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Everything is changing. People are taking their comedians seriously and the politicians as a joke.
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Preface


It may seem hard to believe today, but once upon a time there was almost no political humor on television. Until the 1980s, the broadcast networks were the only game in town, and their prime time sitcoms rarely ventured into the realm of politics. The main action took place after prime time on NBC. In the 1970s, Saturday Night Live featured some political comedy, and SNL cast member Chevy Chase became famous for portraying then-president Gerald Ford as a klutz who tripped over his own feet and many other objects. On weekdays in the same time slot, talk show host Johnny Carson’s Tonight Show monologues included some one-liners that skewered politicians, unlike follow-up act in the 1980s David Letterman, who mostly steered clear of political material on Late Night.


Then Lee Atwater, the campaign manager for 1988 Republican presidential candidate George H. W. Bush, mentioned that he paid close attention to the political jokes in Carson’s monologues as a barometer of how the candidates were playing in the “real” America outside Washington, DC. That comment in turn brought the content of late night talk shows to the attention of the Center for Media and Public Affairs (CMPA), a research center that conducts studies of the news and entertainment media, of which I am director.


Up until then, the CMPA had concentrated on analyzing the content of political journalism—news coverage of presidential elections, controversial policy issues, political scandals, and the like. Its forays into entertainment media consisted mainly of counting instances of sex and violence on television, along with a study of social themes in TV entertainment, which became the basis of my book Prime Time: How TV Portrays American Culture (Regnery Publishing, 1993). In those days before the rise of “infotainment,” few people in politics or journalism cared about anything TV talk show hosts said or did. Even if they discussed politics, their comments were assumed to be too frivolous to take seriously.


More or less as a lark, the CMPA started tracking the political jokes featured in the Carson and Letterman monologues. This tracking process proved popular with the student coders, who enjoyed tracking the utterances of Carson and Letterman a lot more than those of Rather, Brokaw, and Jennings (the network evening news anchors at the time). The data produced from the tracking of the monologues proved even more popular with journalists, who rewarded the CMPA’s efforts by providing its work with a heavy dose of publicity. It was probably the first time most journalists had ever thought about late night in a political context. And if it was news to them, that made it news for their readers as well. So, in a small and inadvertent way, the CMPA may have contributed to the rise of infotainment, or at least to the rise in attention paid to infotainment by serious journalists.


It didn’t hurt that, at the 1988 Republican nominating convention, George Bush gave comedians a gift that kept on giving by choosing Indiana Senator Dan Quayle as his running mate. If you know who Dan Quayle is, you don’t need any further explanation. If you don’t, you’re in for a treat as you encounter the wealth of Quayle jokes recounted in this book. The gale of jokes blew so hard that it almost swept Quayle off the public stage altogether. And by almost being laughed off the ticket, he personified the rising influence of political humor on the real world of politics.


In light of the positive response to the CMPA’s initial studies, it continued to track the monologues throughout the campaign season and periodically thereafter until the early 1990s, when it began continuous tracking with the same kind of detailed analysis used for its studies of news content—cataloguing not only whom each joke was about but also what it was about (an extensive list broken out into topics and subtopics). Of course, it wasn’t just the technical aspects of the work that created an audience for it; it was the fun of learning who were the most-joked-about politicians or candidates or public figures, as well as the simple enjoyment of the jokes themselves. Over the years, as a new generation of late night talk show hosts provided more and more material, the CMPA’s reports became a marker and a measure of a new force in American politics.


Meanwhile, back in academia, scholars had taken notice of this phenomenon, and studies began appearing that examined the effects of late night jokes on audiences. Among these researchers were Jody Baumgartner and Jonathan Morris, whose interest in the subject came about almost accidentally. Soon after they started teaching at East Carolina University in the fall of 2003, they began casting about for ideas that might make for fruitful collaborative research. The following spring, during a six-hour drive home from a conference, Morris suggested combining his interest in media effects with Baumgartner’s in presidential campaigns by conducting an experiment. His idea was to expose students to short video clips from The Daily Show with Jon Stewart to determine what effect, if any, viewership of the program had on presidential candidate evaluations.


