p. 18).  

 

In establishing this conception of Australia, the mythology built around national 

identity suggests an egalitarian culture of a ‘fair go’ where people can thrive. 

Additionally, the penal colony roots of colonisation has instilled an underdog quality 

that manifests in an anti-authoritarian stance that uses humour to project values of 

“larrikinism” (Bellanta, 2009) and “mateship” (Rendle-Short, 2009). This mythology 

is similarly located in the geographical landscape of Australia and the images evoked 

of beaches “girt by sea” (Perera, 2009, p.22). In accounting for the cultural function 

of beaches, Fiske, Hodge and Turner propose the “flexibility of the beach allows 

different sections of society to relate in different ways” (1987, p. 72). As a counter-

point to the egalitarian principle, the cultural connection to the beach has at times 

been the scene of tension between groups in Australia, as evidenced by the acts of 
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violence committed during the Cronulla Riots (Poynting, 2006). Likewise, the 

relationship of beaches to water creates an entry point in which dominant discourses 

can frame people seeking asylum by boat as being outside the accepted practices of 

Australians (Martin, 2015, p. 314). With the ‘Australian’ myth detailing the notion of 

a generous, compassionate country, the framing of refugees who come to Australia by 

boat is done in order to cast aspersions upon their behaviour, so as to suggest they are 

incompatible with the ‘Australian’ way of life and justify the government policies 

taken (Stewart, 2013, pp. 7-8). Within the mythology Australia has built for itself, an 

incongruity between the egalitarian values and government policies in place exists 

which provides a platform for Boundless Plains to Share to serve as a social 

corrective. 

 

2.2	Humour	Theory	 	
 

2.2.1	Three	Categories	of	Humour	
	

Humour can be viewed as “the ability to perceive or express the intentional or 

unintentional comic elements of life” (Meany, Clark & Laineste, 2014, p. 2). Attardo 

(1994, p. 47), following Raskin’s “tripartite classification” (1985, pp. 30-40), offers a 

mapping of theories of humour under three broad headings: Incongruity (including 

Contrast and Incongruity/Resolution theories); Hostility (including Aggression, 

Superiority, Triumph, Derision, and Disparagement theories); and, Release (including 

Sublimation, Liberation, and Economy theories). These three theories remain the most 

influential in humour research and are outlined as follows. 

 

Superiority theories suggest that “the passion of laughter is nothing else but sudden 

glory arising from some sudden conception of some eminency in ourselves, by 

comparison with the infirmity of others, or with our own formerly" (Hobbes, 1650). 

In simplifying the concept, these theories propose that individuals experience laughter 

at the expense of someone they see themselves as being superior to (Morreal, 2009, p. 

9).  

 

Incongruity theories suggest that humour arises when a situation doesn’t follow the 

learned patterns individuals expect, wherein reality fails to meet our expectations 
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(Morreal, 2009, pp.10-11). Such humour can be derived from “disjointed, ill-suited 

pairings of ideas or situations” (Goldstein & McGhee, 1972, pp. 5-13).  

 

Relief/release theories operate on the proposition that individuals suppress feelings 

within themselves, and by laughing about subjects considered culturally taboo, a 

cathartic release of pressure is exhausted (Morreal, 2009, p. 16). While there are 

exceptions to the ways in which the theories are understood, according to Raskin they 

all work to describe the phenomena from differing viewpoints and disciplinary 

backgrounds, however, they can be seen to work in conjunction with one another 

(1985, p. 40). 

 

The origins of humour theories can be traced to the philosophy of classical Greece 

and Rome through to the Enlightenment and contemporary post-modern thought 

(Morreal, 1987). In each of these developments, the theories inform the ways in 

which laughter is evoked, without accounting for the intent as to why it occurs. As a 

result, the three primary theories account for different aspects of humour as proposed 

by Raskin. 

 

Incongruity-based theories make a statement about the stimulus; the 

superiority theories characterize the relations or attitudes between the 

speaker and the hearer; and the release/relief theories comment on the 

feelings and psychology of the hearer only (Raskin, 1985, p. 40, 

emphasis in original). 

Within this research, incongruity theories are central to the overall thesis. Whereas 

superiority and relief/release theories may be of more general use, the ideas present in 

incongruity theories enables the identified humour to be addressed in situations that 

are specific to a given context. This notion can be compared to Morreal’s thoughts on 

fictional and situational jokes, which are distinguished by the context required by the 

audience (2004). Given the nature of the case study being undertaken, the incongruity 

present in Australia’s treatment of refugees is culturally specific to the extent that the 

audience requires pre-existing knowledge to understand the content presented. While 

the comedy lecture Boundless Plains to Share does devote significant attention to 
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informing the audience of the applicable context, there is a presumption of assumed 

knowledge. 

 

While the theories of humour serve a purpose in identifying forms of laughter, it is the 

application of intention that produces comedy. In the case of Boundless Plains to 

Share, Ballard’s intent in revealing the incongruities present in the discourse of 

refugees in Australia produces comedy by manifesting the theories of humour. 

Through this intent the comedy presented demonstrates a perspective that can be 

identified in the way framing is used to evoke empathy from the audience. As such, 

the incongruity theories incorporated by Ballard seek to comment on the discourse as 

a whole, rather than using isolated instances to elicit laughter from the audience. 

 

2.2.2.	Humour	and	Comedy	
 

In discussing the role of comedy, Ballard summarises it as: 

 

Comedy is about the truth and exposing bullshit. (Tom Ballard, The Feed, 

2016). 

 

This definition of the role of comedy suggests that comedy is located within a specific 

moment in time and particular space. Further it suggests that comedy has an intention 

greater than its primary aim of eliciting laughter from an audience. Comedy is an 

intentionally structured cultural product that employs particular forms and 

conventions to create the affect of amusement in an audience. Humour, by contrast, is 

“the ability to perceive or express the intentional or unintentional comic elements of 

life” (Meany, Clark & Joseph, 2014, p. 25). Comedy, unlike humour, is always 

situational and contextual (Morreall, 2004, p. 394). Theories of comedy, unlike 

humour theories, tend to focus on the formal and structural techniques of comedy. 

There are many books devoted to the process of ‘making’ comedy (c.f. Berger, 1997; 

Byrne, 2002; Carr & Greaves, 2007; Evans, 2003; Page, 1915; Schreiber, 2003; 

Vorhaus, 1994). For example, Arthur Asa Berger’s book the Art of Comedy Writing 

was written to “show you how comedy writers create and have created humor. My 

argument is relatively simple; I claim that there are forty-five techniques (no fewer, 

no more) that comedy writers and all humorists have used, do use, and must use –— 
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to generate humor” (Berger, 1997, p. vii). Berger’s approach may be criticised for 

being overly formalist, however, its structure is based on the pedagogy of teaching 

comedy writing. Berger developed a theoretical approach to comedy based on 

practice.  

 

BERGER’S 45 TECHNIQUES OF HUMOUR 

LANGUAGE LOGIC IDENTITY ACTION 

Allusion Absurdity Before/After Chase 

Bombast Accident Burlesque Slapstick 

Definition Analogy Caricature Speed 

Exaggeration Catalogue Eccentricity  

Facetiousness Coincidence Embarrassment  

Insults Comparison Exposure  

Infantilism Disappointment Grotesque  

Irony Ignorance Imitation  

Misunderstanding Mistakes Impersonation  

Over literalness Repetition Mimicry  

Puns/Wordplay Reversal Parody  

Repartee Rigidity Scale  

Ridicule Theme & Var. Stereotype  

Sarcasm Unmasking   

Satire    

Table	1:	45	Techniques	of	Humour	(Berger,	2013,	p.	47)	

 

Using this conception, a number of the techniques outlined can be identified in 

Ballard’s work, suggesting a similar theory-practice relationship to that posed by 

Berger. From this, it can be noted that there is a theoretical approach present in 

comedy that warrants examination through the case study of Boundless Plains to 

Share. 
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The relationship between comedy and politics has predominantly been analysed 

through satirical news programs such as The Daily Show, Real Time with Bill Maher 

and The Colbert Report (Baumgartner, 2013; Cao & Brewer, 2008; Higgie, 2013; 

Holbert et al, 2013; Meier, 2014; Parkin, 2010; Rice, 2015) while contemporary 

American programs such as Last Week Tonight with John Oliver (Andersson, 2016; 

Turner, 2016) and Full Frontal with Samantha Bee (Wallachy, 2016; Ward, 2016) use 

comedy to satirise politics and current social events. From an Australian perspective, 

the various programs produced by The Chaser, most notably The Chaser’s War on 

Everything (Harrington, 2009; 2012; Hynes et al, 2008) and the advertising 

deconstruction franchise Gruen (Carah et al, 2012) have employed comedy to similar 

effect. Adopting a thematic style drawn from the American comedy news programs 

listed above, The Weekly with Charlie Pickering and The Feed are geared towards 

news with comedic elements, while the work done by Andrew Denton in The Money 

or the Gun can be viewed to some extent comparably with the Boundless Plains to 

Share case study, in particular the 1990 special The Year of the Patronising Bastard, 

which deals with the subject of disability in a manner befitting the comic frame 

developed by Burke (Gloag & Davies, 1992).  

 

While these instances all use comedy in a way that informs the thesis of the research, 

this study is focused on the specific form of comedy known as stand-up, with 

particular attention afforded to Tom Ballard’s Boundless Plains to Share. Popularised 

in 20th century America (Mintz, 1985), stand-up comedy can be viewed as a genre of 

comedy that itself is rooted in the techniques of humour dating back centuries. 

Developed from a range of performative traditions, such as, for example, Vaudeville, 

stand-up comedy involved a performer taking the stage to tell jokes directly to an 

audience with the intention of eliciting laughter (Tafoya, 2009). Within the context of 

this research, Ballard as a comedian employs a number of the techniques outlined by 

Berger into his work to varying effects. While far from the first stand-up comic to 

address social and political issues (see Lewis Black, Lenny Bruce, George Carlin, 

Janeane Garofalo, Jim Jeffries, Hari Kondablou, Dennis Miller, Eddie Murphy, Chris 

Rock, Amy Schumer, Sarah Silverman etc.), Ballard is situated in a context that while 

in part addresses universal themes, is largely determined by his own personal 

circumstances and Australian identity. His work can be seen to share commonalities 
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with contemporary ‘Australian’2 comics including, but not limited to Wil Anderson, 

Zoe Coombs-Marr, Geraldine Hickey, Nazeem Hussain, Matt Okine, Aamer Rahman 

and True Aussie Patriots who operate in a creative space that addresses contemporary 

social and political discourses, however in the case of the Boundless Plains to Share 

case study, Ballard as the writer and performer deals exclusively with subject material 

that seeks to expose bullshit within social and political discourses in order to establish 

a truth that is in keeping with the comic frame developed by Burke (1959). 

 

2.3.	Communication	Theory	
 

In grounding this research within the discipline of communication, the theoretical 

perspectives informing the research are pertinent to the interpretive territory mapped 

by Griffin (2003). While literature on the development of communication from a 

linear, top-down model (Fiske, 1990; Schirato & Yell, 1996) towards a dynamic, 

multi-layered system of convergence wherein information is created and shared has 

been well established (Haralambos & Holbern, 2013; McIntyre, 2012: Rogers & 

Kincaid, 1981), the relevant concepts including framing and discourse exist 

throughout this inquiry and as such require attention. 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure	1:	Communication	as	an	Object	of	Study:	Mapping	the	Territory	(Griffin,	2003,	p.	47)	

																																																								
2 In this instance the term Australian does not necessarily denote an individual who is born, raised and 
works exclusively within Australia, rather they in some way identify with the country both personally 
and through the content of the comedy. 
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While it is impractical to position this research solely within any one of the seven 

traditions outlined by Griffin (2003), on the continuum of objective to interpretive, 

this study is rooted in an interpretivist epistemology as expanded upon in Chapter 3: 

Methodology. Of the seven traditions, the two that inform this research predominantly 

are Socio-cultural and Phenomenological. With both traditions highlighting the 

importance of the individual reception of messages (Coffee, 2014, pp. 138-39), the 

post-structuralist influences of scholars including Foucault (1974; 1980), Barthes 

(1977), Lyotard (1984) and Baudrillard (in Storey, 1998) are evident, while the ability 

to make sense of the world through a subjective experience resonates with the 

constructionist ontological stance taken in conducting this research (Blaikie, 1993; 

Crotty, 1998). As such, the Socio-cultural role played by language is important to 

recognise as it relates to the principles expressed by both framing and discourse 

(Griffin, 2000, pp. 41-43). In being able to obscure meaning through the language 

choices made, the focus on how certain discourses are framed suggests that in 

adopting a frame such as the comic outlined by Burke (1959), reality is constructed 

based on the values considered pertinent by the individual or society. Similarly, a 

Phenomenological perspective on the research reveals the subjective nature used to 

approach the subject (Griffin, 2000, p. 46). With the focus being on how ideas of 

discourse are framed, the empathy of comic framing allows individuals to convey 

ideas based upon personal preferences and experiences (Lynch, 1998, pp. 5-6). In 

doing so, the creation and dissemination of ideas as present throughout the case study 

of Boundless Plains to Share is in keeping with the idea of communication as put 

forth by Rogers and Kincaid3 (1981, p. 63). In adopting this conception of 

communication as a process, the operative of Ballard’s comedy lecture can be 

expressed in communicative terms as a display of ideas for the audience to process 

based upon a view of how reality is constructed. Further, the position of this research 

at the Interpretivist end of the spectrum suggests a particular epistemological and 

methodological approach to undertaking research in this area. Chapter 3: 

Methodology will explore this relationship and offer an argument that relates 

epistemology, methodology and methods to the research data sources. 

 

																																																								
3 “Communication is a convergent process where individuals create and share information in order to 
reach mutual understanding” (Rogers & Kincaid, 1981, p. 63). 
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2.4.	Intention	and	Incongruity	
 

In accounting for the distinction between humour and comedy, a defining 

characteristic is intention. While humour can exist in situations that are considered to 

lack associative qualities, comedy intends to bring about a response of laughter 

(Hobbes, 1994). For Ballard, the rationale of a comedy lecture operates under the 

intention that by using humour to evoke laughter, the engagement the audience has 

with the informative content is heightened. With intention effecting reception, the 

theory of incongruity serves as a humourous principle that is also capable of lacking 

any element of humour, as two incongruous elements combined may evoke outcomes 

including “fear, curiosity, problem solving or concept learning” (Rothbart in 

Chapman & Foot, 1976, p. 38). Drawing upon Wimsatt & Beardsley, the conception 

of The Intentional Fallacy (1946) is less concerned with authorial intention, rather the 

post-modernist shift in placing reception upon the audience allows for a variety of 

readings to exist for the same text. As a result, the comedy lecture has to adopt a 

position that acknowledges oppositional readings, yet prioritises focusing on asserting 

a comic frame. 

 

2.5.	Comic	Frame	and	Tragic	Frame	
	

The way in which individuals make sense of stimulus they encounter from a particular 

point of view is used to frame events (Schwandt, 1994, p 236). As such, the frames 

used tend to align with “the major poetic forms of epic, tragedy, comedy, elegy, 

satire, burlesque and the grotesque” (Christansen & Hanson, 1996, p. 159). From this, 

individuals can understand events through one of these frames in accordance with 

their values and beliefs. Often situations, which are foreign to individuals, are framed 

through tragedy in a way that establishes a binary opposition between a phenomenon 

they perceive as being outside the hegemonic order and their own personal beliefs. As 

a result of this division, a tragic frame views the ‘otherness’ of outsiders as scapegoats 

who need to be punished for their transgressions in order to re-establish social order 

and hierarchies (Christansen & Hanson, 1996, p. 161). Developed by Kenneth Burke 

in Attitudes Towards History, the comic frame seeks to position events through 

comedy rather than tragedy in order to allow individuals to recognise the universal 

nature that comes with being human and in turn act in a moral way (Burke, 1959). 
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This is echoed by Critchley who claims humour is an anthropological constant 

(Critchley, 2002) and by Christian who argues that any definition of what it means to 

be human needs to account for humour (Christian, 2011). For Burke, a comic frame 

enables individuals to attain “maximum consciousness” in recognising previous 

transgressions and move towards correcting behaviour by reducing social tension 

through a mutual cooperative dialogue, as opposed to a divisive scapegoat binary 

posited by tragic frames (Burke, 1984, p. 171). This understanding of the comic frame 

reinforces the notion that comedy can have the intention of operating as a social 

corrective. One of the techniques of comedy that Berger lists is satire. The purpose of 

satire has throughout its long history been to expose folly, bias and prejudice. For 

example, the seminal British comedy group Monty Python made use of satire in their 

acclaimed film Life of Brian (1979) by identifying the incongruities within Judeo-

Christian belief systems and the crucifixion of Jesus Christ. One of the most scathing 

scenes in the film depicts the falsely identified messiah, the titular ‘Brian’, who 

implores a crowd of believers to be critical in their thinking. Proclaiming, “You are 

all individuals!”, the repeated response from the crowd demonstrates an incongruity 

between the titular character asking the crowd to be discerning and the blind faith 

shown by the group audience who accept the word of the ‘messiah’ without 

accounting for the anti-collectivist intent of “You are all individuals!”. By viewing 

works through the comic frame, appropriate moral and ethical responses can be 

formulated.  

 

The comic frame is not intended for individuals to see the serious in a comic light; 

rather it allows us to see the serious intent in a comic form. Drawing upon previous 

instances of the comic frame being applied to social phenomena, the case of the AIDS 

Coalition to Unleash Power (ACT UP) in response to the HIV/AIDS epidemic of the 

1980/90s can be seen as an instance where a comic frame was applied in order to 

reposition the view that those affected by the disease, largely homosexuals, as citizens 

of the community were deserving of respect and medical attention (Christansen & 

Hanson, 1996, p. 158). Likewise, the framing through comedy taken by the 

Association of Southern Women for the Prevention of Lynching (ASWPL) in 

combatting racism sought to challenge tenacious ideologies of the time, by offering 

alternate correctives to change the behaviour of individuals and move towards 

reducing tension within the social order (Powell, 1995, pp. 87-88).  
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By framing events through a certain prism, a “schemata of interpretation” can be seen 

to allow individuals to understand the world they exist within and their relationship to 

it (Goffman, 1974, p. 21). With the comic frame calling for inclusiveness, its 

antithesis of tragedy can be informed by the work of Said on Orientalism (1978). 

Alluding to the binary mentioned previously, the way the ‘other’ is presented in 

Australian refugee discourse largely positions ‘boat people’ as a threat to the 

‘Australian’ way of life. This ‘othering’ of the outsider is a prime target of comic 

framing and allows Australian’s to reposition their views and evaluate the egalitarian 

mythology put forth in ‘Australian’ culture, including the national anthem which 

features the case study titular line: “For those who’ve come across the seas / we’ve 

boundless plains to share”. This indicates there is a relationship between the comic 

frame, the notion of otherness and the sometimes hidden agenda of comedy. 

 

2.6.	Comedy	as	social	corrective		
	

The concept of comedy as a social corrective can be seen in the work of Bergson at 

the turn of the 20th century who proposes that the laughter derived from comedy 

functions as a means of social reform brought down on those exhibiting transgressive 

behaviour (1899). Likewise, the corrective qualities perceived by comedy can create 

awareness of “perversions of justice” and invoking a sense of “moral improvement” 

(Ziv, 1988, pp. 357-58). While it would be foolishly naïve to suggest the use of 

comedy is capable of wholely resolving socially inappropriate acts, in challenging the 

ideas that create disharmony, humour and comedy can be seen to act as social 

correctives. However, what comedy may be capable of doing is re-framing events and 

actions so that they can be seen from a new perspective. 

 

By challenging the ideas of a society through these means, the ability to evoke 

laughter from situations that by conventional standards are humourless can enable an 

empathetic response based on the values society holds (Matthewson, 1920, p. 24). 