The resulting publication explored the program’s multiple effects on viewers’ attitudes toward candidates as well as the electoral process as a whole. However, the substance of the findings was almost secondary to the publication’s reception. The authors were completely unprepared for the attention this research received from national and local media outlets. After reading a number of stories focused on the article and granting numerous interviews, the obvious occurred to them: perhaps they had stumbled upon a research agenda. Since that time Baumgartner and Morris have, individually and together, written a number of articles examining the effects of viewing political humor as well as edited a book titled Laughing Matters: Humor and American Politics in the Media Age (Routledge, 2007). They both consider themselves fortunate to have a research agenda that provides interesting and important questions. It doesn’t hurt that keeping up with the political humor landscape is as fun for scholars as it is for students and journalists.


A few years ago, in preparing for another project, Baumgartner and Morris contacted me at the CMPA about the possibility of sharing their data. While that particular project never got off the ground, a relationship was forged that led to their collaboration on this book. In 2011, we jointly raised the possibility of writing this book together with Westview Press editor Toby Wahl, who responded enthusiastically and set the project in motion. In 2012, Ada Fung became our editor and expertly shepherded the project to fruition. We owe a great deal to Toby and Ada; without their tireless efforts, this material would still be limited to journal articles and press releases. Others at Westview Press we’d like to thank include our project editor, Carolyn Sobczak, and our copyeditor, Christine Arden. In addition, we would like to acknowledge the peer reviewers who took the time to share their comments on our manuscript at various stages of development, including Linda Beail (Point Loma Nazarene University), Stephanie Dyer (Sonoma State University), Michael Fitzgerald (University of Tennessee), Terri Jett (Butler University), Dave Kaszuba (Susquehanna University), Janet McMullen (University of North Alabama), Dannagal Young (University of Delaware), and others who wished to remain anonymous.


Our greatest debt, however, is to CMPA research director Dan Amundson, who has directed the CMPA’s political humor project ever since its inception a quarter of a century ago. Dan applied his encyclopedic knowledge of the material to working it into a data set that became the basis for this book. Without Dan’s expertise and hard work, there would not only be no book, there would be nothing for us to write a book about. We salute his efforts on our behalf, as well as those of the many students who worked under Dan’s direction to code more than a hundred thousand jokes over the past quarter century. We hope readers will enjoy this material as much as we have.


S. Robert Lichter




Chapter 1


Introduction: Politics Is a Funny Business


Does late night political humor matter? Is it simply entertaining, or is it something more? Most contemporary political humorists publicly claim that their humor has no importance beyond its comedic value. Jon Stewart, for example, regularly downplays his iconoclastic status by reminding viewers and journalists that he is “just a comedian.”1 He once famously told the hosts of CNN’s Crossfire in 2004 that The Daily Show with Jon Stewart could not be taken seriously because “the show that leads into [it] is puppets making crank phone calls.”


Regardless of the political significance, many people find the humor of late night talk shows entertaining—as evidenced, in part, by the popularity of David Letterman and Jay Leno. (Letterman has been hosting a late night talk show since 1982; and Jay Leno, from 1992 through 2014.) A recent report suggested that a third of the adult population watched either The Tonight Show with Jay Leno or The Late Show with David Letterman at least some of the time,2 while approximately one-quarter sometimes watched The Daily Show or The Colbert Report.3 Late night television and the hosts of these programs also garner their share of entertainment awards. Jon Stewart, for example, appeared on the cover of Newsweek magazine in 2004 and was listed among Time magazine’s “Top 100 most influential people in the world” in 2005.4


But beyond its value as entertainment, many people take late night comedy seriously. In fact, throughout the ages political humorists and satirists have been perceived as agents of societal and political change. In certain ancient societies, satire was associated with magic, and because of this the satirist was accorded great respect.5 The idea that humor and humorists have political power is perhaps best illustrated by the almost legendary role that Thomas Nast’s newspaper cartoons played in exposing the corruption of “Boss” Tweed and Tammany Hall, a political machine that dominated New York City politics in the mid-nineteenth century. Nast illustrated and published so many cartoons about Tammany Hall that Tweed was said to have reacted by ordering his aides to “stop them damn pictures.”6


A more contemporary example of the power of political humor involves the publication of cartoons depicting the prophet Muhammad in a Danish newspaper in September 2005. Many Muslims were insulted by the cartoons, and violence and rioting erupted as a consequence. The protests surrounding this controversy resulted in over two hundred deaths worldwide.7 Even some humorists seem to think they may be important social and political actors. After the 2008 Republican presidential nominee John McCain canceled a planned appearance on The Late Show with David Letterman during the fall campaign, a clearly offended Letterman reminded viewers of something he had said—tongue in cheek, to be sure—for years: “The road to the White House runs through me.”