With humour drawing upon a humane response, the need to address actions that go 

against a socially perceived sense of morality through comedy can be seen to serve as 

a corrective that resonates with and rectifies individuals in a way that merely 

espousing the implications of transgressions fails to address (Bergson, 1899, p. 187; 

Brown, 2005, p. 31). By presenting a corrective through comedy, the social remedy 
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can attract transgressors with the allure of evoking laughter, yet the social amendment 

remains the most pertinent aspect of the action (Lippett, 1994, p. 40). Laughter as a 

punishment also plays a key role in the corrective, as laughter at the expense of the 

transgressor signifies the audience recognises certain behaviours are unacceptable, 

rather than as a sign of tacit approval (Ziv, 1988, p. 357). In mocking transgressors 

through laughter, the values held by the culture can be reinforced, while revealing 

how the transgressor is actually considered to be the ‘other’ within the social setting 

based on their behaviour (Duncan, 1962). Subsequently, individuals can move away 

from morally transgressive actions by identifying the comic elements and change their 

behaviour for the better (Ziv, 1988, p. 358). 

 

Adopting Burke’s conception of comic framing, the use of comedy as a social 

corrective can allow individuals to recognise the incongruities at play within various 

discourses and move towards progressive social transformation (1959). Through the 

intention of comedy to challenge discourses, which in the case of Australia’s attitude 

towards refugees can be seen to be filled with incongruous actions, perceptions can be 

framed in a way that initiates a shift away from an ‘Orientalism’ view of the other, 

towards a frame of empathetic social cohesion (Meier, 2014). 

 

2.7.	‘Bullshit’	(disregard	for	truth)	
	

As a term thrown around as a pejorative, ‘bullshit’ is viewed predominantly as a 

colloquial expression, designed to disparage. Defined by the OED as “stupid or untrue 

talk or writing; nonsense”, further positioning of the word highlights the manner in 

which language is used for the intention of deception (Oxford Dictionaries | English, 

2017). The concepts of “untrue” and “nonsense” alluded to in the OED definition can 

also be found dating back to classical philosophy (Plato, 1989) and seminal 20th 

century works of literature (Orwell, 2008; Runciman, 2008). A formal theory of 

‘bullshit’ can be identified in Frankfurt’s essay On Bullshit (1986). He proposed that 

bullshit is concerned with a disregard for truth, rather than objective lying. For 

Frankfurt the primary issue lies in the ubiquitous nature of the phenomenon that while 

intuitively and innately understood by the public, remains a constant presence 

throughout society (1986, p. 1). In summarising the thesis of On Bullshit, Frankfurt 

views the phenomena as such: 
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My claim was that bullshitters, although they represent themselves as 

being engaged simply in conveying information, are not engaged in that 

enterprise at all. Instead they are fakers and phonies who are attempting 

by what they say to manipulate the opinions and attitudes of those to 

whom they speak. What they care about primarily, therefore, is whether 

what they say is effective in accomplishing this manipulation. 

Correspondingly, they are more or less indifferent to whether what they 

say is true or whether it is false (Frankfurt, 2006, pp. 3-4, italics in 

original). 

 

In misrepresenting the truth, the indifference shown towards evidence suggests 

bullshit is perpetrated as a means of reaffirming pre-conceived views. Consequently, 

individuals can put forward positions that align with an ideology in how the world 

ought to be, rather than how the world actually is (Babbitt, 2013, pp. 1-6). Further 

contemplations on bullshit propose the defining trait is a lack of concern about 

knowledge (Gjelsvik, 2006), as well as a disposition towards lacking clarity in textual 

production (Cohen, 2002); in all instances the manufacturing of bullshit is linked with 

an intent to deceive an audience through the absence of truth. Note, for the bullshitter 

truth is irrelevant. This does not, however, mean that bullshit is not ideologically 

motivated. Within the context of this study, bullshit can be viewed as a significant 

notion that informs the content and intention of the comic performer. With ‘bullshit’ 

and truth being diametrically opposed, the deception bullshit seeks to achieve lends 

itself to a humourous rebuttal that identifies the indifference shown by the bullshitter, 

while exposing their behaviour through the use of comedy (Babbitt, 2013, p. 28). As 

the focus of the study is on comedy aligned with political and social issues, a theory 

of ‘bullshit’ reveals how language is used discursively to frame events. 

 

2.8.	Truth	
	

In accounting for a theory of ‘bullshit’ that is predicated upon a binary opposition, it 

is important to acknowledge the epistemological issues that exist in defining truth. 

Social constructions of ‘bullshit’ put forth an understanding that is positioned in 

opposition to truth, yet the epistemological notion of truth as a universally understood 
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concept is fraught with uncertainty (Foucault et al, 1998, p. 387). In adopting a 

constructionist ontology that adheres to the post-structuralist ideal of the “dissolution 

of certainty” (Lefort, 1988, p. 19), truth as a “justified true belief” as posited by Plato 

(1995) and von Krogh et al. (2000) can be seen as a perspective expanded and 

disputed throughout centuries. Fernandez-Armesto puts forth the view of truth as “the 

quest for language that can match reality” wherein critical thinking can empower 

individuals to determine truth through Intuition, Tenacity, Rationality, Authority and 

Empiricism (1997). While this notion of critical thinking remains a seminal text in the 

development of this thesis, a definitive understanding of truth within a 21st century 

framework remains subjective. Within the context of this research, the 

epistemological concerns that have persisted to this day are present yet remain 

secondary to the dominant theme of ‘bullshit’. As a theoretical concept, the 

manifestation of lies, fake news and alternative facts all derive from the accepted 

proliferation of ‘bullshit’. Within the interpretive territory mapped by Griffin (2003) 

that this case study is situated within, the concept of truth is important to understand 

as it informs what ‘bullshit’ is, as well as the impact disregarding truth has upon the 

perpetuation of ‘bullshit’ throughout discourses. 

 

2.9.	Operational	Definitions	
 

Humour: the ability to perceive or express the intentional or unintentional comic 

elements of life (Meany, Clark & Laineste, 2014, p. 2). 

 

Comedy: an intentionally structured cultural product that employs particular forms 

and conventions to create the affect of amusement in an audience (Meany, Clark & 

Laineste, 2014, p. 2). 

 

Discourse: an approach to the analysis of language that looks at patterns of language 

across texts as well as the social and cultural contexts in which the text occurs 

(Paltridge, 2006, p.1). 

 

Framing: to call attention to some aspects of reality while obscuring other elements, 

which might lead audiences to have different reactions (Entman, 1993, p. 55). 
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Stand-up comedy: a form of comedy where a comic or comics perform humorous 

material, either prepared or improvised, in front of a live audience (Gillotta, 2015, 

p.103). 

 

Bullshit: indifference towards truth. Statements are made by individuals who are not 

concerned with describing reality correctly, rather they use language in order to suit 

their own purpose. While the liar is aware their statements fail to account for the truth, 

the bullshitter is indifferent towards truth (Frankfurt, 1986). 
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3.	Methodology	
	

This chapter looks to account for the methodology implemented in conducting this 

research including the ontological and epistemological perspectives taken by the 

researcher. Likewise, the theoretical position employed reveals the scholarly basis the 

research is founded on, while the way in which the findings have been gathered are 

shown through the mixed methods implemented. In accounting for this, the structures 

in place can been seen to legitimate the findings. 

 

3.1.	Methodological	Plan	
	

The methodological plan detailed below has been selected as it can best address the 

research questions listed in the previous section. The structure of this thesis is based 

on Grix’s model (2004). 

 

 

Figure	2:	Grix	Research	Model	(2004)	

 

Beginning with an ontological view accounting for the researcher’s position, the 

structure subsequently progresses towards an epistemological focus on the pre-

existing knowledge that informs the basis of the academic inquiry. In this stage, 

distinctions between ‘beliefs’ and ‘knowledge’ are identified, so as to legitimately 
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increase the store of knowledge through reference to the peer reviewed literature that 

has come before it. Having established the ontological and epistemological 

framework of the research, a theoretical perspective is put forth to account for the 

position taken by the researcher in conducting the study. Consequentially, a 

methodology is selected in accordance with the structures listed, with individual 

methods selected on the basis of generating appropriate data from sources to 

effectively account for the overarching thesis proposed by the research. By following 

this model, potential issues of bias or ethical appropriateness can be addressed by the 

researcher.  An important difference between the research processes as described by 

Grix (2004) and Crotty (1998) is Grix’s model does not overtly include a section 

titled ‘Theoretical Perspective’. For Grix the theoretical position is discussed in 

relation to the Methodology. However, for Crotty the researcher’s ‘Theoretical 

Perspective’ sits between the Epistemological considerations and the overarching 

Methodological element (1998, p.4). 

 

3.2.	Ontology	and	Epistemology	
 

3.2.1	Ontological	Perspective	
	

According to Crotty, ontology is the “study of being, concerned with ‘what it is’, with 

the nature of existence, with the structure of reality as such” (Crotty, 2003, p. 10). As 

such, ontology can be viewed as a means of understanding reality. “Ontology, which 

etymologically means ‘speaking of being,’ is the philosophical discipline that asks 

‘what is?’ and ‘what does it mean to be’ … It deals with the fundamental questions of 

being, and thus, in everyday parlance, one could say that it studies the nature of 

reality” (Stahl 2008, p. 54).  

 

Within this discourse, contrasting positions exist. These positions can be seen as 

existing along a continuum. One extreme is a position that posits that a definitive 

reality exists that is independent of the researcher. At the other extreme is a position 

that posits that what we call ‘reality’ is only a subjective opinion.  

 

When describing these ontological positions, Grix uses the umbrella terms 

“objectivism” and “constructivism” (2004), Blaikie uses “realism” and 
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“constructivism” (1993), Bryman uses “objectivism” and “constructionism” (2008), 

Crotty (conflating ontological and epistemological issues) uses “realism/objectivism” 

and “constructivism” (1998), while Stahl initially uses the terms “realism” and “anti-

realism” (2008). Furlong and Marsh employ the even broader ontological 

classifications of “foundationalist” and “anti-foundationalist” (2002, pp. 18–20). 

 

Within the dichotomous relationship that exists between interpretive and objective 

research, this specific case study methodology will employ a middle position on the 

continuum. Constructionism can be seen as an ontology that recognises that an 

objective reality exists; however, the meanings ascribed to that reality are socially 

constructed (Blaikie, 1993, p. 202). In contrast to scientific-based studies that assert a 

singular objective reality exists through positivism / realism / objectivism / 

foundationalism, the constructionist understanding of the world does not deny the 

existence of a shared reality, however, the meaning of that reality is based upon the 

lived experience of the individual (Crotty, 1998, p. 43). By understanding reality 

through this ontological position, individuals can make sense of the social world they 

exist within through a constructionist view that reality is constituted through human 

actions (Rapley, 2007, p. 4). This understanding can be seen to be a construction of 

reality based upon phenomena individuals encounter. Within this study, the 

constructionist view held by the researcher can be seen as an influencing factor upon 

the decisions taken in conducting the methodology and methods. 

 

3.2.2.	Epistemological	Perspective	
	

While the conflation of ontology and epistemology has been put forth by numerous 

scholars (Crotty, 1998), there is a distinction between the two philosophical branches. 

Establishing ontology through the prism of reality, epistemology can be distilled to a 

fundamental understanding of knowledge (Grix, 2004, p. 63). Proposing the 

somewhat paradoxical notion of “how do we know what we know, if we know it at 

all?” epistemology distinguishes itself from ontology as such (Griffin, 2003, p. 10). 

The understanding of reality an individual has establishes the way in which they make 

sense of their surroundings. Further, the manner in which an individual accounts for 

the knowledge they are presented with within those surroundings enables them to 

make decisions and take action. A dialectical relationship between ontology and 
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epistemology can be seen to exist; however neither is completely dependent or 

independent of the other.  

 

Within this study, the ontological position of constructionism suggests reality is based 

upon the researchers lived experience, however the way knowledge is perceived 

through epistemology lends itself towards an interpretivist perspective. This 

interpretivist position informs a “subjective meaning of social actions” whereby the 

knowledge an individual possesses can be related to the ontological view held by the 

researcher (Grix, 2004, p. 64). This epistemological position allows the researcher to 

gather information using various methods to fulfill the DIISR definition of research 

(2011) 4.  

 

Interpretivism seeks to understand the, sometimes, incongruous relationship between 

lived experience and the underlying motivations for action. As such, the interpretivist 

epistemology is an appropriate position for this research as it is concerned with 

understanding perceptions of reality and incongruity. This epistemology will be 

implemented into a methodology that has its basis in qualitative study. As a result of 

this decision, analysis will primarily focus upon concluding findings and relating 

them to the research questions and central thesis. 

 

3.3.	Case	Study	
	

With the two major schools of research - qualitative and quantitative - favouring 

approaches on either side of the interpretive-objective spectrum, the subsequent 

methods can be seen to be influenced by the methodology selected. With the focus of 

this study involving a specific case, this research will be undertaken from a mixed 

methods perspective that seeks to understand the contextual factors that influence a 

specific phenomenon, in this instance the comedy lecture Boundless Plains to Share 

(Weerakkody, 2015, pp. 13-14). Qualitative research is characterised by interpretive 
																																																								
4 This definition of research is consistent with a broad notion of research and experimental development 

(R&D) as comprising of creative work undertaken on a systematic basis in order to increase the stock of 

knowledge, including knowledge of humanity, culture and society, and the use of this stock of 

knowledge to devise new applications (DIISR 2011, pp. 7–8, Section 1.3.10). 
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textual and thematic analysis that focuses on depth, rather than breadth to account for 

information (Creswell, 2005, p. 56). A quantitative approach to content analysis is 

taken to provide a breadth of analysis across a range of texts. This initial step is 

included to provide a starting point for subsequent thematic coding. The framing of 

research of this nature is predominantly centred on understanding ‘how’ or ‘why’ 

phenomena operates in a given manner, while the generalisability of large scale 

quantitative studies tend to focus on empirically understanding ‘what’ an issue is 

(Yin, 2014, pp. 10-11).  

 

From a qualitative perspective this research will be adopting a case study 

methodology in order to address the research thesis. Comprising of an “empirical 

investigation of a particular contemporary phenomenon within its real life context 

using multiple sources of evidence”, case studies can be undertaken on a variety of 

phenomena that are deemed appropriate for academic scrutiny (Yin in Robson & 

McCartan, 2016, p. 150). While a substantial amount of literature exists on the study 

of humour and comedy, specific instances of critical analysis on individual stand-up 

performances have not received the same degree of scholarly attention (Raskin, 

2008). As a result, the nature of this research lends itself towards a methodology that 

engages with and reveals the specific communicative processes employed by 

individuals, which are illuminated through interpretive analysis (Daymon & 

Holloway, 2011, p. 106). Considered to be useful by Punch (2014) when investigating 

a particular event, individual or phenomenon, case studies consider related intricacies 

and contextual influences (p.108). As there is a broad quality to the methodology, 

data must be collected from multiple sources to ensure a depth of knowledge is 

obtained that accurately accounts for what the case is and how it relates to the 

research being conducted.  

 

Major critiques of case studies and qualitative methodologies emphasise the reliability 

of the study in being able to be replicated. As an empirical concern, questions of 

reliability can be viewed somewhat counter-intuitively to the purpose of the 

methodology in examining a specific case that is of interest to the researcher (Robson 

& McCartan, 2016, p. 150). In order to appease concerns of reliability and validity, 

triangulation of methods will be implemented to enhance the approach underpinning 

the research. 
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Given the flexibility and scope available in case studies, researchers have to ensure a 

variety of sources are utilised. While there is no fixed amount on the number of 

sources to ensure academic credibility, the information sourced should consider the 

context of the research questions proposed. As this research topic is based around the 

analysis of a specific case, the comedy lecture Boundless Plains to Share, a case study 

is the most effective methodology. Had the study investigated the audience response 

in a live setting of Ballard’s work, an ethnography could be considered more efficient; 

but as the research deals with how it functions in accordance with a theoretical 

perspective, the methodology selected is the most suitable. 

 

3.4.	Theoretical	Position	
	

Having adopted a qualitative constructionist understanding of the world and an 

interpretivist epistemology within the research, the researcher’s position is important 

to understand in order to avoid accusations of bias or unethical behavior.  

 

In conducting this research, the implementation of a theoretical perspective plays a 

significant role in linking the findings of the research in accordance with the overall 

thesis. Utilising the comic frame developed by Burke, the manner in which events are 

framed can alter how they are interpreted; to a certain degree one could identify 

framing as an extension of the interpretivist epistemology. Described by Goffman 

(1974) as a “schemata of interpretation”, framing enables individuals to recognise 

their relationship within and to the social world (p. 21). With interpretation playing a 

significant role in determining how situations are received, the comic frame can be 

viewed as a compassionate counterpoint to tragic frames that seek to scapegoat 

individuals who fall outside an ‘us v them’ binary constructed to make divisive 

judgments regarding the ‘otherness’ of individuals (Burke, 1984, p. 171). In this 

sense, the theoretical perspective adopted can be seen to be informed by the ontology 

and epistemology of the researcher, while simultaneously informing the 

methodological decisions of the thesis. 

 

While the researcher’s role in this study is not practitioner-based, there is still an 

inextricable connection to the case study through the ontological and epistemological 
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views. At the most basic level, researcher involvement in this study can be traced to 

the decision to select comedy as a field of inquiry and specifically Tom Ballard as the 

case focus. Furthermore, as a communication-based researcher, the prior 

understanding informs how the research and theoretical perspectives are incorporated 

in order to answer the central thesis. Having studied communication theory and 

specific theories such as Discourse, the pre-existing knowledge brought to this study 

is additionally supported by personal preferences and ideological views. While 

engagement with the domain of comedy is present, the decision to focus on the 

specific case study of Boundless Plains to Share is rooted in the socially constructed 

meanings behind being ‘Australian’ and the ‘values’ that identity entails.  

 

Expanding upon the researcher’s role further, the table of ontological and 

epistemological assumptions developed by Blaikie constructs a plan that develops 

ontology, epistemology and methodology in a logically consistent manner. 

Table	2:	Ontological	and	epistemological	assumptions	(Blaikie	1993,	p.	216)	

 

Issue Alternative Positions 
Nature of reality Realist 

Single 
Constructivist 
Multiple 

Starting point Theory 
Technical language 
Outside 

Observation 
Lay language 
Inside 

Role of language 1:1 correspondence with 
reality 

Constitution of social 
activity 

Lay accounts Irrelevant 
Corrigible 
Trans-situational 

Fundamental 
Authentic 
Situational 

Social science 
accounts 

Generalizable across social 
contexts 

Specific in time and place 

Researcher Subject-to-object 
Detached 
Outside expert 

Subject-to-subject 
Involved 
Reflective partner 

Objectivity Absolutist 
Static 

Relativist 
Dynamic 

Theory of truth Correspondence 
Political 

Consensus 
Pragmatic 

Aim of research Explain 
Evaluate 

Understand 
Change 
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For Blaikie, the variations in ontological and epistemological assumptions highlight 

the relationship of the researcher to the object of study, as well as the aim of the 

research: “Some of these alternatives are mutually exclusive; others involve a 

continuum, while others involve choices that may be appropriate under certain 

circumstances” (Blaikie 1993, p. 215). Likewise, Stahl argues that an epistemological 

stance of interpretivism provides an "important alternative to positivism... [and] 

argues that this is the case because at the heart of interpretivism is an ontological 

position that views reality as socially constructed" (Stahl 2008, p. 57).  

 

The primary thesis of this research project is to understand how the comic frame can 

be applied to challenge refugee discourse in Australia. In conducting this study, being 

able to follow a research plan that starts with a constructivist ontology followed by an 

interpretivist epistemology leading to a case study methodology is most effective as 

this combination allows the researcher to employ semi-structured interview methods 

to capture the authentic data of research participants.  