Many see late night political comedy as a legitimate alternative news source. In their view, including these programs in a balanced news-viewing repertoire may promote better citizenship.8 This is particularly the case with the programming on Comedy Central. Some see The Daily Show with Jon Stewart as a new and distinctive form of journalism, partly because Jon Stewart eschews a strictly objective approach.9 Others argue that Stewart and Stephen Colbert (the host of The Colbert Report) help inform and educate us simply by virtue of the fact that they show us the absurdities of the system—and, by extension, how absurd we ourselves have become for accepting these absurdities.10 In fact, several studies have indicated that the amount of news coverage in The Daily Show and The Colbert Report is comparable to that of traditional news broadcasts.11 Furthermore, data from the 2012 election campaign show that almost one-third (31 percent) of the public reported learning about the campaign or the candidates from late night comedy shows such as The Tonight Show with Jay Leno, Saturday Night Live, or The Daily Show.12


A number of journalists agree that late night comedy should be viewed as legitimate “news.” This, again, is especially true with respect to The Daily Show and The Colbert Report. NBC Nightly News anchor Brian Williams once confessed that his editorial team often talks “about what The Daily Show did the night before.”13 In another interview Williams referred to Stewart as “a separate branch of government . . . an essential part of modern media and society” and went on to suggest that if it came to a choice between watching traditional news and The Daily Show, “by all means watch The Daily Show.”14


TV news commentator Bill Moyers once speculated that Stewart may be practicing a “new form of journalism,”15 and Leslie Moonves, president and chief executive officer of CBS, went so far as to suggest—albeit half-jokingly—that he would consider Stewart a viable replacement for Katie Couric as anchor of the CBS Evening News.16 A 2007 survey report suggested that Stewart was the fourth-most-trusted journalist in America, behind Tom Brokaw, Dan Rather, and Anderson Cooper.17


Others—mostly scholars—see late night humor as a necessary and valid form of social and political commentary or expression. The Daily Show, for example, has been widely praised for its “dissident humor.”18 While some consider the humor of Saturday Night Live and broadcast network late night talk shows like Leno or Letterman to be fundamentally apolitical, political satirists like Stewart, Colbert, Bill Maher, and the like can serve as watchdogs on government and politicians.19


These programs are also credited with serving as legitimate forms of political activism (contrary to the protestations of their hosts) as well as antidotes to the cynicism engendered by the political system.20 In addition, such shows can be the basis of legitimate academic research. A case in point is the collection of essays edited by scholar Jason Holt in which he relates the philosophy of The Daily Show to classical philosophy.21


In short, there is no question that humor (late night or otherwise) is an enduring and entertaining mode of presenting political ideas. Beyond this, as we discuss in Chapter 2, humor can help shape people’s understanding of the political world. Research has demonstrated that viewing political humor has an effect on people’s attitudes toward the targets of the humor as well as the political system in general.


Indeed, the power of late night political humor extends far beyond the realm of its effects on individuals. Late night political humor can act as a grand echo chamber, helping to spread negative messages about politicians and other aspects of political life.22 Collectively the comedy of late night talk shows constitutes a constant barrage of critical commentary about politics and politicians. Preexisting negative images, beliefs, perceptions, truths, and half-truths about the political realm are picked up and propagated even further by late night comics, who in turn likely help to strengthen these impressions.


This negative effect results from virtually all types of late night political comedy: the simpler stand-up comedy of Leno and Letterman, the more sophisticated political satire of Stewart and Colbert, and the sketch comedy of Saturday Night Live. It is even possible that such messages decrease trust in—and increase cynicism toward—politicians, government, and the political system.