 

The purpose of this research is to understand how the comic frame works to challenge 

dominant discourses. The research also looks at the role that comedy may play in 

changing attitudes to these discourses regarding social and cultural issues. These dual 

ambitions of understanding and change mandate, according to Blaikie’s table above, a 

position for the researcher that is ‘involved’ with the research and acts as a reflective 

partner. 

 

3.5.	Methods	
	

In order to account for the multiple sources required to fulfill the criteria of a case 

study methodology, this research will employ a mixed methods approach utilising two 

qualitative methods, semi-structured interview and discourse analysis, and a 

quantitative method, content analysis, to obtain the necessary primary data. This 

mixed methods approach allows for triangulation between the data sources leading to 

a more rigorous analysis of the data and a stronger set of conclusions. 
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3.5.1.	Semi-Structured	Interview	
	

Situated within a similar domain as surveys and unstructured interviews, the 

prominent feature of the semi-structured method lies in the combination of both 

formal and informal characteristics. Surmised by Cridland et al. as “in-depth 

conversations between the researcher and interviewee, which have an overall purpose 

prompted by the research aims, but are strongly guided by the interviewee’s 

perceptions, opinions, and experiences”, as a research method it contains a flexibility 

that is both constraining and enabling (2015, p. 78). In selecting the semi-structured 

method, researchers have to ensure a high degree of structure to ensure the 

information gathered remains pertinent to the research being undertaken, as well as 

ensuring an understanding and awareness of the respondents answers to be able to 

provide appropriate follow up questions (Dearnley, 2005, p. 22).  

 

In this sense, the lack of structure can be regarded as being fraught with difficulties 

for first-time researchers who have to analyse in motion, while remaining attentive to 

the responses provided by interviewees, as well as ensuring follow up questions do 

not place participants in a compromising position (Kallio et al., 2016, p. 2962). 

Similarly, the collection of data can be seen as time consuming as the recording, 

transcription and analysis requires significant allocation of time resources on the 

behalf of the researcher. In contrast, online surveys can obtain a large number of 

respondents as well as providing a digital record of participant answers that do not 

require transcribing. While there is a validity to claims concerning the suitability of 

semi-structured interview methods, in relation to this case study, the ability to ask 

follow-up questions is highly significant in obtaining the information sought to 

answer the research questions. With prepared questions issued ahead of time 

informing participants of the subjects to be addressed throughout the interview (See 

Appendices), being able to follow up on points raised will allow for enhanced clarity 

and depth on issues brought up during the interview (ibid, p. 2955). As a result of this, 

the information provided by the interviewee is subsequently related to thematic trends 

present throughout the case study, along with providing additional points to be 

complemented by further literature review. 

 



	 38 

3.5.2.	Content	Analysis	
	

Content analysis involves analysing the underlying meanings, patterns and ideas 

present in a text, such as words or phrases (Yang & Miller, 2008, p. 689). While there 

is a basis in quantitative research concerning content analysis, for the purposes of this 

study, the method will be employed as a means of breaking down the recurring 

themes present throughout the comedy lecture. This initial quantitative approach will 

be used in tandem with the discursive connotations present throughout Boundless 

Plains to Share in identifying individuals, phrases and the construction of jokes in 

accordance with the three primary theories of humour (Raskin, 1985, p. 40). In 

breaking down the lecture to understand how Ballard balances a political tone with 

humour, the content analysis will provide a relationship to the research questions 

presented in the introductory paragraph. 

 

As this research is dependent upon analysis of the comedy lecture Boundless Plains to 

Share, the method of content analysis is crucial in formulating a case that supports the 

research thesis. In much the same way that the flexibility of a case study methodology 

allows for enquiry into a diverse range of phenomena, content analysis as a method 

can be perceived in a similar fashion (Hsieh & Shannon, 2005, p. 1277). Allowing for 

an interpretive approach, as a method it functions in alignment with the ontological 

and epistemological positions cited above. With the focus of the case study being a 

comedy lecture, the analysis of the content is integral in drawing findings that can be 

related to the thesis as a whole.  

 

This research uses content analysis as an initial step to support the subsequent 

discourse analysis. Among the drawbacks of the method, content analysis can be 

viewed as highly quantitative in how it makes sense of data. However, this can be 

seen as a benefit of the method, as recurring themes can be drawn to highlight aspects 

of the content that relate to the underlying ideas of the research. Further, using the 

textual-based analysis program Leximancer will support the process of the content 

analysis.  

 

Due to the algorithmic processes built into Leximancer it produces concept counts 



	 39 

based on the actual content of material it is asked to analyse. This avoids the problems 

of coder bias that can adversely affect other forms of content analysis. 

This has the advantage of quickly finding key terms and ideas that will be used for 

coding purposes in the following discourse analysis. 

 

3.5.3.	Discourse	Analysis	
	

As a means of analysing information, the defining trait of discourse analysis lies in 

“the way people interact through language, creating meaning in their social worlds” 

(Daymon & Holloway, 2010, p. 109). Regarded as a discussion or dialogue, discourse 

considers the experience of individuals within social settings, with consideration 

given to relationships of power, in particular who holds voice in a given context 

(Punch, 2014, p. 192). Within this research, discourse analysis will be used to 

interpret how Ballard formulates his position throughout Boundless Plains to Share, 

with attention focused on the language choices made. These include, but are not 

limited to, written, verbal and visual texts that carry meaning within the context of the 

comedy lecture and on a larger discursive scale in how society views immigration, 

national identity and refugees. 

 

For Foucault, discourses are ways of speaking and thinking about events, ideas and 

issues that structure a conception of reality. The term discourse has also been defined 

as “a language or system of representation that has developed socially in order to 

make and circulate a coherent set of meanings about a topic area” (Fiske in McQuail 

1994, p. 237). “Discourses can and do change over time” (O’Shaughnessy & Stadler, 

2002, p.189) and while they can result in material practices they “remain modes of 

thinking, modes of expression” (O’Shaughnessy & Stadler, 2002, p.189-90). 

Discourse analysis is particularly well suited to this research project because the 

concept of discourse, the creation of meaning, is a central concern of the oncological 

and epistemological positions that underpin this research. 

 

In relation to the discursive aspects of the analysis, the use of language in the context 

of the case study and how that is reflected on a larger social level is important to 

expand upon (Punch, 2014, p. 191). With discourse inextricably permeating through 

social life, the method is particularly relevant to this research as the way in which 
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situations are framed is at the core of Boundless Plains to Share as a case study on 

Australia’s immigration history (ibid). Furthermore, by conducting a qualitative 

method of this nature, the “ideas, statements or language that are dominant at a 

particular time” can be identified through the construction and delivery of the comedy 

lecture (Jupp, 1996, p. 300). To some extent, discourse analysis can be viewed as a 

problematic means of gathering information, as it can be applied as a methodology 

similarly (Phillips & Hardy, 2002, p. 3). As a result, the way in which various 

disciplines and schools of through have appropriated discourse analysis has made it 

difficult to understand the function it serves within research (Punch, 2014, pp. 191-

94). Despite these critiques, within the service of this specific research, discourse 

analysis will play a valuable role in identifying how language is used by Tom Ballard 

to frame the subject of refugees through comedy.  

 

3.6.	Summation	
	

The diagram below graphically displays the methodological structure employed in 

this project.  

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure	3:	Calling	out	Bullshit	research	structure	based	on	Grix	model	
 
 
By incorporating the methods of semi-structured interview and content and discourse 

analysis as part of the case study methodology, the approach towards conducting the 

research should yield findings for analysis that inform the research questions and 
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thesis. The advantages of one of these methods help to mitigate the disadvantages of 

one of the others. This triangulation of methods and data sources will allow the 

research questions to be addressed. 
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4.	Results	

 
The purpose of this mixed method study is to understand how the comic frame can be 

applied in challenging refugee discourses in Australia. In light of the recent political 

discourses which have positioned various social issues such as the treatment of 

refugees in a binary opposition, comedic-based commentary has provided a platform 

for discussion in a way that engages and informs audiences. With prior scholarly 

attention afforded to television comedy-news programs, this research focuses on how 

the form of stand-up comedy addresses a specific subject - in this instance, Australian 

comedian Tom Ballard’s comedy lecture on Australia’s treatment of refugees 

Boundless Plains to Share. In undertaking this study, application of the comic frame 

can challenge dominant discourses towards refugees in a way that provokes an 

empathic and compassionate response from audiences as a counterpoint to tragic 

frames that perpetuate an ‘Orientalism’ view of the other. This chapter presents the 

key findings obtained from content and discourse analysis of Boundless Plains to 

Share, as well as a semi-structured interview conducted with Tom Ballard. From 

these methods, two primary findings emerged: 

 

1. A repositioning of language to frame refugees as ‘people’. 

 

2. Distilling the ‘bullshit’ arguments used throughout refugee discourses. 

 

In deconstructing Boundless Plains to Share and interviewing the writer/performer, a 

symbiotic relationship can be identified in how the comedy lecture presents its subject 

and how Ballard describes the intent and motivation. From this perspective, the 

comparative study of the performance and accompanying interview can be viewed in 

the same way creative projects are accompanied by an exegesis. In identifying the 

discursive use of language in both the show and interview, it can be noted that Ballard 

uses the genre of comedy to frame Australia’s treatment of refugees as an entry point 

into a larger critical examination of the subject. To illustrate this point, select excerpts 

have been included to highlight the relationship between the information gathered and 

the underlying thesis of the research. 
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Through the application of the textual data analysis software Leximancer, a 

quantitative search of the transcript and interview were performed in order to generate 

key terms. These key terms will be used to inform the following discourse analysis.  

 

Leximancer is computer software that conducts quantitative content 

analysis using a machine learning technique. It learns what the main 

concepts are in a text and how they relate to each other. It conducts a 

thematic analysis and a relational (or semantic) analysis of the interview 

data. Leximancer provides word frequency counts and co-occurrence 

counts of concepts present in the transcripts…(Ward et al., 2014) 

 

Due to the algorithmic processes built into Leximancer it produces concept counts 

based on the actual content of material it is asked to analyse. This avoids the problems 

of coder bias that can adversely affect other forms of content analysis. 

 

Inputting the two transcripts of the comedy lecture and interview individually, 

concepts were placed to maximum visibility, while theme size was restricted to the 

most frequently occurring terms. In making these choices, the results generated 

revealed a connection with the underlying premise of the thesis. Initially viewed 

individually, the recurring concepts and themes were applicable to the context they 

were drawn from. As a result, while the overarching view of people appeared as the 

top theme for both sources of data, the occurrence of slide and Tom throughout the 

show transcript is specific given the stylistic choices of the comedy lecture and 

Ballard as the show performer. These occurrences can be tied to the premise of the 

show as a ‘comedy lecture’ which sees Tom Ballard as the performer/comic utilising 

a series of visuals that seek to inform the audience, as well as eliciting laughter for 

comedic and dramatic effect. Similarly, content analysis of the interview emphasises 

the humane nature of Boundless Plains to Share, along with taking aim at how 

‘bullshit’ is used throughout political and societal discourses. 

 

4.1.	Content	Analysis	of	Boundless	Plains	to	Share	Transcript	
	

Throughout the transcript of Boundless Plains to Share, the terms with the highest 

frequency were: People (92), Slide (62), Tom (36) and Refugees (33). From this, it can 
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be seen that the content analysis draws a thematic relationship between the choices 

made by Ballard and the way in which the terms relate to one another. As a result, the 

connection between refugees and people is tied together by the term boat. This 

suggests that while the conditioning of refugee discourses has focused on the 

dehumanising nature of boat, Ballard’s performance aligns with a Burkeian 

conception of comic framing wherein the compassionate view of refugees as people is 

preferred. In this sense, a similar semantic analysis of Boundless Plains to Share 

highlights the choices Ballard makes as intentional, rather than being merely random. 

 

Figure	4	-	Leximancer	map	of	Boundless	Plains	to	Share	transcript	

 

From these findings, several points of interest can be drawn that highlight both the 

content and creative aspects of the show. As mentioned earlier, the term people being 

the most commonly recurring can in some respects be viewed as a repositioning of 

language that aligns with a Burkeian understanding of comic framing. By 

emphasising people and associative terms pertaining to its contextual inclusion such 

as boat and Australia, the term can be seen to operate on two levels; primarily being a 

reframing of refugee discourses from tragic to comic, as well as making the terms 

general in a way that allows audiences to relate with them. 
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In keeping with the comic framing notion that serves to position events through 

compassionate empathy, the use of people by Ballard draws attention to the 

individuals rather than the circumstances or labels afforded to them. Within the show 

this can be identified in: 

 

That’s what we call them, too: “boat people”, emphasis on the “boat” 

(Boundless Plains to Share, 2017, p.8). 

 

And the thing about refugees is that they’re people. They’re mums and 

dads and brothers and sisters and cousins and teachers and accountants. 

Some of them are legends, some of them are arseholes. Because they’re 

people, like you and me (Boundless Plains to Share, 2017, p. 16). 

 

From this it can be seen that the choices made by Ballard serve to further the narrative 

he presents throughout the show - further examination of this notion can be found in 

Chapter 5: Discussion. 

 

Additionally, Ballard’s use of people throughout the show acts as a generic 

placeholder that enables a critical point or punch line to eventuate without a 

specificity attributed. In positioning in this manner, the generality allows this term to 

resonate with the audience:  

 

People get on leaky, crowded boats when they have run out of options 

(Boundless Plains to Share, 2017, p.45). 

 

I want you to hear their stories and I want you to recognise them as real 

people, with real lives (Boundless Plains to Share, 2017, p. 16). 

 

In generalising the term, the effect upon the audience suggests an ability to relate, 

irrespective of personal factors in a way which reaches the audience as a collective 

whole. While specific terms can be applied to categorise individuals on bases such as 

gender, age, ethnicity, sexuality, religion, nationality etc. the nature of ‘people’ is 

vague in the extent that it is unconcerned with reaching a singular demographic. In 

placing the focus on ‘people’, audience members, irrespective of differences listed 
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above, can relate to the idea that all people exist as part of a singular entity: the 

human race. 

 

In accounting for the terms slide and Tom, the performative nature of the comedy 

lecture can be identified. By differentiating the show from traditional understandings 

of stand-up comedy, the decision to embrace a theatrical performance and visual 

accompaniment enables the show to transcend the view of the comedian performing 

jokes, into a novel interpretation of material detachedly viewed as lacking in comedic 

qualities. From this, the ability to include images provides opportunities both 

comically and informatively that would be absent had Boundless Plains to Share been 

constructed without the use of slides. By including slides, visual jokes can be used as 

punchlines to points made verbally. For instances, the inclusion of a picture of a 

potato when Ballard refers to Federal Immigration Minister Peter Dutton serves as a 

quick-fire laugh for the audience who recognise the popular culture reference 

perpetuated by segments of the media (New Matilda, 2016, online).  

 

 

 
	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

Figure	5	-	(Boundless	Plains	to	Share,	2017,	Slide	50)	

 

Additionally, the use of slides adds to the lecture aesthetic proposed by the show’s 

premise. By including statistics and references relevant to the verbal point raised, 

Ballard supports his claims in a way that enables the audience to accept the validity of 

the research conducted for the show.  
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Figure	6	-	(Boundless	Plains	to	Share,	2017,	Slide	97)	

 

As the performer of Boundless Plains to Share, Ballard’s role within the show is 

paramount to achieving an affective response from the audience. In delivering the 

material, his presence as a storyteller enables the audience to respond to the comedic 

and informative qualities of the comedy lecture based on his performance. From this, 

the intentional choices he makes, in concert with director Scott Edgar, injects 

vibrancy into the material that can be self-deprecating in parts, while also ridiculing 

arguments that are antithetical to the premise of the show. 

 

Tom gives them the Australian flag and encourages the entire audience to 

stand up. He turns to the AUDIENCE MEMBER: “When you’re ready.” 

When the member resists or gets embarrassed Tom gets frustrated, 

berates them for not knowing the words or lacking the patriotism to sing 

it. Eventually he coaches them through and the audience joins in as the 

lyrics appear on a SLIDE (Boundless Plains to Share, 2017, p.3). 

 

Throughout the course of Boundless Plains to Share, Ballard incorporates a number 

of the techniques of humour outlined by Berger (2013). Drawing upon the theoretical 

understanding put forth, techniques including satire and ridicule are turned into 

comedy through the intent shown by Ballard. From the outset, the satire present in the 

audience’s inability to recite the second verse of Advance Australia Fair reveals a 

humourous disconnect between the values people hold and being able to express 

70% OF  
AUSTRALIANS 

 BELIEVE IT’S A CRIME 
TO SEEK ASYLUM 
WITHOUT A VISA* 

                                                                                                                        *R. Tickner, Australian Red Cross, June 2015 
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them. Using this as a starting point, similar uses of satire highlight instances of racism 

present throughout history and how by contemporary standard such overt displays of 

racism are recognised as socially inappropriate. 

 

I found this cartoon on the (SLIDE) Museum of Australian Democracy 

website which included this helpful caption: SLIDE: “Students please note: 

today, a cartoon such as ‘The Chinese pest’ // would be considered racist.” 

Bloody political correctness gone mad, isn’t it? (Boundless Plains to Share, 

2017, p. 24, emphasis in original) 

 

Likewise, the ridiculing of the Federal Immigration department represented by Peter 

Dutton and Scott Morrison is performed to reveal the hypocrisy and ‘bullshit’ present 

in arguments made against people seeking asylum that present mutually exclusive 

ideas as a cohesive justification of government policy. 

 

This is a man who said that refugees are (SLIDE) illiterate and 

innumerate people who would be both “taking Australian jobs” AND 

“languishing in unemployment queues”. Which, you’ve got to admit, is 

some pretty impressive multi-tasking. “I can’t read or write but I do have 

a full-time job that I have to leave early in order to get down to 

Centrelink. I’m such a busy refugee!” (Boundless Plains to Share, 2017, 

p. 10). 

 

In ridiculing the ideas presented by the government, the intention put forth by Ballard 

elicits laughter from the audience with a greater purpose of putting the dominant 

discourse into question. 

 

While Tom plays a crucial role throughout the comedy lecture, it can be noted that his 

involvement is predicated in relation to concepts surrounding the larger prism of the 

issue of refugees, rather than exclusively as a display of his singular view. This 

position can be identified in the associated concepts of audience and question that 

indicate he is concerned with conveying and engaging with the audience in a way that 

questions the dominant discourses. 
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As the comedy lecture is concerned with Australia’s historical treatment of Refugees, 

the inclusion of the term throughout the show can be seen less as a means of labeling 

a group of people in a certain manner, but rather how those people have been framed 

by external forces. The related concepts reinforce this notion as Nauru, Australia, 

asylum and boat/s are positioned to categorise how refugees are perceived throughout 

the culture. 

 

These photos of Australians at their best are used to smear refugees and 

portray them at their worst. The government never corrects the record or 

apologises (Boundless Plains to Share, 2017, p. 35). 

 

By incorporating the personal experiences of refugees, Boundless Plains to Share 

offers the first-hand accounts of people who have sought asylum in Australia in a way 

that generates greater authenticity to the position put forth by the comedy lecture. In 

humanising the reality behind the current refugee policy, Ballard is able to 

supplement the evidence used to support his argument with how it impacts upon 

people. 

 

4.2.	Content	Analysis	of	Semi-Structured	Interview	
 

While the work of Boundless Plains to Share can in some regard be viewed as a 

singular expression of Ballard’s position on refugee discourses, analysis of the semi-

structured interview provides illumination on the work and his relationship to it. With 

the dominant theme of People (109) being shared across both sources of data, Ballard 

can be seen as reinforcing the same positions present throughout the comedy lecture. 

 

Boat people is just the ultimate farce… emphasis on the boat, before you 

think about the fact they’re people. They’re a certain class of people; 

they’re the boat people (Interview with Tom Ballard, 2017). 
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By reinforcing this point in both the work and the interview, Ballard performs a 

triangulation of sorts wherein he as the performer holds a position that is conveyed 

through the comedy lecture. Individually, Ballard as the performer, the comic framing 

of refugees and the audience all serve a purpose within the context of the comedy 

lecture, but in bringing together all three components in a dynamic system the 

underlying message of Boundless Plains to Share is conveyed. In making this choice, 

the repetition of ‘refugees as people’ gathers legitimacy in that by appearing 

consistently throughout both sources of data the underpinning point is strengthened. 

 

Figure	7	-	Leximancer	map	of	Tom	Ballard	Interview	transcript	

 

Of additional significance from the interview analysis, the notion of bullshit (12) 

reveals an intention on the behalf of Ballard to address the tragic framing employed 

towards refugees by deconstructing the critiques leveled with empathic alternatives. 

While the conception of ‘bullshit’ as profanity may draw ire from certain critics, the 

theory developed by Frankfurt holds particular resonance for Ballard in that the 

arguments made by political figures relating to Australia’s indefinite mandatory 

detention policy is performed for reasons of political capital. 
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And when it comes to the refugee debate and our immigration policies it’s 

just, hours and hours of bullshit, just… a treasure trove of bullshit ideas, 

bullshit actions, bullshit premises, and this kind of underlying bullshit fear 

that is present in the Australian psyche (Interview with Tom Ballard, 

2017). 

 

I think you eventually come to the conclusion that people are putting out 

bullshit positions because it’s a political advantage. Labor doesn’t believe 

they can win on this by changing a policy. And for the Coalition 

government, by stoking fear and xenophobia, national security issues do 

play well for them (Interview with Tom Ballard, 2017). 

 

For Ballard, the relationship between comedy, the truth and exposing bullshit is 

central to his mindset as a performer, which is explicitly expressed in how he 

articulates his views and how they inform his work. 

 
 

4.3.	Combined	Content	Analysis	
 

In conducting content analysis of Boundless Plains to Share and the interview with 

Tom Ballard, it can be seen that the use of language by Ballard plays a key role in 

establishing a comic frame. Of the primary terms sourced from quantitative 

Leximancer analysis of both sources of data, the prevalence of the terms People, 

Slide, Tom and Refugees throughout the comedy lecture and the terms People and 

Bullshit during the interview reveals a relationship that contributes to a repositioning 

of refugees from tragedy through comedy.  
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Figure	8	-	Combined	Content	Analysis	
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Drawing links between the content of both sources of data, the primary themes 

present highlight the connection between People (188), Refugees (21) and Bullshit 

(32). While links between the terms Nauru (7), fact (4), believe (2) and SLIDE (59) 

are similarly present across the show transcript and interview, the most prevalent 

themes that relate to the thesis of this research are shown to inform the discourses 

present throughout the case study. 

 

Within the findings, the relationship that exists between believe and fact intersects 

with the subject of refugees. This reveals a great deal as the binary that is present 

within the discourse and in a broader philosophical sense creates tension between 

what people hold to be true against what is proven to be true. Relating these positions 

to refugees, it can be noted that tragic framing draws upon what people believe a 

refugee is and from that what is considered appropriate treatment. Based on this, 

government policies have been justified, despite going against the values proclaimed 

by the ‘Australian’ myth. In contrast, the relationship between fact and refugees is 

used to evidentially reveal the reality of Australia’s treatment of people seeking 

asylum and how the dominant discourse frames the subject for the purposes of 

political gain. In intersecting between these two concepts, the subject of refugees is 

used by Ballard to present the comedy lecture as a means of separating what people 

believe to be true and what can be considered a fact within the discourse.  

 

Similarly, the presence of bullshit applies to both believe and fact as the concept of 

bullshit is related to both terms. As Frankfurt (1986) outlines, bullshit involves 

convincing an audience of a position irrespective of evidence to the contrary. While 

Ballard never explicitly refers to the theoretical understanding of bullshit, his 

approach as shown by the results is in line with Frankfurt. 

 

By combining both sets of data, the evidence drawn reveals a consistency and 

congruency with Ballard’s intentions to reframe the dominant discourse in accordance 

with the principles set out by Burke (1959). In accounting for the most prominent 

themes that relate to the content of Boundless Plains to Share, not the way in which it 

is presented, it can be seen that the key terms used to inform the discourse analysis 

are: Refugees, People and Bullshit. 
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4.4.	Data	from	Discourse	Analysis	
 

Having conducted content analysis of Boundless Plains to Share and the interview 

with Tom Ballard, several key terms emerged which inform the discourse analysis. 

These terms are: ‘Refugees, ‘People’ and ‘Bullshit’. Sourced from a combination of 

the most prevalent and relevant terms from both sources of data, discourse analysis 

relates to “an approach to the analysis of language that looks at patterns of language 

across texts as well as the social and cultural contexts in which the text occurs” 

(Paltridge, 2006, p.1). In the context of this study, the analysis will explore how 

Ballard uses language and how his language choices critique the way in which 

refugees are framed by the dominant discourses, while moving towards the comic 

framing position outlined by Burke. 

 

While various discourses can exist on a given subject, the concept of a dominant 

discourse plays a key role in understanding how a discourse is framed and accepted as 

the default view through reinforcement by those in positions of power and influence. 

Within the context of an Australian view of refugees, the dominant discourse is 

influenced by the political policies and media coverage. In accepting this 

understanding of the ‘dominant discourse’, it can be seen as an interconnected suite of 

discourses that support and lend credence to the current Australian legislation that 

detains people who seek asylum via boat on Manus Island and Nauru for mandatory 

indefinite periods of time. Further, the discourse finds a voice in media outlets such as 

Rupert Murdoch’s News Limited press reporting on refugees as ‘illegals’ reinforces a 

tragic frame of refugees (Manning, 2004, pp. 34-39). While this is not indicative of 

the entire government policy nor all media coverage, the dominant discourse of 

refugees focuses on a supposed external threat posed to the internal/insular Australian 

way of life (Every & Augoustinos, 2008, p. 566; Poynting & Perry, 2007, p.161). 

 

To appreciate the significance of contemporary refugee discourses, it is important to 

understand a seminal moment in Australia’s recent history. This will help in 

positioning the discourse in its appropriate social and cultural context. 

 

In recent times the term ‘refugees’ has been inextricably linked with politics. While 

Australia’s connection with refugees dates back far earlier than the beginning of the 
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new millennium, in the context of this study a focal point of reference are the events 

of late 2001 that would become known as ‘Tampa’. Comprising of the Australian 

Government’s response to deny a Norwegian freighter from entering Australian 

waters due to the ship carrying 438 people seeking asylum who had been rescued by 

the MV Tampa, the Australian government under the leadership of Prime Minister 

John Howard instigated a ‘Pacific Solution’ that saw “Australia violate its legal 

responsibilities under the United Nations Convention relating to the Status of 

Refugees” by processing asylum claims on the third-party island nation of Nauru 

(Koser, 2015, p. 2). As a result of this action which included severe demonisation 

through a misrepresentation of facts, otherwise known as ‘Children Overboard’, the 

Howard government experienced a huge win in the 2001 Federal Election, in large 

part due to the ‘strong border’ rhetoric epitomised by: 

 

We will decide who comes to this country and the circumstances in which 

they come (Marr & Wilkinson, 2003, p. 246). 

 

As a result of the success enjoyed by Howard’s Liberal party through this course of 

action, the discourse of refugees in 21st century Australia has largely been used for the 

purpose of political capital. Likewise, media coverage during this time positioned 

refugees as ‘queue jumpers’ who went outside the formal processes involved in 

seeking asylum (Gelber, 2003). Within the discourse of Tampa, the government 

framing of refugees as people willing to harm their children along with rhetoric 

linking ‘queue jumping’ as being ‘un-Australian’ created a dominant discourse that 

has persisted to this day by both major political parties and media organisations 

(Hartley & Pedersen, 2015; Manning, 2004; Pickering, 2001; Poynting & Perry, 2007; 

Wanza, 2004). 

 

For Ballard, the self-awareness towards language is present in his approach and 

presentation of the subject. Due to this factor, the choices he makes in conjunction 

with the research and testimonials gathered, allow him to identify why refugees are 

portrayed across discourses, while also presenting an account which humanises the 

abstract notion of ‘refugees’. By personalising and detailing the experiences of people 

seeking asylum, audiences are unable to accept the bureaucratic and dispassionate 

narrative put forth by language such as ‘Unauthorised Boat Arrivals’ and ‘Illegal 



	 56 

Maritime Arrivals’. In breaking down the content of the comedy lecture and its 

relationship to the theoretical positions put forth by Frankfurt and Burke, analysis of 

the term ‘refugees’ plays a major role throughout Boundless Plains to Share. 

 

4.4.1.	Refugees	
	

From the outset of Boundless Plains to Share, Ballard outlines the ways in which 

refugees are classified in a manner that removes the humanity of the person in favour 

of an emotionally detached rhetoric. 

 

That’s what we call them, too: “boat people”, emphasis on the “boat”. In 

detention they’re called (SLIDE) “detainees” or (SLIDE) “clients”. 

They’re (SLIDES) PIIs – “Potential Illegal Immigrants” who travel in 

(SLIDE) SIEVs – “Suspected Illegal Entry Vessels”. They’re (SLIDE) 

“Unauthorised Boat Arrivals”, or (SLIDE) “UBAs” (Boundless Plains to 

Share, 2017, p. 8). 

 

In presenting the dehumanisation of refugees, the subsequent Burkeian approach 

taken through the personal stories serves to move away from the discursive framing of 

refugees as something to be feared in favour of restoring the humanity of people who 

are seeking asylum. 

 

The amount of dehumanisation, the deliberate government policy to 

remove the humanity of those people is very obvious, and so by telling the 

stories of the individual refugees, I hope to remind people that they’re 

actual real people (Interview with Tom Ballard, 2017). 

 

Subsequently, Ballard deconstructs the use of language by the media and politicians 

through the ‘bullshit’ phrasing. In this way, the longer the terminology, the less 

emotive the audience becomes, while a short-form, catch phrase approach is utilised 

to extract an emotional response. 

 

Phrases such as “Unauthorised Boat Arrival” (UBA) and “Illegal Maritime Arrival” 

(IMA) are intentionally elongated in order to remove the emotion, allowing for 
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government policies to be carried out in a manner that enables people to disassociate 

themselves from the negative impact put upon other people. As a result, policies such 

as Mandatory Indefinite Detention can be enforced without having to acknowledge 

the human beings that are affected, as the immaterial notion of an “Unauthorised Boat 

Arrival” lacks the humanity required to make impassive audiences empathise. 

Furthermore, the use of language that frames “UBA” as a threat according to certain 

media and political discourses can be identified through deconstruction. By beginning 

with ‘Unauthorised’, the mental image presented is that of something that does not 

possess the access required and as such is a threat to security. Subsequently, while 

‘Boat’ can be seen as a strictly fact-based rational mode of describing how certain 

refugees seek asylum, its connection with the catchphrase ‘Stop the Boats’, 

popularised by former Liberal Prime Minister Tony Abbott, feeds into the discourse 

that refugees are a threat to the mythologised conception of Australia. Finally, the 

term ‘Arrival’ suggests an immediacy that refugees are coming or are already here - 

in this way the proximity of refugees in relation to the prior terms ‘Unauthorised’ and 

‘Boat’ culminates in the perception that a security threat travelling by boat is coming 

to the audience’s location. As a result, the framing of language never mentions the 

refugees as people or the circumstances in which they needed to leave their country. 

Because of this framing, audiences relate on a micro level which could be viewed as 

selfish, as the response only conditions people to think of those immediately around 

them and not on a macro scale that accounts for global socio-political factors. In 

challenging the dominant discourse, the personal and ontological security individuals 

have can be seen to come into conflict. Arguments made against refugees play into 

the idea that personal security is under threat while reinforcing the ontological 

security people have about the way the world is. For Ballard, Boundless Plains to 

Share aims to do the opposite by dispelling concerns of the security threat posed, 

while bringing into question the ontological security people have about the world. In 

questioning the hegemonic order dictated by media and political institutions within 

Australia, the audience can be informed by the information presented and engage with 

a Burkeian view that contrary to the discourse, refugees exist as part of a universal 

collective on Earth. 
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4.4.2.	People	
	

More than any other term throughout Boundless Plains to Share, the language of 

‘people’ as it relates to the dominant discourse is paramount to engaging the audience 

in adopting a comic frame. On the surface the distinction between refugee, asylum 

seeker and people may appear semantically arbitrary, but within the show and wider 

discourse, the positive connotations of ‘people’ counter the manner in which refugees 

are demonised, irrespective of evidence to the contrary. 

 

In accounting for this distinction, the prime example of the need to reframe the 

discourse can be seen in the term ‘illegal’. Disparagingly applied to infer refugees 

who arrive by boat have no legal rights in seeking asylum, the term can be connected 

to the perception of ‘Unauthorised’ mentioned above in that it aligns with a view that 

removes the humanity of its human subjects. 

 

AUDIENCE: Aren’t boat people coming to Australia illegally?    

TOM: Well, 70% of Australians certainly think so. I can’t imagine where 

they would get that idea, apart from the fact that our Immigration 

Ministers (SLIDE) Peter Dutton and (SLIDE) Scott Morrison have 

regularly smeared people seeking asylum by boat as “illegal maritime 

arrivals” or “illegal immigrants” or just “illegals” (Boundless Plains to 

Share, 2017, p. 19). 

 

Once again, Ballard deconstructs the argument made against refugees as being 

‘illegal’ through an approach befitting the premise of a comedy lecture. Identifying 

the argument leveled against refugees, Ballard provides details as to why the 

argument is propagated - in this instance through the language used by the 

immigration department, before satirising the same term through a variety of comedic 

devices both spoken and visual. Expanding upon the point further, he then proceeds to 

detail the legal and historical evidence disproving the notion of ‘illegals’ which 

documents the rights people seeking asylum possess under both domestic and 

international law. Having proven the fallacy of the ‘illegal’ argument, he concludes 

the point with a mocking remark towards the Immigration department.  
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In breaking down this argument, the way in which language is used to influence 

opinion is related to the audience in a manner that while satisfactorily elicits 

amusement in effect convinces the audience of the apocryphal manner in which 

language is used to demonise refugees. This is reinforced by Ballard’s sentiments that 

the way in which people are portrayed reflects how the public perceives them. 

 

Combatting that language as much as humanly possible is vital and I 

mention during the show to that 70% of Australians don’t know that 

seeking asylum by boat isn’t a crime. So, language certainly plays into 

that perception if you’re constantly calling them illegals, after a while the 

Australian public will buy into that (Interview with Tom Ballard, 2017). 

 

Furthermore, the humanity the term ‘illegal’ deprives refugees is poignantly surmised 

by Ballard through an example citing Elie Wiesel’s Holocaust memoir Night, wherein 

the tragic framing of refugees is dispelled by the fundamental right people as human 

beings have to life. 

 

They’re not illegal just by being, just by being alive. People don’t commit 

a crime simply by existing (Interview with Tom Ballard, 2017). 

 

By putting forth a position that runs counter to the dominant discourse, the framing of 

refugees as people establishes a view that allows the audience to look past the 

‘bullshit’ arguments put up against ‘boat people’ and to accept that the way language 

is used affects how a subject is perceived. In this sense, Ballard’s work can be seen to 

echo that of Thomas’ theorem - “if men define situations as real, they are real in their 

consequences” (Thomas & Thomas, 1928, p. 572). 

 

4.4.3.	Bullshit	
 

Adopting the Frankfurt understanding of the term, ‘bullshit’ is a prevailing theme 

throughout Boundless Plains to Share in that the positions made against refugees 

throughout discourses are done in a way that disregards a factual reality, in favour of 

selecting isolated pieces of information to justify an ideological belief, or fabricating 

arguments entirely (Frankfurt, 2009, p. 14). In this sense, the comedy lecture seeks to 



	 60 

expose the manner in which ‘bullshit’ arguments are constructed and counter with an 

empathic response. In describing ‘bullshit’ as the disregard for truth in favour of 

convincing an audience of a particular position, the rationale of comedy for Ballard 

enables the audience to recognise his intent as a performer.  

 

Comedy is trying to… tap into what we all know is the truth deep down 

(Interview with Tom Ballard, 2017). 

 

Positioning comedy as the truth to ‘bullshit’ in the binary of a comedian, Ballard’s 

antipathy to ‘bullshit’ plays a vital role in accounting for the manner in which one of 

the primary targets of his perceived ‘bullshit’, being the political process, enables 

individuals to enact power and influence to the benefit of those in the same positions 

of power. 

 

Politics is so interesting because you can kind of get sucked into it and 

you can follow events as they break and discuss certain issues and stuff; 

but if you step back every now and again and look at the whole picture 

you go: ‘this is fucking ridiculous, this is all bullshit and we are being fed 

bullshit on a regular basis, because it advantages these people who happen 

to be in power (Interview with Tom Ballard, 2017). 

 

Accounting for his sentiments towards the self-interest of individuals in positions of 

power, Ballard subsequently illuminates upon recurring arguments which have a basis 

of rationality, yet are distorted in order to manufacture public support for the 

dominant discourse. Citing the argument of ‘refugees as terrorists’, Ballard displays 

his research to acknowledge that while a minute number of people partially validate 

the position, it is substantially fewer than the amount of actual domestic acts of 

terrorism committed in a specific country. In the given example, 28 US citizens were 

found to have committed terrorist acts in America, compared with three Middle 

Eastern resettle refugees, who were charged with plotting acts of terrorism - not 

actually committing them. In highlighting the incongruity of the argument, the point 

is conveyed to the audience, before being further reinforced with evidence specified 

to an Australian context. Included in this passage are two statistics that emphasise the 
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way ‘bullshit’ has been propagated throughout Australian discourse to condition the 

public into viewing people seeking asylum as threats to the safety of ‘real’ 

Australians.  

 

In Australia, people seeking asylum are actually 45 times LESS likely to 

commit crimes than the local population. In fact, do you know which 

group in our society is 24 times more likely to commit crimes than people 

seeking asylum? Federal politicians! (Boundless Plains to Share, 2017, 

pp. 42-43). 

 

By revealing the illogic in arguments made against refugees, Ballard is able to convey 

to the audience the essence of how ‘bullshit’ is used for political gain. Using the 

statistic cited, the audience is confronted with a challenge to their ontological 

understanding, wherein the position put forth by the dominant discourse is revealed to 

be not only incorrect, but actively in opposition to reality. As a result of this, the 

audience is left to question how media and political messaging is undertaken and 

enables Ballard to not simply oppose the tragic framing of refugees, but to instill a 

comic frame to the benefit of all parties.  

 

In reaching the penultimate stage of Boundless Plains to Share, the purpose of the 

comic frame in the context of Australia’s treatment of refugees comes to the fore. 

Throughout the performance instances of arguments against and historical evidence of 

the mistreatment of refugees work to counteract tragic framing, but in placing the 

focus directly on how the discourse of Australia as a mythologised construct is 

potentially ‘bullshit’, the need to instill a comic frame becomes significant. 

 

If we don’t get better at this, then who are we? What’s the point? What’s 

the point of our country? What’s the point of Australia Day or Grand 

Finals or the Logies or I’m A Celebrity Get Me Out of Here or our comedy 

festivals? What’s the point of this? SLIDE: For those who’ve come 

across the seas / we’ve boundless plains to share What’s the point if we 

can’t use our privilege to help people who need it? I have to believe that 

we can be better than this. We’re better than this, we’re better than this, 
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we’re better than this. Every now and again you see it – you see people 

trying to be better (Boundless Plains to Share, 2017, p. 60). 

 

By going on to account for a variety of instances that highlight a comic frame in 

action, the empathy and compassion demonstrated suggests that contrary to the 

‘bullshit’ notion that there are no viable alternatives, upholding the basic fundamental 

human rights of people seeking asylum should remain paramount to what it means to 

be Australian. 