In the first five chapters of this book, we review the content of late night political humor—the jokes themselves. As we examine this body of work by late night comics in some depth, it is apparent that the overall message being sent is overwhelmingly negative. And as we show in Chapter 6, this negativity seems to mirror the predominantly negative news coverage of individual politicians, suggesting that negative news about politicians and late night political humor tend to move in concert, one reinforcing the other. This is the “echo chamber” effect at work.


Mandy Grunwald, media adviser to Bill Clinton in 1992 and to Hillary Clinton in 2000, acknowledged that once the late night comedians “are making jokes about you, you have a serious problem. Whatever take they have on you is likely to stick much more solidly than what is in the political ads in papers like the Washington Post.”23 In this sense, as noted earlier, late night comics actually serve (along with the traditional news media) as watchdogs of sorts. Chris Lehane, Al Gore’s campaign press secretary in 2000, saw these late night shows as a political weathervane: “If [a story] makes it onto Leno or Letterman, it means something.”24 Many accounts suggest that Saturday Night Live’s spoof on the first presidential debate in 2000 was at least partly responsible for Gore’s decision to change the way he presented himself to the public.25


Politicians not only understand this effect, they have developed ways of coping with it. As we discuss in Chapter 7, presidential candidates, who are skewered by late night comedians on a nightly basis, now regularly appear on these same programs as a way to improve their image and perhaps reach potential voters who are more familiar with the late night talk shows than with the evening newscasts. During the 2008 presidential campaign, for example, Jay Leno featured twenty-two such candidate appearances on his program, and Jon Stewart had twenty-one.26 In total there were over a hundred such visits to late night programs by various candidates. Of course, these visits are made at least in part to deflect, preempt, or otherwise deflate the power of the hosts’ nightly barrage of negative messages.


In order to provide some context for our examination of late night televised political humor, we turn next to a brief history of political humor. While it might be tempting to believe that political humor is a product of the modern age, nothing could be further from the truth. Following this, we introduce the unique data utilized in our exposition of televised late night political humor. The chapter concludes with a short discussion of the plan of the book, previewing the remaining chapters.


A BRIEF HISTORY OF POLITICAL HUMOR


Political humor seems to be an inherent part of the human condition that has persisted throughout history.27 While a full historical analysis of political humor is beyond the scope of this chapter, it is not difficult to find prominent and well-known examples throughout the ages. For example, the unpopular father-in-law of the Egyptian leader Tutankhamen was the subject of an unflattering caricature drawn by an unknown artist in approximately 1360 BC.28 Satirical drawings of other Egyptian leaders, including Cleopatra, have also been found. Indian cartoonists poked fun at inept rulers and the Hindu god Krishna.29 Many pre-Islamic Arab tribes had a poet who, prior to a battle, composed humorous verses about the enemy.


Vases and wall paintings from ancient Greece often represented their Olympian gods in profane parodies.30 The comedies of Greek playwright Aristophanes frequently targeted Athenian leaders and other notables. In his play The Clouds, Aristophanes even lampooned Socrates.31 During the Roman Empire, political satire targeted at military commanders and various fringe religions could be found represented on walls.32 The Roman poet Horace is credited by some scholars with developing satire as a literary form in its own right.33


In the modern era, many literary authors poked fun at politics through their works. Dante’s Divine Comedy displayed his views on any number of subjects, including politics—in fact, he placed many political leaders directly in Hell.34 Shakespeare poked fun at Elizabethan politics in Richard II.35 In the 1700s, Jonathan Swift published a number of satirical works, including the well-known “Modest Proposal” (formally, “A Modest Proposal for Preventing the Children of poor People in Ireland, from being a Burden to their Parents or Country; and for making them beneficial to the Publick”) in 1729.


In this work, Swift suggests, tongue in cheek, that Irish parents should eat their children as a way of preventing them from becoming a burden both to their parents and to society. In one passage he claims to have been “assured by a very knowing American of my acquaintance in London, that a young healthy child, well nursed, is, at a year old, a most delicious, nourishing, and wholesome food.” In reality, Swift was ridiculing the British government’s policies toward Ireland. Swift’s best-known work, Gulliver’s Travels (1726), was a popular symbolic tale poking fun at the pettiness of politics, from the perspective of his close association with many Tory government leaders.