 

In conducting discourse analysis of Boundless Plains to Share, the use of language 

throughout highlights a repositioning of ‘refugees’ as ‘people’ through a detailed 

deconstruction of how ‘bullshit’ is used to perpetuate dominant discourses. In 

identifying the material/content of the comedy lecture, a further exegetic quality can 

be sourced from the interview conducted with Tom Ballard. 

 

4.5.	Data	from	Interview	
 

In conducting analysis on the most prevalent themes across both sources of data, an 

understanding of the thematic content of Boundless Plains to Share can be identified. 

In focusing on the information sourced solely from the interview, it can be noted that 

the rationale Ballard has towards the performance as a comedy lecture and comedy in 

general, relies upon his belief that what he is presenting is uncomfortably relevant for 

audiences. In acknowledging the uncomfortable nature of the material, he positions 

the audience’s apprehensions in a way that is acknowledged, but affirms the 

proposition that the way in which refugees are treated both literally and throughout 

discourses is far more confronting to reconcile. 

 

Using the audience, involving them and compelling them to think about 

the stuff we’re talking about in a different way. So not just sitting there 

passively and laughing about how silly ‘Stop the Boats’ is, but actually 

going out there trying to make them remember the fact that they’re here in 

the room and this thing is happening right now, there are people in 

detention right now while we’re doing this show (Interview with Tom 

Ballard, 2017). 
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In making this distinction throughout the duration, the reservations of the audience are 

progressively amplified through instances of the way in which refugees have been 

demonised. While Ballard acknowledges the importance of breaking the audience out 

of an indifferent malaise, he recognises the need to tailor the material through the lens 

of comedy in order to keep the audience ‘entertained’ by the premise of the comedy 

lecture. 

 

Being funny was really, really important to me, but the show’s reason for 

being was to really try to walk people through how we got to where we 

are at the moment and why that’s fucked.  

 

The idea that any presentation or speech that has a joke in it makes it all 

so much more easier to digest, particularly if you’re walking through 

some pretty dry information, presenting it in a comedy format can be 

really helpful for people being able to digest it. It’s a ‘sugar/medicine’ 

kind of vibe (Interview with Tom Ballard, 2017). 

 

In making the show palatable for ‘persuadable’ audiences through humour, there is a 

subsequent challenge to adopt a comic frame along with highlighting cases that show 

how such a frame is performed to combat the tragedy depicted. In ending the show in 

this manner, it can ultimately be seen as a triumph of the good of humanity towards 

people in need, rather than a nihilistic damnation of human failures. 

 

The show doesn’t let people off the hook, which is maybe sometimes how 

comedy works, people can watch something and laugh at it and go ‘yes, 

those clowns in Canberra, haha - mental’, and get on with their lives and 

nothing changes, but the show is I think at the end is a very clear 

challenge to the audience to do more. I then go on to list all the moments 

of evidence of human beings being better than what’s displayed in 

Australia’s immigration policies… it’s these little instances of resistance 

against the shitty policies; people who know it’s wrong and want to do 
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something about it. Including that in the show was very important to me 

(Interview with Tom Ballard, 2017). 

 

In understanding Ballard’s take on Boundless Plains to Share, the insight provided 

reveals an understanding of how his use of comedy is performed to critique dominant 

discourses, while moving towards the empathy of a comic frame. For Ballard, it is not 

sufficient to merely take issue with the mistreatment of refugees, instead he seeks to 

show there can be a more humane response that the audience can involve themselves 

in which does not dehumanise people on the basis of their ‘otherness’ to the dominant 

discourse. Acknowledging that a silver bullet ‘solution’ does not exist on the issue of 

dealing with people seeking asylum, Boundless Plains to Share is ultimately about the 

shared human experience, that while the ways people are defined make up who we 

see one another as, at a fundamental base level we all begin as inalienable humans. 
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5.	Discussion 

 

The purpose of this mixed methods study was to understand how the comic frame can 

be applied to challenge dominant refugee discourses in Australia. The decision to 

undertake this study was made in the belief that the way in which marginalised groups 

such as refugees have been framed across various discourses tended to align with a 

tragic frame. In order to address this moral failure, a comic frame could provide an 

empathic and compassionate response that challenged the dominant discourse. Using 

the comedy lecture Boundless Plains to Share as a case study, the researcher believed 

that by using a form such as comedy, a repositioning of the dominant discourse could 

take place that focused on emphasising the position of refugees as people. This 

chapter looks to answer three research questions informed by the theory and primary 

research conducted. These questions are as follows. 

 

Research Question 1:  How does Boundless Plains to Share operate as a  

    comic frame in the discourse of Australia’s   

    treatment of refugees? 

Research Question 2:  What role does comedy play in exposing ‘bullshit’? 

Research Question 3:  Does stand-up comedy succeed as a social corrective? 

 

Working from the results of the Data Analysis, the insights provided will inform the 

conclusions drawn in relation to the research questions listed. 

 

5.1.	How	does	Boundless	Plains	to	Share	operate	as	a	comic	frame	in	
the	discourse	of	Australia’s	treatment	of	refugees?	

 

As a work of stand-up comedy, Tom Ballard’s comedy lecture Boundless Plains to 

Share can be seen to fit the criteria outlined by Burke regarding comic framing 

(1959). While it can be noted that Ballard as an external figure is not explicitly 

affected by the direct implications of the tragic framing of people seeking asylum, in 

the way the example of ACT UP is cited during the literature review, his involvement 

in reframing the discourse is evident. In using the form of comedy to engage 

individuals with the issue of Australia’s treatment of refugees, the framing of the 

discourse entices audiences with the pleasures of laughter from humour, yet the 
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prevailing aspect of the performance is the informed position regarding policy and 

history in Australia. In putting forth information supporting the premise, the 

assumptions behind the dominant discourse are put into question. By asserting the 

notion that the actions enacted against people seeking asylum defy the beliefs held 

about what it means to be an ‘Australian’, the shifted discourse becomes less of an 

external, outwardly looking perspective on refugees, towards an internal, reflective 

consideration that questions the ontology proclaimed by the ‘Australian’ social 

construction. In questioning this notion, the comedy lecture ultimately encapsulates 

the essence of comic framing by focusing the discourse on the compassion and 

empathy shown and not as a vindictive, reactionary display of spite against 

transgressors (Christansen & Hanson, 1996, p. 163).  

 

In being a display that seeks to engage with audiences, rather than imposing a polemic 

position, the presentation of Boundless Plains to Share expands upon the ideas 

present in politically minded comedy to address the arguments used to justify the 

existing attitudes surrounding refugees in Australia. By incorporating relevant 

statistics and contextually appropriate history to explain how and why the dominant 

discourse manifested, the use of comedy throughout ensures the audience remains 

entertained, while retaining an informative operative. As a result, Boundless Plains to 

Share places attention upon the ideas that have resulted in the need to reframe the 

discourse, rather than focusing on individual instances that exist within the greater 

context. While moments of humour are derived from the comic qualities present in 

imposing an image of male genitalia on top of an image of Minister for Immigration, 

Peter Dutton, the attention afforded to challenging the institutional structures that look 

to validate their power by scapegoating people seeking asylum based on a perceived 

‘otherness’ is the enduring theme of the comedy lecture. As a text designed to reframe 

a tragic discourse through comedy, Boundless Plains to Share succeeds due to its 

intentions being on conveying empathy whilst succeeding in challenging the ideas 

that have resulted in Australia’s current social and political climate.  

 

5.2.	What	role	does	comedy	play	in	exposing	‘bullshit’?	
 

As a theoretical term applicable to academic and social inquiry, ‘bullshit’ is an 

increasingly relevant concept in contemporary society. While a philosophical 
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‘dissolution of certainty’ has existed since the post-structuralist turn (Lefort, 1988, p. 

19), in 2017 the disregard for critical thought epitomised by the rhetoric associated 

with the election of Donald Trump has seen comedy become an outlet for challenging 

positions colloquially and scholarly seen as ‘bullshit’. As Frankfurt makes clear, “one 

of the most salient features of our cultures is that there is so much bullshit” (1986, p. 

1).  

 

In accepting this proposition the focus on truth that Ballard subscribes to within his 

comedy functions as a means of intention, but with the additional research conducted 

in putting together Boundless Plains to Share, the exposing of the way in which 

institutions seek to serve their own self-interests through ‘bullshit’ presents an 

informed case that seeks to resonate with audiences. By constructing arguments built 

on the tenets of critical thinking, the fallacies constructed by the dominant discourse 

are exposed with the appearance of comedy, but with the impact of critical analysis. 

As a means of exposing ‘bullshit’, comedy is capable of revealing the hypocrisy 

present in situations, however without the intention of comedy, the laughter found in 

humour merely offers a release to suggest an audience is superior to a target of 

ridicule, but no serious reassessment is required on the audience’s behalf. However, 

with the application of sources, Boundless Plains to Share transcends conventional 

understanding of the role of comedy to become a serious examination of the current 

culture and discourse. In focusing on how representations of people seeking asylum 

are framed to the advantage of the government’s political capital, the ‘bullshit’ 

Ballard takes issue with is exposed to reveal the dominant discourse engages in 

behaviour befitting the comedic concept of ‘punching down’ (See Appendices). As a 

comedic concept, the notion of ‘punching down’ can be compared to Bourdieu’s 

theories of capital, wherein the accumulation of various capitals assumes a position 

within the social hierarchy (1986). In this sense, the greater the capital possessed the 

higher the standing, while the reverse is similarly true. Using comedy in ‘speaking 

truth to power’, the subject of a joke should entail the comic to ‘punch up’ and target 

a subject above them in the hierarchy. While this is not always the case and humour 

can also be found in ‘punching down’, as a guiding principle it can be seen as useful. 

In relating back to the way in which Ballard seeks to expose the ‘bullshit’ at play, the 

imbalance of power that exists between media and government institutions and people 

seeking asylum reveals the dominant discourse ‘punches down’ by tragically framing 
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a group below them in the social hierarchy to accrue capital and legitimise their 

position. In using comedy to expose ‘bullshit’ in this manner, it can be seen that 

Ballard’s complementation of information and comedy achieves a purpose of comic 

framing, but it does not resolve the broader ontological and epistemological issues 

that exist with ‘bullshit’. In exposing the ‘bullshit’ at play within the discourse, there 

is an awareness gained, however this does not equate to the social corrective quality 

envisioned by the likes of Bergson and Ziv. 

 

5.3.	Does	stand-up	comedy	succeed	as	a	social	corrective?	
 

In accounting for the effectiveness of Boundless Plains to Share as a social corrective, 

the form of comedy cannot wholly achieve this proposition. As a reframing of the 

dominant discourse, the comedy lecture can be seen to achieve its purpose by 

presenting a case built on humour to appeal to the empathy of the audience. However, 

as a social corrective according to the ‘Creative Evolution’ theory proposed by 

Bergson that individuals can change their behaviour through mockery (Morreall, in 

Raskin, 2008, pp. 228-229), the irreconcilable views held by segments of the 

population towards refugee discourses make this concept ultimately unattainable. 

While the arguments put forth may influence individuals to consider the implications 

of Australia’s refugee discourses, it is a flawed proposition to suggest the comedy 

lecture operates under a hypodermic needle model (McQuail & Windahl, 1981, p. 

41).  

 

In illustrating the social ills that exist within the discourse, Boundless Plains to Share 

is focused on presenting information to the audience to consider, rather than asserting 

a unilinear proposition for the audience to accept unquestionably. Consequently, the 

corrective notion put forth by Ziv (1988) cannot function under Ballard’s rationale, as 

the scope of the comedy lecture is centralised to the extent it does not seek to convert 

predetermined opponents, instead it uses them as a means of audience engagement. 

Within the lecture itself, the effectiveness of comedy to provide a ‘solution’ to the 

issues faced by people seeking asylum is revealed to be itself part of the reasons why 

a social corrective is a contentious proposition. In identifying the simplistic nature of 

a ‘solution’, the multi-dimensional issues that influence the reasons as to why people 

are forced to seek asylum are so varied and challenging that governments globally are 
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unable to account for the concept. By this reasoning, the notion that a 70-minute 

comedy lecture can achieve what world leaders with greater means and resources to 

provide assistance are incapable of is misguided. 

 

Folks: I don’t have a solution. I know – you’re shocked. I think if you 

want to “solve” the refugee problem then you’ve really got to solve all 

war, religious and ethnic conflict, dictatorships, totalitarianism, poverty 

and environmental disaster and I’m sorry but I don't think I can do that in 

70 minutes. I made a slideshow… I don’t know if there even is a 

“solution”. But I think there are some ways we could make this less shit 

(Boundless Plains to Share, 2017, p. 53) 

 

Comedy can challenge the ideas of a society in a constructive way, but it does not 

hold the power of institutions that assert influence in such a manner that people 

seeking asylum are held in detention for indefinite periods of time and depicted as 

threats to national security (Cooper et al., 2017, p. 79; Esber, 2017). While a universal 

perspective is illogical, as a social corrective, Boundless Plains to Share does not 

concern itself with views that are vehemently racist in their opposition towards people 

seeking asylum. Rather, the corrective it seeks to establish lies in engaging and 

mobilising an audience who are neutral on the issue, while reinforcing the values held 

by those already in agreement with the position put forth. In focusing on this base of 

‘persuadables’, the use of humour to appeal to the comic sensibilities of the audience 

allows for an instigating premise on a much larger discussion regarding the discourses 

at play. As a result, it can be seen that in engaging with audiences who are rational 

and willing to listen to the ideas presented by Ballard, the reframing of discourse 

through the comic frame is successful. However, as a social corrective it is effective 

to the extent that it presents information through comedy to be considered, but the 

autonomy of individuals to reject them means the corrective aspects are subject to the 

audience’s willingness to engage with them.    
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6.	Conclusion	
	

In undertaking this research, the conclusion drawn reveals that while the case study of 

Boundless Plains to Share acts as a comic frame in reshaping the discourse that exists 

regarding Australia’s treatment of refugees, the notion of comedy as a social 

corrective, which remains entrenched in modernist thought, does not resonate with the 

realities of contemporary Western society. In applying the case study of the comedy 

lecture Boundless Plains to Share against a constructionist ontology, interpretivist 

epistemology and triangulation of content analysis, discourse analysis and semi-

structured interview methods, the ensuing results reveal the way in which comedy can 

be used to frame a situation in a manner that adheres to the empathy and compassion 

of individuals. In exposing how ‘bullshit’ is used for the purposes of legitimising 

institutional power, comedy can be viewed as a positive force, but the limitations it 

possesses cannot overcome the broader influences present within dominant 

discourses. As a result, Boundless Plains to Share is incapable of producing an impact 

that changes how people seeking asylum are depicted and treated by the power held 

by Australian government and media, but its intentions are not predicated on a 

proposition that seeks to convert avowed opponents. Rather, Ballard’s brand of 

comedy seeks to instigate a dialogue built on evidence to engage audiences to 

consider the impact the dominant discourse has on people seeking asylum and how 

those actions defy the ideals present in the ‘Australian’ mythology.  

 

As a theoretical position, the notion of comedy as a social corrective is rooted in a 

structuralist worldview, which fails to function as a viable proposition in an age 

where the state of political discourse is undermined by ‘bullshit’ with minimal 

repercussions. In a time where evidence is considered secondary to opinions, the 

implications of the disregard for truth are far greater than comedy is capable of 

dealing with. The perception that comedy possesses the ability of creating drastic 

changes only serves as an indictment of the state of discourses throughout society. 

While Boundless Plains to Share does not resolve the issues it depicts, it is ultimately 

a case that uses empathy and compassion to engage individuals. It recognises the 

limits it has in creating change, but does not shy away from addressing the issues that 

are present. To suggest a conclusion that fails to account for a ‘solution’ posed by the 
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initial thesis may appear futile, however the conclusion reached is focused on 

acknowledging the issues present require greater consideration than comedy can 

provide. As such, the research still remains of value, as it perceives that absolute 

positions are problematic, while a theory of ‘bullshit’ can provide a critical 

vocabulary to address the current cultural climate. 

 

The prospect of immediate change is unlikely to eventuate in any discourse, but as 

O’Shaughnessy and Stadler posit, ‘discourses can and do change over time’ (2002, p. 

189). With cultural products reflecting the society they exist within, Boundless Plains 

to Share may not contribute to a change in policy in the immediate future, but its 

intentions may well serve as an example of the reactionary culture to emerge upon 

reflection of texts predating a future dominant discourse towards refugees that focuses 

on the humanity of people seeking asylum as the primary operative. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



	 72 

7.	References:	

Andersson, E. (2016). Serious news - a laughing matter? : How four segments from 

the satirical news program Last Week Tonight with John Oliver were portrayed 

in American news outlets. Dissertation. Available at: 

http://urn.kb.se/resolve?urn=urn:nbn:se:sh:diva-32015.  

Attardo, S. (1994). Linguistic theories of humor (Vol. 1). Walter de Gruyter. 

Babbitt, P. (2013). Bullshit, Politics, and the Democratic Power of Satire. APSA 2013 

Annual Meeting Paper. American Political Science Association 2013 Annual 

Meeting 

Ballard, T. (2014). “UnAustralian(ish)”. [stand-up comedy] 

(2015). “Deathboat - Bloody Borders”. [podcast] available at: 

http://tomballard.com.au/17-bonus-deathboat-bloody-borders/  

(2017). “Boundless Plains to Share”. [stand-up comedy] 

Barthes, R. (1977). The Death of the Author in Image, Music, Text. trad. Stepehn 

Heath. New York: Hill and Wang. 

Baumgartner, J. (2013). No laughing matter? Young adults and the “spillover effect” 

of candidate-centered political humor. Humor, 26(1), pp.23-43. 

Bellanta, M. (2009). Leary kin: Australian larrikins and the blackface minstrel dandy. 

journal of social history, 42(3), 677-695. 

Berger, A. (1997) The art of comedy writing., Transaction Publishers, New 

Brunswick, N.J. 

Bergson, H. (1899). Le rire: Essai sur la signification du comique. Revue de Paris, 

February 1, February 15, and March 1 issues. English translation: "Laughter," 

in: Wylie Sypher (ed.), Comedy. Garden City, NY: Doubleday, 1956, pp. 59-

190. 

Blaikie, N. (1993). Approaches to Social Enquiry, Polity Press, Cambridge. 

Bourdieu, P. (1986). The Forms of Capital. in Richardson, J. (Ed.) Handbook of 

Theory and Research for the Sociology of Education. New York: Greenwood 

Press. 

http://urn.kb.se/resolve?urn=urn:nbn:se:sh:diva-32015
http://tomballard.com.au/17-bonus-deathboat-bloody-borders/


	 73 

Brown, D. (2005). What part of 'know' don't you understand?. The Monist, 88(1), 

pp.11-35. 

Bryman, A. (2008). Social Research Methods. (3rd Ed.) Oxford: Oxford University 

Press. 

Burke, K. (1959). Attitudes toward history. (2nd Ed.) Los Altos, CA: Hermes 

Publications.  

 (1984). Attitudes toward history (3rd Ed.) Berkeley, CA: University of California 

Press. 

Byrne, J. (2002). Writing Comedy, (2nd Ed.) Writing Handbooks, A & C Black, 

London.  

Cao, X. & Brewer, P.R. (2008). Political comedy shows and public participation in 

politics. International Journal of Public Opinion Research, 20(1), pp.90-99. 

Carah, N., Brodmerkel, S. and Knaggs, A. (2012). Gruen Nation: Dissecting the 

show, not the business. Communication, Politics and Culture, 45(1), pp.60-77. 

Carr, J. & Greaves, L. (2007). The Naked Jape: Uncovering the hidden world of 

jokes., Penguin Books, London. 

Chapman, A.J. & Foot, H.C. (1976). The social responsiveness of young children in 

humorous situations. Humor and laughter: Theory, research, and applications. 

Christian, B. (2011). The Most Human Human: What Talking with Computers 

Teaches Us About What It Means to Be Alive, (1st Ed.) Doubleday, New York. 

Christiansen, A. & Hanson, J. (1996). Comedy as cure for tragedy: ACT UP and the 

rhetoric of AIDS. Quarterly Journal of Speech, 82(2), pp.157-170. 

Coffee, S. (2014). Profiling Creativity: An Exploration of the Creative Process 

Through the Practice of Freelance Print Journalism. Doctor of Philosophy in 

Communication & Media. University of Newcastle. Newcastle. 

Cohen, G. (2002). Deeper into bullshit. Contours of agency: Essays on themes from 

Harry Frankfurt, pp.321-339. 

Cooper, S., Olejniczak, E., Lenette, C. & Smedley, C. (2017). Media coverage of 

refugees and asylum seekers in regional Australia: a critical discourse analysis. 

Media International Australia, 162(1), pp.78-89. 



	 74 

Creswell, J.W. (2005). Educational research: planning, conducting and evaluating 

quantitative research. Merrill, Upper Saddle River, N.J, p. 156. 

Cridland, E.K., Jones, S.C., Caputi, P. and Magee, C.A. (2015). Qualitative research 

with families living with autism spectrum disorder: Recommendations for 

conducting semistructured interviews. Journal of Intellectual and 

Developmental Disability, 40(1), pp.78-91. 

Critchley, S. (2002). On Humour: Thinking in Action. Routledge, New York and 

London. 

Crotty, M. (1998). The foundations of social research: Meaning and Perspective in 

the Research Process (1st Ed.) Sage Publications, London.  

(2003): The foundations of social research: Meaning and Perspectives in the 

Research Process (3rd Ed.) London: Sage Publications. 

Daymon, C. & Holloway, I. (2011). Choosing between different types of research. in 

C. Daymon & I. Holloway (Eds.), Qualitative Research Methods in Public 

Relations and Marketing Communications (2nd Ed.) Oxon: Routledge, pp. 99-

113. 

Dearnley, C. (2005). A reflection on the use of semi-structured interviews. Nurse 

researcher, 13(1), pp.19-28.  

DIISR. (2011). Department of Innovation, Industry, Science and Research-Higher 

Education Research Data Collection: Specification for the Collection of 2010 

Data. Australian Government 2011 [cited 16 August 2011]. Available from 

http://www.innovation.gov.au/Research/ResearchBlockGrants/Documents/2011

HERDCSpecifications.pdf.  

Duncan, H. D. (1962). Communication and social order. London: Oxford University 

Press. 

Entman, R.M. (1993). Framing: Toward clarification of a fractured paradigm. Journal 

of communication, 43(4), pp.51-58. 

Esber, P. (2017). Post-Settler Paranoia: Contextualising Australia’s Border Regime. 

Biuletyn Analiz Centrum Inicjatyw Międzynarodowych, p.3. 

http://www.innovation.gov.au/Research/ResearchBlockGrants/Documents/2011HERDCSpecifications.pdf
http://www.innovation.gov.au/Research/ResearchBlockGrants/Documents/2011HERDCSpecifications.pdf


	 75 

Evans, D. (2003). The Seven Laws of Comedy Writing, Pilot Project viewed 24 

September 2017, http://www.pilotproject.tv/7_laws_comedy_writing.html  

Every, D. and Augoustinos, M. (2008). Constructions of Australia in proand anti

asylum seeker political discourse. Nations and Nationalism, 14(3), pp.562-580. 

Fernandez-Armesto, F. (1997). Truth: A History (London: Bantam Press). 

Fiske, J. (1990) Introduction to Communication Studies (London: Routledge). 

Fiske, J., Hodge, B. & Turner, G. (1987). Myths of Oz. Sydney: Allen & Unwin. 

Foucault, M. (1974) The Archaeology of Knowledge. London: Tavistock Publications. 

 (1980). Power/Knowledge: Selected Interviews and Other Writings, 1972-1977 

(Gordon, C. ed.) Brighton: Harvester Press. 

Foucault, M., Faubion, J.D. & Hurley, R. (1998). Aesthetics, method, and 

epistemology (Vol. 2). New York: New Press. P. 387. 

Frankfurt, H. (1986). On bullshit. RARITAN-A QUARTERLY REVIEW, 6(2), pp.81-

100. 

(2006). On Truth. New York: Alfred A. 

Gelber, K. (2003). A fair queue? Australian public discourse on refugees and 

immigration. Journal of Australian Studies, 27(77), pp.23-30. 

Gillota, D. (2015). StandUp Nation: Humor and American Identity. The Journal of 

American Culture, 38(2), pp.102-112. 

Gjelsvik, O. (2006). Bullshit illuminated. Understanding Choice, Explaining 

Behaviour, pp.101-111. 

Gloag, D. & Davies, S. (1992). Images of disability. British Medical Journal, 

304(6829), pp.785-787. 

Goffman, E. (1974). Frame analysis. New York: Free Press 

Griffin, E. (2000). A First Look at Communication Theory (4th ed.) Boston: McGraw- 

Hill. 

(2003) Talk About Theory. in A First Look at Communication Theory (5th Ed.) 

Boston: McGraw-Hill, pp. 6-14.  

Grix, J. (2004). The Foundations of Research. New York: Palgrave Macmillan. 

http://www.pilotproject.tv/7_laws_comedy_writing.html


	 76 

Hage, G. (2012). White Nation: Fantasies of White Supremacy in a Multicultural 

Society. (1st Ed.) Taylor and Francis, p.18. 

Haralambos, M. & Holbern, M. (2013) Sociology: Themes and Perspectives (8th Ed.) 

London: Collins. 

Harrington, S. (2009). Chasing reporters : Infotainment, intertextuality and media 

satire. in Australia and New Zealand Communications Association Conference, 

8-10 July, 2009, Brisbane. (Unpublished) 

-  (2012). The uses of satire: Unorthodox news, cultural chaos and the interrogation of 

power. Journalism, 13(1), pp.38-52. 

Hartley, L.K. & Pedersen, A. (2015). Asylum seekers and resettled refugees in 

Australia: Predicting social policy attitude from prejudice versus emotion. 

Journal of Social and Political Psychology, 3(1), pp.179-197. 

Higgie, R.L. (2013). Speaking truth: the play of politics and Australian satire. 

Doctoral dissertation, PhD thesis. Curtin University, Perth, WA. 

Hobbes, T. (1994) The Elements of Law, Natural and Politic: Part I, Human Nature, 

Part II, De Corpore Politico; with Three lives. Ed. J.C.A. Gaskin. New York: 

Oxford UP. 

Holbert, R.L., Lee, J., Esralew, S., Walther, W.O., Hmielowski, J.D. and Landreville, 

K.D. (2013). Affinity for political humor: An assessment of internal factor 

structure, reliability, and validity. Humor, 26(4), pp.551-572. 

Hsieh, H.F. & Shannon, S.E. (2005). Three approaches to qualitative content analysis. 

Qualitative health research, 15(9), pp.1277-1288.  

Hynes, M., Sharpe, S. and Greg, A. (2008). Chasing democracy: Dissent, humour and 

APEC. Social Alternatives, 27(1), p.34. 

Johnson, C. (2007). 'John Howard's 'Values' and Australian Identity', Australian 

Journal Of Political Science, 42(2), pp. 195-209. 

Jupp, V. (1996). Documents and critical research. In R. Sapsford, & V. Jupp (Eds). 

Data collection and analysis. London: Sage. 



	 77 

Kallio, H., Pietilä, A.M., Johnson, M. & Kangasniemi, M. (2016). Systematic 

methodological review: developing a framework for a qualitative semi

structured interview guide. Journal of advanced nursing, 72(12), pp.2954-2965.  

Koser, K. (2015). Australia and the 1951 Refugee Convention. Lowy Institute for 

International Policy. 

Lefort, C. (1988). Democracy and Political Theory. Minneapolis: University of 

Minnesota Press. p. 19. 

Lippitt, J. (1992). Nietzsche, Zarathustra and the status of laughter. The British 

Journal of Aesthetics, 32(1), pp.39-49. 

 (1994). Humour and incongruity. Cogito, 8(2), pp.147-153. 

Lowth, M. (2017). Australia and the Nauru files: doctors fighting for the human rights 

of asylum seekers. Br J Gen Pract, 67(663), pp.465-466. 

Lynch, D.A. (1998). Rhetorics of proximity: empathy in Temple Grandin and Cornel 

West. Rhetoric Society Quarterly, 28(1), pp.5-23. 

Lyotard, J. (1984) The Postmodern Condition: A Report on Knowledge, Manchester: 

Manchester University Press. 

Manning, P.C. (2004). Dog whistle politics and journalism: reporting Arabic and 

Muslim people in Sydney newspapers. Australian Centre for Independent 

Journalism, UTS. 

Marr, D. & Wilkinson, M. (2003). Dark Victory. Sydney: Allen & Unwin. 

Marsh, D. & Furlong, P. (2002). A Skin not a Sweater: Ontology and Epistemology in 

Political Science. In Theory and methods in political science, edited by D. 

Marsh and G. Stoker. Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan.  

Martin, G. (2015). Stop the boats! Moral panic in Australia over asylum seekers. 

Continuum, 29(3), pp.304-322. 

Mathewson, L. (1920). Bergson's Theory of the Comic in the Light of English 

Comedy. University of Nebraska Studies in Language, Literature, and 

Criticism, p.11. 

McIntyre, P. (2012) Creativity and Cultural Production: Issues for Media Practice. 

Basingstoke UK: Palgrave MacMillan. 



	 78 

McQuail, D. (1994). Mass communication theory: An introduction (3rd Ed.). London: 

Sage. 

McQuail, D. & Windahl, S. (1981) Communication Models for the Study of Mass 

Communications. London: Longman. 

Meany, M.M., Clark, T. & Joseph, S. (2014). 'Comedy and Artificial Intelligence: Do 

We Laugh When a Thing Gives the Impression of Being a Person?', The 

International Journal of New Media, Technology and the Arts, vol. 8, no. 2, pp. 

21-34. 

Meier, M.R. (2014). Laughing at American Democracy: Citizenship and the Rhetoric 

of Stand-Up Satire. Doctoral dissertation, Bowling Green State University. 

Mintz, L. (1985). “Standup comedy as social and cultural mediation.” American 

Quarterly, 37(1), pp.71-80. 

Monty Python's Life of Brian. (1979). [film] Directed by T. Jones. United Kingdom: 

HandMade Films. 

Morreall, J. (2004). Verbal humor without switching scripts and without non-bona 

fide communication. Humor-International Journal of Humor Research, 17(4), 

pp.393-400. 

(2009). Comic Relief: A Comprehensive Philosophy of Humor. (1st Ed.) Chicester: 

Wiley-Blackwell. 

New Matilda. (2016). Peter Dutton: Potato By Name, Potato By Nature (And IQ, As 

It Turns Out) - New Matilda. [online] New Matilda. Available at: 

https://newmatilda.com/2016/08/25/peter-dutton-potato-by-name-potato-by-

nature-and-iq/ [Accessed 13 Aug. 2017]. 

Orwell, G. (2008) All Art is Propaganda. New York: Harcourt. 

O’Shaughnessy, M. & Stadler, J., 2002, Media and society: An introduction (2nd Ed.) 

Melbourne: Oxford University Press. 

Oxford Dictionaries | English. (2017). bullshit - definition of bullshit in English | 

Oxford Dictionaries. [online] Available at: 

https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/bullshit [Accessed 8 May 2017]. 



	 79 

Ozdowski, S. (2012). AustraliaEmergence of a Modern Nation Built on Diversity and 

‘Fair Go’. Political Crossroads, 19(1), pp.25-46. 

Page, B. (1915). Writing for Vaudeville. The Home Correspondence School, 

Springfield, Massachusetts. 

Paltridge, B. (2006). Discourse Analysis: An Introduction. London: Continuum. 

Parkin, M. (2010). Taking late night comedy seriously: How candidate appearances 

on late night television can engage viewers. Political Research Quarterly, 

63(1), pp.3-15. 

Perera, S. (2009). Australia and the insular imagination: Beaches, borders, boats, and 

bodies. Springer. 

Phillips, N. & Hardy, C. (2002). Discourse analysis: investigating processes of social 

construction. Sage, London.  

Pickering, S. (2001). Common sense and original deviancy: News discourses and 

asylum seekers in Australia. Journal of Refugee Studies, 14(2), pp.169-186. 

Plato. (1989). Gorgias. Translated by W.C. Helmbold. New York: MacMillan. 

Powell, K. (1995). The Association of Southern Women for the Prevention of 

Lynching: Strategies of a movement in the comic frame. Communication 

Quarterly, 43(1), pp.86-99. 

Poynting, S. (2006). What caused the Cronulla riot?. Race & Class, 48(1), pp.85-92. 

Poynting, S. & Perry, B. (2007). Climates of hate: Media and state inspired 

victimisation of Muslims in Canada and Australia since 9/11. Current Issues 

Crim. Just.19, p.151. 

Punch, K. (2014). Introduction to social research: quantitative and qualitative 

approaches, (3rd Ed.) Sage Publications, London.   

Rapley, T. (2007). Doing Conversation, Discourse and Document Analysis. London: 

Sage. 

Raskin, V. (1985). Semantic mechanisms of humor, D. Reidel Publishing Company, 

Dordrecht, Holland.  

(2008). The primer of humor research (Vol. 8). Walter de Gruyter. 



	 80 

Rendle-Short, J. (2009) The Address Term Mate in Australian English: Is it Still a 

Masculine Term?, Australian Journal Of Linguistics, 29, 2, pp. 245-268. 

Rice, J. (2015). Introductory Bullshit. Rhetoric Society Quarterly, 45(5), pp.462-464. 

Robson, C. & McCartan, K. (2016). Flexible designs. Real world research: a 

resource for users of social research methods in applied settings, (4th Ed.), 

West Sussex: Wiley-Blackwell, pp. 145-173.  

Rogers, E. & Kincaid, D. (1981). Communication Networks: Toward a New 

Paradigm for Research. New York: Free Press. 

Runciman, D. (2008) Political hypocrisy: The Mask of Power, from Hobbes to Orwell 

and Beyond. Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press. 

Said, E. (1978). Orientalism. United States, Pantheon Books. 

Schirato, T. & Yell, S. (1996), Communication and Cultural Literacy: An 

Introduction. Sydney: Allen & Unwin.  

Schreiber, B. (2003). What are you laughing at? : how to write funny (screenplays, 

stories, and more). Michael Wiese Productions, Studio City, California. 

Schwandt, T. A. (1994). Constructivist, interpretivist approaches to human inquiry in 

Denzin, N. & Lincoln, Y. The Landscape of Qualitative Research : Theories 

and Issues. Thousand Oaks, Sage Publications, pp. 221-259. 

Stahl, B.C. (2008). Information Systems : Critical Perspectives. Taylor and Francis, 

Hoboken. 

Stewart, L. (2013) Whose Line is it Anyway?: How do politicians and government 

institutions use language within political discourse to convey dominant 

ideologies about asylum seekers/refugees in the wake of SIEV221. Bachelor of 

Communication (Honours). University of Newcastle. Newcastle. 

Storey, J. (1998). An introduction to cultural theory and popular culture. (2nd Ed.) 

Athens: University of Georgia Press. 

Tafoya, E. (2009). The legacy of the wisecrack : stand-up comedy as the great 

American literary form. BrownWalker Press, Boca Raton 

The Feed. (2016). “Tom Ballard: Using comedy for change”. [TV programme] SBS. 



	 81 

Thomas, W.I. & Thomas, D.S. (1928) The Child in America: Behavior Problems and 

Programs. New York: A.A. Knopf. 

Turner, K. (2016). Conversing with the Catatonic: An Analysis of Humor and 

Hostility, Education and Mobilization in Last Week Tonight with John Oliver. 

Doctoral dissertation, University of Colorado at Boulder. 

von Krogh, G., Ichijo, K. & Nonaka, I. (2000). Enabling Knowledge Creation. How 

to Unlock the Mystery of Tacit Knowledge and Release the Power of 

Innovation. Oxford Press, Oxford. 

Vorhaus, J. (1994). The comic toolbox: how to be funny even when you're not, Allen 

& Unwin, St. Leonards N.S.W. 

Wallachy, A. (2016). The Evolution and Importance of News Satire. Doctoral 

dissertation. University of Oregon. 

Ward, E. (2016). Feminism and Political Satire: Excavation through Humor (2016). 

Senior Honors Theses. 10. http://commons.colgate.edu/theses/10  

Ward, V., West, R., Smith, S., McDermott, S., Keen, J., Pawson, R. & House, A. 

(2014). Leximancer analysis. 

Wazana, R. (2004). Fear and loathing down under: Australian refugee policy and the 

national imagination. Refuge: Canada's Journal on Refugees, 22(1). 

Weerakkody, N. (2015). The research process. Research methods for media and 

communication, South Melbourne: Oxford University Press, pp. 1-16.  

Westwood, R. (2004). Comic relief: Subversion and catharsis in organizational 

comedic theatre. Organization Studies, 25(5), pp.775-795. 

Wimsatt, W.K. & Beardsley, M.C. (1946). The Intentional Fallacy. The Sewanee 

Review, 54(3), pp.468-488. 

Yang, K. & Miller, G.J. (2008).  Handbook of research methods in public 

administration (2nd Ed.) New York: M. Dekker. 

Yin, R.K. (2014). ‘Introduction: how to know whether and when to use case studies 

as a research method’, Case study research: design and methods (5th Ed.) 

Thousand Oaks, California: Sage, pp. 3-25. 

http://commons.colgate.edu/theses/10


	 82 

Ziv, A. (1988). "Humor as a Social Corrective." Writing and Reading Across the 

Curriculum (3rd Ed.) Laurence Behrens and Leonard J. Rosen, eds. Glenview, 

IL: Scott, Foresman and Company, pp.356-60. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



	 83 

8.	Appendices:	

 

8.1.	Questions	for	Semi-Structured	Interview	
 

- Why is it important to find humour in serious subjects? 

- Why is it important to challenge power and authority? Do you think that 

comedy is effective in achieving this? 

- There are plenty of jokes to be made about people like Peter Dutton, what is it 

about taking aim at the ideas represented rather than the people themselves 

that makes for great satire?  

- How would you define bullshit? 

- Without the Moosehead grant would you have taken on the show? 

- Some of your earlier shows use techniques that are integral in the production 

of Boundless Plains to Share - e.g. the powerpoint presentation in 

UnAustralian(ish)  -  what makes these techniques effective? 

- How did the show develop? Was it written start-to-finish or was it a more 

iterative process? 

- Do audiences get visual jokes faster than verbal ones? 

- Are visual jokes used as punctuation? Is this purposeful? 

- What distinguishes a comedy lecture from stand up comedy? 

- In putting together the show, which was more important - presenting 

information or getting laughs? 

- What is it about the way Boundless Plains to Share presents the subject of 

refugees that engages people? 

- What makes the opening 2nd verse joke so effective in establishing the tone of 

the show? 

- Why end the show on the theme of universality? 

- What is ‘punching up’? Why is it important when selecting targets for 

comedy? 

- Does Boundless Plains to Share change people’s attitudes towards refugees? 

- By bringing these issues to people’s attention, is that in itself a constructive 

outcome- regardless of whether they agree with the points raised? 
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- Do you feel that by discussing issues that make up a lot of public discourse 

such as refugees, progress can be made? 

- Why did you want to avoid coming up with solutions to the issues presented 

throughout the show? 

- How do you feel about your work being the subject of academic study? 