Voltaire’s Candide, published in 1759 and perhaps the most widely read of his many works, is a tale that satirizes governments, politics, and social institutions. Candide, the protagonist, is a rather simple fellow who optimistically believes, like some philosophers of the time, that “they lived, and died, in the best of all possible worlds.”36 However, a succession of hardships and misfortunes eventually causes Candide to change his worldview.


Even a brief discussion of political humor must include the popularity of political cartoons in the nineteenth century. Although caricatures of political leaders had become popular in Great Britain, France, and the Netherlands during the 1600s, the editorial cartoon as we know it today did not emerge as a form of political humor until the next century, with the cartoons of William Hogarth in Great Britain.37 Editorial cartoons in America date to the mid-eighteenth century as well. Benjamin Franklin’s famous “JOIN, or DIE” cartoon, published in the Pennsylvania Gazette on May 9, 1754, shows a snake cut into pieces, symbolizing the need for the colonies to stand together.38


Franklin also published satirical articles in the New England Courant, Poor Richard’s Almanac, and other venues. For example, his “Rules by Which a Great Empire May Be Reduced to a Small One,” penned in 1773, targeted what he perceived to be the arrogant and ignorant policies of Great Britain in the colonies. Colonial governors targeted by satire and parody included Francis Nicholson, Alexander Spotswood, and Robert Dinwiddie in Virginia; Samuel Shute, Jonathan Belcher, and William Shirley in Massachusetts; William Cosby in New York; James Oglethorpe in Georgia; and William Keith in Pennsylvania.39


In the nineteenth century, the rise of the editorial cartoon was facilitated by increased literacy rates and the growth of the print media.40 The work of Thomas Nast in particular is the stuff of legend, and rightly so. Nast not only institutionalized the popular representations of Santa Claus and Uncle Sam but also created the Republican elephant and the Democratic donkey.41


Notable late-nineteenth- and early-twentieth-century political satirists included Mark Twain and Will Rogers, though both wore other hats besides that of humorous political commentators.42 Generations of schoolchildren have grown up reading classic political satire from the early part of the twentieth century, such as George Orwell’s Animal Farm and Aldous Huxley’s Brave New World. In recent decades political humor in the United States has come from a wide range of sources, such as newspaper columnist Art Buchwald; stand-up comedians Lenny Bruce, Mort Sahl, and Dick Gregory; Garry Trudeau, creator of the Doonesbury cartoons; the satirical newspaper The Onion; and movies like Dr. Strangelove or: How I Learned to Stop Worrying and Love the Bomb, Wag the Dog, and Dave.


Of course, the United States has no monopoly on political humor. Indeed, political humor is not even unique to democracies. Numerous essays, for example, examine political jokes and the role of political humor in Nazi Germany, the Soviet Union and Communist-controlled Eastern Europe, Cuba, China, and other nondemocratic regimes.43 Interestingly, many political jokes seem to appear in more than one country, with the name or names of the appropriate authoritarian dictator, party, or bureaucracy substituted in the transfer.


A FEW WORDS ABOUT OUR ANALYSIS


In this book we use the term political humor (or political comedy) to refer to any form of communication that alludes to something political and is intended to make people laugh. For our purposes, this communication will typically be a joke or message that is delivered verbally but may derive some of its ability to make an audience laugh from non-verbal cues like movement, facial expressions, or physical imitation. It may also make use of humorous pictures, videos, or music.


We make no distinction as to exactly how “political” the humorous bit must be in order to be classified as political humor (or, for that matter, how humorous an intended joke is—clunkers qualify just as much as side-splitters). However, most of the political humor contained in the current late night television environment is what we might consider “mainstream,” meaning that it is not extremely partisan or ideological. Again, for our purposes it is enough that the joke references people who are engaged in politics, political institutions such as government and parties, or issues of a political nature.


Three major types of late night televised political humor are included in our discussion. The first is the straightforward joke, typically a one-liner, that is standard fare for stand-up comics like Leno and Letterman. The second is the more complex political satire of Stewart and Colbert. Finally, we include in our discussion the sketch comedy of Saturday Night Live, although SNL sketches are not part of the data analysis portion of this book.