 

Not all question provided in advance will be asked during the interview. Additional 

questions may be posed based off of answers provided for purposes of clarification 

and further development. 
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8.2.	Interview	Transcript	-	Tom	Ballard	-	14.7.17	-	Sydney,	NSW	
 

 

I was going back over some of your older stand-up footage (Oh god) and I came 

across your RAW Comedy back in 2006 (Oh god, yes). So you’ve got a joke in 

there about: ‘racism is an interesting concept about the way people judge people 

by the colour of their skin; I have a different approach, judging people based on 

the condition of their skin and that’s why all those people with eczema need to go 

and fuck off back where they come from. (LAUGHS) So even going back to a 

decade ago, these ideas you’ve had about social issues, have they always sort of 

been there for you? 

 

That is very charitable of you to say. I think at that point, I was 16-years-old doing 

RAW Comedy and I just wanted to try and be good at doing comedy. I had no great 

desires or interests in social commentary in my stuff, so anything that occurred to me 

as a potential joke, it went into the act. That joke I guess is about, talking about how 

stupid racism is and trying to ridicule that and satirise that, so I guess in some small 

way that might give an inkling of the kind of work that I wanted to do later on. Really 

up until two years later after that set when I was 18 and I came out and started talking 

about my sexuality and that kind of stuff onstage, that’s when stuffs getting a lot more 

personal, both personal and sort of political and kind of raging against, ‘raging’, just 

saying a lot of stuff in society is really dumb, which is kind of what all comedy is 

really, it’s just sort of pointing out problems in the world and trying to laugh at it. 

 

And then a couple of years later in 2012 I did a show called ‘Doing Stuff’ which was 

kind of about me feeling like the world’s in a crazy place and I don’t know what to do 

about it, and we all are comfortable in our middle class white privilege, we don’t do 

anything - that wasn’t a very good show. And then eventually I think I got to a point 

where I figured out the ways to kind of talk about the politics I cared about, but also 

make sure it was A, number one funny first, and then the other stuff came after it. 

(But I guess) I’ve always been a socially conscious person in a way; both my parents 

were in Amnesty International and so that sort of influenced things. Public education 

teachers, members of a union, pretty left wing social progressive kind of people. Then 

just as I got a bit older and read a bit more widely I just sort of started thinking a lot 
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more about politics and then I ran out of other jokes (LAUGHS) so that sort of started 

becoming my stand-up. 

 

So the way I came to want to approach this subject is that I heard you make a 

comment about ‘comedy is about the truth and exposing bullshit’, so for you, 

what do you define bullshit as? 

 

Ooh my - what is truth?! Um, look that is (PAUSE) we are surrounded by bullshit and 

I think we all know that and this is why you often see comedy about advertising or 

politics, or the lies we tell ourselves or each other, the fraud that is social media and 

the way we present ourselves online, all this is really rich area for comedy because I 

think, generally in society, people know that its bullshit but we still partake in all the 

bullshit and still swallow it and go along with it and pretend as if, it’s the truth. 

Whereas comedy is trying to sort of tap into what we all know is the truth deep down. 

 

And… politics is so interesting because you can kind of get sucked into it and you can 

follow events as they break and discuss certain issues and stuff; but if you step back 

every now and again and look at the whole picture you go: ‘this is fucking ridiculous, 

this is all bullshit and we are being fed bullshit on a regular basis, because it 

advantages these people who happen to be in power. And when it comes to the 

refugee debate and our immigration policies its just, hours and hours of bullshit, 

just… a treasure trove of bullshit ideas, bullshit actions, bullshit premises, and this 

kind of underlying bullshit fear that is present in the Australian psyche. So, yes 

there’s no shortage of bullshit when you want to talk about Australian politics, in 

particular immigration, and that’s kind of what led me to do the show. 

 

And another concept that I’ve head other comedians talk about, is this idea of 

‘punching up’; so how do you see ‘punching up’? 

 

The idea of punching up is that… you want to speak truth to power and you want to 

criticise the powerful and take them down and if - and this is a perception that is 

maybe debatable - if comedy is supposed to be of ordinary people, if people coming 

to comedy clubs, I mean they’re overwhelming middle class, and white often, but if 

you want to connect with ordinary people and the… ‘proletariat’ (laugh) and talk 
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about things then, an acknowledgment of the fact that the biggest fish you have to fry 

are the fuckers at the top, rich and powerful people, the elite, then you should do that. 

As opposed to using people who have a pretty rough time already in society as your 

punch line - people with disabilities, people of colour… - ‘women, pfft, what are they 

like - that would be considered ‘punching down’. People are trying to pick that apart a 

little bit, I think it’s an interesting conversation around, what constitutes punching 

down, and do some groups, progress in society to the point where the rules about 

them ‘do change’, all that’s kind of very - complicated, but I find it to be a really 

interesting conversation. Generally I think if the butt of your joke is people who are - 

in government they’ll be fine. The idea is that your joke is not going to… in no way 

outbalances the huge amount of privilege and influence and power they have in the 

status quo. Whereas you could make the argument that yeah, making fun of Asian 

people is just… throwing another little piece of shit onto the giant pile of shit that… 

racist abuse that a lot of Asian people get in society. 

 

So you said before that at a certain point you sort of felt you ran out of jokes, so, 

where did the idea for Boundless Plains to Share specifically come from - so 

you’ve been doing shows from, first show 2010, so about 5 years worth of shows, 

so what sort of led you up to want to make Boundless Plains? 

 

Well… it started with a show I did in 2014 which was called ‘UnAustralian(ish)’, 

which was about a family holiday I went on in, ‘see what I mean by running out of 

ideas - really scraping the barrel’. (But no) when I was a kid my family and I went on 

this three month trip where we drove half way around Australia and we took all these 

photos and my brother and I kept these diaries and so the show was like a slide, it was 

like a family holiday slides thing, me talking through the trip as we went, but the idea 

was that as we moved through the physical landscape of Australia I was also trying to 

explore what it actually means to be Australian and how and where I fit into that. It 

was about National Identity. We went to Darwin on the trip, and Darwin is the, I don’t 

know if this is still the case but at the point it was the detention capital of the country. 

Wickham Point is there and there’s a whole industry based around detaining people in 

Darwin. So I used that as sort of a starting point to crowbar in a bunch of material I 

had about people seeking asylum and our approach to them. And that was sort of  - 

the best part of the show really, it sort of consistently was the bit that I think I was 
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most excited about delivering and really seemed to hit a nerve with a lot of people, so 

that was in my head I was thinking ‘oh, that was interesting’ and I started learning 

more about the issue or trying to follow it and trying to get my head around it because 

I… I was eleven when the Tampa crisis happened in Year 6 and then since then its 

just constantly in the news, this idea about ‘stopping the boats’ and ‘we’ll decide who 

comes to this country’. You hear all these phrases all the time, but to actually get a 

grip on how… how that evolved, how our approach to refugee policy evolved, it was 

very hard to do. And then I just sort of had this idea, and there’s a thing called the 

Moosehead Awards which is a grant given to comedians that pitch show ideas for the 

Melbourne Comedy Festival that are different or adventurous, weird, ambitious - I 

think “mentally ambitious” is the general idea, like ‘that’s a fucking stupid idea, lets 

give you money to see if you can do it’. And I thought well a comedy show about 

Australia’s refugee policies, that’s interesting, I haven’t seen that done before, I’ve 

seen lots of people talk about, making fun of Tony Abbott or ‘Stop the Boats’, or 

‘isn’t it dumb that we’re so scared of refugees’, but I actually wanted to sort of both 

explain, explore and make a lot of fun out of… out of that kind of political shitshow 

that is our immigration policy. So I wrote up a pitch document and pitched it to the 

Moosehead committee, I then had an interview and I was successful and then I 

thought ‘Fuck’, now I have to do this.  

 

So about two years ago I heard you did a fanfiction called ‘Deathboat: Bloody 

Borders’ (oh yes, yes). So with Deathboat: Bloody Borders, was that a catalyst in 

a way that you found that you can make jokes about this really bleak subject 

(laughs). 

 

I completely forgot about Deathboat: Bloody Borders - Yes. The fanfiction idea was, 

you write fanfiction about anything you like in the entire world. And at that point 

there was this real news story about - you probably know all this - but about the 

government, the immigration department commissioning a film to be screened in the 

Middle East to deter people from coming to Australia by boat. And, the budget was 

four million dollars, something like that, something insane which is more than the 

budget for most Australian films (compared to most Australian films it’s) Bananas! 

So I was like ‘ok that’s funny’. I don’t want to write a fanfiction about Harry Potter or 

Batman or whatever, because lots of people doing the show were doing that and I just 
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thought this was an interesting angle on it. And I basically wrote a pilot screenplay for 

that idea and… I really enjoyed putting that together. It was certainly another example 

of the kind of comedy you could do around it. I had a few bits and pieces kicking 

around that I thought ‘all this could feed in’, some older material I had, I didn’t feel 

bad about working that into this show, because this sort of felt like this was going to 

be the culmination of all that thinking I was doing. But that was also definitely an 

indication of how bleak it’s going to be when you start doing comedy about people 

coming to Australia by boat. But again the whole point of that bit was to ridicule this 

simplistic, fear-based, strong border, tough border approach to immigration policies 

and how cruel that approach is to the desperate people that it victimises. 

 

So another one of your early shows, you talked about it before, 

‘UnAustralian(ish)’; how did doing the powerpoint there help with what 

Boundless Plains became with the powerpoint, because that’s such a big part of 

the show? 

 

Yeah, there were a range of problems with that show UnAustralian(ish) but I 

wouldn’t be able to, work with a slideshow as I did in Boundless Plains without 

having done it. When I toured the show to other places it was a powerpoint with me 

clicking, like a digital thing - and then for some ridiculous reason in Melbourne I 

wanted an actual slide machine, which cost so much money to find and was really 

annoying to operate. But literally we got all the photos printed onto little slides and 

then projected up, and it was just not worth it at all - so I regret that everyday 

(laughs). It’s a whole new way of performing; it’s about timing and about when the 

slideshow is the punchline or when the slide comes up and then you want to talk 

about the slide and get more laughs out of it that way. There was sort of a big jump 

from that show which was pretty standard sort of: ‘talk, talk, talk, slide - slide, slide, 

talk, talk, talk, talk’ to the relationship that I built into Boundless which was much 

more fast-paced and interactive… I knew I had to do it because there was just so 

much information involved… I had to remind people of news stories and visual aides 

certainly helped with that. When I was going to be talking about some really fucking 

grim stuff - cut to a funny picture. In the same way that, John Oliver during his 

monologues or Stephen Colbert will often have a funny illustration as a punchline, it 

really does get you out of some pretty sticky territory comedically. Yes, I’m very glad 
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I did that first show to… have that experience and work with it. Plus it also fit into 

this idea of a lecture and trying to teach people stuff, so that premise was still sort of 

there and certainly helped with the slideshow. 

 

And so by having the slideshow do you open yourself up to a whole new range of 

jokes - the visual jokes - so one of the things I remember is the - ‘Australia the 

land of tomorrow where (yes) where all the tractors are driven by lesbians (yes) 

and all the horses do the Charleston (yes, yes) so that being able to have those 

visual jokes adds to the comedy in a way - does it make it easier or harder when 

you’re adding those additional jokes, rather than just talking? 

 

It was so much easier yeah, particularly… for jokes certainly it gives you this whole 

other freedom to have a whole bunch of fun in a range of different ways and look how 

funny that is, and look I put a penis over Peter Dutton’s face, and look Peter Dutton 

looks like a potato. But really the challenge is just all this history, literally taking 

people through history and there was so much of it. The original draft of the show, I 

did one trial of the show that went for around an hour forty five - I tried to literally try 

and chart every single significant event in Australia’s immigration history to today - 

and so much of that just got cut out because it’s just boring and too long. And so you 

really just had to narrow down -  

Was it not funny or was it just too bleak if you just had too much -  

It was just boring, it was just boring. In and of themselves a lot of the jokes were fine, 

but working with my director Scott Edgar we just had to say you’ve just got to ‘cut, 

cut, cut, cut this, cut the babies, just get to the really, kill, kill your darlings rather - 

kill your babies - and just cut to the really important bits along the way or the really 

funny bits - the only time you detour out of the history is if you’ve got something 

that’s really funny, that’s actually going to really contribute to the laugh count. Those 

longer periods where I’m actually talking through some pretty technical stuff, having 

a visual aide, for my sake putting the show together but I think also for the audience 

certainly it definitely helps to see the concept I’m talking about visualised in some 

way. So I watched a few TED talks as well and a few people just giving lectures 

about things; Al Gore’s ‘Inconvenient Truth’ was kind of another touchstone. Also 

people like Rod Quantock and Mark Thomas who are very politically engaged 

comedians who do shows about things - and Rod was sort of famous for having a 
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whiteboard and doing very funny stuff with the whiteboard, but also genuinely using 

the whiteboard to help express what he’s talking about when it comes to just how 

fucked we are when it comes to climate change. So yeah, all that stuff was quite an 

inspiration too. 

 

So how did you decide to start the show by singing the second verse, and as a 

starting point it’s fantastic because I think it says so much about what the show 

is and about the audience and how they as Australians, how they actually are? 

 

Yeah, I think that was one of those ideas that was just fully formed from the get do, I 

can’t remember any other version that didn’t start with that. I think we thought a lot 

about how you do that, about how you get people up onstage. It’s called Boundless 

Plains to Share, which is a line from the second verse of the anthem, and there’s two 

things going on there; first of all - we don’t know the second verse of our anthem, 

largely, or we’re not very enthusiastic about singing it - so that’s funny. And 

secondly, OK, if our national anthem does mean something, if it means anything, 

these two lines and this has been pointed out so many times before that it’s basically 

cliché, but, I just think as that was the title of the show and at the heart of the show 

this basic idea of ourselves, the national myth building that we have about how great 

Australia is and the brutal reality and the difference between those two things, it just 

felt like the best place to start. And in working with my director Scott we were just 

constantly thinking of ways to make it different to a stand-up show, so working in 

theatre, making the audience active which you have throughout the show a couple of 

times with them asking questions or in the early version of the show with the 

latecomer - using the audience, involving them and compelling them to think about 

the stuff we’re talking about in a different way. So not just sitting there passively and 

laughing about how silly ‘Stop the Boats’ is, but actually going out there trying to 

make them remember the fact that they’re here in the room and this thing is 

happening right now, there are people in detention right now while we’re doing this 

show. And I just like how uncomfortable it makes everybody (laughs). 

 

So throughout the show, did you intentionally go out of your way to use the word 

‘people’ as much as possible? 
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Mmh - that’s interesting. Not intentionally. So as part of my research I was talking a 

lot to advocates and people in the community and reading as widely as I could and 

stuff, and I went to this session here in Sydney actually interestingly, which was 

talking about the research of language that works in advocacy around this area. So 

generally there’s a push to move away from the term asylum seeker to ‘people 

seeking asylum’; which many would say is maybe a PC thing or it doesn’t do 

anything, but it’s one thing that data shows actually does in some small way change, 

the way people think about stuff. I think there’s a difference between disabled person 

and person living with a disability, if you do centre the fact that we are actually 

talking about real people, ‘people like you and me’, then it does kind of help. 

Inevitably, that’s what gets lost in the debate - boat people is just the ultimate farce - 

(emphasis on the boat) - emphasis on the boat, before you think about the fact 

they’re people. They’re a certain class of people, they’re the boat people. Again, it’s 

been very well documented, but the amount of dehumanisation, the deliberate 

government policy to remove the humanity of those people is very obvious, and so by 

telling the stories of the individual refugees, I hope to remind people that they’re 

actual real people. 

 

So by including those stories and saying that refugees are people, is that your 

way of reframing the discourse throughout Australia, in the way we think about 

it? 

 

It’s almost become a cliché, but if you work in this world of refugee advocacy at all 

you’ll hear it a lot: “refugees are people, these are people, these are mums and dads, 

etc”. I don’t think it can be said enough. Because what you’re up against is an entire 

government infrastructure that is determined to stop that stuff happening and getting 

out. They’re not even trying to pretend that this is for anything other than stopping the 

Australian public knowing who these people are and what they’re about, anymore. 

Telling those stories carefully with the people’s permission and respectfully - not just 

hijacking refugee’s stories and trying to come across as some white savior who’s 

rescuing them, but trying to just tell their real stories and honour them really, that was 

the dream. 
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So you talked before about the difference between in language, about ‘asylum 

seeker - person seeking asylum’, for most people it wouldn’t seem, it seems 

rather semantic in a way that - what’s the difference - but what is the impact of 

language and how we talk about people, what impact does that have on how 

people perceive things? 

 

(Pause) I think it has a substantial impact. Perhaps the Orwellian stuff’s overstated 

sometimes - but you look at ‘illegals’. The government can call the people on Nauru 

and Manus Island ‘illegal maritime arrivals’ because in the most pedantic technical 

way, the boats that they’re on make an “illegal entry” into Australian waters. Now the 

people on board that boat have committed no crime, have a right under the UN 

declaration of human rights to seek asylum, there’s no crime under the migration act 

to seek asylum by boat. It is an irregular entry and the boat they’re on made an illegal 

entry into the space. But also under the refugee convention which Australia signed 

refugees cannot be penalised for their mode of arrival - and that’s clearly what’s 

happening. So you can say illegal maritime arrivals, which then becomes illegal 

immigrants, which you’ll see people like Andrew Bolt talk about all the time, even 

though, even when you’re talking about people who have been recognised as actual 

refugees, not just people who are waiting for their claims to be assessed, but refugees 

on Manus Island brought that court case, the government settled and Andrew Bolt 

say, ‘how can we pay seventy million dollars to these illegal immigrants?’, which 

often just gets shortened straight down to ‘illegals’. There was a story I mentioned 

briefly in the show about leaks from the immigration department specifically directing 

everyone to refer to them as ‘illegal maritime arrivals’ - the government knows it 

matters and the government knows, the immigration department certainly knows in 

their messaging to specifically use certain terms and there you go - then they’re 

illegals in the public imagination, which is horrific. I forget the name now but the 

writer of Night, that Holocaust (Elie Wiesel), Elie Wiesel, has that quote of ‘people 

aren’t illegal’ and actually that’s what happened to the Jews during the second world 

war they were made illegal to exist or illegal aliens. They’re not illegal just by being, 

just by being alive. People don’t commit a crime simply by existing.  

Combatting that language as much as humanly possible is vital and I mention during 

the show to that 70% of Australians don’t know that seeking asylum by boat isn’t a 
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crime. So language certainly plays into that perception if you’re constantly calling 

them illegals, after a while the Australian public will buy into that. 

 

So we’ve got people, we’ve got politicians, we’ve got commentators who are 

saying things like ‘children overboard’, we’ve got Peter Dutton saying that 

refugees are both (laughs) illiterate, innumerate and taking jobs (incredible - 

laughs). Do you think that they actually believe those things, or they’re only 

interested in convincing other people of those positions? 

 

Interesting… I mean that’s the other kind of unreal part of the whole debate - people 

just perform these roles because of the political advantage of it. Labor, moves closer 

to the Coalition’s immigration policies to shut it down as an issue for the sake of 

votes to take that issue off the table during an election campaign. And you just have 

these bizarro moments. I interviewed Tanya Plibersek this week and I said,  ‘the ALP 

National Platform says that people seeking asylum will not be punished on the basis 

of their mode of arrival… but the Labor party still supports offshore detention and 

refuses to resettle any of the people on Nauru and Manus Island in Australia. Why?  