In the context of classical rhetoric, these three types of humor should be treated as separate categories in terms of their contemporary functions and historical genres of political speech. Moreover, while all political humor has the objective of making people laugh, a commentary by Jon Stewart is often motivated by a desire to make them think (or reflect) as well, something that can rarely be said of a one-liner by Jay Leno.


However, in this book all these variants of political humor are treated equally. Our rationale for this approach is straightforward. First, with respect to all three types, the primary intent is to make people laugh. Second, in almost all cases the political humor is overwhelmingly negative in tone; that is, the negativity of political humor does not vary according to type. Third, this negativity is an essential characteristic of political humor, beyond its objective to amuse. It is the negativity of their message that is helping late night television comics remake American political life. They criticize with a smile, but also with a bite.


Our analysis makes use of a unique data set constructed by George Mason University’s Center for Media and Public Affairs (CMPA). The Center is a nonpartisan research and educational organization that employs content analysis to study news coverage and entertainment media. Content analysis is a method for producing an objective and systematic description of communicated materials. To be scientific, such analysis requires explicit rules and procedures that minimize a researcher’s subjective predispositions. Categories, criteria, decision rules, and so on are rigorously defined and applied consistently to all material. Because it is systematic, content analysis is more reliable than impressionistic generalizations, which are subject to individual preferences and prejudices.


The CMPA has been tracking the content of late night political humor, as well as that of the broadcast network evening news shows, for nearly a quarter of a century. Trained observers have tabulated every joke in the monologues of the most popular late night talk show hosts and comedians. In particular, the CMPA has focused on jokes about US political figures at every level of government, government institutions at every level, and foreign governments and leaders (including royalty). These include jokes about the families of any political or public figure. Beyond this, jokes about social institutions, such as churches/religious groups, businesses, the military, and schools, have been included if (1) the institutions were engaged in political activities or public policy debates; (2) the institutions were involved in some sort of scandalous or criminal behavior; or (3) the jokes addressed a general social or economic problem that stirs political controversy (race relations, gay rights issues, global warming, the declining economy, rising gas/energy prices, inflation, etc.).


Jokes were coded only during the opening monologue or opening section of the shows, and the coding stopped when the first guest appeared. The sole exception to this rule was for David Letterman’s “Top Ten” lists, which have occurred at various points in The Late Show over the years. For coding purposes each punch line was its own unit of analysis. Each joke was separately coded with a topic, a subtopic, and a target. Initially the jokes were transcribed by CMPA coders. After they became available in the latter 1990s, CMPA pulled jokes from the closed captioning transcripts of these shows. As such, there may be some variation in wording between the transcribed jokes that are coded (and appear in this book) and what the comedian actually said word for word. However, we feel that these variations are fairly minor and don’t affect the gist of the joke. In addition, it is important to note that the coding was based on viewing the shows, not reading the transcripts.


Topics were coded based on a list of approximately three hundred items (a number that has grown over the years to match changing events). The objective was to identify the central issue or institution that was discussed in the joke. Subtopics were chosen from a list that now includes over six hundred items. (This list, too, has expanded over the years to represent new controversies and issues.) Subtopics were selected to narrow the focus of the topical category.


The target of the joke was coded based on the person, group, or institution that the joke was making fun of. We did not code people who are mentioned in the joke but are not the butt of the joke. In most cases, targets were clearly identified by name in the joke, but targets could also be identified and coded based on references to situations that were specific to them. Our coding system did allow us to code more than one target per joke for the relatively small number of jokes in which this occurred. We also conducted reliability tests to ensure that all coders agreed at least 80 percent of the time on the targets and topics of jokes.


It is this collection of late night joke data that we use to examine systematically how late night comics have treated public officials, candidates for political office, and other politically related targets since 1988. Table 1.1 shows the number of jokes included in the database, by program, from 1992 through 2011.


The database contains a total of 102,435 jokes. Some are from programs that were either short-lived (e.g., The Jon Stewart Show, 1993–1995) or have only fairly recently been included in the database (e.g., Late Night with Jimmy Fallon, The Tonight Show with Conan O’Brien, 2009–2010). Bill Maher’s Politically Incorrect is included only in its broadcast network version (it ran on ABC from 1997 to 2002). Most of Comedy Central’s The Daily Show with Jon Stewart and The Colbert Report are included as well. However, the bulk of the jokes (76 percent) come from The Tonight Show (including material from hosts Johnny Carson, Jay Leno, and Conan O’Brien), The Late Show with David Letterman, and Late Night with Conan O’Brien.