Because they came by boat. So you are punishing them for their mode of arrival, in no 

way can those two things be consistent. Either you’re contradicting your national 

platform or you should change your policy. So you have these moments where you 

think ‘what do you actually believe here?’ And of course I think you eventually come 

to the conclusion that people are putting out bullshit positions because it’s a political 

advantage. Labor doesn’t believe they can win on this by changing a policy. And for 

the Coalition government, by stoking fear and xenophobia, national security issues do 

play well for them. So how much they believe in this personally? I can’t really 

comment. I don’t believe that Peter Dutton is the devil incarnate come to inflict 

misery upon the world. There was an interesting profile on him which featured him 

going to a citizenship ceremony, an event where there were lots of refugee kids, 

‘refugee kids who had come the right way I assume’, and him talking to them and 

smiling, and I’m sure he loves his kids - it’s just a cognitive dissonance really 

between the state of the policy and your belief that you’re doing the right thing. So 

many parliamentarians have had the opportunity to go to Manus and Nauru and don’t, 

don’t do it, or visit detention centres if they were honest about wanting to find out 
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more about this issue and try and engage and the idea that there are no other 

alternatives is just bullshit. Academics, the Human Rights commission, the refugee 

council, historians - lots of people are constantly putting forward other models that we 

can take that don’t involve inflicting such harm on people, but it works to the 

government’s advantage to say that ‘this is the only way and if we resettle people here 

then the boats will start up again, because that’s what happened in 2007 - end of 

story’. 

It was interesting, I read a bit of ‘Dark Victory’, the David Marr book about it, 

and one thing about Dutton that kind of blew my mind was back in 2001 when 

Tampa’s happening, he’s actually going around in his Queensland electorate 

disseminating out Howard ‘propaganda’ saying that ‘they’re coming here, 

they’re here to effect us’, so it’s not as though he’s just carried these views out of 

the air, they’ve been here for a while in a way… Who’s that sorry? Dutton? Peter 

Dutton. Was that in Dark Victory? He was handing out, alright… In his electorate 

he was… Yeah, yeah right. Before he took on the portfolio… So even before, this is 

15 years before now (laughs) So, ok these attitudes have been here for ages. 

Yes, true. Or again that could have been him going, ‘fuck, this anti-refugee thing is 

playing really well for us - I’ll get on board’. Hey, I’m not here to defend Peter 

Dutton (LAUGH) and I would not be surprised if predating his ascension to the 

ministry of immigration he hasn’t done craven things for the sake of amassing power. 

But, there are certainly people who very genuinely believe that we should have strong 

borders. I mean I don’t know if you’ve seen this week but there was Cory Bernardi 

and Andrew Bolt talking about the White Australia Policy and being like ‘it wasn’t 

perfect, there was some bad things, it was about race, but culture, but yeah, we should 

really keep the culture the same - it’s just like ‘What the fuck is happening??!’ 

There’s certainly blatant white supremacy and racism feeding into this debate, that’s 

for sure. 

So do you think that Boundless Plains to Share does change the way people think 

about refugees, that your show people go see it, that changes the way people 

think about it? 
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I don’t know. I think what is a more realistic goal and I think really, I thought this all 

along when putting the show together was I would rather engage with people who 

would’ve been me five years ago before. Someone who thought, ‘I know the situation 

is bad’ but wasn’t sure exactly why or how it could change. I want the show to shake 

them, grab them by the lapels and say ‘this isn’t normal, it’s still going on, it doesn’t 

have to be like this, this is a deliberate choice that we made as a country to maintain 

this regime’.  

 

Remember those moments when you think ‘god that’s so fucked’, you should feel like 

that all the time and yes I know it feels like we’re powerless and it feels very hard to 

change anything but not even trying or not even doing something as basic as engaging 

with the refugee advocacy community or visiting people in detention or just fucking 

giving money - not doing that because you feel a bit helpless is a little bit misguided 

and self-indulgent. If you honestly think it’s really bad and the past 70 minutes I hope 

has illustrated the fact that it’s really bad - we’ve got to do something. So it’s more 

about re-engaging people who are already sympathetic. My friend Nick Cody came to 

the show in Melbourne this year and he brought a friend of his who votes Liberal and 

he said that at the end of the show his friend was very uncomfortable and was 

laughing but was also grimacing because he thought I was making good points and 

that he thought it was obvious that I’d researched a lot of the show. For this year, in 

the second incarnation of the show every slide had a reference point whenever I was 

talking about facts of figures - I listed my source just in the corner on the slide which 

I’m sure people weren’t writing down… Adds to the university lecture quality… 

(Laughs, yeah yeah). Or I gave out the handout at the end saying ‘this is what I read 

to inform the show’. Who knows, I don’t know if that guy will stop voting for the 

Liberal party of whether he’ll research it further, but I think there are limits on what 

any form of art can do in terms of actual change but prompting people to rethink 

things, starting conversations and also I’m proud that the show did raise a tangible 

amount of money for a range of organisations, so there’s just even that material 

difference for some charities which is helpful. 

So, and the ending I think is so great, just the Mohammad story that you just go 

up saying ‘where are you from’ and he says ‘Earth’ (yeah) that’s such a strong 

ending - because we talked about at the beginning that second verse is so great in 
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setting up - when you had that experience did you work backwards thinking 

‘this is what the shows got to end on’, or did you sort of play around with a 

couple of different endings? 

That’s interesting. I think that might have been, well, early drafts of the show were 

just so much longer and I think I originally had a bit towards the end about (laughs) 

this story about how there’s a theory that life on Earth was seeded in these meteors, 

like billions of years ago, meteors hit the Earth and there were life forms on the 

meteors that were ensconced in such a way that they could survive and perhaps that 

was the beginning of all human life - or life on Earth - so just the idea that we’re all 

“meteor people” was in an earlier draft. So the idea that there’s only one race - the 

human race that is were all here on this planet together and yet were so sort of 

obsessed and think of everything in terms of borders and nationality and where you’re 

from.  

I really remember when Mohammad said that to me in detention, because I thought 

‘that’s really funny and fuck that’s really smart and a beautiful comment’. I’ve since 

heard it, it’s sort of a meme that’s popped up in other places too, there was a cartoon 

of a military boat intercepting a refugee boat saying ‘where are you from’ and they 

said ‘Earth’. There’s another show about labels, this one man show that I’ve heard 

about that apparently ends on the same line as well. So it’s sort of trite and it’s kind of 

a truism, but I always think about what happens when we discover aliens, if there’s 

alien life forms, we’re all going to think it’s so dumb how until now we’ve just all 

thought of ourselves as Australians or Iraqis or Iranians, it’s just so obvious now that 

the question of borders needs to be challenged and deconstructed, because it fucks up 

peoples lives, it’s making us justify visiting real cruelty to our fellow human beings. 

So it’s just always felt like a good place, a good sort of button to end the show on. 

One of my favourite songs of last year is January 26 by A.B. Original, and 

there’s a great line in that - ‘if you ain’t having the conversation / then we 

starting it’. So for you doing this show, why is it important that we keep talking 

about the rights of refugees? 

I feel like there’s a bit of a turning point now in the refugee advocacy community 

where people want to stop talking about it and they just want to get shit done. This 
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seems again with my limited understanding, not working on it everyday, but just my 

contacts and some stuff I read and some meetings I’ve had, people are trying to 

wrangle all the cats that make up all these various groups across the country, of really 

decent hearted, well-intentioned people and organisations that know this is fucked up. 

From Amnesty International groups to Rural Australians for Refugees to RISE, which 

is made up completely of refugees and people seeking asylum with lived experience 

who are certainly, you would say are on the more radical end of the spectrum I guess. 

And there’s some internal politics amongst all those groups, but there is a concerted 

effort to try and say ‘guys we all want to do the same thing, we should all work 

together and try to get outcomes ourselves’. So there’s a point where you kind of go, 

we’ve talked about it a lot; I certainly used to think ‘oh, if only people knew how bad 

this is, they’d change their minds’ - that does not seem to be the case. So it seems 

much more about mobilising the people who are already sympathetic to the cause - 

making that stronger and honestly trying to build a peoples movement, and 

movements like the #letthemstay campaign or #bringthemhere are examples of that 

working. There are more and more protests. There is actually quite a difference 

between the Labor party and the Coalition when it comes to refugees and I actually 

think that the idea that there isn’t is unhelpful, even if it’s perpetuated by Bill Shorten 

himself sometimes, trying to say there’s nothing different, but according again to the 

policy platform, if Labor gets elected and they implement their stated policies there’ll 

be really tangible, better changes in the lives of people seeking asylum, from limited 

detention lengths to increasing the humanitarian intake, to government oversight of 

the offshore detention centres. Stuff that is better, but still not great because they 

support turn-backs and offshore detention. So, the focus on the Labor party will be 

interesting; there’s a group called Labor for refugees which are trying to reform the 

Labor party from the inside to think about better policies. I just think it’s vital to not 

give up, not to secede the idea that this is always going to be the case. Prior to 1992 

there was no mandatory detention in Australia, so we did it for about 91 years - I 

mean we had the White Australia Policy: bad example! (laugh) between 73 and 92 

there was a period there - anyway, we have done it better than this and we can do it 

better than this and giving people an alternative is possible and it’s better. Perhaps a 

lot of people think “Oh I know it’s awful but I don’t know what other option there is 

and people drowning at sea is really bad.” So we’ve just got to get the positive story 

out there, the fact that there is an alternative, that we can make the choice to do it, and 
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everyday we’re choosing to keep things the way they are. I don’t know how helpful 

my show is going to be in that conversation, but anyway. 

So as people are leaving, so you do the final ‘all from Earth’, so the song No 

More Whispering by Glenn Skuthorpe plays - how did you come to find that song 

and use it within the show? 

I feel slightly bad about it to be honest. It was on the trailer for Utopia which is a 

documentary by John Pilger, about Indigenous Australians, and it is this extraordinary 

song that is about a young Aboriginal man being shot. I listened to the song a lot, as 

soon as I heard it, it really resonated - the refrain ‘no more whispering in our mind’ 

hit a chord for me because that feels like what a lot of good decent people do in 

Australia - ‘oh man, it’s really bad what we’re doing to refugees isn’t it, oh well I’m 

going to go have a sandwich’ kind of thing. Just this idea of NO, we can’t just keep 

saying that’s bad and not doing anything about it. We have to push and double down 

and absolutely call out and campaign against this cruelty. And I just found the song so 

moving and I know, I hope I wasn’t selfishly re-appropriating it, because it is about - 

it throws up a while bunch of questions of race, particularly towards Indigenous 

people in Australia and I was using it for something else, or for another issues so to 

speak, but at the end I just found it so powerful - I paid the APRA rights as well, so 

Glenn got some money out of it which is good - but I just find that song extremely 

moving and that same idea felt relevant: of course that what’s happening to first 

Australians is fucked and we all know that and yet we find it difficult to talk about or 

do anything about it - you can absolutely apply to the refugee issue. 

So in some ways it’s kind of easy to say ‘Peter Dutton looks like a potato (laughs) 

and get a laugh out if that, but why is it important to take aim at the ideas and 

thoughts that he’s representing, rather than just going for low-hanging fruit 

some of the times? 

It’s very important and I do not, I do not follow that principle (LAUGHS) because I 

am a whore for comedy. Look you’re right, it’s constantly something you need to 

think about if we personalise political comedy. You see it with Trump at the moment, 

the conversation around Trump, it’s all like Trump jokes, but I think there’s a pretty 

decent argument to say ‘guys, guys it’s not about the man Donald Trump, it’s about 
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the system that would allow someone like Donald Trump to become president, it’s 

about what Donald Trump represents, it’s about the system and structures in place 

that see wealthy people rise to the top and escape comeuppance for their crimes; it’s 

the fact that bankers don’t go to jail, looking at the system is really important and I 

mean you see that in the immigration debate because horrible things happen, often 

regardless of the personalities. It’s non partisan first of all, both Labor and the Liberal 

party have inflicted horrible things upon refugees, it predates Peter Dutton, Peter 

Dutton particularly for whatever reason does have a particularly grating quality that 

Scott Morrison also possessed I think, but also Phillip Ruddock had it. I heard a story 

that Scott Morrison was relieved when he got out of immigration, he just couldn’t 

believe his luck he was so happy about it. Which again is another example of the fact 

that to these people it’s just a job, but of course their policies really affect people’s 

lives. But yes you’re right; the policy, the mindset, the running narratives that are set 

up to justify this kind of stuff, that’s actually what you’ve got to attack. When we 

hang shit on Pauline Hanson all the time maybe that makes her supporters think that 

she is fighting this crusade against the biased media, when we really fundamentally 

we should be attacking ideas and providing alternatives, and not focusing on the 

individuals. If Peter Dutton got fired tomorrow, someone would step in and take his 

place. As long as the policy still provides them with political success they’ll continue 

it. It’s just that Dutton in particular is quite funny. I’d be happy to for him in 

particular to lose his seat. 

So Boundless Plains to Share being a comedy lecture (laughs)… so which is more 

important when you’re presenting the show - presenting information or giving 

people laughs? 

More important to the audience I think is laughter (laughs) to make sure I don’t get 

sued, and it’s in the ‘comedy festival’, then that’s really important. I did the run here 

in Sydney at the Belvoir Theatre and I really enjoyed and loved that experience 

because it felt like he show was sort of free to be whatever it wanted. I think it was 

funnier than heaps of shows that are on at the Belvoir that aren’t comedy, people were 

just coming to the show to see what it is as a piece of theatre really, that I hope was 

very funny. It was kind of freed from the idea of… just that lingering thought of why 

is this show in the comedy festival. Being funny was really, really important to me, 
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but the shows reason for being was to really try to walk people through how we got to 

where we are at the moment and why that’s fucked; the shitty arguments supporting 

the current status quo and maybe what we can do better - those were big things that I 

wanted to come out of the show so they had to be there. There’s a lot of… I don’t 

know about research, but the idea that any presentation or speech that has a joke in it 

makes it all so much more easier to digest, particularly if you’re walking through 

some pretty dry information, presenting it in a comedy format can be really helpful 

for people being able to digest it. It’s a ‘sugar/medicine’ kind of vibe. This is some 

really grim information, it’s pretty dense, here’s a picture of a potato. Mark Watson 

the comedian did Al Gore’s training thing - Al Gore trained 100 people in how to do 

the Inconvenient Truth presentation, and I never saw the show but Mark Watson did a 

comedy show trying to explain the effects of climate change, Rod Quantock’s done 

that a lot as well. It’s just a really cool way to communicate information. But also I 

think the show doesn’t let people off the hook, which is maybe sometimes how 

comedy works, people can watch something and laugh at it and go ‘yes, those clowns 

in Canberra, haha - mental’, and get on with their lives and nothing changes, but the 

show is I think at the end is a very clear challenge to the audience to do more and to 

chip in money as they leave, take a piece of information, visit people in detention, 

divest from banks that support and profit from the immigration detention system - 

yes, I was very, very explicit about that and wasn’t shy from lecturing (laugh) 

lecturing people, in that sense. 

And so one of the points in the show you definitely switch from, in the last third, 

you switch from comedy to more of a lecture - you have this point where you say 

“we are better than this and surely what is the point of all our privileges, what is 

the point of grand final day and the Logies and Melbourne Cup, so was that a 

really significant point for you within the show to get that across? 

Yeah, again I think that was all longer, I probably had about three paragraphs of me 

being so earnest and high and mighty (laughs). That is a moment where I’m being 

absolutely earnest which to some comedians is sort of anathema, but if ever there was 

a topic where you could wear your heart of the sleeve I think it’s this one. It was kind 

of every frustration I’ve ever had with the debate. I don’t hate Australia, I think 

Australia is this incredible country with incredible opportunity so why - why, why, 
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why do we think that this is good enough - it’s nuts. It’s the contradiction between all 

the great things that Australia is and celebrates about itself and the reality of our 

policies towards people we don’t seem to care about because ‘they’re brown or 

Muslim or don’t vote’. So yes that is certainly a moment where ‘no chuckles here 

guys, this is just what I think’. But also highlighting the moment, I then go on to list 

all the moments of evidence of human beings being better then what’s displayed in 

Australia’s immigration policies; from people protesting, to the community of people 

who repair bicycles for people on bridging visas or visit folks in detention. There are 

people who visit people in detention who have basically adopted some of the guys in 

there as their kids, they’ve become family really, they’re constantly bringing food or 

entertainment, donating money to phone credit for people on Manus Island - all the 

charitable donations of everyday Australians - Grandmothers against Detention, all 

that stuff, that stuff makes me tear up because I just think it’s these little instances of 

resistance against the shitty policies; people who know its wrong and want to do 

something about it. Including that in the show was very important to me. 

So for people who see the show, they watch it they’ve been there for 70 minutes 

and at the end of it they decide, ‘nup’ (laughs), they’re still a bunch of towelheads 

(laugh) coming over here to rape everyone; how do you respond to that and how 

do you cut through or come up against that? 

It’s very interesting. I think the brutal answer is you don’t. There is research that says 

there is 25% of people who are on board with refugee advocacy groups and do think 

there needs to be change absolutely and abhor offshore detention. And then there’s 

50% of people in the middle who are referred to as ‘persuadables’; people who 

probably have a perception of refugees or are probably ambivalent or apathetic to the 

issue - there’s 70% of people who think coming by boat to seek asylum is a crime. 

They do testing, they literally take these people aside and give them a fact and see 

what they think about the fact or how the presentation of certain language or 

information changes their mind or their thinking about the issue; they’ve never really 

been prompted to think about it until then - so they’re persaudables. And then there’s 

the 25% of people who you’re never going to convince at all; if you think that Islam is 

evil and all refugees are going to rape us, I’m not going to talk you down from that 

position with facts and logic. The idea is you’re going to waste your time and energy 
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focusing on those people and it’s a democracy so you’ve got to try and convince as 

many people as possible and use the power of those people to come around. There are 

people on Twitter who are just trolls and have Swastikas on their profile - it’s useless 

trying to reach out to them. But there are people who do change their mind because 

they’re reasonable people or when they’re exposed to information they haven’t 

previously received they do think about things differently, that’s what you’ve got to 

focus on. 

So what’s next for the show, do you have any future plans to continue doing the 

show? 

I would love to record it, yes, that’s still a dream. We’ve got to figure out a way to do 

that, film it properly and I would love to give it away for free. The nature of the show 

will change as it could become irrelevant almost immediately or after an election or 

whatever, so if I can get it filmed and put it out then that would be great, because I’m 

proud of it, I put a lot of work into it and if more people can see it and if it does any 

good, then that’s great. I’ve taken a little bit of the material and put it into a video for 

JUNKEE which is coming out soon about the deaths at sea argument to try and 

combat that. That’s the plan at this stage. 

So when you started doing this show and even going back earlier, how do you 

feel about your work being the subject of academia? 

Oh it’s very nice (laughs) it’s very nice indeed. I’m really proud of it, doing that show 

was, it was a lot of work and I thought about it really hard in lots of different ways in 

term of research that went into it, the approach to it I did a lot of diligence in terms of 

engaging with people with lived experience and actually thinking about - is this me 

just trying to get attention to look like a cool white savior person out there who’s like 

‘check me out everybody I care about refugees’ or am I serious about doing this in the 

best way possible that will try in some way… to compel people who are sympathetic 

already to actually do something - will people walk into the theatre thinking a feeling 

one way and walking out differently? And based on the feedback I get from people, 

that did happen, so I’m very proud of that, it was a big moment of creative growth for 

me; and if that’s going to be studied by the students of the future, then so be it! So be 

it. 
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We’ll wrap up in a moment, so what’s your favourite joke in the show? 

(Laugh) ‘Oh, so many to choose!’ (Laugh) I always loved in the history section 

showing a photo of Henry Parkes and his wife and saying - ‘there’s Henry Parkes 

loving his marriage’ - I actually found out that’s his daughter later on which really 

annoyed me and I refuse to change the joke - so I’m sorry that is one lie in the show 

that you can expose me on. I love that bit. I love the Harold Holt bit, that’s fun. Well, 

actually the bit… the joke that always made me so happy when people laughed was 

towards the end when I was talking about Moorthy and how he say his name is 

pronounced ‘More tea’, and I showed the way he signs off his emails like that. Just to 

see an audience full of people laugh at that made me so happy because… Moorthy is 

a very special person and he’s on Christmas Island now and the fact I get to be there 

doing that show and do that joke and make a lot of people laugh and the room full of 

people appreciating the very funny man that I get to know was both very rewarding 

for the laugh as well, but also as a nice little tribute to him - so I loved doing that bit. 
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