The frequency of late night political jokes throughout the year seems aligned with the schedule of the government in Washington, which also matches up well with the hosts’ vacation schedules. The months of July, August, and December have noticeably fewer jokes (an average of about 7 percent per month of the total jokes in the database) than other months. September has the most jokes, partly due to the fact that every four years a presidential campaign kicks into high gear during that month. The next highest number of jokes occurs during January, when presidents are inaugurated and congressional sessions begin (and when the Monica Lewinsky scandal broke in 1997).


Table 1.1 Number of Political Jokes, by Late Night Program (1992–2011)


[image: Table 1.1 Number of Political Jokes, by Late Night Program (1992–2011)]


* Includes jokes by Johnny Carson as host in 1992 (365) and 1993 (151) as well as jokes by host Conan O’Brien in 2009 and 2010 (706).


In sum, this data set provides an empirical basis for drawing generalizations about the nature of late night political humor.


PLAN OF THE BOOK


The remainder of this book is organized as follows: In Chapter 2 we provide an overview of the evolution of political humor on late night television, from The Tonight Show and its competitors to Saturday Night Live to Comedy Central’s political humor programming.


We then situate late night political humor in the world of soft news, noting that political humor has become a major source of political information. We also examine what recent research has uncovered about the effects of late night political humor on political knowledge, attitudes, and participation. In short, this chapter partly explains why political humor matters: more people are getting more “news” and information from late night comics, and this in turn affects public attitudes and opinions and the behavior of political actors.


Chapters 3 through 5 constitute the heart of our analysis, drawing on the CMPA data set that has allowed us to track the content of late night political humor from 1992 to the present. Chapter 3 focuses on the highest-profile targets in American politics: sitting presidents, vice presidents, and candidates for these offices. From Dan Quayle and George Bush to Bill and Hillary Clinton to Barack Obama and Sarah Palin, we examine the slings and arrows of outrageous fortune that our most powerful politicians have suffered at the hands of late night comedians.


In Chapters 4 and 5 the focus shifts from who’s funny to what’s funny in late night comedy. We catalogue the types of events and traits that bring out the best (or worst) in the comedians and their joke writers. In Chapter 4 we examine scandals involving sex, money, and influence-peddling, which are the greatest sources of inspiration to late night comedians. In Chapter 5 we consider character flaws, intellectual deficits, and personal traits involving appearance, such as attractiveness, weight, and dexterity, that become associated with particular politicians. We also look at topical areas that are the backdrop for many jokes, such as the economy and the “war on terror.”


In Chapter 6 we examine how late night humor interacts with the news in shaping the public images of political leaders. Our data analyses of late night jokes are matched up with the findings from content analyses of political news that the CMPA has conducted during presidential campaigns from 1992 to 2008. We compare the two data sets with respect to subject matter, tone, and partisan direction. We then see how these trends are correlated with aggregate public opinion data on public perceptions of presidential candidates.


Late night comedians are also talk show hosts. Ever since Bill Clinton appeared on The Arsenio Hall Show in 1992, politicians have trolled for votes by making nice to their tormentors in person. During the 2008 election season, the various presidential candidates appeared more than a hundred times on late night shows, and in 2009 Barack Obama made the first late night presidential appearance by going on The Tonight Show with Jay Leno. Chapter 7 explores the role of late night talk shows as stopovers on the road to the White House.


In Chapter 8, the final chapter, we attempt to make some sense of our findings. Does this study help us better understand how political humor operates in the current media climate? Do the observations from our examination of political humor help predict the various public image successes and failures of individual politicians? Are there any inherent biases in the targets of late night political humor? If so, what are they, where do they come from, and what effect do they have? Finally, what does the future hold for the increasingly close connection between comedy and politics?


One last introductory note: as this book entered production, Jay Leno ended his twenty-two-year run hosting The Tonight Show. Taking over the show was Jimmy Fallon, who had hosted NBC’s Late Night with Jimmy Fallon since 2009. Unfortunately we were not able to incorporate this development into the text beyond this brief acknowledgment.
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